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BAKERI

A sweet
Symphony

Chairman and managing director of

Symphony Ltd tells Jyotsna Bhatnagar
about the future of air-coolers in India and

how he brought a turnaround

for the company by concentrating

ITH TEMPERATURES
soaring to record highs
as early as March and
April, the summer of
2017 promises tobe a
scorcher. Cash registers are ringing like
never before as air conditioners and air
coolers tly off the shelves becoming the
hottest selling white goods.

In the estimated ¥3 000 crore branded
aircooler market,undisputed market leader
Symphony Limited, with a market share of
over 50%b, is makingwaves with the launch
of its new range of premium coolers loaded
with features like digital touch screen, voice-
assist, and mosquito repellent. The range,

on a single product

not surprisingly, is an instant hit.

It's a perfect time to catch up with the
57-year old Achal Bakeri, chairman and MD
of the Ahmedabad-based pure play air
cooler major. Scion of one of city’s oldest
surviving real estate families, Bakeri is the
quintessential Gujarati entrepreneur,hard-
wired to spot new challenges and convert
them into viable business opportunities.
From a dream debut in the late eighties,
Symphony almost went belly up a decade
lateronly to rise phoenix-like to its present
perch as the world’s largest aircooler com-
panywith an astronomical market capital-
isation of over 10,000 crore.

Thevenue forourluncheonis one of the

ILLLIST RAT HOM: SH A

conference rooms at SymphonyHouse, lo-
cated in one of the city’s toniest localities,
the SG Highway. Spread over six levels en-
compassing 60,000 sq ftof carpetarea,the
state-of-the-art building is a fitting testi-
mony tothebuilder genealogyAchal has in-
herited from the Bakeri family patriarch,
octogenarian Anil Bakeri, and later honed
with an architecture degree from the pres-
tigious CEPT UniversityatAhmedabad and
an MBA in real estate finance from the US.

Iam ushered intothe Symphony CMD'’s
office onthe sixth floor overlookinga lush,
manicured terrace garden. Our choice of
drinks settled—I opt fora chilled glass of co-
conut water while my host opts for a sea-
sonal juice—we get down to chatting aswe
wait for lunch to be served.

In a market still dominated largely by
the unorganised sector which accounts for
70-80% of the turf, several
top brands are makingabee-
line for this lucrative space
which is notching up an im-
pressive growth of over 20%
annually on the back of in-
creasing demand from tier-11
and tier-111 cities. [ am curi-
ous to know how Symphony
has managed toretainits nu-
mero uno position,“It’s sim-

Symphony is a
case study for its
uniqgue and asset-

light business
model which has
given it leg room
to expand to new

erswere significantly more expensive than
the local competition.

Adiscreet intrusion by an office atten-
dant interrupts the reverie.We move to the
adjacentconference room where ourlunch
has been laid. It's a sumptuous Mexican
spread—crisp nachos, burritos, fresh hum-
mus, a divine salsa, grilled vegetable sand-
wiches,and tacos. Bakeri serves me gener-
ous portions of the dishes, keeping a hawk
eye on my plate for replenishments as and
when required.

Pickingup the threads of the Symphony
saga, Bakeri recalls howfollowingits IPO in
1994, “we tried to do too much and in the
process did not execute our strategies well.”
From a single product company Symphony
diversified into geysers, water purifiers,
washing machines and exhaust fans. Un-
fortunately, the multi-product diversifica-
tion did not factor in the market dynam-
ics—the products were in segments which
werewidely copied and soon, rivals stolethe
market with cheaper copies. The result?
Symphony’s entire net worth got wiped out
and it filed for bankmptcy protection with
the now defunct BIFR.

But instead of throwing in the towel, a
determined Bakeri chose to take up the
gauntlet.“Irealised I had bitten more than I
could chew and decided to exit from the
product diversification experiment to Sym-
phony's core strength—air coolers. While
our earlier game plan was many products,
one market, I changed that focus to one
product, many markets” Thus, began Sym-
phony’s forayinto overseas markets and si-
multanepusly, its complete exit from man-
ufacturing. “Were-engineered the business
when Irealised that my mind space would
beless cluttered if I was not handling man-
ufacturing. We outsourced manufacturing
to OEMs while retaining a tight controlon
our products,designsand raw materials,”he
explains. Today, Symphonyis a case study for
its unique and asset-light business model
which has given itleg room to expand to
new territories without being hamstrung by
manufacturing. To strengthen its presence
in lucrative foreign markets, Symphonyhas,
over the years acquired Mexico-based Im-
pco Air Coolers and recently, Chinese air
coolermanufacturer MKE. Thishasenabled
it to sell its products under its own brand
name in over 60 countries. Symphony prod-
uctshavebeen endorsed bycorporategiants
including GE, Walmart, Lear Corporation
and Carrefour. As on date, the company pos-
sesses the largest number of trademarks
and registered designs in the intemational
air cooler industry with a whopping 108
trademarks, 59 registered designs, seven
copyrights and eight patents. The foreign
acquisitions have alsobeen made keepingin
mind a market hitherto non-existent in In-
dia—industrial cooling.

“We have evangelised and created this
market from scratch in India. And our fu-
ture growth will tap hugely into this un-
tapped reservoir—from factories to engi-
neering works shop floors to chemical and
textile factories where air
conditioning is neither feasi-
ble nor economical, large
spaces can be air cooled to
provide comfort to workers,”
Bakeri says.

The shrewd businessman
has also spotted a potential
market in vast spaces of tem-
ples, marriage halls, cattle
sheds, poultry farms and
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Reminisces Achal,“I founded Symphony on
achance suggestion made by my father ata
time when we were shifting to our new
home inAhmedabad waybackin 1988.We
werenot able to air-condition certain sec-
tions of the house and air cooling these
spaces seemed the only option. The prob-
lemwas that not onlywere the air coolers
noisy and huge, but were an eyesore. My fa-
ther asked me to explore the prospect of
making an air cooler which looked like an
AC.Intuitively,that made business sense to
me and I took the plunge. Not only did I
reinvent the air cooler, but raised an ordi-
nary commodity into a branded lifestyle
product by focusing on aesthetics, design
and consumer preference. My company was
the symphony amidst the cacophony”The
first few years were a dream run with de-

mand outstripping supply though the cool-

Bhavan at Haridwar, but also the world’s
largest air cooling project at the Mecca
Complex in Saudi Arabia.

Our meal is almost over. There’s a deli-
cious unbelievably airy mango mousse for
dessert. So what does the owner of a com-
pany,rated as one of the best-performing
stocks of the decade 2005-2015 alongside
Infosys,aspire for in the not so distant fu-
ture? His reply stuns me. “To steer it to
greater heights before handing over the
reins to a professional CEO and board.” Fa-
ther of two daughters, neither of whom
have any aspirations to pick up the baton,
Bakeri happily looks forward to a day when
he canroam the world with his spouse, any-
time, anywhere, on a one-way ticket sans
any baggage of commitments!
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