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¥ The super-rich are likely to pause but

o unlikely to batten down the hatches

Letter From The Editor '

ou won’t find it in the good old dictionaries,
but the word ‘snobiety’ is a delightful
mishmash of two very English dispositions:
The snob and (high) society. Snobiety on
its own is strictly not a word, but came into prominence
in the mid-2000s when the Geneva-born David Fischer
founded highsnobeity.com in Berlin as a streetwear

blog. Over the years, Highsnobeity evolved into a
platform for curated content on all things luxury, with
an outpost in New York. And ‘all things luxury’ is not
quite an exaggeration; in 2018, Highsnobeity produced

a documentary called High End on—don’t hold your
breath—luxury weed in the wake of California legalising
cannabis for recreational use in late-2016 (before that,
since 1996, cannabis was legal for medical use).

Snobeity in the Indian context is also about almost
things luxury—barring a few forbidden horticultural
pleasures—for a rapidly burgeoning high society. And
the emergence of a rash of new technologies, from
augmented and virtual reality to artificial intelligence
and machine learning, is enabling the well-heeled to
be privy to highly-personalised and enhanced retail
experiences. In this fortnight’s cover story of Forbes India’s
Luxury Issue, Pankti Mehta Kadakia delves into how
luxury carmakers, fashion designers, jewellery brands
and property developers are counting on technology to
pamper the affluent. The objective of, and opportunity for,
luxury retailers is to use connective technologies to offer
a seamless and scalable online-offline experience, with
the internet becoming the fulcrum of the shopping habit.

How does the spending of the super-rich suffer during
an economic slowdown? A commonsense answer would
be that (dollar) millionaires are less likely to compromise

STORIES TO LOOK OUT FOR _

A Audi India is using virtual reality to give customers a touch-and-feel
experience of the A8L; Plus-size models Akhshaya Navaneethan (left) and
Ankit Dawar walk the ramp for Rina Dhaka at the 2019 Lakme Fashion Week

Back in the High Life

on their Guccis and Diors than a working class wage
earner. When Forbes India’s intrepid writers Naini Thaker
and Pranit Sarda stepped out to determine how loose

the gold-gilded purse strings were, they did get an ‘all-is-
well’ feeling, but that’s not all they came back with. While
marketers of high-end cars (think Lamborghini) and
high-street fashion insist there’s no let-up in consumer
interest, travel & tourism is seeing a trend of high-flying
holidaymakers cutting the duration and frills on their
vacations (by perhaps skipping the arrival by yacht, which
takes away the need for a pier at the villa, too). And, no
matter how merrily you may be rolling in it, everybody
loves a good discount, be it on a $1 million penthouse or

a $10,000 purse. The verdict then? The super-rich are
likely to pause but unlikely to batten down the hatches.

Along with a penchant for brick-and-mortar assets,
the moneyed seem to be in a mood to acquire a slightly
more unlikely resource: A conscience. Evidently, phrases
like ‘sustainable sourcing’ and ‘ethically made’ are
increasingly being heard among consumers and designers.
One isn’t sure about their view on Greta Thunberg but, as
Jasodhara Banerjee writes, sustainable clothing is about
buying less and buying thoughtfully. The only paradox
here is that the less you buy, the more you are likely to
pay for it. But, heck, that’s snobeity at its best, right?

If luxury can be sustainable, it can also be inclusive—on
the gender front and in terms of plus-size tashion. Kathakali
Chanda delves into how a clutch of women has earned their
spurs in an arena for long a preserve of the rich and famous
male: Horse-riding. And Divya J Shekhar picks up the trend
of designers experimenting with plus-size collections. It’s
early days yet, and it’ll be some time before the industry can
claim to have embraced body diversity in its true spirit.

Brian Carvalho
Editor, Forbes India

brian.carvalho@nw18.com
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Scampering Along

The last two years saw a series
of banking frauds. We list some
major financial scandals P/10

Festive Cheer For Etailers
Despite economic slowdown,
ecommerce companies see a surge
in sales in festive season P/12
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BANKING

Weathering A Storm

Yes Bank CEO Ravneet Gill will need to take investors into confidence and
raise fresh capital to tide over the current crisis

NOT MANY BANK MANAGEMENTS
- would have stepped out of a

mandated “silent period”—
prior to announcing quarterly
earnings—but Yes Bank did that on
October 3 via a conference call to
analysts. It spoke about issues such as
the carnage of the bank’s stock price,
the need to raise capital from new
investors, quality of its asset book and
why its employees are consistently
selling Yes Bank shares.

Not many bankers will want to be
in Yes Bank CEO Ravneet Gill’s shoes
at this stage. Its stock price—at 342
at the time of going to press—is at a
12-year low and lost 85 percent in six
months; there are concerns whether
its borrowers will be able to pay back
loans and the bank needs to raise
capital to meet the Reserve Bank of
India’s capital adequacy norms.

All this has meant a loss of
confidence among investors. “We are
clear that we will not raise capital
at any price and will closely look at
suitable opportunities that are in the
best interest of all our stakeholders.
Over the last two quarters, the bank
has demonstrated the ability to
accrue capital organically and we
will continue looking for the right
opportunity to go to the market,” Gill
tells Forbes India via email. In August,
Yes Bank raised %1,930 crore through
a qualified institutional placement
route. “It is unfortunate that there has
been a lot of irresponsible, unfounded

Yes Bank CEO Ravneet Gill is clear that the bank will not raise capital at any price

speculation and misrepresentation of
facts about Yes Bank,” he adds.

On the quality of the asset
book, Yes Bank management says
it is confident that “there is no
incremental stress or deterioration
building up in its asset book”. It
is confident of recovery of these
amounts over the short to medium
term. Says Gill, “Some of the
partnerships that the bank has built
have been outstanding... we will
continue to build new relationships,
which are going to be beyond a
function of investment.”

The problem is not in what Yes
Bank is saying to its investors or the
media. It is in what it is not saying.

Is there a possibility that the

bank could see a delay in recovery

of loans and further slippages from
cash-strapped companies such as

the Reliance ADAG Group, Essel
Group or DHFL to which it has an
exposure? The bank says provisioning
for these loans has been made. Also,
there needs to be clarity on why
Rajat Monga, former promoter Rana
Kapoor’s trusted lieutenant, suddenly
quit Yes Bank.

For the bank, the Q2FY20 earnings
may not be too encouraging. But for
Gill, the real test is how the bank fares
in the current quarter, both in terms of
operations and strategy. If he is able to
help raise capital from new investors,
investor confidence could return.

* SALIL PANCHAL

PMC-HDIL

Where Is The Money?

HDIL'’s previous record suggests PMC Bank may
struggle to recover its dues

THE PUNJAB MAHARASHTRA
- Co-operative Bank (PMC) is

in trouble for misreporting
bad loans to Mumbai-based real estate
developer Housing Development and
Infrastructure Ltd (HDIL), promoted
by Rakesh Wadhawan and Sarang
Wadhawan. PMC—which has a total
asset book 0f38,383.33 crore as on
March 31—has provided loans to the
tune 0£%6,500 crore to HDIL. On
October 3, the Wadhawans were
arrested for alleged financial fraud.

In a note to shareholders on
September 25, Joy Thomas, former
managing director of PMC Bank,
said the bank has been put under
regulatory restriction by the Reserve
Bank of India
(RBI) for six

g s b s LA TR R (O

months. It first p“'“’:’ PMC B A [t,;‘.

curbed the
withdrawal
limit for
bank account
holders to
31,000 and
later increased
1t to %25,000.

According
to the bank’s
2018-19 annual
report, PMC’s percentage of gross
NPA to gross advances is 3.76 percent
while net NPA to net advances is 2.19
percent for the year ended March
31, 2019. The total deposits stand at
11,617.34 crore.

The letter states that the stressed
legacy accounts belonging to
HDIL group were replaced with
dummy accounts. As the loans were
mentioned as those against depositors
and were of lower amounts, the RBI
did not check them.

On August 20, Bank of India filed
a case in the National Company Law
Tribunal Mumbai bench against
HDIL, as it defaulted on payment of

L
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%522.29 crore on December 2018. This
puts a serious question on HDIL’s
ability to repay its lenders.

According to HDIL’s latest annual
report, unpaid interest and principal
amount to banks and financial
institutions 1s 31,780.97 crore. HDIL’s
wholly owned subsidiary, Guruashish
Construction, has been taken for
insolvency process by the Union Bank
of India due to default in repayment
of the loan and interest on July 24,
2017.

With its key subsidiary and the
listed parent company undergoing
the insolvency process, how will
PMC be able to recover its dues from
a company whose cash flows are
lower than its
outstanding
debt on books?
As per the
annual report,
HDIL’s
consolidated
net cash from
operating
activity for
March 31,
2019, stood at
X385.37 crore
as against
3425.37 crore a year ago. It made
interest payments of ¥280.62 crore
last year. The company’s debt stands
at32,597.33 crore. The indebtedness
includes the non-current liabilities,
current borrowings, dues which have
not been paid on loans and unpaid
debentures. Almost all of its bank
balance 0f%120.11 crore is pledged
with banks. It also has dues 0f315.38
crore to its employees.

Yet, HDIL’s debt, as on the annual
reports, does not indicate a loan as
huge as 36,500 crore. Just how will
PMC recover that amount is the
(almost) billion dollar question.

* POOJA SARKAR

FRANCIS MASCARENHAS / REUTERS

BANK MERGERS

Problems or
Solutions?

The proposed merger of
Indiabulls Housing Finance and
Lakshmi Vilas Bank 1s uncertain
RAHUL MAHADIK FOR FORBES INDIA
T 7R,
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IN THE SEASON OF MERGERS,
the proposed merger of
Lakshmi Vilas Bank (LVB)

with Indiabulls Housing Finance
(IHF) was one of the earliest to be
announced. And now it is among the
most uncertain. The Reserve Bank of
India has placed LVB under its
prompt corrective action (PCA)
framework, which means it is
restricted from opening new branches
and paying dividends, it has to reduce
its concentration of loans in some
sectors and lower its lending to
corporates.

LVB has seen a drop in total
income, growth in its loan book,
negative return on assets for two
successive years, a rise in NPAs, and
lower capital levels. It indicated that
the amalgamated entity will have a
larger loan book and higher capital
adequacy ratio. A loss-making LVB
will take a long time to pull itself out
of the PCA.

IHF itself has seen a fall in
consolidated profits, net interest
income and deteriorating asset quality
in Q1FY20. Its stock fell to a five-
and-a-half year low 0f 3282 levels
currently, after rating agency Care
lowered its long-term rating for the
housing finance company last month.

* SALIL PANCHAL
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FINANCIAL SCAMS

Scampering Along

There have been several banking frauds in the last two years

and NPAs continue to be a pain point even as the economy
faces a slowdown. Here are some major scandals:

DATE

ENTITY

i # e [
w ey B4

NATURE OF SCANDAL STATUS

CHAITANYA DINESH SURPUR

IMPACT

February Punjab National | A handful of PNB bank staffers at Bradys The CBI has declared Nirav Modi n March 2018, the RBI scrapped
2018 Bank (PNB)- House branch issued fake bank guarantees in | and his brother Neeshal as nanking instruments such as the
Nirav Modi excess of ¥13,800 crore, over the years, aiding | offenders and is busy attaching etter of undertaking. The

companies of two jewellery groups—Iled by their properties in India. Modi is in government has also approved
diamond magnate Nirav Modi and his uncle judicial custody in London the Fugitive Economic Offenders
Mehul Choksi. They received credit from (Wandsworth prison) after being Bill to stop economic offenders
overseas banks to fund their business/ arrested by Scotland Yard on an from escaping Indian law.
imports. The CBI arrested eight PNB officials | extradition warrant in March 2019.
in connection with the case. A trial is expected in May 2020.

February Gitanjali Group Mehul Choksi, Nirav Modi's uncle and owner Choksi, who has an Antiguan The gems and jewellery sector

2018 of the group, is among those named in the citizenship, might be repatriated continues to be hurt by
PNB fraud. soon, as the Antigua government is | constrained access to bank

set to revoke his citizenship. finance since 2015, amid weaker
6 demand.

2013 to 2019 | Bank NPAs A mix of aggressive and carefree lending, Gross NPAs of public sector banks The impact after six years is
alongside wilful loan defaults/frauds and rose nearly four times to ¥8.06 lakh | acute: From operation concerns
economic slowdown resulted in a rapid rise in | crore in March 2019 from %1.30 lakh | such as higher provisioning for
bank NPAs. Not a single public or private crore in March 2014. Those for bad loans and lower profitability,
sector bank has been spared. scheduled commercial banks rose there have been deeper

to ¥9.49 lakh crore from %1.42 lakh problems like leadership crisis
crore in the same period. and shifts across several
banks and an inability to lend
® é ® INn @ major way.

September 18 | IL&FS One of the largest shadow banking firms Uday Kotak is chairman of [L&FS The entire banking system
started defaulting early last year and a which has been reconstitued by the | witnessed the biggest liquidity
company which has multiple businesses and | government. It is pursuing asset freeze in India due to the collapse
highest ratings was unable to pay its loans: sales to realise funds and pay oft of IL&FS. The liquidity shortage
26 percent of the loan book consisted of the the debt on its books. A debt of across banks and NBFCs has led
top 10 group exposures. The rating agencies 35,100 crore has been restructured. | to a situation where most NBFCs
stated that the company’'s NPA had increased | The group has a total external debt | are now struggling for survival.
to 816 crore by the end of March 2018 from | of 394,216 crore.

%410 crore during the previous year, a
6 .Whopping 99 percent increase. & 6

March 2018 IDBI Bank Former Aircel promoter C Sivasankaran, his Sivasankaran, who has denied any The government has indicated
son and companies controlled by them—Axcel | link with the fraud, has moved the indirectly that it is not keen to
Sunshine Ltd and WinWin D Oy—were Madras High Court against a orovide additional capital to the
accused by the CBI of defaulting on loans ookout circular issued against him oss-making |IDBI Bank. The bank
worth 600 crore from [DBI Bank. Fifteen oy the Bureau of Immigration. nad said it requires 7,000 crore
bank officials—including then MD and CEO as regulatory requirements.
Kishor Kharat, who worked when the loans
were sanctioned (2010-2014) to
Sivasankaran's companies—were named in
the FIR registered on a complaint from the

o Central Vigilance Commission. 6

September Financial services firm Religare Finvest has Police inestigation is on. The bank The RBI has intensified its "fit

2019 accused the bank management of management has said it will take and proper” checks on the
misappropriating 790 crore (which it kept as | appropriate legal measures. management of the bank and
fixed deposit), in a report filed with the Indiabulls, with whom a merger

.Economic Offences Wing. IS sought.
September Punjab and Cooperative lender PMC is in the midst of a RBI and other agencies are Exisiting bank account holders
2019 Maharashtra scam for under-reporting NPAs. The managing | investigating the matter. are allowed to withdraw
Cooperative director of the firm, in his confession letter, 10,000 per month from their
(PMC) Bank claimed that the bank had created new account.
accounts to keep its loan to real estate firm
HDIL as standard loans which had ideally
become NPAs. The bank has lent nearly 70
percent capital to the developer which is
4 Aagainst RBI lending norms. & a

® SALIL PANCHAL & POOJA SARKAR
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THUMBS DOWN

Facebook Hides Likes From Posts

<
Countries in which music products on ® =
Facebook and Instagram are available | B "

Social networking giant conducts experiment; experts want it to combat bullying and online harassment

IN A UNIQUE EXPERIMENT,
Facebook began hiding the
number of likes received on
posts. The reactions are visible only to
the user who has published the
content, as per the trial that began in
Australia on September 27. “We are
running a limited test where likes,
reactions and video view counts are
made private across Facebook. We
will gather feedback to understand
whether this improves people’s
experiences,” says a Facebook
spokesperson.

The social networking giant had
conducted a similar experiment on
Instagram in July when likes were
hidden in seven countries: Australia,
Canada, Brazil, New Zealand, Ireland,
Italy and Japan.

“Facebook has argued that hiding

ONLINE SHOPPING
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likes will benefit a user’s mental
health, so they are pushing it out as an
advantage... but I'm not sure there is a
demonstrable correlation. It needs to
do a lot more to clean up bullying and
online harassment for users to take
them seriously,” says Corinne Podger,
social media consultant and trainer.
“This would enable brands to

Festive Cheer For Etailers

Sales surge on ecommerce sites despite economic slowdown

ECOMMERCE COMPANIES,
armed with discounts and
flexible payment options,
seem to have hit the right chord with
consumers this festive season, despite
a slowdown in spending. For the likes
of Flipkart and Amazon, the festive
sales account for at least 25-30
percent of their annual gross sales.

Redseer Consulting had pegged
ecommerce sales during the festive
sales (September 30-October 4) by
Flipkart and Amazon at about $3.7
billion as against $2.3 billion the
previous year. The firm expects about
32 million unique buyers, especially
from smaller towns and cities, to shop
online, as against approximately 20
million the year before.

“This year, etailers have taken
a multi-pronged and category-
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customised approach to drive growth.
We see this in examples like extensive
credit availability to drive appliances
ogrowth, strong supply chain to enable
furniture growth and the widest
collection of brands and labels to
enable fashion growth,” says Anil
Kumar, CEO, Redseer Consulting.
Early numbers confirm Redseer’s
predictions. Flipkart, for instance,
claimed on the sale’s first day that
proceeds from categories such
as beauty, women’s ethnic wear,

focus on real business metrics but in
the shorter term there will be some
disorientation as both clients and
agencies would have to reassess the
metrics they track,” explains Rajiv
Dingra, founder and CEO of digital
marketing agency WATConsult.

“Creative minds thrive on the
likes which give them an idea
about whether or not their work
resonates with the audience. Brands
approach creators who have a decent
engagement. So hiding likes will
affect creators and brands too,” says
YouTuber Bhuvan Bam.

On October 2, Instagram began a
feature called “Restrict”. When you
‘restrict’ a user, comments on your
posts from that person are only visible
to them, and not to other people.

o NAANDIKA TRIPATH

kidswear, sports, private labels and
furniture have surpassed the sales on
the first day of the previous year. Also,
customers from Tier II and beyond
doubled from the previous year.

Initiatives to make products more
affordable were also a big hit. Flipkart
claimed that customers opting for
affordability methods spent almost
2.5x times more than the others.

Kalyan Krishnamurthy, CEO,
Flipkart, said, “By all indications,
this is going to be the biggest festive
season that India has witnessed.
Ecommerce has lifted consumer
sentiment and driven the industry to
set new benchmarks.”

Amazon India claimed after the
first day that tashion and smartphones
were its best performing categories.
Sales of OnePlus, Samsung and Apple
phones surged past 750 crore, Amit
Agarwal, global senior vice president
and country head, Amazon India, told
the Mint newspaper.

* SAYAN CHAKRABORTY
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INITIAL PUBLIC OFFERINGS

Confidence Booster

Response to IRCTC IPO is likely to encourage government
to list more public sector companies

WILL THE RESPONSE
2 (Al to the Indian
Railway Catering
and Tourism Corporation
(IRCTC) IPO help re-
energise a lacklustre IPO
market? Analysts think so.

The IRCTC issue was
oversubscribed 111.78 times
to raise ¥645 crore and
analysts feel this will not
just give traction to IPOs in
the PSU sector but also to
private sector companies
planning their IPOs.

The government plans
to sell stakes in various
other companies (see box),
including the Energy Efficiency
Services Ltd, and the IRCTC IPO is
likely to add confidence to its moves.
“This could mean we would see more
such IPOs that are good in terms of
pricing and there is something left
for the investor on the table,” says
Narendra Solanki, head, fundamental
research (investment services)—AVP
Equity Research, Anand Rathi Shares
& Stock Brokers.

Since 2017, the response to
IPOs in the PSU sector has been

Waiting in the Wings

: COMPANY

—

Energy Efficiency Services Ltd

: Indian Renewable Energy Development
: Agency Ltd

: Mazagon Dock Shipbuilders Ltd
SBI Cards & Payment Services Pvt

Telecommunications Consultants India Ltd
Railtel Corp of India
Oriental Insurance Co

: National Insurance Co
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United India Insurance Co

10 Indian Railway Finance Corp
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The government's stake
in IRCTC after the IPO

But these are solid companies, virtual
monopolies... these government
enterprises have been in business
for several years, are profit-making,
and there are no issues as far as the
promoter is concerned,” he says,
adding that if they ofter a good
discount and make it retail
investor oriented, there’s no
reason why there won’t be
enough subscription for them.

Though subscription-wise
the size of the IRCTC IPO
was small, analysts point out
it was priced attractively.
“In the past, IPOs have been
priced aggressively, which is
why they had not seen enough
takers,” says Haldea.

The public issue got
bids for about 225.29 crore
shares against a total issue
size of 2.016 crore shares,

ROBERT NICKELSBERG / GETTY IMAGEs  for a price band 0f¥315-320

discouraging; only one, RITES
Limited, fared adequately while
others saw disappointing investor
demand. “Between 2004 and 2014,
we barely saw any PSU companies
getting listed. So there has been a
thrust by this government to get all
the profitable PSUs listed,” points out
Pranav Haldea, managing director at
Prime Database Group. “At the same
time, a lot of them had to be bailed
out by LIC because they were not able
to garner the requisite subscription.

ESTIMATED ISSUE
AMOUNT (% cr)

200

DATE OFFER DOC :
FILED WITH SEBI

July 31 750
August 6 700
: 8,000

1,500

300
500
700
2,000

a share. The reserve portion
for qualified institutional buyers was
oversubscribed 108.79 times while
that set aside for retail investors was
oversubscribed about 14.36 times and
employees 5.74 times, according to
data from BSE and NSE.

“The business model of IRCTC is
unique as it is one of the monopolies
from the railway business. If you
see the other financials and growth,
everything has been pretty healthy
over the years, and even the current
financial balance sheet looks pretty
strong,” says Siddhartha Khemka,
head-retail research at Motilal Oswal
Financial Services Ltd. Besides
growth in its core businesses, the
reinstatement of the convenience fee
on etickets is also going to be a strong
ogrowth trigger, he adds.

IRCTC had stopped levying the fee
after demonetisation to incentivise
people to move online. “Now that that
has been restarted from September
this year, it should lead to a good
bump up at least in this year’s
numbers and the next fiscal too,” says
Khemka.

* MONICA BATHIJA
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INTERVIEW

“Indians Are Willing
To Pay Extra For Quality’

Lufthansa’s Heike Birlenbach on why businesses are on slippery
eground if their bottom line is not under control

HEIKE BIRLENBACH,
SENIOR VICE
president (sales),
Lufthansa Hub Airlines, was
in India recently to take part
in the fourth edition of
Lufthansa Startup Expo. She
spoke to Forbes India about
the aviation industry and on
startups and unicorns.
Edited excerpts:

On 60 years in India

We are proud to be here. We
are happy to be a part of the
aviation industry which is
growing, and are committed
to the Indian marketplace.
The Indian marketis a
strategic market for us, both
in terms of customers coming
here and Indians travelling
out of the country.

On Indian market

and passengers

The number of people
travelling has increased,

and the reasons for it have
changed. Earlier, it was more
about visiting friends and
relatives. Over the last few decades,
businesses increased tremendously.
Indians are now travelling
to explore the world.

YOU NEED
TO ENSURE
THAT AS
TOP LINE

On premiumisation

of flyers

Premiumisation is a trend.
Indians look for the value
they get and are willing to
pay extra for services and
quality. Indians not only
know exactly what they

INCREASES,
COSTS ARE
UNDER
CONTROL

want, but are also able to articulate
that. This is good because we can
respond to those needs.
Travelling is not only

about a price offer or going
tfrom point A to B. It’s
about the features that are
incorporated into the travel
experience.

On domestic
Indian players
I believe it depends on

Number of passengers welcomed by the
Lufthansa Group airlines in August

SHUTTERSTOCK

whether the respective carriers are
able to cater to the needs of customers
and keep their operations under
control by having an efficient set-
up, partnering with the right ones
and focusing on services. But there
is demand in domestic travel and
investments in infrastructure by the
government. This will push more
traffic within India, and
outside as well.

On how to control top

line and bottom line
Balancing is the right word.
If you only work on the top
line and grow too fast, but
don’t have your bottom line
under control, it means you
don’t have costs in check.
Then you are on a slippery
ground. You need to ensure
that as the top line increases,
you have costs under control
and work on efficiency

to improve bottom line.
Without a solid bottom line,
it is difhicult to grow, either
in India or Europe.

On unicorns

If you look at the startup
scene and the number of
unicorns in India—Delhi-
NCR alone has 10—it’s
tremendous. Unicorns not
only bring business but also
inspire youngsters who want
to become entrepreneurs.
So there is value around
unicorns.

On advice to startup founders
For startups, it’s (fail fast and scale
fast) important. Not all startups make
it to the top or become unicorns.
Look early for partners, and don’t
develop everything yourself. There
is a higher chance of making money
if one partners with somebody that
has competencies needed in business.
Make sure you have a right storyline,
and then tell your story.

* RAJIV SINGH
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India Innovates But

Structural Challenges Throw
A Wrench In The Wheel

At the recent Bengaluru leg of the Forbes India One CEO Club roundtable, India’s top
chief executives spoke about what’s holding India back from being a global innovation
hub, and bringing digital technologies to bear.

By Ruchika Shah

Four chief executives from different
new-age ventures sat down

on September 24, 2019, to discuss
‘Innovating in India for the world, at

the Bengaluru leg of the Forbes India
One CEO Clubs Digital Leadership
series roundtable, conducted in
partnership with Google Cloud India.
The round table saw Adhil Shetty, CEO,
BankBazaar; Amisha Jain, CEO, Zivame;
Sashank Rishyasringa, co-founder,
Capital Float; and Sanjiv Kathuria,
founder and CEQO, DotZot - an arm

of DTDC, discussed the structural
challenges that keep India from
becoming an innovation hub for the
world, and the way forward.

Kicking off the discussion, Sashank
Rishyasringa, co-founder of online lender
Capital Float pointed out that in Silicon
Valley the focus has been on inventing
something that didn't exist, before people
even imagine a need for it—say social
media. But in India, the focus remains
on how to deliver products and services
which are desperately needed by the
wider population. India’s vast population
spread and the urban and rural divide
has created a need gap of accessibility and
providing that easy access at low costs and
with better customer experience. It is, he
said, the perfect opportunity for startups
to come in and fill the gap while at the
same time create sustainable and scalable
businesses.
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(L to R standing) Adhil Shetty, CEO, Bankbazaar; Sashank Rishyasringa, Co-founder and

Managing Director, Capital Float; (L to R seated) Sujit Janardanan, Head of Marketing, Google
Cloud India; Amisha Jain, CEO, Zivame; Sanjiv Kathuria, CEO, DotZot

This focus of making products and
services available to the bottom or
middle of the pyramid at lightning speed
and at the lowest possible operational
expenses is a combination that hasn't
been cracked perfectly by anyone, he
said. “When it is, it's something that
can easily be taken to markets like
Africa or South East Asia,” Rishyasringa
added. Indian fintech companies are

also well-poised to go to the US or
European shores and significantly disrupt

counterparts there, he added.
Rishyasringa hit the nail on the
head when he said, “Innovation is at
two levels. One, is India a good country
for innovation for its own citizens? Yes,
thanks to demand and now venture
capital supporting it. Second, is it a
good country to innovate for anyone?
Singapore and Israel have done a good
job here, but we fall quite short,” he
added. “In India, architecture of public
sector is closed, access to public sector

institutions is tough, and the tender
process is opaque. Opening up the
architecture of the government and
making it porous to make it easier for
regular people to interact with it, would
help,” he shared.

The other challenge—which has
plagued India for as long as one could
care to remember—is of cumbersome
processes. Programs like Digital India,
Startup India and Make in India have
started oiling the engine, but significant
problems remain. Rishyasringa said
entrepreneurs will figure out a way
to work with the government if
there are opportunities, but process
simplification by the government will
help entrepreneurship in India in the
long run.

Zivame's Amisha Jain shared three
intrinsic challenges of the lingerie
industry. One, the very broken shopping
experience; second, lack of the right
fit for Indian women’s body types and
a lack of innovation in the area; third,
before companies like Zivame began
to experiment — women had accepted
that ‘this is all we get. Zivame has
used technologies like AI, and data
analytics to develop several proprietary
tools like the ‘fit code, which helps
women calculate the right bra sizes.
“Personalisation is the key here, and
Zivame applies a lot of data analytics to
achieve it.” These are innovations that
can be easily adapted in other markets,
she said, adding that “I think we have
a rocking product that can go to global
markets, and this is not technology, but
technology-backed product innovation.”

While she also highlighted the
problem of structural silos in Indian
organisations and a cultural gap which
keeps employees and companies from
being on their feet, innovating. “The
whole awareness and sensibility about
effective utilisation of resources and
structures are so matrixed [in India],
there isn't enough space for somebody

to innovate. Unless those structures
are shifted, you won't see any massive

innovations coming out of India,” she
added.

For Bankbazaar, a consumer finance
marketplace, its vision is that in the
future, consumers will want to access
financial products which give them a
paperless experience and are instant—
where six-months bank statements
or three-year income tax documents
and other physical documents are not
necessary, CEO, Adhil Shetty shared.
“People are willing to authenticate
themselves on their mobile phones and
upload electronic files and so on. We
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thought, ‘can we be a platform player that
works with the big banks and NBFCs;
can we be the platform that helps them
manage this transition from the old to
the new?”. He adds, while India will go
through phases of innovation over the
years, organisations should keep the
end goal in mind while taking stock
of the changes in the ecosystem. “We
need to prove that business models are
scalable and profitable. We have proven
that demand exists; when we display
scalability and profit, it is a template that
can be taken global”

Sanjiv Kathuria, co-founder and
CEO, DotZot, an arm of DTDC says,

“In logistics, you have to find innovative

A
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solutions. For instance, nobody knows
how many pin codes are there in India.
There isn't one big bang innovation to
solve this.” DotZot created an India-
specific innovation to overcome the lack
of bank branches in rural areas, where
its partners deliver packages and collect
money. While it is India-specific and
wouldn’t have much purpose globally,
say in the West, Kathuria says “it is not
always about big bang innovation, but
about doing it brick by brick” He added,
“While the government certainly has

a role to play by creating policies to
support the ecosystem, there is a larger
role to be played by the corporates and
other stakeholders in the economy;’
which can encourage Indian startups to
innovate for the world.

Sujit Janardanan, who leads
marketing for Google Cloud India,
pointed to some innovations that were
born in India and taken to the world.
India is home to the largest two-wheeler
market in the world, and the millions
of motorcycle and scooter riders have
different navigation needs than drivers
of automobiles. "We created Maps for
two-wheelers as an India-first Google
feature to aid motorists nationwide. It
provides customised traffic estimations
and shortcuts, which are available only
to riders, " he said. Janardanan added,
"We also announced an initiative to help
the hundreds of millions of Indians
who use 2G phones get the information
they need, without requiring data or an
internet connection. The Vodafone-Idea
Phone Line—supported by the Google
Assistant—enables Vodafone-Idea users
to call a single number, free of charge
at any time, and ask for everything
from sports scores, traffic conditions
and weather forecasts to help with
homework."

It's simple, as DotZot’s Kathuria puts
it, “Innovation has to come out of an
ecosystem. You can't lock someone up in
a room and ask them to innovate”.
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‘I see Huge Potential

for Al as an Amplifier’

Former Infosys CEO Vishal Sikka on why he sees artificial intelligence
as a tool that augments human capability, not something that replaces
people, and his new venture, Vianai

wo years after his
surprise exit as
Infosys CEO, Vishal
Sikka launched his
new venture on
artificial intelligence (AI), Vianai, this
September. In the last two years, he
taught courses on AI—in which he
has a PhD from Stanford University—
in the US and China. In an email
interview with Forbes India, Sikka, 52,
explains the philosophy and focus of
his new company, and the positives
and negatives of AI. Edited excerpts:

() What have you been doing
since leaving Infosys?
I had just turned 50 after I left Infosys
in August 2017. I was thinking about
the next 25 years and looked back
at the past 25 (1992-1993). Google
wasn’t around then, Facebook didn’t
exist and neither did Uber, Tesla
and Airbnb. Steve Jobs wasn’t at
Apple. Amazon wasn’t there either
or had barely started. I thought
the new things that will define the
next 25 years aren’t around now.

I have always been passionate
about the idea of technology being
a human amplifier, something that
improves our ability and makes us
see more, do more, and be more. At
a time when you hear so much about
technology’s negative effects and
unprecedented ability to scale, and to
propagate things in a negative way,
why can’t we build technology that
improves us? It was time to go back
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By HARICHANDAN ARAKALI

to the drawing board. [American
theoretical physicist| Richard
Feynman used to say that the best
way to learn is to teach; so I taught
two classes last year, one in California
and one in China. I also identified
issues, did some prototypes, got
funding and recently launched Vianai
using powerful techniques to build

a new platform and bring it to life.

Q Is there a story behind

the name Vianai?

In Balj, the firstborn child carries
the name Vian. The word Vian—
the proper name Vivian comes
from it—also means full of life. It
is a beautiful word for us which
means full of life and intelligence.

() When did you officially
found Vianai?

We founded the company earlier
this year and launched officially

“The hype around
the Al field is
high, but we
believe it is still

in its infancy, and
even more so in
the enterprise
context.”

on September 12. We have an
incredible team of over 30 people,
including employees, consultants,
contractors and advisors.

(O Where is Al adoption at among
the kind of large enterprises

that would be your customers

or potential clients?

While there have been some
impressive recent advancements in
AlI, they have been pretty narrow

in their focus. There are still many
issues and questions that are yet to

be resolved. The hype around the
field is high, but we believe it is still
in its infancy, and even more so in the
enterprise context. There is a huge
market need related to end-to-end
design, development and delivery

of solutions in enterprise Al, and an
opportunity for many companies,
especially for startups like ours, which
have deep experience and expertise
in Al, enterprise technologies, design,
engineering and technology services in
general, to make a mark in this space.

Q) Al brings with it the concern

of job losses. Is it justified?

What are the consequences

of large-scale Al adoption?

I see a huge potential for AI as an
amplifier, as something that augments
human capability, not something
that replaces people. People who

are amplified in their capability by
advanced technology can solve some
of the world’s greatest challenges,

from climate change to cancer.
Perhaps, it is a good thing to let
machines do some of the most tedious,
hazardous, mundane and automatable
tasks, and free people to do tasks that
require higher levels of thinking,
innovation and collaboration: Tasks
requiring advanced reasoning,
imagination and creativity.

() What are the kind of problems
that Vianai is working on?

We’ve worked with one of the world’s
largest banks on identifying failures
in certain transactions—which have
values of tens of billions of dollars a
day—that go through their systems.

If you are a manufacturing company,
even if you make-to-order, the issue

VISHAL SIKKA | & ©

of working capital is fundamental
to your operational and financial
efficiency. In companies with

large numbers of physical assets,
this directly impacts their bottom
line and stock price. So, working
capital management using Al is one
of the areas we are working on.

As one of our client executives
said, “AI and machine learning
(ML) aren’t magic... they’re complex
and sophisticated math on data.”
That’s where Vianai was able to
do the problem finding, and then
‘do the math’ with AI’s help.

() Who are your investors?

We have raised a seed round of
$50 million. We are not disclosing
the names of our investors yet.

() Elon Musk has said Al is “a
fundamental existential risk for
human civilisation”. Peter Thiel
and you believe it will amplify
human creativity. What concerns
Musk, according to you, and
why aren’t you worried?
I believe these statements or
positions are contradictory;
what is missing from them
is our ability to influence the
outcome. It depends on how we,
as individuals and as a collective,
choose to proceed, to build AI
systems that are transparent, easy
to understand, built using tools
that can be learnt by anyone.

I am an optimist when it comes
to technology and humanity. I
take the optimist’s view that,
ultimately, we will take this field
with amazing progressive (and also
destructive) potential, and find a way
to overcome the negative impact,
and amplify the positive impact.

() Where is Al at today? How
far away are we from it?
Al means a lot of things to a lot

of people. My former professor
at Stanford and father of AT John

McCarthy defined it as “the science
of making machines do those things
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that would be considered intelligent if

they were done by people”, which to

this day is a sound and solid definition.
Today, we aren’t anywhere close

to that definition, but we are making

progress, and also learning from

AT tailures (and there are plenty).

I believe that artificial general

intelligence is a long way off—decades

or more—and the approach that many

people are taking to attain it, including

some of the most prominent and

well-funded, is fundamentally flawed.

() You said in a recent interview
that “there was a tremendous
weakness in the current state

of Al”. What is the weakness

and what can be done better?
There are just as many stories of
the failures of AI as there are of
impressive achievements. Take

for example the fatal accidents
attributed to autonomous vehicles,
the use of Al-based voice processing
agents to perpetrate fraud, the
ability to deliberately confuse Al
and influence results by introducing
small distortions into inputs.

The existence of these weaknesses
and their inherent nature, have
been known and written about for
decades. They were just being ignored
in the mad rush to build larger
and larger networks, throw more
and more data, build increasingly
opaque architectures... the massive
marketing push on AutoML (which
is the wrong direction to take), etc.

The situation in the enterprise
AT market is even dire, since it 1S
compounded by fragmentation,
asymmetry and a tremendous gap
in required skills and talent.

We can do better, and we are
doing better. We are looking at
bringing to the market an approach
that results in a better end-to-end
design and development experience,
which is built ground up to support
exploration and explainability, and
is augmented with access to the best
learning and education resources. It
has the ability to transform the state
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“We believe in
an a proach that
combines Al
technology with
the practice of
design thinking.
What this means

is that ‘problem
finding’ is just

as imfortant as
‘problem solving’.”

of enterprise Al, and also bring the
opportunities created by this new
field to millions of people who would
otherwise be denied the benefits.

() What do you mean when you talk
about building systems that are
easlily explorable and transparent?
How will Al make a difference here?
We believe in an approach that
combines Al technology with the
practice of design thinking. What this
means is that ‘problem finding’ is just
as important as ‘problem solving’.
Exploration refers to the ability of
individuals, teams and organisations
to learn by doing. By reducing the
cost (both time and money) of trial-
and-error experimentation, you can
fundamentally alter the way in which
people use technology. Think of how
much the field of photography has
changed from the era of film rolls and
chemical processing. By reducing
the time of cost of exploration and
experimentation, the purpose of
photography has gone from one of
archiving memories to supporting
everyday communication. This
is similar to what will happen
when you have explorable Al
Transparency or explainability
refers to the ability of Al to
explain the reasons for its results
or predictions. Most people (and
businesses) are not satisfied with
open-ended marching orders. They
ask ‘why’—why should we buy more
raw material, why should we stop
this transaction, why should we
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hire this person, why should we
issue this warning, etc. If an Al-
based system cannot answer these
questions (with something better
than “because the AI gods say
s0...”), it becomes worthless in many
business scenarios. There may also
be statutory or regulatory limits to
using AI which are not explainable.

() At one of Infosys’s conferences
you spoke about the importance

of problem finding. What bearing
does this have on Vianai?

An emphasis on good problem
finding (as opposed to just jumping
into problem solving without asking
“why” this is a good problem to

solve) is a fundamental tenet of
design thinking. At Vianai, we bring
design thinking principles and
behaviours into every single project
that we do. We are always thinking of
desirability (how does this solution
benefit the end-user, why will
they adopt it?), feasibility (can this
solution be delivered using the state-
of-the-art in technology, or is the
technology itself subject to limits),
and viability (what is the business

or commercial value of solving

this problem?). We bring empathy,
research, data synthesis, design,
iteration and experimentation into
everything. It is just the way we
work—it is part of our DNA. We
apply it equally for tackling issues
internally and for our customers.

() What are your goals/targets

for the next two years?

Beyond financial success for the
company, we want to make sure

that we measure the impact that we
have, both in terms of the number

of people whose lives we impact by
the work that we do and by working
on important problems of our time.
Personally, I am interested in making
a difference on this front in India,

the country of my birth, where

AT can either be a vast disruptor

or an equally vast opportunity,

over the next few decades. &
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Getting Personal

People, planet, profit: A
nifty alliteration to shape
a company’s cornerstones
for most of the 21st
century. But with 2020
around the corner, a new
‘P’ is ripe to complete the
chain: Personalisation.
Fuelled by—what
else—social media and
the Gen-Z effect, ‘luxury’
is rapidly becoming not
about what you have, but
who you are, and all that
helps you project that
image. Buyers no longer
want to showcase vast
monogrammed collections
of expensive things, but
Instagram spectacular
moments, wearing highly
customised products.
“The very essence of

By PANKTI MEHTA KADAKIA

luxury is based on the
inflation of its symbolic
value over the functional
value of its goods and
services,” writes Martina
Olbertova, CEO of brand
and cultural intelligence
consultancy Meaning.
Global, in its ‘Luxury
Report 2019°. “Luxury
costs more simply because
it means more. This is
why luxury brands can
no longer take their past
prominence for granted
and instead need to
look for new avenues
of relevance, value and
erowth in better alignment
with the culture.”

“Amidst the jargon,
it’s important to note that
customers have changed
their mindset from buying
to being,” says a report
by British luxury brand
alliance Walpole, titled
‘How to attract the luxury
consumer in 2020’. It
details that consumers want
to be treated as individuals
across age groups, and
want to feel valued for who

they truly are: Personally,
socially and economically.

Across the board, then,
brands have become ‘woke
beyond CSR pitches.
Burberry faced serious
flak for choosing to burn
stock worth millions;
Gucci went fur-free and
supported a march for gun
control; Balenciaga has
taken on global hunger.
While India is yet to see
concerted efforts from
homegrown luxury brands,
the first step seems to
have been in choosing
sustainability. Owning
something ‘ethically
made’ is the new luxury
in India, as you will read
in Jasodhara Banerjee’s
story. Inclusion is another,
as Divya Shekhar’s piece
on plus-size luxury
tashion explores.

At the heart of this
transformation is, of course,
technology. As luxury
retail is moving beyond
brick-and-mortar, brands
are hunting for new ways
to replicate that personal

>

touch in a digital format.
Artificial intelligence and
machine learning are
helping them customise
the ecommerce experience
for each customer, catered
to his or her individual
preterences. With spifty
augmented and virtual
reality tools, the buying

of a luxury product or
service 1s turning into an
extraordinary experience.
Read about the functions of
luxe tech in India beyond
the gimmicks—and how
it’s helping brands reach
even Tier-4 consumers—
in the coming pages.

It’s a rough time for
the economy to be talking
about extravagance. But
does a slowdown affect
India’s top-tier of buyers?
You’ll ind the answer
in Naini Thaker and
Pranit Sarda’s piece.

The year 2020 is but
a few weeks away. The
urgency to stand out
and be counted is louder
than ever—and the
future, truly, is now.
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The Internet
of Indulgence

o0
By PANKTI MEHTA KADAKIA

A smattering of pastel
houses rises above an

inky ocean, peeking

from beyond the French
windows. I take a seat

into the car’s expansive
backseat, as instructed, and
with the flick of a finger,
the seat in front of me

has zoomed forward and
bent over, adding extra
legroom—and a surprise.

A plate from the seat back
folds out, much like an
airplane table, revealing a
cushioned footrest. Here,
at the rear of the Audi ASL,
I have a plush, on-demand
foot massager, complete
with heating controls.

As I sink into the seat,
though, I remember a
slight technicality—I can’t
actually get that massage.
The truth is that beyond
those French windows isn’t
the oasis of blue, but rain
pelting down a raucous
Mumbai road. For a few
minutes, though, I was
‘in’ the car somewhere in
France, not on a regular
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leather chair at a store,
and could physically walk
around the car to get a
sense of its size, or of how
it looks in the metallic
Navarra Blue versus the
muted Impala Beige.

The A8L has been late
in coming to India, so the
Audi team has devised a
high-tech sales experience
to keep up the buzz and
speed up the pre-order
process. It’s snazzy and
elaborate, and locally built.
Rather effective too.

I've played with virtual
reality (VR) headsets before
and was a bit sceptical
putting these on; yet, I
had to stop myself from
reaching out to pat the seat
leather, the colour of which
I had just changed to an
elegant burgundy. I could
see each stitch detailing
and feel the manufactured
luxury of the car, without
it being even on the same
continent as me. It felt like
I could do pretty much
everything but drive it.

“Digital customer-
centric initiatives are a
key focus area for Audi
in India,” says Balbir
Singh Dhillon, head of
Audi India. “In today’s
connected world, we
want our customers to
experience every detail
of the car in miniature

or actual size from the
comfort of their home or
office environment; this is
possible through virtual and
augmented reality (AR).
Through these new-age
solutions, a customer can
experience what the brand
truly stands for: Vorsprung
durch Technik, or ‘progress
through technology’.”
Audi’s VR experience—
which is supplemented
with an augmented reality
set up on an iPad as well—
is part of a new era of
luxury business driven by
high-end technology. For
the discerning set of high
net-worth individuals in
India, brands are working
to engage touch points
that offer next-level
convenience and tell unique
stories. The eventual goal
is to tailor every touch
point for each customer.
A lot of this process is
driven by technology
and artificial intelligence
(AI), and then built upon
to lend that clutter-
breaking wow factor.
“Over the past few
years, the quality of data
available has significantly
improved,” says Manishi
Sanwal, managing partner

StyleDotMe’s platform, MirrAR
lets customers virtually ‘try on’
jewellery at a store or kiosk,
much like a Snapchat filter

-----------------------------------------------------------

India’s luxury
consumers are getting
bored of monotonous,
age-old user
experiences. Brands are
conjuring up exclusivity
through AI/AR-VR to
hyper-personalise and
add that bit of ‘magic’

of data analytics firm
Voiceback Technologies,
who has previously worked
in leadership roles at
LVMH in India and China.
“While social media lets
you analyse behavioural
trends, a massive increase
in computing power has
made it possible to correlate
sales with customer

behaviour. Technology can
accurately forecast buying
decisions today, resulting
in less inventory, quick
and early monitoring of
trends and more customer
focus. This leads to higher
customer satisfaction and
stronger brand loyalty.”
It’s not all smoke
and mirrors though.

While there is the added
incentive to gain eyeballs,
the visual tech also plays
a utilitarian role.

For instance,
StyleDotMe, a Delhi-based
fashion-tech startup,
introduced an augmented
reality setup for the
jewellery industry a year-
and-a-half ago. Called

MirrAR, the patented
platform lets customers
virtually ‘try on’ different
pieces of jewellery at a
store or kiosk, much like a
Snapchat filter, eliminating
the need for inventory

at all chain stores and
speeding up the customer
trial process. MirrAR now
works with 77 jewellers in

MADHU KAPPARATH
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23 Indian cities, including
Tanishq, Amrapali, PC
Jewellers and Kalyan
Jewellers. They recently
did ‘zero-inventory’ kiosks
for Tanishq at Delhi and
Bengaluru airports, where
flyers could browse through
the brand’s collection, see
how it looked on them,
and generate leads.
“Jewellery is a
particularly conservative
industry, where most
jewellers are the third
or fourth generation in
the family,” says Meghna
Saraogi, founder and CEO,
StyleDotMe. “It’s tough
to change their mindsets.
The deal-breaker for us
was an association we did
with the Jaipur Jewellery
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Show early on, where we
set up an experience zone
through different domes.
Customers move across
the domes and, at eye level,
see themselves in different
jewellers’ inventories,
without physically having
to put anything on.
After the show, about 30
jewellers paid us uptront.”
Saraogi recalls how
one lady asked around to
know who had built the
zone, and finally found
and hugged her. “She
was so emotional, saying
she never thought she
would get a chance to see
herself in such jewellery,
but with this product, she
finally had,” she says.
MirrAR uses various

data points to make the
jewellery life-like, including
the height of the pieces
and the quality of the
diamonds used. The idea is
to depict a piece exactly as
it is, including its level of
shine. Jewellers can add an
unlimited number of images
to their virtual inventory,
and customers simply
swipe and click to try them
on. If they’re interested in
a certain piece, it can be
arranged to view physically.
“Jewellers typically
show catalogues or pictures
on their phones or iPads,
and we realised that even
a brand like Tanishq can’t
have the same inventory at
all its stores,” says Saraogi.
“It’s so capital intensive;

for jewellery retailers,
the biggest cost isn’t real
estate, but the cost of
transporting and securely
storing inventory. We
wanted to build something
that would work seamlessly
and solve a real pain point.
Many other existing AR
products worked on static
Images, or instruction-
based technology, where
a voice asks you to look
at a certain angle, turn
right or left, which a lot
of customers don’t like.”
MirrAR also allows
jewellers to create
computer aided design
(CAD) versions of jewellery
sets for customers to try
on, which can then be
built in the real world

based on feedback. “This
closes the gap between
real and virtual, as
jewellers only have to
manufacture the sets they
know will sell, preventing
wastage of both time and
resources,” she adds.
According to Saraogi,
an average customer tries
on 20 to 25 pieces when
using MirrAR, versus three
to five with physical trials.
“So our product is helping
jewellers show 5x more
SKUs (stock keeping unit)
than they would have,” she
says. “About 50 percent
of people we surveyed
say they feel awkward or
tired after trying on five
physical pieces at a store.”
StyleDotMe is working
on launching similar
AR solutions for beauty
and sunglasses markets
by the end of the year,
and say the products are
also helping jewellers
penetrate newer markets.
“Initially, we targeted
the big-brand jewellers
who had multiple stores in
Tier-1 and Tier-2 cities,”
says Saraogl. “We were
zapped to see the sort of
demand we’re getting from
Tier-3 and Tier-4 towns,
where smaller jewellery
stores take pride in being
the first ones to launch such
technology in their towns.
They want to be projected
as tech-savvy, progressive.
We’'re in places like Kota,
Rajkot, Akola, and it’s
amazing to see how people
are responding there.”
StyleDotMe recently
raised 2 crore in funding
from Indian Angel Network
and angel investors, in
a bridge round led by
Ambarish Raghuvanshi,

former CFO, Info Edge,
which runs various
consumer internet portals.
These funds will be used to
bolster operations and set
up a B2C web and mobile
app, where customers
can try on jewellery from
various brands from
their homes, and place
orders on the StyleDotMe
platform too. The company
claims that its number
of clients has grown by
40 percent quarter-on-
quarter over the past year.
Jewellery isn’t the only
traditional industry that
technology is disrupting;
it is also spawning a new
buzzy vertical in real estate
called PropTech, still at a

visualised in real time.
“Real estate, especially
in India, has been slow
to adopt technology, but
this is rapidly changing,”
says Abhay Kumar, head-
marketing, JLL India, a
real estate consultancy.
“Now, technology is the
top investment area for
many real-estate players—
developers know that
they can’t keep doing
business as they used to.
It’s no surprise that a lot of
startups who were earlier
working on algorithms for
IT players are now building
solutions for real estate.”
JLL has partnered with
the government’s Invest
India mission to launch a

“In India, you’re beginning to see the pull

towards aggregation and storytelling.
The era ot the Flipkart-Myntra

discounting driving the market is over.”
Ashwini Ashokan, CEO, Vue.ai

nascent stage in India.

In the luxury property
domain, the challenges for
the money-rich, time-poor
clients are obvious—HNTIs
are by and large busy
people, who may invest in
multiple properties and
may not have the time to
visit each site they might
consider. Brochures and
websites can give a limited
view. But using AR or VR,
buyers can be ‘immersed’
in their projects in the
next dimension, and take
a walk around not just
the property, but also its
street, surroundings and
so on. Interior projects
can be monitored without
site visits, and updates

PropTech accelerator, and
claims to have received
1,500-plus registrations
for the first round. Kumar
says AR and VR sales
experiences are far more
effective than brochures
and miniature 3D models,
helping cut down the
transaction process—but
even more in demand will
be the use of AI, machine
learning and the Internet of
Things (IoT) in this sector.
“From an occupier
perspective, this segment
has a far more direct use
case, something you will
interact with every day,”
he says. “We’re seeing
Alexa and Siri at all kinds
of homes today, but in the

luxury segment, things
are taken a step further
with automation.”

Using IoT-enabled
devices, residents can not
only map water wastage
and energy efficiency in real
time, but also control their
home temperature, book
parking slots, make sure the
lift has arrived even before
they reach the lobby, and
so on. Luxury developers
are investing in cloud-
based visitor management
solutions at projects too.
“This is not something we
are seeing in the middle
segment, but the luxury
segment has definitely
started implementing
it,” Kumar adds. “Think
of the convenience and
experience, and also the
data insights you can
draw using these, from
both a buyer and seller
perspective. These are
no longer technologies
of the future.”

ELEMENTARY,
DEAR WATSON
Tech giant IBM has been
working extensively in
building what it calls
‘cognitive fashion’. In 2017,
it partnered with two major
Indian fashion houses to
stretch the limits of fashion
tech, with the use of IBM
Watson, its AI-enabled tool.
With fashion designers
Falguni and Shane Peacock,
IBM Watson worked
to project the future of
fashion. Using the Watson
visual recognition API,
the team scanned 600,000
publicly available fashion
images from 2006 to 2017,
from the world’s four
biggest fashion weeks—
London, Paris, Milan and
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New York. Similarly, they
processed more than 5,000
major Bollywood outfits,
and studied data from 3,000
Bollywood movie posters
across the decades from
the 70s to the noughties.
IBM provided them with
tools to identify colour,
pattern and silhouette
trends, and Watson could
use AI to analyse thousands
of patterns and create
entirely unique ones for
the future-collection,
showcased at a fashion
show to a standing ovation.

“We were lucky to have
been the first few to work
with AI, and it has opened
up a lot of ideas on what we
can do with technology,”
says Falguni. “For example,
if I was working on a purple
dress, I could scan through
the archives to see all the
purple dresses showcased
earlier so that I know mine
is entirely new. This is one
way in which designers and
AT can work together... I
wouldn’t say AI will take
over the designer’s job,
but it can make their lives
dramatically easier.”

“Watson let us travel
back and forth in time and
space at an unbelievable
speed, letting us study
vast amounts of data for
both broad trends, as
well as an understanding
of the more obscure
data, too,” adds Shane.
“We’re looking forward
to extending Watson to
other parts of the creative
process because the future
of cognitive couture is
looking tabulous.”

IBM also partnered with
couturier Gaurav Gupta
for a high-tech art-meets-
fashion project: The world’s
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organising thoughts, open-
mindedness and originality,
confidence and problem
solving, action orientation,
consclentiousness,
openness to possibilities
and alternatives and social
energy. Each of these traits
was mapped to a colour
most associated with
them. So, if Aishwarya

Rai Bachchan was red,

first Al sari. Powered by
IoT, the white sculpted
sari-gown had an LED light
panel running across it, and
the lights would change
colours based on different
personalities. The sari-gown
featured as a live exhibit

at the Vogue Women of

the Year awards, worn

by actor and the event’s
emcee, Archie Panjabi.

Using Watson’s Shah Rukh Khan was
personality insights API, gold. The gown was also
the sari’s LED lights used as an interactive art
would change colour installation, where visitors
for each of the night’s could plug in their own

Twitter handles and have
the garment analyse their
profiles and change to a
colour assigned to them.
“What the experience
taught me is that the future
of design development is
definitely technology,”

awardees—a colour
assigned after Watson
conducted a detailed study
of the person’s social media
handles. Watson analysed
social media activity

using seven parameters,
including effectiveness in

Designer Gaurav Gupta along with actor Archie Panjabi who’s draped
in an Al sari that changes colours based on one’s personality
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says Gupta. “If I have a
mood for love—say neon
blue—it could come up
with a million print ideas
that can be customised in
milliseconds. Any human
developing that would take
days, months. I’'m toying
with the idea of adding
Watson to my design

team; it will add a different
dimension to my design.”

BRAIN POWER

Imagine knowing what every
customer is going to buy
before they walk into a store.

A powertul line from
a Deloitte report titled
‘Digital transformation-
the ultimate challenge
for the fashion industry’
pretty much sums it up.
The report advocates
digital transtormation
across fashion business
functions and stresses the
urgency and momentum
to ‘re-imagine, reshape
and retool for an era
in which traditional
boundaries are broken’.

Data is the new oil, but
few companies know just
how to use it. The report
says ‘digital clienteling’, or
leveraging user information
at the convergence of big
data analytics, IoT and data
science, will help brands
better tailor their sales
information and products
to customers, improving
conversion rates and
revenues. “A misaligned
or generic digital oftfering
may actually widen the
digital divide and even
pose a threat to brand
and reputation,” it says.

A few startups are seeing
great interest in solving
this problem for luxury
brands. Vue.ai, for instance,

formed in 2016, works on
personalisation, product
digitisation and increases
the speed at which you
can take a product online,
for the fashion industry. It
also helps analyse data to
increase personalisations,
which should eventually
lead to conversions. The
startup is based between
Chennai and San Francisco,
and services markets
including the US, Europe,
Latin America, Japan and
the Middle East. Its clients
include luxury fashion
e-store Pernia’s Pop Up
Shop, and it claims to have
grown 1ts revenue 3x over
the last year. Vue.ai and its
parent company, Mad Street
Den, raised a Series B round
of $17 million in April.
“This year, we’ve broken
into India, and it’s become
a pull market for us,”
says Ashwini Ashokan,
founder and CEO, Vue.
al. “It’s interesting to see
how the Indian customer
is changing and driving
this demand. You’re
beginning to see the pull
towards aggregation and
storytelling. I can safely say
that the era of the Flipkart-
Myntra discounting driving
the market is over.”
Ashokan says about 10
to 15 percent of their total
business now comes from
India. “This is the year of
luxury,” she adds. “Indians
are now associating heavily
with the value of a brand,
between both beauty and
fashion. Technology cannot
create that demand, but
it can create an order of
magnitude growth. That’s
where we’re focussed—how
to send a customer the right
thing at the right time.”

WU lhawiy Pemdlle

(Top) The BeautyMatchingEngine
Interface that helps personalise
cosmetics for users; a model
sporting a Falguni and Shane
Peacock creation based on
analysing user preferences

To explain, if you go on
an ecommerce webpage,
it is working quietly to
understand you in real time.
Are you looking at pink
lehengas? Are you looking
at pink lehengas with full
sleeves? Or are you not
looking at pink lehengas
at all, but a particular type
of embroidery, which led
you to your first two clicks
that happened to be on
pink. “Every single click
is specific to you,” says
Ashokan. “If a brand knows
who they are producing
tor, they can influence
production based on that,
and stop wasteful creation.
A lot of products get
dumped because there’s
no demand. When you’re
spending that kind of
money, you want each detail
to be perfect, and brands
must understand that.”

Similarly, London-based
BeautyMatchingEngine
(BME), run by its Indian-
origin founder Nidhima
Kohli, says India accounts
for its third-largest
volume of users. BME, an
oftshoot of its predecessor

MyBeautyMatches, is
a new Al-powered
product for the beauty
industry, which can help
companies make hyper-
personalised product
recommendations to users.
“The beauty industry
is behind many others on
innovation, but it’s good
with PR. It’s tough to make
beauty recommendations,
because each person might
react to it differently,” says
Kohli. “For example, we are
both Indian, but we live in
different climate conditions,
we are of different ages
and may have different
concerns. What works for
me will not work for you.
Our product takes into
account all these factors
before filtering down them
to recommendations.”
BME also analyses

VIRAL BHAYANI
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patterns—it noticed, for
instance, that a lot of
people buying shampoo for
hairfall and dandruft also
had acne concerns. “This
is data the company can
use, and we also help them
explain to customers why a
particular product is being
recommended to them,” she
adds. “Consumers are well-
educated now in the beauty
market, and companies
are beginning to see that
gimmicky experiences don’t
generate revenue. Every
touch point needs to count.”
“Ninety percent
of people still think
that personalisation
1s segmentation,” says
Ashokan of Vue.ai. “It’s
2019, that doesn’t work
anymore. You can’t tell
me that I am just like all
these other people.” i3
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| Fast, But Not Furious

Luxury brands are upbeat, although analysts strike a sombre note

Lakshay Narang (name
changed), a high networth
individual (HNI), had a
Diwali holiday planned in
Seychelles with four family
members for five nights
and six days. The stay at
a five-star resort with a
private beach, a luxury villa
and a pool would cost up
to 4.5 lakh per person. As
the economic slowdown set
in, Narang made multiple
changes to his plan trying to
cut corners, but eventually
decided to cancel the trip.
Sapneal Rao, founder
of Mumbai-based SSR
Holidays, says Narang is
only one of his many HNI
clients who have decided
to cut back on luxury
travel expenses. While
many argue that HNIs
are recession-proof, Rao
thinks otherwise. “The
slowdown is real, and it
has severely impacted our
business,” he says. Some
of his other HNT clients,
for instance, are either
moving from a five-star to
a four-star hotel or picking
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cheaper destinations.
“They have cut down
on expenses by at least
20-30 percent,” he says.
The luxury sector in
India has been growing
over the past several years
at about 10-11 percent, says
Abheek Singhi, managing
director and senior partner,
Boston Consulting Group.
But policy changes have
been slowing it down
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over the past two or three
years. It started with
demonetisation in 2016, as
Sarosh Mody, director at
Luxury Watch Works, an
after-sales service centre
for luxury watch

brands, puts it. “After
demonetisation, the sale
of luxury goods shot up
for two days because
people went berserk to
spend all the cash. And

then, there was a lull of
about seven months.”

How has the current
slowdown affected the
market? Mody distinguishes
luxury buyers into two
categories: Ones who are
buying for self-gratification,
and those that are actual
users. He says, “The
ones who are buying for
gratification are challenged
currently, because of the

uncertainty about their
jobs.” And the wealthy
actual users are avoiding
spending big money on
luxury because market
sentiments are pretty low.
Another major trend
that experts like Mody
have spotted is the rising
frequency of discounts,
instead of the earlier once
in a year. Besides, earlier,
when luxury brands had
their annual sale, people
would queue up on the
day of the preview, and
everything would get
booked or sold before even
the sale could start. “But the
last time I checked with a
brand, they said there was
no turnout on the preview
day and their first-day sales
were worth just %1 lakh,”

says Mody. Once global
luxury brands enter the
Indian market, they don’t
leave, but don’t expand
significantly either, he says.
The slowdown has
added to the woes of the
luxury real estate market.
In the real estate sentiment
index developed jointly
by Knight Frank (India),
the Federation of Indian
Chambers of Commerce
and Industry and National
Real Estate Development
Council, the April-June
quarter has reflected a dip
in the current and future
sentiment. The report
points out that, according to
the RBI, household savings,
a major contributor to the
economy, have slumped
to a decade low, whereas
the financial liabilities as
a part of the disposable
incomes have seen a 200
percent increase from 2009
to 2019. “The government’s
focus on affordable housing
along with demonetisation
had taken the sheen oft
luxury housing over the
past two years. As a result,
builders restricted new
supply in luxury category
across the top seven cities,”
says Anuj Puri, chairman
of property consultants
Anarock. According to the
company, nearly 86,400
units of luxury real estate
priced above %1.5 crore
were unsold between
January and September.
Despite the sombre
note struck by analysts,
some of the luxury brands,
particularly retailers,
Forbes India spoke to
sounded upbeat. Carmaker

People are avoiding spending big
money as sentiment is low

Lamborghini, for instance,
has found a stick to beat
the slowdown with even as
the automobile industry is

struggling with falling sales.

The Italian manufacturer
has had four back-to-
back launches starting
with Urus early last year,
Aventtador SVJ in January,
Huracan EVO in February
and the latest one being
Huracan EVO Spyder on
October 10. According to
Sharad Agarwal, India
head of Lamborghini,
“Launching new models is
one of the smartest ways
to beat slowdown.” The
company has received
orders for 60 cars in FY19,
compared to 45 in FY18.
Agarwal adds: “During
a slowdown, there is a
need to do something
different and exciting for
the customer and a new car
generates that excitement
among automobile
enthusiasts in India.
Through a new product, we
try to balance the negative
slowdown| with a positive
excitement]|.” According
to Lamborghini, around
70 percent of customers
buying Urus are first time
buyers, a rare scenario in
India. Agarwal does believe
that a slowdown might
prompt HNIs to postpone
their purchase, “but being
a luxury product, his or her
interest wouldn’t drop”.
Dinaz Madhukar,
executive vice president
at DLF Luxury Retail and
Hospitality that owns the
DLF Emporio in Delhi,
also feels people in the
super luxury segment are
not hesitating to spend.
The premium shopping
complex has added four

international luxury brand
stores in September itself.

Madhukar further feels
that slowdown in categories
like automobile and real
estate leaves HNIs with
more disposable income.
The fact that Amazon saw
sales worth %750 crore of
premium smartphones
within the first 36 hours of
the ‘Great Indian Festival’
sale in late September is
an indicator of people’s
purchasing power despite
the slowdown, she says.

Mohit Monga, business
head of Rosenthal Versace,
also says he does not see
any slowdown in the luxury
sector. “I agree that there’s
a countrywide economic
slowdown but if you come
to Emporio in Delhi and see
the crowd here purchasing
goods, you will not see a
slowdown,” he says. Monga
has launched a store at
Emporio on September
5 and says the response
has been overwhelming.
“We had launched amber
whisky glasses with
100 sets; they were sold
out within 20 days.”

And while one might
assume that the art sector
would also have taken a
hit, Jagdip Jagpal, fair
director, India Art Fair,
claims otherwise, “On
the contrary, exhibitors
reported making impressive
sales at India Art Fair in
January and February,
indicating a growing
interest and confidence
in South Asian modern
and contemporary art.”
According to Jagpal
galleries are increasing
sales year on year, with
a younger generation of
collectors now emerging.
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Sustainable:

The New Posh

“The term ‘sustainable
fashion’ is an oxymoron,”
says Rina Singh, founder
of Eka. “Because if

you are going to create
something fashionable, it
cannot be sustainable.”

The fashion industry
is plagued with inherent
issues that make it
unsustainable. From the
use of chemical dyes and
synthetic fibres that pollute
the environment, and the
enormous amounts of
waste it generates in the
form of fabric scraps, to
the employment of low-
wage workers in cramped
and unsafe conditions
in sweatshops around
developing countries,
there are several factors
that contribute to this
unsustainability.

Adding to this is the
recent concept of ‘fast
fashion,” where inexpensive
clothing is rapidly produced
by manufacturers to
meet latest trends, and
consumers buy and discard
them within short periods
of time, sometimes after
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The virtues ot
sustainable clothing are
many, but a lot of them
tall in a price bracket well
beyond the reach of most

o0
By JASODHARA BANERJEE
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wearing them only once.
This not only exerts
enormous pressure on
resources and production
processes, but it also
generates vast amounts
of clothing as waste that
ends up in landfills.
Hence, the concept of
sustainable clothing—as
opposed to sustainable
fashion—is one that
not only addresses
the issues of sourcing
responsibly and adopting
production techniques
that are sustainable for
all stakeholders, but it
also stands for raising
awareness among
consumers about buying
less and thoughtfully.
What the adoption
of these practices
therefore does is push
up prices, thus nudging
sustainable clothing into
the realm of luxury.

hen we started
out in 2014,
it was not
about starting a label but
a conversation around the
issues of wastage in the
industry,” says Kriti Tula,
designer and founder of
Doodlage, a Delhi-based
label that works with
fabrics that are generated
as waste by other garment
manufacturers. “I had
thought about starting
Doodlage before I went
to London for my masters
in 2012. While there, I got
a chance to understand
the global conversation
around sustainability,
which made me more
determined to start this
conversation in India.”
Doodlage estimates
that post-cutting waste,

“Sustainability means sustaining a cratt, and I have to keep
it relevant through the designs I make.”

Rina Singh, founder, Eka

stitching waste, defective
fabrics, misprints and
end-of-line fabrics in mass
production set-ups account
for 16 to 20 percent of the
total fabric consumption;
in a large-scale garment
production unit in India
this could be about 45,000
metres of fabric daily.
“When we started, there
was no supply chain for
fabrics like this,” adds
Tula. “So we had to set up
everything from scratch.”
Working with similar
products—upcycled and
recycled fabrics and yarns—
is Sohaya Misra, who
started the Chola brand of
attires as an experiment in
2015. “We have teamed up
with Anandi Enterprises in
Tamil Nadu, from where
we get fabrics that are
made of recycled cotton

fibres,” says Misra, whose
collection was showcased
as part of the Sustainable
Fashion Day at the 2017
Lakmeé Fashion Week. “Our
designs are inspired by
the fabrics themselves, so
we don’t manipulate them
in any way by additional
dyeing or embroidery.

We have free cuts that
minimise wastage.”

With the increasing
realisation of the
unsustainability of cotton
as a natural source of fibre
for fabrics—according to
the World Wide Fund
for Nature, it takes more
than 20,000 litres of
water to produce just 1 kg
of cotton—designers are
experimenting with other
sources of natural fibres.
“For the latest collection of
AW19, we have a growing

selection of sustainable
fabrics made from bamboo,
tencel, cupro and organic
cotton,” say Rahul Rai and
Simral Lal, co-founders
of Nicobar, a design and
lifestyle studio. Tencel is a
fabric made from the wood
pulp of trees that are grown
and replaced on special
tarms, and uses recyclable,
eco-friendly solvents, while
cupro is a regenerated
cellulose fibre, made from
the extra fibres of the
cotton seed that would
otherwise be thrown away.
Being sustainable is not
just about being careful
about the environmental
impact of the sourcing
process, but also its social
impact, such as creating
long-term livelihoods for
the people who are involved
in the manufacturing
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(Below) Anita Dongre’s brand Grassroots works with the
Self Employed Women’s Association in various regions
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“Our designs are inspired by the tabrics
themselves. We have free cuts that
minimise wastage.”

Sohaya Misra, founder and creative director, Chola

ADITI TAILANG

KARISHMA SHAHANI KHAN: JIGNESH MISTRY FOR FORBES INDIA

process. “We work with
different craft clusters
across the country and
through intelligent design
intervention, amalgamate
age-old crafts with
mainstream contemporary
fashion, thereby creating a
sustainable ecosystem for
the craft and its maker,”
says Anita Dongre, whose
apparel brand Grassroots
works with members of the
Selt Employed Women’s
Association (SEWA) across
various states, including
Gujarat “to make beautiful
clothes while creating
beautiful tomorrows for our
people, planet and crafts.
This not only empowers
the artisans and helps
keep the craft alive, but
also enables in elevating
their quality of living.”
Working with the same
set of craftsmen is one way
to ensure that they are
able to carry on a tradition
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that they have inherited
from generations. “Our
work has always been
focussed around cluster
development, as we felt that
we could add value to the
process by combining the
skills of these craftsmen
with our designs, and make
products that are suitable
for a global market,”
says Ruchi Tripathi,
co-founder of Indigene,
a conscious clothing
label. “Sustainability is a
complex subject, and is
not just about hand-woven
fabrics,” adds co-founder
Jaya Bhatt. “The entire
supply chain matters.”

Indigene, which was
started in 2011, has been
working with the same set
of craftsmen; for instance,
they source ajrakh fabrics
from Kutch, khadi from
West Bengal and ikat from

Telangana. “We also work
with a group of 20 to 25

“Customers should be able to wear
these clothes tor many seasons, without
worrying about current trends.”

Karishma Shahani Khan, creative director, Ka-Sha

women from Sarita Vihar,
a slum area in Delhi, who
were initially semi-skilled
in hand-embroidery,” says
Bhatt. “Over the years
we have seen their skill
levels improve, along
with their livelihoods.”
Design label Ka-Sha,
started by Karishma
Shahani Khan of Pune,
works with cooperatives
of weavers in different
parts of the country: Silk
from Bhagalpur, malkha
from Hyderabad, khadi
from Kerala, cottons
from Gujarat and Jaipur,
and handwoven fabrics
from Chanderi and
Maheshwar. Eighty to 85
percent of the material
comes from handlooms.
“We don’t like to use the
word ‘sustainable’ since
it is overused, and much
abused,” adds Shahani. “We
are making clothes that
last a long time; we work

with upcycled and recycled
fabrics. This is the kind of
textiles we need to wear.”
Singh, of Eka, has been
working with the same
craftsmen for a decade.
“Sustainability means
sustaining a craft,” she
says. “And I have to keep
a craft relevant through
the designs that I make.”

eeping designs
relevant season
after season is at the
core of Shahani’s creations
for Ka-Sha. “The idea is
that consumers should be
able to wear these clothes
for many seasons, without
worrying about the current
trends,” says Shahani, who
works out of her studio in
Pune. “That is why we have
designs with a lot of layers
that clients can wear and
style in different ways.”
Singh says fashionable
women may not identify

with the clothes that she
designs, since they are not
mass produced with the
intent to bring down costs.
“Eka is an elegant brand
and has created a niche
for itself. It will not make
you fit into fashion circles,
and make you stand out
instead,” she says. “They
are for women who are
settled in their choices and
are happy to wear them
season after season.”
“Nicobar is a brand that
celebrates a modern Indian
tropical aesthetic and it is
through our products that
we want to sensitise our
guests to a more thoughtful
way of living,” say Rai
and Lal. “For example,
our clothes are style-led
and not trends-led which
means that they will
never go out of fashion.”
Where design aesthetics
are concerned, sustainable
clothing brands are often
associated with certain
signature characteristics,
such as anti-fit cuts,
minimal embellishments,
and muted colours. “I
think these are a natural
outcome of the kind of
tabrics and techniques we
use,” explains Tula. “For
instance, natural dyes are
usually not shiny and glossy
as fast colours, nor do
they have as wide a colour
range; the texture of natural
fabrics is very typical and
unlike the fabrics made
with polyester and other
synthetic fibres.” Chola, for
instance, is defined by its
clean lines and simplicity.

“I am heavily inspired

by Japanese designs,

and like my clothes to be
structural in nature,” says
Misra.“When I design
something, I don’t think
about whether it is for a
man or women. Age, sex
and size are no bar for

my designs.” In keeping
with this mantra, Misra’s
collection showcased at the
2018 Lakme Fashion Week
was gender-neutral, with
women and men dressed in
drag modelling her clothes.

ven though designers

are making a move

away from mass-
produced, environmentally
and socially unsustainable
sourcing and manufacturing
practices, winning over
consumers remains a tough
nut to crack. “They will
come, take a look at the
designs, and say, ‘Lekin
yeh toh cotton hai |but this
is cotton|’, immediately
implying that it does not
deserve this price,” says
Shahani. “Then it is up to
us to make them realise,
that yes, this is indeed
cotton, and highlight
the workmanship and
skills that have gone
behind creating it.”

Luxury clothing brings

with it the perception
of expensive looking
materials, trendy cuts and
colours and, often, bling.
Sustainably made clothes
would almost never tick any
of these boxes. “Marketing
sustainable labels is a big
challenge if the products

don’t look luxe enough,”
says Bhatt of Indigene.
“People are accustomed

to look for occasion wear,
whereas we make garments
that can be worn from the
day till evening.” There is
also the challenge of not
constantly supplying fresh,
new designs to stores from
where they retail, since

the time taken to create a
new line of garments—trom
the point of conception

to the finished product—
could take between six

and eight months.

“The primary challenge
has been changing people’s
perspective of fashion,” says
Dongre. “It involves helping
a shopper, who is trained

to expect seasonality

and speed in fashion, to

appreciate the beauty and

value in slow fashion.”
Singh explains that if a

certain cratt—whether it

is of weaving or dyeing or

embroidery—takes a month

and a half to complete, then

that is time it will have

to be given. Craftsmen

who are employed in

the process will need

to be paid for the entire

duration of the process.“By

trying to speed up the

process, you will actually

be killing it,” she says.
Dongre adds that one

of her greatest learnings,

through Grassroots, has

been that handcrafts take
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“When we started, there was no supply
chain for tabrics like this. So we had to
set up everything trom scratch.”

Kriti Tula, designer and founder, Doodlage

MADHU KAPPARATH

time and won’t submit to

a schedule. Every piece of
fabric that is woven, block-
printed or embroidered

is done by artisans who
give it the time and
attention it deserves.

ut must sustainable
B clothing be available

at luxury price
points? “Every product is
created keeping in mind a
market that it is catering
to,” says Tula. “If brands
are positioning themselves

at an inaccessible price
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point for a mass consumer,
they are making a choice to
serve a luxury market. And
the details of the product
or brand value created

will justify these costs.
Doodlage is positioned

as an aspirational, but
affordable brand. She adds
that it is up to an individual
on how they perceive
luxury, and if someone

is purchasing more and
more, it may not be possible
for them to make the
switch easily to buying
less, but buying better.

MADHU KAPPARATH

Ruchi Tripathi and Jaya Bhatt (right), co-founders of Indigene,
believe that sustainability goes beyond just hand-woven fabrics

Dongre believes that the
idea of sustainable clothing
being expensive is a myth.
“As opposed to fast fashion,
sustainability encourages
people to buy less so that
they discard less. This
has led to consumers re-
examining their tendency
to over-buy and under-wear
apparel—consequently
leading to a higher demand
for sustainable apparel,”
she says. Grassroots,
however, is positioned
as a sustainable luxury
brand that combines
traditional Indian crafts
with contemporary styles.

Tripathi of Indigene
says people in India are
accustomed to handmade
clothing, and are theretore
less appreciative of them.
“Sustainable clothing is a
luxury because it includes
all these hand-made
products and detailing.
However, we don’t want
to make it completely
out of reach and would
want to cater to a larger
market,” she says.

As India’s apparel
market balloons—according
to data from McKinsey’s
FashionScope, it will be
worth $59.3 billion in
2022, making it the world’s
sixth largest, comparable
to the UK’s ($65 billion)
and Germany’s ($63.1
billion)—more than 300
international fashion
brands are expected to open
stores in India by 2021. As
Indian consumers warm
up to the availability of
both—expensive high-street
and designer pret labels as
well as inexpensive mass-
produced labels—thanks to
a multitude of ecommerce
platforms, wooing them
with the virtues of slow
and sustainable fashion
may take its time.

It is little surprise then
that most of these brands
find more takers in foreign
markets, especially the
US, rather than in India.
Because, as 1t turns out,
affording sustainable
clothing in India could
well be a luxury.

Forbesindia.com

Forbesindia.com 1s India’s most
authoritative and influential web
address, bringing you definitive
Lists of achievers, cutting-edge
entrepreneurial 1deas and sharp
pusiness and financlal analysis.
Spanning topics related to wealth

creation, buzzing startups anc

iconic enterprises, thought

leadership, philanthropy, lifestyle
and technology, Forbesindia.com
influences the country's most
influential and keeps India ahead

IN business.

For



The @Life

She’s Got A
Ticket To Ride

Horse-riding, a passion ot the rich and tamous, is often
perceived to be a male preserve. A tew women are fighting
to change the narrative

& ®
By KATHAKALI CHANDA

It’s 9 on a Sunday morning
and much of Pataudi, a
town about 100 km from
Delhi, is yawning off its
sleepiness. At its solitary
arterial road, most shops
are shuttered, only a
few hole-in-the-wall
eateries have creaked
open for breakfast.
Revving Minidors at the
town square are awaiting
travellers to Gurugram, the
nearest big city, but unlike
the rush through the week,
there’s only a trickle.
However, at the 120-acre
Usha Stud Farms, located
a few minutes down the
Pataudi-Rewari road that
branches out of the square,
it’s business as usual.
Around 10, Dhawaniyan, a
dark bay yearling, troops
into the round pen for
training. Leading him into
the arena is Parmeet Kaur,
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33, dressed in denims and a
striped T-shirt, her hands
gripping the lunge reins.
Dhawaniyan picks up his
cue from Kaur’s cadence
every time she sputters
instructions, alternating
between a walk and trot,
or coming to a dead halt
occasionally. Kaur may be
all of 5°6” and Dhawaniyan
a strapping 400-odd-kg,
but there’s no mistaking
who controls the reins.

It’s a rare sight, though,
a woman holding mastery
over the animal that has
fuelled the passion of
the rich and famous. For
centuries, horse-riding in
India has been considered
to be elite—a preserve
of the likes of billionaire
businessmen like stud farm
owner Cyrus Poonawalla
or industrialist and
polo aficionado Naveen
Jindal—and masculine. Its
gendered image has been
buttressed by its association
with an institution that is
still debating the equality
of roles for women—the
army, whose 61st cavalry
holds the distinction of
being its only horsed
cavalry unit and known

for producing some of
the finest equestrian
sportsmen in the country.
Given its history, it’s
evident why Kaur makes
heads turn, and it’s one of
the reasons she has been
hired by Ameeta Mehra,
of Usha Stud Farms, one
of the few women in the
male-dominated industry.
“One of the things I have
taken oath for is that if
there are any women in
my protession, I will back
them. Women need to
mentor other women for
them to rise,” says Mehra.
It’s not an easy path, as
Mehra would be the first
to admit. Born to Major PK
Mehra, she has been around
horses since she was
three, when she received a
Shetland pony as a birthday
gift. Since the early 90s, she
had been part of her father’s
equine business, living on
a farm, working shoulder
to shoulder with the boys
and expanding operations
through the decade. Mehra
herself has bred seven
Indian derby winners, out
of a total 13 for the farm,
the highest in the country
ahead of 10 for Poonawalla

MADHU KAPPARATH

Stud Farms. Yet, when

she lost her parents and
sister in a copter crash in
2001, everyone, her staft
included, thought the farm
would shut down. “I would
meet my competitors who’d
tell me ‘we’re sorry for

your loss, of course you
have to close down now’.
My managers thought they
needed to get new jobs,

my vet went for another
interview. Many of my male
relatives also offered to step
in,” she says. “But I refused.
Two days after the accident,
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[ was back at the farm.”
When Mehra started
out, one could count the
number of women dabbling
in horses professionally.
For every Arti Doctor, a
horse trainer since 1988 in
Mumbai and Kolkata, or a
Silva Storai, an Italian who

settled in India in the ’70s
and got her jockey’s licence
in 1992, there would be
hordes of young girls who
would ride for fun and then
ditch it for a mainstream
profession. Of the ones who
stuck around, most would
go for equestrian; polo

remained on the backseat
for its inherent dangers and
racing from its perception
of being a gambling den.
Over the past decade,
though, the tide seems to
be turning. In 2013, for
instance, Mumbai-based
fashion designer Rinaa
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“A thoroughbred could cost %15 lakh. A warmblood starts at
220 lakh. Besides, keeping a horse in prime condition would

cost at least 40,000 a month. That’s the EMI ot a luxury car.”
Dipti Gohel, marketing professional and rider
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Shah became the country’s
first woman to own a polo
team; in 2014, India sent

its first all-women team

for dressage—an Olympic
equestrian discipline—

at the Asian Games in
Incheon, South Korea. In
2016, the first all-women’s
polo team took part in the
Tata Polo Cup in Delhi. The
next year, Parvati Byramji,
a bashtul polo player from
Mumbai’s Amateur Riders
Club (ARC) in the mid-"90s,
became South India’s first
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woman horse trainer.
Early in 2019, ilmmaker
Roopa Barua’s Daughters
of the Polo God, a heart-
warming story of Manipuri
women making forays
on the polo field, won
the best documentary
award at the 19th Annual
New York Indian Film
Festival, opening up gender
conversations in the sport.
Manipur, home to Sagol
Kangjei, the ascendant
of modern polo, now has
about two dozen women
players, many of whom
teamed up for the first
time in 2016 to play against
American players in a
tournament to celebrate
its Statehood Day.
But the most definitive
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proof of mainstreaming
women in horse-riding
came this August when

a biopic, likely to star

actor Taapsee Pannu,

was announced on the

life of Rupa Singh, the
country’s first woman to
become a jockey in 2002;
Singh, 37, 1s now a trainer.
Breaking the proverbial
glass ceiling is still a far cry,
but an army to chip at it is
ogradually coming together.

he sport of
equestrian, and
more specifically
of dressage, which tests
a rider’s ability to make
horses perform specific
movements through
subtle communication, has

P RAVIKUMAR FOR FORBES INDIA
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seen the largest cluster

of women over the years.
Major (Retd) JS Ahluwalia,
an Arjuna awardee rider
who has represented India
in both the Olympics and
the Asian Games, feels
Indian women have been
excelling in dressage over
the last decade. Ahluwalia
has been instrumental

in the career of Vanita
Malhotra, a former national
champion, who was

told after several years

of riding that her basics
were all wrong. Since 17,
Malhotra has been under
the tutelage of Ahluwalia
and has been part of the
first all-woman dressage
team to the Asian Games in
2014. She was also part of

the Jakarta contingent in
2018, before the Equestrian
Federation of India (EFI)
pulled the team out over
qualification criteria.

But Indian girls have
a tougher battle to fight
than mere skills. “They
have to fight societal bias.
In Europe, girls grow up,
get married and come
back to the sport. In India,
riding is never a sport
well-acknowledged and
lucrative enough for a girl
to continue beyond schools

or colleges,” says Ahluwalia.

Besides, the expenses
of owning a horse make
both equestrian and polo
niche disciplines. A polo
horse starts from anywhere
between %3 lakh and %6

lakh. “A thoroughbred for
showjumpers would cost
you anything between

Z5 lakh and %15 lakh. A
warmblood starts at 320
lakh. Besides, keeping a
horse in prime condition
would not come for
anything less than 340,000
a month. That’s the EMI
of a luxury car,” says
Dipti Gohel, a marketing
professional who took up
riding at Mumbai’s ARC
about six years ago.

An exception would be
Ahluwalia’s current ward
Shruti Vora, granddaughter
of late industrialist KK
Birla and a former national
dressage champion who
left the sport in 1997 when
she got married. Vora
returned to equestrian in
2009 to fill the void after
both her grandparents
passed away within months
of each other in 2008. The
48-year-old is gunning for
qualification in the 2020
Olympics by training in
Germany’s Appelhulsen,
away from her husband in
Mumbai and two children
at university in the US.
“There are too many
challenges in India in terms
of infrastructure, coaches
and the administrative
mess that is the EFI. Twice,
in 2010 and in 2018, our
participation in the Asian
Games was withheld at the
last minute because of this.
It deprives us of necessary
international exposure.

If I need to make a mark
in global competitions, I
have to train abroad, even
if it means that January
was the last time I could
go home,” says Vora.

While the obstacles in
equestrian are gender-
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Vanita Malhotra represented India in the 2014 Asian Games as part of its first all-women contingent

neutral—in fact, the EFI
insisted on equal gender
representation while
setting up an athlete’s
commission in June headed
by Malhotra—sports like
polo and racing have set up
formidable gender barriers
for women for decades.
Storai, now director of the
Bengaluru-based Embassy
Riding School and the only
woman jockey in the world
to win two derbies, sums it
up in a sentence. “If I would
win a race, it would be
because the horse was good;
if I lost, it was because 1
wasn’t good enough.”

Her words find
resonance even now, in the
experiences of Singh, the
first Indian lady jockey,
who would initially be
oiven only mediocre
horses to race. “Only

when I started to win even
with those horses did the
trainers notice me. Even
then, the external trainers
gave me better horses,
not the one who gave me
my jockey’s licence,” says
Singh. She won her first two
races for external trainers
and eventually went on to
win 12 classics. In April, she
acquired a trainer’s licence.
But not much seems to have
changed despite her track
record. “I teel they don’t
take me seriously yet. I've
just been given 10 horses,
the minimum one needs to
start as a trainer. Hopefully,
they’ll have confidence
In me over time.”

Byramji, who trains
horses every morning
at the Bangalore Turf
Club, has also been called
a “publicity stunt” or a

front for her husband and
celebrity trainer Darius.

“A lot of men believe it’s
him and not me. But I’d
rather ignore them and look
at incredibly supportive
owners like Ameeta. That
she sent one of her horses,
Gift of Grace, to me to train,
a horse bred at Usha, one of
the best stud farms in the
country, is a huge vote of
confidence,” says Byramji.

ow does one

extricate oneself

from the gender
stereotypes of horse-riding?
With thick skin, of course,
and a lot of pluck. Byramji
recalls the years she was
the only female polo player
in the ARC and was taken
lightly by her opponents.
“At their own peril. I
would take advantage of
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the fact that they were
underestimating me and
would hit the ball so hard
that they wouldn’t make
that mistake twice,” she
says. Like, marking Colonel
Ravi Rathore, an Arjuna
Awardee, so hard that he
yelled out to his teammates,
“Get this girl oft my back.”
Or, jokes Byramji, when
she was thrown out of the
field for “cussing like a
sailor”, just like the men.
Rinaa Shah, who now
owns a polo team, took
up the sport at 38, an age
when most sportspersons
retire. Hooked on to the
game after one random
visit to the Mahalaxmi Race
Course in Mumbai, she
started her training the next
day, returning to the field
despite two fractures in her
thumb, back problems and
stitches on her upper lip
after being hit by a horse
with his head. “It’s not an
easy process. You have to
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looking to buy her tickets to
Mumbai anytime soon. As
Rupa Singh’s tather would
tell her, if men gave their
100 percent, she needed
to give her 200 percent

to move the needle, even
when she was thrown oft
a horse galloping at 80 km
per hour. Because riding

a horse isn’t so much
physical as it is technical.

Simultaneously, you’ve got
to train the horse so that
he isn’t scared of the stick,
so that he knows he has to
follow the ball,” says Shah.
The change in attitude
doesn’t happen overnight,
but builds up over time
when one puts in the
hard yards. At 61, Doctor,
who chucked a career as
an NID-trained graphic

it. It can be the difference
between winning and
losing a race,” says Storai.
Once Byramji proved
her mettle on the polo
field, her male colleagues
rallied around her and
even put their foot down
when the National Defence
Academy in Pune objected
to a female member while
hosting the ARC team
for a match. “When they
said there wouldn’t be an
accommodation for me,
all my male teammates
huddled into a room and
left the other room entirely
for me,” she says. When
the men would change
into their jerseys in the
middle of the field itself,
they would form a phalanx
outside her car to transform
it into a changing room.
Says Mehra, “Once you
establish your credentials,
and the excellence of your
work, you rise in stature.”
Bottomline: You can’t

train your hand with the designer to become a “The strength of a man leave out the men but
stick, sit on a wooden horse | horse-trainer, still wakes is his strength. And the fashion your own space
and hit 100 balls every up at 4.30 am to reach strength of a woman is along with them. On one

day, then gradually hit the
field and pick up pace over
the course of some time.

relating to a horse. She
makes the horse want to do
it for her without asking for
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