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This is a conversation between the forge master, M.D, Bharat Forge, Mr. Baba
Kalyani, and the COO of Mizuho India Japan Study Centre, Mr. Saideep Rathnam.

Mr. Kalyani is one of very few Indians to be bestowed with the Order of the Rising Sun, Gold
and Silver Star by the Government of Japan, and the Padma Bhushan by the Government of
India. His entrepreneurial drive clubbed with the penchant for equipping best-in-class
technology has placed Bharat Forge as a category leader in the global automotive and
industrial landscape. Mr. Kalyani is a model for economically sustainable growth built on a
strong connection with one’s roots while exploring new avenues through international
collaborations, and as a permanent member of the Prime Minister’s Science Technology &
Innovation Council, Government of India, he has championed the cause of increasing the

participation of private industry in India’s Defense Manufacturing.

SR: We commence the much-anticipated interaction, titled “Technological Innovation
and Sustainable Economic Development: What can India and Japan learn from each
other?” Considering Mr. Kalyani’s zeal in breaching technological frontiers, and his long
association with Japan, we would like to hear his thoughts on three major themes,
“Technological Innovation”, “Developing India Japan relationships”, and “Economically
Sustainable Development”. The first question I pose is: As necessity is the mother of

invention, does crisis triggers innovation?

BK: Over the past decades, there have been many instances where the world was gripped
in crisis, and nations, backed by passionate individuals have risen magnificently to the
occasion, like described in the book Freedom’s Forge, the story of how the ingenuity and

energy of the American private sector equipped the finest military force of the world. At
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President Roosevelt’s call, nationalistic individuals such as Henry Kaiser, came together

and just within 4 and a half years, 340 fighter planes and 140 aircrafts were manufactured.

The last pandemic, the Spanish Flu, and the World war are examples of how innovation
is triggered by need and how the knowledge imparted serves as fuel for revolution.
Another example is the current pandemic, where India saw a severe lockdown, and
economic distress. We were short on medical and pharma supplies at the beginning of
the pandemic, but turning crisis into opportunity, we began manufacturing ventilators,
vaccines, and within 12 months, we are the largest exporters of ventilator equipment.
When in crisis, a good leadership drives India into mission mode, and when in mission
mode, there is little that we cannot accomplish. The world is in the midst of an electronic
industrial revolution, where technology strives to make lives better, smarter, and
efficient. With the advent of Al, India is at the center, catching up fast with the startup
ecosystem, aided by good governance, framework, and most importantly, individual

participation.

SR: It was indeed an insightful reply, I believe the key aspects of turning crisis to
advantage, according to your observations are, leadership, the mission mode, and
individual involvement. Continuing with the theme of technological innovation, what, in
your opinion are the areas that innovation should focus on? Would it be agriculture,

healthcare, or defense, and why?

BK: To answer the first question, we live in a VUCA (Volatile, Uncertainty, Complexity,
Ambiguity) environment, an age where the speed of development of new technology has
never been greater. In the time it takes to conceive and create something, it may already
become obsolete. Therefore, one cannot predict the demand for technology, there has to
be constant innovation across sectors. The foremost need is digitalization, which
supports all innovation. Understanding Al and reskilling is the need of the hour, this holds

true for individuals, companies, and nations.

To give an example, the world and India had to became digital within months to operate
during the pandemic. E-markets have bloomed in India, further influencing virtual spaces
and logistics, one change leads to another. Across sectors like agriculture and healthcare
Al is a big influencer. Consulting, diagnosis, and treatment are becoming available online,
enhancing the reach of healthcare. With Al based knowledge, the automotive sector has

seen the dawn of the E.V era, in the past module of IC engines, millions of people were in
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components manufacturing, but E.V tech, with no such components, is causing big

disruptions. One has to be on the top to survive.

To answer the question about focus area, investing in frontier tech such as hyper sonic
travel, oceanic monitoring, epidemiology, healthcare, climate change issues, renewable
tech, fintech sector, etc. might be the best bet to be prepared for change. Another area of
focus could be to own intellectual property, by becoming self-reliant as individuals and

nations.

SR: The key takeaway, therefore, is to focus on frontier tech, which would have significant
impact across sectors. Speaking of the need for constant innovation, there is no better
example than Bharat Forge, which is known for integrating innovation in their DNA. What

would be your methods and advice to make innovation a part of organizational DNA?

BK: Innovating is our lifestyle. In the spirit of ‘atma nirbharta’, (self-reliance) we own the
[P for the technology we use. The key to building one’s own IP is collaboration, taking
advantage of the intellectual wealth in academia. Owning technology does not mean
working in isolation. Partnering with researchers, scientists, and institutions such as
DRDO, laboratories across the country, institutes involved in social, economic, and
technological research such as the [IM’s and IIT’s is the tool to stay ahead. IIT Madras,
Pawali, and even [IM Bangalore are involved in nurturing entrepreneurship and frontier
technology research. Another advantage to partnering with academic institutes is the
development of an ecosystem of innovation, which is accessible to all, and economically

sustainable.

SR: Indeed, building fruitful partnerships with academic institutions is mutually
beneficial. [IM Bangalore’s NSR Cell for incubation is a key contributor to Bangalore’s
start-up ecosystem. Considering the involvement of academic institutions and policy
makers in frontier technology, how can they facilitate collaborations between nations,

such as India and Japan?

BK: India and Japan have enjoyed a special strategic global partnership, which is a
winning combination, even as we work together with Africa and the Middle East toward
strengthening our defense. From my experience in the India Japan Business Forum, I
believe that we need to go beyond strategic relations and develop an aspirational growth

mindset, irrespective of opportunities and policies.
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SR: Focusing on aspirational growth seems to be the next milestone for India and Japan.
Given your role as a key stimulator for trade relations between India and Japan, during
your long association with Japan, are there any personal learnings you would like to share

with our audience?

BK: This story is around the time I first started working with Japan in the mid 70’s. I used
to stay at the Imperial hotel, in a room with a view of the street outside, and what used to
surprise me most was the pace of the people walking on the street, it told me a lot about
their dynamic and relentless approach to work. Their system places great importance on
individual involvement, which is something the rest of us should learn from. I also notice
that we have a lot of cultural commonalities. It would benefit us to also build a cultural

relationship with Japan, built on mutual trust.

SR: Your views remind me of my interactions with Chiba san, an expert and India Japan
relation stimulator in the manufacturing sector, who spoke of a ‘noble mindset’, which
implies that results are only a by-product of individual work and effort. Relying on your
experiences of working with Japan, could you give your thoughts on how to mitigate the
effects of stagnation, low interest rates and aging population, some issues which the

Japanese economy is dealing with? Are there any policy lessons for India?

BK: Although [ am no economist, [ would like to say that amidst the current environment
of private entrepreneurship, indigenizing defense, smart innovation in agriculture, etc. in
India, we are looking up to our goal of becoming the 3rdlargest economy. We need to focus
more on policies for facilitating and nurturing, while not losing sight of making the
process inclusive, where everybody gains from the nations prosperity. We can adopt
Japan’s model of self-reliance in our policies, leadership will show the road map, it is up

to the entrepreneurs to take advantage, as they have in Fintech and E-commerce.

SR: In the environment of private growth, can we indoctrinate ‘Sabka sath, sabka vikas’

(Grow together) or will it effect in the rich become richer and the poor become poorer?

BK: Focus on creating wealth could come first, distributing wealth will follow, in any
system there is risk and reward involved. While some may gain more, some may loose

too.

SR: Another aspect we would like your views on is, the debate of Indigenization vs.
Globalization. While the former has been a major contributor to economic growth, many

countries are adopting self-reliance in recent times, urging industry leaders to stay
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committed to indigenous production. Looking at such approaches, in a way, is
indigenization retrograde? Would it be a better policy to do what one does best? For
instance, if someone is good at making umbrellas, should they continue making umbrellas

and fulfill their other needs through globalization for improved efficiency?

BK: The concept of globalization has evolved over the years. Globalization is using
resources worldwide to improve our own countries national standing, putting citizens
first. However, that does not imply isolating and disassociating. In a scene of constant
tech disruptions, what you excel at is always expendable, therefore, one has to keep
learning and evolving to survive. For instance, the advent of streaming services like
Netflix has changed buying products for entertainment to buying services. At present,
countries other than India make services, India has to evolve to make compatible

products, and further develop know how on creating services.

SR: Therefore, one has to discard their old lens of viewing globalization and keep oneself
at the cutting edge of technology. I would like to pose our last question to you, of
sustainable economic development and policies. Firstly, what is your take on the present
initiatives of the government to promote private players across sectors, including defense,
will these policy changes be successful? Secondly, will these policies take effect in a way

that it will influence all stakeholders?

BK: I believe that the policies are a great initiative by the government. All private and
public stakeholders are invested, there is room for newcomers and small-scale
entrepreneurs as well. Answering your second question, in my experience, the pandemic
has upset all our lives and livelihood, the economy is bound to contract under these
circumstances and the pain is mutually borne. However, as time passes, we might see
growth in all sectors. We have examples of villages we have developed as part of our CSR
initiatives, the trends changed gradually through effort, we witnessed reverse migration
as job opportunities, water, healthcare and schooling improved. Therefore, perseverance

and aspiration will help us reach our goals. Thank you for having me, Jai Hind!
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