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The man with a brand

Paras Shahdadpuri, chairman of the UAE-based Nikai Group of Companies, has had
tremendous success in growing a family trading outfit into a well recognised brand in the
region. Here he tells Ehab Heyassat how he did it and where he intends to take the group.

Can you tell us how Nikai got
started?

| started my career with India’s
diplomatic services. | served in
Indian embassies in China, the
US, Libya and Saudi Arabia before
quitting my job and starting my own
business in commodities like tea,
coffee, rice, fertilisers, etc.

Once | got into trading electronic
goods, | felt it was important to
create our own brand. We used
to import electronics from Japan
those days, so we decided to have
a Japanese name for the brand.
Then we discovered that there was
an existing Japanese company
with the same name. We bought
it. That company was not doing
exactly what we were doing, but it
was licensed under the electronics
activities category. And that's how
Nikai got started in 1995.

Today the Nikai group is the
umbrella for electronics trade,
IT, HR services and foodstuff
distribution.

How did you choose Dubai as
your base?

After | left my job with the Indian
government, | went to set up an
export business. India was still a
closed economy those days, so |
set up an office in London. | used
to travel to London through Dubai.
Once, | missed a connecting flight,
which put me in the difficult position
of waiting for another 22 hours at

“As for an IPO, 'm open because
it's the right thing to do. It's about
public participation, and the new
funds will grow the business.”

the Dubai airport before | could
take the next flight. I did not want
to stay at the airport for that long,
so | spoke to an Emirati official
working at the airport. | spoke in
broken Arabic, but he replied in
Hindi. | told him the story, and in 10
minutes he got me the visa. That
was enough to make me look at
Dubai.

| came to Dubai for the first time
in my life and was amazed by its
telecommunications infrastructure,
good road network, easy licensing
procedures for investors, good
port facilities, excellent security,
good schools with an Indian
syllabus, proximity to my home
country, free foreign exchange
policy and the list goes on. And it
was enough for me to decide to
move my company here and settle
in Dubai.
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And you closed the London office?

Correct. | could not afford to maintain
two offices. | had to close our London
office after a few months of opening it.

| started my business, as | told you,
trading commodities like tea, coffee, etc.
from India to various places. Similarly, |
used to buy urea from Libya to ship it to
India.

These were big bulk shipments,
which also gave me a lot of spare time
in between. And that's how | started
looking at other ways of investing
my time and getting involved in other
activities. Interestingly, | got into the
electronics business by chance and we
have grown ever since. In all humility, |
would like to say that we made history in
the UAE. In the past 40 years, we were
one of the rare private-label brands that
sustained its presence and growth year
after year. Today, we have achieved a
position where we are ranked along with
top Japanese and Korean brands in the
UAE. This has been the culmination of
focus, dedication and sincerity in our
overall conduct and commitment to
achieve our objectives.

We like to think that we are among the
top six brands in this part of the world. We
now have plans to expand to other parts
of the world. Our endeavour is to build a
strong brand in the Middle East and Africa
region and then replicate that in the CIS
markets. We are worried about piracy
and duplication of our brands in some
countries.

Are all your companies privately
owned?

Yes, one hundred per cent owned by me.
Of course, like most businesses, we have
a silent local partner.

What are the group companies?
Nikai has the complete range of
consumer products such as LCD and
plasma TVs, refrigerators, washing
machines, etc. In our food business, we
are strong distributors of some Uniliver
products from India in many countries
in the Middle East. We are also in the IT,
outsourcing and staffing businesses. We
own a few Subway restaurants as well.
Today we also have offices in Africa, China
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“We are now about to enter the real
estate market as developers and
we're also looking into investing in the
healthcare industry as well.”

and other places, with a staff strength of
about 400 employees.

We are now about to enter the real
estate market as developers and we're
looking into investing in the healthcare
industry as well.

Commodities trading and electronics
are different industries. How do you
manage them?

In business, you have to use a lot
of common sense. Apart from strong
fundamentals, it does involve a lot of
passion; it needs focus and commitment.
You should be able to swim across
troubled waters and have the guts to
face challenges and obstacles squarely.
There are always ways to walk through
obstacles. The ability to do this also helps
you to sustain your passion, which is
important for success in business. Armed
with these elements, | have never found
it difficult to enter new areas of business.
In fact, | find it hard to fail. | know some
people will feel that I'm talking rubbish,
but if you have done your homework and
SWOT properly, you can turn challenges
into opportunities.

You should also not shy away from
taking the help of professionals. In my
case, | like to pass the baton of my
business once it reaches a certain stage
of growth to professionals to allow myself
the opportunity to start a new business; to
incubate it, nurture it and then hand it over
to senior professionals.

So your model is micromanaging and
then transferring it to professionals?

Yes, but to be honest, micromanaging
is not the best model to practice for too
long. | did not have a lot of money when |
began. | had to take care of every detalil
myself. | continued to do this, perhaps for
too long. Recently, | realised that you don't
have to micromanage for too long. So,
after you have incubated a company two
to three years, pass it to professionals to
take it to the next stage of growth.

Do you use wasta in business?

| never use wasta to bend rules or get
favourable treatment. Two things | never
do: bribe and wasta. Like anyone else, |
too have issues with local departments
here, and even if | have wasta, | never use
it. If it is my right to have something, it is
possible, in this country, to get it.

You have talked about your silent
partner, but the rules of the game are
changing. Your comments?

This is a welcome step forward. I've
been a chairman of the Overseas Indians
Economic Forum and currently | am a
board member of the Indian Business
Council in Dubai. | have always been
talking to very senior people, including
Sheikha Lubna Al Qasimi and others,
about opening up. | have always said
that someone owning 51 per cent of
a business while he is not the actual
owner is not right. This model forces
expat businessmen to do something
that they don't wish to do. This also, at
times, makes expat businessmen feel
insecure.

I'm in favour of the long-awaited law that
will allow expats majority shareholding
of their businesses. Let the local
shareholding be genuine. We want our
Emirati friends to be part of the business
and genuinely partcipate in equity.



So you welcome real partners from
among local businessmen?

Absolutely. In this case, one plus one
equals 11 and not two, as the local
partner not only brings his own capital,
but also his time, contacts and local
experience. This could lead to amazing
growth of our businesses.

Aren't you late getting into the real
estate business?

An entrepreneur is never late. The
market is like a cake. If you have one per
cent of the cake, you are already looking
at another one per cent, resulting in 100
per cent growth. An entrepreneur looks at
bringing innovations and looks at things
differently to increase his share in the
market. So, it's never too late, not even
10 years from now.

This real estate market has a long
way to go in the UAE. | think the
developments in the UAE's real estate
market is a story reflecting well-placed
economic growth. All economic activities
in the world have their own cycles. In the
UAE, the real estate cycle is on the up.
There could be room for a 10 per cent
correction after 2010.

We want to be a service provider in this
market. Everybody talks about service,
but very few are actually capable of
offering that service. We have established
good service standards in Nikai and
are known for our excellent service and
competitive pricing. Nikai is known as
Mr. Reliable and we hope to achieve the
same benchmarks as developers. As |
said, if you do your homework with focus,
sincerity and passion, you can never go
wrong!

Business is an art, not a science; you
can have a painting sold for millions, while
another goes for almost nothing. Also, it's
not about luck at all.

What exactly are you planning to do in
real estate?

We are still putting the final plans in
place. Things will become clearer in the
coming weeks. As of now, we have set up
a company and are looking for opening
offices. It is an offshore company, but we
are exploring ways of bringing it under the
Nikai umbrella. For the first time, | took

“Higher inflation rates and rising

cost of operation is a serious issue.
Dubai made its name because of

the low cost of operations and its
competitiveness. Unfortunately, Dubai
is losing its edge; costs are going up
and are catching up with Europe and
the Far East.”

partners in this venture, mostly friends.
More people bring more ideas and limit
the risk.

Are you going to do other ventures
with partners?

We will take one step at a time. But
partnership is definitely a good way to go
forward.

What are your thoughts about the
inflation in our economies as of late?
Higher inflation rates and rising cost
of operation is a serious issue. Dubai
made its name because of the low cost
of operations and its competitiveness.
Unfortunately, Dubai is losing its edge;
costs are going up and are catching up
with Europe and the Far East. It is, of
course, causing anxiety in the trading
community. Our sales are growing fast,
but our profits are not; sometimes they

are stagnant. This is a major worry for us.

We hope the government will take steps

Business Leader

to help the business community. I'm really
worried about manufacturing activities,
as it is getting more expensive to operate
here.

Are you saying that growth is being
seriously affected by inflation?

This is a serious worry; the cost of
operation has really shot through the
roof. Rents for staff housing, offices
and warehouses have skyrocketed.

The roads are getting more crowded
and time is wasted in travel, while
transportation itself is becoming
expensive. UAE businesses have been
sourcing large numbers of employees
from India. But now the Indian talent
has become very expensive, due to the
boom in the Indian economy. All this has
contributed to a tremendous increase in
the cost of operation in a short period
of three years. | feel inflation is in the
double-digits right now. The government
needs to take steps to do something
about it.

Are businesses thinking of relocating
to cut costs?

Yes. People are feeling the pinch of
escalating costs. Some are thinking of
partially relocating, if not entirely. We urge
the government to step in and come up
with ideas to support businesses.

What do you think about revaluing the
UAE dirham?

It will be good for us. We are partially in
manufacturing, so the raw material could
become cheaper. General imports could
be at much cheaper prices.

Do you have any plans of diluting your
equity to partners or through an IPO?
This is a new thought. In the past, |
have been quite possessive about what
we have created. Now yes, if it comes
to diluting, | do not mind, but | will do
it only if there is a huge added value.
[ would like to have partners that have
lots of contacts, and also the vision to
take the company to new frontiers.
As for an IPO, I'm open because it's
the right thing to do. It's about public
participation, and the new funds will grow
the business. =
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