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The East is an opportunity waiting to be exploited only if 
India’s national retailers can spare some thought to it – this 
was the central message of the East India Retail Summit 
(EIRS) 2012 that was held last month in Kolkata. The East 
India region offers immense potential for national brands. 
Densely populated, it has more consumers per square 
kilometer than any other part of the country. The consumers 
in the East like to shop. They are evolving fast and becoming 
more brand-conscious with each passing year. 

So why is the retail potential of the region lying almost 
untapped by the national brands and retail chains? There 
seem to be many reasons: a lack of awareness about the 
East among the “Ivy League-educated business development 
managers” stationed in the metros (as one speaker at the 
event put it), scarcity of quality retail real-estate, not enough 
urbanization, comparatively low per capita income, and some 
bad press (Singur and Tata Nano anyone)?

But the success stories recounted by retailers at the EIRS 
were an eye-opener for the possibilities of retail in the East. 
We hope our detailed, session-by-session coverage of EIRS in 
this issue will inspire national retailers and brands to give a 
more serious look at the Eastern market and capture the first-
mover advantage before their competitors move in.

So, the government has finally allowed FDI in single-brand 
retail. This is a welcome step, though there is a fly in the 
ointment: the 30 percent local sourcing clause. What kind of 
impact will this have on the Indian retail landscape? Which 
retailers are likely to step in? How will the existing equations 
change in single-brand retail? Read our cover story to find out.

Here is hoping that we may get to hear similar good news 
about FDI in multi-brand retail in March after the election 
results to the five states have been announced.
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nothing attracts indian customers more than discounts. the  discount 
deals market in india – currently pegged at rs 2,000 crores but growing 

in double digits – has seen a number of players  start operations over 
the last few years, offering plastic cards and online deals. retailers 
find these a very important customer acquisition and retention tool.   

though the segment is at a nascent stage in india, the competition is 
heating up, with aggressive players. one such is synergy promotions and 

marketing services, a part of the amity group, which launched its own 
discount card and daily deals website last year. its director  Ajit ChAuhAn 

speaks to editor-in-charge sanjay choudhry about his growth strategy  
and plans to emerge as a pan-india brand in the near future

Ajit Chauhan, Director, Synergy Promotions & Marketing Services Pvt. Ltd.
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There is currently no discount-
card operator in India which 
has consolidated the entire 
market and spread its wings 
countrywide. We are trying to 
fill this gap. 

WhAt Are Synergy diSCount CArdS 
All About?
Synergy Promotions and Marketing 
Services was incorporated in 2011. 
Before that, we used to issue Synergy 
discount cards for students of the 
Amity University at Noida which got 
them discounts at local outlets, food 
joints, book shops, etc. Looking at 
the exponential growth rate of the 
discount market in India, we decided 
to commercialize these cards and 
take them to the corporates which 
could offer them to their employees 
and customers. When we started, 
Synergy discount cards were accepted 
at around 200 stores in Noida. Now 
we have 5,000 outlets India-wide 
where customers can avail 15-70 
percent discounts in categories such 
as books, eateries, hotels, hospitals, 
and even real estate. Soon we will also 
have cars in our portfolio, offering 
discounts on servicing, parts and even 
purchasing a new car.

hoW do you See the diSCount CArdS 
mArket in indiA?
Discount cards are an important 
tool for customer acquisition and 
retention. The Indian market for these 
currently stands at Rs 2,000 crores, 
expanding 15-30 percent every year. 
However, it is very unorganized. There 

are many small regional players with a 
narrow focus on a particular category, 
such as restaurants. There is currently 
no discount-card operator which has 
consolidated the entire market and 
spread its wings countrywide under 
a single brand name. We are trying to 
fill this gap by becoming an all-India 
brand. We are already present in 61 
cities and offer discounts in 13 major 
categories. So, instead of carrying 
multiple category-specific cards in 
their wallet, our customers can have 
just one Synergy card which works 
across multiple categories.

PleASe tell uS About your 
e-CommerCe PortAl.
Our website synergycoupons.com 
offers daily discount deals. Since 
we were already in the discount 
market through Synergy cards, it 
was a natural progression for us to 
move into online space. We currently 
offer deals on products such as bags, 
mobile accessories, and phones. We 
ship to all parts of India.

WhAt kind of tie-uPS do you hAve 
With your buSineSS ASSoCiAteS for 
diSCount CArdS And the WebSite?
For the website, we tie up with 
vendors and for Synergy discount 
cards, with merchants. For example, 

for synergycoupons.com, we tie up 
with mobile-phone vendors which 
give us products in bulk deals. We 
market these by sending weekly 
mailers to our registered users. 
Currently, this vertical is concentrated 
in Delhi/NCR alone, though we have 
plans to expand to the rest of the 
country soon.

For Synergy cards, we have tie-ups 
with merchants such as retailers, 
hospitals, hotels, beauty-and-wellness 
service providers, and food joints. 
We give them footfalls and the 
target audience, and do marketing 
through social media, print and TV 
advertisements, and our website. It 
is a win-win situation for both. The 
merchants in return give us discounts 
of 20-25 percent. We are perhaps the 
only discount card in India which 
offers discount deals for real-estate 
as well as established hospital chains 
such as Apollo, Fortis, and Max.

Apart from these two verticals, we 
plan to launch another website called 
synergytraveler.com where we will be 
offering discounted rates for flights, 
hotels, and holiday packages. We also 
currently run a portal for recharging 
mobile phones or DTH services.

The Synergy card costs Rs 750  
and can be recharged every year by 
paying Rs 500.
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Single Brand Cheer!
An IMAGES-ASIPAC Report

  While American thrillers based 
on FBI investigations may be gaining 
popularity on Indian television, we 
now have our very own Foreign Direct 
Investment (FDI) thrillers to give 
them some competition. And our FDI 
thrillers are a mix of drama, mystery, 
comedy, and tragedy – let’s see if 
the Americans can come up with a 
cocktail like that!

Enough has been said and written 
about FDI in the Indian retail sector 
since 24th November 2011, the day 

Will Forever21, DeSigual, anD ikea 
Change inDian retail lanDSCape? What 
DoeS 100 perCent FDi in Single-BranD 
retail mean For retailerS, property 
oWnerS, proFeSSionalS, manuFaCturerS, 
anD inDia itSelF?

the Union Cabinet took a decision to 
open up the retail sector to foreign 
investors. It is now quite evident that 
the Manmohan Singh Government 
neither has the numbers nor political 
skills required to get parliamentary 
approval or political consensus on 
major policy changes.

As a result, the move to allow 51 
percent FDI in multi-brand retail is 
likely to remain in cold storage for 
quite some time. While some die-hard 
optimists believe this game changer 

will see the light of day after the five 
state elections in February-March, 
it is quite likely that major policy 
decisions will now happen only in six 
months running up to the next general 
elections, most likely in late 2013 or 
early 2014.

On the other hand, since no major 
political party or activist group has 
objected to the increase in the FDI 
limit in single-brand retail from 51 
to 100 percent, at least this (less 
significant) policy got formally 
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notified in early January. Within 
this lesser move itself was another 
possible dampener – those (single- 
brand) retailers who want to own 
more than 51 percent will have to 
mandatorily source at least 30 percent 
of their products by value from Indian 
small industries (defined as industries 
with less than Rs 50 mn investment 
in their plant and machinery), cottage 
industries, artisans, and craftsmen.

THE PLAYERS 
Even though FDI up to 51 percent in 
single-brand retail has been allowed 
for six years now (since February 
2006), the actual investment inflow 
has reportedly been less than $45 
mn. This translates to less than 0.05 
percent of the total FDI flow into India 
across all sectors. Does this mean 
there aren’t enough single-brand 
retailers willing to invest in India, or 
that retail itself cannot comprise a 

large chunk of FDI?
Many single-

brand retailers 
such as United 
Colors of 
Benetton, Reebok, 
Nike, Levi’s, 
etc. have done 
reasonably well with 
their distribution or 
licensed/franchised 
operations and may 
not like to invest 
directly in retail 
operations, as they 
seem to have no major 
problems with their 
well-set and expanding 
retail networks in India. 

Some others such as 
Marks & Spencer may 
be happy with a 50:50 or 
51:49 relationship with 
their Indian partners. And 

a few others have been 
waiting for an opportunity 

to own 100 percent – these 
are foreign retailers for whom 

either the Indian 
partner has 

made little or no contribution to  
the actual business, or he was  
largely irrelevant.

Prominent among these would be 
Inditex, the €13 bn Spanish fashion 
giant which owns brands such as 
Zara, Massimo Dutti, Stradivarius, 
Pull & Bear, and Bershka, with Zara 
probably being better known than 
all the others. The company operates 
over 5,400 stores in 78 countries. In 
contrast, Italy’s Benetton Group – 
even though it is much better known 
in India – has a turnover of less than 
one-sixth of Inditex from more than 
6,400 stores in over 120 countries. It 
appears to most industry observers 
that Inditex’s tie up with (Tata) Trent 
was a mere formality, and it may now 
like to take over full control (and 
ownership) of its Indian operations 
(currently seven Zara stores) without 
any involvement of Trent.

A few other names are luxury/
premium retailers such as Louis 
Vuitton, Fendi, Gucci, Tod’s, and 
Christian Dior. It is said that some 
of their Indian partners are more 
than 80-year-olds in places such as 
Coonoor and Dharamshala (wonder 
why only hill stations?). Did we not 
say in the beginning that our FDI 
thrillers are better than the FBI ones?

Obviously, these Indian “partners” 
seem to be nothing other than 
identity lenders to meet the erstwhile 
Indian legal requirement of 49 
percent domestic ownership. If such 
relationships do exist in reality, these 
would most probably get converted 
to 100 percent ownership by the 
foreign brands at the earliest available 
opportunity. This will bring in some 
amount of real foreign investment into 
India (for the parent brands to buy the 
stakes officially held by the sleeping 
Indian partners). Some market reports 
(or murmurs) have also suggested that 
brands such as Canali (6 of its 180-
odd boutiques are in India), Jimmy 
Choo, and Versace may also change 
their existing distribution or license 
relationships now.

Louis Vuitton’s General Manager 
for the Middle East and India, 
Damien Vernet, was recently quoted 

in the Mint newspaper as saying: 
“Everywhere we are present, 
we are always keen on 

EvEn THougH FDI uP To 51 
PERcEnT In SIngLE-bRAnD 
RETAIL HAS bEEn ALLowED 
FoR SIx YEARS now (SIncE 
FEbRuARY 2006), THE AcTuAL 
InvESTmEnT InFLow HAS bEEn 
LESS THAn $45 mn. THIS IS LESS 
THAn 0.05 PERcEnT oF ToTAL 
FDI FLow InTo InDIA

Many global retailers have been waiting 
for an opportunity to own 100 percent 
stake in their Indian operations

Inditex, the Spanish fashion giant which 
owns Zara, is a likely entrant into the 
Indian market with 100 percent stake

Many single-brand retailers have done 
reasonably well with their distribution or 
licensed/franchised operations in India 
and may not like to invest directly in retail 
operations

maintaining full control over our 
operations.” This reinforced some 
people’s belief that many existing 
(foreign brand – Indian partner) 
relationships are quite likely to go 
through a churn. 

Another name that comes to 
mind is Forever 21 – a growing (and 
controversial) international fashion 
retailer which has only opened one 
store in 18 months in India since 
its entry into the country through 
the Dubai-based Sharaf Group as its 
franchisee. Forever 21 has been one 
of the biggest success stories in the 
world of fashion in the last three-four 
years. Founded by Korean American 
immigrant Do Won Chang in 1984, it 
is said to have more than 520 stores in 
17 countries with revenues estimated 
to be in excess of $2.6 bn.

Until three years ago, the average 
Forever 21 store size was only about 
8,000 sq.ft. But suddenly, in 2009, it 
opened 11 new stores sized between 
30,000 and 70,000 sq.ft. Then, in 
June 2010 – a year when many 
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East India:
The New Epicenter 
of Modern Retail

the two-day east IndIa RetaIl summIt (eIRs) 2012 held 
In kolkata In januaRy was packed wIth RetaIleRs, 
natIonal and RegIonal bRands, and mall developeRs, 
all exploRIng oppoRtunItIes In the east IndIa maRket 
and tRyIng to undeRstand the unIque busIness 
appRoach needed to maxImIze Its potentIal. heRe Is a 
low-down on the InfoRmatIon-packed sessIons of the 
summIt attended by the who’s who of the east IndIan 
RetaIl IndustRy
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untapped potential of east india
“All of us understand there is so much 
untapped potential in East India, but 
the need of the hour is to realize that 
potential. It is important for us to 
highlight this point and the IMAGES 
Group takes it as its responsibility 
to do so. This is why we organize 
the EIRS each year.” This opening 
statement by Jayant Kochar, Group 
Director and CEO, the IMAGES Group, 
set the tone for EIRS 2012. Throughout 
the two-day Summit, this sentiment of 
the East being a high-potential market 
with its high population density and 
rising aspirations of customers was 
echoed by every speaker at the event.

The Day One of EIRS 2012 started 
off with much enthusiasm. In his 
opening speech, Kochar stressed on 
the need for retailers to become more 
customer-centric to achieve higher 
growth, to properly train employees, 
and to correctly understand customer 
needs. In a lighter vein, he said 
that growth in organized retail was 
politically potent too as it would help 
political parties marshal more votes.

After the refreshing outlook by 
Kochar on the Eastern retail market, 
it was time to introduce the speakers 
for the very first session of EIRS 
2012, which was attended by Rajeev 
Gopalakrishnan, MD, Bata India; 
Vineet Kapila, President & CEO, 

Spencers Retail; and Sushil Mohta, 
MD, Merlin Projects.

Bata’s Gopalakrishnan said 
consumers in the East are changing 
and becoming more fashion-oriented. 
“We are experiencing an impressive 
growth of 30 to 40 percent in some 
areas of the East such as Patna, 
Ranchi, and Jamshedpur, and have 
lined up a major expansion plan in 
the region,” he added. “Out of the 100 
stores that we plan to open India-wide 
this year, 25 will be set up in the East 

Inaugural SeSSIon – l to r: Rajeev Gopalakrishnan, Vineet Kapila, and Sushil Mohta 

Bata’s large-format strategy

While speaking at the inaugural 
session of EIRS ‘12, Bata India 
Group MD Rajeev Gopalakrishnan 
made an important announcement 
that created a lot of buzz. The 
company is going to standardize on 
large-format stores with a minimum 
space of 3,000 sq.ft. all over India in 
the next five years and close down 
the smaller (500-1,000 sq. ft.) ones 
because they do not have enough 
space to display all of its products. 

He said Bata India has already 
closed down 83 small stores across 
the country and opened bigger ones 
instead. The company’s largest store 
till date measuring 20,000 sq.ft. 
would be coming up in Mumbai 
soon, Gopalakrishnan told the 
audiences. Bata currently has a total 
of 1,250 stores in India.



The IMAGES East India Retail Awards 2012, powered by Forum Projects, were an-
nounced on January 11 as part of the ongoing East India Retail Summit (EIRS) 2012 
at ITC Sonar, Kolkata.

The Awards selection process involved official entries from leading retailers of East 
and North India. Prominent and aspiring retailers were invited to send in self nomina-
tion forms, which included information on turnover and profitability; retail expanse 
and expansion; and effective initiatives in marketing and launching new concepts. 
Growth across both East India and pan-India was considered to arrive at the names 
of the awardees. This polling process and the subsequent analysis were overseen by 
the IMAGES Group’s knowledge partner, IRIS Retail.  

The rules mandated a minimum of three valid nominations in any category for 
an award to be presented. However, in two of the announced categories – the Most 
Admired Retailer of the Year in East India: Department Store, and the Most Admired 
Retailer of the Year in East India: Grocery & FMCG – fewer than three nominations 
were received. Therefore, trophies were not presented in these categories. 

The IMAGES Group, however, would like to acknowledge the finalists in both these 
categories: For Department Store, Pantaloons and Reliance Trends; and for Grocery & 
FMCG, Spencer’s and Food Bazaar were the nominees.

IMAGES East India 
                Retail Awards 2012
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