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NewDelhi, 22 July

Indians may soon see new
brands of fuel retail outlets
(or petrol pumps) as the oil

ministryallowsmorecompanies
tomarketautofuels inthecoun-
try. Seven new authorisations
have been granted under the
relaxed guidelines for authori-
sation tomarket transportation
fuels that were revised in 2019
(see table: In thepipeline)

These companies are bank-
ingonrising fueldemandpred-
icated on growing vehicle own-
ershipandrisingmobility.There
isarisingchallengefromelectric
vehicles to be sure, but a com-
plete transitionthatwoulddent
demandgrowthmaybe further
away in the future.

These new approvals were
grantedwith lower entry barri-
ers to companieshavingamin-
imum net worth of ~250 crore
at the timeofmaking theappli-
cation. For both retail and bulk
supplies, the minimum net
worth was ~500 crore. Accor-
ding to the 2019 rules, for retail
authorisation, an entity has to
setupat least 100petrolpumps,
of which 5 per cent should be
in the notified remote areas,
within five years of the grant
of authorisation.

Under the earlier rules,
framed in 2002, companies
had to invest at least ~2,000
crore in the domestic oil and
gas sector before they were
allowed to enter auto fuel

retailing. This opened theway
only for companies like
Reliance Industries (RIL) and
NayaraEnergy (thenEssarOil),
which had heavy investments
in crude oil refineries.

But theirentry into thebusi-
nesswasmarredbysubsidieson
petrol and diesel,
borne by the
Centre, for the
state-owned oil
marketing compa-
nies (OMCs).When
crudeoilandresult-
ant petrol and
diesel prices rose,
the fuel soldbyRIL
and Essar Oil
became too expen-
sive for consumers who would
otherwise be buying at sub-
sidisedprices fromOMCs.

Thesituationisdifferentthis
timesince fuelpricinghasbeen
liberalised and prices are now

market-linked. Despite the
recordhighprices, theprognosis
for the retailing business
remains strong. “The demand
for petrol- and diesel-run vehi-
cles is not going to phase out
immediately. These new com-
panies could be eyeing a share

of the demand
that will accrue
for auto fuels in
India,” Sumit
Pokharna,
research analyst-
oil and gas sector
and vice presi-
dent,KotakSecu-
rities, told Busi-
nessStandard.

According to
the Society of Indian Automo-
bileManufacturers (SIAM),pas-
senger vehicle sales declined
2.24 per cent in April-March
2021 over the same period last
year and commercial vehicle

sales dropped 20.77 per cent in
thesameperiod.Overallautom-
obile exports declined by 13.05
per cent during this period.

This fall was largely in line
with the economic slowdown
due to the Covid-19 pandemic.
Restrictionsonthefactoryvalue
chain due to lockdowns also
hampered production of vehi-
cles.Asaresult,petrolanddiesel
demandfell tobelow2017-18lev-
els during fiscal 2020-21 (see
table:Goingwith the flow). Now
both auto fuel and vehicle sales

are expected to recover to post-
pandemic levels in 2021-22.

“Demand will continue to
grow over the next three to five
yearsdespitethehighpricesand
pickup in alternatives such as
compressed natural gas (CNG),
auto liquefied petroleum gas
(LPG) and electric vehicles,
though the growth percentage
could gradually decline,” said
BhanuPatni, a senior analyst at
IndiaRatings&Research.

This will also mean contin-
ued dependence on petrol and
diesel for runninga largershare
of vehicles on the road.

“Withtheriseinelectricvehi-
cle use, the road fuel demand
will see steepdecline inEurope
andtheUS.Companiesarelook-
ing for alternativemarkets. But
inIndia,electricvehicleswillnot
immediately come in a full-
fledgedmanneronalargescale.
Itrequiresproperinfrastructure,
including a mesh of charging
stations. This gives hope for
using fossil fuels or internal
combustion engines (ICE) for a
longer time,” Pokharna added.

This is the opportunity that
Chennai-basedIMC(oncecalled
Indian Molasses Company), or
newly-incorporated Onsite
Energy, and companies like M
K Agrotech as well as Manas
Agro Industries and Infrastru-
cture are eyeing. While these
companies do not have experi-
ence in fuel retailing, they do
havesomeinvolvementwiththe
oil andgas value chain in India.

IMChadcompeted foradis-
coveredsmall fieldprojectdur-
ing the second bid round to
exploreandproduceoil andgas
from India. While IMC could
not bag a project, it does offer
liquidstorage formultipleports
in thecountry.Thecompany is
also known for storing petrole-
um products, liquefied gases,
petrochemicals, acids andveg-
etable oils.

AssamGasCompany,owned
by the Assam government, is a
gas transporter as is another

company that has got an
approval for fuel retailing. The
citygasdistributioncompanyis
active in Tinsukia, Dibrugarh,
Sivasagar, Charaideo, Jorhat,
GolaghatandCachardistrictsof
Assam. A liquid fuel retailing
licencewill only add to its bou-
quet of products.

M K Agrotech is part of a
diversified conglomerate with
interests across agricultural
products such as sunflower oil,
realestate,andcrudeoilandgas
extraction. Manas Agro
Industries and Infrastructure
has its own brand of LPG or
cookinggasandhasalsocollab-
orated with Essar Petroleum
(now Nayara Energy) to supply
ethanol-blendedpetrol.

Onsite Energy, a company
incorporatedinMay2020,offers
oilandgasfieldserviceactivities
ona feeor contract basis.

Theothertwoapprovalswere
to RIL and its subsidiary,
Reliance BP Mobility (RBML).
Althoughthegroupisalreadyin
the fuel retailing business, the
approvalswereneededbecause
of a reorganisation of its petro-
leum-to-chemicals business.

These newbies are not
expectedtocontestwiththefuel
retailingmammoths, theOMCs,
which account for 90 per cent
of the country’s fuel retailing
outlets, with RIL and Nayara
Energy accounting for the rest.

In fact, the OMCs are likely
to play a complementary role
for the new players. “Essenti-
ally, these new entities will
need back-end support from
some company that already
has infrastructure. Since they
arenot into fuel refining, itwill
be hard for them to get the
entire value chain in place
from fuel import to dispensat-
ion point. So, they will have to
tie up with some large compa-
ny that has such an existing
infrastructure in place. They
will have to rideonbiggerplay-
ers,” said B SKanth, former di-
rector (marketing) at IndianOil.

CHRISTOPHRAUWALD
22 July

Daimler AG’sMercedes-
Benz vowed to spend
more than 40 billion

euros ($47 billion) this decade
to electrify its lineup and
defend its position as the
world’s leading luxury-car
makerthroughahistoricindus-
try transformation.

Mercedes plans to launch
three new all-electric vehicle
platforms in 2025 and set up
eightbatteryfactorieswithpart-
ners, the company said in a
strategy update on Thursday.
Mercedes is bet-
tingtheluxuryseg-
ment will shift
faster toward bat-
tery cars than the
mass market
because of cus-
tomers’ greater
purchasingpower.

“Thetippingpointisgetting
closer and we will be ready as
markets switch toelectric-only
bytheendofthisdecade,”CEO
Ola Kallenius said in a state-
ment. “This step marks a pro-
found reallocation of capital.”

After years of criticism for
being late to adopt purely bat-
tery-powered cars, the storied
Germanmanufacturerstepped
up its gamewith the launch of
the EQS— the electric version
of its flagship S-Class—earlier
thisyear.Thesedandrewpraise
fromanalystsandcarreviewers
forblendingupscaleappealand
competitive battery range that
challenges models from Tesla.

Mercedes is sticking to its
profitabilitytargetsamidtheEV

shift. The company didn’t give
a concrete date forwhen itwill
phaseoutcombustionengines,
saying the pace of the shift
toward EVs will vary widely
across regions. It pledged tobe
ready to go all-electric by the
end of the decade where con-
ditionsallow.

Mercedes will make eight
fully electric carson threecon-
tinents next year. It’s flanking
theEQSwithmodelsincluding
the compact EQA and plans to
unveil theelectricversionof its
bestsellingE-Classsedanatthe
Munich auto show in
September.

The Merce-
desbudgetisone
ofthelargestthat
major automak-
ers have annou-
ncedrecentlyfor
electrification.

Mercedes
said it expects

plug-inhybridandfullyelectric
cars to account for more than
half of global car sales by 2025,
fiveyearssoonerthanthecom-
pany forecast months ago. By
2039, itaimstoturnitsnew-car
fleet carbon-neutral.

On Wednesday, Daimler
reiteratedthatMercedesisfore-
cast to be more profitable in
2021 than it’s been in years,
thankstostrongdemandanda
tilttowardhigh-marginmodels
that have beenprioritised dur-
ing the global semiconductor
shortage. It has projected an
annual return on sales for the
carsandvansdivisionbetween
10 and 12 per cent, despite the
heavy investment in EVs and
other technology. BLOOMBERG

Pumppriming the
fuel retail business
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Newentrantsarelikelytorelyonthepublicsectoroil
marketinggiantstoestablishtheirsupplynetworks

Under the earlier
rules, framed in
2002, companies
had to invest at
least ~2,000 crore
in the domestic oil
and gas sector
before they were
allowed to enter
auto fuel retailing

Youarenow90,andstillvery
active.Howmuchtimedo
youdevotetoCaparo(the
groupheestablishedin
Londonafterhisinfant
daughter’sdeath)?
Allmytime.This ismylove,
mylife.Whatis important is
tokeepmyselfhappy;andI
amonlyhappyinbusiness. I
amabrokenperson.Ihave
lost threebrothers, two
sisters, twochildrenandone
nephew.I lostmymother
whenIwasseven;myfather
whenIwas13. Ihadtwo
wonderfulelderbrothers
wholookedafterme,gave
methebestofeducation.My
eldestbrother insistedIgoto
MIT(Massachusetts
InstituteofTechnology).

Whendidyoustartyour
businessintheUK?When
yousettledinLondon,your
family’smainbusinesshad
movedtoCalcutta,isn’tit?
AfterMIT,Iwentstraight
backtoCalcuttain1953.

IknowyoucametoLondon
foryourdaughterAmbika’s
medicaltreatmentandshe
unfortunatelydied…
Shediedin1968.ThenI
thought, if Ihavetolivehere,
letmestartsomework.SoI
builtmyfirstplant,avery
smallmill inHuntingdon.
AfterIwasabletomake
somemoneyandpayback
myloan,Icameacross
MichaelFoot(deputyprime
minister intheLabourparty
government).That iswhen
I joinedtheLabourparty.
IdecidedIwillbuilda
bigfactorynearhis
constituency(inWales).We
hadsavedabout£250,000.
Igotsomeloanfromthe
Britishgovernment,some
fromtheEuropeanUnion.
Weopenedtheplant in1977.
PrinceCharles (alsoPrince
ofWales)openedtheplant.
WhenMrs(Indira)Gandhi
wasoutofpower(in1978),
sheopenedanewmill
nexttothefirst.

Howdidyourrelationship
withIndiraGandhidevelop?

When(USPresident
Richard)Nixoncriticised
her forBangladesh, Iwrotea
lotof letters to leadersand
membersofparliament in
Europe, tellingthemthat
youareabsolutelywrong;
MrsGandhihasnointention
ofstayingthere;Bangladesh
isacountryof itsown.She
cametoknowabout this.
That ishowtherelationship
developed.Whenshe
declaredEmergency, she
hated it.Thepeoplewho
reallyadvisedherwere
DevKantBarooahand
SiddharthaShankarRay.
Theysaid, “Indira, ifyou
don’tdeclareanEmergency,
theywill eatyouup.Youwill
be lookeduponasthe
weakestprimeministerof
thiscountry.” Iwasather
house.AllofasuddenBansi
Lalcomes.Hesays,
“Indiraji,bilkoolaapka
authorityhai.” In this
country therewasa lotof
criticism. Imeta lotof
journalists toblunt it.

IndiraGandhitragically
passedaway.Thecloseness
thatyouhadwithherdidn’t
happenwithRajivand
Sonia.Isthatright?
No,myrelationshipwith

Soniaisexcellent.

Eventoday?
Eventoday. Idon’tseeher, I
don’tgotoIndiathatmuch,
butsheisafantasticperson.
ShewasveryclosetoMrs
Gandhi.Andbecauseof
Sanjay’sclosenesswithMrs
Gandhi,hewasclosetome.
Soniaisawonderfulperson.

Andyourrelationshipwith
PranabMukherjee?
Ihavealotofrespectand
affectionforPranab.Asyou
knowIamaCalcuttaman.
HewaswithAjoyMukherjee
(wholeftCongresstoform
theBanglaCongressparty
andbecomechiefminister
ofWestBengal in1967).Mrs
Gandhionedaytoldme,
“Weneedagoodpersonin
Calcutta.” Isaidthere’sone
person,Idon’tknowhim,
butpeoplespeakhighly
ofhim;that’sPranab
Mukherjee.Shesaid,“Ifyou
thinkhe’sgood,whydon’t
youtalktohimandaskifhe
wouldliketo joinus?”That’s
howIcontactedPranab.She
likedhim,madehimaRajya
Sabhamember,gavehima
ministry.Afterthatmy
relationshipwasextremely
goodrightuptohisdeath.

In1983youacquired
significantsharesinEscorts
andDCM;buttheywerenot
registeredandyouhadto
ultimatelysellthem.What
exactlyhappened?
(HP)Nanda(whocontrolled
Escorts)had7percent
shares, Ihad14percent.
Shrirams(whoranDCM)
had10percent, Ihad15per
cent.Therestoftheshares
wereownedbytheIndian
government. Iboughtthe
sharesfromthem.Ibought
Nanda’ssharesfromhis
sister-in-law.Sohowcould
theynotregister?

PranabMukherjeewasthen
financeminister.Couldn’t
hehavehelped?
Thepersonwhoreallymade
amess, ifyouaskme,whois
averydearfriendofmine
andhasbeen,was
ManmohanSingh.Hewas
ReserveBank(ofIndia)
governor.Thematterwentto
court; thecourtsaid,“Swraj
Paul isright.”Thepolicywas
that if themoneycomes
throughbankingchannels,
theinvestmentshouldbe
approved.ManmohanSingh
decidedtochangethepolicy
retrospectively.

What’syourimpressionof
NarendraModi?
WhenImethimforthefirst
timeafterhebecameprime
ministerI toldhimIaman
admirerofMrsGandhi.
Heappreciatedit.

Howdidyourpeerage
comeabout?
Inthe1980sIreallybuiltthe
business(intheUK).Ibought
Fidelity,whichmade
televisionsets.Therewasalot
ofpublicity.Inthe1990s,I
cametoknowtheLondonZoo
waslikelytoclose.Weusedto
takeAmbikaduringher
illnesstothezoo.Sheusedto
lovegoingthere.Ifoundit
very,verysadthatitwillclose.
Irangthezooandsaid,"Idon’t
knowhowmuchyouneed,
butIcangiveyou£1million."
In1996,JohnMajor,whoisa
goodfriend,wasprime
minister.Allofsudden,wegot
asurprise.Aruna(hiswife)
andIwereonacruisewhen
thecaptaincomesandsays,“I
havegoodnewsforyou.”He
handsmealetterfromthe
primeminister.Thereitwas.

Solookingback,what
wouldyousay?
Lifehasbeenfullof
rewards, fullofsadness.

Full interviewon
www.business-standard.com

‘I toldModiIaman
admirerofMrsGandhi’

Mercedesspeeds
upelectric shift
with$47bnpush

IN THE PIPELINE
>PUMPPRIMER
Companiesgranted
marketingauthorisation
undertherelaxedrules

1) RIL(asRIL’sexistingretail
marketingauthorisation
transferredtoits
subsidiary,RBML)

2) IMCLimited
3) AssamGasCompanyLtd
4) OnsiteEnergyPvt.Ltd
5) MKAgrotechPrivate

Limited
6) RBMLSolutionsIndiaLtd

(RSIL)
7) ManasAgroIndustriesand

InfrastructureLimited

GOINGWITHTHEFLOW
India’spetrolanddiesel
consumptionwaspushedback
byfiveyearsduringthepandemic
(inmilliontonnes)
nPetrol nDiesel

SWRAJ PAUL
Chairman, Caparo

ThesettingisthemirroreddrawingroomofhiscentralLondonapartment.Wearinga
whitekurta-pyjamaandaredsleevelesscardigan,SWRAJPAULofMarylebonewalks
inwiththehelpofastick,buthelookshealthyandsoundsagile.Sixyearsago,his
steelbusinessfailedintheUK;andhissonAngad,chiefexecutiveofthecompany,
diedbysuicide.ButtheenterpriseremainsbuoyantintheUSandIndia.Paulhimself
overseesthefirm’sinterestsintheUS;hisoldestsons,twinsAkashandAmbar,supervise
theunitsinIndia,andhotelsandhospitalityintheUK,respectively.Hisotherdaughter,
Anjali,looksaftertradingandwarehousinginDubai.

InaconversationwithAshisRay,hesays:“Ihavejustreceivednewsthatoneofour
companiesintheUSpostedrecordprofitsforthefirstsixmonthsoftheyear.TheAngad
ArtsHotel(namedafterhisson)inStLouis(Missouri)isdoingverywell.Wehaveinvested
$200millioninjointventurepropertydevelopmentinthesamecity.Andwehavesetup
aplanttomakeheavy-duty,150-tonnetrailers.Wearethesecondlargest
manufacturersoftrailersintheUS.OurbiggestbusinesstodayisinAmerica;nextis
India,wherewearemostlysupplierstothemotorcarindustry.”Editedexcerpts:

Mercedes said it
expects plug-in
hybrid and fully
electric cars to
account for more
than half of global
car sales by 2025
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