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Bt b'rmjal issue has been highly politicised’

Havmg gonethrough a year’s strug-
., gle with a deferred IPO and ¢ finan-
(cial crunch, Villoo Morawala

. Patell, founder, chairperson and

- managing direcior of Avesthagen,

1 ,an integrated systems biology plat-

L form company and makers of the
‘Good Earth brand of health food,
Jeels that her company managed fo
sail through a huge crisis without
compromisingonits businessmodel.
In a conversation with FE’s Shreya
Roy. Patelltalks about theyear gone
by, the lessons it taught, an impend-
ing IPO and the company’s acquisi-
tionplans. BExcerpts:

i "Lastyearyouhadtodeferyourli’o

.duetomarketconditions, Howdid
 thatimpactyourbusiness?
We had to keep our businesses

.-humming along. We did manage to
«.sail through. There were delays, but

- wedidmanage abigerisis. Rightnow

- the markets are very fluctuating. We

. are working towards it. We have to
- waitfortherighttime.

JAre you looking at private equi-
, tiesforraising funds?
., We are in talks with a couple of
~them.

Are you working on any JVs like
rtheonewithLimagrain?

We are discussing deals with sev-
eralcompaniesforourunits. Wealsao
plantolaunchourgenome-based di-
agnosties for which we are in talks
with a few hospitals. These will be
builtona“bench-to-bedside” model,
whereinwe willleverage our capaci-
ties to do DNA-based analysis for
hospitals Weareworkingoutabusi-
ness model in which high through-
put genomics comes towards
providing predictive, preventive di-
agnosis in a cost effective manner.
Wewillworkmostly oncancers.

Yourseed unit ATASH Seeds was ~

formed in September 2009
through a joint venture with
Limagrain. How has that busi-
nessprogressedsofar?
ATASHisdoingwell. Welicensed
out 18 intellectual property pieces

linkedtodrought and salinity toler-
ance; environment adjusted crops,
as we call them. We control 49% in
this JV. They do the running of the
seed company because that is not
our ultimate aim. We retain per-
centage share to get the upside on
dealsandIP and atthe sametime go
back to our core competency which
is inmevation. We will, of course,
continuetosupplyIP tothis JV. Now,
ATASH is growing on its own. We
look forward to acquire more com-
paniesinitsdomain.

Much is being said about geneti-
cally modified food crops in the
wake of the BT brinjal issue.
Avesthagenisalsotestinggeneti-
cally modified food crops. What
isyour standontheissue?

The BT brinjal issue has become
highly politicisedand Idon't want to
commentonit. Thatsaid,letmestate
that I do work on genetic engineer-
ing. But Avesthagon'sstrategy isen-
vironment driven. We are working
onwhat wehavebranded —environ-
ment-adjusted crops, meaning
crops engineered for abiotic factors
such as drought and salinity toler-
ance, Wedonotfocuson biotic stres-
sors such as insect tolerance or
disease tolerance through GML
There we use a technology called

SMART breeding or marker assist-
edbreeding, which is gene technolo-
gy.butnotGMOtechnology:

Also, Avesthagen's technology is
based largely on cleani up tech.
We use only homologous genes and
donoterossorganisms. Weuse non-
antibiotic markersforselection. So,
we have circumvented the issues
thepublichaswithGMecrops.

‘What crops are you working on?

Our major focus is on rice. With
oil seeds we have focused on sun
flower, in bio fuels we are working
on pearl millet. Again, with bio-fu-
elsourstrategy istolet the grain go
tothe food chain andlet the stock go
forbio-fuels. The intention is to not
affectfood production.

‘Which products were launched
this year and which ones do you
plantolaunchinthecomingfiscal?
This year we put our product
launch on hold owing to finanecial
crunch. Wewereworkingongetting
things ready and will launch new
productsinthenexttwomonths. Es-
sentially, we will launch two bio-ac-
tives—one for bone health and the
other for cardio vascular health—
which will then be used as ingredi-
entsinawiderangeof our products
suchasthe muesliandrice,




