THYAGARAJAN, founder
and chafrman of the Shri-
ram Group, has lunch at
8,30 in the morning. He
doesn't eat the rest of 'the
-dn]rmnha has dinner, preferably at
thome. Hemakesan exception cocasion:
sdllgand beagreestohavelunchwithme
+at:Dakshin, the South Indian restau-
srantat Park Sheraton, Chennal, Need 1
asayhe isastrict vegetarian? Weagreeto
mmeat at 12:30 pm. Thyagarajan is solow
- profile that many may not beaware that
shedounded the group in 1978 with
SR, 000—ten friends put in T10,000

. eoh. Today, it has nearly 45,000 crore
under management and employs one
Jakhpeople, Whatstarted as asmall chit
fundoperation hasexpanded intooneol
the largest chit fund in the
-icountry. From chit funds, the Shriram

, vGronphasgrown intoawell-diversified
seorglomeratethatis intruckfinancing,
persotial finaneing, life and general in-
smuraies, investments in manufactur-
iing.; pharmaceuticals, information

- mmmmdwﬂwmt
s weare walking towards the

; ‘;ésmumblankhimwheﬂiethahadn
awision when be started out in such &

;- small ‘way, -that one day he would be

- guiring a%50,000 crore group, “Certain-
~lynot,"he laigha, Is he being modast?
- Thyagarajan tayshedossnot believe in

s falsshumility orfalsemodesty Buthets
cirulyamanof minimalneeds. Hedrives

: i ddto, didn't owna house till 12 years
'laﬁanﬂ holds less than 3% in his listed
roompanies. Hedoesn't havea cell phons

either. "Evervbody around me has a

phmlm.n.u.lwm use thelrs."
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mspmanhzsmupamuhu'

will offar profits and equlty to employ-
es who helped the group build its dif-

* ferent busincsses, All the executives

who have participated in the growth of
thegroup businesswill bebeneficiaries
of thistrust. “Thisisonewayof making
mpecutives own their group.” Some 33
ernployees are now beneficiaries of the
trust. They more or less own stakes
equial to thie £5% awned by Thyagara-

jam himself. The trust will expand by

inductingmoreemployess selected bya
panel of experts. He does not sce
himself as first arnong equals but one
amongequals.
. We find our table at this popular
restaurant, tastefully decorated with
Tanjore paintings and South Indian art
and crafts. There are two violinists
playing pentle melodicus Carnatic mu-
sic. Wi ask for chilled tender coconut
water laced with fresh mint leaves, So,
what is the story behind this phenome-
nal growth? “Maybe I was good at sur-
vival.lcould find selutions during diff-
calt circumstances. " Shriram smerged
unscathed during the end of this 1590s
when NBFCs were falling like ning
pins. It never defaulted on & payment
anddid notlose ts depesit base either
With tender coconut water, we are
served many;-sinful bat to-die-for
erispy starters, We then decide fo go
for Dakshin's quite fabulous vegetari-
an thali that has variows vegetable,
riee and dosa varjeties from all the
four southern states. It makes the
process of decision easier Thyagara-
jan tells me that the chit fund business
was not easy, The marging were wafer

Food caFER TH?AGARMAH

A man of m]mmal needs

He is the founder-chairman of Shriram Group, which finances 20- 25% of India’s trucks.

Shriram emerged unscathed through the 1990s while other
NBFCs fell like nine pins. It never defaulted ona payment
and did not lose its deposit base either

thin. A bunch of aspiring entrepre-
neurs went into it without quite know-
ing the business. Thyagarajan was a
senior executive with New India As-
surance. Having got into chit funds,

Thyagarajon learnt to- manage it
bauild it further and work on theadvan-
tages that can be derived through cus-
tomers and agents. In that progoess,
many close rélationships were built.

"ﬁhmenruunedﬂmtthmwas areal
need for commereial vehicle finane-
ing. Handlaﬂpmpnrmjlmmmawry
safe business to be in.”

The banks.lacked the m&ﬁh'ﬂu-

ture to evaluate credit risk in financ- °

Ingtruck purchases, especially of sec-
ond-hand enes. Money lenders bad a
field day charging uxorlous rates. In
1978, Thyagarajan set up Shriram
Transport Finance Company (STFC)
to address this market. Today S8TFC,
with $45,000 crore in assets, isnot just
the flagshipof the Shriram Groeup but
India's largest asset-financing NBFC.
]tfhmmalmnﬂiﬂ-ﬁ%ofthbh‘um
inthe country, -

Bhrh'm{d.wﬂn!m F:Inan:a wasset
up in 1986 and storted operations in
truck financing. In 2002, the company

discontinued the truck finaneing busi.

ness as that business was consolidated

into STFL. It now finances consumer .

durabiles, two-wheelers, three-whesl-
ers, personal Joans and small and tny
businesses. Tt is really like a medium-
sized private bank. The biggest loan

amounis to T10 lakh: We don't want to ©
get into competition with the banks.”

Thyagarajan Insizts that a business
should look atwhat value it is adding to
the community “Large and attractive
ciistomers are.not our target market.
Shriram City Union borrowers are the
same borrowers as those of -the chit
fund. We don't want o’ make munu?
through smart deals.”

I am struggling not to wasta too
much food, with offerings in the thall
being huge, Thyagarajan, though en-
joyingthe food, eats sparingly He tells

But Suslnla Ravindranath finds he doesn’t have a cell phone and holds less than 3% in h|5 listed companies

mhanh:immwupguﬂnm insur-
ance, When the Insurance Industry
opened up chit fund operations, the
group found itself losing agents and
staff to this business. The executive
running the business in Andhra sug-
peated that the group should get into
ingurance. The life insurance buosi-
ness was Jaunched In collaboration
with Sanlam of South Africa. A few
months later, - Shriram went into
genernl insurance too. The next big
project is banking, if RBI grants ita
Ueence. Thyagarajan has very clear
fdeas about the kind of hanikhe would
ik to-set up. “We will take the respon-
sibility of fulfilling our social objec-
tives seriously, We will bedealing with
thatclass of eastomer towhom credit
is not availablé in malnstream bank-
ing, Wecandoit.”

-Orver coffes, Task him about his role
asanangel investor Hehasbesnquistly
helping people who come to him with
good ideas including employees seek-
ingtosetupbusiness, Whenaver hehas
gpotted a technocrat with a vision, he
has backed him unconditionally. He
does not ses the need to publiciss such
ventires, He'just says that one should

- not fear fallore Then we go on o

discuss his love for Carnatiemusicand
hisdevotlon to violin maestro Lalgadi
Joyaramnan, T admire ‘excellence”
Thyagarajan has been'a patron of mu-

" gle, which is well Jmown in Carnatic

musie elrcles. As wi are leaving, 1 dis-
cover a little known fact about him. *T
have Hstened to Western classical mu-
sle for many vears, I just don't under-
stand Itaswellas Ide Carnatiomusic.”



