
Mr. Peter Ford, Session Chairman 

Let me introduce our next speaker, Mr. Vimal Mahendru. He is the President of 

Legrand Group in India.  In his present role, he guides the strategic initiatives of 

the company, and specially forays into new and emerging markets. He graduated 

as Bachelor of Engineering from the Thapar College of Engineering and 

Technology, Patiala, India, in 1985, specialized in Industrial Engineering.   He got 

his MBA from the George Washington University, Washington D.C., in 1987. Mr. 

Vimal Mahendru please take the floor. 

 

Mr. Vimal Mahendru  

Good morning everyone!  Many thanks for the opportunity to address this august 

gathering. 

So far this morning we got a lot of statistics and heard about opportunities of 

growth in India. Let me begin with a short story. It is about some fishermen in 

South India. Typically, they take their traditional fishing dhows, nowadays some 

kind of cranky outboard motor boats,  and catch whatever they can get. They 

come back to the same port and sell whatever they have caught to a wholesaler 

or middleman. The middleman gives them small change for their catch. The real 

money is made by the middleman, as he takes the catch to the city to sell it. Now, 

telecom has changed a lot of that. In the last 5 years there is a total change in the 

lives of these fishermen.  

Nowadays these fishermen go out, they catch whatever they can and while they 

are still at sea they call the various touch points along the coast and ask, what.  
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type of fish is in demand. Thereby they know where to land in order to 

get the best price for their catch. In this is the way the money is no 

longer being made by the middlemen but actually by the fishermen. 

Their whole life has been changed thanks to these mobile phones, 

which they can take with them to sea.  

The irony is, these fishermen have no electricity in their homes. So you 

wonder how they charge their cell phones. This is the story about India 

and the entrepreneurial spirit. So one fisherman actually bought some 

old car batteries. He took them to the nearest city, about 20 km away, 

got them recharged during the night, when the fishermen were at sea, 

brought them back and got about 5 rupees from the fishermen for 

recharging 2 cell phones and lighting up one energy saving bulb in their 

home.  

This is the reality of India. 

 

India is a huge opportunity, it is not because of the government, but it is 

in spite of the government. The private sector should grab this 

opportunity rather than wait for a framework to be provided by the 

government. 

Let me share with you how India has evolved in the last 10 years.  This 

man would be typical. We still remain a country deeply rooted in 

religion and spiritualism, and yet we are moving.  
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I think India‘s value proposition is very well known. We have the largest 

resource pool of engineers in the world. We turn out hundreds of 

thousands of engineers every year. In the auto sector we have taken a 

kind of lead in this area. A visible symbol of this in India is the Nano. 

The Tata Nano got worldwide covarage by proving that you can make a 

car which meets all the global safety norms and yet is priced  at half of 

what the cheapest cars in the world are selling at. Even today this car 

is selling for $2500.  

The key to this is frugal engineering. India is becoming the hub for 

value engineered products. This is a nation which has seen for the last 

60 years a lot of scarcity. Because of that scarcity there is a natural 

mind set, a DNA of looking at things in a frugal manner.  What Indian 

engineers can do in terms of frugality, you will not find anywhere.  

Look at the traffic on Indian roads. If there are two lanes, there could 

be 5 cars next to each other. That is the kind of scarcity we live with 

across the country. 

A lot of companies, including in the electrical space, are bringing their 

global R&D centers to India to redesign their products. The world has 

evolved and in that process people are looking for products which meet 

the needs and standards, at least possible costs.  
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If you look at the electricity consumption in India per capita it is about 

700 kWh today. The global average is around 2,000 kWh. Some of the 

best in class, like USA, use more than 12,000 kWh. Can India afford to 

be called a developed nation or super-power, if it cannot provide this 

basic commodity to all its people? Of course not! This creates in India a 

kind of gap between those who have access to electricity and those 

who don‘t.   Without electricity, it would be impossible for anyone to be 

part of today‘s global economy.  If you go into the interior of India, there 

are 80,000 villages today, which do not have an electric wire coming 

into them, forget about electricity.  

There is no choice for India today but to bring in a complete electrical 

network with flowing electricity. If this is not done, India  will surely be 

heading for real social strife. It is an untenable model where some 

people would have electricity and thereby access to all electrical 

appliances and some would not have any access to electricity and 

would be isolated from the Indian economy.  
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Recognizing this, the government of India came out with the new Electricity Act 

2003. That had several tenets, one of which was to bring down the Aggregate 

Technical & Commercial (AT&C) losses. The official figure quoted was 28%, 

which in reality was a lot higher at that time, and the target was 15%. The was 

that every village in the country would be electrified and that an intelligent 

infrastructure would be developed by 2012. The word “smart grid“ was not yet 

known in the country.  

Now, in 2012, are we anywhere near that? Of course not! But was it a wrong 

idea to come out with such a plan? Definitely not! It was a great idea, because 

it brought focus and attention to that issue. Between 2003 and now, in every 

election, every political party has issued a charter. In almost every charter 

providing electricity is mentioned. This was not the case before that. So 

everybody, including the political hierarchy in India, recognizes the essential 

nature of electricity. It is no longer about food and water, but about electricity 

which they have to provide to all the people. Otherwise they will be voted out 

of power.  

With the Electricity Act 2003 came a lot of initiatives. A major one was the de-

bundling of power generation, transmission and distribution. Before that the 

State Electricity Board was a monolithic organization. In every one of the 32 

states of India, we had large utilities, which led to a poor quality of supply. After 

the de-bundling a lot of privatization has taken place, even in rural areas. India 

is investing in a big way in alternate sources of energy, especially in solar 

energy. By 2020, India plans to have about 20 GW generated from solar. The 

majority will be on grid, while some of it will be offgrid for private use. 
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The power infrastructure, which the government is putting in, from 

generation right up to the energy meter, is going to cost about $600 billion. 

Roughly another $300 billion will be spent in the refurbishment and 

maintainance (R&M) of existing networks, improving the power quality and 

bringing in some form of smart grid.  

India started in May of last year a smart grid task force as a government 

body and also fomed a smart grid forum, which has the government and 

the private sector working jointly on the smart grid portfolio. As of this 

moment the smart grid forum is still creating a definition of what “smart“ 

means for India. India‘s paradigm on smart grids is not about uptime and 

building more security or giving alternate energy sources to the end 

consumer; it is simply about bringing electricity to the end consumer. We 

cannot really talk about smart grids like the US or Korean entities are 

talking of, until we have brought electricity to every consumer in the 

country. So we will see a kind of hybrid set-up: In large cities like Delhi 

and Mumbai they may be a little bit advanced looking at smart grids. In 

these cities there are already private players which are supplying 

electricity and which work on their own models of smart grids. However, 

when you go outside of the large metros there is still nothing done. Those 

are the areas where the government and many other institutions are 

challenged with the task to make sure that with whatever little energy we 

may have, how to bring electricity to the masses rather then just improve 

the quality for the few in the city. 
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Roughly two-thirds of India‘s energy is produced through coal. Whether 

we like it or not, coal is going to play a major role in India. The second 

is hydro. Of course India has some nuclear. We don‘t believe that the 

Indian government is going big time into nuclear.  
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India is experimenting a lot with 765 kV grids and has one of the first sites in 

the world for a 1200 kV grid.  

While India is doing a lot of things to reform the distribution network by 

privatization, the Power Grid Corporation, the government body in India, is 

developing the 1200 kV network. They are seeking the help of many private 

players. So, anyone of you who has any energy-related products or 

technologies available for 765 kV or upward, DC or AC, India is the right place 

and there would be quite a bit of intererst in those technologies.  

Let me talk about the national grid that is planned. India‘s power distribution 

network has unique challenges. One of the biggest challenges, we face in the 

national network, for moving energy in bulk quantities from one place to 

another is more related to land acquisition. India is a large country with 1.25 

billion people. Nobody wants to part with his/her land. The country has 

designed many new transmission networks, but to acquire the land for them is 

a challenge.  

Another huge task is the upgrade of existing lines to carry more power. There 

are also some trials and experiments being done on how to transport electricity 

over long distances underground, so it doesn‘t become an issue in the future. 

In India the power generation is mostly located in two hubs in eastern and 

northern India. While consumption is everywhere, there is more consumption in 

western and southern India. There is a new network being put in place to 

connect these.  
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Here I show you a trend for the electrical equipment industry. These 

figures should be taken with a pinch of salt, because in India, 

unfortunately, there is no authoritative source from where this  type of 

information can be gathered on what exactly is happening. These 

figures are from the Indian Electrical and Electronics Manufacturers’ 

Association (IEEMA), an industry body, which has members who 

voluntarily report their production data.  

The trend is fairly accurate. During the last 5 years there was a 21% 

annual growth rate. This is one of the fastest growing industries. 
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If I look at the various segments of the electrical network, the industry 

average growth for the last year has been 14%, in spite of the global 

slow-down,  and for the cable industry it was 16%. But be careful of 

these figures as there may be a variance in these numbers of about 

20%, given that there are some non-reporting members and some 

companies, which may not be members of the IEEMA industry body.  

Anyway, it remains a huge opportunity.  
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The demand driver in the industry is the power  sector, where the 

government is actually funding a lot of the new investments. Roughly 

20% is coming from the realty sector, which is the housing, the 

railways, the infrastructure etc. About 15% comes from the industrial 

sector, like steel, cement, petrochemicals.  

The threats for the entire electrical industry – not just for cables – are 

the cheaper imports. India is not really very smart in using non-tariff 

trade barriers. We find many overseas entities coming into India, 

sometimes dumping their products, sometimes marketing their 

products effectively, and thus making Indian products not so 

competitive. There is overcapacity. When you see the early growth 

years of the electrical industry in India in 2006 to 2008, almost every 

manufacturer was growing by 30% to 40%. There was a lot of 

investment in capacity. Because of the slow-down of the economy from 

9% to 7½%, today almost every manufacturer has to cope with excess 

capacity.  

The IEEMA is trying to influence the government to bring in a regime 

with a level playing field, so that the end consumer benefits.  We have 

to follow certain standards across the country.  
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India has been talking for the last 6 to 8 years about a goods and service tax 

(GST). But because of political differences, this has not been implemented. I 

hear that the government is finally getting everyone on board. India‘s challenge 

and opportunity is also its democracy. Being a total democracy, we love it. We 

can actually talk whenever and wherever we want. If I do not feel comfortable 

with something, I can actually go to the courts. Imagine 1.25 billion people 

doing that? This is a big challenge for the country.  

We work closely with IEC and other standardization bodies. India is very 

committed to bringing in global standards, for electrical products it would be 

predominantly IEC. Besides this the industry is also gearing up its exports. 

There is a target to double the exports over the next five years. A lot of effort is 

put into the development of the vendor site, in particular the small and medium 

enterprises (SME) as the feeder to the electrical industry.  

A big challenge for us is to attract and retain talent.  In the last 10 years the IT 

sector has done very well. Young engineers coming out of college go to these 

fine air-conditioned offices and nobody wants to work on the shop floor.  In the 

electrical industry we have to gear up and become a little bit more “sexy“ in 

order to attract young talent. We have been somewhat successful in the last 

two years. In the sector, the salary has risen and the investment of the 

government has grown, helping to make the sector attractive.  

There is a lot of excitement in India. To sum it up, India is a huge opportunity, 

the electrical industry in India will be booming for at least for the next 20 to 25 

years, regardless of the global economy. Thank you! 
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