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Make-in-India hurt, says
food processing minister

Baiju Kalesh, R Sriram 
& Bodhisatva Ganguli

Mumbai: The deep-discount model
followed by Indian retailers is unsus-
tainable and would come to an end
sooner or later as investors would
surely demand returns, Aditya Birla
Group Chairman Kumar Mangalam
Birla has said, while calling for a lev-

el playing field for
brick-and-mortar re-
tailers.

“I wonder how the
(ecommerce) busi-
ness can be sustaina-

ble. I understand the valuation play.
At the end of the day the financial in-
vestor will have to make returns.
One thing I am sure is that you can’t
have unlimited access to capital
funding. Therefore the question that
comes to my mind is whether the
deep discount model is sustainable,”
Birla said in an exclusive interview.

Speaking for the first time about

the controversy which embroiled
the group after CBI registered an
FIR in October 2013 naming the 48-
year-old industrialist as an ac-
cused in a case linked to allocation
of a coal mine, Birla described the
episode as a “shock” but asserted
that the group had bounced back.

“It was a shock and was complete-
ly unexpected. But it did not come
in the way of our growth as we are a
resilient group. It is best not to get
emotional about these things,” 
Birla said.
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“I wonder how 
the (ecommerce) 
business can be 
sustainable. I 
understand the 
valuation play. At the 
end of the day the 
financial investor will 
have to make returns. 
One thing I am sure 
is that you can’t have 
unlimited access to 
capital funding.”

ON THE MODI 
GOVERNMENT

“When you get 
a business or a 
company that is 
ailing, I do not 
think turning it 
around in one year 
is realistic. I have 
a lot of faith in this 
government.
They understand 
issues well.”

Kumar Mangalam Birla
Chairman, Aditya Birla Group
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Alexis Tsipras

Asked if he ascribed the case
to political vendetta, Birla re-
plied in the negative. He de-
clined to discuss the affair in
detail as it is sub judice. In
April this year, the Supreme
Court stayed a lower court or-
der summoning Birla and
former prime minister Man-
mohan Singh as accused.

Birla praised the efforts of
the Narendra Modi govern-
ment, emphasising that one
year was not enough to judge
its effectiveness. “When you
get a business or a company
that is ailing, I do not think
turning it around in one year
is realistic. I have a lot of faith
in this government. They un-
derstand issues well. My
sense is that they are doing a
lot of work we are not aware
of. Two sectors have taken off –
one is coal in terms of produc-
tion of coal. For the first time
in many years, we are not
struggling and have sufficient
coal in our plants, which is a
very big deal. Roads have tak-
en off, which is big,” he said.

In the next few years, the
$41-billion group will invest
more in its non-commodity
business, including a $7-bil-
lion investment in Idea Cellu-
lar, India’s third-largest tele-
com company by number of

subscribers. The group also
plans to enter the health in-
surance and housing finance
sectors and set up a payment
bank if granted a licence by
RBI. Further the group
would build out its NBFC as
well as its garment business,
the latter the largest in India.
Sun Life, the group’s partner
in the financial services busi-
ness, would raise its state in
the life insurance venture to
49% by the end of the year.

In general, the group’s
preference would be to stay
away from sectors heavily
dominated by the govern-
ment, though there are ex-
ceptions such as Idea. The
group would also foray into
generation of solar power,
one of the priorities of the
NDA government.

Group to Invest More
in Non-commodity
Business: KM Birla 
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For the first time in
many years, we are
not struggling and
have sufficient coal
in our plants, which
is a very big deal 
KM BIRLA 
AB Group Chairman

Since then regulators elsewhere have
deemed Maggi noodles made in India
safe, casting doubt on the tests that led
to the local ban. Badal declined to com-
ment on the Maggi noodles controversy.

Badal is the first minister in the Na-
rendra Modi government to be openly
critical of the effects of regulatory over-
reach. India could attract overseas in-
vestment worth billions of dollars,
helping both farmers and consumers if
companies get the right environment
and are allowed to self-certify compli-
ance, she said. The “inspector raj”
needs to be abolished in favour of a “reg-
istration raj,” according to the minister.

Negative Feedback 
Companies are opting for other coun-
tries to invest in because of negative
feedback on India, she said, adding that
the climate of fear was so pervasive
that even industry lobby groups are re-
luctant to raise the matter fearing a reg-
ulatory backlash.

“In the current environment, no one
can say how long it will take to get approv-
al, so these projects were not coming to In-
dia,” she said. “Now we see this inspector
raj. Companies are petrified of their rep-
utation. Further, industry associations
also don’t want to come to forefront as
they feel they will be targeted.” Manufac-
turers find it difficult to deal with the
FSSAI because of the red tape involved,
Badal said, calling for well-defined, trans-
parent and rational norms that should be
effectively implemented with exemplary
punishment for defaulters.

Bonduelle, Amy’s Kitchen Interested 
The $2 billion, French processed vegeta-
bles company Bonduelle and US-based
Amy’s Kitchen, which specialises in or-
ganic, non-genetically modified food,
are among those keen to invest in India
and make it a hub for regional oper-
ations as they look beyond their saturat-
ed, ageing Western markets, Badal said.

“If we really want to make Make in In-
dia successful, then we have to adopt in-
ternational standards which are not

(based on) product approval but ingre-
dient approval,” Badal said. “We ap-
prove the ingredients and let the indus-
try play along within the norms. The
industry should voluntarily be respon-
sible and we do the checking.”

Transparency Needed 
Badal said she has raised the issue with
the prime minister and the health minis-
ter and has received positive responses.
She sought a balance between industry-
friendly norms and food safety.

“The main issue is ensuring safe
healthy food for consumers... but in the
name of assuring healthy food there
should be no harassment and there
should be clear-cut transparent systems
which are mandatory and which are im-
plemented to ensure that this is there,”
Badal said. “I think in all this we have
missed something. We don't have proto-
cols for testing. Every lab has its own way
of testing. Manufacturers don’t know
what is the way it needs to be tested.”

Innovation is being curbed because of
a process that takes “forever,” she said.
The food processing industry can be a
“game changer” for both farmers and
consumers because it gives producers a
better price and ensures that people get
hygienic, safe food at affordable prices.

“I don't think this industry should be
harassed. Yes, standards should be
maintained. No one is going to be spared
if they are providing non-hygienic or
poisonous food to consumers. There will
be no compromise on that,” she said.
“But in the name of food safety, you can-
not bring back inspector raj, where in-

spectors are now beginning to harass
the industry saying that they are getting
tests done with some content found in
their products. Both need to go hand in
hand and both are equally important.”

Challenges for FSSAI
She said FSSAI had a “humoungous
task” as it was dealing with thousands
of applications but companies faced a
tough time in getting approvals.

“There were plenty of complaints
from across the country. With the kind
of innovations, now there are hun-
dreds of types of cakes, biscuits, bread,
juices, lassi. Is it possible in a country
like ours where every second new
things are being innovated, to get prod-
uct-to-product approval? It is not hu-
manly possible,” she said. “All of them
come to FSSAI for approval and there
are six scientists working on testing. It
is not humanly possible.” India needs to
take a cue from standards overseas that
are based on approval for ingredients.
Companies register themselves and
pledge to follow the rules.

‘Manufacturers Wary of Red Tape Involved’
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redBus was acquired for over $100 million by
South African media conglomerate Naspers
in 2013. Freecharge was acquired by Snap-
deal for an estimated $400 million in cash and
stock. “Having built and scaled up successful
internet companies, his experience will be
very vital to our firm,” said Ravi Adusumal-
li, managing partner at Saif Partners, which
is looking to make more early-stage deals in
the range of .̀ 6-10 crore. Goel, 37, will focus
on companies building solutions in areas
such as mobile and global software as a ser-
vice market. “Indian talent can play a big
role in global SaaS market,” said Goel.

The private equity firm has been investing
in Indian companies since 2001, making it
one of the earliest in the country. Its portfolio
includes ecommerce firm PayTm, which is
now valued at over $3.7 billion, online ticket
booking site BookMyShow and JustDial, one
of the few venture-backed technology com-
panies to go public in India.

As competition to invest in Indian startups
increases, venture capital firms that were ear-
lier focused on growth-stage investments
have also started investing at earlier stages.
They have also been hiring senior executives
with operational experience to lead invest-
ments and close deals quickly.

Alok Goyal, former chief operating officer
of SAP India who was hired by Helion Ven-
ture Partners in 2013, said, “Prior experi-
ence helps in understanding the business
and the space quickly and allows us to re-
spond quickly to the entrepreneur. Last
thing they want is a VC spending a month to
learn the industry at their expense and then
letting them know they are not interested.”
Bengaluru’s AngelPrime recently appoint-
ed Amit Somani, former chief product offi-
cer at MakeMyTrip, as a managing partner.

SAIF Partners
Looking at More
Early-stage Deals
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The remaining hospitality
companies all figured in the
top 50, pointing to the fact
that entities in this space
were focusing on people

practices. The top 100 work-
places were feted at an
awards function in Mumbai
that saw more than 60 CEOs
and HR heads of India Inc in
attendance. “People are the
energy of any organisation.

The success and failure of
an organisation depends
on them,” said National
Skill Development Agency
(NSDA) chairman S Ra-
madorai, delivering the
keynote address.

Cos Focusing on People Practices
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