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e learnt from his father early on
that many challenging intellec-
ask§ could be accomplished
bypeo l who do not have major
academid degrees. So in 1990, af-
ter an MA in econothics from JNU in New
Delhi and an MBA{from Wharton, when
Aroon Raman wanted tostart an R&D unit in
Mysore, he turned velwordmarypeop]e.
Younsstersfmmﬁ:b llages around Mysore
who had only compile smndardmorlz or
hadadiploma.
Today, Raman runie a Rs 25-crore business
thatdoesmateria]s mmposfmsreseamh,
and manufactures nateriz
like ABB, Rane, Exi
tions like the Defendk Research & Develop-
memOrganimtlon JRDO).
“They have becomy mashersmﬂ:emampu-

lation of materials,” Rkman says of the young-
sters he hired. “Theyimay not be masters in
theoretical emistily But
they do experiments that run

ster doing experiment
foryearsandyearsf- supa

young-

at doesn’thavetobe.”

Today, his head ¢ R&D,GKNatesh.is
someone from Udipiwith a polytechnic di-
ploma in plastics andirubber. Krishnachari,

whojnmedRaman arly, was a carpenter in
Namansudnaar [vsore. His used to make

crates. Raman saw that the way he sawed, he
used the minimum amount of wood.
“That was application of thought. His
ability to envisage h@w a crate would look
washigh.” So 1dmdhimandtrained
him. He started with i i
ing, and over the y

~ Raman looks for loga
riosity, high IQ and nat;

s with a sense of cu-

eintelligence. Some

youngsters grasp very quickly, others take
time. Raman picks thé exceptionally bright
ones. And this strategy keeps costs and attri-

tion low. j
Theythasenmlav -e')' ’
_ be'masters inthe retic

- chemistry. But t1 i do e ,f
that run into hum rgds |
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R& D Goes

AROON RAMAN
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“If wehmedPhDs we wouldn’t be able to
retain them. A GE or Akzo Nobel or Dupont
could come and take them. Or they would go
for post-doctorals. Since my boys are from lo-
cal villages, their parents are around, and
they have no incentive to move. But I send
them toevents in places like Mumbai to open
theireyes to bigger things.”

Raman’s firm Raman FibreScience has
multiple capabilities in the area called wet-
1aid composites. Normal papers, tissue paper,
cardboard are all made by a wet-laid process,
In wet lay, you take a fibre, mix it with water
and additives, and run it through a mesh-like
conveyor belt. When the slurry moves along
the mesh, the water runs off, and you are left
with a wet mass on the belt, which is then
dried, and made into thefinal product.

You can also wet-lay glass. carbon fibre
and organic fibres. When you do that and
combine them with performance additives,
you can get very special products, such as
high-end filtration solutions, These can give
you very pure air or be used
for blood filtration, or inanu-
clear power station that re-
quires air filters that must
frap very fine particles, in-
cluding bacterial content.

Rammsﬁrmgrewoutofhlsmnvicﬁm
that there is scope for a full-service independ-
ent R&D unit, a rarity in India. Most Indian
companiesdotheir R&Din-house, occasional-
Iy approaching universities for help. Indian
research institutions like CSIR typically do
not have the ability to commercialize their re-
search. “T can make a material in a lab, but
how do I start making it in tonnes, at a cost
that themarket willaccept? For that, youneed
to build special purpose machines, youneed a
host of skills, engineering skills, plant devel-
'opmentskills, process skills, costing ability”

Raman FibreScience combines these
skills. The company has had particular
success with a unique separator (filter) de-
veloped for backup power batteries, “We
developed the separator in 23 years; a
global company like Nippon Sheet Glass
still does not have such a prod-
uct. For us it is innovate or
die. We don't have deep
pockets, so we have to be
on our toes. For Nip-
pon, they are so big,
even if they do not in-
novate, they think
they will survive,” Ra-
mansays.
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