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Meru shifts gear, eyes corporates

Not keen to compete with Ola, Uberin general market, to prioritise profitability in niche segment

SHALLY MOHILE
Mumbai, 13 September

eru Mobility Tech,
which operates Meru
Cabs, is scripting a

new story.

Within a year of being acquired
by the Mahindra group, the ride-
hailing company, one of the ear-
lier entrants into the radio taxi
market, is looking to tap the cor-
porate commuter segment in a
big way.

The company’s founder and
managing director, Neeraj Gupta,
said the company was not keen on
competing in a segment dom-
inated by ANI Technologies,
which runs Ola, or Uber
Technologies, which runs Uber,
and burn cash for a long time.

The company will rather focus
on a niche that remains relatively
under-tapped.

“We don’t want to compete in
a crowded space because the ges-
tation period for the breakeven is
long. The objective is to build a
profitable, electric vehicle-led
(EV-led) business mobility plat-
form,” said Gupta.

Itis eyeing leadership position
in the segment, he added.

The focus on the corporate seg-
ment, he pointed out, is based on
research that shows a majority of
the users of ride-hailing services
are company employees and they
are hardly used for personal
commuting.

In keeping with this focus, on
August 15, Meru launched a busi-
ness mobility application.

A feature called “Meru Switch”
in the application helps users
switch between work commute
and personal travel with just a
slide icon. It claims to be a one-
stop solution for business travel,
which facilitates companies and
their employees.

Within the business segment,
EVs will be a big focus area. Of the
5,000 cars in Meru’s fleet, close to
300 are EVs, which will account
for 50 per cent of the fleet by 2025,
said Gupta.

This, however, will largely be
governed by the economic viabil-
ity and won’t be done for the
sake of it.

The present fleet has been
clocking 1 million km a month for
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the past few months.

Even as the initial acquisition
cost is high compared to an ICE
(internal combustion engine)
vehicle, the cost of running them
is 25 per cent cheaper, said Gupta.

Like most of the other ride-
hailing firms that went out of
business due to the lockdown,
Meru got into the delivery of
essential services.

Audi biz back on track: Dhillon

With its business back on track,
having “moved out of the pan-
demic”, German luxury carmaker
Audi foresees heightened demand
ahead of the festive season, on the
back of pent-up demand and new
products, according to a top
executive. The company is wit-
nessing increased footfalls at
showrooms, though less than pre-
Covid levels, while it is also gain-
ing a lot of traction in online cus-
tomer interactions.

“As we have moved out of this
pandemic in terms of business,
the number of cases is still grow-
ing but by and large business is
back on track and so are cus-
tomers,” Audi India Head Balbir
Singh Dhillon told PTI.

In terms of operations, he said:
“The most important thing for us
is that the network has to work and
the network is completely back on

s

Balbir Singh Dhillon, head of Audi India

track. All dealerships are working.”

With the Centre’s directive on
states and UTs not to impose local-
ised lockdowns without prior con-

sultation, he said things have also
improved in places like Kolkata,
where the companys dealerships
used to close twice a week. PTI

B Focusonsegment
stems from research
that shows majority of
users of ride-hailing

services being
corporate staffand
are hardly used for
personal commuting

With cities opening up, busi-
ness is picking up but it is still 25-
30 per cent of what it used to be
in the pre-Covid phase, said
Gupta, attributing it to restricted
travel and people continuing to
work from home.

The ride ahead, however, may
not be easy for Meru, say analysts.

“Amid the rising number of
Covid cases, whoever has
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resumed office prefers personal
transport to shared mobility,” said
an analyst.

Further, millennials are con-
sidering owning their own
vehicles. This doesn’t bode well
for those who are into shared
mobility, he added.

Mahindra, which has indenti-
fied shared mobility as its strate-
gic focus segment, bought a con-
trolling 55 per cent stake in Meru,
the holding entity, and its subsid-
iaries in December last year for
%201 crore.

It operated in the ride-hailing
segment and corporate transpor-
tation solutions space.
Incorporated in 2006, Meru was
struggling amid increasing com-
petition from Ola, Uber, and
others.

Mahindra’s acquisition of
Meru followed the former picking
up a significant stake in Zoom Car.

The Mumbai-headquartered
firm has been stepping up its pres-
ence in shared mobility’s eco-sys-
tem through Glyd, the electric
vehicle ride-sharing platform, and
Smart Shift, the tech-enabled
logistics solution provider.

Autorecovery stallingon
tax, interest: Force Motors

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
New Delhi, 13 September

Excessive tax, coupled with high
interest rates, is impeding growth
and profitability of the automotive
industry, according to Pune-based
Force Motors.

The company, which makes
commercial vehicles under
the Traveller brand and utility
vehicle Trax, said the situation
calls for a very detailed and
thorough reform.

The automotive industry, hav-
ing grown and matured, remains
burdened with two major handi-
caps that are serious constraints
to growth of the market and limit
investments as well as profitability
of the industry, the automaker said
in its annual report for FY20.

The issues particularly affect
domestic companies, other than
multinational firms operating in
the country, the company noted.

“First is the very high interest
cost in comparison to the global
industry that makes investments
very burdensome, particularly in
times where the technology sce-
nario is rapidly changing and
new investments in technologies,
products, plants, and business
practices have to be made,” said
Force Motors.

The difference in interest rates
compared to developed countries
is 6-8 per cent, it added.

Second is the high GST rate and
road tax imposed on automobiles,
with the total incidence being 50
per cent in case of certain seg-
ments, it added.

‘Luxury carmarket
projectedtoreach
2018level by 2022°

Lexus India, the luxury vehicle division owned by Japanese auto major Toyota,
which came to India in 2017, has been the last mass luxury brand to enter the
country after Mercedes, Audi, BMW, and Jaguar. Country head P B VENUGOPAL
tells Pavan Lall that hybrid roll-out is going to dominate the firm's product

strategy. Edited excerpts:

You’ve comelate to the party and
you’re competing with strong
playersinasmall butcrowded
space? What's the plan?

We are about responsible luxury,
and our customers are proud
they drive carbon-neutral cars
that do not sacrifice the driving
experience. We have almost our
full range of cars here including
the ES, LS, NX, RX, LX, which are
all hybrid. We also have the petrol
LC500. So, in India, a majority of
our cars are hybrid, with five out
of six cars self charging.

Our direction of electrification
is the right one, given the envi-
ronmental challenges and the
current infrastructure. Of the 91
countries that we market our cars
in, this is only the fourth country
where we are manufacturing.

Doyouplanto export from here?
Not now, but we do have a plan to
set up four more dealerships,
which we call ‘guest experience

lakh, which is in the same league
as the German Trio and the JLR.
What's your differentiator?

We have a craftsmanship
approach to luxury that is geared
to make you feel like you're in
your home. The other is that our

centers’, across key competitive cost of

cities that will take ownership isn't just a

our total up to seven. point we make on
paper.

Learningsin the past Some of our cus-

threeyears... tomers get cars back

We assumed that P B VENUGOPAL after a service, and

about 60 percent (of ~ President, actually ask if there is

sales) would bedriven  Lexus India a zero missing. A

by the hybrid factor Lexus guest saves 60

but realise now that it’s higher at
about 70 per cent. The other
learning is that we get a lot of calls
from millennials who — believe it
or not — have a large influence
over the purchase of luxury cars
in the household.

Since 2015 — which was when
we were planning to enter India
— the firm has understood
through several studies that the
environment has been the top-
most concern for the mobility
sector for a while.

Your cars start at around I55

per cent of his cost on servicing
when compared to other brands.

Do you see luxury being the

last or the first to recover?

Since the start of the March lock-
down until middle of June, the
situation had come to an abso-
lute standstill. However, July has
returned customer confidence. If
you look back, following the
2008 setback, the segment saw a
V-shaped recovery. We see a W-
shaped recovery for luxury cars
that may come back to 2018
levels by 2022.
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