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I had a unique problem a few years ago. I required a replacement engine for my Air Deccan aircraft stranded in Kolkata, which proved to be a logistic nightmare for us. Despite having spare engines in Delhi and Bengaluru, it took us five days and cost us $250,000 for the engines to reach Kolkata as no carrier had the infrastructure or the operational capability to do so.

The quickest option was to board it on an international airline on the Delhi-Singapore-Kolkata route. This delay resulted in the loss of revenue and great passenger discomfort. This incident got me thinking and thus, Deccan 360 was born.

It seemed the right time to launch Deccan 360, as the Indian economy was booming at that time. Then, overnight, the world economy collapsed and a lot of companies synonymous with wealth and banking went bankrupt. That’s when I decided: “Let me do it. This is not the time to ask for money. I must put my money where my mouth is.”

Of course I had, by that time, generated a considerable amount of wealth for myself and as an entrepreneur, when you believe in your idea, you go all out to bring it to fruition. I did that with Air Deccan and I decided to do the same with Deccan 360, too.

So I had to mortgage almost  everything—my house, my shares, my stocks and started all over again. I said to myself, “Let me build the company and let me choose the private equity players at the right time.”

Deccan 360 has been looking to expand its network, and that opportunity presented itself when at the beginning of this financial year Reliance Industries Limited (RIL) came on board as a strategic partner. It was a perfect fit in terms of our vision for a better, faster India—the partnership made perfect sense. Today, the company is in its first year of operations, and it already has some ‘firsts’ under its belt, including:

* It is the first Indian logistics company to launch international freighter services
* It is the first Indian logistics company to operate on the hub and spoke model
*It is India’s first-ever multi-modal transport service provider.

Besides being India’s largest freight charter operator, it’s also India’s largest freighter fleet, comprising eight aircraft connecting 10 major airports across India—more than the market leader.

CAPTAIN G.R. GOPINATH is the Chairman and MD of Deccan 360. After making affordable flying a reality in India with Air Deccan, Captain Gopinath invested his earnings to build India’s first multi-modal transport services company. Today, Deccan 360 is flying high in the logistics space.
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Shereen Bhan (SB): Your father, Captain Gopinath, is usually seen as a maverick serial entrepreneur—what was it like growing up as Pallavi Gopinath?
Pallavi Gopinath (PG): Whenever he attracted attention, I felt proud because I know how he has risen from where he grew up and what he did.

SB: So when did you actually decide to become an aviation entrepreneur yourself?
PG: It happened completely by accident. I was pursuing my degree in literature and doing my internship at BBC. It so happened that my father was in London at that time meeting Kiran Rao of Airbus. I met them for dinner and we got talking. He asked whether I would like to pursue an internship in the communication department to begin with. It sounded pretty exciting and I decided to take it up. My father was also happy that I did go for it, though he did not influence me in any way.

SB: So, you worked with Airbus in Toulouse, France. How was that experience?
PG: To be honest, initially I found it very boring in the communication department because there was really not much to do besides sending out pictures of the A380 (when it was launched) to journalists. So I moved to the marketing department. That’s when I really got into it because they asked me to do a market study on the potential of civil aviation in India. This was the time when Air Deccan started.

SB: Was it never a consideration for you to actually come back and start Air Deccan with your father?
PG: Not at that time. It didn’t even cross my mind, nor did my father make any offer. He probably wanted me to make my mistakes somewhere else and then come back.

SB: Many people were skeptical about Air Deccan at that time. Did you believe in your father’s plans?
PG: I did and that’s why I had to do this project. There was someone I was working with in the marketing department, who gave me this project mainly to find out if what my dad was saying was true or not. It was a task where I had to prove my dad was on the right side. It was a lot of hard work, but very interesting because I learned so much about my own country and aviation. I think that was where I decided that I wanted to pursue this further.

SB: And what was Avions de Transport Regional (ATR) like because, again, you were in the heart of Toulouse in France, dealing with everything to do with aviation?
PG: I had formal education, but I also learned how people work in the company—what kind of market research they do, what they need to learn about India. And since I am from India, I could give them a lot of insight as well. And then, of course, I had my dad who gave me a lot of advice.

SB: When your father sold his stake at Air Deccan, he had said it felt like giving away a daughter. What about your feelings?
PG: I was very upset because we were all very proud of what he had begun and achieved. Of course, I was not in Bengaluru during that entire period and it was not that he had discussed his plans with me. I actually picked up the newspaper and only then found out about what had happened. I called him up but he was really busy at that time. But I still kept questioning him and that annoyed him a bit, because he was already stressed and I was stressing him out even more with my questions and hysteria. He just said there are some decisions which have to be taken.

SB: But he is not a man who ever gives up.
PG: That’s what I really love about him—his energy actually motivates everybody around him, too.

SB: What ultimately made you give up ATR in France and move back to India and start Deccan Cargo?
PG: One aspect is to have a more challenging job because I was working in a very structured environment. Everything was laid out—I had to do my basic research, MBA, thesis, and that was it. But there was nothing new or challenging in that job. So when my father told me about Deccan 360, I knew it was the best place for me.

SB: What are your responsibilities at Deccan 360? Is it tougher than what you had anticipated?
PG: Definitely. Setting up the business and its ground operations, coordinating with the franchises, making it standardized, making sure everybody is on the same page because time is the main factor in the logistics industry—it has all been a huge challenge.

SB: There are question marks as far as the franchise model is concerned, but you are sticking with it, aren’t you?
PG: Yes, because in India it could really work. Even the franchises, though they are not from the logistics background, are all businessmen and they know how to make money. So you don’t need to teach them that. The franchise model works for us because we want to expand immediately, and this is the best way to go about it.

SB: It ties in with your low cost philosophy, too, doesn’t it? Your IT functions are also geared toward this low cost operation, aren’t they?
PG: Yes, but we haven’t cut back costs on IT as it’s a critical ingredient in our business. Everything gets tracked and traced, data is entered and, even for the scans, we need the IT system.

SB: How much do you intend to scale up the franchises?
PG: In the coming year, we will scale it up further by having more franchises in different locations like, say, Dharwar or Mysore or Hassan. Everyday I get about 25-30 e-mails from people saying they are interested in becoming a partner of Deccan 360, so that’s a really good sign. But right now, we are just going to concentrate on setting up the whole operation.

SB: Since your father has made it very clear that he wants to position this company as the FedEx of India, what are the internal targets and timelines you have to contend with?
PG: Operationally speaking, I am focused toward getting this right in a couple of months at the maximum. But to become the FedEx of India would take one year at least. Of course, other players like Blue Dart, FedEx or DHL also took their time to come up to the position they are in now. Deccan 360 needs to build up the brand to that extent.

SB: You have already named some of your competitors. But now that others like Kingfisher are coming into the fray as well, how’s the landscape changing?
PG: It will take time for the new entrants in the field to build up their business, but if they use their belly space cargo, it will only mean good, healthy competition for us. And that is a challenge we would gladly meet. It certainly won’t kill us.

SB: Hopefully not, but what would be your USP?
PG: The fact that we have Airbus A310 and ATR, our own aircraft, and also the fact that we reach out to many more cities than Blue Dart does in terms of the network. We are twice the size of Blue Dart today, though we only began four months back.

SB: Is securing capital still a challenge for the company?
PG: It’s not a problem anymore. Initially, of course, it was because of the financial crisis, but even Air Deccan started when the economy wasn’t doing too well. Today, people do not have a problem investing in Deccan.

SB: Your sister is not at all inclined toward joining this business, is she?
PG: Not as yet, but she is just 22 now, so there’s still time for her to decide. She was the inspiration behind father’s attempt at joining politics. I am also interested in politics, and was actively involved during the election campaign.

SB: Will you consider joining the board?
PG: I will consider that at some point. But right now, I am quite happy where I am. As far as joining the board is concerned, well, it will happen if I stick around long enough.

SB: Does your father monitor what you do?
PG: No, I give my feedback directly to the director of the company, the CEO and my bosses. They monitor that part.

SB: Where do you see yourself in the next few years?
PG: At Deccan, probably doing much more than I am doing now, and having more responsibility—whether it’s in operations, sales or marketing.

SB: Will you eventually take over from your father?
PG: Maybe. I cannot comment on this, because I will only be in this as long as my passion sustains.

SHEREEN BHAN is the Executive Editor, CNBC-TV18.
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The man synonymous with affordable flying in India has launched his next venture. Captain G.R. Gopinath’s Deccan 360, positioned as an express transportation and logistics company, heralds a brand new phase in his entrepreneurial journey. Some insights from the pathbreaker.
E: What defines a true entrepreneur?
GOPINATH: A true entrepreneur is someone who creates a new customer base, transforms businesses and changes an existing space—an entrepreneur changes lives. He is a person with the vision to make a difference to society. By ‘vision’, I don’t mean setting a target of creating a Rs. 1,000-crore company.

That, in my opinion, is a consequence. There should be no dichotomy between you and your dream, your vision and your venture. As an entrepreneur, you are possessed by an idea—and the idea, in turn, should possess you.

E: Did you have a mentor?
GOPINATH: No. But my father always said that a person must work with shradha, which means dedication. You must lose yourself in action.

E: How often do you mentor other entrepreneurs?
GOPINATH: I constantly receive mails and queries from people; I offer them my advice. Besides that, I give talks at institutes like Wharton, Kellog, IIT and IIM. Also, I have about 4,000 people working for me; if you can mentor your own employees, it is good enough.

E: What is your view on B-schools introducing entrepreneurship as an academic course?
GOPINATH: I don’t think it is necessary. Many successful entrepreneurs have not even gone to business schools. An entrepreneur is like an artist; if you are one, you become one. Every cell in your body should be ‘entrepreneurial’.

E: Would you like to be remembered as a  serial entrepreneur?
GOPINATH: No, I wouldn’t say that. Serial entrepreneurs are very deliberate in thought, bringing their ventures to a level that would make it saleable. They are very clear on the right time to sell it, and usually have no emotional ties with the venture. I am an entrepreneur. All my ventures—from my farm to Air Deccan and the chartered helicopters under Deccan Aviation—are still with me. I’m still the second largest shareholder at Air Deccan, after its sale to Kingfisher Airlines.

E: Any advice for existing and aspiring entrepreneurs?
GOPINATH: First generation entrepreneurs should [identify] something unique. Even if you start a venture in an existing space, break in and change the rules of the game. Take the case of McDonalds, for instance. It operates in the restaurant sector, which has innumerable players. However, it broke in with a franchisee model. Today, this model has been replicated by many. Similarly, Walmart introduced low-cost retailing, and Amazon changed the way you bought books.

You can be innovative in any sector and create a business even where many exist. Keep a laser focus; exclusion is everything. When I started Air Deccan, I did not see the 1 percent of the population flying in India—I saw the remaining 99 percent who were not. There is only one class: the consumer class. India is not a country of 1 billion hungry people anymore—it is a country of 1 billion hungry consumers. Never ask where the money is; live the dream with boundless optimism and energy, and the money will come to you.

E: What path have you envisioned for your new business venture?
GOPINATH: With Deccan 360, we aim to span the length and breadth of the country. I want it to be an ubiquitous, easily accessible business solution—from India, to India. The network will be run on the back of hundreds of franchisees from Kashmir to Kanyakumari. Your cargo will be picked from your home and delivered to its rightful destination. Deccan 360 will allow customers to ‘ship’ online; it would be just as easy as booking air tickets online. The company will provide a door-to-door delivery service with an end-to-end tracking system. To enable this, my trucks will be fitted with GPS. Three Airbus A310 freighter aircraft will be deployed, along with six small feeder ATR 42 aircraft. Each aircraft has four separate divisions with customized temperature controls to suit different commodities. Deccan 360 is the first express logistics firm connecting not only the metros, but also Tier-I and Tier-II cities. India currently has a load capacity of 120 tons at a given time; I’m adding another 125 tons to this. Recently, we appointed Asia AirFreight Terminal (AAT) and Singapore Airline Terminal Services (SAAT) as our freight and fl ight operation handling agents in Hong Kong, where we have already appointed Courier and Freight Express CFX as our GSA. We’ve also tied up with Lufthansa Technik for maintenance and supply of components for our Airbus A310 freighter aircraft fleet, and Lufthansa Technik Services India for our complete, end-to-end warehousing requirements, which is a first of sorts in India.

E: Who are the investors?
GOPINATH: I have invested $25 million myself. My partner Captain Samuel is the only other investor. Once the business is established, we will bring in other private equity investors.

E: Will you eventually sell Deccan 360 like you sold Air Deccan?
GOPINATH: Deccan 360 was set up because I saw the need for a logistics company that could service even the smallest Indian towns, not because I wanted it to be a high-value entity. India needed a transportation network that connects these smaller cities, towns and villages and gives them an opportunity to operate competitively. In fact, I had begun incubating it even before the new investors took over Air Deccan. China has 100 cargo aircrafts, while India has six to seven. You don’t need an analyst to validate the venture. It was born out of my instinct, not the idea to sell.
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