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Subhash chandra of Zee and his son Punit, suddenly and surprisingly, 
have to face a battle for survival of Zee. 

For over 30 years, Subhash (and his family) built a global scale 
entertainment and news empire, including distribution by DtH 
in the separately listed Dish tV. Like many other businessmen he 
diversified, including what was essel Propack, the largest laminated tube 
manufacturer world wide.  And when the government encouraged, private 
investment in national infrastructure building he plunged headlong  
bidding for construction of highways, using the financial strength of Zee. 
Unfortunately, with all kinds of delays mainly by government, and what 
was probably a flawed model for private contractors, this road building 
programme crashed badly, leaving several contractors very badly hurt.

Unlike most businessmen, Subhash publicly apologised for the debts and 
promised to sell various assets to pay off the debts honourably. In the 
process he brought down his holding in Zee entertainment from almost 
40 per cent to 4 per cent. And along the way invited Invesco, the fund 
managers to increase their stake significantly, which they did.

Now, Invesco, without a word of explanation to the other 80 per cent 
shareholders in Zee, sought removal of Punit Goenka and some other 
independent directors, and appointment of 6 “independent directors” to 
pack the board with their nominees to do their bidding.

Not surprisingly, Subhash and Punit have pushed back in their fight  
for survival. 

Business India has always argued for shareholder rights, and high standards 
of governance, and for  promoters to be held accountable. but it is difficult  
to have any sympathy for Invesco.  of course, in line with the media 
industry, Zee’s performance has been impacted  over the pandemic 18 
months. but otherwise it has performed perfectly well, against well funded 
rivals. And Invesco has said not a word against Subhash, Punit or for the 
independent directors. this is reminiscent of the battle fought almost 
four decades ago over DcM and escorts. And of course over the years, with 
some government support Itc has maintained its independence from bAt 
with almost a 30 per cent shareholding. 

can therefore a short term investor, with an 18 per cent stake, which it 
bought with full knowledge of Zee’s guarantees for  the group, just sweep 
away the promoter family? the rules relating to investment and control 
of media entities have been laid down over time, and can an investor 
focussed on its short term gain, ignore all the rules and almost take the 
law into its own hands – all under the garb of protection of shareholder 
rights?  Up till now not a single complaint was filed with the authorities, 
be it SebI, or the Stock exchanges, or government or the courts.

raw money power has its own logic, and often succeeds. At the same time, 
Subhash and Punit will take all steps to protect their legacy.  And Sony, a 
global listed corporation, also concerned with transparency, has expressed 
its faith, in Punit Goenka and Zee. this is not a battle that will be a walk 
over. this is also the time for industry bodies to examine the issues and 
voice their views. And should government be concerned about such 
foreign  take over of important media companies?
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business-like US visit
Continuity is the name of the game 

Narendra Modi, who made a mark as one 
of our most widely travelled Prime Min-
isters, has visited the United States seven 

times in the seven years he has been in office 
– in 2014, 2015, twice in 2016, 2017, 2019 and 
2021. He has met with three different Presidents 
– barack obama, Donald trump and Joe biden. 
Modi had met biden too when the latter was 
Vice President. In fact, the obama phase had wit-
nessed a major expansion of strategic and diplo-
matic ties and biden had played a key part then. 
they have spoken several times on phone. So it’s 
not that biden or Modi needed an ice-breaker 
kind of meeting to move forward.  but given the 
budding bromance between Modi and trump 
and the shadow it cast on India-US ties, it was 
projected as one. but from all accounts emerging 
from Washington, continuity is still the name of 
the game. 

the signals were all there even before the 
visit. top functionaries of the biden adminis-
tration, US Defence Secretary Lloyd James Aus-
tin, Secretary of State Anthony blinken and 
climate change envoy John Kerry had visited 
New Delhi. Democracy continues to be a com-
mon bond. though both biden and his Vice 
President, Kamala Harris made a repeated men-
tion about the need to respect democratic val-
ues, Modi and the Indian delegation appear to 
have taken the comments in their stride – and 
there were no sharp responses. Harris ended her 
press statement by addressing the PM directly 
on “defending democratic principles and insti-
tutions within our respective countries”. Modi 
called those similar values, and invited Harris to 
Delhi. In the past, Harris has been critical of the 
Modi dispensation’s policy on Kashmir, on Jais-
hankar’s boycott of a meeting with US congress-
woman Pramila Jayapal over human rights issues 
and the Delhi riots. 

In Washington, Modi held a number of impor-
tant meetings –  a bilateral meet with biden, a del-
egation-level meet with Harris, interaction with 
ceos of five top US companies  and of course the 
main highlight of the visit – the Quad Summit. 
there was first-ever in-person Quad Summit. 
the event was closely watched closely as just a 
week ago, the US announced a different coali-
tion in the Indo-Pacific – AUKUS. Significantly, 
there were no ripples of the announcement, or 
references to the time and energy spent by Wash-
ington in trying to assuage France’s unhappi-
ness over plans for US and UK to develop nuclear 

submarines for Australia. this was an issue India 
distanced itself from as well, saying AUKUS has 
no link with the Quad or India.

the focus of the Quad meet was on Indo-
Pacific. the need for a free and open Indo-Pacific 
where international rules based order is fol-
lowed was a common theme in all the conversa-
tions. there was no direct mention of china, or 
tough language seen in Quad meetings in 2019 
– indicating the biden administration is taking a 
more diplomatic tack. cooperation on counter-
ing the covid pandemic and the post-covid eco-
nomic recovery was another important subject. 
Modi was thanked for decision to start export-
ing vaccines from next month. In particular the 
Quad vaccine initiative, which will see 1 bil-
lion Johnson and Johnson vaccines  manufac-
tured in India, funded by the US, distributed in 
South east Asia by Japan and Australia was dis-
cussed and leaders said it was on track. However, 
India’s demands, for vaccine indemnity from US 
manufacturers, and support for the India-South 
Africa joint proposal at the Wto for a waiver on 
patent rights for covid vaccines and medicines, 
did not find a mention. on climate change, the 
Quad countries agreed to pursue efforts to limit 
global warming to 1.5°c above pre-industrial 
levels, and to update or communicate ambitious 
NDcs by the upcoming UK conference on cli-
mate change at coP26. this was a key demand 
from Kerry, who wanted to know India’s plans 
for 450GW of renewable energy as well as targets 
for net zero and ending coal usage for thermal 
power on the NDcs as well.

the discussion on Afghanistan centred on 
human rights and terrorism concerns. the lan-
guage on Afghanistan was probably the strongest 
part of both joint statements and it was discussed 
by all the leaders in various meetings. In partic-
ular, they spoke of cooperating to implementing 
the UNScr resolutions ensuring Afghanistan ter-
ritory is not used to shelter or train terrorists, or 
to plan or to finance terrorist acts, use of terrorist 
proxies and  cross-border attacks. otherwise, the 
Quad gave precedence to soft issues over secu-
rity. Global issues like climate change, covid 
cooperation, technology and supply chains took 
the centrestage. 

In short, it was a business-like visit with little 
drama and the back-slapping mass hysteria-gen-
erating encounters with NrIs for which Modi’s 
outings had become famous.         u

feedback@businessindiagroup.com
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The wait for longest awaited privatisation, 
of national carrier Air India, seems to be 
finally over with Tata Sons being touted 

as winner of the bidding process. 
The cash-strapped airline is likely to regain 

its lost glory, once it is handed over to its 
founder and new owner – Tata Sons.

With a debt of over R70,000 crore and daily 
losses to the tune of R20 crore, it will be a chal-
lenge for Tatas to break even. Tata Sons, it is 
learnt,  will also takeover 15 per cent of the 
airlines’ existing debts. However, along with 
debts also come assets which include addi-
tional routes, landing and parking slots, 144 
fleet of aircraft and MRO facility.

Along with Air India its fully owned sub-
sidiary Air India Express too would be handed 
over to the new owner, while Alliance Air will 
remain with the government. Tatas will also 
get a 50 per cent stake in the ground handling 
company Air India SATS Airport Service. Air 
India’s real estates are being sold separately.

Tatas had earlier stated that once they get 
control of Air India they form a combined 
entity of their airlines – which would include 
their full-service carrier Vistara of which they 
have 51 per cent stake and low cost carrier Air 
Asia of which they have 80 per cent stake.

Tatas have been vying for bilateral slots 
at busy airports like London Heathrow, New 
York, Chicago and Hong Kong, which they will 
get through Air India’s acquisition. Besides, 
they will also be able to fly non-stop on the 
Dreamliners.

The combined fleet strength of the new air-
line entity headed by Tatas would be 225  (144 
of Air India, 48 of Vistara and 33 of Air Asia).

India’s present market leader is Indigo with 
260 aircraft. It will be a while before Tatas 
would surpass them in fleet size and market 
share. However, on the international front Tata 
would have a greater share.

One would have to wait for minute details 
of the deal to be shared officially and only then 
would one know whether the staff of the exist-
ing airline would be absorbed or not.

Air India has about 1,500 trained pilots and 
about 2,000 aircraft engineers. Even if they are 
absorbed, moving from the PSU work culture to 
a private sector will be a task.

Being a private sector enterprise, with no 
meddling by the government it is possible 
for Air India to regain its past glory – where 

it was considered amongst the best airlines in  
the world.

JRD Tata founded TATA Airlines in 1932 and 
it was nationalised as Air India in 1953. JRD 
continued as chairman of Air India till 1977. 
When the civil aviation sector opened up for 
the private sector Tatas tried to enter the sec-
tor along with Singapore Airlines. However, at 
that time Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) was 
not permitted in India.

It was during Prime Minister Atal Behari 
Vajpayee’s government that the talk of Air 
India’s privatisation began in 2000 and 60 per 
cent stake was to be diluted. However, by 2002 
the consortium led by Tatas and Singapore Air-
lines fell apart and Hindujas withdrew from 
the race.

Later, in 2018, the government’s attempt 
failed again when they planned to sell a 76 per 
cent stake in Air India and pass on a part of the 
debt as well.

Though IndiGo was the only company that 
showed an expression of interest but made it 
clear that it was keen on acquiring only Air 
India’s international operations.

In 2020 it was announced that 100 per cent 
stake of Air India would be sold. Then the bid-
ding process restarted and Tata Sons and Ajay 
Singh of SpiceJet made it to the final round. 

Interestingly, the annual report of the DGCA 
for 1933-34 complimented the efficiency of 
the airmail service of Tata Airlines operating 
between Karachi and Bombay and its 100 per 
cent punctuality even in rough weather. It 
even says that staff from Imperial Airways was 
deputed to see the functioning of Air India.

A lot has changed since then. The skies have 
become a lot more crowded, yet it would be 
interesting to watch the airline bounce back 
and earn a reputation it lost over time.

It is worth remembering that BA before  
it was privatised was as badly run, with as many 
liabilities as a State Airline.  After it was pri-
vatised it was turned abound completely and 
became “the world’s favourite airline” as it 
advertises.

The other two favourite airlines of many 
Indians are Singapore Airlines and Emirates. 
Both hire a large number of pilots, technical 
staff and cabin crew from India. However nei-
ther of them have a domestic routes or adomes-
tic  base population. 

Can Tatas emulate these great airlines?     u

the Maharaja will smile back
Can Tatas come out with flying colours?
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reducing backlog
Besides more judges, better legislation is required to reduce litigation

The Chief Justice N.V. Ramana-led colle-
gium had last fortnight recommended 
over 106 names for appointment of judges 

of 13 High Courts. This was a record of sort cre-
ated as it was done within five months of justice 
Ramana taking oath as the 48th chief justice of 
India. Earlier the collegium had recommended 
the names of 9 women judges for appoint-
ment in the Supreme Court. This is a laudable 
step indeed and early clearance of the names 
by the Central Government will pave the way 
for reducing the huge pile up of cases in various 
courts of law. Justice Ramana also said “speedy 
appointment of judges could help lessen the 
burden of pendency.

Considering that there are more than 4.4 
crore pending cases in various courts, includ-
ing the Supreme Court, High Courts and nearly 
19,000 subordinate courts across India as on 31 
March 2021, the new appointments required 
to be made as soon as possible. The pandemic 
year had added to the pending list by nearly 
20 per cent due to closure of courts and non-
availability of transport for various employees 
in major metros.

Some out-of-the-box thinking requires to 
be done for bringing down the backlog consid-
erably. A time frame requires to be set. Various 
measures have been suggested including setting 
up of digital platforms for easing the burden of 
common man to go to the various courts. Reduc-
ing adjournments to a bare minimum and medi-
ation as a preferable mode of settling disputes 
could be tried. The setting up of commercial 
courts is also a step in the right direction. Post 
the enactment of the Commercial Courts Act, 
2015 around 300 new commercial courts have 
been set up across the country.

Increasing courts and the number of judges to 
settle pending as well as new cases will certainly 
help. However, there is also a duty on the legisla-
ture to help in reducing cases. Unlike in the case 
of criminal cases, many of the commercial cases 
in the courts also relate to the interpretation of 
law. And this takes a considerable time to resolve 
with many high value cases dragging for years 
before a final verdict is given. 

One way is to ensure better legislation which 
gives minimum leeway for interpretation on the 
point of law. Of course, it is not easy to turn back 
the clock and tighten all commercial laws. Cer-
tainly, a beginning has to be made somewhere. 
And in any case at least the new laws require to 

be more rigidly drafted by the law makers. Before 
the final enactment, one requires to be 100 per 
cent sure that no scope for interpretation other 
than what the legislators want. Too many laws 
are rushed to the Parliament and legislatures 
without being examined by select committees. 
It often results in different interpretations by 
different High Courts, which then need to be 
resolved by the Supreme Court, thus adding to 
the backlog. A thorough screening of proposed 
laws required to be made before the enactment.

Many cases also result from the zealous subor-
dinate officers wanting to earn brownie points. In 
cases where the tribunal has given its verdict not 
once, twice but on various occasions, the officers 
– be it income tax or other commercial matters 
– require to respect the same and not unneces-
sarily drag them to high court and thereafter 
Supreme Court. Besides frittering away valuable 
time of assessees there is also a drain on money. 
Officers fighting on government’s money are not 
accountable if their cases get turned down by the 
tax tribunals or high courts or Supreme Court, 
but the time spent at various judicial and quasi-
judicial bodies could have been avoided.

While for the officers concerned, with many 
times at the prodding by the ministry of finance 
officials, they relentlessly pursue cases against 
poor assessees dragging them to litigate for mat-
ter relating to several years post the event. Know-
ing fully well that they do not have any solid 
cases, assesses are harassed due to the pressure 
mounted by seniors to show better performance 
and meet targets. Some legislation requires to 
be put in place that in case tribunals or high 
courts have struck down similar attempts further 
appeal beyond their own quasi-tribunals cannot 
be pursued. Advance ruling also requires to be 
made more accessible to all assessees. And these 
ruling cannot be challenged by those in their 
respective departments. This would lead to a fur-
ther reduction in newer cases. Especially in case 
of high value cases relating to transfer pricing.

There are no quick fix solutions to reduce 
pending cases. However, besides increasing num-
ber of judges and increasing number of courts, 
the legislature also requires to do its part to min-
imise further add-up to the backlog. Discipline 
in the administrative arms of bodies to curb the 
over-enthusiasm of officials given the responsi-
bility of collecting taxes will also go a long way 
in curbing new cases.        u

feedback@businessindiagroup.com
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exiting tea business  
Apeejay Surrendra Group, one of the 
oldest business conglomerates, hav-
ing business interests in hospitality, 
tea, shipping and logistics is set to 
exit the tea plantation business. Apee-
jay tea which produces 20 million kg 
of tea from its 17 gardens in Assam 
has signed an MoU with Peter craig 
Jones, a South India-based planter to 
sell the company, according to a reli-
able source. the deal between Apeejay 
tea and Jones is expected to be con-
cluded by mid-November. It is under-
stood that Jones is raising funds from 
investors to acquire Apeejay tea. the 
entire Apeejay tea company will be 
under a new management and Kolkata 
will continue to be the headquarters. 
the acquisition cost is not known but 
the deal, apparently, is good for Karan 
Paul, chairman, Apeejay Group. Paul 
may decide to keep some stake. the 
company keeps mum on the develop-
ment. Apeejay has a total of 16,000 
labour force in tea estates and 90 peo-
ple in the management. the com-
pany is in financial stress and losing 
heavily. the debt burden is estimated 
to be close to R500 crore. earlier this 
year, Apeejay sold their stake in UK-
based typhoo tea to private equity 
players. A planter, who is aware of 
Apeejay’s plans to exit tea planta-
tion business, thinks Paul is lucky to 
get a buyer in this bear market. the 
company was looking for buyers for 
a long time. their tea quality is aver-
age and gardens are poorly managed.  
the new management is likely to 
boost the morale of the workforce 
says the planter.

raising stake
Under the chairmanship of Sun-
der Kanaparthy,  Vivo biotech Ltd 
(VbL)  is an exciting proxy of the 
emerging opportunities in the global 
drug discovery services sector. the 
company is evolving from its long-
standing presence in the laboratory 
animals segment. the company is 
extending into a full-service contract 
research organisation (cro) offering 
drug development and discovery 
services coupled with In vivo and 
In vitro toxicity studies. this opens 
the company into a vast universe 

of opportunities and possibilities, 
auguring attractive and profitable 
growth across the foreseeable future. It 
is well-equipped and offers the full 
spectrum of analytical studies for crop 
protection agents & industrial chem-
icals. According to a source, the pro-
moters are raising their stake and the 
company has announced an expan-
sion to meet the rising national and 
international demand. 

Unlocking value
GHcL plans to demerge its textile 
business into a separate entity. both 
businesses will be listed as separate 
business entities. textiles constitutes 
35.1 per cent of its total revenue as on 
FY21. one may recall that last Septem-
ber,  the competition commission of 
India (ccI) approved the demerger of 
the textiles business of GHcL Ltd. into 
its wholly owned subsidiary GHcL 
textiles Ltd (GHcL textiles). In April 
2021, shareholders and unsecured 
creditors had already approved the 
scheme of demerger and secured cred-
itors have approved the scheme of 
demerger of GHcL’s inorganic chem-
icals and textile businesses in July-
2021. With this, the company will 
now approach the NcLt for approval. 
overall, demerger process is likely to 
over by the end of 2021. the listing of 
the textile business as GHcL textiles 
Ltd may happen after a few months 
of demerger. the company expects 
this demerger to deliver various oper-
ational and strategic benefits to each 
business segment. 

Expanding 
portfolio
Ashiana Housing, with primarily 
focus on senior living, care homes 
and kid centric homes, is ramping up 
its portfolio in senior living which is 
gaining in momentum as an emerg-
ing real estate class. the Delhi-based 
developer has recently acquired a 
piece of land measuring 15.64 acres on 
perpetual lease basis from Mahindra 
Lifespaces within its Mahindra World 
city township in chennai. Ashiana 
which is expecting a sales revenue 
of R600-650 crore from this project, 
would develop 12-13 lakh sq ft area in 

this project, comprising around 1,000 
units. this will be its second senior 
living project in chennai. the devel-
oper, already developing one project 
in the city comprising around 1,000 
units, is looking for many more such 
partnership and opportunities in the 
senior living space in other parts of 
the country

Serving unserved 
space
U Gro capital, an NSe & bSe listed, 
MSMe lending fintech platform, has 
recently signed a co-lending agree-
ment with IDbI bank, on the occa-
sion of the bank’s 58th Foundation 
Day. the co-lending arrangement 
will work towards providing for-
mal credit to underserved MSMes, at 
affordable rates. For the same, it will 
leverage U Gro capital’s digital tech-
nology platform driven by a Data tri-
pod, which comprises of GSt, banking 
and bureau, in addition to the compa-
ny’s deep sectoral understanding, and 
multi-channel distribution reach. U 
Gro capital has been building its Gro 
– Xstream platform, which through 
APIs integrates with banks on one side 
and with multiple fintechs, payments 
platforms, NbFcs, neo banks, market 
places and other digital platforms on 
the other. At the initial stage, banks 
would be co-lending through this 
platform with the loans originated 
by U Gro capital’s distribution net-
work, however in future other par-
ticipants on the platform would also 
get access to capital through this plat-
form. once fully operational, the 
Gro – Xstream platform would have 
the power to unleash and democra-
tise MSMe credit by leveraging banks’ 
prowess on the liability side and U 
Gro capital along with its origina-
tion partners as well as its underwrit-
ing engine on the assets side. U Gro 
aspires to serve one million small 
businesses with an asset book of 1 per 
cent of outstanding MSMe credit of 
India as its first milestone. the fintech 
firm has raised around R2,500 crore of 
equity and debt capital from marquee 
Pe investors, family offices, banks and  
other financial institution in the last 
three years.         u

feedback@businessindiagroup.com
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Shalini Warrier, eD & 
business Head-retail, Fed-

eral Bank, says, “We have 
always believed in the strength 
of partnerships to expand 
our reach to customers, and 
the launch of onecard is yet 
another example of this phi-
losophy. onecard comes with 
a strong customer proposition, 
backed by state-of-the-art tech-
nology and analytics. We are 
confident that this partnership 
will see the bank and onecard 
scale new heights in the credit 
card business,” talking about 

the launch of Mobile-first - 
credit card. this is Federal 

bank’s partnership with one-
card. this partnership will 
enable the issuance of a vir-
tual credit card powered by a 
mobile app in less than three 
minutes and a metal card to 
be delivered in 3-5 days. “this 
launch aims to offer a digi-
tally augmented experience 
to tech-savvy Indians. these 
Mobile-first credit cards are 
be issued by Federal bank and 
managed by onecard and are 
powered by VISA.   With the 
upcoming festive season, Fed-
eral bank is intending to bet 

big on retail portfolio and aims 
to cash in on consumer credit 
as the same will likely be on 
peak during the festive season 
backing the economic revival,” 
adds Warrier. With onecard, 
Federal bank will target the 
young working professionals 
between 23 and 35 years, pri-
marily representing the mil-
lennials and Gen Z.  According 
to a report by Deloitte, millen-
nials and Gen Z alone com-
prise more than 35 per cent 
and 27 per cent respectively 
of the Indian population. u

Last week the chen-
nai-based FMcG major 

CavinKare announced its 
foray into the men’s grooming 
segment. Launching its first 
pure-play men’s personal care 
brand –bIKer’S – the company 
will offer an array of products 
for hair and body care needs, 
exclusively for urban male. 
Kick-starting the launch, it had 
also unveiled the first range of 
products in the shampoo cate-
gory that is set to hit the mar-
kets starting in tamil Nadu. 

Venkatesh Vijayaragha-
van, ceo & director – FMcG, 
cavinKare, said this foray into 
the men’s grooming category, 
which is expected to cross $1.2 
billion by 2024, marks a sig-
nificant step in the cavinKare 
2.0 growth strategy. the men’s 
grooming market is expected 
to grow at 2.5x in the next 
five years, he said. there is 
an increased interest among 
urban male consumers for per-
sonal grooming products. “We 
spent nearly 2 years in r&D 

to develop an entire prod-
uct line specifically curated 
to match the needs of urban 
male consumers,” he added. 
the newly launched bIKer’S 
brand comprises products like 
2-in-1 shampoo-condition-
ers, beard oil, beard cream 
and shower gel to satiate the 
needs of urban male. bIKer’S 
shampoo will be available in 
three variants – helmet dam-
age repair – claimed to be first 
for helmet wearers, anti-dan-
druff and strong & bouncy.u

Guiltfree Industries 
Ltd, the FMcG vertical of 

the rP-Sanjiv Goenka Group, 
has launched personal care 
products aimed at skin and 
haircare under the brand ‘Nat-
urali’. the company targets 
revenues of around R400-500 
crore from the segment in the 
next four-five years. According 
to Shashwat Goenka, Sec-
tor Head, retail & FMcG, “We 
are initially launching the 
products nationally on e-com-
merce platforms and in select 
modern trade outlets includ-
ing Spencer’s retail and Health 
& Glow. We will also launch in 
general trade in the National 
capital region and Karnataka 
and then move on to other 
geographies.” the company, 
which has launched a range 
of shampoos, conditioners, 
face washes and face creams, is 
looking to expand the range. 
It might also explore acquisi-
tion opportunities. Goenka 
said Naturali was designed 
to meet the evolved beauty 
needs of modern millennials 

and Gen Z consumers who are 
conscious and well-informed. 
“While the existing natural 
care industry boasts a host 
of players, they are priced 
steeply and are out of reach 
for a large part of the con-
sumer base. Guiltfree Indus-
tries took it upon themselves 
to bridge this gap with Natu-
rali, a range that delivers quick 
efficacious results, is free from 
nasties and available at afford-
able price points,” he said.u

tVS Motor Company 
recently announced the 

acquisition of Switzerland-
based electric bicycle com-
pany eGo Movement in a 
R132-crore (cHF 16.6 million) 
all-cash deal. the company 
picked 80 per cent in eGo 
through its Singapore arm and 
the remaining 20 per cent will 
be held by the founders of the 
Swiss company. “the e-bike 
segment has been growing 
dramatically particularly in 
europe and the US. this will 
come to other markets as well. 
So, we are super excited about 

this deal,” said Sudarshan 
Venu, Joint Managing Direc-
tor, tVS Motor company. 
Founded by Daniel Meyer and 
Marie So, eGo Movement 
has a wide range of e-bikes, 
e-cargo bikes, and e-scooters. 
the company employs about 
40 people and reported a rev-
enue of cHF5 million in 2020. 
“eGo has unique design capa-
bilities and offers a customer-
focussed approach. We have 
10 stores already in europe, 
particularly in Switzerland 
and Germany. Liechtenstein 
is also a fast-growing market. 
Apart from the europe expan-
sion, we will look at America, 
India and other markets, too,” 
said Venu. Along with digi-
tal and other forms of distri-
bution, eGo’s stores will be 
ramped up to 20 by 2022 and 
32 by 2025 in europe. With 
the proposed expansion, tVS 
expects to grow the revenue 
of eGo to cHF 10 million 
this year and about $100 mil-
lion (cHF 90 million) in about  
five years.     u
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the pandemic has forced 
the L&D industry to move 

away from traditional organ-
isational learning. With the 
entire world now moving 
online, there is a big limita-
tion of organising sessions 
virtually. organisations are 
reaching out for industry 
experts who can engage their 
workforce in interactive ses-
sions that eventually result 
in the learning of new skills. 
to make professional knowl-
edge accessible for higher 
growth opportunities, Spea-
kIn, Asia’s largest network of 
business experts and thought 
leaders recently entered into 
a partnership with Singa-
pore-based recruitment firm, 
exponent Global consulting 
(eGc). Deepshikha Kumar, 
founder, SpeakIn, is quite opti-
mistic about this joint ven-
ture, “While eGc offers its 
clientele consulting services 
that are primarily embedded 
in leadership development, 
executive coaching and organ-
isation development, Spea-
kIn is a repository of thought 
leadership, where experts 
shed light on topics that influ-
ence workplace dynamics. 
Hence, organisations look-
ing to hire the right talent 
and working for the learn-
ing and development of the 
existing talent can immensely 
benefit from the mix of these 
offerings,” says Kumar. u

Get My Parking (GMP) 
is an award-winning 

mobile-based parking 
management system that 
is digitizing the parking 
industry. Co-founded in 2015 
by Chirag Jain and Rasik 
Pansare, GMP which has 
raised around $10.5 mil-
lion funding from funds like 
IvyCap and IAN Fund, pro-
vides an interoperable smart 
parking platform that con-
nects all parking and mobil-
ity stakeholders operating in 
silos. With a strong founda-
tion of team, technology and 
partnerships, GMP is creat-
ing a future-proof omni stack 
for the parking industry. In a 
short span of time, the firm 

has expanded its operation 
in the EU, US and Austra-
lia and has already digitised 
2,500 parking lots globally 

(Delhi-NCR, Bengaluru and 
Mumbai; 250 parking lots in 
India).  GMP has partnered 
with Europe’s largest parking 
operator, APCOA to revolutio-
nise parking in 13 countries. 
Recently, the firm has also 
joined hands with Mercedes 
Benz for digital parking expe-
rience. “Our vision is to make 
every parking transaction a 
sub-conscious experience.  
Backed by new age technolo-
gies like AI and IoT, we are cre-
ating a future-proof parking 
platform to connect the park-
ing industry internally as well 
as with urban mobility play-
ers,” says  Rasik Pansare, co-
founder and CMO, Get My 
Parking. u

rodic Consultants 
recently announced the 

launch of one of its business 

units, A-toM (Advisory for 
transaction, organizational 
Support and    Management). 
A-toM has been curated to 
handhold infrastructure cli-
ents/projects, programs or 
portfolios.    the company is 
eyeing a revenue of R100 crore 
in FY22 from this new busi-
ness unit. the offering shall 
cut across a wide gamut of 
sectors and segments, includ-
ing transport (roads and high-
ways, airports, ports, railways, 
metro rail). commenting on 
the launch of A-toM, Raj 
Kumar, cMD, rodic con-
sultants said, “A-toM is a 

formidable step towards wid-
ening our spectrum of ser-
vices and fostering innovation 
in our endeavour to main-
tain a competitive edge in the 
industry. this business unit 
will help us diversify our strat-
egy to cater to our clients more 
effectively with an end-to-end 
block offering of services and 
solutions cutting across sectors 
from concept to commission-
ing. As a leading player in the 
segment, we are committed 
to enriching the ‘Aatma Nirb-
har bharat’ initiative in the 
true sense, thereby contribut-
ing to India’s growth story.” u

Gangala,  a chennai-
based  b2b & b2c social 

commerce platform, was 
recently launched in India. 

It aims to foster vibrant local 
commerce through creating 
a shared value e-commerce 
ecosystem for merchants and 
customers that enable vibrant 
local communities in emerg-
ing nations. the small, inde-
pendent merchants who are 
the backbone of the local 
community have always 
lacked the means or the sup-
port to compete  and the 
covid pandemic only exac-
erbating their plight despite 
them coming to the rescue of 
millions of households locked 
in for months and  ensuring 
that supply of essential goods 
was maintained. they do not 
have access to vast pools of 
cheap capital, scale to extract 
the best terms from brands or 
the latest technology. they 

face an existential threat 
and it should be the collec-
tive social responsibility of 
all of us to ensure their long-
term viability. According 
to  Venkat Pacha, Founder 
& ceo, Gangala, “to main-
tain and foster a sustainable 
business model for the mer-
chants of emerging markets 
in Asia and LAtAM, we are 
creating an equitable com-
merce product – Gangala. We 
are building a team of expe-
rienced and dedicated pro-
fessionals as well as a suite of 
cutting-edge digital enablers 
(Live chat bot, Voice Assis-
tants, Interactive Video Shop-
ping, bids on Live Auctions 
etc.) that will deliver a seam-
less and interactive shopping 
experience for consumers.” u

https://getmyparking.com/
https://getmyparking.com/
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the Indian toy market, which is 
currently estimated at $1 billion, 
has the potential to double itself 

by 2025, according to a FIccI-KPMG 
report.

While presenting  a detailed over-
view of the Indian toy industry focus-
ing both on demand and supply-side 
measures needed to make India a 
global toy manufacturing hub,  the 
report ‘State of play: India’s toy story 
– Unboxing fun and beyond,’ says that 
India could also target a 2 per cent 
share of global exports by 2025. there 
is high growth potential for India 
in exports of plastic toys and board 
games in the US, eU and Middle east 
among other markets. 

currently, mere 15 per cent of the 
toys demand is met indigenously, 
while 85 per cent is imported from 
countries like china, Malaysia, Neth-
erlands and the US. the report says 
that as the country gears up to lever-
age the potential through well laid out 
policy measures and action plan, the 
over dependency on imports can be 
reduced to 60 per cent.        

the report has prescribed mea-
sures like phased manufacturing 
programme, implementation of a ded-
icated policy, and simplification of 
mandatory compliances for promot-
ing the country’s toy industry towards 
doubling the market size. It states that 
whereas globalisation has expanded 

market access for raw materials and 
finished goods, the covid-19 pan-
demic has exposed the vulnerabili-
ties of global firms procuring from a 
single source market. the established 
need for de-risking supply chains has 
presented India with another oppor-
tunity to embrace its heritage and 
inherent advantages in skill and tech-
nology to become a global player in 
the industry.

Important information “For a child 
to develop, it is important that play is 
integral to his/her life. the toy indus-
try has a critical role in bringing play 
to every child of every strata in India, 
by delivering quality toys at afford-
able price points. this report provides 
an important information founda-
tion on a hitherto unorganised indus-
try which can be revolutionised into a 
large innovative and organised indus-
try that meets the needs of children 
not only in India, but throughout the 
world,”  says Vivek Jhangiani, chair-
man, FIccI toy sector committee and 
Past president, the All India toy Man-
ufacturers Association.  

“toys have been an integral part of 
Indian culture and heritage. While the 
desire to play is as unabated today as 
ever before, the global toy industry has 
come a long way. the nature and tech-
niques of play are fast evolving, keep-
ing pace with changes in technology 
and market demands. toys categories 
such as dolls, soft toys, baby & infant 
and pre-school are highly labour-
intensive with good potential for 
manufacturing capabilities in India 
and easy to penetrate the export mar-
ket, except for items that require dec-
orations and similar value additions 
where the productivity levels are sig-
nificantly lower (30-40 per cent) than 
china,” says the FIccI-KPMG report. 
It has also suggested the development 
of toy design centres, with a focus on 
r&D to encourage innovation; lever-
aging National education Policy 2020 
to push local artisans, and increasing 
the number of labs for the toy sector.

“toys have been an integral part 
of our culture since the beginning of 
civilization. However, the Indian toy 
industry is yet to realise its true poten-
tial of becoming a global phenome-
non. For Make in India toys to succeed 
in domestic and international markets 

toying with fresh ideas  
The domestic toy market presents huge opportunity  

Toys have been an integral part of Indian culture and heritage

https://www.devdiscourse.com/news?tag=National+Education
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it is critical to support Design in India 
and Innovate in India,” says Preeti 
Sitaram, Director, Government & Pub-
lic Services, KPMG in India.

the report also says that the need 
for de-risking supply chains has pre-
sented India with another opportunity 
to embrace its heritage and inherent 
advantages in skill and technology to 
become a global player in the industry. 
the global toy market is currently 
pegged at around $95 billion where 
Indian exports contribute merely $220 
million.

 “beyond supporting livelihoods 
and children’s right to play, toys are 
also an essential pedagogical tool, 
making them an integral part of our 
national identity. Affordability and 
quality are key to propelling the 
growth of the Indian toy industry. the 
report reveals how the business of play 
can evolve to make India a global toy-
conomy,” says Mohit bhasin, Partner, 
Government & Public Services, KPMG 
in India. 

the report observed that digital 
and technology advancement in toys 
is leading to rising application of Arti-
ficial Intelligence, especially in SteM 
toys. India has limited manufacturing 

capability in battery operated, elec-
tronic and technology-based toys but 
can be scaled up in medium to long-
term period. Labour-intensive sub-seg-
ments constituting 50-60 per cent of 
toys market can scale up immediately 
in India, giving an indigenisation 

push to these segments which could, 
therefore, provide enormous impetus 
to job creation. there is also a signif-
icant scope for growth in gross value 
addition with inclusion of unregis-
tered units in India.

“States across the country are spear-
heading initiatives to nurture toy 
manufacturing ecosystems as well as 
developing and marketing new toy 
clusters, heralding a significant change 
in domestic toy manufacturing.  Pro-
moting quality toys and maintaining 
the affordability of those quality prod-
ucts are the two key pillars. the desired 
model for India is to incentivise global 
as well as domestic players to build 
end-to-end, integrated manufacturing 
facilities,” says the report which has 
also suggested a nodal agency, a one-
stop shop like National creative Hub 
(c-Hub), strategic tie-ups with global 
players to leverage science, technol-
ogy, engineering, art, and math toys. 
besides, there is also a need for JVs and 
technical collaborations with interna-
tional companies for current manufac-
turing and to develop an ecosystem of 
suppliers.u

A r b I N D  G U P t A
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Jhangiani: playing an important role 
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India was basking in the glow of being 
called the pharmacy of the world 
when the second deadly wave of  the 

covid-19 pandemic put a halt to vac-
cine exports to focus on inoculating its 
own population. As a tidal wave of infec-
tions swept the country, the Modi gov-
ernment received flak for trying to score 
rookie diplomatic points at the cost of the 
health of its people. India had donated or 
sold 6.6 crore doses to nearly 100 coun-
tries before the export halt. It abruptly 
suspended the Vaccine Maitri. 

As a result, the global supply of 
coVAX was hit. the coVAX (covid-19 
Vaccines Global Access) is a worldwide 
initiative aimed at an equitable access 
to covid-19 vaccines directed by Gavi, 
the Vaccine Alliance, the coalition for 
epidemic Preparedness Innovations 
and the World Health organization. So 
much so that there are many parts of 
the world where one shot has been dis-
pensed to health workers or frontline 
workers and the second shot has not 
been forthcoming. the Serum Institute 
of India, which had planned to supply 
upwards of 140 million doses by the 
end of June, had to take some of the 
blame as it had to pull back that sup-
ply because of the domestic emergency.

However, in an about-turn, India will 
resume vaccine supplies, thanks to some 

gentle prodding by the biden adminis-
tration. the announcement of resump-
tion of exports from october by India 
came ahead of Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi’s visit to Washington where 
availability of vaccines was among the 
key issues discussed at a summit of the 
leaders. It will supply eight million vac-
cines in the month of october alone. 
Last month, US President Joe biden 
announced that his country is look-
ing to donate 80 million vaccine doses 
by the end of June, which is five times 
more than what any other country has 
donated to coVAX. the US is trying to 
recapture its global role after it came for 
stringent criticism for abdicating its role 
in Afghanistan of the Quad countries – 
the US, India, Japan and Australia.

Exports benefit Iran
countries like Iran, which directly 
ordered covid-19 vaccines from Indian 
manufacturers, and poor nations that 
had been promised assistance under 
the global coVAX initiative may receive 
priority when India resumes exports of 
the vaccines. It is somewhat ironical 
that a country like Iran would benefit 
from a sustained initiative by the US to 
persuade India to contribute more to 
the global vaccination pool. 

the US had itself stopped the export 

of covid-19 vaccines as it sought to 
marshal all available resources to vacci-
nate Americans and build a stockpile of 
vaccines for use domestically, by invok-
ing special wartime powers of the presi-
dent. this had created a shortfall of raw 
material for vaccines in India, as sup-
plies were blocked from shipping. the 
US lifted the curbs as part of a relief 
package it announced for India to help 
it deal with the crippling surge in cases 
fueled by the Delta variant, along with 
oxygen converters, therapeutics such 
as remdesivir and personal protection 
equipment for healthcare workers.

India has made an effort to increase 
its own vaccinations in the last one 
week, especially on 17 September, when 
it recorded over 2.5 crore doses admin-
istered in a single day  as part of spe-
cial drives across the country on Modi’s 
birthday. but the country still needs to 
fully vaccinate (with both doses) 60 per 
cent of its population by the end of the 
year to stop a third wave. the  govern-
ment’s target is to vaccinate the entire 
adult population by 31 December.

India’s decision has been welcomed. 
Mansukh Mandaviya, the new Union 
Health Minister, has received a thank 
you from tedros Adhanom Ghebreye-
sus, the head of World Health organi-
zation (WHo). the health body has set 
a target of 40 per cent vaccination in all 
countries by the end of the year.

According to Mandaviya, the 
renewed export drive will prioritise the 
global vaccine-sharing platform coVAX 
and neighbouring countries first. He 
claimed that India’s monthly vaccine 
output has more than doubled since 
April and is set to quadruple to over 
300 million doses next month. total 
production could top 100 crore in the 
last three months of the year as new 
vaccines from companies such as bio-
logical e are likely to be approved. “We 
will help other countries and also ful-
fil our responsibility towards coVAX... 
Neighbouring (countries) first,” he told 
reporters, adding only excess supplies 
would be exported.

Mandaviya says that he expects 
overall domestic vaccine production 
to exceed 1 billion doses in the octo-
ber-December quarter, which would be 
more than enough to meet domestic 
demand.         u 

r A k e S H  J o S H I
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Vaccine Maitri resumes
Eight million doses to be exported in October

Mandaviya: we will help other countries
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Among the various routes being 
considered  by the govern-
ment to  fast track monetisation 

of land assets of central public-sec-
tor enterprises (cPSes) is a  National 
Land Monetisation corporation 
(NLMc) under the Department of Pub-
lic enterprises (DPe). As of now, cPSes 
have put forward about 3,500 acres 
of land and other non-core assets for 
monetisation. In all, as per the Govern-
ment Land Information System (GLIS), 
15,531 sq km of land is owned by the 
central government, which includes 
ministries/departments and 116 cen-
tral PSUs. Such assets of cPSes under 
closure are proposed to be transferred 
to the corporation. 

Finance Minister Nirmala Sithara-
man had proposed a special purpose 
vehicle (SPV) for this in her budget 2021-
2022 speech. officials point out that 
canada has taken an SPV approach to 
selling state property and its success 
hold lessons for India. canada Lands 
company identifies and purchases sur-
plus properties (including Government-
owned land) at market prices. It further 
manages the purchased properties and 
finally sells it to private entities. Since 
1995, it has developed 2,000 affordable 
housing projects. 

However, the government while 
announcing a sweeping disinvestment 

and asset monetization plan has so far 
hesitated to bite the political bullet on 
land monetization.  critics have argued 
that selling land is akin to selling fam-
ily gold just like disinvestment has been 
termed as selling of family silver. Sith-
araman has been at pains to convince 
critics that the government is not sell-
ing either government-owned land or 
assets as part of its ambitious R6 lakh 
crore asset monetisation plan.

Mandatory hand-back
“the ownership of these assets (listed 
for monetisation) remains with the 
government. there will be a manda-
tory hand-back. they will have to be 
given back (to the government) after 
a certain time,” she said, stressing that 
time has come for India to earn more 
from its assets.

According to official sources, the 
NLMc will be a 100 per cent govern-
ment-owned company with an ini-
tial, authorised share capital of R5,000 
crore and a subscribed share capital 
of R150 crore.  It will be governed by 
a board which will include secretaries 
from the concerned ministries, repre-
sentatives from the real-estate sector 
and investment bankers, and headed 
by a chief executive officer (ceo) who 
will manage its day-to-day operations. 
the proposal is likely to get cabinet 

approval soon.
It will be up to the NLMc to 

lease  or  rent the assets, or monetise 
them in any other way. the NLMc may 
also invest and develop the assets for 
commercial or residential purposes, 
and generate income through rentals 
or lease. Apart from this, the  corpora-
tion will also provide advisory services 
for monetisation to government enti-
ties that own surplus land and non-
core assets. NLMc may charge a fee from 
such agencies.

However, according to Madan Sab-
navis, chief economist, cAre ratings, 
there are certain issues which need to 
be resolved before the government goes 
ahead with the idea.

the first is that it would be a tough 
call on whether it should be sold or 
given for a long lease, of say, 99 years. 
the asset monetisation plan of the gov-
ernment ensures that after 25 years, the 
assets come back to the government. For 
land to evince interest it must be for a 
longer time period for a judgment call to 
be taken by the buyer. the government 
or PSU may not like to sell the land and 
would prefer a lease, but that would not 
get adequate resources especially if it is 
meant to finance infrastructure. there-
fore, it is a case of pitching for a lump 
sum amount or an annuity-like income 
for a long period of time.

the second is valuation. We all know 
very well that the real estate market is 
very opaque especially when it comes 
to land. the prices which are officially 
quoted could be way off the mark and 
this can be a conundrum for the govern-
ment or PSU entity. Logically, it must fol-
low the ready reckoner released by the 
respective states. but this can be lower 
than the market rate.

third, as some of the properties are 
on prime land, especially when it comes 
to ministries the possibility of these 
pieces being picked up by a handful of 
corporates cannot be ruled out. this can 
create an issue of furthering crony cap-
italism, which is a sensitive topic today. 
Given that it will be only the very afflu-
ent or India Inc that can buy such prop-
erty, this risk cannot be eschewed.

Apart from these issues, the govern-
ment will also have to a political call 
on actually monetizing its land assets, 
instead of just talking about it.       u 
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Land monetisation ahead?
Government mulls Canada model

Sitharaman: time to earn more from our assets
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While the centre is keen to 
push reforms in the power 
sector, especially for the 

beleaguered electricity distribution 
segment, several ofpposition-ruled 
states are opposing it. Maharashtra, 
West bengal, tamil Nadu and kerala 
have voiced their reservations against 
the amendments made to the electric-
ity Act, 2003.   bihar, which is a bJP 
ally state, has opposed the proposal 
for privatisation of power distribution 
as it fears there will be an increase in 
the power rates.   Major amendments 
awaiting cabinet approval include an 
end to subsidised power rates replacing 
it with ‘direct benefit transfer’ of sub-
sidy, reduction of cross-subsidy burden 
on industrial consumers, new contract 
enforcement authority and new selec-
tion process for existing state electric-
ity regulatory commissions.

electricity reforms are also threat-
ening to go out of the window in states 
driven by the political compulsions of 
the coming state assembly elections.  
the sops on offer go beyond free power 
and include free water, education and 
rations. this has reignited the debate 
on subsidies. “this is not unusual. It 
started in the southern states, mainly 
tamil Nadu, and now it is spread all 
over. While one can oppose freebies, 
post-covid some waivers to the poor are 
essential,” says Sanjay kumar, Professor 
and co-Director of Lokniti, a research 

programme at the centre for the Study 
of Developing Societies, Delhi.

the new Punjab chief minister, 
charanjit Singh channi, set the stage 
for a fresh round of populism by waiv-
ing power bills  of  those having elec-
tricity connection of up to 2 kW, a 
move that will put a burden of  R1,200 
crore on the state exchequer. A meeting 
of the state cabinet chaired by channi 
also decided that disconnected elec-
tricity connections of consumers who 
could not pay their bills will also be 
restored without any penalty.

AAP’s poll plank 
the new cM’s hands have been forced 
by the Aam Aadmi Party’s promise to 
provide 300 units of free electricity to 
every family in Punjab if it comes to 
power.  the AAP has of late emerged 
as a major player in Punjab politics. 
Making electricity as his pivotal poll 
plank, Arvind kejriwal has also prom-
ised to waive off all pending domes-
tic electricity bills and restoration of 
the electricity connection. “We will 
do three major initiatives in Punjab. 
First, we will provide 300 units of free 
electricity to every family. Second, all 
pending domestic electricity bills will 
be waived off and the connection of 
people will be restored. third, 24-hour 
electricity supply will be provided,” he 
said.

kejriwal has also made the promise 

of 300 units of free electricity for Goa, 
another state which is going to the 
polls next year. With the AAP making 
a similar promise for UP, the congress 
is also taking a cue from it. According 
to reports, the congress manifesto for 
the UP assembly election, which the 
party may fight under  the leadership 
of Priyanka Gandhi, may talk of “pro-
viding free electricity till 300 units 
and slashing the rates by 50 per cent 
for next 200 units.” 

In Uttarakhand, another election-
bound state, the bJP government is 
also toying with the idea of provid-
ing free electricity to the people of the 
state consuming 100 units per month. 
they will not be required to pay any 
bill. the decision will benefit nearly 
13 lakh consumers.  According to 
state’s Power Minister Harak S rawat, 
the government will provide a 50 per 
cent discount in the bill to consumers 
using 101 to 200 units per month.
As for Punjab, Channi says that after 
touring villages and towns, he came 
to know that the biggest grievance of 
people was related to power bills. He 
said power connections of many peo-
ple have been snapped off as they 
could not pay bills. There are between 
55,000 and one lakh consumers whose 
power connections were cut because 
of non-payment of bills.

there are 53 lakh consumers who 
have up to 2 kW load in the state. 
their arrears till their last bill will be 
waived. the arrears may be of months 
or years that will be borne by the state 
government. the government will pay 
arrears of the consumers to the power 
utility PSPcL.

However, not all states are going on 
the populist drive. karnataka is look-
ing to  emulate Prime Minister Nar-
endra Modi’s  2015 ‘Give it up’ appeal 
for the LPG subsidy  by asking farm-
ers to tame the state’s expenditure on 
a scheme guaranteeing free electricity 
to them for irrigation. Led by minis-
ter Sunil kumar, the karnataka energy 
department is all set to announce a 
campaign where  relatively well-off 
farmers  will be asked to give up the 
free electricity provided for irrigation 
pumpsets, which is estimated to cost 
the government upwards of  R11,000 
crore every year.              u       
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Freebies galore
Electricity reforms go out of the window
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Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s in-person 
talks with US President Joe biden have tight-
ened India’s bonds with the US but Delhi 

should proceed with caution despite its need to 
side with America to deter china and Pakistan.  

Modi’s hopes for a strong boost from the US for 
India’s stumbling economy may not come to pass 
soon because biden has shown few signs of mov-
ing away from former President Donald trump’s 
transactional “America first” trade and business 
policies.

India has welcomed biden’s new Aukus security 
pact made exclusively with Australia and britain. 
but the pact is disturbing. Domestic US politics 
are so dysfunctional that there is a real possibil-
ity a future American president will be pushed to 
be much more aggressive towards china just to 
appease domestic critics and pander to supporters.

Aukus is a historic change that will funda-
mentally alter balances of power not only in the 
Far east and Asia but also around the world. the 
underlying reasons for such upheaval should be 
strategic. they should not be birthed in Washing-
ton’s partisan politics.

Significantly, Aukus is an Anglo-Saxon embryo 
of an Indo-Pacific collective defence alliance pat-
terned on NAto and potentially including Japan, 
South Korea and taiwan. It is very high risk 
because it opens the door to nuclear proliferation 
by trusted US allies while feeding a sense of injus-
tice in others like Iran. Aukus has already dealt a 
sharp blow to cohesion within the West’s NAto 
alliance. France, a core nuclear-armed member of 
NAto but a non-Anglo country, is outraged. biden 
will successfully paper over this rift but trust once 
shaken, especially among unequal allies, is always 
very hard to restore.

the US President is continuing to haemor-
rhage trust among allies and friends despite his 
recent pledge at United Nations General Assem-
bly (UNGA) to replace America’s “period of relent-
less war” with a “new era of relentless diplomacy”. 
He does not inspire confidence because too many 
major countries perceive his core security and 
trade policies as being too similar to those of 
trump.

UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres warned 
earlier that the US and china were headed for “a 
cold War that would be different from the past 
one, and probably more dangerous and more diffi-
cult to manage.”

this is an unwelcome prospect for India. becom-
ing part of worsening US-china hostility can only 

damage India’s economic, policy and diplomatic 
space in its own backyard. Nor can Washington 
be trusted to separate from Islamabad because it 
needs Pakistani help to negotiate with the tal-
iban. It also needs Pakistani territory, airports 
and cooperation to gather intelligence and imple-
ment biden’s “over the horizon” war using drones 
against Al Qaeda and the Islamic State. the Penta-
gon has no other staging ground close enough to 
Afghanistan.

biden’s hands are tied in mending bridges with 
china’s Xi Jinping because he is driven by a bi-par-
tisan consensus against beijing in US congress. US 
opinion polls also show increasing anxiety at chi-
na’s rising assertive power. even America’s long-
standing european allies are reluctant to trust 
biden’s pledges of friendship since domestic poli-
tics has not allowed him to lift trump’s trade sanc-
tions on the eU, including threats of new ones. 

the conviction is growing that biden, like 
trump, is obsessed with winning votes for his 

political party. His reassurances about working 
with allies and working within the UN’s multilat-
eral system may fall short as he fights tooth and 
nail for victory for Democrats in the November 
2022 legislative elections.

european powers worry that biden’s personal 
convictions have downgraded concern for their 
central security and trade interests as he swiftly 
pivots to contain and confront china. In setting 
up Aukus without warning, he completely ignored 
France although it has over two million French cit-
izens and 7,000 soldiers in the Pacific region on 
territories most of which are legally integral parts 
of France.

there is unease that the transfer of top secret 
technology to Australia to manufacture nuclear-
powered stealth submarines armed with toma-
hawk missiles to contain china underscores the 
possibility of war in the Indo-Pacific. biden was 
supposed to be the opposite of trump but he 
may be as aggressive if not more, despite his civil 
behaviour.

Many hawkish Americans and europeans  are 
determined to stop china’s rise as a great power 
capable of severely eroding their traditional influ-
ence over developing countries and their grip 
on the UN. It cannot be ruled out that they may 
come together at some point to confront china 
with military force or punish its economy through 
restrictions and sanctions. Delhi should be wary 
of being caught in this spiral.               u

Proceed with caution
Modi’s hopes for a strong boost from the US for India’s stumbling economy may not come to pass soon
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IN THE RUSH TO LAY BLAME AND FIND FAULT, IT’S 
POSSIBLE WE FAILED TO ACKNOWLEDGE... THE STORY 
OF HOW WE HANDLED AND CONTINUE TO HANDLE THE 

COVID CRISIS... CRITICISM CAN NOT BE AT THE COST OF 
DEGRADING A NATION.

IF A GIRL IS BEAUTIFUL A SUITOR WILL COME.  
IF A STOCK IS BEAUTIFUL A SUITOR WILL COME.  

SO, I DON’T SEARCH FOR SUITORS WHEN I  
BUY THE STOCK.
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FMcS is what I call Fast Moving consumer 
Services. this emerging category is growing 
extremely fast in India and seems to be the 

new growth driver not only for consumers, not 
only for manufacturers and service providers but 
also for the Indian economy.

Many, many years ago, the penetration levels, 
of the FMcG industry, were very low. over the last 
few decades, due to distribution, consumer aware-
ness, technology, innovation and the will of compa-
nies and manufacturers, the penetration levels of the 
FMcG industry improved substantially, giving rise to 
large growths in top line and bottom line.

the FMcS industry is going through the same 
phase now. the penetration levels are extremely low 
and there is a huge scope for growth, and companies 
can have a substantial improvement to get top line 
and bottom line, just like it had happened for the 
FMcG industry, many decades ago.

Let us look at some data and see the evolution of 
the FMcG industry.

A few decades ago, the toilet soaps industry in the 
FMcG sector, had low penetration. Many companies 
and their brands, put in a lot of effort in marketing, 
innovation, communication, consumer education 
and segmentation and positioning, to build up the 
toilet soaps industry. the penetration in the urban 
areas was slightly higher, while the penetration in the 
rural areas was relatively lower. brands like Lux, Det-
tol, Lifebuoy, Santoor, cinthol, Liril, Medimix and 
many others, put in brand marketing efforts and strat-
egies in place, for the category to grow. Positioning on 
various platforms, like beauty, hygiene, health, youth, 
freshness and many others made the toilet soaps 
industry gallop. even as recent as 2014, the toilet soap 
penetration, across the country, was 75 per cent. In 
2020, the penetration of toilet soaps industry in India, 
has jumped to 88 per cent. And it is still growing.

If we compare it to the industry that I call FMcS, 
Fast Moving consumer Services, the penetration of 
smartphones is 38 per cent. this sector can have a 
substantial growth through higher penetration and 
similar to the FMcG industry, grow the top line and 
bottom line, quickly. there will of course be chal-
lenges, which every industry faces, while it tries to 
improve its penetration and get more consumers in 
the category. However learning from the FMcG indus-
try, the brand marketing efforts, laced with commu-
nication, enhanced by distribution and consumer 
education, can make a quantum leap in sales, and 
profit. brands like iPhone and Samsung, have been 
driving the market in various innovative manners, 
and would help increase penetration. 

In the FMcG industry, across decades, the penetra-
tion levels of various categories have grown substan-
tially, starting from very low base levels.

In the biscuit category of the FMcG industry, 
brands like Parle, britannia, Sunfeast and many oth-
ers have driven the category and its penetration to 
great levels. In fact during the pandemic, the jumps 
were phenomenal. today the biscuit penetration in 
India is 94 per cent and the cookies penetration in 
India is 83 per cent.

If we look at what I call the FMcS industry, the pen-
etration of the internet is 49 per cent. this can grow 
substantially, helping other FMcS categories to grow. 
over the last few years, the FMcG industry across 
many categories, has grown substantially. the hair oils 
category, has grown from 68 per cent penetration in 
2014 to 87 per cent penetration today. of course, the 
hair oil market has its own segments which is coco-
nut-based hair oils, as well as non-coconut oil and per-
fumes-based hair oil segments. brands like Parachute, 
Nihar, Vatika, bajaj have all driven the penetration of 
the market and taken it to great heights.

the Detergent category in the FMcG industry, has 
reached a penetration of 98 per cent, driven by brands 
like Surf, Wheel, Ghari, tide, Ariel, Nirma, Woosh, 
Fena, rin and many others. the toothpaste category, in 
the FMcG industry, has jumped in penetration from 63 
per cent in 2014 to 92 per cent in 2020. even the tooth-
brush category, facing local competition from ‘datun’ 
had a penetration level of 35 per cent in 2014 and has 
now improved to almost 50 per cent. Still there is 
scope to grow in the oral care market, since only 7 
per cent of the Indian population brush twice a day.

Similarly, the industry that I call FMcS, has a 
huge scope for increasing penetration. the credit 
cards category has a penetration of only 4 per cent 
today. Interestingly credit card brands – whether 
it be Mastercard or Visa or Standard chartered or 
citibank or SbI or IcIcI, and many others – can drive 
the market to greater levels.

In the industry that I call FMcS, penetration in the 
category of stock market is only 3 per cent. 

In the industry that I call FMcS, the penetration 
of retail credit is only 11 per cent. Here too, a huge 
scope to increase penetration exists.

Similarly in the industry that I call FMcS, the 
Insurance premium, as a percentage of GDP is only 
4 per cent. Here too, exists a huge scope for growth.

I strongly believe that just like the FMcG indus-
try in India, the industry I call FMcS, can grow 
its low penetration levels, through strategic brand 
Marketing efforts.

Definitely, FMcS, is the new FMcG!             u

FMcS is the new FMcG!
Fast Moving Consumer Services (FMCS) are growing like Fast Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) 

The author is cmd, 

Samsika Marketing 

Consultants. He can be 

reached at  

jk@samsika.com

j A G D e e P  k A P o o r



u 20 u

OctOber 4 -17, 2021

S
ubash chandra and his family 
are not exactly newbies to cor-
porate battles. chandra in the 
early 90s staved off a hostile 
takeover bid from Star. Staring 

at the American media mogul, rupert 
Murdoch in his eyes, his remark, “India 
is not for sale,” has become part of cor-
porate folklore. the streak of indepen-
dence and defiance had seen chandra 
build a large empire spanning diverse 
industries – all built through his 
crown company, Zee entertainment 

enterprises Ltd. Of course he made 
some mistakes. especially his foray into 
infrastructure  cost him dearly. How-
ever, unlike other businessmen chan-
dra and his  essel group did pay off 
nearly R11,000 crore of debt by selling 
off several of his prized assets, assid-
uously built over a span of 30 years – 
including a major part of his stake in 
Zee entertainment. His stake in Zee has 
come down by a tenth from over 40 per 
cent in 18 September  to 4.03  per cent 
currently.

Punit Goenka, current MD and 
ceO, Zee entertainment,     has 
inherited  the  independent streak and 
the combative spirit from his father 
Subash chandra.  this is just another 
battle that he is fighting with Invesco. 
At stake is his very survival in the com-
pany.  In the impeding battle the US 
fund, Invesco Funds (global AUM $1.5 
trillion) had fired the first salvo on 11 
September, 2021 through a requisi-
tion notice  which had sought to oust 
Goenka along with two other directors 
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The battle to oust Punit Goenka from the flagship company of Subash 
Chandra is unlikely to see anyone emerging victorious soon

Battle for ZEE
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– Manish chokhani and Ashok Kurian 
– from the board. It wanted to induct 6 
independent directors, “most of whom 
are unknown names and do not inspire 
confidence,” as Harsh Goenka in his 
article in a leading paper was quoted. 
what was also surprising to most ana-
lysts is that no reasons have been men-
tioned for removal of the directors. If 
there was some understanding between 
the promoter relating to financial mat-
ters and failure to comply with them, 
all shareholders have full rights to 
know. Had Invesco which had come 
in as a white knight in 2019, bought 
shares with an informal understanding 
that guarantees given to related par-
ties would be reduced in a certain time 
frame? Failing to mention the reasons 
for removal makes the entire exercise 
meaningless is one view. 

Invesco unimpressed
On the face of it, the performance of 
the company as such had not fared too 
badly during FY21, the pandemic year. 
Movies business was impacted by clo-
sure of theatres for the better part of 
the year and production of serials was 
also impacted. even so the company on 
the consolidated front reported a PAt of 
R793 crore on a total income of R7,730 
crore.

within days of receipt of the 
first  requisition notice, Zee’s board 
announced a non-binding term-sheet 
inked with Sony Pictures network 
India, another large broadcaster. while 
this did find favour with the inves-
tors, which reflected in the rise in share 
prices, Invesco was unimpressed and 

reiterated its demand for the ouster. 
the content of the letter has not been 
shared publicly. 

to put further pressure on Zee to 
hold the eGM, Invesco also knocked at 
the doors of ncLt. while both direc-
tors other than Goenka had already 
resigned by then, Invesco was keen to 
oust Goenka and induct six indepen-
dent directors.

Goenka and the board on 1 October, 
responded to this action by refusing to 
hold an eGM as requisitioned by  the 

fund which is incidentally holding 
18 per cent through its two schemes 
–  Invesco Developing Markets Fund 
and OFI Global china fund – is the larg-
est shareholder  in the company.  the 
meeting of ncLt which will be held on 
4 October  may see how the situation 
progresses or deteriorates. In another 
development over the weekend on 
2 October, the board of   Zee filed a 
civil suit in the bombay High court, 
to declare the requisition notice ille-
gal and invalid. In a communication 
to the stock exchanges sent around 
2 pm informing about this the board 
said that it does not expect any finan-
cial implications on account of the suit 
except legal expenses.

Section 100 of the Indian compa-
nies Act, 2013 mandates that a board 
may within a period of   21 days of 
the receipt of a requisition notice, 
received   from the shareholders hold-
ing at least 1/10 of the paid up shares  of 
the company,   carrying voting rights, 
call a meeting. the eGM is mandated 
to be held within a period of 45 days 
since the receipt of the requisition by 
the board.  

On 1 October, the board of Zee 
duly met and chose not to hold the 
eGM citing various grounds includ-
ing non-compliance under multiple 
laws, SebI guidelines, Ministry of Infor-
mation and broadcasting, companies 
Law and competition Act. One major 
issue relates to seeking the prior per-
mission for appointment of directors 
from the I&b Ministry.   Section 25 of 
the Uplinking and Downloading, Pol-
icy Guidelines by Private Satellite tV 

Low Price VolumeClose Price

29 Sep 202103-Sep 201901 Jan 2019

JOURNEY SINCE 2019

Daily share price movement of 
Zee, showing the day lowest 
price and closing price on BSE 
along with volumes (R crore). 
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channels and teleports states that no 
directors can be appointed without the 
prior approval. In its communique to 
the stock exchanges the board men-
tioned that the decision was made after 
confirming approval of independent 
counsels, legal representatives, includ-
ing senior retired judges of the Supreme 
court.

the guidelines also specify that 
it is obligatory to take prior permis-
sion from the Ministry of I&b to effect 
changes in MD and ceO.  SebI rules also 
mandate that independent directors 
requires to be approved by the nomina-
tion and remuneration committee and 
the board. Appointing six independent 

directors definitely cannot be done 
without such approval.

Hetal Dalal, president, Indian Insti-
tutional Advisory Services (IIAS) a 
Mumbai-based corporate governance 
and proxy advisory firm says, “the 
board, instead of blocking Invesco, 
will be better placed in engaging with 
the shareholders having 18 per cent to 
address their concerns and finding a 
middle ground, if that is not possible.” 
to have a meaningful dialogue the 
board and the other investor need to 
know what Invesco’s real concerns are.

Darius Pandole, MD and ceO, jM 
Financial Private equity says, “Share-
holder activism as a concept has 

primarily been used to protect the 
interests of minority shareholders, 
keeping the companies and promoters 
in check globally. Increasingly, we are 
witnessing this phenomenon in India 
as well, as multiple shareholders have 
started voicing their opinions. Overall 
this is good for corporate governance 
in India. However, it is important  
that this activism should not be  
misdirected to erode value in the com-
pany without adequate justification.” A 
long drawn battle will erode sharehold-
ers value.

There is a dichotomy
the other view is that since Invesco 
had sought legal remedies, they should 
approach the board for  thrashing out 
the matter.  If there have been serious 
lapses on the part of the board, the 
public requires to be told about it. they 
have made their point and two direc-
tors have already resigned prior to the 
AGM. Pursuing a legal battle for the 
removal of MD and ceO, who was duly 
appointed by the shareholders in 2020, 
will only be time-consuming. “ncLt’s 
order is also subject to further appeal.” 
says  Akil Hirani, managing partner 
and head of transactions, Majumdar 
and Partners, a full service legal firm. 
“calling of list of all shareholders 
and subsequently calling an eGM will 
lead to further protraction.” SebI had 
in March, earlier this year mandated 
that appointment, reappointment 
and  removal of independent directors 
will have to be done through a special 
resolution requiring 75 per cent votes as 
against 50 per cent currently required.  
the companies Act 2013 which deals 
with the appointment and removal 
of directors has not been amended as 
yet. “there is a dichotomy,” says Hirani 
adding that “the Ministry of corporate 
Affairs requires to resolve it.”

while there are several such legal 
and technical issues which may nullify 
the requisition one will have to wait for 
the order of the ncLt on 4 October to 
see what further directions are given. 
the declaration sought in the civil  
suit in bombay High court is an inde-
pendent proceeding and is unlikely to 
be decided in a rush. the High court 
also has supervisory jurisdiction  
over ncLt. 

while the grounds for Inves-
co’s aggressive initiative is not clear, 

SEBI has mandated 
that appointment, 
reappointment and 

removal of independent 
directors will have to be 
done through a special 
resolution requiring 75 

per cent votes as against 
50 per cent currently 
required. There is a 

dichotomy.
Akil HirAni

Managing partner and head of 
transactions, Majumdar and Partners
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HOW WILL THE MERGED COMPANY LOOK
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speculations abounds as to why 
Invesco is doing what it is doing.  (See 
box: what has peeved Invesco?) Any 
rational investors would, short of jump-
ing with joy, be at least pleased at the 
development hoping the merger with 

Sony would spell good news for every-
one.  A non-binding term-sheet with 
Sony Pictures networks India (Sony) 
was approved by the board. the broad 
contours in the term-sheet envisaged 
Sony bringing in capital to the tune of 

$1.58 billion (R11,700 crore). the funds 
would be utilised for bidding for IPL 
rights (currently with Star), creation 
of content and improve digital plat-
forms of Zee5 and SonyLIV. currently 
both these platforms are trailing. Sony 
would be the major partner having 53 
per cent in the merged entity while Zee 
would hold 47 per cent. Goenka would 
continue as the MD and ceO for a 
period of 5 years but Sony will have the 
right to appoint members on the board 
of the merged entity. while it is not 
clear what role n.P. Singh, the current 
ceO of Sony will play, there is a good 
chance that he may be on the board of 
the merged entity.

Business India had spoken to a 
number of persons soon after the 
announcement of the proposed 
merger.  the mood was jubilant. “It is 
a fantastic deal,” exclaimed Ajay Garg, 
Investment banker with 22 years of 
experience, currently the MD, equirus 
capital Pvt Ltd, a full-fledged financial 

Invesco’s relationship with 
ZEE goes back to at least two 

decades. Even in September 
2007, Oppenheimer Funds A/c 
Oppenheimer Global Funds 
held 3.82 per cent stake in 
Zee. They have been gradually 
increasing their stake. In Sep-
tember 2008 Oppenheimer 
Developing Markets Fund and 
Oppenheimer Global Fund held 
5.52 per cent stake in the com-
pany. In 2019, Zee was facing 
a problem due to a pile up of 
debt at the group level. On 25 
January 2019, when the group 
defaulted, Subash Chandra in 
an open letter apologised for 
the non-payment  and stated 
that all his group companies are 
doing well and the debt bur-
den is purely at the promoters’ 
group level  for the infrastruc-
ture business (housed in Essel 
Infrastructure). Chandra in his 
letter stated,     “For the first 
time in my career of 52 years, 
I am compelled to apologise to 
our bankers, NBFCs & Mutual 
Funds, since I believe that I have 

not lived up to their expecta-
tions, despite the best of my 
intentions. I am extremely cer-
tain that there is no promoter in 
India Inc., who has dared to sell 
the jewel of his crown, to pay 
off the liabilities.”  

Zee share prices which were 
under pressure tanked by nearly 
33 per cent from the closing of 
R434 on 24 January  to a mid-
session low of R289. Chandra’s 
assurance apparently stemmed 
further downslide as several 
mutual funds withheld their 
sales. Only one mutual fund 
had sold its stake to recover its 
dues prior to 25 January. The 
volumes traded on BSE were 
also high in the week. The vol-
umes on 25  was R200 crore 
which doubled on 28 January. 
Delivery  ratio  to volumes was 
also very high during the week 
with the highest being at 72 
per cent on 23 January, prob-
ably the day one mutual fund 
offloaded the value. Chan-
dra has asked time till 30 Sep-
tember to pay off all dues. This 

stemmed further sales from 
mutual funds.

Prior to this date in the 
period from 20 September 
2019 to 26 September a similar 
trend was noticed in the mar-
kets with heightened volumes 
and high delivery to volumes 
traded were witnessed. 

This was the time when 
Disney formally took over Star 
India and its associate compa-
nies including Hotstar. At a time 
when Chandra and his team 
were desperately seeking to 
offload their shares and Com-
cast was also willing to come in 
with riders, of course, Invesco 
sought to further increase their 
stake by buying another 11 per 
cent for R4,224 crore from the 
promoters in July. Strangely 
the shareholding of   Invesco 
Developing Market Fund and 
OFI Global China Fund have 
remained virtually constant, at 
7.74 and 10.14 per cent save 
for a small dip reported in OFI 
Global China Fund which at 
the end of September was 8.70 
per cent. There is no publicly 
available information about 

any promises  if any made to 
Invesco  at the time of pur-
chase  about reducing guaran-
tees or related parties deal.

It is still not clear what has 
miffed Invesco at this stage.

While Invesco has not 
openly rejected the Sony  deal 
it apparently wants an inde-
pendent board to evaluate 
the deal.  However, one can 
question whether the 6 pro-
posed nominees are the best 
people to judge.    Some ana-
lysts also feel an independent 
board could also invite bids 
from other strategic investors. 
Mukesh Ambani is not known 
to overpay for assets and being 
in the business of broadcast-
ing may not want to get into an 
open bidding warfare game. 
Unless Invesco gives another 
option, there is a good chance 
that Zee will be able to mus-
ter majority votes. One view is 
that Zee can even opt to have 
a combined    resolutions put 
at the EGM,  the first part to 
support the merger and sec-
ond  one to reiterate the 
confidence  in  Goenka.u

Why is Invesco peeved?

FPIs hold the maximum shares in ZEE
Shareholdings %

Promoters ............................................. 3.99
 Public 
Mutual Funds ......................................... 8.3
 Nippon Life- NL Arbitrage fund 
 Kotak Arbitrage Fund 
 ICICI Arbitrage Fund 
 Aditya Birla Life Arbitrage fund 
 Mirae Asset Management 
Foreign Portfolio Managers.............57.46
 Invesco Oppenheimer Dev. 
 OFI Global Fund China (LLC) 
 Vanguard 
 Amansa Holdings 
Insurance Companies ......................... 10
 LIC Corporation of India 
 SBI Life 
 HDFC Life 
Banks/FI ........................................... 0.06
Individual Investors 
 Retail ................................................... 6.31
 Others ..............................................13.78Holding as on June 30, 2021, Source BSE 

MAJOR SHAREHOLDERS 
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service company. “the merger is the 
best thing  for Zee and I do not fore-
see the majority of rational sharehold-
ers opposing it.” Garg explains that 
for  the Zee group  which was defo-
cussed due to other problems in the 
group, this deal will again ensure focus 
on growth in its areas of strength viz 
producing and distribution of con-
tent for tV through its channels across  
175 countries. Sony will also bring to 
the table its international expertise 
in production of movies, sitcoms and  
live content to the table. He adds, 
“the money that it gets in the com-
pany can be used to build Ott plat-
forms and create more content besides 
strengthening its leadership across 
segments in the Media and entertain-
ment stage.”

Wide reach
Zee, which is totally focussed on enter-
tainment since 2016, has probably the 
widest reach in India with a good pen-
etration in smaller cities and towns. It 
also has a good library of movies. Sony 
on the other hand is more focussed on 
urban viewers. It has also got a good 
bouquet of sports channels. ten Sports 
was incidentally taken from Zee in 
2016 in an all cash deal for R2,600 crore 
valuing the sports business at 4x its 
revenues of R630 crore. Zee entertain-
ment then had a market cap of R54,000 
crore (Business India, cover feature on 

Sony, january 30-February 12, 2017).  It 
has good sitcoms and family serials 
shown on Sony SAb. the merged entity 
would have nearly 75 channels, 2 video 
streaming platforms, 2 production stu-
dios, 1 video offering diverse content 
in sports, entertainment across various 
languages in 175 countries.

with changing trends with a dis-
cernible shift to digital and consumers 
increasingly seeing live programmes 
on their mobile, there has been a shift 
in which consumers are viewing the 

content. while both Zee and Sony have 
their video streaming platforms, Zee5 
and SonyLIV, the two are trailing far 
behind Star Sports in term of subscrib-
ers. Star  has  an estimated subscriber 
base of 39 million. this is nearly 3x 
the combined subscriber base of Zee5 
and SonyLIV. the money which Sony 
brings in the merged entity would help 
them to bid aggressively for getting the 
IPL rights, one major draw for cricket 
buffs, many of whom subscribe to Hot-
star solely to watch IPL matches in 
peace either in the homes or travelling. 
Undoubtedly the merger of an interna-
tional company with an Indian giant 
works well for both as and when it hap-
pens says, H.V. Harish, managing part-
ner, ecube Investment Advisors. both 
have their strengths and Sony is bring-
ing in capital which should be benefi-
cial to the combined entity. “However 
as of now  it  is a tricky situation. If 
Invesco succeeds in calling an eGM to 
oust Punit Goenka, it has to muster 
support from other shareholders. In 
order to succeed, Invesco needs to put 
an alternate plan of action for Zee so 
that shareholders can compare it with 
the one proposed by the current man-
agement with Sony.   that would give 
shareholders a clear choice to make.”   
Pointing out that while this is good 
from a corporate democracy and gover-
nance perspective for the country that 
boards are challenged and alternate 
proposals given. One does not know 

Had Sony not adopted 
an aggressive approach 

in bidding for Zee 
now, they ran a threat 
of losing market share 
and dropping to no. 4 

position in case NetWork 
18 acquired Zee.

Deven r CHoksey
MD, KR Choksey Investment 

Managers

Shareholder activism has 
been used to protect 

the interests of minority 
shareholders. This is 
good for corporate 

governance. However, 
it is important that this 
activism should not be 
misdirected to erode 
value in the company 

without adequate 
justification.

DArius PAnDole
MD and CEO, JM Financial Private 

Equity
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for sure if Invesco is in favour of the 
deal or against it. If they have an alter-
nate proposal they are keeping it closely 
guarded to themselves. One grouse they 
have is that Sony has asked Goenka to 
helm the merger and remain as MD and 
ceO for next 5 years. the other could be 
that their shares would be diluted and 
become less than half in the merged 
entity. Sony has also offered to give 2 
per cent shares to Goenka in lieu of sign-
ing a non-compete agreement which 
would allow it to retain 4 per cent in the 
merged company. by way of a sweetener 
Sony has given an option to promoters 
to raise their stake in the merged entity 
to 20 per cent.  

More suitors waiting 
Invesco could only  have been con-
sulted after the public announcement. 
the timing of the announcement has 
also raised eyebrows. while the negoti-
ations must have been done over a long 
period of 6-7 months the announce-
ment was made within days of receiv-
ing the notice to remove the directors 
including MD and ceO.

 Deven r choksey,  MD,  Kr chok-
sey Investment Managers, points out 
that “Star is the undisputed leader cur-
rently in Gec and news channels. Via-
com 18 which is a part of network18 of 
reliance group, has a strong bouquet of 
channels. Had reliance made an offer 
to acquire Zee now, which it reportedly 
did a couple of years back, Sony could 

have been marginalised.” Had Sony not 
adopted an aggressive approach in bid-
ding for Zee now, they ran a threat of 
losing market share and dropping to no. 
4 position in case network18 acquired 
Zee. Zee has the best penetration in the 
country as also with the Indian dias-
pora in 175 countries. It has also made 
deep inroads in regional languages. 
For rIL strengthening media presence 
under broadcasting and internet seg-
ments is key to gaining market share.” 
while there have been talks that other 
financially strong companies including 
rIL or Adani as possible suitors for Zee. 
choksey emphatically states “rIL will 
not settle for other than majority stake 
in Zee. In case the said merger doesn’t 

go through for any reason, I do not rule 
out rIL getting into the game.”

the key task for the board currently 
is to negotiate with Sony and if pos-
sible get better terms for all its share-
holders. After all, the merger will also 
provide Sony a ready avenue to merge 
in a listed company. even as the battle 
lines are drawn there is nothing to stop 
the two warring parties from holding 
without prejudice meetings to arrive at 
an amiable settlement. Shailesh Harib-
hakti, a strong votary of corporate 
governance and chairman of Shailesh 
Haribhakti and Associates, says, “A 
well constituted board will safeguard 
the interest of all stakeholders.” Harib-
hakti is also appreciative of the Zee-
Sony merger.

As of now the merger issue has been 
put on the backburner. the total focus 
is diverted from the growth of the com-
pany to the fight between Invesco, the 
largest shareholder and Punit Goenka 
– its MD and ceO who had brought the 
company to its present stage. the other 
shareholders besides the 22 per cent held 
between Goenka and Invesco, do not 
seem to have too much of a clue about 
what the fight is all about. while inves-
tors have rights to raise issues in the 
company, the fact remains that the pro-
moters are the ones who have an equity 
of their own as long as there is no mis-
management or impropriety. If the con-
tentious issues are not resolved amicably, 
there is every likelihood of the merger 
being derailed.   the next few weeks 
could probably throw more light.      u

D A K S e S H  P A r I K H

daksesh.parikh@businessindiagroup.com

A well constituted  
board will safeguard 

interest of all  
stakeholders.

sAilesH HAribHAkti 
Chairman Shailesh Haribhakti 

Associates

The merger is the best 
thing for Zee and I do 

not foresee the  
majority of rational 

shareholders opposing it.
AjAy GArG

MD, Equirus Capital Pvt Ltd
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Union commerce and industry 
minister Piyush Goyal, also in 
charge of the Ministry of con-

sumer Affairs, Food and Public Dis-
tribution, is regarded as one of the 
sheet anchors of the Modi govern-
ment, one who is expected to weigh 
his words carefully before talking on 
policy-related issues. recently, he was 
given additional charge of the tex-
tiles ministry. Yet on 14 August, he 
stirred a hornet’s nest when he used 
the platform of confederation of 
Indian Industry (cII) to announce 
that many big domestic businesses, 
including the tata Group, had over-
looked national interests in object-
ing to the proposed policy changes 
for e-commerce. It now turns out that 
the draft e-commerce rules unveiled 
by the consumer affairs department 
this June saw Goyal being virtually 
isolated within the government. the 
finance ministry, the department of 

promotion for industries and inter-
nal trade (DPIIt), the department of 
corporate affairs and NItI Aayog, the 
centre’s think-tank, raised serious 
questions over the draft rules which if 
adopted could vitiate the investment 
climate. 

the only support which the draft 
rules got was from the Ministry of 
Micro, Small and Medium enter-
prises. Goyal’s comments were seen to 
appease the traders’ community, led 
by the  vocal small traders’ lobby, con-
federation of All India traders (cAIt), 
and Delhi Vyapar Mahasangh, which 
have been railing against online retail-
ers, particularly, foreign players like 
Amazon and Flipkart (now owned 
by US-based Walmart).  cAIt in fact 
has emerged as a strong votary of the 
draft rules.  recently, it had gone ham-
mer and tongs against NItI Aayog for 
“interfering” in the e-commerce rules 
proposed by the consumer Affairs 

Department and said that the line 
taken by NItI Aayog clearly seems to 
be under the pressure and influence 
of the foreign e-commerce giants. “It 
is highly unfortunate that NItI Aayog 
in the last seven years since its incep-
tion had done absolutely nothing to 
support the 8 crore traders of India 
and now when the government is try-
ing to create a level playing field in the 
retail sector, NItI Aayog is interfering 
in between and trying to derail the 
process,” Praveen Khandelwal, general 
secretary, cAIt, said. In the past, cAIt 
has openly supported the bharatiya 
Janata Party in elections. 

the minister also appears to have 
been guided by the fact that maxi-
mum consumer complaints received 
at the government’s National con-
sumer Helpline were related to the 
e-commerce sector. As per the govern-
ment data, 36 per cent of the 19,180 
consumer complaints were related to 
e-commerce between April-July of this 
year, followed by banking (9 per cent) 
and electronic products (6 per cent). 
consumer affairs department officials 

The Modi government needs to quickly fix the 
controversy over draft rules 

Dissonance over e-commerce
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maintain that amid the rise in con-
sumer complaints related to e-com-
merce, the department hit upon the 
idea of addressing the problems sur-
rounding e-commerce business in a 
holistic way via the draft rules.

Pushback by ministries
Meanwhile, officials manning key 
economic ministries told their polit-
ical bosses that while modernisation 
of e-commerce will help create more 
jobs and boost the economy, contin-
uous change of the policy causes a 
great deal of uncertainty among inves-
tors. out of estimated 7 crore traders, 
85 per cent are micro traders and are 
benefitting from the current e-com-
merce policy. So there was no need for 
an overhaul of the rules. As a result, 
Leena Nandan, secretary, Department 
of consumer Affairs, had to step in to 
soothe the frayed ministerial nerves. 
the secretary had said e-commerce, 
which emerged as a relevant sector last 
year, continues to be so even now. She 
said the government will take a “bal-
anced” approach while finalising the 
amendments proposed to the rules 
as “wide and varied” comments have 
been received from stakeholders. this 
followed the pushback from the indus-
try and influential sections within the 
government.

Goyal, of course, now maintains 
“strong feedback” will help in prepar-
ing a robust e-commerce policy even 
as he termed reports of differences 
within the government on the pro-
posed policy as efforts to “sensation-
alise any feedback”.

Upward trajectory
the Indian e-commerce industry has 
been on an upward growth trajectory 
and is expected to surpass the US to 
become the second largest e-commerce 
market in the world by 2034. the sec-
tor will reach $99 billion by 2024 from 
$30 billion in 2019, expanding at a 27 
per cent cAGr, with grocery and fash-
ion/apparel likely to be the key drivers 
of incremental growth. Just the online 
grocery market is estimated to reach 
$18 billion in 2024 from $1.9 billion 
in 2019, expanding at a cAGr of 57 
per cent. 

According to Forrester research, 
Indian e-commerce sales rose by 8 
per cent in 2020. the lockdown and 

other covid protocol restrictions 
that followed forced many shoppers 
to go online. With such high stakes 
involved, the draft rules were clearly 
destined to go out of the window.

Hence it came as a surprise when 
Goyal seemingly shot off his mouth. 
Goyal’s comments on tata came 
after media reports that the conglom-
erate was among most vociferous in 
telling the government in a July meet-
ing that the proposed e-commerce 
rules will have a major impact on its 
business and bar its joint venture part-
ners like Starbucks from selling goods 
on tata’s shopping websites. At the cII 
event, Goyal said tata’s objection to 
the rules had hurt him, saying he had 
conveyed that position to N. chan-
drasekaran, chairman, tata Sons. In 
the past, the minister had also crit-
icised Amazon and Walmart’s Flip-
kart for allegedly bypassing foreign 
investment rules for e-commerce. 
recently, he also invoked the “Quit 
India” movement in Parliament as he 
welcomed a court order that allowed 
an antitrust probe of the two compa-
nies to continue. this is almost akin 
to rSS-affiliated magazine Panchajan-
ya’s description of Amazon as another 
“east India company 2.0” which 
followed.

Interplay of politics, diplomacy
evidence of the strong dissonance 
within the government over the draft 
e-commerce rules and the interplay 

of domestic politics and diplomacy is 
now coming to light with the finance 
ministry describing some propos-
als as “excessive” and “without eco-
nomic rationale”. A memo from the 
finance ministry’s Department of eco-
nomic Affairs on 31 August said the 
rules appeared “excessive” and would 
hit a sector that could boost job cre-
ation as well as tax revenue. “the pro-
posed amendments are likely to have 
significant implications/restrictions 
on a sunrise sector and ‘ease of doing 
business’,” said the three-page memo. 
“care needs to be taken to ensure that 
the proposed measures remain ‘light-
touch regulations’.”

Interestingly, the arguments put 
forth by the finance ministry (and 
NItI Aayog) are in line with con-
cerns raised by sector operators, and 
more importantly the US government. 
they say New Delhi has in recent 
years changed e-commerce policies 
too often and taken a hard-line regu-
latory approach that especially hurts  
American players. It is not a coin-
cidence that the repudiation of the 
e-commerce draft rules came on the 
eve of Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 
visit to the US.

NITI Aayog steps in
records obtained by  The Indian 
Express under the right to Information 
(rtI) Act show that key provisions 
of the draft rules were stridently 
opposed by the Industry department 

Goyal: isolated within the government
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and corporate Affairs ministry – and 
the Niti Aayog vice chairman rajiv 
Kumar who has warned that they “will 
severely harm ease of Doing business 
and impact small businesses.” the 
DPIIt has flagged several anomalies, 
questioned some provisions and sug-
gested remedial tweaks in an office 
memorandum sent to the consumer 
Affairs Department.

one of the issues making busi-
nesses and government departments 
nervous is “fall back liability,” which 
makes e-commerce liable to compen-
sate the consumer if the seller regis-
tered with the entity fails to deliver 
the goods or services exactly in the 
way described on the platform. Many 
have demanded that it should be done 
away with.  “the concept of fall back 
liability should be done away with 
because it dilutes the intermediary safe 
harbour under the provisions of the It 
Act as well as the arm’s length require-
ments provided under the FDI  pol-
icy,” says industry body Internet and 
Mobile Association of India. official 
sources concede the “fall back liabil-
ity” will be in conflict with the inter-
mediary safe harbour clause of the It 
Act – a case of the left arm (in the gov-
ernment) now knowing what the right 
one is doing.

Key divergences
Apart from “fall back liability”, a key 
portion of the draft that has come 
under fire from within the govern-
ment are the changes proposed under 
“duties of sellers on marketplace, 

inventory e-commerce entities”. In its 
office memorandum, dated 18 July, the 
DPIIt said: “the concept of ‘fall back 
liability’ may be examined in view of 
Product Liability provision as per Sec-
tion 2(34) and chapter VI of the con-
sumer Protection Act 2019. It may be 
evaluated if introduction of a new con-
cept of ‘fall back liability’ is necessary 
in view of existing legal provisions. 
the definitions of cross Selling, Miss-
selling and Flash Sale may be re-exam-
ined. these concepts are addressed 
under the ethical and responsible 
e-commerce. It may be examined 
whether introduction of these new 
concepts is required”.

According to the consumer Pro-
tection Act, 2019, product liability is 
defined as “the 
responsibil-
ity of a product 
manufacturer 
or product 
seller, of any 
product or ser-
vice, to com-
pensate for any 
harm caused to 
a consumer by 
such defective 
product manu-
factured or sold 
or by deficiency in services”.

this, along with the chapter VI 
of the consumer Protection Act, lays 
the responsibility of the defective  
product on the seller or the man-
ufacturer. However, the proposed 
e-commerce rules, which are being  

notified as part of the consumer Pro-
tection Act, make online marketplaces 
responsible for any shortcoming in 
products delivered through their 
platforms.

Questioning FDI policy
Industry players have also pointed 
out that while the FDI policy prohib-
its companies such as Amazon and 
Flipkart from having control over 
inventory sold on their platforms, the 
e-commerce draft rules holds these 
platforms liable in case a seller fails to 
deliver goods or services due to negli-
gent conduct, which causes loss to the 
customer.

the DPIIt has suggested that duties 
of sellers on marketplace, inventory 
e-commerce entities may be aligned 
with the framework in Draft National 
e-commerce Policy. “the objective 
is to prevent sellers from engaging in 
any type of activities that result into 
market distortion,” it noted.

the DPIIt has also called into ques-
tion the outright banning of flash sales 
which limits consumer choices. the 
department feels that concepts such 
as cross-selling, mis-selling and flash 
sales “are addressed under the ethical 
and responsible e-commerce”.  In addi-
tion, the DPIIt has called for start-ups 
and MSMes to be exempted from com-
pliance of the new e-commerce rules.

Forum shopping
the Ministry of corporate Affairs, in 
an office memorandum dated 22 July 

pointed out 
the overlap 
between some 
of the pro-
posed provi-
sions and the 
competition 
Act. It has said 
that as a result 
of these pro-
visions “con-
sumers may 
be prompted… 
to bring cases 

of abusive conduct against dominant 
enterprises before consumer fora…”.

“this will create a fertile ground 
for forum shopping besides regula-
tory overlaps, thereby resulting into 
a potential scenario of divergent rul-
ings,” it added.

Nandan: soothing the frayed ministerial nerves
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Niti Aayog has also echoed concerns 
of overlap with existing laws and regu-
lations. In a 14 July memo, Niti Aayog 
said: “the proposal restricting the list-
ing of related parties on e-commerce 
platforms appears to be a case of over-
reach.” Separately, rajiv Kumar, vice 
chairman, NItI Aayog, wrote in his 
letter to Goyal: “In the post pandemic 
recovery period, it is necessary to give 
a major impetus to MSMes, small busi-
nesses through e-commerce utilis-
ing the strength of digital India. the 
draft rules would adversely impact the 
recovery rate”. 

Experts weigh in
Market experts point out that it is 
ironic that the definition of e-com-
merce entity under the draft rules 
does not make a distinction between 
FDI and non-FDI marketplace, which 
seemed to have been the main driving 
agenda behind the new regulations. 
these experts feel that the new rules 
will lead to a chaotic situation as many 
provisions are in contrast with, or rep-
licate provisions of other existing laws 

that are already in force and under 
jurisdictional purview of other regula-
tors. Several proposals go beyond the 
scope of the consumer affairs minis-
try’s rule-making powers under the 
consumer Protection Act.

the rules pertaining to the ability 
of a marketplace entity to provide sup-
port services to sellers have already 
been set out in Press Note 2 of the FDI 
rules which allow e-commerce com-
panies to provide ancillary services 
such as warehousing, order fulfilment, 
logistics and payment collection. the 
Press Note already imposes a restric-
tion on sellers listed on a marketplace 
to buy a maximum of 25 per cent of its 
inventory from a related party of the 
marketplace entity.

Further, a wholesale entity is per-
mitted to sell goods to any b2b entity 
in India, subject to restrictions, and 
general KYc requirements applicable 
to its business. traditionally, the pro-
vision of services simplicitor, whether 
on b2c or b2b basis, is expressly and 
historically permitted under FDI under 
100 per cent automatic route.

In terms of compliance officers 
assisting law-enforcement agen-
cies, the It Act already mandates the 
appointment of officers to help with 
responses to the government, for 
responses to cyber security incidents. 
the data-sharing mandate under the 
draft rules has already been proposed 
to be regulated under the upcoming 
Personal Data Protection bill, 2019.

Compliance burden
India already has a robust and compre-
hensive set of laws/regulations to deal 
with most facets of business envis-
aged by the draft consumer protection 
e-commerce rules. experts fear that 
if the draft rules are implemented, it 
will only add a layer of compliances 
and mandatory procedures which will 

ultimately have a telling effect on ease 
of Doing business.

then there is the issue of the sig-
nals that are going out. In the last few 
years, the Modi government has been 
taking steps to regulate the policy 
environment. Initially, social media 
companies came under intense scru-
tiny from the government, which was 
quickly followed by a set of rules that 
sought to regulate such companies. 
the government then focused its 
attention on the media. Now, the gov-
ernment is looking to regulate e-com-
merce companies. the draft rules, 
if implemented, will take us back 
decades. In the last 30 years, India has 
also developed a robust legal and judi-
cial framework. India needs to imple-
ment the existing laws to uphold 
competitive business while also pro-
tecting the consumer and small busi-
nesses, not bring in new rules to 
please influential political lobbies. 
clearly, a decent burial for the draft 
rules will settle the matter.       u 

r A K e S H  J o S H I
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the year 2020 marked elgi equip-
ments Ltd’s (eLGi) 60th year of 
existence. For a coimbatore-

based compressor maker, it was a trans-
formational journey which began way 
back in 1960 when the late LG Varada-
rajulu, father of the current managing 
director, Jairam Varadaraj founded the 
company as a reciprocating air com-
pressor and garage equipment manu-
facturing entity.

today, eLGi is one of the global 
leaders in the compressed air space 
and is the seventh-largest player in the 
world, while it enjoys the pole position 
in the Indian market.

the company boasts of an extensive 

range of innovative and technologi-
cally-advanced compressed air solu-
tions. energy is the biggest cost of 
ownership and eLGi’s compressors 
are considered among the highest in 
efficiency in the market. backed by 
six decades of customer centric inno-
vation, more than two million eLGi 
air compressors installed worldwide 
drive critical applications across vari-
ous industry verticals. the company’s 
commitment to quality and come up 
with innovative products won it the 
prestigious Deming Prize in Novem-
ber 2019.   

the listed company does business 
in over 120 countries, while directly 

present in 28 countries including 
the US, Australia, brazil, Indonesia, 
Italy, Kenya, Malaysia, Philippines, 
thailand, Vietnam, Spain, bulgaria, 
the Netherlands, Sweden and Den-
mark.  the company has subsidiaries 
in Australia, brazil, the UAe and Indo-
nesia. It currently earns around 50 
per cent of its revenue from overseas 
markets.

Globally, it boasts 200 distributors, 
800 sales and 1,200 service people, 
catering to customers across industries 
ranging from manufacturing, automo-
tive, pharmaceuticals, food & beverage 
to construction, power and textiles. In 
India, its clientele includes names like 
Kia Motors, cummins, tata Motor, 
NtPc, Indian oil, L&t, oNGc, Abb, 
bosch, bHeL, Hyundai, while Arm-
strong, Aramark, Pepsi, ADM, revlon, 
Duke energy and Dorsey are some of 

its global customers.
“We are so proud today as we 

reflect on the transformational 
journey over the years and 
recount key milestones that 
have built eLGi.  our journey 

has been a deliberate and del-
icate one that has taken care of 

all our stakeholders. over these years, 
the company has evolved into a lead-
ing global player in the air compressor 
business,” states Varadaraj.

Humble beginning 
In the first few years, eLGi continued 
to make products that were sold under 
other brand names. In the 1960s, the 
company got to know of a requirement 

Backed by a new strategy, ELGi is all set to start its next 
growth phase

A new guard
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from the Indian railways. that 
opened up compressor manufacturing 
under its name. the first product that 
eLGi supplied to the Indian railways 
was a small, one horse power compres-
sor driven by a battery-operated direct 
current motor, and a special depart-
ment devoted to developing compres-
sors for the railways was established. 
over the years, the business from the 
railways continued to grow and eLGi 
started manufacturing other products 
such as air horns and wipers. 

this growing ancillary business 
led to the setting up of an alumin-
ium foundry since these components 
needed aluminium casting. the other 
businesses that the company branched 
into during the 60s were mobile ser-
vice units for the Indian Army to ser-
vice vehicles at forwarding posts, 
service station equipment under the 
licence of Landwehr, a German com-
pany, and pasteurising and bottle 
washing equipment. on 11 January 
1975, eLGi was incorporated as a pub-
lic limited company; thus began a new 
chapter of growth and development.

In the 1980s, eLGi began selling 
under its own brand name in a big way. 
this decade marked the rapid growth 
of the compressor business across both 
the domestic and export markets. 
More specifically, the eLGi brand was 
acquiring wide acceptance in the erst-
while USSr. In the late 1980s, eLGi’s 
global footprint grew significantly. 
While exports to the USSr, Sri Lanka, 
Nepal, bangladesh, Malaysia, the Mid-
dle east, West Germany, Australia, 
Mauritius, and African countries con-
tinued, enquiries from new overseas 
markets emerged. 

the last 25 years or so have been a 
game changer for the company as it 
consciously decided to focus on the 
compressor and automotive equip-
ment businesses, even as other group 
businesses such as braking systems for 
trucks, pasteurisers and washers for 
breweries and drip irrigation systems, 
were shut down or divested. In 2007, 
however, eLGi transferred its automo-
tive equipment business to a separate 
company, a wholly-owned subsidiary 
called AtS eLGi. 

Moreover, eLGi also focused on 
building strong manufacturing and 
quality systems, with internal capa-
bilities to develop its own technology 

and products. this is unlike in early 
years when it would heavily depend 
on foreign technologies for manufac-
turing its products. today, it has built 
a strong r&D capability and most of its 
portfolio products and innovations are 
indigenously designed and developed.               

the R1,900-crore company has 
earned worldwide accolades for design-
ing customer-centric, compressed air 
solutions that are sustainable, and 
help companies achieve their produc-
tivity goals while ensuring a lower 
total cost of ownership. eLGi’s portfo-
lio of 400+ products, range from oil-
lubricated and oil-free rotary screw, 

centrifugal and reciprocating com-
pressors, to dryers, filters, and down-
stream accessories.

backed by a 2,000-odd workforce, 
eLGi has state-of-the-art manufactur-
ing facilities in India, Italy and the 
US with high standards of quality and 
safety. this apart, the company has 
its own foundry and a pressure ves-
sel plant to produce pressure vessels 
meeting global standards. Around two 
years ago, the company also commis-
sioned a motor manufacturing plant 
at an estimated cost of around R1,200 
crore. this supplies motors for inhouse 
consumption. the company has parts 
warehousing facilities spread over 
100,000 sq ft globally.        

Strategic Business plan
Last year, while the company was cel-
ebrating its 60th anniversary, it started 
the process of rolling out its Strategic 
business Plan (SbP) which is aimed at 
taking its revenue to $400 million by 
2025-26. besides increasing revenue, 
the SbP is focusing on setting goals on 
profitability and returns. eLGi has the 
ambitious aspiration to be among the 
top three air compressor brands across 
the globe. this apart, SbP will focus 
on backward integration; product 
upgrades and new products; increasing 
installations to grow after-market rev-
enue; talent development & manage-
ment; digital strategy; brand building; 
aggressive working capital manage-
ment as also strategic divestment of 
non-core portfolios and real estate.

currently, eLGi is ranked number 
seven in the world, and to accomplish 
its aspirational target, the company’s 
market-facing dimensions of strategy 
(where to play?) include, in addition to 
organic growth, business acquisitions 

FINANCIALS
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across the world with a specific focus 
on India, europe, USA, and Austra-
lia. on the value proposition dimen-
sions of strategy (how to win?), eLGi 
focusses on innovations centred on 
energy-efficiency and quality, to be 
the best in the world.

“eLGi has evolved from an uncom-
petitive presence in multiple industries 
to being razor focused on building a 
leadership position in the global com-
pressed air business through innova-
tion and customer focus. the global 
compressed air industry is large and 
eLGi has a fairly low share.  thus, we 
expect to grow our share by building 
our talent, process, and technology,” 
states Anvar Jay Varadaraj, 35, execu-
tive Director, eLGi, who is also the son 
of the current managing director.

“While we are proud of where we 
are today, we will continue to set new 
goals. recently, the strategies for-
mulated under our  SbP will help the 
company move into the next growth 
phase.   the SbP embeds a financial 
plan focused on setting goals on rev-
enue, profitability and returns as we 
eagerly look to be among the top three 
air compressor makers going forward,” 
says Varadaraj, 59, managing director, 
eLGi.  

In 2016, the company rolled out a 

Go-to-Market (GtM) strategy in India 
that Varadaraj believes, has deepened 
the company’s awareness of the mar-
ket opportunity, created greater con-
sideration from customers and ensured 
higher conversion of enquiries. “the 
result of this can be seen from our 
growth in specific products. We have 
rolled out similar GtM strategies in the 
strategic markets that we have chosen 
to participate in. We are confident that 
we will see results in these markets as 
well. besides the organic GtM strate-
gies, we have over the years, grown the 
business inorganically through acqui-
sitions. We have made six acquisitions 
in the past eight years and except for 
one, all of them have enabled the com-
pany to gain the traction required in 
the strategic markets.”

Building vertical excellence
eLGi has also recognised the need to 
adopt a management philosophy that 
builds vertical excellence in each oper-
ating function and customer-centric 
horizontal excellence across the busi-
ness, operations, and support func-
tions. over the years, the company 
has developed world class manufac-
turing and quality systems, cutting 
edge technological capabilities and 
the world’s best warranty and service 

solutions. these pursuits were done in 
a systematic, process-oriented manner 
adopting principles of total Quality 
Management (tQM). eLGi’s commit-
ment to quality, coupled with tQM 
excellence, led eLGi to win the Dem-
ing Prize in 2019, becoming one of the 
first compressor manufacturers to do 
so in over 60 years. tQM is now part 
of the DNA of the company.

“the Deming prize is the recogni-
tion of the way we conduct our busi-
ness – how customer-centric we are, 
not just in our statements but in the 
actual processes that we follow in the 
company. It’s a very detailed process 
of audit that is done in two phases by 
a team of four people in each phase, 
where they reach into the minute 
details of how our processes are work-
ing, how they are aligned to custom-
ers & employees, etc. the fact that 
we have been recognised as a Dem-
ing company means that our processes 
in every function are extremely cus-
tomer-centric & employee-friendly. 
but I can’t make the statement that 
another company that is not Deming 
is not focused on customers. However, 
the fact that we are recognised as Dem-
ing means that we have that centricity 
in our processes,” explains  Varada-
raj, whose father  had  started by 

The company has modern manufacturing facilities for air compressors
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making  reciprocating air compressors 
for a German company Pumpenfab-
rik GmbH on a licencing agreement. 
Prior to this, his father  was  engaged 
in the bus body-building business in 
Karur, tamil Nadu. His grandfather 
LrG Naidu, a first-generation entre-
preneur, was into the bus transport 
business. In the late 1950s and early 
1960s, his father along with his other 
uncles, decided to move out of trans-
port business and got into manufac-
turing in order to capitalise on the 
national movement towards indigeni-
sation. they separately set up facilities 
to make automotive chains, reclaim 
rubber, air compressor and garage 
equipment.          

over the years, eLGi diversified 
into multiple businesses and in 1992, 
after  Varadaraj joined the company’s 
board as deputy managing director, 
it decided to focus on air compressors 
and the automotive equipment busi-
ness. the company is currently, the 
seventh largest air compressor maker 
in the word and aims to be among 
the top three makers in the next few 
years. In his quest to take the company 
to that level, Varadaraj has also been 
joined by his son, Anvar Jay Varadaraj.

Anvar started with eLGi in 2015, 
when he established eLGi’s marketing 

and communications function and 
activities to build the eLGi brand and 
support the company’s ‘cK2’ aspira-
tions. He moved to charlotte, North 
carolina, in 2018 to establish eLGi’s 
North American marketing division. 
He continues to mentor eLGi’s mar-
keting organisations while support-
ing the company’s strategic, long-term 
goals.     

Following undergraduate degrees in 
economics and Philosophy at the Uni-
versity of Michigan, Ann Arbor, Anvar 
began his professional career at target 
corporation in Minneapolis. In 2013, 
he pursued his MbA at cornell Uni-
versity specialising in marketing and 
brand management.

While the company continued 
its journey, in 2013, after gaining a 
granular understanding of the global 
opportunity, the management defined 
the aspiration more specifically with 
a timeline. the aspiration was to 
become number two in the world in 
air compressors by the year 2027.  this 
was titled cK2 or conquer K2, the sec-
ond tallest mountain in the world and 
the most difficult to climb and it sym-
bolised their intended journey.

However, since then multiple 
events transpired, both internally 
and externally, which required the 

company to recalibrate the specificity 
of its aspirations. Internally, many of 
the company’s global initiatives took 
longer to gain traction. externally, 
there have been mergers and acquisi-
tions, amongst its global competitors 
and that changed the structure of the 
global market. In 2019, the number 
two (Ingersoll rand’s industrial seg-
ment; revenue stood at around $3.32 
billion) and the number three (Gard-
ner Denver; revenue: around $2.69) 
players merged to form the new num-
ber 2 at a much higher revenue level. 
Most importantly, the gap between 
the number one player (Atlas copco; 
compressor technique segment reve-
nue: around $5 billion) and the num-
ber two player was almost 70 per cent 
and that was where eLGi had seen the 
opportunity to become number two. 

Growing market
All these global players are also key 
competitors of eLGi in the Indian 
compressor market which was pegged 
at around $2 billion in 2019 and it is 
projected to advance at a cAGr of 6.2 
per cent during 2020–30. the growing 
automotive sector in India is expected 
to drive the demand for compres-
sors. Additionally, the manufacturing 
sector in India is also gaining some 

ELGi is the 7th largest air compressor player in the world
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momentum.
“though we have recalibrated our 

aspiration, cK2 remains a strong ral-
lying point within the organisation. 
We will continue to view this as our 
directional guide – to be among the 
top three players in the air compressor 
business worldwide. Since such inter-
nal and external influences will war-
rant periodic recalibration, we will 
define the sales and market position 
metrics at short intervals. considering 
the current impact of the pandemic, 
we are working towards defining the 
medium-term revenue target and the 
timelines for the same,” says Varadaraj.

During the last financial year of 
FY21 despite all the covid-related 
challenges, the company has shown a 
great deal of resilience as its revenue 
grew by around five per cent to R1,924 
crore from R1,829 in FY20. However, 
the company pulled off a remarkable 
performance in terms of profitabil-
ity, as PAt more than doubled to R101 
crore from R42.60 crore in the previ-
ous year. the stock prices have surge 
over 65 per cent to around R208 in the 
last one year.   

“the year, 2020-21 was unique in 
many ways and the financials reported 
for the year do not truly reflect the 
challenges that the business faced. 
Starting a financial year with a com-
plete lockdown of the economy in 
the two key markets for the company,  
India and Italy, and recording a near-
zero revenue in the first month (April, 
2020) in some of the key markets, set a 
challenging tone for the year,” says the 
eLGi MD.

“India was only about 1 per cent 
growth. the bulk of our growth came 
from North America, europe and 
Australia. So, the internationalisa-
tion of the business has really helped 

us during this period. It is a positive 
thing and it is the right thing to do 
and this is a validation that we are 
moving along in the right direction,” 
he adds..  

the company is all set to improve its 
performance during the current fiscal 
year if the first quarter performance is 
any indication, where the revenue has 
gone up to R489 crore from R286 crore 
and PAt was R12 crore as against a loss 
of R8.74 crore. However, the spiralling 
raw material cost continued to impact 
profitability.

the company’s recent resilience 
is also the result of multiple efforts it 
undertook to sustain quality and effi-
ciency, while at the same time being 
cost competitive. “there was a need for 
strategic backward integration. over 
the past five years, we have integrated 

backward to manufacture our own 
pressure vessels, castings, motors and 
key production machines. these have 
given us better control over the quality 
of our products, efficiency of our prod-
ucts, cost of our products and inven-
tory. these have yielded an increase in 
the value added internally from about 
30 per cent to 60 per cent,” says Varada-
raj who firmly believes that the compa-
ny’s recent measures and efforts have 
put it in a much stronger position and 
going forward, it is ready to leverage 
them in a more structured manner.

experts are of the opinion that the 
company is into a business that is quite 
profitable. compressed air is required 
in almost all forms of manufacturing. 
this provides a diversified revenue 
source without a dependence on any 
specific industry vertical. besides, the 
geographical opportunity reduces the 
risk of dependence on any one econ-
omy and its business cycle. the com-
pressor business enjoys significant 
recurring revenue in the form of after-
market parts and services.

Also, eLGi, as an organisation, has 
shown a great deal of determina-
tion and keenness to proactively deal 
with its customer and market require-
ments and has created a niche for itself 
in the market. the recent rolling out 
of the Strategic business Plan clearly 
shows that the company, which has 
already been in the business for over 
six decades now, not only wants to 
sustain its business in the market but 
also grow this in a significant man-
ner. It shows that the company is con-
sciously adapting to changing market 
needs.   It has put in place all the 
required measures and tools to pursue 
its next growth phase.          u

A r b I N D  G U P t A
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Integrating manufacturing for quality
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Most enterprise boards are slowly getting 
back to some cautious normalcy even as a 
third wave is on the radar. because many 

cXos are now working from office with limited 
staff, they are thinking of getting the boardrooms 
opened for physical meetings despite higher costs. 
An estimated savings of as much as 90 per cent in 
costs was the benefit of virtual board meetings.

We have learnt many lessons on how much 
boards can do remotely (far more than we imagined 
two years ago). Yet, there is a yearning for human 
connect, unstructured chats, give-and-take, and per-
sonal nuance that video images rarely deliver. 

Many of us know that a full return to the board-
room, remains far off. that means an in-between 
alternative – hybrid board meetings with some 
attendees at headquarters, and some still remote – 
is the next step in governance. the move to all vir-
tual, online governance was a sudden fait accompli. 
None of us had a choice, and we had to make it work. 
Improvisation, missteps and oversights were the rule 
for early virtual board meetings, but it was that or 
nothing – and “nothing” governance would never 
be acceptable to regulators or investors. 

the move to hybrid board meetings is more grad-
ual and voluntary, yet more uncertain. How do 
you decide when to return to in-person meetings? 
Who can still stay remote, who shows up in the 
boardroom, and how do you take that decision? Is 
unwillingness to travel an acceptable excuse from 
a director? Will you stick with virtual board com-
mittee meetings for a while? And, are you returning 
to the boardroom for better governance or because 
some members want to? 

technological innovations are available for mak-
ing hybrid meetings as easy as possible. the board 
chair will have complex challenges now that were 
not there earlier. As a chair, don’t forget the real rea-
son you’re convening all this governance talent. 
You’ll need to effectively lead and conduct a high-
level meeting, under difficult conditions, and with 
board members still at varying locations, and some 
in person in the boardroom. How do you re-learn 
to chair and operate hybrid meetings to make them 
even better than in-person or online? Here are some 
pointers for the board chair:

the board chair or lead director needs to invest 
pre-meeting time in discussion with all participants. 
they should go around the horn and call every direc-
tor. Many chairs take this approach for some mem-
bers and some meetings, but the “two tier” issue with 
hybrid meetings makes a full round robin of discus-
sion crucial. Pre-meeting coffees and cloakroom 

chats still won’t be possible for most attendees who 
are still remote, so put in extra telephone time. 

When the meeting convenes, the hybrid-meeting 
chair needs to make active outreach to members to 
follow the rule. Waiting for directors to jump in with 
a comment is no longer enough. reach out to mem-
bers (especially the remote ones) asking for thoughts 
and insights, and worry a bit less than usual about 
time constraints. When voting, use your online poll-
ing tools for everyone – in-person attendees shouldn’t 
just get to raise a hand and say “Aye” if virtual folks 
can’t. Assuring that the distant and in-room direc-
tors are heard equally will demand a bit of extra 
time, but improves overall board contributions. 

board lunches on meeting day were helpful gov-
ernance plus that we’ve lost to the online migra-

tion. but the informal chat and context discussions 
were a valuable part of overall governance work. A 
hybrid board session offers a chance to recreate some 
of this off-time bonding. During the lunch break, 
the online chair can make a point of going around 
to each board member individually, asking how it’s 
going, or whether we’re missing anything, apart 
from the pleasantries. 

other experts also believe that the smart chair 
avoids those online meeting platform chat tools, 
and should use phone text messaging instead. this 
may make legal counsel uneasy about taking board 
business offline (and outside of standard meeting 
records and minutes), but there are some problems 
with online chat. First, and especially if the board 
chair is still remote, it’s one of the few factors that 
actually give distant directors an advantage. they 
get to swap private messages with the chair, trickier 
for directors sitting in the boardroom. Worse though 
is when a chair sends a message meant as a private 
online chat goes to everyone by mistake.

even though board leaders have grown more 
adept at using online tech tools, it’s still smart to 
designate a “wingman” to help out. We recom-
mend a facilitator on staff who can look after just 
the communications system, and watch logistics. 
As board chair, you may have learnt to juggle both 
the mouse clicking/button pushing aspects of 
online session. but does that leave you distracted 
at both jobs? A hybrid format means that not only 
is your attention split both of these ways, you’ve 
actually added a third (remote/in-house/board 
leadership). Designating an “assistant chair” who 
can watch the clock, look for raised hands online, 
and spot problems will help the chair to focus on 
the meeting and the governance issues better.     u

challenges of hybrid meetings
How to make hybrid meetings better than in-person or online
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For the husband-wife duo of bipin 
Preet Singh and Upasana taku 
(in their early 40s), the co-found-

ers of digital payment and mobile wal-
let firm Mobikwik, the next few months 
will certainly be anything but a reg-
ular spell. For they will be waiting for 
their baptism moment at the bourses 
expected before the end of the current 
fiscal. the 12-year-old firm in the digi-
tal transaction space is seeking to com-
mence a new chapter post-IPo with 
defining pillars in place.

Going by its portfolio of services, 
Mobikwik is today a full stack fintech 
firm comprising a strong online lend-
ing business. one of the first movers in 
the digital transaction space, the com-
pany, launched in 2009, graduated 
from just being a wallet to a payment 
gateway and now to a consumer credit 
lending agency aligning with more pop-
ularly known buy Now Pay Later (bNPL) 

segment. Quite a known name for both 
digitally inclined consumers and a large 
network of merchant partners as well as 
business associates across the spectrum, 
it is now looking at bNPL as the next 
dynamo and its pre-IPo buzz creation 
is centred around it as noticed in its 
recently initiated television campaigns. 

In the marketplace, peers and experts 
look at the company in a different 
light. Many believe it somewhat lacked 
aggression in scale building and has not 
been able to make the most of the dol-
lar floating opportunity which start-
ups and new age technology firms have 
grabbed with both hands. but they also 
have people who defend them, assert-
ing that its growth has been slow but 
steady and the management is more in 
control of things (the husband-wife duo 
has a cumulative stake of nearly 35 per 
cent after five rounds of funding). More 
importantly, it operates in segments 

where companies like 
Paytm, PhonePe, Google 
Pay, Amazon Pay, Flipkart 
Pay, JioMoney, razorPay, Pine 
Labs, Zest Money, etc are present. they 
are also in the same segments as bNPL. 
but there is unanimity in the market-
place that none of these domains are 
going to evolve with that typical ‘win-
ner takes it all’ trait. In the multiple 
players scenario, Mobikwik has its own 
space and post-IPo it can take a shot at 
consolidating its position.          
  
Early mover
“As a company, we have matured and 
today we strictly adhere to the basic 
rules of financial prudence. that is why 
our fixed cost has been the same – in the 
vicinity of R120 crore and a larger chunk 
of it is the people cost,” says Upasana 
taku, who was recently elevated as the 
chairperson of the firm before the for-
mal initiation of the IPo process. In a 
business where serious cash burn has 
been the defining strategy for most 

Will it open a new chapter for Mobikwik?

Going to market

Taku and Singh: 
the couple clicked 

as a team
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entities, somebody talking about finan-
cial prudence almost appears to be an 
exception. but as taku emphasises, that 
is how things have been for Mobikwik. 
In an intensely competitive business 
where it was one of the first movers, it 
has followed its own instinct to make 
a mark rather than trying to emulate 
more opulent or flashy examples. 

the company was in a bootstrapped 
stage for more than four years and there 
is an interesting story of how two key 
co-founders got together.  the gene-
sis of the firm lies in the ideas of two 
engineers – taku and Singh (MD & ceo) 
who had decided to tie the nuptial knot 
two years after kickstarting the venture. 
taku, after her b-tech from rec Jaland-
har, had moved to the US and obtained 
a degree in Mtech from Stanford. then 
she had a short stint of three years at Sil-
icon Valley where she worked with HSbc 
and PayPal as a product manager. Singh, 
a product of IIt, Delhi, was primarily 
in mobile chip designing for firms like 
Intel but was looking for options to take 
his professional career to a new pitch. 
taku, meanwhile, had similar callings, 
ie, doing something more impactful 
and had returned to India despite being 
a green card holder. “When I met Singh, 
he was toying with two options – either 
do a start-up here or go to the USA for 
his MbA. He wanted to do a start-up in 
the mobile space and I wanted to do 
it in the payment space. We got intro-
duced through a common friend and 
we clicked as a team. So, we decided to 
launch a mobile wallet,” she recalls. 

Initial spell
For the young entrepreneurs, the initial 
spell was full of interesting elements 
with the early signs of the anticipated 
digital era. Incidentally, as taku recalls, 
even as the company was trying to 

popularise its wallet scheme (adding 
money and paying bills for consumers), 
the regulations for operating wallet pay-
ments were issued by the rbI in 2013. 
the first proof of having embarked on 
something with a decisive and defining 
future became visible in 2013-14 when 
it got a pre-paid wallet licence from the 
rbI and received its Series A funding 
from Sequoia capital. “by the time we 
had raised Series A, we had millions of 
users. And we had a substantial chunk 
of money in their wallet and, therefore, 
sitting in our escrow bank account,” 
taku explains.  the later years saw pay-
ment integration with physical retail 
and e-commerce, eg, big bazar, reli-
ance Group stores in 2015 followed by 
Spencer, coffee Shop, easyDay, etc. the 
onset of demonetisation, considered to 
be the biggest blessing for the Indian 
digital landscape, saw significant acqui-
sition of merchants. 

In 2019, Mobikwik ventured into the 

bNPL segment, a business which is slated 
to take the credit market by storm con-
sidering it is easy to access and avail-
able in small tickets for consumers. In 
2017, leading private finance firm bajaj 
Finance bought nearly 12 per cent stake 
in Mobikwik, looking for a vibrant dig-
ital platform to expand its presence 
and according to market observers, this 
had become the trigger point for the 
bNPL business. “bNPL is emerging at 
a very brisk pace globally and India is 
no exception. credit card growth is low 
because it is only given after judging the 
credit worthiness of the consumer. No 
such stringent mechanism is needed for 
bNPL and it can cater to a humungous 
volume of consumers. these are early 
days for this business,” opines Sachin-
dra Nath, cMD, U Gro capital. 

“We are a fintech company – one 
of the largest mobile wallets (MobiKwik 
Wallet) and buy Now Pay Later (bNPL) 
players in India, based on mobile wal-
let gross merchandise value (GMV) and 
bNPL GMV, respectively, in fiscal 2021,” 
the company had maintained in its SebI 
filing where it has also claimed to have 
over 101.37 million registered users and 
more than 3.44 million ecommerce, 
physical retail and biller partners at 
the end of March this year. “We were 
one of the first to launch a mobile wal-
let in India in 2009, amongst the first 
mobile payment gateways in India hav-
ing launched in 2011 as well as were 
amongst the first few players to launch 
bNPL in India. We aspire to be first at 
bringing new fintech products to the 
Indian market by being at the fore-
front of product innovation,” Singh 
says. According to him, the company’s 
growth journey has also been supported 
by some notable organic initiatives like 
the introduction of the mobile wallet for 
organised and unorganised retail stores 
in 2016 and launch of MobiKwik blue 
American express card in 2020. on 
the inorganic side, the company had 
acquired clearFunds (Harvest Fintech), 
an online wealth management platform 
which has added more to the offering 
wallet of Mobikwik for consumers. 

Three pillars strategy   
A further dissection of MobiKwik’s basic 
strength reflects a modest base made in 
three respective domains – consumer 
payments (Mobikwik Wallet), payment 
gateway (Zaakpay) and bNPL.  each of 

2009 2012 2013 2014 2018 2019 2020 2021 
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BUSINESS MILESTONES

Bidani: most of our businesses are in black
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these domains have their own indepen-
dent utility as well as part of the larger 
structure supporting and complement-
ing each other making the value prop-
osition for consumers more attractive. 
“our strategy is simple: we acquire cus-
tomers from wallet, applying data sci-
ence we understand his expenditure 
pattern from payment gateway, and this 
enhances our engagement and mar-
gin with him by providing short-term 
instant loan services,” says taku. 

Its payment gateway Zaakpay is an 
aggregator which offers a wide range 
of payment processing solutions to 

merchants that includes credit and debit 
cards, UPI, net banking, mobile wallets 
and bNPL credit. Its merchant network 
ranges across categories such as finan-
cial services, travel, cab services, online 
grocery delivery and has quite a long list 
of merchant partners (see graph). 

MobiKwik Wallet, its original prod-
uct, provides over 101.37 million regis-
tered users the option of using various 
funding sources for their financial 
transactions. As a company note 
explains, these include savings from 
bank account through debit card, net 
banking or UPI; credit through credit 

card and bNPL products; other pre-
paid instruments, including gift cards, 
pre-paid cards and coupons; and peer-
to-peer transfers, such as, wallet-to-
wallet or UPI.

“our consumer payments segment 
strategy is to acquire a large set of users 
and create a large acceptance network 
for them so that they can pay with 
MobiKwik Wallet anywhere in India,” 
the note to SebI says.

the third pillar, bNPL products, is 
gradually being pushed to the centre 
stage of Mobikwik’s operations and is 
defined by two product lines – MobiK-
wik Zip and Zip EMI. they ensure accessi-
ble and affordable small-ticket credit to 
middle class consumers for regular pay-
ments as well as discretionary spends. 
these platforms are also used to cross-
sell small ticket wealth tech. MobiKwik 
Zip is the basic product in this cate-
gory which facilitates seamless one tap 
credit to its pre-approved users (interest-
free for 15 days) in the range of R500 to 
R30,000. If the user exceeds the 15-day 
cycle, he is charged a late fee. A prod-
uct which has been upgraded many 
times is Zip eMI which is for those with 
a good repayment history on MobiKwik 
Zip –they are then pre-approved for Zip 
EMI. the lending limit is usually is in the 
range of R25,000 to R100,000 and nor-
mally carries interest in the range of 2 
per cent (monthly). the payment cycle 
varies from six to 18 months. “this 
product enhances our margin consider-
ably. If you order something on credit 
facilitated by us, we will earn 2 per cent 
commission fee which is the major ele-
ment of my revenue model. out of such 

MERCHANT PARTNERS

Ecommerce

Food Delivery Swiggy, Zomato, Domino’s

E-tail RealMe, Indiamart, Reliance Retail Group

Travel IRCTC, Ixigo, EaseMy Trip

Grocery Grofers, BigBasket, Milkbasket

Health and Wellness Img, PharmEasy, MedPlus

Physical Retail

Consumer Durables Croma, Reliance Retail Group

Supermatket Spencer’s, Reliance Retail Group

Health and Wellness Apollo Pharmacy, Frank Ross Pharmacy

Fashion Pantaloons

Bill Payments Telecom, Television, Utilities VI, Dish TV, BBPS

Others
Financial Services Home  Credit, Aegon Life

Apartment Complex Management MyGate

A tech-savvy workforce is behind the company’s growth journey 
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customers, 10 to 15 per cent will exceed 
the interest free cycle. So, I will charge 
an additional 2 per cent from them. 
And new users will also be paying a 
one-time activation of R99 for Mobik-
wik Zip,” she explains. For this product 
line, Mobikwik has partnered with five 
lending institutions, namely, IDFc First 
bank, Incred, Fullerton India credit 
company, DMI and Faircent.com.

Growth of BNPL
For players in the digital space catering 
directly to consumers, bNPL is simply 
one of the most exciting domains to be 
in today. According to a redSeer report, 
India’s bNPL market has rapidly grown 
to reach $3-3.5 billion in disbursals in 
fiscal 2021. “rapid customer acquisi-
tion is accelerating the growth of bNPL. 
the bNPL user base is expected to reach 
approximately 80-100 million users by 
fiscal 2026, surpassing the unique credit 
card user base. A growing user base and 
expanding merchant use will drive the 
market to reach $45-50 billion in dis-
bursals by fiscal 2026. rapid growth of 
bNPL will also enable it to compare more 

favourably with the credit card busi-
ness in terms of business scale. bNPL 
annual disbursals are expected to grow 
from approximately 3 per cent of India’s 
total credit card spends in fiscal 2021 to 
approximately 15-20 per cent by fiscal 
2026,” the report underlined. 

Another report released by eY India 
early this year on internet businesses 
had spoken no differently when it 

maintained that in the aftermath of the 
lockdown, when personal consump-
tion and discretionary expenditure 
plummeted, affordability has become a 
central theme. In turn, this has led busi-
nesses and consumers to welcome bNPL 
options in digital payments, injecting 
speed, flexibility and convenience in 
paying. “It has added a new dimension 
to the small credit business as against 
plastic cards where scrutiny of access 
was at a different level. Here it is mostly 
on the basis of KYc,” emphasises Ankur 
Pahwa, Partner, eY India. Mobikwik, 
through its network claims to have facil-
itated over 41 million KYcs. 

the cumulative GMV base of the com-
pany last year was reported at R149,319 
million which is sharp drop from the 
R212,312 million registered in 2019-20 
(see table – Key performance indicators). 
the consumer payment segment leads 
the pack in terms of size while bNPL, 
introduced in 2019, is the smallest com-
ponent, though it grew by over 100 
per cent between 2019 to 2020 before 
the corona crisis occurred. “With all 
our businesses linked with economic 
activities, the first phase of corona and 
restrictions due to it affected us badly. 
but a smart recovery happened after 
September,” taku underlines.      

Following its own path  
the company undoubtedly has acquired 
a niche for itself but it has somehow not 
shown the kind of scale building ability 
which has become so common in the 
sector. Paytm, roughly launched around 
the same time, has grown significantly 
bigger as in the transaction space it now 
has 400 million registered users. In the 
digital transaction space, PhonePe with 
support from Walmart (300 million reg-
istered users) and Google Pay are also 
assuming a gigantic presence. If valua-
tion metrics have merit then a firm like 
Paytm today has gone far ahead (com-
parisons, as they say, may be odious but 
in the pre-demonetisation era Mobikwik 
was believed to be emerging as a serious 
competitor to Paytm). Difference in size 
can be well explained by the quantum 
they are aspiring to raise at Dalal Street 
– R16,000 crore for Paytm against R1,900 
crore for Mobikwik (possible dilution of 
20 per cent). “they have lacked aggres-
sion. Probably, they have been some-
what confused on the strategy front as 
how to grow their business. In the wallet 

As of and for the FY ended 31 March

Key performance indicators 2019 2020 2021

Consolidated GMV (R million) 185,482.51 212,312.22 149,319.56

Registered users (million) 64.16 82.93 101.37

New Registered users (million) 16.50 18.77 18.44

BNPL segment

BNPL GMV (R million) 2,327.95 4,854.92 2,999.43

Activated MobiKwik Zip users 74,382 207,744 740,784

Repeat MobiKwik Zip users (%) – 74.16 79.19

Number of BNPL transactions 91,459 663,461 4,156,775

MobiKwik Zip GMV per user per month (R) – 4008.56 2,477.90

Provisions for ECL as per centage of BNPL segment GMV (%) – 1.92 2.40

Consumer payments segment

Consumer payments GMV (R million) 90,902.51 152,687.79 118,345.95

Consumer payments revenue as percentage of consumer 
payments segment GMV %)

1.05 1.58 1.87

Customer Acquisition Cost (CAC) (R) 9.47 13.39 11.51

Payment Gateway segment

Payment gateway segment GMV (R million) 136,759.89 143,341.91 113,589.70

Payment gateway revenue as a percentage of payment 
gateway segment GMV (%)

0.76 1.35 1.41

Numbr of merchant partners for Zaakpay 1,572 4,243 4,551

Notes: Consolidated GMV refers to the aggregate value of transactions (including taxes, fees and services, and gross of 
all discounts) through our platform related to our consumer payments segment, BNPL segment, and payment gateway 
segment (post inter-segment elimination) in the relevant period

Putting money in customers’ wallets
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and payment space there were swift 
moves, especially after demonetisa-
tion, though the introduction of UPI has 
affected the wallet business. And that 
is why they are hard-selling this bNPL 
story in their IPo pitch more than any-
thing else. this has been pushed after 
bajaj Finance invested in the company 
as it was looking for digital options. but 
on an overall basis, Mobikwik could 
not become the favourite with investors 
who have been chasing vibrant compa-
nies in the space,” says a senior execu-
tive of a rival company. 

taku, however, strongly  maintains 
that bajaj Finance’s involvement in 
Mobikwik as a 12 per cent equity part-
ner is not the reason behind the focus 
on the bNPL business. “they are not 
involved in pushing this segment. they 
are with us as financial investors. We 
have other lending institutions partner-
ing with us for small credit business,” 
she asserts.

In an ecosystem where India seems 
to have become the most productive 
assembly line in churning out uni-
corns globally, Mobikwik valuation is 
currently judged at $720 for IPo (total 
quantum raised by the company is close 
to $140 million so far). “but we have 
never believed in vanity metrics,” taku 
strongly counters.  

this perception of having not 
done as well as your peers, is 
also countered by analysts like 
Satish Meena, former forecast 
analyst with Forrester and a 
leading expert in the retail and 
digital technology centric busi-
nesses. “I would not say they are 
confused. one may argue that 
they did not have a dazzling pres-
ence like some of their esteemed 
rivals who grew in size quite rapidly 
especially after demonetisation, 
which opened the floodgates for 
everyone in the digital space. they 
did not have the financial muscle of 
others (some of them are aligned with 
giants of the game) and they probably 
responded to this by focusing on becom-
ing a small company which also has an 
eye on touching the profitability mark,” 
says Meena. this assumption inciden-
tally is backed by company cFo Dilip 
bidani who says that on the parameter 
of contribution margin (the difference 
between a company’s sales and vari-
able costs, expressed as a percentage), 

most of their businesses are in ‘black’. 
“We have seen strong growth in reve-
nue in all our business segments in fis-
cal 2020 and fiscal 2021 excluding the 
impact from covid-19. In addition, all 
our business segments have been prof-
itable at the contribution margin level 
in fiscals 2020 and 2021. this demon-
strates a strong focus on growth and at 
the same time an equal focus on profit-
ability, which we believe is the key for 
sustainable growth,” he emphasises.

According to rohit bhay-
ana, former director (busi-
ness development) of 
Mobikwik (was with the 
company around 2015), 
its performance can’t be 
simply brushed aside as 
under achievement. “In 
each of the domains 
where Mobikwik is pres-
ent, it is counted among 
the leading players and 
that is their success. 
For instance, in wallet, 
they could be num-
ber four after Paytm, 
PhonePe and Google 

Pay. In the payment gateway, razor-
Pay and PayU have a large client base 
but Mobikwik is not an insignificant 
player. And in bNPL, they are scaling up 
with the support of partners like bajaj 
Finance,” he says.    

taking the bNPL business to a new 
height, in fact, is the critical element of 
Mobikwik’s post-IPo plan. “bNPL will be 
a $50 billion market in the next three 
years and we have planned to grow big 

in the segment. SbI card and HDFc card, 
the two leaders in the credit card busi-
ness, today have 12-13 million regis-
tered users. I am confident that by next 
year, we will have as many users in our 
bNPL business and from there we will 
grow much faster. In the next two-three 
years, bNPL and the wallet business will 
contribute 45 per cent each to our busi-
ness while the remaining will come 
from cross sales,” says taku while adding 
that currently, the wallet vertical contri-
bution is close to 70 per cent. “MobiK-
wik is currently the leading bNPL player 
in India with 22.3m pre-approved bNPL 
users. It handles around four million 
bNPL transactions annually. the com-
pany has witnessed an exponential 
growth and activated 360,000 new bNPL 
users in 1QFY22 with quarterly GMV at 
R2,464 million; growing 14 times from a 
year ago,” cFo bidani adds. 

the future strategy, as bidani fur-
ther explains, will broadly have the right 
mix of organic and inorganic options. 
“MobiKwik plans to utilise IPo net pro-
ceeds towards funding organic and inor-
ganic growth initiatives. these initiatives 
comprise customer and merchant acqui-
sition and retention, investment in 
data sciences, products and technology, 
enhancement of the user and merchant 
experience on our platform. owing 
to these investments, we don’t expect 
MobiKwik to become profitable in the 
short to midterm.” says he.

Along with strengthening the three 
pillars with a special focus to make bNPL 
the tallest of them, there will also be a 
supplementary push to businesses like 
the selling of financial products thanks 
to its clearfunds acquisition. but ask 
taku if the company has any plans to 
align with what is being touted as future 
mega products like Super App in the dig-
ital space and she responds strongly. 
“No, we have no such intentions 
because it will not work here. Had it 
been so promising, do you think Amba-
nis would have passed it by? We would 
not like to get involved in everything. 
We are present in selective domains and 
we would like to be among the market 
leaders in those domains,” she under-
lines. the statement is probably indic-
ative that even in the post-IPo phase, 
Mobikwik intends to carry its basic trait 
of not doing anything flashy.               u

r I t W I K  S I N H A

ritwik.sinha@businessindiagroup.com

MobiKwik Wallet has over 101.37 
million registered users
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“the second half of the covid-
struck financial year 2020-
21 saw an unprecedented 

rally in domestic steel prices which 
seems unstoppable even in the cur-
rent FY22. Domestic flat steel – hot 
rolled coiled (Hrc) prices are up 40 
per cent since April 2020 and prices of 
long steel – tMt are nearly 30 per cent 
higher as on March 2021. Steel prices 
continue to set new record highs 
month after month. In April 2021, 
domestic steel players announced fur-
ther price hikes by up to R1,000-2,000 
per tonne in Hrc and around R3,000 
per tonne in crc. Hrc are offered 
at R59,700-60,000 per tonne in April 
2021, up from R36,950 per tonne in 
April 2020. this is the highest level 
seen since 2008, the year of the finan-
cial crisis”, states a cAre ratings report. 

clearly, the up-cycle in domestic 
steel prices is supported by the bullish 

trend in global steel prices and a revival 
in domestic demand. the rally in 
global steel prices was initially driven 
single-handedly by china until other 
large economies like US and europe 
came roaring back to the market.

Sellers who idled capacities due to 
the pandemic earlier have been slow 
to ramp up post lockdowns.

Such is the steel story, as the R3,064 
crore (in fiscal 2021) Shri  bajrang 
Power and  Ispat  Limited (SbPIL) 
which is a part of the raipur-based 
Shri bajrang group established by the 
Goel family in 2002 has drawn up an 
expansion plan. “We are expanding to 
reap the fruits of the demand. We are 
in the process of expanding capacity 
for sponge iron, steel melting, rolling 
mill, ferro alloys, captive power and 
setting up a galvanising plant, which 
is expected to be completed within 
fiscal 2022”, explains  Suresh Goel, 

chairman and executive 
director of SbPIL. 

“besides, through our 
subsidiary Shri bajrang Steel 
corporation Ltd (SbScL), we intend to 
set-up a steel unit along with related 
infrastructure and had already entered 
into an MoU on 15 December, 2020. 
However, it made an application in 
June 2021 to the Government of 
chhattisgarh to amend the MoU and 
the scope of the project will be depen-
dent on government approval for the 
proposed amendment and the compa-
ny’s decision to implement the MoU,” 
adds Suresh looking at SbPIL’s inten-
tion to set up a 50MW solar power 
plant at raipur, under a greenfield 
expansion.

For starters, SbPIL is an over two-
decade-old company, an integrated 
steel company based out of central 
India and is one of the leading play-
ers in India in terms of capacity for 
sponge iron, iron ore pellets, iron ore 
beneficiation and captive power. It so 
happens that the Goel family migrated 

Through an organic growth route SBPIL is expanding its 
steel presence 

Fully integrated model

Suresh:  
expanding to 

reap the fruits of 
demand
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from rajasthan state to the then state 
of Madhya Pradesh, now chhattisgarh 
state, during the middle of the 1960s. 
they were into the timber business in 
a small way, taking the wooden logs 
from the forest directly under auc-
tion. Later on, in the 1980s due to a 
shift in auction system, they took the 
wooden logs directly from the govern-
ment. During middle of the 80s the 
business expanded and procurements 
were made from imports. 

From timber, cement to steel
During the 1990s they entered in a 
small way under a joint venture into 
setting up a midsized cement plant. 
“However, these timber businesses and 
cement plants were wrapped up by our 
family in the early part of 2000s, as 
the family looking at business oppor-
tunities in the steel segment post the 
liberalisation era commenced during 
the early part of the 1990s,” says Nar-
endra Goel, MD of the company.

the company has been allotted 
captive iron mine with an approval 
to mine 1.2 million tonne per annum 
(MtPA) and captive manganese 
ore  mines with an approval to mine 
13.114 tPA. the ore is used to manu-
facture long steel products, such as 
tMt bars, erW pipes manufactured 
through tubular section mill, wire 
rods, Hb wires, including binding 
wires, ferro alloys, steel billets, iron 
pellets and sponge iron. 

SbPIL currently operates three 
manufacturing units which are 

strategically located in raipur, capital 
of the state of chhattisgarh, which has 
abundant reserves of iron ore, iron ore 
fines and coal mines, which have been 
the company’s primary raw material 
sources. “the strategic location of our 
units lowers our transportation costs 
and provides significant logistics and 
operational efficiencies”, adds Anand 
Goel, eD of the company pointing out 
that, the family set up a modern struc-
tural steel rolling mill with an ini-
tial capacity of 30,000 tPA at raipur, 
infusing their own funds and taking 
nominal working capital loan from 
the banking institutions. “thereafter 
post incorporation of the issuer com-
pany, for initial capex expansion part 
financing was done by promoters and 
the balance by the banking institu-
tions,” says Anand.

As of May 2021, the aggregate sale-
able metal capacity of the company 
was 1.76 MtPA comprising of inter-
mediate and final products while the 

company has a captive power capacity 
of 83 MW at all its units including 50 
MW from waste heat recovery, which 
allows it to turn the waste heat from 
the manufacturing process into elec-
tricity generation, thereby minimiz-
ing the carbon footprint and reducing 
the power and fuel cost.

“In an effort to enhance the back-
ward integration, increase raw mate-
rial security and enhance profitability, 
we have secured exclusive mining 
rights in connection with an iron ore 
mine located at Uttar baster Kanker, 
chhattisgarh. We have also exclu-
sive mining rights in connection with 
an open-cost manganese ore mine 
located at Vizianagaram, Andhra 
Pradesh, wherein the company is per-
mitted to mine 13,114 tPA. In respect 
of coal requirements, the company has 
secured coal linkages with South east-
ern coal Fields Limited, a subsidiary 
of coal India Limited for an annual 
supply of 0.603 MtPA on the back of 
multiple fuel supply agreements,” says 
Narendra. 

Also, as on May 2021 the compa-
ny’s installed capacity of iron ore ben-
eficiation and pelletisation plants was 
2 MtPA and 1.4 MtPA respectively, 
which helps the company utilise lower 
grade iron ore lumps and fines to take 
advantage of the pricing differential 
between lower grade and higher-grade 
iron ore fines. “the access to integrated 
iron ore and manganese ore mines pro-
vides the benefits of reducing the cost 
of running the business as well as sta-
bility in so far as continuous raw mate-
rial supply is concerned,” observes 
Anand pointing out that from logistic 
perspective the company’s units are 
well connected by national and state 
highways and railways. “We also have 
captive mechanised railway siding 
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Narendra: exclusive mining rights
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which helps the company in optimis-
ing logistics cost and minimising tran-
sit times for raw materials and finished 
products.”

the company caters primarily to 
the infrastructure and construction 
industry in India, especially across the 
central and Western regions through 
11 distributors with a network of 514 
dealers. the customer portfolio of the 
company comprises institutional and 
retail customers as part of the insti-
tutional portfolio. the company sells 
its products to institutional custom-
ers that are spread across various seg-
ments including roadways, thermal 
and hydel power, railways, metro rails, 
military engineering services, airports 
and real estates.

the key institutional custom-
ers inter-alia include Dilipbuildcon 
Limited, Marhrotra buildcon Private 
Limited, Gayatri Projects Limited, Jha-
jharia Nirman Limited, Modern road 
Makers Private Limited and Sadb-
hav engineering Limited. “In respect 
of retail customer portfolio, the com-
pany sells tMt bars, erW pipes and 
Hb wires through our distribution 
network to individual buyers. the 
company believes that its key differ-
entiators in the retail segment are its 
established track record of delivering 
quality products, strong brand iden-
tity and a well-established distribution 
network”, discloses Anand.

High barrier entry
talking about the competition, all 
companies selling tMt bars and erW 

pipes are SbIPL’s competitors. As per 
the industry survey report of Irr Advi-
sory, the long and special steel prod-
uct industry is moderately fragmented 
and business is characterised by way 
of competition from a number of steel 
producers in India. Further the quality 
expectation from customers and end 
users creates a high barrier for entry 
into this industry.  

Within the domestic long steel 
product consumption, bars and rods 
accounted for the majority share of 
around 83 per cent in FY21. Similarly, 
the sponge iron manufacturing indus-
try is highly fragmented and the com-
pany competes against a number of 
marginal players with low production 
capacities. Also, in the realm of the 

billet market, Indian steel companies 
have approximately 30 MtPA of billet 
capacity, out of which the top seven 
players including Shri bajrang Power 
& Ispat Ltd account for one-fifth of 
the total capacity of the country. As 
regards competition in the pellet mar-
kets, Indian steel companies have 
approximately 85 MtPA which oper-
ates at 84.8 per cent of capacity util-
isation. the top nine key players in 
the pellet industry including SbPIL, 
accounts for 60.7 per cent of the total 
pellets production in India. 

As regards erW pipes, India is the 
third largest manufacturing hub of 
steel pipe in the world and steel pipes 
constitutes 8 to 10 per cent of the 
steel consumption. the Indian steel 
pipe market is estimated to be worth 
R55,000 crore. the domestic erW steel 
pipe industry demand is expected to 
touch 10 million tonnes by 2022, with 
an appropriate market size of around 
R60,000 crore..

SbPIL is looking at capturing this 
market. the company is in the process 
of expanding its capacity for sponge 
iron, steel melting, rolling mill, ferro 
alloys, captive power and the setting 
up of a galvanising plant which is 
expected to be completed within fis-
cal 2022 under brownfield expansion. 
the company also intends to set up 
a 50MW solar plant at raipur under 
greenfield expansion. 

While the capex funding under 
brownfield expansion and the set-
ting up of a 50 MW solar plant under 

Anand: location advantage

SBIPL is one of the leading pellet 
producers  in the country
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greenfield expansion will be out of 
internal cash accruals of the com-
pany, the expected greenfield expan-
sion through the subsidiary company  
will happen three years down the 
line out of internal cash accruals and 
external debt without any increase 
in the leverage level of the company. 
However, it plans to opt for an IPo 
through fresh issue for R700 crore  
with an objective of utilising the major 
portion of proceeds of the IPo for  
prepayment of its existing term  
debts. the company got approval  

from SebI in August 2021. 

Consistent track record
“We believe in proactive prudent debt 
management. the company’s continu-
ous endeavour is to maintain and sus-
tain low leverage levels. only because 
of this commitment the company’s 
net debt to equity came down to 0.71 
and it got reduced further to a level of 
0.47 for the first quarter in fiscal 2022. 
the company’s IPo plan is mainly to 
reduce further its term debts on its 
books, so that post IPo, the leverage 
of the company will be reduced”, says 
Srinivasan Manoharan, president and 
cFo of the company.

Financially speaking, SbPIL has 
maintained a consistent track record of 
delivering operating profitability since 
fiscal 2017. For the last five years, while 
the turnover has risen from R1,500 
crore (FY17) to R2,869 crore (FY21), 
the profit after tax has increased by 
over seven times from R40.96 crore to 
R302.55 crore.  

SbPIL also derives a portion of rev-
enues from exports and its revenues 
from exports for fiscals 2021, 2020 
and 2019 was R327.27 crore,  R145.42 
crore and R12.21 crore respectively 
and accounted for 10.80 per cent, 5.46 
per cent and 0.45 per cent respectively, 
of SbPIL revenue from operations.  the 
tMt bars, erW pipes and Hb wires, sold 
under the brands – Goel and SbPIL – 
have incurred advertising and public-
ity expenses of R71.43 crore over the 

last three fiscals to further establish 
the brands in their respective catego-
ries. revenues from sale of tMt bars, 
erW pipes and Hb wires have been the 
pre-dominant revenue stream for the 
company and contributed R1,367.58 
crore, R1,161.63 crore and R1,298.88 
crore for fiscal 2021, 2020 and 2019, 
respectively aggregating to 45.12 per 
cent, 43.61 per cent and 48.37 per cent 
of the total revenue from operations 
for the same period. Further, SbPIL has 
commenced its pipe and tubes division 
in FY21 which contributed around 3 
per cent of overall revenue. Going for-
ward, this is expected to improve sig-
nificantly in FY22 onwards.

Meanwhile, the current year (FY22) 
performance continues to remain 
strong despite the on-going pandemic 
disrupting the supply chain.   SbPIL 
clocked operating income of R1,176 
crore till June 2021 and on consoli-
dated basis R1188 crore. the company 
expects the performance to be at the 
same run rate in the near to medium 
term. the groups had a healthy liquid-
ity marked by net cash accruals of R444 
crore in FY21 as against repayment 
of R82 crore. SbPIL has healthy work-
ing capital utilisation of around 70  
per cent for the last 12 month ended 
June 2021.

Lastly, with the steel sector look-
ing promising, the Goels are all set to 
make a splash on the bourse.     u 

L A N c e L o t  J o S e P H
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Power packed 
The SBPIL group  through IA Hydro 

Energy Private Limited (IAHEPL), 
which is a 100 per cent subsidiary of 
SBPIL, had ventured into the production 
of hydel power setting up a hydel power 
plant of 36 MW (12 MW x 3 units) in 
the Chamba district of Himachal Pradesh, 
totally a run-off river scheme with addi-
tional benefits of getting continuous 
water flow during rainy season as well as 
during summer season owing to its prox-
imity to glaciers in the region.

IA Hydro initially entered into a PPA 
agreement with Chhattisgarh State Power 
Distribution Company Limited (CSPDL) 
for a period of 35 years at an indicative 
tariff rate of R5.25 per unit. The PPA with 
CSPDL had a tariff rate of R5.25 per unit 
which was inclusive of transmission cost 
of power from Himachal to Chhattisgarh, 
thereby making the net effective rate less 
than R4 per unit, which left the company 
with no other option than to terminate 
the PPA and then subsequently to sign a 
PPA with Haryana Power Purchase Cen-
tre (HPCC) in May 2018 for purchase of 
power for a period of 35 years at a tariff 
rate of R4.50/kWh at ex-generating bus. 
The power is currently being sold at an 
interim tariff rate of R3.99 per unit. The 
company has also refinanced the term 
loan recently with long tenure loan from 
IREDA for an enhanced period of 20 years 
which has increased the DSCR signifi-
cantly to around 1.2 times. 

Though SBPIL has given a corporate 
guarantee to the loan facilities of IAHEPL 
which covers the current outstanding of 
R195 crore, the long term PPA and the 
extended tenure of loan by IREDA have 
made the subsidiary company adequately 
capable to service its loan obligations.

The company has ventured into power to boost its revenue
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Is the pen still mighty? India has 
nearly 300 million students – from 
school children to the postgraduate 

level. In terms of population, this alone 
would make them the fourth largest 
nation globally! No wonder then that it 
is a lucrative, even mighty, segment for 
businesses to get even a slice of.

Among the sectors cashing in is the 
R3,500 crore stationery sector. the sta-
tionery market is dominated by ball-
point pens, which form a big chunk of 
the pie, followed by graphite pencils, 
colouring pencils, gel pens, markers 
and highlighters, rollerball pens and 
fountain pens, according to  Manos 
Nikolakis, Director & General Man-
ager of bIc cello India.

  “education and creativity are the 
two most important elements driving 
a purchase decision in the stationery 

segment,” explains Nikolakis. “Almost 
70 per cent of the Indian stationery 
market has unorganised players. How-
ever, the entry of international brands, 
such as bIc cello and others, have 
changed the dynamic. Assuming the 
market comes back to normalcy and 
the education sector goes back to oper-
ating the way it was pre-pandemic, the 
category is expected to grow at a rate of 
5-6 per cent year-on-year. the growth 
will be fuelled by the influx of four to 
five million new students in the for-
mal education system every year. bIc 
cello commands a 25 per cent mar-
ket share in the writing instruments 
category, which includes pens, mark-
ers, and mechanical pencils.” other 
major players in the space include 
domestic players such as Linc, Luxor, 
Flair, camlin (bought by Kokuyo), 

Itc’s classmate and Hindustan Pen-
cils. International brands that have 
entered the market include reynolds 
and Faber castell. 

Nikolakis points out that due to 
covid, with lockdowns imposed since 
March 2020, the education sector 
along with ancillary businesses, like 
stationery, have seen a decrease in 
purchasing habits. “the industry wit-
nessed a decline of about 35 per cent 
in 2020 versus 2019 in traditional 
trade sales. We saw a similar trend 
in our core business, writing instru-
ments. However, we saw a boom in 
e-commerce that was complemented 
by growing internet penetration in 

Pen, on point
Its core business impacted by the pandemic, stationery 
major BIC Cello has recalibrated its offerings

Nikolakis: growth will be fuelled by 
millions of new students
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smaller towns and cities across India.” 
While the company does not reveal 
sales figures, unconfirmed sources say 
sales for the brand topped R1,000 crore 
in 2019-20.

In 2020, bIc conducted an in-depth 
survey across India to understand the 
impact of the pandemic on parents 
and their children’s education. “We 
surveyed more than 400 parents and 
found that the majority of Indian par-
ents, especially in Delhi, purchased 
school supplies online,” reveals Nikola-
kis. “We found that the average spend-
ing on school supplies went up from 
R8,000 to more than R20,000 – pri-
marily due to investment in electronic 
items, while a significant dip of R5,000 
was seen in stationery, arts and crafts, 
as well as educational toys and games. 
From a business standpoint, we antic-
ipate recovery in traditional trade in 
the second half of 2021 and early 2022 
with the gradual opening of schools, 
colleges, and offices. We expect an 
increase in demand and a positive 
momentum.” 

Cello to BIC
Founded in 1974 by Ghisulal rathod,   
cello started its journey by manufac-
turing and marketing a wide range of 
classic ball pens with imported tips 
and German inks. Focusing on inno-
vation, high-quality pens and leading-
edge technologies, cello soon became 
India’s most popular writing instru-
ments brand. In December 2015, the 
rathods sold cello Writing to the 
French stationery leader bIc for R540 
crore, and the company was renamed 
bIc cello India. It had a workforce of 
10,000 as of 2018.

over the years, bIc cello has 
expanded its product portfolio, offer-
ing world-class stationery products 
such as markers, mechanical pencils, 
rollerball pens, and fountain pens. 
India is a nascent mar-
ket, however. For a 
stationery enthusiast, 
just the sheer range 
of products available 
globally is an intox-
icating experience, 
a space the Indian 
stationery space 
has yet to ade-
quately explore.

currently 

80 per cent of the bIc cello net sales 
come from India while 20 per cent is 
generated through exports to North 
America, Latin America, Middle 
east, Africa, and europe. “We have a 
robust product portfolio,” says Niko-
lakis. “ball pens form the largest cat-
egory of our portfolio, and as of July 
2021 they have contributed to around 
75 per cent of our sales. cello but-
terflow, FineGrip, Power, Pinpoint,  
Gripper, technotip are our major 
growth drivers.”

Pandemic pause  
“the pandemic and the resultant lock-
down have been difficult for everyone,” 
says Nikolakis. “More so for parents who 
have been scrambling for resources to 
keep their kids engaged in productive 
activ- ities. Staying at home 

has given children 
time to pause, refuel 
and spend quality 
time with their par-
ents. they express 
themselves creatively 
through offline activ-
ities, such as colour-
ing and drawing. An 
interesting trend we 

saw during the pan-
demic was that 

colouring was 

not only limited to younger kids, but 
children across all ages and a segment 
of adult audiences.”

“the pandemic allowed us at bIc 
cello to accelerate the transformation 
of our product portfolio,” says Niko-
lakis. We have accelerated the imple-
mentation of a robust omni-channel 
presence, which has always been part 
of our strategy, and have increased 
our investments substantially to 
engage with e-commerce consumers. 
In 2021-22, we will continue to focus 
on strengthening our omni-chan-
nel marketing and provide consumers 
with a seamless experience. our rela-
tionship with our distribution part-
ners has strengthened over the last  
year. We helped them liquidate their 
inventories and provided support via 
credit terms during the initial lock-
down phase.”

 
Future plans 
“We sell five million pens in the coun-
try every day. While pens priced lower 
than R10 have a larger share in value, 
it’s important to know that, in vol-
ume, premium offerings such as per-
manent markers, highlighters, and 
fountain pens, lead the net sales. As of 
June 2021, general trade has contrib-
uted to 80 per cent of our sales. Since 
last year, we have seen an increase 
of 7-8 per cent in e-commerce sales,” 
adds Nikolakis.

bIc cello has five manufacturing 
plants in India, three in Daman, one 
each in Gujarat and Uttarakhand. the 
plant in Gujarat, which opened in 2019, 
is also the largest in Asia and manufac-
tures products not just for India but for 
the international market as well.

“consumer preferences in the sta-
tionery market are constantly evolving. 
our audiences cover a wide demo-
graphic, which means that what they 
look for in a product significantly var-
ies,” elaborates Nikolakis. “bIc cello 
will continue to build market capabil-
ities in India and evaluate enhanced 
levels of investments behind both dis-
tributors and consumers.” As the mar-
ket evolves inexorably towards greater 
digitisation, keeping abreast of changes 
will determine the future of the Indian 
stationery sector, and bIc cello seems 
well poised to adapt to this.       u 
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Reaching out 
“The increased focus and dependency on 
social media during the pandemic have 
allowed us to reach new consumers and 
stay connected to the ones we already 
have,” says Manos Nikolakis, Director & 
General Manager of BIC Cello India. “We 
worked to create meaningful content for 
our followers and provided them with 
educational solutions to engage their 
children, in enjoyable and convenient 
ways. In the last few months, we have 
collaborated with key influencers and 
communities to run strategic campaigns 
and activations. For instance, for National 
Poetry Day, we partnered with Kavishala 
to crowdsource poetry. Similarly, for 
National Ballpoint Day, we worked with 
popular artists to create inspiring imag-
ery and content centred around hope 
and optimism. These collaborations 
worked well, helped drive demand and 
increase sales for the category.”
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“In India, in order to promote for-
mal lending institutions, several 
methods of procedural simplifi-

cation have been introduced for deliver-
ing credit that involves rationalisation 
of internal returns for banks. Also, a 
greater autonomy has been delegated 
at lower levels of lending institutions to 
regional branch managers to aid accel-
eration of the credit flow in rural India,” 
says Jake Seltzer, co-founder & ceo of 
Finance blocks Inc, a Los Angeles-based 
blockchain-powered fintech platform.

“In India, agriculture credit societ-
ies have been formed to facilitate quick 
loans on fair conditions to the rural 
community. While this financial sys-
tem has strong potential to relieve the 
underserved from exploitation by mon-
eylenders, lack of agile management 
and corporate governance has kept it 
from achieving ideal expectations,” 
adds Seltzer, who as a solution proposes 
Finance blocks that merges revolution-
ary blockchain technology with bank-
ing and finance systems. 

this platform connects seamlessly 
with national identity systems and 
extends a secure repository for user 
identification data on the blockchain. 
“We will help rural Financial Insti-
tutions (rFIs) digitize their processes 
and amplify the reach of their finan-
cial offerings, and for users, our app will 
help them gain access to competitive 
financial offerings”, he says.

Finance blocks was established in 
2020 aiming to promote financial inclu-
sion of the unbanked by enabling rFIs to 
maximize their efficiency and impact.

In Q2 of 2021 Finance blocks received 
$2,50,000 from an undisclosed private 
investment group. “Moving into Q4 
of 2021, Finance blocks will begin our 
Pre-Series ‘A’ dollar denominated  rais-
ing  from investment groups, hedge 
funds, and venture capital groups,” 
discloses Seltzer..

Combating the problems
Despite all the infrastructural and tech-
nological developments in the finan-
cial sector globally, 25 per cent of the 

world’s population still does not have 
access to basic financial services such as 
bank accounts. this population relies 
on informal financial systems such as 
moneylenders, cooperative credit societ-
ies, and rural financial institutions (rFIs) 
to access credit in times of need.  the 
complexity of procedures and ineffi-
cient legacy systems stand in the way of 
rural consumers availing credit oppor-
tunities. often there is a lack of identity 
documents, credit scores and awareness 
of financial solutions. to combat these 
problems in rural economies, Finance 
blocks has developed a platform that 
will serve both rFIs and the unbanked.

For rFIs, Finance blocks has devel-
oped a platform that will help them 
switch from paper-based legacy systems 
to a secure, easy-to-use, and efficient 
digital system for all their processes. 
rFIs will be able to create unique digi-
tal identities for all their customers, 
compute their credit scores, manage 
their financial data, loans, FDs, savings 
accounts and more on a single platform. 
For users, Finance blocks has an app 
that will help them stay updated about 
their financial activity such as with-
drawals, deposits, transactions, loan 
eMIs, and interest on FDs. the app will 

provide updates about any changes that 
occur to their accounts with rFIs. the 
app will also report information about 
new financial products and services rel-
evant to the needs of the users. based 
on the age of their account and finan-
cial activity, users will be given Smart 
credit Scores computed by blockchain-
powered Smart contracts.

blockchain technology is an inte-
gral component of the solution Finance 
blocks presents. the role of the plat-
form is to enable immutable recording 
of all transaction data, ensuring trans-
parency and accountability. the use of a 
blockchain will also enable rFIs to inter-
act and transact with other members on 
the Finance blocks platform in a seam-
less and secure manner.

  Its customer Mexican startup, rufi 
rural Fintech, which applies big data 
analytics for extending microfinancing 
services to rural communities. rufi tar-
gets businesses by providing them digi-
tization services via creation of internet 
cafes and co-working spaces targeting 
young rural people. then there is Mon-
eybank – a Vietnamese P2P lending 
platform – that uses digital technologies 
to extend loans without requiring any 
paperwork or collateral. borrowers have 
various options for selecting their loan 
amount and repayment methods.

the core development team of 
Finance blocks has ambitious expec-
tations. Starting in 2021 Q3, Finance 
blocks private equity sale begins, spe-
cifically targeting hedge funds, ven-
ture capitalists, investment groups, and 
strategic partners. In 2021 Q4, Finance 
blocks will begin planning and develop-
ing standards for its protocol with val-
idation by 2023 Q3. Also, Q1 of 2023, 
Finance blocks expects to have 1,275 
rFIs operating within our network.

  “We are a platform as a service 
(PaaS) solution to rFIs through which 
they can digitize their banking pro-
cess which includes onboarding users, 
managing loans, FDs, eMIs, interest 
disbursements, dividend payments 
and more.  With a rural population of 
4.5 billion people of which 50 per cent 
(2 billion people) are left unbanked 
and underserved according to the UN, 
we feel we have a vast market opportu-
nity valued at billions of USD over the 
next 10 years,” sums up Seltzer.       u 
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Making rural credit easy
Finance Blocks to look at credit flow in rural India

Seltzer: aiding rural credit flow
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the long drawn high power legal 
battle between the birlas and 
Lodha has taken a twist. on 

23 September at the AGM of its listed 
cable companies, Vindhya telelinks 
Limited, Universal cables Limited and 
birla cables Limited, the sharehold-
ers voted against the appointments 
of directors proposed by the Punjab 
Produce and trading co. Limited, an 
investment firm. 

the Punjab Produce and trad-
ing co had filed nominations seek-
ing appointment of two directors on 
the boards of all three cable compa-
nies. the investment firm sought to 
oust Harsh Vardhan Lodha chairman 
of the M P birla Group. 

the Lodha camp stated that all 
these resolutions, which were aimed 
at interfering with the management of 
the professionally run companies were 
defeated comprehensively. the boards 
of these companies had deliberated over 
these nominations and strongly recom-
mended shareholders to vote against 
them in view of potential conflict of 
interest if these persons were elected. 

Lodha who was seeking reap-
pointment as director of birla cables 
received more than 83 per cent of 
valid votes cast in his favour as against 
the nominee of the Punjab Produce, 
Satish Pradhan who received only 
18.55 per cent of the shareholder vote. 
Similarly, its other nominee Dr Agar-
wal, also got defeated  receiving only 
18.55 votes whereas Justice (retired) 
Dilip Ganesh Karnik reappointed as 
director in Vindhya telelinks and 
Universal cables received votes in his 
favour from shareholders, 77.54 per 
cent and 63.17 per cent respectively.

“It is a landmark victory over years 
of mischievous acts, and one of the 
most memorable ones in 17 years of 
the proxy war being waged against the 
wishes of the late Priyamvada birla,” 
says Fox & Mandal partner Debanjan 
Mandal, representing Lodha. “It gives 
us immense confidence to take on 
much more.”

the Lodha camp alleged, two of the 
three members of the APL commit-
tee, or the court-appointed panel of 
administrators overseeing the estate of 
Priyamvada birla, have in the past cou-
ple of years made repeated attempts to 
grab control of investment companies, 
trusts and societies of the MP birla 
Group with the ultimate aim of influ-
encing the operations of the listed 
companies. In 2020, they unlawfully 
altered the boards of several invest-
ment companies, one of them being 
Punjab Produce. this was legally chal-
lenged almost immediately, but the 
dispute over the legitimacy of Punjab 
Produce’s board has yet to come up for 
hearing at the calcutta High court. 

two members of the APL commit-
tee – justice (retired) Mohit S Shah and 
Ac chakrabortti – demanded Lodha’s 
step down as chairman of all MP birla 
group entities, citing a contentious 
verdict passed by a single judge of the 
calcutta High court in September last 
year. Soon enough, a division bench of 
the calcutta High court comprising 
the chief justice clarified in an interim 
order that Lodha was only barred from 

holding office on the strength of the 
shares of Priyamvada birla’s estate, 
allowing him to continue as chairman 
of the MP birla group.

Legal wrangle
even so, the two members of the APL 
committee alleged contempt of court 
and wrote threatening letters seeking 
to pressure the operating companies to 
remove Lodha as chairman. Lodha has, 
in the meantime, applied to court for 
removal of both these administrators, 
Shah and chakrabortti, from the APL 
committee on grounds of bias and ille-
gality of their actions. Petitions seeking 
their removal are yet to be heard. 

Allegations of contempt of court 
against Lodha and directors of operat-
ing companies were quashed by a divi-
sion bench of the calcutta High court, 
and its decision upheld by the Supreme 
court earlier this year. the apex court 
also instructed the calcutta High court 
to dispose off all outstanding legal dis-
putes arising out of the said verdict of 
the single judge by 31 March 2022. 

“We remain fully confident that all 
tactics aimed at obstructing the profes-
sional management of the operating 
companies from acting independently 
will fail. our client continues to have 
full confidence in the judiciary,” added 
Mandal. 

reacting to the recent voting and 
outcome of the group companies, NG 
Khaitan, senior partner, Khaitan & 
co, and counsel for the birlas, termed 
Lodha as an interloper. “Lodha has ille-
gally prevented independent directors 
coming on board. by doing this, he is 
clinging on to power and controlling 
the nominees. We will fight it legally. 
Incidentally, in May 2020, the birla 
family challenged the reappointment 
of Harsh Vardhan Lodha as director of 
the MP birla group companies.

the 17-year-long legal wrangle 
between birlas and Lodhas is likely to 
continue further.  birlas are united to 
oust Lodhas from the group. For them, 
it is a battle for pride against an out-
sider. As Khaitan earlier stated, my  
clients are fighting against greed.       u
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Lodha successfully stopped Birlas’ attempt to induct their nominees 
on the board of M P Birla group companies

battle for control

Lodha: winning the shareholders
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two decades ago, load balanc-
ing, SSL offload, caching, com-
pression, application security 

and secure access were all point prod-
ucts. With its pioneering technology 
and ability to think beyond the conven-
tional, Array Networks introduced the 
concept of integrated traffic manage-
ment – providing essential application 
delivery and security in a manner that 
streamlines data center infrastructure 
and administration. 

From its origins in Silicon Valley, 
Array Networks, a public listed com-
pany in taiwan has steadily grown its 
operations and technology portfolio. It 
competes with F5, A10 Networks, citrix, 
radware, to name a few. the company’s 
footprint now spans North America, 
europe, India, Japan, Asia, Africa, and 
the Middle east, with over 5,000 custom-
ers. they offer a complete range of appli-
cation delivery and security solutions 
aimed at maximising employee pro-
ductivity, ensuring always-on availabil-
ity, optimising the end-user experience, 
and guarding business infrastructure 
against attack and data leakage.

“With a focus on talent and innova-
tion, Array ranks among the leaders in 
its industry for long-term customer and 
employee retention,” explains Shibu 
Paul, VP  – international sales at Array 
Networks heading the India office. Paul 
has 25 years of experience in the field 
of digital transformation – It, IS and 
telecom – having worked with Sify Ltd, 
british telecom Global services (India) 
and bt Americas in various roles. He 
joined Array in 2009 as country sales 
head and progressed to leadership posi-
tions including country manager and 
regional director-APAc. In his current 
role, he is instrumental in driving the 
business for Array in the region, and set-
ting up end-to-end operations. 

Array  Networks  is a network 
functions platform company, which 
develops purpose-built systems for 
hosting virtual networking and 
security functions with guaranteed 
performance.   Powered by award-win-
ning SpeedcoretM software, Array 

solutions are  recognised by leading 
enterprise, service provider and public 
sector organisations for unmatched per-
formance and total value of ownership.

Proven track record
Array is backed by over 300 employees 
worldwide and is a profitable company 
with strong investors, management and 
revenue growth. “Poised to capitalise on 
explosive growth in the areas of mobile 
and cloud computing, analysts and 
thought leaders including Deloitte, red 
Herring and Frost & Sullivan have rec-
ognised Array Networks for its technical 
innovation, operational excellence 
and market opportunity,” points out 
Michael Zhao, president & ceo. Most 
recently, Zhao was co-founder and coo 
of AsiaInfo – a billing and customer care 
software and systems integration com-
pany he led to a NASDAQ IPo. 

Zhao  adds, “We are trusted by six of 
the world’s top-ten banks, eight of the 
world’s top-ten telecom providers, four 
of the world’s top-ten technology com-
panies and over 20 per cent of Global 
2000 companies. our products and solu-
tions have a proven track record of solv-
ing application delivery and security 
challenges for nearly every industry and 
vertical market. In India, we are a well 
known brand in the government and 
bFSI segment.  Like VMcare, Intel, Micro-
soft, Fortinet, beth Israel to name a few”. 

Scalability and performance is our 
primary reasons for selecting AG Series 
secure access gateways were scalabil-
ity and performance, strength of secu-
rity features, lower support costs, ability 
to solve secure access challenges and 
Array’s ability to execute quickly,” 
observes chuck Deaton, deputy cISo, 
Humana.

“Almost half the price of compet-
ing vendors  Array gives me everything 
I need in terms of load balancing and 
application delivery. Unless you have a 
specific need that justifies a premium 
price point, then there is no need to 
go there,” says Matthew Lewis, cIo at  
eclinicalWorks.

“extremely stable operation-trading 
volume has tripled since we adopted 
Array technology, and the APV5600 sys-
tems have demonstrated extremely sta-
ble operation and are a reason why we 
have achieved the world’s third largest 
trading volume”, says Keita Nakamura, 
Systems Department, Yahoo Japan 
Financial exchange.

“the people standing behind the 
product – aside from performance and 
scalability, one of the key factors in pur-
chasing from Array as opposed to using 
an alternative solution, is the people 
who are standing behind the product,” 
adds bill Gotham, technology Archi-
tect, cash Depot. 

Array offers a complete range of 
application delivery and security solu-
tions aimed at maximising employee 
productivity, ensuring always-on 
availability, optimising the end-user 
experience, and guarding business 
infrastructure against attack and data 
leakage. Array Networks solves perfor-
mance and complexity challenges for 
businesses moving towards virtualised 
networking, security, and application 
delivery. Array addresses the growing 
market demand for network functions 
virtualisation (NFV), cloud comput-
ing, and software-centric networking. 
Proven at more than 5,000 worldwide 
customer deployments, Array is recog-
nised by leading analysts, enterprises, 
service providers and partners for pio-
neering next-generation technology 
that delivers agility at scale. 

“For the future, Array will soon be 
coming up with a zero-trust solution 
called Zentry,” sums up Zhao.      u 

L A N c e L o t  J o S e P H

lancelot.joseph@businessindiagroup.com

traffic management
Cybersecurity can be made agile with zero-trust framework

Paul: focus on talent and innovation
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this Navratri Prime Minister Nar-
endra Modi is likely to lay the 
foundation stone for Noida Inter-

national Airport at Jewar, which is 
around 80 km away from New Delhi.

touted to emerge as one of the largest 
airports in the country (on completion), 
this R30,000 crore ($4 billion) proj-
ect is being developed by the Yamuna 
International Airport Private Limited 
(YIAPL). During the financial closure of 
the project in August this year, YIAPL 
raised R3,725 crore from the State bank 
of India, completing the funding of the 
first phase which will be to develop an 
area of 1,334 hectares. the first phase is 
scheduled to be over by 2023.

Noida International Airport Lim-
ited (NIAL) is the nodal agency set up 
by the Uttar Pradesh government for 
the airport at Jewar. YIAPL will bear 
the cost of 65 per cent of the air-
port through funding by SbI and the 
remaining will be paid by its par-
ent company Zurich Airport Interna-
tional. the project is being funded on 
a debt-to-equity ratio of 65:35. Zurich 
Airport International AG (ZAIA), is the 
main shareholder of YIAPL.

Meanwhile, a financial agreement 
has been signed between YIAPL, SbI 
and NIAL. the R3,725 crore in debt 
from SbI will be repaid over a period of 
20 years with a one-year moratorium, 
post completion of the project. this is 
one of the largest financing projects in 

any Indian greenfield airport.
YIAPL will pay 65 per cent of the 

Jewar Airport project cost through 
funding from SbI, while the remaining 
money (R2,005 crore) will be paid by its 
parent, Zurich Airport International.

Losing traffic
For Zurich Airport AG, the contract is 
important because it is their most sig-
nificant investment outside Switzer-
land. Approximately 1 billion Swiss 
Francs would be invested in this proj-
ect. Zurich airport has been losing 
traffic and revenue due to no-fly restric-
tions on airspace due to the noise dis-
turbance it causes for residents living 
in proximity of the airport. As a result 
of this Zurich’s aircraft handling capac-
ity has nearly halved and thereby 
increased airport operation costs.

All their hopes of increasing their 

revenue inflow is now dependent on 
the completion of Noida airport.

 So, this airport project is significant 
for both Uttar Pradesh and Zurich Air-
port. once this airport becomes opera-
tional a lot of peak traffic from Delhi is 
expected to be diverted here. this will 
happen till at least 2030 after which 
Delhi airport would have increased 
its capacity to handle more traffic, by 
then Noida airport too would have 
been able to carve its own market.

According to a Pricewaterhouse coo-
pers study the Noida airport can expect 
a footfall of 5 million passengers in the 
first year of its being commissioned. 

the construction of a boundary 
wall around the airport land has begun 
around the site.

“civil aviation is an area of great 
potential, in terms of generating 
employment and ensuring economic 
prosperity. With the establishment 
of the Jewar Airport, the industrial 
infrastructure in Uttar Pradesh will 
be augmented and will create more 
investment opportunities, besides giv-
ing impetus to the tourism sector,” 
says Uttar Pradesh chief minister Yogi 
Adityanath.

 “once the first phase of the airport 
becomes operational, Jewar Airport, 
would be able to handle 12 million 
passengers annually,’’ Minister for 
civil Aviation Jyotiraditya Scindia said 
recently. “Phase 1 includes 1,334 hect-
are of land and will commence oper-
ations with one runway. Later, more 
runways will be added. In each phase, 
the airport will expand to serve 70 mil-
lion passengers by the end of phase 4, 
subject to passenger growth and traf-
fic,” he added.

on completion of the fourth phase 
of the project, the airport will be spread 
over an area of 5,000 hectares and may 
have six to eight runways.

Meanwhile, the board of the Yamuna 
expressway Industrial Development 
Authority (YeIDA) recently gave a go-
ahead to Delhi Metro rail corpora-
tion (DMrc) for conducting studies for 
high-speed metro rail links from Noida 
International Airport to Delhi.

these metro links connecting proj-
ects are in two parts – one between the 
airport in Jewar and Greater Noida and 
the other from Greater Noida to Delhi. u
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Zurich comes to Jewar
Jewar airport is important for both UP and Zurich
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MG Motor India recently 
unveiled MG Astor, its mid-
sized SUV with artificial intel-

ligence (AI) personal assistant and 
first-in-segment autonomous (Level 
2) technology. the carmaker’s jour-
ney started in India with its first inter-
net SUV – MG Hector in 2019, followed 
by MG Hector Plus, MG ZS eV, an elec-
tric SUV, MG Gloster and the latest one 
to join the family is MG Astor.

there is plenty of action in the mid-
sized SUV segment. the Hyundai creta 
and Kia Seltos are doing well in the mar-
ket.  With the recent arrival of the Skoda 
Kushaq and the Volkswagen taigun, car 
buyers have more options to choose. MG 
Motor is set to join the league with MG 
Astor, which is expected to hit the mar-
ket shortly.

“We have introduced several indus-
try-firsts with our SUVs to the Indian 
automotive market. this time we have 
Autonomous (Level 2) technology in 
MG Astor, with a personal AI assistant. 
the technology is more advanced helps 
safe drive”, said rajeev chaba, President 
and MD, MG Motor India at the unveil-
ing of Astor.

“We are confident that in India, the 
Astor will redefine, not just the seg-
ment, but also the future of mobility.   
the Astor is the first car to offer ser-
vices and subscriptions under the car 
as a platform. the Astor’s sporty design, 
luxurious interior, choice of engines and 
transmissions and host of segment-lead-
ing features makes the MG Astor a truly 
remarkable SUV, I am sure that you all 
will enjoy MG Astor as much as we have 
enjoyed creating it”, added chaba.

the company has partnered with Jio, 

MapmyIndia, Park+ and Koinearth for 
their variety of technological features 
offered to customers. talking about 
the appeal of Astor, carl Gotham, the 
Advanced Design Director at the MG’s 
Global Design centre in London, UK, 
said, “the concept of emotional Dyna-
mism brings a premium feel to Astor. 
the mid-size SUV is a visual delight 
with an exceptional level of detail-
ing and remarkable features. We have 
placed design at the centre of creating 
the car to make it look as good as its 
technology. It takes forward the MG’s 
brand’s legacy with cutting-edge tech-
nology and design excellence. India can 
look forward to immersing into a seam-
less driving experience with personal AI 
assistance inside MG Astor.”

Valuable features
the Astor’s interiors are elegantly 
crafted with soft-touch and premium 
material. the carmaker is offering a lot 
of segment-firsts technology-oriented 
features with AI-powered assistance and 
an Advanced Driver Assistance System 
(ADAS). It will be powered by two pet-
rol engines – 1.5-litre and 1.3-litre turbo 
engine.  the AI technology in Astor is 
developed around MG’s vision of car-
as-a-Platform (cAAP) possibilities, which 
will enable the users to personalise the 
services as per their requirements.

the MG Astor is also offering valuable 
features for drivers such as lane control, 
rear drive assist, adaptive cruise con-
trol, forward collision prevention, speed 
assist and headlamp control. other 
prominent features of Astor include - 
6-way power-adjustable driver seats, 
a digital key with bluetooth, electric 

parking brake, heated orVM, rain-sens-
ing wiper, panoramic sky roof, rear Ac 
vent, front and rear armrest, 10.1-inch 
HD infotainment system for the cine-
matic experience and full digital cluster 
with a 7-inch embedded LcD screen that 
has MG i-Smart technology with 80 plus 
internet features. three power steering 
modes are normal, urban and dynamic 
for different road conditions. In terms 
of safety, the Astor comes with 6 airbags 
and 27 standard safety features.

Like any other carmaker in India, MG 
Motor is also facing problems in chip 
shortage that is posing major challenges 
in production at its plant.  the company 
has already sold 3,241 units in Septem-
ber 2021, a 28 per cent increase in sales 
compared to last year. Its MG ZS eV sees 
higher demand in the third consequent 
month with 600 plus bookings in Sep-
tember. commenting on the develop-
ment, rakesh Sidana, Director-Sales, MG 
Motor India, said, “our production has 
reduced by almost one-third due to chip 
shortage. We expect this challenge to 
continue for the next few months. How-
ever, given the high number of book-
ings, we are trying our best to address 
the challenge and bring down the wait-
ing period down to three months.” With 
the festival season around, MG Motor 
India is getting ready to launch MG 
Astor to further boost its sales numbers.

MG Astor will compete with estab-
lished players like Hyundai creta, Kia 
Seltos along with recent entrants Volk-
swagen taigun and Skoda Kushaq, both 
of which have received an extremely 
positive response.        u
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A new member in the family

MG Motor India joins the 
mid-sized SUV league with 
the launch of MG Astor

The Astor: will it redefine 
future of mobility? 
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In the past decade, India has undergone a par-
adigm shift in its digital landscape to become 
the second largest online market behind 

china. this shift has been fuelled primarily by 
three key factors – the government’s push towards 
digital initiatives, the availability of affordable 
digital connectivity through mobile and a broad 
spectrum of content, products & services available 
for consumption.

 From 125 million users circa 2011, India is 
nearing 700 million internet users, out of which 
a whopping 572 million people are accessing the 
web via mobile devices; in terms of penetration, 
we are already above 50 per cent as compared to 
10 per cent in 2011. by the end of this decade, we 
will have an estimated 1.3 billion internet users, 
which is pretty much the entire current Indian 
population.

As with every sector in the country influenced 
by such rapid figitization, bFSI has also seen a sea 
change in its business landscape with the govern-
ment pushing for financial inclusion and organ-
isations embracing digital. Having said that, the 
future will build itself out.  bFSI sector will have to 
take the right steps, lay a steady foundation, and 
work tenaciously to build this future.

I believe that bFSI fraternity will have to adopt 
a state of Perpetual beta – their enterprises must 
be in an ever-evolving state where they keep build-
ing, optimising, enhancing, and re-building to 
stay ahead in this ever-changing world. organisa-
tions cannot just have a goal-based approach here 
– that they deliver certain projects, or they trans-
form certain aspects of their business and it’s all 
sorted. No, that would not help. they must go on 
innovating and operating with a customer First 
mindset by challenging the normal. It’s a continu-
ous journey and once you are hitched onto digital, 
you must embed it across the entirety of the enter-
prise and make it a way of business and of life both 
for yourself and others. 

that was about the mindset and philosophy 
that we need to embrace. the other imperative in 
building a strong, digitally driven future is eco-
nomic, secured, and razor-sharp tech-enabled 
digital platforms. We must look for avenues of 
Digitech usage that will usher in better penetra-
tion, financial inclusion, and investor adoption. 
While we talk about the next half a billion getting 
onto the digital vistas, what we also need to have 
in place is an ecosystem that puts these people at 
ease. At Nippon India Mutual Fund, our ability to 
have our Digital transformation practice revolves 

around the 3Fs – Friendly, Frictionless and Futuris-
tic – allows us to stay the course. 

Vernacular and Voice
In a country that has 122 major languages and 
1,599 regional dialects, it is no surprise that the 
next wave of growth in Internet is being powered 
by people who are non-conversant in english. by 
the end of this year the Indian language internet 
users are expected to be at 534 million, a base that 
will be an ever-growing one going forward. to help 
us engage effectively with this populace, Vernacu-
lar and Voice are going to be the keystones. For us 
to make serious inroads into ‘real bharat’ and to 
cater to the diverse needs of these masses, we must 
build scalable and multilingual platforms, create 
timely, relevant, and localised solutions and put 
out engaging content; basically, get an entire ver-
nacular ecosystem up and running to drive the 
next phase of growth for the industry.

From the current vector of Alternate Intelligence, 
Artificial Intelligence and blockchain are the 

key pillars that will play a major role in shaping up 
the future of bFSI in the times ahead. Intelligent 
Data enabled direct to customer Digital Platforms 
will help organisations offer the right product and 
service to the consumer at the apt time. It will also 
be able to converge market trends and cyclicity 
with customer signals to derive real time person-
alised enablers to help customers accomplish their 
financial goals. It will also be a most sought-after 
tool for creating consumer stickiness. 

blockchain on the other hand will help organ-
isations in cost reductions and enhance experi-
ence/ease  for the customers. blockchain could 
help bring in the much needed one customer 
– one onboarding philosophy for all bFSI com-
panies that operate in India. this eventually  
will augment lucid customer first experience, 
tighter security via consent, higher inclusion, and 
reduced costs.

Ed-Tech hub
Digital technology also holds the key to solving an 
age-old problem that bFSI players in India are faced 
with – financial awareness and knowledge. With 
India becoming a dominant hub of ed-tech, and 
self-learning digital platforms on the rise, it is time 
for the industry to seriously consider Learn-It-Your-
self tools as drivers of financial literacy. the future 
could well lie in an industry constellated Digital 
Learning Platform which has diverse knowledge 

Future of bFSI in digital space
It’s going to be a connected world ahead and brands need to get ready to serve

The author is Chief 

Digital Officer, Nippon 

India Mutual Fund
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reward points affiliate bitcoin account and Kris 
approves the switch with two taps on the screen. 
the Jingles are missing, the smile glitters and the 
caffeine tastes richer 

1845 Hours and after all the corporate 
manoeuvres across cubicles in his co-working hub 
Kris notices the authorisation request for an auto 
check out at the ecommerce site based upon the 
pre-order already sent by the approved integrated 
Home Inventory System. this comes with a cus-
tomised notification from his registered Mutual 
Fund Wealth tech app to do a forced 10 per cent 
savings of the value of spend by instructing his 
wrist gear Voice Assistant through a simple “ok – 
Go ahead”. It’s an App free – Hands Free – Voice 
enabled world ahead.

2130 Hours, a quick graph from his AI-
enabled personal e-broker prompts him on the 
Markets anticipated for the next day in the mid-
dle of an ott recess via the newly purchased HD 
70 Inches screen. Kris asks it to re-invest the gains 
between his existing etF and Stock spreads in the 
ratio proposed and adds in a thank you for today’s 
gains and tomorrow’s prospects. back to Popcorn 
and movies 

2300 Hours, Dreams are in. the Sleep Mon-
itor sends in trends to the personalised e-Medic 
Applet. 

All is good but maybe, just maybe, the caffeine 
can go down a minion. 

An encrypted message lands into the favourite 
ML enabled Anytime coffee Vend …….

Sleep tight Kris! It’s a beautiful day tomorrow. 
@@ click! -  end of transmission ##            u

from various houses and a uniform learning expe-
rience. beyond this, Vernacular Lucid tutorials on 
open network Video Platforms/ott/Social Learn-
ing Platforms/Podcasts will also lead the way for 
learners. Also, Peer-to-Peer based recommenda-
tion engines backed with well researched content 
from experts will bring in higher level of convic-
tion amongst the DIY generation.

Much has been said, here is a digital depiction 
that might help visualise the digital transforma-
tion that is going to touch the customer in bFSI & 
various other sectors/industries soon. It’s going to 
be a connected world ahead and brands need to 
get ready as of now to serve a completely new cus-
tomer and his expectations in a Digitally Wired 
World.  

2025 AD – Gurgaon, India – A Generation Z 
awakens 
It’s 0500 Hours, Kris hits the road for an early 
run – His smartwatch counts his steps and calories 
burnt. Somewhere his integrated secure Insuretech 
platform starts averaging his fitness levels and pro-
poses an insurance upgrade on his current insur-
ance holding at a lower cost and better offerings. 
It’s a delightful start as the current premium just 
went down. Sweating it out works!

0830 Hours, at his regular Anytime coffee vend 
which comes with biometric PoS debits his credit 
Platinum card account at the touch of his thumb 
and sends an update to his wrist gear screen on 
the reward coins that he has just earned from the 
card company. tangoing along arrives a person-
alised conversion proposal from the membership 
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B
erger Paints is pushing 
its early bird advantage 
to the full and hopes to 
retain a significant share 
of the Indian paint market 

in the coming years too. Given that 
India’s growth in the infrastructure, 
housing, industry and re-painting 
market will continue in the foresee-
able future, Berger has expanded its 
capacity across India and introduced 
new initiatives. The company reflects 
a mindset, where manufacturing is 
accompanied by large investments 
in research and service.

Berger Paints means business. This 

R5,100 crore company had entered 
in India in 1923. It witnessed sev-
eral ownership changes before it was 

taken over by the Delhi-based 
Dhingra brothers – Kuldip 

Singh and Gurbachan Singh 
– in 1991. The Dhingras, 
originally from Amritsar, 
were a large paints distrib-
utor, being in the field since 

1898. After 1960, Kuldip and 
Gurbachan started paint man-

ufacturing under the brand Raj-
doot, which became a popular brand 
in North India in the 1970s. They 
became the largest exporter of paints 
to the Soviet Union in the 1980s. 
While Dhingra was on the lookout 
for a paint company to strengthen 
his exports to Russia, liquor baron 
Vijay Mallya decided to offload his 
controlling stake in Berger Paints. 
Incidentally, Berger Paints Interna-
tional was sold many years later by 
Mallya to Asian Paints! It was a per-
fect opportunity for the Dhingra 
brothers and they latched on to it, 
acquiring Berger Paints. The deal was 
funded through cash generated from 
their exports business. It was a new 
lease of life for Berger, which was 

Street-smart and 
business-savvy, Berger 

Paints has fought 
its way up to be the 

second biggest player 
in the industry
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Dhingra family: 
Never shifted focus 

from paint
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ROAD TO 
RECOVERY

the past 18 months have been 
disastrous for the hospitality sec-
tor – for some. others have seen 

record occupancies. Yes, depending on 
whom you ask, the impact on the sec-
tor has differed. While certain leisure 
segments and destinations have seen 
people flocking to them as soon as 
they unlocked, perhaps a better gauge 
is to look at hospitality majors. one 
of India’s largest groups, French hos-
pitality major Accor, which has hotels 
spread across segments, from luxury to 
budget and a pan India spread of des-
tinations, is a good indicator of the 
health of the sector in India.

 What interests just about everyone 
is the direction and velocity of recov-
ery. “the impact of the pandemic in 
India has been dynamic, with every 
state recovering at a different pace,” 
says Puneet Dhawan, Senior VP, oper-
ations, Accor India & South Asia. “It is 
still hard for anyone to predict when 
our industry will completely recover. 
Just like we witnessed encouraging 
signs of recovery after the first wave, 
the recovery after the second wave has 

also been reassuring. We believe that 
the primary target for the industry as a 
whole right now is bringing back con-
sumer confidence and placing a magni-
fied focus on safety and hygiene.”

In 2020, India witnessed an occu-
pancy drop of 47 per cent, resulting in 
a revenue per available room (revPAr) 

decline of 55 per cent, says Dhawan. 
Markets like bengaluru and Pune 
were the most affected markets with a 
revPAr drop of 68 per cent and 61 per 
cent respectively.

Dhawan points out that the pan-
demic has shifted many perspectives, 
including how people travel and look 
at luxury brands. “It has set in motion 
a new era of conscious luxury. We are 
seeing a return of luxury travel across 
the globe, in countries that are open-
ing up. things are looking up for the 
luxury segment, especially because 
after all the uncertainty that people 
have been through due to the pan-
demic, now they are looking for ways 
to indulge in extravagant but mind-
ful experiences. Additionally, the mid-
scale segment is seeing strong recovery 
in terms of occupancy. our hotels are 
doing robust occupancy due to a mix of 
both leisure/staycation business as well 
as business continuity groups.”

 
Hope = staycations, DIY kits, … 
the reason for hope – Dhawan points to 
the demand for a break, giving rise to 
hitherto overlooked segments, such as 
staycations – in the same city! “Week-
end getaways and same city staycations 
have become demand drivers, and our 
strategy is to continue to focus on that. 
Staycations are building blocks that give 
more confidence to guests to travel for 
longer periods once they have the satis-
faction that they are safe.”

 the domestic market will continue 
to be a key driver as it has been in the 
past few months, admits Dhawan. 
“there is a demand for both main-
stream and offbeat places – we are see-
ing a spike in occupancy across India 
on weekends versus weekdays, which 
should continue.”

 Another saviour has been food, 
though in an altered form. “F&b played 
a huge role to help the industry stay 
afloat during the lockdown,” accord-
ing to Dhawan. “currently as the sit-
uation is improving, we are seeing an 
improvement in occupancies and wit-
nessing simultaneous growth in the 
F&b segment. takeaway and delivery 
was already in demand and now with 
the gradual increase in occupancy, 
we can see the in-house consumption 

It’s ALLSAFe first at Accor

Adjusting to new realities in hospitality, Accor’s priority is to restore 
consumer confidence

Dhawan: “still hard for anyone to predict 
when our industry will completely recover”
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improving significantly as well. there 
is ample opportunity for innovation on 
the F&b front, a lot of which we have 
seen in the recent past as well – dark 
kitchens, food delivery, DIY kits etc. We 
also saw a trend where chefs would per-
sonally go and prepare a meal for a per-
sonal gathering of ten or so people at 
the comfort of their homes.”

 
Tech to the rescue
technology is playing an ever-greater 
role in shaping hospitality. “technology 
is being embraced at every level, from 
room bookings, to check-ins, check-
outs, and payment procedures, digital 
posters, and digital menus, automation 
in revenue management, digital train-
ing etc,” points out Dhawan. “At Accor, 
we have implemented ALLSAFe, the 
safety and hygiene label across all our 
network hotels. It is a global cleanliness 
and prevention standard developed 
with and vetted by bureau Veritas, a 
world leader in testing, inspections, and 
certification. All our hotels are required 
to adhere to these standards which rep-
resent some of the most stringent clean-
ing standards and operational protocols 
in the world of hospitality.”

 Another change is the introduction 
of the Accor Key globally, which pro-
vides a contactless guest journey, by 
providing guests access to their rooms 
without a physical key. “Additionally, we 
collaborated with Microsoft to launch 
ALL coNNect, a new hybrid meet-
ings concept supported by Microsoft 
teams that will enable guests around 
the world to adapt to the new ways of 
working,” reveals Dhawan. “this new 
offering will enable corporate custom-
ers and meeting planners to combine 
physical in-hotel meetings with virtual 
interactions across multiple locations 
simultaneously.”

Future events
one of the most impacted segments 
is events – business or social – also 
the bread-and-butter for city business 
hotels. “We strongly believe that noth-
ing can replace face to face meetings 
and with more and more people get-
ting vaccinated, those meetings will 
return in a gradual manner,” says Dha-
wan. “till the time that happens, vir-
tual and hybrid event concepts will be a 
safe alternative. to encourage demand, 
one of the key factors in 2021 will be 
flexibility on commercial terms & con-
ditions, given that these are unique 
times. Moreover, as international 
travel restrictions continue, domes-
tic business will be driving MIce reve-
nues for the near future. While we can 
expect sporadic demand in segments 
like weddings and sports, movement 
in industries such as pharmaceuticals, 
electronics, automobile, sports, man-
ufacturing, movie production houses 
should witness a faster rebound Q3 
onwards. business continuity bookings 
are primarily driving demand, how-
ever, domestic SMe market has also 
recovered quicker than anticipated.”

 of course, the pandemic has also 
delayed hotel openings, pushing up 
costs. “the three major openings we 
have scheduled for this year are raffles 
Udaipur, Novotel chandigarh tribune 
chowk followed by ibis Vikhroli, Mum-
bai,” reveals Dhawan. “owing to the 

pandemic, they have been delayed by 
approximately 9-12 months.” 

 
Betting on luxury
If Udaipur already wasn’t a strong con-
tender for the wedding capital of India, 
it has just added another reason. “We 
strongly believe that the future of lux-
ury hotels in India is very bright,” says 
Dhawan. “raffles is the tenth brand 
that Accor is introducing in India. We 
are the only international hospital-
ity brand present in Udaipur. there is 
a promising future for luxury brands 
in the region and there are discern-
ing customers that are actively looking 
for memorable, luxurious experiences 
which a brand like raffles delivers.” 
Indeed, Six Senses is opening not far 
away in october, while other luxury 
brands such as Anantara are slated to 
open in the near future in rajasthan.

to communicate the raffles bench-
mark, we are targeting all the segments 
– corporate, travel management com-
panies, leisure, meetings and events, 
weddings, and entertainment, stresses 
Dhawan. “raffles is an iconic brand. 
It caters to the niche audience that 
has been travelling across the globe 
for effortless world-class experiences, 
visionary designs, impeccable hospi-
tality, remarkable service and priceless 
moments. over the last few decades, the 
brand with new locations across the 
world has managed to attract a clientele 

Accor has implemented its safety and 
hygiene label ALLSAFE across all its hotels

The newly launched Raffles, 
Udaipur gives Accor its third 

luxury brand in India
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that would travel to experience raffles 
hospitality.” enticing launch offers for 
A royal escape were communicated 
to the luxury segment within India 
through crM (customer relationship 
Management), social, and other paid 
avenues. In 2019, group ceo, Sébastien 
bazin had said one third of the group’s 
pipeline in India would be in luxury. 
Another raffles is slated to open in 
Jaipur in 2022. banyan tree, another 
brand that Accor acquired, is also slated 
to open in India, after an aborted 
attempt in 2012. Incidentally, 35 per 
cent of Accor’s global pipeline of rooms 
is in the luxury/upscale segment.
 
Global view, local view
the €1.6 billion hospitality group, 
which started operations in 1967 in 
Lille, France, now operates 5,139 hotels 
with a room inventory of over 750,000 
rooms. It has another 1,209 hotels in 
the pipeline, and employs 266,000 staff 
in 110 countries, according to its Inte-
grated report 2020. the group operates 
40 brands, and is globally committed 
to moving to an asset light model.

India still represents a relatively 
minor part of the group’s global oper-
ations. Accor presently has 52 opera-
tional hotels in the country (about a 
per cent of the global total), translat-
ing to about 10,000 across 10 brands. 
Another 17 hotels are expected to 
open over the next four years. It had 
grander plans, announcing in 2012 
that it would reach 90 hotels by 2015. 
recalibration of plans and leadership, 
coupled with inevitable project delays 
in India, has seen the group not reach 

its own targets. In April, Marc Descro-
zaille, coo of India, Middle east & 
Africa at Accor said, “India is a key 
market for the company and the recent 
spike in covid cases has not impacted 
their expansion plans,” adding invest-
ments in India were for the long run.

Still not the size of competitors such 
as Marriott and Indian Hotels, both of 
which have well over 100 hotels in the 
country, Accor however has successfully 
introduced many of its global brands 
into the Indian market, and enjoyed par-
ticular success with its upscale (or mid-
scale, depending on country!) Novotel 
and budget brand ibis. For the latter, 
it has a JV with InterGlobe enterprises 
(operator of Indigo, India’s largest air-
line) for InterGlobe Hotels, established 
in 2004. the newer hotels of both the 
brands are sporting refurbished looks, 

designed to make the stays more engag-
ing. In 2019, Accor had announced its 
focus on expanding its luxury, lifestyle 
and premium brands portfolio in the 
country such as banyan tree, So/, SLS, 
Delano, Mondrian, Hyde and tribe.

As bazin puts it, “the targeted 
expansion of our network is still the 
cornerstone issue in securing our long-
term future.” Dhawan too is optimis-
tic. “the increase in occupancy levels 
and various campaigns around vacci-
nation bring us a lot of hope. taking 
cues from other parts of the world that 
are gradually opening up, we can say 
that vaccination will be the founda-
tion of recovery.” Despite hiccups, that 
indeed seems to be the way forward, 
for Accor and the world.         u

S U M A N  t A r A F D A r

feedback@businessindiagroup.com

ACCOR’S BRANDS IN INDIA
FAIRMONT Jaipur 1
GRAND MERCURE Bengaluru 2, 
Gandhinagar 1, Mysuru 1
IBIS Bengaluru 1, Chennai 3, Coimbatore 1, 
Delhi NCR 3, Hyderabad 1, Jaipur 1, Kochi 1, 
Kolkata 1, Mumbai 2, Nashik 1, Pune 2
MERCURE Chennai 1, Hyderabad 1
IBIS STYLES Goa 1
NOVOTEL Ahmedabad 1, Bengaluru 1, 
Chennai 3, Delhi 1, Goa 3, Guwahati 1, 
Hyderabad 2, Khopoli 1, Kochi 1, Kolkata 1, 
Lucknow 1, Mumbai 1, Pune 1
PULLMAN Delhi 1
RAFFLES Udaipur 1
SOFITEL Mumbai 1
SWISSOTEL Kolkata 1
The group also manages 
the Bheemli Resort in 
Visakhapatnam

Fairmont Jaipur Imperial Terrace Sofitel Mumbai BKC
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the numbers are sobering. the 
global exhibition industry con-
tracted by 68 per cent in 2020, 

compared to 2019, according to UFI, 
the Global Association of the exhibi-
tion Industry. by mid-2021, the rev-
enue drop for the sector in Asia was 
50 per cent. the 27th Global barom-
eter survey, conducted in June 2021 
by UFI, which provides insights from 
474 companies, covering 64 countries 
and regions, including IeIA (Indian 
exhibition Industry Association) how-
ever indicates “the situation is gradu-
ally improving, and there is a strong 
belief that the sector, primarily driven 
by physical exhibitions and business 
events, will bounce back quickly”.

  the India outlook mirrors the 
global scenario. the events and exhi-
bition industry faced immense com-
plications because of the inherent 
challenges due to the first and sec-
ond waves of the covid-19 global pan-
demic, says Yogesh Mudras, Managing 
Director, Informa Markets in India. 
“With around 1,700 shows in India 
being cancelled in 2020 alone, there 
is no hiding that every major player 
suffered losses. organisations adopted 
measures to keep losses to a minimum 
– costs were reduced, technology was 
employed to conduct online events, 
health and safety assurances were 

given to employees and stakeholders, 
etc. With consumer behaviour chang-
ing forever, organisations will need to 
factor these into their recovery plans.”  

  “this interim phase is critical to 
learn, adapt, seek solutions and re-
build towards that vision,” stresses 
Mudras. “the pandemic resulted in 
an overall business loss of more than 
R1,25,000 crore for the exhibitions 
industry as no exhibitions were held 
during the nationwide lockdowns. the 
entire spectrum of MIce (Meetings-
Incentives-conventions-exhibitions) 
employs around 60 million people, 
of whom 10 million were directly 
affected by the covid-19 crisis.”

  the big question going ahead is 
what the future of the sector will look 
like. Mudras says a strong rebound is 
projected for 2021-22, premised on 
national growth. “As covid-19 cases 
decline, there is hope for recovery in 
the sector,” says Mudras. “With immi-
nent threat of the third wave, safety 
and security remain the top priority. 
It is difficult to put an exact date on 
when a full recovery is expected.”  

 
Steps to recovery 
bringing back confidence will be 
essential to get back to crowded exhi-
bitions, the appetite for which seems 
low at the moment. “the future of the 
exhibition industry lies in the hybrid 
format, making the most of the offline 
and online version, as seen in our 
recent show PharmaLytica,” predicts 
Mudras. 

  “Using technology and ensuring 
the safety of consumers are the most 
crucial tools in planning in-person 
meetings and events,” stresses Mudras. 
“Informa Markets created the unique 
AllSecure – a safety standard – that 
aims at safeguarding the health and 
safety of stakeholders, in line with the 
government’s guidelines to ensure a 
smooth, secured experience for exhib-
itors and visitors.”

 “Since the pandemic, we delivered 
eight live events in six cities, adher-
ing to our Informa AllSecure Stan-
dards, including SAtte, the largest b2b 
travel expo, held in March 2021,” says 
Mudras. “It will take more time before 
it can be business-as-usual for India’s 
tourism sector. However, critical needs 
such as contactless travel, immunity 
passports, airlines and hotels adopting 
new ways of operating, and effective 
communication with consumers about 
safety protocols can be addressed by 
technology.” 

 Adjusting to a new reality seems to 
be inevitable for the exhibitions indus-
try. “the exhibitions industry will 
go through enormous change with 
organisers and venues adjusting to the 
new normal,” admits Mudras. “Under-
standing and responding to con-
sumers’ changing behaviours will be 
essential to the recovery of the exhibi-
tions sector.” the sooner the better for 
the stakeholders involved.      u 

S U M A n  t A r A F D A r
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Hybrid era
Exhibitions are unlikely to be the same again, and Informa Markets 
is taking steps to adjust to the new normal 

Mudras: there is hope for recovery
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Lumis Partners is an operating 
investment firm based in Gur-
gaon. co-founded in 2006 by 

rohit  bhayana  and  Sandeep  Sinha, it 
builds, buys and invests into businesses 
in three major sectors: supply chain; 
human capital and  ageing  (focused 
around care for elders and care for 
Alzheimer/dementia patients). And to 
deal with businesses in a structured 
manner, the firm has created separate 
platforms: Supply chain Labs (ScL); 
Work Labs (WL) and Age care Labs(AcL), 
where it identifies problems and issues, 
builds and solves them through tech 
innovations, access to equity funds 
and debt funds, offers accelerator pro-
grammes and also  gets down to  own-
ing and operating businesses. And then 
takes them global.  

over the last 14 years, 75 per cent  
of  Lumis’s  investments have gone 
global. till date, it has made investments 
to the tune of around $150 million, con-
sistently delivering an average Irr of 
22 per cent. It boasts of creating value 
of $400 million across around 50 busi-
nesses. Some of its successful businesses 
are Peoplestrong (established in 2006, it 
is  a leading Hr solutions and technol-
ogy company), irunway (founded in 
2006, is a boutique technology, finance 
and litigation consulting firm), onproc-
ess technologies (the US-based firm is a 
managed services provider specialising 
in complex, global service supply chain 
operations). and talentedge (ed-tech 
firm offers courses jointly with world-
leading institutes and corporates and 
enables working professionals to plan 
their future course of action and fast-
track their careers).

“At Lumis, we have always believed 
that purpose matters most in creating 
an impact. For years, we have joined 
hands with some terrific entrepreneurs 
who, just like us, have a fierce passion 
for making a difference. We pick large, 
complex problems which are of global 
relevance and bring them to our labs. 
thereafter, we create structures that 
are best suited to solve those problems 
at scale, leveraging India as a crucible. 

India provides a multi-tier, data-rich, 
frugal environment to innovate and 
then take solutions global,” says  Sinha, 
co-founder and managing partner.

Prior to Lumis, Sinha worked as the 
senior director for 3com technologies 

and was a part of the global technology 
leadership program at General electric. 

Collaborating with startups
“We are hands-on operating inves-
tors and business builders with deep 
domain expertise. We approach these 
problems with deep IP assets. our labs 
collaborate with the finest start-ups, 
entrepreneurs and management teams 
in these sectors. the problems we have 
focused on immensely leverage our 
domain strength while presenting sig-
nificant market size headroom and 
the potential for purposeful solutions 
at scale,” states bhayana, co-founder 
and managing partner.   A postgrad-
uate from the London School of eco-
nomics and an engineer in computer 
Science from Delhi University, before 
co-founding Lumis, he held the posi-
tion of ceo at Ge Software Solutions.  
He also worked with HcL corporation, 
and cadence Design Systems.

recently, AcL, the platform anchored 
by Lumis, to build, buy and invest into 
businesses in senior care, announced 
the completion of acquisition of epoch 

elder care, a provider of expert demen-
tia care and assisted living homes for 
elders. From a deep partnership struck 
two years ago, the acquisition has got 
completed after getting all procedural 
formalities executed.  

Having already anchored emoha, 
a virtual community that offers elders 
access to a range of support and services 
to enable them to live a more comfort-
able life in their own home, this acquisi-
tion expands the eldercare continuum, 
with offerings in both in-home settings 

(with emoha), as well as in assisted liv-
ing homes (with epoch).

With epoch’s core expertise in 
dementia care and assisted living, 
emoha will now get a wider access to 
homes that have elders with dementia 
or need support with the activities of 
daily living. Also, emoha will explore 
and make additions to its care offerings 
to reach  a wider elderly audience.

Lumis’s ScL was founded in 2019 to 
identify, collaborate, and invest in 50 of 
the best supply chain start-ups over a 
five-year discovery period. In the short 
timeframe of two years, ScL is already 
known as India’s first and most widely 
recognized supply-chain focused fund 
and fellowship. Having completed two 
cohorts of 19 start-ups (deep Innovation 
areas: pharma; rural; SMe; food; indus-
trial and agriculture; 80 per cent  of 
the cohort companies have raised capi-
tal post selection into ScL) in 2019 and 
2020, the third cohort will start later 
this year, which will take the total count 
to around 30 start-ups.           u

A r b I n D  G U P t A
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building businesses
Lumis Partners is building category shaping businesses 

Bhayana and Sinha: purpose matters most in creating an impact

https://supplychainlabs.in/
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the Uttar Pradesh (UP) 
government is putting itself 
on the industrial map of the 

country. After toy park, film city, medi-
cal device park and leather park, the UP 
government is gearing up to develop 
an electronic park in Yamuna express-
way Industrial Development Authority 
(YeIDA) area. “the park is expected to 
attract an investment of R50,000 crore 
and will provide employment to thou-
sands of local youths,” explains   Arun 
Veer Singh, ceo, YeIDA.

“the decision to develop an elec-
tronic park has been taken in view of 
the growing interest among electronic 
industry giants to set up their ventures 
in UP due to the investor-friendly pol-
icies of the government. the park is 
likely to be developed in an area of 250 
acres either in Sector 14, or Sector 10 of 
YeIDA near Jewar airport,” says Singh. 
“National and international companies 
making mobile phones, tVs and other 
electronic goods will establish their 
units in the park. the investors are 
impressed by the State Government’s 
policies to promote electronics indus-
try,” adds he. 

the land has been made avail-
able to as many as 1,942 investors to 
establish their units since the govern-
ment decided to set up Jewar Airport. 

the  1,942 industrialists will be 
investing R17,272.74 crore to set 
up their factories, which will employ 
2,65,718 people.

Parks bloom 
According to YeIDA officials, large 
number of people will get  employment 
at Jewar Airport, Medical Device Park, 
Film city, toy Park and Leather Park. 
While the medical device park will be 
developed on 350 acres in Sector 28, 
which  entails an investment of R5,250 
crore in 210 units will offer employ-
ment to more than 20,000 people, over 
15,000 will get jobs at the Film city. 
Similarly, the toy park comes with a 
proposed investment of R400.84 crore 
and 604 employment opportunities. 
the apparel park set up in Sector 29   
(118.03 acres) of land has been allot-
ted to 139 will attract an investment of 
R1,428.87 crore and 1,00,904 employ-
ment opportunities. And the handi-
crafts park set up in Sector 29 – 40.09 
acres of land has been allotted to 123 
units, with an investment of R503.77 
crore and around 24,306 employment 
opportunities. 

Major domestic companies that 
have acquired land at the toy Park are: 
Fun Zoo toys India, Fun ride toys LLP, 
Super Shoes, Ayush toy Marketing, 

Sunlord Apparels, bharat Plastics, Jai 
Shree Krishna, Ganpati creations and 
rrS traders.    companies that have 
started building their factories are: 
Swastik Industries, United Logistics, 
Syria Impex, Dr Auto Industries, rush-
yaAgritech Pvt Ltd, MV exim Pvt Ltd, 
ranexa Medical, Shree balaji Printing 
and GapdecInfratech Ltd. According to 
Singh, all the entrepreneurs who have 
procured land in the park have started 
construction of their units. 

officials say that there are 10,000 
micro, 150 small, 30 medium and 15 
large industrial units manufacturing 
leather products in Agra alone. two 
lakh people have got employment in 
these factories while the annual turn-
over of these factories is R6,000 crore. 
the park will boost Agra’s leather busi-
ness further. 

Similarly, in Kanpur, 2,000 
small and medium units man-
ufacturing leather products 
are a source of livelihood for 
1.2 lakh workers. the annual 
turnover of these factories is 

R10,000 crore. In Moradabad, 
apart from 1,800 small units 

manufacturing brass products, 25,000 
unregistered domestic units are the 
source of livelihood for 3.6 lakh arti-
sans. the annual turnover of these 
units is R4,950 crore while products 
worth about R4,000 crore are exported 
every year. Silk products are pro-
duced by 30,000 artisans in Varanasi 
and their annual turnover is between 
R2,700 and R4,500 crore. Similarly, in 
Azamgarh, one lakh people earn their 
living from 20,000 textile and ready-
made garment units whereas Gorakh-
pur has a thriving MSMe sector with 
mushrooming of food processing, gar-
ment and terracotta business.

Meanwhile, in the last four years, 
the New okhla Industrial Develop-
ment Authority (Noida) and the YeIDA 
have allotted land to 2,418 big inves-
tors for setting up factories, accord-
ing to the data.  Microsoft, Samsung, 
Hiranandani, Kent ro, Adani, Aika 
are setting up their units in Noida. 
besides, Samsung, Paytm, Motherson 
Group, Haldiram, Aika, rotopumps, 
Dixon technology and Westway  
electronics are also setting up their 
factories in Noida.          u 
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Attracting investments
UP government sets up an electronic park in YEIDA area that is 
likely to attract investment of R50,000 crore

Singh: 
providing jobs to 

thousands
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Sukhinder and rajbir Singh were 
always drawn to the single malt 
whiskies on the top shelf of their 

parents’ off-licence (liquor shop). “It was 
special because we’d see the type of cli-
entele that came in and asked for them,” 
Sukhinder says. “the prices were higher. 
It was intriguing.”

the boys, as they grew older, gath-
ered a collection of almost 5,500 sin-
gle malt miniature bottles. At that 
time, they sold it to an oslo bar and 
devised an even larger scheme: to start 
their own high-end drink company.

the Whisky exchange has devel-
oped into one of the most respected 
names in the liquor industry. Its par-
ent business, Speciality Drinks, made 
pre-tax earnings of £12.2 million on 
sales of £67.5 million in the year that 
ended in June of last year. 

Sukhinder and rajbir were raised 
in Hanwell, west London, above an 
off licence named the Nest. When 
their parents, Narinder and buhpin-
der Singh, got a licence to sell alcohol 
in 1971, they were probably the first 

Asians in britain to do so.
Sukhinder, now 51, studied 

chartered surveying at London’s 
city University but failed to find a job 
after completing an It degree in what is 
now the University of Westminster.

their parents made the decision to 
retire when corner stores providing low-
cost drinks increased their competi-
tiveness. Despite their ambitions, the 
brothers were unable to locate a suitable 
location for their business and instead 
resorted to the internet. 

In 1999, just before the dotcom bub-
ble crashed, a friend of theirs estab-
lished their first website. “We were 
terrified,” Sukhinder said. businesses 
around them raised millions for website 
development, then went bust. 

At first, orders were few and far 
between, but the brothers soon discov-
ered a market for selling rare whiskey to 
whisky connoisseurs as well as pubs and 
restaurants. 

rajbir (who started off by driving the 
delivery truck) said his love of whisky 
helped him form connections with 

management at places like claridge’s, 
a premium Mayfair hotel. exotic whis-
kies were sourced from Japan and Amer-
ica, to the bartenders’ amazement.  “It 
was our goal to be as varied as possible,”  
he added. 

Educating customers
In 2005, the brothers and their sis-
ter eventually built a brick and mor-
tar’s branch of Whisky exchange in 
Vinopolis, an upscale wine shop near 
London bridge. their headquarters in 
Park royal, north-west London, cur-
rently employs 240 people, and they 
also have two shops in the city’s finan-
cial district.

realising that whisky connoisseur-
ship is not easy to master, they set out 
to educate their customers. Says Sukh-
inder: “If you educate them, you gain 
their trust. It’s about talking, it’s about 
recommendation.” 

 Auction houses like Sotheby’s and 
christie’s consult them on rare 

whisky transactions. Last year, 
one of the bottles they assisted 
in valuing sold for more than £1 
million. 

the brothers have not taken 
any financial assistance, apart 

from a £100,000 loan. “that’s the 
ideal approach because you don’t have 
tremendous highs and lows,” says Sukh-
inder. they both control half of the 
company, which currently sells 10,000 
goods online. rajbir is in charge of day-
to-day operations, while Sukhinder is in 
charge of technology and pricing. 

the ‘last piece of the puzzle’ will be 
to begin producing their own whisky. 
For the past three years they have been 
looking at the feasibility of opening a 
distillery on the Scottish island of Islay, 
which is famed for its peaty single malts.

the brothers, who have five children 
between them, ranging in age from 12 
to 21, live in Uxbridge, northwest Lon-
don. their spouses, Jasmine and Jas-
veen, work in the firm. 

Sukhinder urges entrepreneurs 
to carve out a niche for themselves: 
“everything is getting more person-
alised, artisanal.”        u

b U S I N e S S  I N D I A  e D I t o r I A L

feedback@businessindiagroup.com

the Whisky exchange brothers
The Whisky Exchange has grown to be the internet’s number-one 
specialist retailer of whisky and other spirits

The Singh 
brothers: in high 

spirits
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India’s start up space is buzzing, and 
one might say even overheated, if 
only to strike a cautionary note. 

No surprise then that investment plat-
form, or speed scaling ecosystem – as 
they prefer to put it, Anthill Ventures 
is looking to cash in. While a second 
fund with a focus on large investments 
is in the offing, it has also recently 
launched Athena, aimed at women-
led ventures. Additionally, there are 
plans to fund another 20 start-ups in 
the next six to eight months. Prasad 
Vanga, founder & ceo, Anthill had 
earlier confirmed plans for the second 
fund, saying, “We are raising the sec-
ond fund so that we can own the pipe-
line from seed stage, all the way up to 
big ticket fundings”.

  Anthill, which has invested in 
over 45 start-ups already, is eyeing 
further growth,  having made suc-
cessful exits in five companies. “Ant-
hill’s vision is to work with early-stage 
start-ups and enable them to scale 
with speed, as a gradual progression 
of which is to see through our invest-
ments across verticals and exponen-
tial growth journeys,” points out Kabir 
Kochhar, Partner at Anthill Ventures. 

“extending our support for Series b 
and subsequent rounds with larger 
cheques is the evolution of our vision 
of disruptive and scaling brands. 
We’ve had an interesting journey so 
far. the key highlights would be our 
various cohort-based programmes 
through which we make these invest-
ments and plan on continuing to do 
so. Lumos, Indus-X, Urban-I, Athena 
are some of our highpoints and each 
comes with its many benefits for start-
ups in different sectors.”

the accelerator programmes are 
vertically integrated, says Koch-
har.  “on one hand, we have Lumos, 
which is a healthcare accelerator and 
focuses on helping companies in the 
oncology space and similar areas such 
as Immuno oncology, digital pathol-
ogy, genomics, and applications that 
use data for early cancer detection 
among other things. on the other 
hand we have Indus-X, which invests 
in early-stage start-ups in the urban 
tech space. With Urban-I, we acceler-
ate consumer brands by giving them 
marketing and distribution channels 
and other infrastructure facilities. 
our recent addition is called Athena 

and is extremely important for us as 
it invests and partners with women 
entrepreneurs to build the companies 
that have the potential to generate tre-
mendous value for investors.”

Who to invest in?
the primary focus is on the found-
ers and their sense of grit, says Koch-
har. “We know that at an early stage 
there are going to be changes and piv-
ots to the business model. the founder 
should have the self-awareness and 
mental strength to make the changes 
and move ahead in their journey. the 
business idea is important but more 
important than that is the timing 
of the idea, this is everything. other 
than that, we prefer crisp plans and 
conversations and not too complicated 
or scattered approaches in the begin-
ning. Have a clear goal with key high-
lights and if you are able to convey 
your idea smoothly, we are sure the 
audience will also get it eventually.”

Kocchar admits the space is “def-
initely overheated a bit. We see a lot 
of capital chasing a finite set of deals 
and founders. A lot of money is going 
to later stage deals too and there are 
still opportunities to be uncovered in 
early-stage investments.”

Investing in women
earlier this summer, Anthill 
announced its Athena Scaling Pro-
gramme, a scaling programme 
focussed on mentoring women entre-
preneurs, that will enable them to 
unlock their untapped potential in 
the Indian start-up environment.  
this programme partners with 
women-led brands in consumer-ori-
ented brands and offers an upfront 
investment of $75k to $125k in 
selected start-ups. Upon requirement, 
Anthill will help syndicate the rest as 
well up to $1 million to $5 million in 
follow-on capital.

With Athena, Anthill wants to 
“further empower” women entrepre-
neurs by offering the right investment 
and mentorship, explains Kocchar. 
“through the programme, Anthill 
Ventures will invest in and partner 
with “passionate and determined” 
women entrepreneurs to build their 
companies that scale with speed, 
thereby encouraging the success of 
women-led start-ups in the current  

i n v e s t m e n t

Fund it right
With the launch of a women centric accelerator initiative and second 
fund in the offing, Anthill is eyeing growth

Vanga and Kochhar: focus on large investments and women-led ventures
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Front Range Biosciences: 
“Providing growers of high-
value crops with pesticide-
free, virus-free, true-to-type 
plants. Uses tissue culture clon-
ing to produce disease-free 
Clean Stock clones of hemp, 
coffee, and hops. 13,000+ tis-
sue culture plants in inventory, 
growing at ~3x every month”.

WedmeGood: Largest Indian 
wedding planning website/app 

which helps plan a wedding, in 
a comprehensive way. Tied-up 
with Uber to launch UberWed-
dings, 15,000 curated vendors 
& 5 million unique visitors.
 
Amar Chitra Katha: One of 
India’s largest selling home-
grown comic book series.
 

91 springboard: India’s larg-
est co-working community 
in 9 cities, 16 locations, and 
5,000 members
 
Kronikare: Grew 1,200 per 
cent during the pandemic due 
to a key product pivot from an 
AI-based wound scanner to AI-
based mass crowds temper-
ature screening devices that 
can be used in crowded areas 
to identify possible covid-19 
infections.
 
Pulp: A beauty brand focus-
ing on vegan, new-age prod-
ucts for the woke generation, 
their product range includes; 
serums, scrubs, and masks.
 
DoctorC: From at-home diag-
nostic blood tests to at-home 
Covid testing, they made 
Covid testing easy and accessi-
ble for the general public with 
an easy-to-use booking inter-
face along with responsive cus-
tomer care services.

ReDesyn: A merchandise drop-
shipping platform for influ-
encers, designers, creators & 

brands so that content creators 
can monetise their communities 
by selling their own branded 
merchandise line to their fans.
 
smitch: India’s leading smart 
home brand. Their sales have 
grown 8x (on a large base) 
since Anthill invested.
 
tOCH - tOCH: Uses AI 
to identify key advertising 
engagement points in mov-
ies, television and live sports 
– allowing its partners to 
increase monetisation oppor-
tunities. Anthill is working 
closely with TOCH to scale 
across India and APAC.

Rooter: India’s largest e-sports 
live streaming platform. Ant-
hill has already invested in 
Rooter through two rounds, 
the last one was a pre-Series A 

where Anthill participated with 
PayTM Games and the Adidas 
Family office. Rooter is now in 
advanced talks to raise a larger 
Series A round.
 
tasty tales: 100 per cent 
natural ready-to-cook curry 

pastes of authentic Indian 
dishes. Since Anthill invested 
their sales have scaled up sig-
nificantly with products being 
regularly added to their diver-
sified product mix. 
 
salud: Salud is an alcobev com-
pany that has just launched a 
Gin and Tonic in a bottle. It has 
no artificial sugars, low calories 
and captures the millennial and 
GenZ mindset of ‘better-for-
you’ alcohol consumption.

Herringbone and sui: 
Bespoke garments for men deliv-
ering luxury couture at afford-
able prices. Adversely affected 
by the pandemic as most walk-in 
customers dried up, they quickly 
added Covid specific prod-
ucts such as the Pangolin mask 
that has propelled its revenues 
to much higher than their pre-
Covid levels.

AntHill HAs investeD in 45+ COmPAnies ACROss FOuR veRtiCAls. sOme OF tHese inCluDe:

Vc Funded start-up habitat, one cohort 
at a time.”

No announcements have been 
made regarding the Athena cohort 
yet. “We evaluate a business model 
based on founders, traction, proof of 
concept, scalability and product-mar-
ket fit,” elaborates Kocchar. “We apply 

our proprietary algorithm, which 
takes into account 108 variables across 
seven areas to gauge the Scalability 
Quotient of a start-up.”

Anthill has also spread its wings 
geographically by investing in sev-
eral countries  including Israel, Singa-
pore, USA, with an eye on more global 

markets. the first Athena beneficiaries 
are to be named any day now. With its 
global fund around the corner – though 
delayed since it was first expected, 
it looks to be in a good position as it 
searches for the next unicorns.       u 

S U m A N  t A r A F d A r

feedback@businessindiagroup.com
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India has been changing, espe-
cially oft overlooked, beset by chal-
lenges, rural India. Where a leaking 

tap is an issue, wearing clean white 
shirts seen as privilege and poverty’s  
tentacles embrace every aspect of 
life. this is where changes are being  
ushered, often quietly, often under the 
radar.  A Silent Revolution  chronicles 
the extensive, life transforming 
changes that the Srinivasan Services  

trust (SSt), the social arm of  
Sundaram-clayton Limited and tVS 
Motor company has ushered in for 
millions.

Snigdha Parupudi chronicles 
remarkable tales of grit and the jour-
neys to self-confidence as individuals 
worked their way to improving their 
lot in life, not just materially, but also 
psychologically. the integrity of the 
work done by the trust in many parts 
of India, and especially in tamil Nadu, 
shines through as we learn about the 
stories whose lives changed – impact-
ing generations.

Founded in 1996, SSt early on 
realised the need to empower com-
munities rather than just ‘give’. that 
became the model as SSt consciously 
worked to empower communities 
and create sustainable models at the 
local levels. Unusually, the active 

contribution of community to projects 
is key to its model of development, and 
the stories in the book amply reflect 
this. Not easy to implement, especially 
in initial stages of a project, when con-
vincing rural communities wasn’t the 
easiest. the book ventures into chal-
lenges faced in getting projects going, 
and doesn’t shy away from errors and 
changes in policies and direction. 
Names from a seemingly distant world 
populate these pages – Padavedu, Anan-
thapuram, elanthaputtu, Melacheval, 
Perunthottam... – till the words make 
you realise these are abodes where lives 
are lived and but for the work initi-
ated by SSt, would still be backwaters 
of inequality. cSr doesn’t always get 
praised, and sometimes with good rea-
son, but the work done by SSt to usher 
in transformative change deserves  
better attention.             u

 S u m a n  T a r a f d a r

feedback@businessindiagroup.com

the anniversaries of 9/11 evoke 
American, and to a lesser extent, 
a global day of remembrance, 

and for some even reflection, though 
not always in the direction of what an 
average American might expect.  On 
a Wing and a Prayer  by debutant 
author, a self-described ‘jack of all’ 
– an entrepreneur, a guitar player, a 
marathon runner, Wall Street trader 
for Goldman Sachs... It was in this last 

capacity that he happened to be in the 
twin towers when they went down on 
that horrible day.

choksi escaped, and like many who 
managed to escape from that situa-
tion, began a more 
internal journey of 
seeking answers to 
“life’s biggest ques-
tions”.   Describing 
himself as a scep-
tic, he embarked on 
a journey of self-dis-
covery, a quest that 
in his words is as 
much internal as it is 
external.

  Here is where 
the book is likely to 
divide opinion. For 
the rest of the book is largely how his 
life was changed by his interaction 
with self-proclaimed spiritual leader, 
commonly referred to as Sri Sri ravi 

Shankar. His solution – to adopt pre-
scribed breath exercises and medita-
tion – and SKY, or Sudarshan Kriya, as 
the way to find answers to the inter-
nal turmoil. those in thrall of the 
‘guru’ are likely to lap all the gener-
ous praise the author heaps as he turns 
to his master for succour. those aller-
gic to him are advised to stop. Just as 
an indicator – the readers in this book, 
and the author, first encounter him 

at New York’s Wal-
dorf Astoria – one 
of the most expen-
sive addresses in the 
richest metropolitan 
city globally, where 
he is holding classes.   

the author cap-
tures his angst, but 
to the non-Wall 
Street, non-guru 
admiring folk, this 
seems to be an exer-
cise in self-absorp-
tion, despite all the 

mental hand-wringing. the book is 
hagiography adjacent, if not actually 
one. Strictly for those are taken in by 
the genre.         u

Upliftment, the tQM way

In search of the self

Stories of transformation by a trust as it completes 25 years

How 9/11 inspired one man’s inner journey in unexpected directions

A SILENT REVOLU-
TION: The Journey 
of the Srinivasan 
Services Trust

By Snigdha Parupudi

HarperCollins  
Paperback

Pp:  xxvii+346; R699 

ON A WING 
AND A PRAYER: 
Spirituality for 
the Reluctant, the 
Curious and the 
Seeker

By Kushal M. Choksi

Penguin 
Paperback

Pp:  x+309; R399 

Describing himself 
as a sceptic, Choksi 

embarked on a journey of 
self-discovery, a quest

that in his words is 
as much internal as it is 

external
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Indra Nooyi needs no 
introduction. For a dozen 

years as one of the world’s 
most admired ceos she 
redefined what 
it means to be 
an exceptional 
leader. the first 
woman of colour 
and immigrant 
to run a Fortune 
50 company – 
she transformed 
PepsiCo with a 
unique vision. Her 
autobiography My 
Life in Full offers a 
first-hand view of 
Indra’s legendary 
career and the sacrifices it so 
often demanded. She narrates 
the events that shaped her, 
from her childhood and 
early education in 1960s 
India, to the Yale School of 
Management, to her rise as 

a corporate consultant and 
strategist who soon ascended 
into the most senior executive 
ranks. the book takes an 
inside look at Pepsico, and 
Indra’s thinking as she 
steered the iconic American 
company towards healthier 
products and reinvented its 
environmental profile. For the 
first time and in raw detail, 
Indra also talks about the 
difficulties that came with 
managing her demanding 
job with a growing family, 
and what she learned along 
the way. there are interesting 
glimpses all through the 
book. In 2000, she was 

appointed president 
of Pepsico. She 
rushed home to 
tell her family 
the news, but 
was quickly 
humbled by her 
mother: “She 
said, ‘You know, 
I don’t care if 
you’re president 
or on the board. 
I don’t even 
know what that 
means. but let 

me just tell you, when you 
walk in this door, you’re a 
mother, you’re a wife, you’re 
a daughter, you’re a daughter-
in-law. that’s all you are in 
this house. So please, do me a 
favour, just leave that crown 
in the garage.”’                     u

 Heart-warming moment

Everyone knows that Ratan Tata, former chairman of 
Tata Group is fond of dogs. No wonder, Bombay House, 

the global headquarters of the Tata Group, has a kennel for 
stray dogs, where they have not only their own rooms but 
also toys, a play area with food and water. Recently, he set 
Instagram on fire by sharing a photo of an employee of the Taj 
Mahal Palace in Mumbai sharing an umbrella with a stray dog 
on a rainy day. Tata shared the photo with a heart emoji and 
said: “Sharing comfort with the strays this monsoon. This Taj 
employee was kind enough to share his umbrella with one of 
the many strays while it was pouring quite heavily. A heart-
warming moment captured in the busy hustle of Mumbai. 
Gestures like these go a long way for stray animals.” Netizens 
were impressed by the act of kindness and flooded Tata’s 
Instagram account with praises. Earlier, Tata had shared a 
photo with two dogs during Diwali where he referred to Goa 
(a dog) as a ‘friend’ he looked forward to meeting at his office 
every day.                 u

Vision and passion
renowned industrialist Dr Pramod Chaudhari, founder 

chairman, Praj Industries was felicitated by Dr Anand 
Deshpande, cMD, Persistent Systems in honour of being the 
first Indian recipient of the prestigious George Washington 
Carver Award 2020, at a function hosted by United Western 
business Forum last week. Muralidhar Mohol, Mayor, Pune 
city; Dr. Suhas Diwse, commissioner, PMrDA were among 
the guests who graced the occasion.  Dr chaudhari said biofuels 
are redefining the transportation fuel mix with applications 
across all modes of mobility, namely surface, air and marine. 
biofuels, being low carbon fuels, contain GHG emissions and 
help combat the evils of climate change.  chaudhari remarked 
that an entrepreneur must have vision as well as passion for 
the work, with a ‘never say die’ spirit. Mohol mentioned that 
Dr chaudhari’s stellar achievement is a matter of great pride 
for Puneites. Dr Anand Deshpande stressed the importance of 
knowing the dynamics of an entrepreneurial venture. He said an 
entrepreneur should always think about achieving the next level 

for his business, because any business can stagnate if not further 
ignited after reaching a certain level of success. Dean of Alumni 
and corporate relations IIt bombay, Dr Suhas Joshi, lauded the 
work done by Dr. chaudhari for the institution. He said that the 
Parimal and Pramod chaudhari centre for learning and teaching 
at IIt bombay has been received very well.                                     u

Crown in the garage
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“I feel like an Indian 
athlete who has won a 

gold medal at the olympics. 
We are showing the world 
what a global product 
company from India can 
achieve. the fact that we are 
doing it first in the US markets 
is truly amazing. today is day 
zero for Freshworks all over 
again and the beginning of 
so much more,» said Girish 
Mathrubootham, founder 
and ceo, Freshworks 
during the bell ringing 
ceremony at Nasdaq. business 
software maker Freshworks 
made its trading debut last 
week at $43.5 per share on 
the Nasdaq, up 21 per cent 
from the company’s listing 
price of $36 per share, 

giving it a market cap of $12.3 
billion. the stellar market 
debut has not only enriched 
Mathrubootham and early 
investors such as Accel and 
Sequoia but also turned 
hundreds of Freshworks’ 
employees into millionaires. 
“Seventy-six per cent of our 
employees hold shares. the 
number was higher, at 90 per 
cent, but because we have 
been hiring so many people 
recently, it is 76 percent. For 
our employees in India, we 
have more than 500 crorepatis 
and 70 of them are under 
the age of 30. they passed 
out of college a few years ago 
and they fully deserve it,” 
Mathrubootham said after 
ringing the Nasdaq bell. u

commemorating 25 
years of its journey, 

Srinivasan Services Trust 
(SSt), the social arm of 
Sundaram-clayton Limited 
and tVS Motor company 
released a book – A Silent 
Revolution - The Journey of the 
Srinivasan Services Trust. the 
book was unveiled by MK 
Stalin, chief Minister, tamil 
Nadu and the first book was 
presented to him by Venu 
Srinivasan, chairman, 
tVS Motor company 
& Managing trustee, 
Srinivasan Services trust. A 
Silent Revolution introduces 
readers to SSt’s inspiring 
journey of being an enabler 
of this transformational 
change in underserved rural 
communities. the story 
shares inspiring examples of 
how SSt has been consistently 
working towards enhancing 
the socio-economic status 
of the underprivileged in 
rural India. the book also 
chronicles the exemplary 
interventions of the trust 
across six key pillars: 
economic development, 
environment, social & 
cultural development, 
infrastructure, healthcare, 
and education, helping 
improve the lives of rural 

communities. “twenty-five 
years ago when we set up SSt, 
we were not quite sure how 
our social work would shape 

up. our premise was centred 
around the group’s guiding 
values of maintaining trust, 
building Value, and being of 
Service to the community. 
We wanted to be enablers 
of sustainable development. 
this book is a testament 
to the dignity, prosperity 
and hope that Srinivasan 
Services trust has created by 
working tirelessly with local 
communities.  I express my 
heartfelt gratitude to Snigdha 
Parupudi, who, through this 
book, has created a window 
into this  transformation,’’  
Srinivasan said.      u

Green 
revolution
tata Motors recorded 

a remarkable feat of 
onboarding its 10,000th eV 
customers. Leading the 
electric vehicle segment, this 
new milestone signifies a 
growing number of customers 
of a tata eV.  the first 10,000 
eVs have been led by early 
adopters and with this 
encouragement, tata Motors 
has built a viable roadmap for 
the future and is committed 
to staying on course with 
making eVs mainstream.  
on achieving the 10K 
rollout milestone, Shailesh 
Chandra, President, 
Passenger Vehicle business 
Unit, tata Motors said: “the 
achievement of 10,000 eVs on 

road is a strong testament to 
how our innovative electric 
vehicles are resonating well 
with customers. We are proud 
to have lived up to the high 
expectations of the early eV 
adopters and are thankful to 
them for their continued trust 
in the brand. these customers 
have laid a strong foundation 
for eV ownership to further 
expand and have created a 
path for other prospective 

buyers to follow.” With over 
70 per cent market share 
(YtD FY22), tata Motors 
has crossed the 1,000-unit 
volume in August ’21 and 
with a strong order book, the 
company’s vision of creating 
a sustainable future in the 
automobile industry is being 
recognised and appreciated 
by all customers. tata Motors 
is driving this shift of green 
mobility with the help of 

other tata Group companies 
including tata Power, tata 
chemicals, tata Autocomp, 
tata Motors Finance, and 
croma through an expansive 
e-mobility ecosystem – the 
tata UnieVerse.     u

Making millionaires Inspiring journey
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How is the domestic OHS space 
shaping up in India?
the government has launched a new 
oHS code that takes care of the health 
and safety regulations of workers all 
across the industry. based on this oHS 
code, standards of safety of workers are 
being established by the government. 
this is going to give a major boost 
to the industry. the bIS has also laid 
down new standards and upgraded 
old standards for all sort of Personal 
Protection equipment in India. All 
this, will certainly encourage the 
manufacturers to manufacture quality 
products.       

Moreover, we are witnessing a 
remarkable journey of collaboration 
between centre and state levels, 
industries and workers to revamp 
existing production lines to 
manufacture newer products. From 
nothing, India now produces nearly 4.5 
lakh PPe kits every single day. this is 
a testimony to the country’s concerted 
efforts of improving domestic 
manufacturing capacity on the back of 
the enterprising manufacturing sector.

In India, the OHS space is considered 
to be still evolving in terms of 
adopting various safety and 
measures. Your comment.
Use of PPe along with emergency 
equipment at workplace, has increased 
due to more awareness in the field 
of safety, health and environment. 
New avenues are opening in the 
field of Disaster Management.  the 
government has also created cells for 
implementation of safety standards to 
ensure safety and health of workers. 
the network of safety inspectors 
under the umbrella of DISH has 

been created at the state level. 
the primary job is to enforce the 
implementation of these measures 
in every factory and workplace. the 
work place hazards are something 
which one can’t avoid, especially in 
occupations such as construction, 
mining or chemical sectors. From an 
organisational perspective, one should 
try to minimize incidents by using 
adequate safety equipment. I believe 
that organisations need to promote the 
use of PPe in a significant way. In fact, 
safety should be the very DNA of work 
culture.  All this will call for specific 
planning and action plan. 
 
How are recent efforts by the 
government to come up with the 
policy framework shaping up and 
helping the OHS space to get into the 
next level?
these measures have all the potential 
to revolutionalise the entire business 
of manufacturing safety products and 
equipment. We have already seen, 
how during covid, we managed to 
scale up the production of PPe kits 
in an unexpected manner.  today, 
we are not only serving to our local 
demand but also exporting to multiple 
countries. our manufacturers have 
shown that if situation arises, they 
are ready to deliver in any condition.  
We are confident that in case of other 
safety products also, we can build up 
our capacity and strongly support the 
Prime Minister’s Aatmanirbhar bharat 
slogan.

How is the domestic user industry 
adapting to the changes and 
challenges? 
Going forward, with all these policy 

measures in place, we may see increase 
in the prices of these products in the 
short term as the manufacturers gear 
up to make quality products as per 
the standards set by the government. 
For the end-users, for whom the safety 
equipment is still an expense and 
not an investment, it will be a big 
challenge to enforce these laws. but 
gradually things will fall in place for 
all stakeholders as they understand the 
significance of human safety at their 
work place and take necessary steps to 
meet the requirements. the demand 
for quality products will go up and this 
will lead to creation of a much stronger 
production base in the country. We will 
see quality and quality of investment 
also going up in this industry which 
has only seen some traction in the last 
decade or so.  

What role does your association play 
in helping the PPE industry?  
We are closely working with the 
government to frame standards for 
safety across India under the new 
oHS code. SAMA has worked closely 
with bIS and is an active participant 
in all committees in framing new 
standards for PPe. this is being done 
to make the manufacturers compliant 
with the standards and ensure that 
the PPe made is of utmost quality. We 
are also conducting exhibitions and 
events to spread consumer awareness 
in safety.  once valuing and saving 
lives of workers and employees takes 
precedence over everything else, 
the designing and incorporating an 
effective PPe programme in every 
organisation will be called for and 
eventually that will lead to setting up 
of right safety ecosystem.      u

Workplace safety is no longer an option but a necessity. Companies 
are increasingly focused on taking workplace safety to the next 
level by investing in right technologies and training of employees. 
Hemant Sapra, President, Safety Appliances Manufacturers 
Association (SAMA) and founder of Karam Group, the leading 
maker of PPEs for industrial use, discusses various aspects of the 
Occupational Health and Safety (OHS) space with Arbind Gupta 

‘Safety should be the very 
DNA of work culture’
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