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For most cos, India is
a priority: HUL CEO

Mehta Says Mkt Of 1.5bn Indians Attractive
As Country Set To Pip China In Population

Namrata.Singh
@timesgroup.com

Mumbai: With India set to
overtake China as the most
populous country, demog-
raphics is seen as an asset by
global companies.

“A market of nearly 1.5
billion Indians is an attracti-
ve one,” said Sanjiv Mehta,
CEO & MD of Hindustan
Unilever (HUL).

In an exclusive intervi-
ew, Mehta told TOI: “I wo-
uld not be surprised if for
most global companies, In-
dia is a priority. For our pa-
rent company Unilever, we-
’ve got five business groups
and for all of them. Indiare-
mains akey priority.”

When he joined Unilever
about 30 years ago, India
didn’t receive this kind of at-
tention and focus, he added.

HUL, which is knocking
atthe doorsof becomingaRs
60,000-crore company, rea-
ches 9 million outlets in In-
dia, with nine out of 10 Indi-
an households using at least
one of its brands. For compa-
nies like HUL, population is
a demographic dividend. In-
dia is the biggest market for
Unilever by volume.

“I treat demographics as
our asset. About 25% of the
world’s working population
will be in India. Industry 4.0
plays to our strength. And for
the world lookingat reconfigu-
ring theirsupply chains, India
could be the most attractive
destination,” he said.

When asked how this co-
uld be sustainable, especial-
ly in the wake of eventssuch
as Joshimath, Mehta said
India will have to decouple
its environment footprint
from its growth agenda.
“The world cannotafford In-
dia’s per capita greenhouse
gas emissions at the Wes-
tern levels. We will have to
tread a verydifferent path of
growth,” said Mehta, while
adding that innovations in
the future will have to be on
three axes — meeting con-
sumer needs, being affor-
dable and being sustainab-
le. “No country in the world
can say they have mastered
this. On the new innovation
agenda, India could potenti-
ally aspire to play thatrole,”
said Mehta.

On talks around global
recession, Mehta said whi-
le there is stress on exports

and pressure on balance of
payments, but notwith-
standing all the constra-
ints, the country is seeing
reasonable growth.

“While the threat of glo-
balrecessionremains, we co-
uld see a soft landing and it
may not be all pervasive. It
could happen in a few pock-
ets — perhaps in Europe or
briefly in the US. As a global
picturetoday, Idon’tseeitbe-
coming a very deep reces-
sion,” hesaid.

HUL, too, can’t be insula-
ted from the macro. Its volu-
mes got hit with the inflation
that persisted at high levels
for over a year as the compa-
ny raised product prices and
reduced grammage. The tide
has now begun to turn. Meh-

in the thick of inflation
enabled consumers to step
up the ladder.

“What gives me comfortis
that consumers are still spen-
ding money — they’re spen-
ding more money this year
than they did last year: When
commodity prices cool off,
this will get converted into vo-
lume growth,” said Mehta.

On the other hand,
HUL’s premium portfolio
which is over indexed as
compared to the market has
ensured that margins im-
proved over the years.

HUL is laying a greater
thrust on the premium part
of the portfoliowhichhasbe-
en growing irrespective of
the inflation or the pande-
mic, but there is also an equ-
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On sustainable growth
The world cannot afford
India’s per capita
greenhouse gas
emissions at the
Western levels.
We will have

to tread a very

ta expressed confidence that
when the commodity prices
come down to reasonable le-
vels, the company would pass
on the benefits to consumers
and correct the price-value
equationleading toa volume-
led profitable growth. “That
is when I would believe that
the volumes will start kKick-
ingin,” he said.

Given the price-sensitivi-
ty of the Indian consumer,
there’s a clear connection
between volume growth and
product-pricing. In the De-
cember quarter, when HUL
revised soap prices down-
wards in line with the palm
oil prices, volumes impro-
ved. “Butitisnotthatthe pri-
ce growth has gone away. In
skin cleansing, we stillhad a
price-led growth in double
digits in the December quar-
ter. The good bit is because
the prices started going
down, volumes started co-
mingback,” said Mehta.

Bridge packs that were
introduced by the company
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—Sanjiv Mehta
CEO & MD, HUL

al effort to ensure premium
products are available at af-
fordable price points such as
Rs10so that mass-end consu-
mers move to a higher order
benefit pack.

“That is how we have be-
en growing categories, and
our market shares are hig-
her as you climb up the price
ladder. As India evolves, as
consumer spending goes up,
as consumers start looking
at higher order benefits,
HUL will be better positio-
ned to leverage this,” said
Mehta, who will complete 10
yearsatthe helmof HUL this
vear. He, however, did not
comment on media reports
around his succession plan.

In the upcoming Bud-
get. Mehta expects stabili-
ty on policies, an extension
of the 15% concessional ra-
te of corporate tax for new
manufacturing by five ye-
ars and some incentive to
R&D investment, which
canhelpinmakingIndiaan
innovation hub.




