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IN A FREEWHEELING
CONVERSATION WITH
FORTUNE INDIA,
RATAN TATA TALKS
ABOUT THINGS
THAT GIVE HIM A
11GH, EVENTS THAT
HAVE PULLED HIM
JOWN, AND PRETTY
MUCH EVERYTHING
IN BETWEEN. EDITED
EXCERPTS:

Horw da vou see yourachievements in the last decade?
Irsadiffienlt to quantify. There have been periods of greal sat-
Esfaction and some thiat T wouldnt call a disappointment, bt
there was asense of frustration when things did not work out,
the way we hoped. There's also been a lot of introspection.
Take Jaguar Land Rover [JLR] and Corus, our two langest
nexpuisitions. They weren t impalsive buys; they were deeply
dieliberated within Tata Stesl and Tata Motors, Tn s cnse of
Corus, the cost wenb up becaose of the bidding, mixed with
ourdetermination that India must win against Brazil.
Hiovvever, wee did nof reach our decsdod n,ll.-u:_ﬂ'[]m'im. Ini
the case of JLR, we believed we got a fair price, But noone

anticipated the coonomic downturn, The business model
we worked on so hard was shattered by the sconomic scene
anc wewere left with two over-leveraged nequisitions, This
wins i difficult time, when vou were trving to establish your-
self, to gain the confidence of U people, and you owned the
responsibility of those companies ina new country, With
the banking svstem having vapeurised with financial ethics,
wou miighit just theew it to the winds, Tt was atest for Tata
Sons, which had to step in and support these companies

e wearing multiple hiats, For o time, 1 elt perhaps Twas
straining Tata Sons mwore than necessary, Yet the spirit of
the people within the organisation saw us through and, of
course, e murket did recover, vindicating our

warlier decision.

Is there any event that vou'd pick over the last 10 or 20
years that's been the most rewarding for vou?

I think hoth these bidding operations in sequisition terms

have been among the most rewarding, bot there have been,
for exmmple .

e I thought vou'd say the launch of Uthe Nano,

1was going tocome to that. Mot just the luneh of the Mano
but the whole process .. eulminating in the launch, [ cant
say whist was more rewarding—the lsunch, or seeing it come
1.1.'.lf,'tth|:!'. Soitsactually the jpairney, nod an instance, that

I'd highlight. Thee reaction the Nano evoked on the day of

its launch was emotionally moving for me, mot rewarding.
Iwasnteven trying to rench the peophe that reacted,, sotha
maameent was probably the highest point in my life.

You would say that?

Yos, Dwould. You know, tohave such o renetion was almast
intoxcicating. Heres o funny thing—at that time | had scarier
things o may mdnd, [wis belimd the curtain [at the Mew
Dielhi Auto Expo, 2008] and was told to start the carat a
particulartime, | thought, suppose the car dossn't start?
The plwee wis dark, so [ wondered whethoer Td drive it offthe
stage instead of parking at the turntable. | had one person
lying on the ground with a laser pointer, keeping it flash-

ing until L reached the spot .1 had to switch off the engine
beefore the music stopped so that thers was total silenoe. T'm
neot s o i on stage with all these cues.

Soyou're saying the scguisitions and the ¥ano have
been your most significant achievements?

You're talking ahout significant for me, But the way [ look at
il, there have been moments which have beon qgn itscant for
the entire organisathon, like the way it reacted to the terrorist
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pitock [ Mumbai, Mov, 26, 2008], To me, thnt's a high point ...
But the price ome felt! s similarwath the Nano, The reason
1 b thie e get outand get recognised (ol the auto show]
wis becanse they did the job. [ didn't. There hiave been plenty
of such moments.

When you took over in 1991, did you expect the groop to
grow to the size it istoday?

Yes! Actually, not quite the way it happencd, but in the first
or second year that [ wis chairman, 1setout agoal ... that
we'd be n Bs 1 lnkh crore group by this date. But every time
we had a sueeess, we had a recession that preceded it

Sovwe achioved it muvbe two or three vears later, But the
reaction to that first goal was: T ean’t happen. 1ts too ambi-
tious. How are vou going to do it?” [t was very different some
vears later when I sct goals, because the group had come to
think, “Yes, this can bedone’. A few years earlier, Tata Sted]
anadl Tata Motors wou bd have ballked w any move to peguine
COMMLITY (VETSEAS.

I've abways been trying fo
fineel solutions. I muess il was

what droce me lo a 'r‘,ff'}."r*t‘."r.'.*‘f*. :
[ amn a sort of an idiol invenlor.
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What has been vour biggest learning in all this?

I have tosay with humility that my biggest learning was
from a study [ undertook on how India and China were
different, What made them mose competitive than us? One
thimg that hit me in e face is that they set their sights very
high for evervthing they did, to the extent that in each cose
one thowght China was abaurd to be dolng it. This led me

to change not st my mindset, It that of the whole group
[which was] todo things in small increments. 1L was more
prudent, amd vou could digest it betier. The Chinese model
aimed 1o be the biggest. You want an aicport? Flan for 10
vears, even though it looks like overkil]. Somewhers in that,
I lenrmt to think big and bebodd, and not just succamb to the
safi=at thing todo, Don't be a follower, don’t just dowlust vou
knaww is okay, be ready to break new ground,

| Didlittle eureka moments drive the grassroots innova-

tion that you spearheaded or was the thought always at
the back of vour mind?

Mo, they were notin the back of my mind for a long time.

Bt D've always been teyimge to find sobutions, T guess it was
whiat drove me toarchitecture. 'm sart of an idiot imentor,
It's also partly about being a left-hander. There are so many
products designed for right-handed people that one always
felt disadvantaged. Forinstance, vou can’t cut paperwith
yourleft hand; vou cant use the scissors, so it abways leads
you to ask why vou enntdo it ancther way.

Did similar thinking drive the Indica?

Ahsolutely. At that time, things were different. Everyhady
said India couldn't produes itz own e it couldn't produce
o for thiss price. And 1 thaought: “Todiy, the most suitable
ear for Indin is the Ambassador, IUs comioetable, the right
size, and high enough to make getting in and out easier, So
coukd we not design acar that had the intermal dimensions of
an Amby, with modern packaging, that would run on diesel
to e economical, and cost as much asa Maruti?* Again it
wins fust a set of goals ... and we achieved them,

Sowhat happens when you have these thoughts? Who
d-u:ruu bounees theo of? What does BNT, the T EET,
do, as opposcd to Ratan Tata, chairman, Tata Sons?
Yies, | bounee therm: mose often than not, they bounce right
back. On the Nano, forexumple, Dhad and still hove the view
that we should have satellite manufacturing companies.
[Tata Motors had plins to get the ‘people’s car’ assembled bo-
cally.] We'd create s low-cost assembly plant which we'd sell
a% a kit. Then we'd take on young entrepreneurs. Wed train
their people and look after quality assurance while theyid




I wou furce to prosecule, you

business, In the U.S.. the NS, l(
hand oul hose conoersalions so that a mayor lalling fo
his mistress has his marital problems aired.”

mamuifacture the product forus and be our dealersin that
areal, We haven'teome there as yet, so thats another beg.

But you are still following the same thing?

Yoz, The considersd view is that it cannot be done. There's no
reason wiy it conmot be done, and somsewvhiere down Uhe line
it will be done. We have to establish scabe first, Then, once
aguin, we'd have broken new ground —we'd have creatied ew
johs, skills, and somie new successful entrepreneurs. INwe're
tomnke & milkion cars s vear . wed have made a contribu-
tion bo the employment level in the country.

Two reasons why vou think thiscan be done?

e thought enough alssat the lw-cost plant, and thereare
technical issues aboart how we ship the kits—we hive to ship
them painted rather than unpainted, That will savealot of
ey in these plants. But ifthere= an output plant with low
eniigh costs thit bireks even, there's no reason why it can'’t
be domse. All the high volwme or high capes units wewill

ship. S, in effect, the entreprencur beoomes no different
from the operstion we have in Sudan or Malsysia to as-
serilile i vehiches,

How have vou evolved ns o manager? What do you do
better today than 10 vears ago?

[think luck and confidence have a lot to do with how you
evolve, You become more confident in vourself, and ane
willing to stay with somicthing to make it work, rather than

wrosecide: thal s your
and the FBI do not

backing odl. Then there's the experience vou gain, 'l never
be LR [Tatal. | remember our frustration as younger of-
ficers. We'd luve what we thought wasagreat idea, we'd talk
i oursehes, then come into this room, In two mimstes
he'td ask questions that made you realise you hadn' thorght
albwit some aspects, or thit FOLLWWETE WIROTIE I0 YOULT as80mp-
thoms, Andd voutd come out of there frustrated and say, " How
the hell dlidd he o that® 'd never able to do that to the extent
he didd, but I'm on the same journey, where you find people
asking methe same guestion: How did you dothis?'

Was getting Tnta Motors out of the slump of the late
19905 and carly 20008 one such phase that boosted
vour confidence?

Mo, because I've another point of view. Back then, the market
shrank by 40% but bankers and the rest booked at it ns a
failure of Tata Motors despate roay ex plainiogg that we had
shrunk along with the market, that we did not Jose morket
share toanvbody. Whint we necded was tofind awmy to exist
through this period and re-establish onrselves, That's exnct-
by what happsened. Az soon as market conditions changed,
we rebounded. That's why the recovery was almost startling
O course, we took other measures as well, inchsding tak-

ing costs out of business, becoming a leaner company, and
rechucing our breakeven point, Had we not done that, the ks
woukd probably have been greater than tee Bs 500 crore we
posted hack then, Exactly the same thing happened in JLR
recently. The price of gas went upin the 1.5 SUV zales fell.
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A s as soon is e market rebogndied, sodid we, With
new products coming out of JLR, sales today ane 40% higher
than last yenr. It not magic; s the morket.,

When vou took over as chairman, the corporate envi-
romment was different, What was the turning point?
In a few yeirs, | had eminent peophe on the board who

shared the view that there should be a status quo for the
micest part. [twas diffieult to usher in any change because 1
hind great opposition. I've always felt the battle took fveof
the best years of my chairmanship away, becase | spent a
disproportionate amount of time either trying to convinee
them or fight them. Finally, when they were goae, [ was in
the drivers seat. 18 was like trving to navigate astreetinn
baisy hazaar, comwpared to diiving on the highway.

You've repeatedly reinvented a group thats over 100
VEArS ali. Lo the next decade, what will it need todato
stay relevant?

Tdidm't doamcthing. I came in and brought the concept

of retirement age into play, People whowere at one stage
eminent and rebevant had become peart of the prq,ﬂ_ﬂ._-nl_ They
cicnt have the enengy bevels to ran the businesses, which
themsedves were changing. Soowe hod |:u_‘|,'||'ﬂ|_' whio ran busi-
nesses witlout beaving their office. They didn’t know what
e mearket place was like, and were listening to people who
may not have been telling them the troe story,

Creating aretirement age brought in new people and
enabiled more empowerment within the organisation, We
created a more sccessible organisation, where people could
talk to each other. I've oven had situations where other
people—never me—have been upset about somebady betting
goat e during a meeting. 1t never bothered me, but in the
old days, that person would not be in affice the next day. So
there wasachange.

The reason [ said I've done nothing is that it's the spirit of
thiz organisation. Itsexceedingly important for prople to
feel there’s someone o stand with them, someons wha'’s not

[ dont have a plan for completion, but hope that when I exil, the
companies are on the upside and not in another recession.”
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going totake the saft option, Abowt 15 doys after 1 ook over,
we had the Rajan Nair isase at Tata Motors [then Teles],
and | spentalot of time in the Pune plant. [ asked the people
there whether we should fight, and their answer was, Are
vous gedng tostand with us, or will vou give in when things
get renlly tough? 1 said, 11 stand with vou and well see this
through together,

T often ask Prakash Telang [now head of Tata Motors”
Indinn operations] and others if they remember that doy
and they sy yes. Becawse [1ill then] every time things got
bad they'd [the company] give in. They gave in tothe anion
when it got tough. First, they'd tell us to stand behind them,
then thevid back down. But [now] when wetnke a stand, we
stand with them [the emplovees). Be it the Tata Tea thing in
Assam, Rajon Mair, or the mess that's gotng on in the media,
wewill stand by our position and our individuals.

How difficult have the past couple ofmonths been, with
your name being dragged into the medin eircus?

It's diffecult, but more than that, its hartful. My issoe s
What are we doing as n country? We're convieting people, al-
leging things, almost sentencing them before they're proven
guilty, and without any proof—just on the hasis of hearsay
and phone comversations, Every person hins the right to be
innocent until proven guibty, And no one is willing or has the
cotrige bo say they were wrmng.

o vou were upset on both eounts—that the conversa-
tions were tapped and that they were published?

In my case in the Supreme Court, l'm saying that peaple
are authorised to hive surveillance on certain people for
national seeurity orotherwise, and they're welcome todo
that. But that doesn’t give them the right to make those tapes
available sothey can sensationalise it on news chinnels
before these people are proven guilty, That's an invasion of
privacy. Ifvou have to prosecute, vou proseoate; that's vour
business. In the U8, the NSA and the FBI do not hand out
Usose comversations so that o mayor talking to his mistress
has his marital problems aived, That's like whnt you expect
in o Ttk e repoblic.

Why did you never enter soame ofthe big growth sectors
in Indian, such as petrochemicals and health care?
Petrochemicabs wis before my time. By the time [ eame in,

i1 wins Lo big an area to enter, too monopolized by Reliance
in the private sector. As for health care, we have this delbate
even today, ve always been seared of a situntion where some
high-prodile person receives mistaken treatment, which then
beoomes an issue.

What is on your to-complete list before you exit

the stage?

1 dowmv't hivve n plan for completion. Ifvou had asked me when
1 took over about my plans for the next three vears, wouldnt
have nn answer., T didn't come inwith o pre-determined plan.

| Not even the 1981 Tata Industries...

That was different. That was o plan telling us we should have
o strategic view of our busineses, [twasn't a plan forwhat
one should do. It advoeated that we go into high technol-
oy, get rid of some businesses that made no strategic sense,
and getinto certain businesses. [t talked of Tebeo [now Tata
Motors] getting intolight trucks ... and later they did. S0
that'sdifferent. I don’t have a plan for completion, but 1 hope
that when | exit, the companies are on the npside and not in
another recession ... That's s bad time to leave.

Leavesomebody else with the job, as it wers?

| Yes, For instance, I've never understood why the minister re-

signs when theres o rilwy or plane aceident. [ mean, that's
whien you need leadership, You can resfgn after it over but
you [meexd bo] provide leadership, and the continuity to kold
everything together. Some may say vou're leaving when the
ship is sinking, and some may say its sinking beconse of voo.

| Whatever that is, its not the time toleave, The time to leave is

wheen the company and group are ina good eondition.

When you took over, it was a bit like that, right?

That's right. More than what [ want to complete, T hope
that when I leave, the companies are in a state where we've
retained the value systems, Ifethics are not compromised in
any way, then Id have protected what [ eonsiderthe greatest

| differentiator ofour group from others,

Do you think it's becoming more difficult to manage
conilicting things like corporate bottom lines, share-
holders' interests and the environment?

They're not eontradictory ... Thore are times when the pro-

| motiers Bowve lost more than sharcholders, itheoes a decision
| tobe made, you'ne saying this will be viewed as an appor-

ity fir ug, Sowe give itupand let it e somewhers dlse,
These wre manginal losses; [ think the bang-term gains ane
musch greater, But there hove been times when theresa hitof
a juckgemient call as towho gets the ghort end of the stick, and
quite often it's Thta Sons,

Finding your suceessor is one of the higgest storiesin

the country today. What are vou looking for? Yoo re not
looking for a mirror image of vourself, are vou?
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My dream has abways

heen to gel away from
Jossil fuels and run cars on
hydrogen ... Its known that

il can be done, but no one has
been able to do it without an
enormous amount of energy.

Wy, 1 eloan't think that's how one should ook st it ... Thie one
trait thit's the most difficnlt to judge—14 like to have some-
one whowill protect the group’s ethics amd value systems.

Why do vou say that it will be difficult?
T saiad it will b difficult to judge, since everybody would say
thery woubd,

What else will vou be looking at?
We're bosokiinge for nn entreprencur whowill take the com-

pany 1o rew helghits,

Ina previeons interview, vou mentioned wanting a <ue-
cessor who has at least 20 vears of active life ahead.

We mmy ol be able to dothat. Ideally, it should be somelody
who is not over 50; perhagps in the mid-forties.

You have always drawn a distinction between globali-
sation and internationalisation. Isitstill the latter?

1 think globalisation is alitthe pompons, becanse it means
you'reon every continent, like Coca-Cala, We'ne nod vet pres-
ent.on some continents, or our presence is minuscule, So |

dlor't Klabek e lvimiabl vese Uhat term,

Twa years henee, you may have much more time on your
hamds, Will vou turn to public affairs then—politics or
interncting with youth across India?

Certainky not peditics, OFlote, Ive been enamoured by the
idea of interacting with yvouth—stwdents, voung emplovees,
ete. It's invigorating to be in the presence of vounger minds.
Ive never faced a generation gap with them., | shane their
enthusiasm ami aspirations for the new Tndia.

What is the one thing vou'd like to be remembered for?
I bt kemorw, O thee top of moy Beesedd, Ui Dikee to b remnermn -
bered as achean businessman who has not partaken in any
twists and turns beneath the surface, and one wheo has been
reasonably snccessful. Power has not been an issue; in fact,
power and wealth are not two of my main stakes. When
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Forhes put mean the billionaire list some time ago, | wrote o
them and said, You're attributing the companies’ value Lo me
and that's not correct, so please ke my name off.

Your senior managers say vou are forever going to
universitics nnd soaking up information.

Ihad never done enough of that, but recently, it beena
whole new life. For example, at the MIT labs, [ stumbled
upson o eatalyst to split water. We've invested about 200% in
the MIT-based company doing this work, Sun Catalytix,

My dream has always been o get sway from fossil fuels
and run carson hydrogen. You fill vour tank with water,
whiih is then split into Inedrogen and oxygen, The hyd rogen
is injected into the engine and the axygen is released into the
wir, Its knewn that it cin be done, but o one has been able o
do it without an enormous amount of energy. This brings vou
choser to that kind of selution.

What's the best advice vau've ever got, and who gave it?
1 can't pick & single picoe of advice, but if | were to name

i person who has constantly given me adivice, it would be
JEI Tata, [ became quite close to him in the last fve to
seven vears of hizlife, | absorbed what be stooed for, his
reactions to virious things. [ owe an enormous amount to
thaise chatz, and not all of them deali with business,

o vou think vou could do that with vour successor?
1 b 5o, 1T that person were interested.

By when will the world know who steps into vour shoes?
The committee says they will have ashortlist eardy this year.

Firstquarter or middle ofthe vear?
1 don't really know, you should speak to them. Then, ifitsan

| insidher, the person would come on board, and we coald work

together fora while. IFiUs an outsader, it would take o longer
period for him or her to disengage from wherever they are.

Do you have veto power on the trust?
Mo,

Sowhoever they choose, vou will chionse as well.
They have representatises from the trust and Tata Sons.

Noy | mean doyon have veto power on the final chodcs?
No,

Soyou would go with what the commitlee says?
Yes, 10T con't ke it, Twill leave sarly. 18




