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Valli Arunachalam is fighting a lonely battle to secure a board seat in the male-dominated Murugappa conglomerate

anLal
feedback@livemint.com
MUMBAI

s we dig into a south Indian

breakfast at the ITC Grand

Central in Parel, Mumbai,

Valli Arunachalam, 62, gives

me a crash course on what
her work as a nuclear scientist was all
about when she wasin the US.

“The molecular dynamics and Monte
Carlo simulation methods that I had
developed for the nuclearindustry could
beadanted for th i f

indu
try, and I was part of a collaborative pre-
dictive modelling and simulation team

ts from
torindustry, US national labs and world-
renowned universities,” explains Valli.
Cladinaclaretsilk saree, she adds that
learning to bridge what happens at the
atomic level with what happens at the
icond wafer and i
level, and make predictions, was akin to
being paid to have fun.
Later, as she transitioned from model-

ling and simulation to more hands-on
ddevel

ment,one of her key career takeaways was
“thatit was not enough tojust know pro-
cess technology without an in-depth
ling of th technol-
ogy and the interplay between the two
technologies. And that was, I think, the
turning point in my career, because it
opened up so many doors for me, where
everyone tends to have blinkers on™.

Either you're a device engineer, or
you're a process engineer, or you're an
equipmentengineer, she elaborates. “But
because I had the right mentorship, I
learntaboutboth the equipment and the
process and the interplay between the
two, and that took me to the next level in
my career, which was industrial consor-
tium research and defining the process
and equipment technology road maps for
advanced technology nodes.”

This, she says, allowed her to broaden
herhorizonsas she served asan industrial
mentor to university research pro-
grammes at MIT, Stanford and the Uni-
versity of Texas, Austin, and collaborated
with equipment and chemical vendors to
develop next-generation equipment and
chemicals. “This wasavery rewardingand
enriching experience, and provided me
with very valuable insights into business
strategy,” recalls Valli.

Down the road, it led to a stint at the
IBM Research alliance, where she was part
ofthe core team that selected best-in-class

i and
process technology to fabrication plants
acrossthe world. “I'wasalso instrumental

intool selection and technology transfer
f-the-art 300 i

\

As a group, the business house is
involved in manufacturing product lines
that include ceramics, electro minerals,

tor fabrication plant in New York State
and in capex management and optimiza-
tion,” she says, between sips of coffee.

auto bicycles, fertilisers,
sugar, teaand nutraceuticals. It hasa geo-
graphical presence nationwide as wellas
internationally.

A DIFFERENT MISSION
feourse, Valliisn't meeting to discuss
nuclearresearch and itsapplications

in the semiconductor industry. On the

contrary, she’s now guided by a different
mission, one that has become a leitmotif
forgender equalityand rightsin the busi-
nessworld. It sabout challenging patriar-
chy and stereotypes about gender rolesin

the corporate arena. Valli's father, M.V.

Murugappan, was the executive chairper-

son of the Murugappa

family business forsome
two decades until his
death in2017.
Thereafter, in the
yearsthat have followed,

Valli has been engaged

inalegal tussle with her

uncles and cousins for
what she says is her
rightful place within the

Murugappa Group of

Companies, and for a board seat in the

holding company called Ambadi Invest-

ments Ltd, which she’sbeing denied. It's
an unexpected face-off — a soft-spoken,
determined woman with intimidati

Valli wants to fight the legal
battle with the conglomerate
tillthe end, all the way to
the Supreme Court. The
fight is about the rights of
women, she asserts.

THE DISPUTE

'he nub of the dispute between Valli
and her uncles and cousins can be
summarized thus: According to her, right
uptothe time herfatherwas alive, she and
her family had visibility into the workings
of the business and how decisions were
takenandso on. She and hersisterare the
only siblings and her father was the only

Murugappa elder who had no sons.
Before his death, his last wish,
expressed to the rest of
and
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tions. Not even one daughter hasmade it
into the business at any level,” says Valli.
Some group companies do, however, have
non-family women board members.

The group structure has also changed
inrecent times. Valli says that the previous
chairman of the group, M.M. Murugap-
pan, retired at the age of 65. “Usually, the
custom is that the next oldest member
becomes the chairman of the group. But
that'swhen they changed course and kind
oftrifurcated the business ... we learned
about this trifurcation from the newspa-
pers,”shesays.

After the trifurcation, Valli explains,
Tube investments and Cholamandalam
Finance are headed by S. Vellayan and
Arun Murugappan, with a chairman for
that branch; the engineering branch isrun
by M.M. Murugappan and his brother MM
Interna-

promotersat the group,
was that he wanted his
stake to be acquired at
fair market value with
the proceeds going to his
heirs. Valli'smotheralso
died in2022. Thesisters
are now fightinga lone,
uphill battle to secure a
seat in Murugappa hold-
ing company Ambadi, which she hasbeen
deniedso far.

The Murugappa Group did not respond

C

tionalis headed by A. Vellayan and MLA.
Alagappan. “The only family branch that
is not anywhere in this is my family
branch. So, here we are... with an equal
stakeasall the other family branches, but
theonly branch that has been keptout of
any major decisions,” she says.

NO SUCCESSION PLAN
According to Rustom Desai, a visiting
professorat Cornell’s Johnson Grad-
uate School of Business, and an expert in
il prise gover di f

to calls and emails clarifica-
it d presstime.

accomplishments on one end andalarge,
. P N

p mul
house runby men steeped in tradition on
the other.

The $7 billion Chennai-based Muru-
gappa Group is a conglomerate that
started over a century ago, in 1900. It
operates 29 businesses, including 10 listed
companies, and has more than 50,000
employees. The companies include Car-
borundum Universal, CG Power and
Industrial Solutions, Cholamandalam
Financial Holdings, Cholamandalam
Investment and Finance Company, Coro-

ngi-

Isthe exclusion because she may not be
having any business experience in the
group?

The swift retort is “I have a PhD in
nuclear engineering. Some of my cous-
ins...when they got on the board, were in
their early 205, fresh out of college, no
experience in the family business. But
they are all male, and got on the board
right after their father’s untimely death.
And here, my father died in 2017, but his
seatis still vacant.”

18 DAUGHTERSIGNORED
er touched araw nerve.

mandel International, C E
neering Company, E.LD. Parry, Parry
Agro Industries, Shanthi Gears Ltd., and
Tube Investments of India.

heir actions speak louder than
words. There have been 18 daughters in
the Murugappa family, over three genera-

from the prior gen-
eration not clearly defining how their suc-
cessors will inherit the business. Was it
clearly defined who will own what (own-
ership), who willbe on what boards (gov-
ernance), and who will run various com-
panies (management)?

He goes on to point out that owner-
ship of a certain percentage of a com-
pany certainly gives a person the eco-
nomic right to do with those shares as
they please (subject to them not being
party toany agreements to the contrary).
However, and as unfair and gender
biased as this might appear to be, owner-
ship of aminority share ina private com-
pany inand of itself may not give a per-
son a legal right to a board seat. These
are complex inter- and intra-genera-
tional family issues.

WHAT

Valli Arunachalam's father
MYV. Murugappan was the
executive chairperson of the
sugar-to-cycles conglomerate
Murugappa Group for two
decades until his death in 2017,

u
After the deaths of her parents,
neither Valli nor her sister were
given aboard seatin the large,
low-profile, multi-billion-dollar

business house run by men
steeped in tradition.

]

Valli has been engaged in
alegal tussle with her
uncles and cousins for years,
fighting for what she says is her

rightful place within the
Murugappa Group.

In some circles of corporate India, the
opinionis that Valli's father was also cul-
pablebecause he could havearchitected
Teadership and ownership structures
while he was in charge to ensure that his

manian, founder at InGovern, an inde-
pendent corporate governance and
research advisory firm that works with

RA CHANDROO/MINT

“Let'ssettle thisamicably.” In fact, I proact-
ively put forward about six orseven ways
inwhichitcouldbe done...Ipresentedall

bothinvestorsand

Shriram is not wrong. Overseas and
across the world, Indian-origin executives
have been making their presence felt
across boardrooms, including Indra
Nooyi, whoran PepsiCO, and Leena Nair,
the recently appointed CEO of Chanel.
Justrecently, Manasi Kirloskar took over
the reins at Kirloskar Systems when her
father unexpectedly died. Earlier, Nisaba
Godrejhad been anointed to run the God-
rej Group'slarge flagship company, God-
rej Consumer Products Ltd.

Of course, it doesbecome easier to chart

ion, next- ion i
and board appointments when there are
fewer family membersin
the promotergroup, says
one tycoon from south
India, who declined to be
named. “With the Muru-
gappa Group, there are
severalsenior members
and dozens of cousins.

Valli dismisses the notion
that she was too quick to
take the legal route to settle
her dlaims, something that

i g iation. Nothing
was accepted and nothing moved.”

All she got was a one-line statement
“Go, do what you want with the shares.
That was their response,” she says, noting
thatthey wellknow that no one in the pri-
vate market would beable toafford to buy
private stock worth thousands of crores,
and more importantly, no one would want
tobeinaprivate family-owned and man-
aged outfit.

‘Which means that the legal journey is
goingtobealongand arduous one, some-
thing that Valliisready for. “The one thing
Ican tell you with 100% surety is: I will
fight till the end, all the way to the
Supreme Court. Such is
my  commitment.
Because this is not just
about me, my family, our
rights. It is about the
basicrights of women in
India, of daughters, of
nieces, of wives, of

Getting a consensus — may have disturbed a mothers.”
regardless of gender — i Asthemeetingdraws
wouldbeachallenge,as  vOlUMtarymediation. -y joce Valli tells me

well as time-consumis

Inaddition, iplici p
panies, subsidiaries and cross-holdings
makes that even more convoluted,” he
said.

LONG ROAD AHEAD
hatisthe possible reason for exclu-
sion? “There is no reason. They
just go about doing their business,

daughters were not

It's a notion that Valli rejects vehe-
mently. “He was the only senior with
daughters and at the time of his death it
was hislast wish that his shares be valued
at fair market price and we be compen-
sated forit.”

Expertssay that Indian business houses
arenow keeping pace with global trends,

“Atatime when many Indian corporate
houses have embraced many global best
practices, it is anachronistic to not give
credence to one family member of the
other gender,” observes Shriram Subra-

portion ofoursin

there is an interesting
parallel between cooking and nuclear
physics. “So, process engineering requires
alotofprecision. And also, there'salittle
bit of art involved there, sometimes.
You've got to be logical, with creativity.
It's no different from Indian cooking,
whichis socomplex,”she says, launching
into the intricacies of physical vapour
deposition, atomic layer deposition, pres-
sure, temperature, plasma power, and

that holding company. Yet we have by
lutely no say, have no visibility into the
businessatall,”says Valli.“Right now, we
have had several rulings in our favour
fromboth the NCLT and NCLAT, and we
arenow poised toargue thematteron the
merits of our waiver application.”
Vallidismisses the notion that she was
too quick to take the legal route to settle
her claims, something that may have dis-
turbed a voluntary mediation that was
being worked upon by the Group for her.
“For two-and-a-half years, I tried. I said,
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how
to get somethingjust right. “I find it very
relaxing and therapeutic.”

When not relaxing, her focus is on
seeing her mission to closure. “I'm fight-
ing for my rights. Our rights. Irrespec-
tive of the outcome of this fight, I am
100% committed to doing things to
empowerwomen, and to enable girls to
achieve their dreams. I'm doing that
right now. And it's only going to get big-
ger and bigger and bigger. That’s my
lifelong mission.”



