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up, first in terms of management con-
trol, and second in terms of ownership.
A few assets remain unallocated; a few
crossholdings need to be untangled.
The new new things for the group –
Veria, infrastructure, the Diligent
Media joint venture with the Dainik
Bhaskar (DB) Group to publish Daily
News & Analysis (DNA) newspaper, and
the beleaguered Indian Cricket League
(ICL) – remain under Chandra’s tute-
lage. But the rest has been parcelled out
(see box: Silos and sundries).

“The partition has already been
done on paper,” says Chandra. “It has
been written down that this company
belongs to A and this company belongs
to B. We have a nice arrangement
among the four brothers. You can say
we are all together. At the same time,
you can say we are all separate.”

He describes it as a perforated piece
of paper. If any brother so wants, he
can simply tear along the perforation
and walk away with his bit. “We have a
scenario where there is no question of
any fight or discomfort,” adds Chan-
dra. “Even today, it allows everybody
to work independently; it allows them
to grow.”

“The group has been divided in
terms of what belongs to whom,” adds
Punit Goenka. “Some loose ends –
involving the smaller businesses – are
still to be tied up. But as a family, we are
still together.” Goenka also explains
why there have been no family prob-
lems so far (though several members of
the second generation are already in
the saddle). “At the end of the day, we
are all working in our own silos. We
have one common boss. We don’t
interfere with each other.” Adds Ashok
Goel, Chandra’s youngest brother and
managing director of Essel Propack,
“We come from a joint family back-
ground, and the success of any joint
family depends on the leadership qual-
ities of the leader. Subhash Chandra is
the eldest and a natural leader. Under
his mentorship, we have remained
united and grown together.”

Some knotty issues could crop up.
Who takes over from Chandra when
he decides to call it a day? Is Punit
Goenka the heir apparent? “No sir,” he
responds. “That will only happen if I
prove myself. My father will decide
whether one of his brothers is the heir

or one of his sons is the heir. My father
has told me very clearly that I will
always inherit his wealth, but if I do
not perform, I will not be heir to the
business.”

Zee on top
The other issue concerns the Essel
brand: who will own it? As it is, the
group has made an unsuccessful effort
to establish Essel. (Some call it Essel,
others Zee.) But Zee has remained top
of mind. “It is a difficult task,” admits
Chandra. “Zee is in so many homes all
the time.”

He feels there won’t be a problem
with the brand even if there is a four-
way split. “The brand belongs to every-
body,” he says. “We have our
understanding. As long as we don’t
compete in business, everybody can

use the brand.”
With that out of the way (though

you can’t really safeguard against
childish inheritors), Chandra is look-
ing for new worlds to conquer. Veria is
one. Infrastructure is another. “Our
visible businesses are service-oriented,”
he says. “We will have more annuity
type businesses. That’s why we are
entering infrastructure. It’s big.”

Essel Infraprojects is already into
roads, special economic zones, air-
ports, a family recreation centre in
Bhopal, residential and commercial
development in Hyderabad, a sports
city (also in Bhopal), and waste water
management. The company had a
turnover of Rs325 crore last year, and
CEO C. Venkataramana has ambitious
targets (see box: Patchwork quilt).

Chandra is also working on an

Punit Goenka says he has to succeed, to succeed Chandra
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Notes: Essel Propack figures are for the year ended 31 Dec ’08; others are 31 Mar ’09. The real estate business is not part of the
Essel Group, but privately held by Subhash Chandra and his brothers. The $270 million is an estimate. Source: Company, BI estimates
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entertainment and tourism destina-
tion, either near Mumbai or Goa. It will
be a theme park, centred on the cre-
ativity of the human mind. “Today, we
have no destination for entertain-
ment,” he says. “Dubai, Macau and
Singapore are being developed as desti-
nations for Indians. Why can’t we have
something of our own?”

But infrastructure is one place
where he is keeping his fingers crossed;
it needs too many permissions and is
swaddled with red tape. “In infrastruc-
ture, we are ready to be acquired if we
can’t get size,” he says. “I believe in
being the No 1 or No 2 in all the areas I
am in.”

That comes quite naturally because
Chandra has almost always been the
first mover in his businesses. In Essel
Propack, remembers Ashok Goel, “we
suffered a loss for the first five years as
the technology was ahead of its time in
India and the entire capital was wiped
out”. In satellite television in Zee Tele-
films, in Dish TV and direct-to-home
(DTH), in Playwin online lotteries and
much more, he took the plunge when
others were still dithering on the draw-
ing board. “He is a visionary,” says
Punit Goenka.

This has caused trouble at times. As
at Essel Propack, Chandra has often
risked everything in one turn of pitch-
and-toss. “What we have lacked was
total planning before the launch of a
product or project,” he says. “I have
been an impatient person who believes
that problems can be cleaned up as you
go along.”

“When Zee TV was launched in
October 1992, I remember Subhash
had a daily expenditure of Rs9 lakh on
the business,” says Gulshan Sachdev, a
friend who has known him since their
common schooldays. “Everybody used
to make fun of him. They told him to
quit the satellite business before he
went bankrupt. But Subhash never
gave up.”

He was broke, but he has been that
way before. At home, in his childhood
days, his family went through a series
of financial disasters (see box: To dream,
and not make dreams your master). “Lots
of family members lost money in spec-
ulation,” says Chandra. There were
emotional setbacks too. His father
deposited his mother and children
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If there is one area in which Subhash
Chandra has been comprehensively

bowled out in recent times, it’s in cricket.
Here too, he had the first-mover advan-
tage: the Indian Cricket League (ICL) was
conceived well before the Board of 
Control for Cricket in India (BCCI) came
up with its own Indian Premier League
(IPL) and knocked the wind out of 
Chandra’s sails.

Not that he has given up, though ICL

has recently allowed some of its con-
tracted cricketers to join the BCCI band-
wagon. “We were doing well,” says
Chandra. “In the first year, we recovered 5
per cent of our outlay. In the second tour-
nament, it was 25 per cent and 50 per cent
in the third. Now, BCCI has started threat-
ening our advertisers.” Adds Chandra’s
son Punit Goenka, “It has not worked out
the way we wanted it to. But this is just the
first innings. I have never known my father
to give up so easily.”

Chandra has faced adversity before.
His successes have been the stuff of B-
school case studies. His failures – a fibre-

glass project in 1978 or a hand tools foray
in 1982, for example – are little known.
He has lost and started again at his begin-
nings and never breathed a word about
his loss.

Very little is in the public domain
about his family history too. There has
been a natural assumption – possibly
because of his lack of a formal college
education – that he sprang upon the
world as a first-generation entrepreneur,
storing grain for the Food Corporation of
India (FCI) and making a killing with the
rice trade in Russia. He did start from
scratch, but he is not without an entre-
preneurial lineage. His lack of a snob-
value college degree – like Azim Premji
and Mukesh Ambani – is more because of
family adversity. “Things were difficult in
those days,” says Chandra. “We had to
go to work.”

Chandra’s family has actually been in
business for several generations. Around
1890, Rameshwardas Goenka, the great
great grandfather of Subhash Chandra,
had an agro-commodities business styled
Jagannath Rameshwardas. (Jagannath
was the name of his partner.) In 1920,
Ramgopal Goenka, the son of Ramesh-
wardas Goenka, bought a plot of land in
Okara in Punjab (now in Pakistan). Ram-
gopal had three children Jagannath,
Gopiram and Inder Prashad. Shops were
set up on this plot under a new establish-
ment – Inder Prashad Harchand Rai
(Harchand Rai was a family friend). The
formal name never caught on; it was 
popularly known as Okara Dukaan.

Business at Okara Dukaan was slug-
gish and Ramgopal’s son Jagannath
Goenka forayed to Adampur Mandi in
undivided Punjab. Adampur Mandi is
now in Haryana. In 1926, Jagannath set
up a firm styled Ramgopal Indraprasad at
Adampur Mandi to deal with foodgrains.
This company is considered the precursor
to the Essel Group.

In 1930, Chandra’s father Nanda-
kishore Goenka was born in Sadalpur vil-
lage near Adampur Mandi. In 1941,
Jagannath Goenka shifted to Hissar town
due to poor business at Adampur Mandi.
In 1946, Ramgopal Indraprasad ceased
all operations at Adampur Mandi and
moved to Hissar.
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The same year, Nandakishore Goenka
entered the family business at the age of
16. He returned to Okara and tried to
revive the business there. But it failed to
pick up and subsequently Nandakishore
too shifted to Hissar after wrapping up
Okara Dukaan.

In 1948, Jagannath Goenka shifted to
Delhi and bought a plot at Mothiakhan
where he set up a pulses factory, which
churned out polished pulses. He suffered
heavy losses and the machinery was
shifted back to Hissar in 1951. The new
unit started operations in Hissar and sup-
plied polished gram to Gujarat and the

southern states. This turned out to be a
profit-making venture. By 1966, their
firm, Ramgopal Indraprasad, was running
one dal mill and two cotton ginning facto-
ries and the going was good.

Subhash Chandra was born to 
Nandakishore Goenka and Tara Devi
Goenka on 30 November 1950 at
Adampur Mandi. He was the eldest of the
seven siblings (see Family Tree). He was
also known as Subhash Chandra Goenka
(Goel). He later changed it to Subhash
Chandra as he did not want to be con-
nected with any caste or community.

From the fifth grade Chandra studied
at the CAV School in Hissar. But his real
training came from the homespun 

wisdom of his grandfather Jagannath
Goenka. “It was at the Jagannath Goenka
University that I learnt the most important
lessons of life,” says Chandra. Goenka’s
business involved buying grains and 
selling them for a flat commission, 
warehousing and money lending.

Subhash Chandra always dreamt of
becoming an engineer, but destiny willed
otherwise. The family business suffered a
series of reverses in 1967. Due to the mis-
management of the business by a relative,
the family suffered heavy losses in cotton
trading. The Adarsh Cotton Ginning & Oil
Industries, which was set up the same
year, went into the red and had to be
wound up. To make matters worse,

Jagannath and Inder Prashad decided to
split the business.

With the family going through a bad
patch, Chandra was told by his father that
he could no longer afford to pay his col-
lege fees. He plunged into the business.
Two years later, in 1969, Ramgopal
Indraprasad was renamed Subhash 
Chandra Laxmi Narain (SL). In 1976, the
company was renamed the Essel Group.

Then came the storage business for
FCI, which evolved into Lamina Packers
(and, finally, Essel Propack); the trade
with Russia (“It brought us a lot of
money,” says Chandra); Essel World; and

Zee Television.
“All that is well known,” says Chandra.

“Everybody asks me about that. Every-
body writes about that. It has become
very boring.”

Equally boring is the thought of sitting
back while some work of noble note may
yet be done. In life, Chandra has met with
triumph and disaster and treated those
two impostors just the same. When a BCCI

refuses to play cricket, he will find another
ballgame. For the record, Essel Sports –
the umbrella under which ICL was flagged
off – has now set up the Mumbai Football
Club with an initial investment of around
$1 million. Entrepreneurship is still alive
and kicking.

Rameshwardas Goenka

A FINE FAMILY

Jagannath Goenka

Gagan Goel
MD Bioscope

Ramgopal Goenka

People who have been left out of this family tree include Gopiram Goenka and Inder Prashad Goenka (Subhash Chandra’s great uncles), Kusum Aggarwal, Urmil Gupta and
Mohini Gupta (Chandra’s sisters), Pooja Dikshit (Chandra’s daughter), Ankit Goel and Arpit Goel (Laxmi Goel’s children studying in the US),
Chetna Aggrawal (Laxmi Goel’s daughter), Shrraddha Goel and Vaibhav Goel (Ashok Goel’s children studying in India)
ZEEL- Zee Entertainment Enterprises Ltd; Bioscope is a chain of multiplex cinema cum-family activity centres, a part of E-City; ISMSL- Integrated Subscriber Management Services Ltd, a part of Dish TV

Punit Goenka
CEO ZEEL

Amit Goenka
CEO Pan India

Atul Goel
MD E-City

Subhash Chandra
Group Chairman

Ashok Goel
MD Essel Propack

Nandakishore Goenka

Laxmi Goel
Chairman Suncity

Jawahar Goel
MD Dish TV

Gaurav Goel
VP ISMSL
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Patchwork quilt

If you sum up the performance of the Essel
Group last year, you could well use the title

of Michael Amaladoss’s 1999 book Globalisa-
tion and its Victims. It’s not been a chart-top-
ping year in India. But it’s the group’s
international operations that have taken a hit
in the wake of the economic meltdown.

Take Essel Propack, where Chandra set his
first global foot forward. “We have recorded
26 years of uninterrupted growth,” says vice
chairman and MD Ashok Kumar Goel. 
“However, we saw our first dent in 2008.”

The numbers say it all. In India, the com-
pany’s stand-alone results show a profit after
tax (PAT) of Rs27.2 crore in 2008 (December
end), against Rs37.3 crore the previous year.
Total revenue was up from Rs327.8 crore to
Rs354.8 crore. Switch to the consolidated
operations. Revenue is up from Rs1,208.6
crore to Rs1,294.9 crore. But PAT has taken a
hard knock from a positive Rs60.8 crore to a
loss of Rs88 crore. Essel Propack has opera-
tions in 13 countries (not including India)
and particularly hit were the units in the US,
Russia, Poland and the UK.

The focus now is on cost control, improv-
ing efficiencies and divesting non-core busi-
nesses, says chairman Subhash Chandra. The
medical devices business in the US and Sin-
gapore may be on the block. “The restructur-
ing plan has started to yield results,” says an
end-July report by Angel Broking. 

“Essel Packaging is presently in consolida-
tion phase,” says Goel. “The global down-
turn has accentuated the process of
separating the wheat from the chaff. The
next big thing is plastic tubes. All investments
have been done and the focus is to harness
the investment made till now.”

The group’s television flagship – Zee
Entertainment Enterprises Ltd (ZEEL) – has
had a tough 2008-09. “Advertising revenue
growth was impacted due to the overall eco-
nomic slowdown,” says Chandra. “It was a
year of consolidation.”

The first quarter seems to have been
tougher still. Total revenues were Rs476
crore (consolidated), a decline of 12 per cent.
The hit was in advertising revenues which
declined 29 per cent, while subscription 
revenues increased 12 per cent.

On another front, however, the channel
which had been relegated to a poor No 3 has
entered the lists again against Star and 
Colors. “Despite staying away from the high-
cost war in the Hindi GEC (general entertain-
ment channel) space, Zee TV has managed to
successfully compete with Star Plus and Col-
ors,” says a research report by Enam Securi-
ties. But ratings have never been the priority,
explains CEO Punit Goenka. “My mandate
has been not so much to increase viewership
as to ensure that we are the top company in
terms of returns and profits,” he explains.

“In content, Zee Network has been writ-
ten off twice,” says Chandra. “We have not
only survived, but come back. Even when we
were being written off, we have grown.” No
one’s writing them off today. “Zee is now
well placed to leverage any improvement in
the economy,” concludes Enam.

The other listed companies of the group
include Dish TV (see box) and Zee News. The
latter has shown an improvement in perfor-
mance – consolidated sales increased from
Rs367.51 crore in 2008 (year ended 31
March) to Rs522.13 crore in 2009. PAT was
also up from Rs37.08 crore to Rs44.63 crore.
“Zee News, with its bouquet of news and
regional entertainment channels, has been
recording consistent growth in its top and
bottom line,” says CEO Barun Das. “During
2008-09, arguably the toughest year in the

global arena for businesses, we registered a
42 per cent growth in topline and 23 per cent
growth in EBIDTA (earnings before interest,
depreciation, taxes and amortisation). In the
past one year, we have added three more
channels to our bouquet.” He is doing the
groundwork to expand further.

At Wire & Wireless, India’s largest MSO

(multi-system operator) in the cable industry,
there was a large loss (see chart). But the
company is still in the build and customer
acquisition phase. The fruits of heavy invest-
ments will come in only after a few years.

The company’s other listed company –
ETC Networks, is a bit of a mixture. It is in the
twin areas of entertainment and education.
Entertainment may be a drag in dismal times,
but education has never been brighter. ETC

has brands such as Kidzee, Kidzcare and
Zima. But ETC is being quoted at a
price/earnings ratio of around 17, while edu-
cation peer Educomp is above 50 and
Everonn above 25. Another demerger could
well be in store in the future to unlock values.

“Zee Learn, the education division of Zee
Network, is in the business of improving
human capital from cradle to career,” says
Zee Learn CEO, Sumeet Mehta. Today, there
are 697 Kidzee preschools, 47 Zee schools
and six animation training institutes. “The
division will break even this year and will
deliver a topline growth in excess of 25 
per cent,” adds Mehta. “In five years, we 
plan to have 2,000 Kidzee preschools, 
200 Zee schools and 75 Zee Institutes of 
Creative Arts.”

The biggest company in the Essel Group
is actually none of these. That honour goes to
Pan India Network, which runs the Playwin
lottery business. A few years ago, Playwin was
supposed to be the next big thing. With a
turnover of $729 million in the year ended 
31 March 2009, it is certainly the largest 
company in the group. But, with a moral

Subhash Chandra
• Essel Infraprojects
• Diligent Media (DNA newspaper)
• Wire & Wireless
• Essel Sports (ICL, Mumbai FC)
• Natural Wellness USA Inc (Veria)

Punit Goenka
• Zee Entertainment & all its subsidiaries

(ETC, Zee Turner, Zee Learn, Zee Sports) 
• Digital Media Convergence
• Cornershop
• Procall

Amit Goenka
• Pan India Network Infravest (Playwin) 
   & all subsidiaries 

Laxmi Goel
• Suncity Projects
• Zee News & all subsidiaries 

Atul Goel
• E-City Ventures
• E-City Property Management
• E-City Real Estate
• Fun Multiplex
• E-City Digital Cinemas
• E-City Media

SILOS AND SUNDRIES

Source: A Business India compilation

A guide to who has what and what
remains to be divvied up
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with his grandfather when Chandra
was eight and went off to help an uncle
whose business was on its last legs. He
did visit once or twice a year; there is a
14-year gap between Chandra and his
youngest sister. “It was a 60-member
joint family,” remembers Chandra. 
“In a small town, everybody knows
who holds the keys. They do not treat
you well.”

The Cinderella syndrome did affect
him later. Folks at Zee will tell you that
he doesn’t pay as well as competition,
one of the reasons why there is a high
employee turnover, particularly on the
creative side. He is also unwilling to
splurge on programming. Zee’s budget
on this head is a small fraction of what
it is for Star and Colors. However, in
the economic slowdown, it’s a 
great help: parsimony pays when the
penny pinches.

One project where money still
seems to be flowing in plenty is Dili-
gent Media, the 47:53 joint venture
between the Essel Group and DB. This
publishes the morninger DNA. Diligent
has chalked up losses of Rs121 crore,
Rs164 crore and Rs150 crore in 2005-
06, 2006-07 and 2007-08, respectively.
Its accumulated losses as of 31 March
2008 stood at Rs436 crore.

Chandra is obviously getting
restive. “The shareholders are dis-
cussing the involvement of Zee,” he
says. “We will have a larger say in run-
ning the paper.” Girish Agarwal, direc-
tor of DB, explains however that you
need that sort of money to take on the
might of The Times of India. “Before us,
nobody dared to do so in Mumbai,” he
says. As for Chandra getting involved
in the editorial – if only to haul up the
highly-paid staff – he doesn’t make
much of it. “We (DB and Essel) 
have been mother and father to this
newspaper from the very beginning.
We will always value what he brings to
the table.”

If Chandra is about to start exercis-
ing his economical ways at his DNA

family, he has already done so at his
own. Punit Goenka remembers being
kept on a budget when he was at
school at Institute Le Rosey in Switzer-
land. “We had kids from 42 nationali-
ties there. We had the Who’s Who
kids. They had all kinds of availabili-
ties. But father always said I can give
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majority mindset which considers lottery as
a form of gambling, it has been forced to
maintain a low profile.

Worldwide, the gambling business is
worth approximately $1 trillion. Lotteries, a
small sub-segment, account for $225 bil-
lion. In India, however, organised lotteries
have notched up business of only $5 billion.
“In India, there are a lot of challenges for the
lottery industry,” says Pan India CEO, Amit
Goenka. “We are not even close to achieving
the full business potential. There are only 10
lottery-operating states, leaving 17 other
states with opportunity to open up.”

The other unlisted biggie in the group is
Intrex, with a turnover of $412 million. It has
two subsidiaries – ItzCash Card Ltd and ITX

Trade Exchange Ltd. “ITX Trade Exchange is
India’s first cashless exchange, which funds
business growth by integrating banking,
exchange and marketplace services. ItzCash
Card is India’s first ever multi-essential ser-
vices pre-paid cash card company. This busi-
ness has been growing at 150 per cent
year-on-year,” explains Intrex director,
Navin Surya. Though such a fast pace can-
not be maintained, Surya sees a turnover of
$1,200 million by 2015-16. “ItzCash is 
currently involved in many e-governance
projects; these projects aim at offering 

government-to-citizen and government-to-
business services.”

The last big entry on the current agenda
is infrastructure. “Essel Infraprojects Ltd (EIL)
is another ambitious vision of our chairman
for venturing into long-term investment in
areas such as toll roads, special economic
zones, urban Infrastructure and water pro-
jects,” says EIL CEO, C. Venkataramana. “In
the past two years, EIL has achieved an
order book size of Rs5,500 crore from almost
scratch. EIL has completed a toll road of 75
km between Malegaon and Manmad with
an investment of Rs125 crore and is in the
final stages of completing a four-lane road
between Lebad and Jaora near Indore, with
an investment of Rs729 crore. As part of its
five-year plan, EIL expects to increase its
order book size to Rs20,000 crore and
turnover to Rs1,600 crore.”

Add up all these numbers, factor in some
organic growth and you easily end up with a
figure of $5 billion over the next five years.

And there is a lot more on the agenda at
the Essel Group (see chart). “Family mem-
bers need the freedom to express their
entrepreneurial instincts,” says Chandra.
Some projects may fizzle out; some may still
be very small. But it is from these small
things that you will get the next big thing.

All results are consolidated, barring ETC Networks. Except Essel Propack, which is December ended,
all figures are as of end March 2009. *Market capitalisation and price as on 28 August 2009

A MIXED BOUQUET

 Zee Essel Dish Zee Wire & ETC
(Rs crore) Entertainment Propack TV News Wireless Networks

Sales 2,177 1,291 738 522 308 67

Net profit 522 -88 -481 45 -94 9

Mcap* 9,403 466 4,476 1,115 444 143

Price* (Rs) 217 30 47 47 20 147

Jawahar Goel
• Dish TV India

Gagan Goel
• Bioscope

Gaurav Goel
• Integrated Subscriber Management

Ashok Goel
• Essel Propack
• Pan India Paryatan 
   (Essel World, Water Kingdom)
• Intrex India
   (Itz Cash and Trade Exchange)
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Much on the menu

Dish TV started life as a company for
birds: the firm was originally pro-

moted to invest Rs1,000 crore on a satel-
lite. “We are shopping around for a satellite
already in orbit,” Punit Goenka, who was
then handling the project, told Business
India in 2004. “Some birds have been 
identified.”

But the eagle never landed, or more
appropriately, the Essel Group never
landed the eagle. With reason. “The com-
pany that proposed to put up a satellite has
become Dish TV. Our focus now is on cus-
tomer acquisition rather than backend
infrastructure. As and when the opportu-
nity arises, we will definitely look into it,”
explains Goenka today.

Dish TV has enough on its plate to for-
get about its bird-dogging plans. It was the
first mover in direct-to-home (DTH) and is
today the clear leader in the arena. It has a
40 per cent share of the market, where the
other contenders (some of them still on the
starter’s block) include Tata Sky, Big TV

(from the ADA Group), Airtel Digital TV, Sun
Direct DTH and Videocon. It has 5.5 million
plus subscribers and is targeting another
2.5 million in 2009-10.

“The television business is slated to be a
Rs42,000 crore market by 2013,” says Dish
managing director, Jawahar Lal Goel.
“Right now, I am looking at 130 million TV

households in India and 67 million house-
holds in the SAARC region. This apart, our
special focus will be on 250,000 homes 
in Pakistan and another 200,000 in
Afghanistan, where we need to invest.”

Chairman Subhash Chandra expects
big things of Dish. “For us, Dish is a main-
stream business. For the others, it is not a
significant business in their portfolio,
whether it is the Tatas, or the Ambanis or
even Bharti.”

It’s not going to be a cakewalk, how-
ever. “The DTH subscriber base is esti-
mated to grow to around 28 million by
2013, powered by the entry of even more
new players, which may make the market
intensely competitive and force players to
market themselves aggressively and keep
the price points low,” says a FICCI-KPMG

report. “The price war has come a little
too early,” admits Vikram Kaushik, man-
aging director, Tata Sky. (See DTH: Prime
time, Business India, April 19, 2009.) “The

ARPU – average revenue per user – is under
pressure with increased competition,”
admits Dish.

If you look at the numbers alone, it’s a
sea of red. The Dish profit after tax (PAT) 
in the year ended 31 March 2008 was
Rs413.20 crore, just about the same as the
turnover of Rs413.32 crore. The year to 31
March 2009 was no better. PAT stood at
Rs481 crore on a turnover of Rs737.69
crore. The target for next year is Rs1,250
crore. And Dish has the best balance sheet
in the industry.

But it would be simplistic to judge the
company on these numbers. “This is the
growth phase,” says Chandra. “We are

spending big money on customer acquisi-
tion. For any customer you acquire, you are
giving away Rs2,500-3,000.”

This is the reason that Dish is looking
to raise resources. It is coming out with a
$200 million issue of Foreign Currency
Convertible Bonds. Jawahar Goel and his
team have already been on roadshows
abroad and the response, according to
them, has been very positive.

Analysts see good times ahead.
“Highly appetising,” says an August 2009
report by Religare Hichens, Harrison. “The
DTH subscriber base is expected to
explode with Dish remaining firmly in
pole position. We anticipate a CAGR (com-
pound annual growth rate) of 31 per cent
and 49 per cent for Dish over 2009-11.”
The big advantage for Dish, says Religare,
is that it can leverage the group’s content
and broadcasting facilities.

“A well-funded balance sheet has
industry leader Dish optimally positioned
to exploit the 50 per cent plus expected
five-year revenue CAGR of India’s DTH sec-
tor,” says Reliance Equities, a part of the
ADA Group. But it adds a note of caution: at
the current price, the valuations may be on
the higher side. “Dish TV, with around 5
million subscribers, is well placed to reap
the benefits of scale. We expect EBIDTA to
break even in the first quarter of financial
2010,” says a May 2009 report by Enam.
“We have reached EBIDTA break-even,”
says Goel. “We will be cash positive in
another two quarters.”

Dish is looking beyond channels. The
world over, content is a differentiator. But,
in India, regulations mandate that all DTH

operators offer the same bouquet. Thus,
it’s the add-ons that may finally separate
the successes from the survivors.

Dish is foraying in a big way into value-
added services (VAS), though this is not
expected to be significant in revenue terms
in the immediate future. “Consumer usage
data for VAS on DTH clearly shows there is
pent-up demand for services such as gam-
ing, religious content like Live Aarti of Sid-
dhi Vinayak and Shirdi Sai Baba, with
families spending up to 20 per cent of their
TV viewing time on these,” says Goel. Dish
has tied up with Yatra.com for Travel Active
(to search for and book airline tickets and
holiday packages), with monster.com for
Monster Jobs Active and shaadi.com for
Shaadi Active matrimonials. “Dish TV has a
wide distribution network and deep pene-
tration in Tier II and Tier III markets. The
alliance helps in bridging the unmet need
of an audience whose access to the Inter-
net is limited. It substantiates our commit-
ment to jobseekers,” adds Sanjay Modi,
managing director, Monster (India, Middle
East and Southeast Asia).

“The introduction of more and more
services on the Dish TV platform will be the
differentiator that will make our brand
stand out,” says Dish COO, Salil Kapoor.
“There is a whole new, untapped market
lying ahead of us and we are working on a
strategy to be there. There is great scope
for this market to grow as we still not an
Internet economy.”

The new Dish branding is styled Sabse
Zyaada (the biggest of them all). BIG TV

may have objections; but this Dish aims to
provide a five-course meal. u

Jawahar Goel is raising $200 million for
subscriber acquisition
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you anything you want, any amount
of money you want. But if you want to
become people of substance, you must
learn to live on a budget. At Zee, we do
not like to waste money on program-
ming. We work to a budget.”

Money may not have been always
available. But friends from early times
describe Chandra as being generous.
And responsible, what with a father 
in absentia. “During schooldays, 
Subhash’s financial situation was not
very good,” says another classmate,
Tarachand Aggrawal. “But he was
extremely courageous and faced all
adversities and additional responsibili-
ties very well.” Sachdev (quoted earlier)
remembers that Chandra, always short
of cash, used to borrow money from
Tarachand. He would buy foodgrain
from the mandi and sell them in the
market at a profit and return Tarac-
hand’s money the same day. Business
was in his blood. “He would never
break a promise and would always care
for his friends,” says Sachdev.

Caring for friends is something
Chandra learnt early in life. And he has
never forgotten it. “I have been politi-
cally inclined,” he agrees. “I have good
friends. I would say that – apart from
my grandfather’s training – my good
friends got me where I am.” It’s both
the high and the low. Chandra has
talked with crowds and kept his virtue
and walked with kings and not lost the
common touch. “He still remembers
all my kids and family members’
names and my mobile number,” says
Aggrawal. Ramesh, the owner of
Ramesh Watch Shop in Hissar, has
another memory. “Subhash and I were
childhood friends,” he says. “I had a
watch shop (which I still run) and all
our friends used to gather there. One
day Subhash came to the shop and
formed an Old Boys Association.” Even
at a young age, he knew the value of
networking.

He never became an old boy, of
course, in one sense. College eluded
him as there was no money to foot 
the bill. “When he got admission at the
Polytechnic College at Sirsa, it was the
talk of the town,” says Sachdev. “A boy
from this small town had got admis-
sion in such a big college. He made our
village proud.”

But now that he is becoming an old

boy in another sense, he seems to be
changing. Not physically. He still
sports his silver lock of hair. According
to what he told a friend, he woke up
one morning and found it like that. But
it has obviously been kept going by his
hairdresser and with a little help from
Mr Adi Godrej.

Food formula
Chandra continues to be just as active.
But he has become a vegetarian – a
wellness imperative, no doubt. Punit
Goenka remembers that the food habit
was one issue his father and mother
used to fight about. “At home we could
never even bring in eggs,” says Punit.
“You eat out and come home and wash
first thing. But father was training us to
be non-vegetarians.” Chandra was no
carnivore on a crusade. “His reasoning
was that we, as part of the business,
would need to travel to places; you can-
not survive unless you are a non-vege-
tarian,” says Punit. A visionary can be
down-to-earth too.

In many other ways, your view of
Chandra depends on where you are 
sitting. Take delegation for instance.
“The way our chairman operates is to
give complete authority and a free
hand to any of his managers, whether
it is a family member or a profes-
sional,” says Punit. “But that happens
up to a point, until you actually goof
up.” Ask a professional and you will get

a different take. “Big Brother is always
watching,” says a former CEO. “And
with the induction of the family in the
business, there are four Big Brothers –
and an assortment of sons.” Chandra
himself is ambivalent. “People have
divergent views on whether I delegate
or don’t delegate,” he says.

Is he mellowing with the years? Per-
haps, but only until the next chal-
lenge. “I did a test recently which
showed that I excel in challenging
times,” he says. “When the going is
good, I probably make more mistakes.”

Was Honey Vanilla a mistake?
“Chandra is not about fine essences –
he is more about shikakai,” says Bijoor.
Here is his take on what Chandra repre-
sents from a brand imagery perspec-
tive. “If Chandra were a car, it would be
something just below a Mercedes Benz
and not a Mercedes Benz itself. In
terms of a drink, I see him as a Johnnie
Walker Red Label, but certainly not a
Single Malt or a Blue Label. In terms of
a fragrance, I would associate him with
a rustic Indian fragrance, something
upper-end, but very rustic. In terms of a
sport, I would look at him as hockey,
but not cricket.”

Cricket – the Indian Cricket League
– has seemingly been another mistake.
No matter. Chandra is always ready for
a new ballgame. If it doesn’t exist, he’ll
invent it.

u PARTHASARATHI SWAMI and DEVENDRA MOHAN
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Ashok Goel is in consolidation phase Zee News and Suncity shine for Laxmi Goel
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