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more than 500 years ago, rao 
bika, second prince of rao 
Joda, the Jodhpur king, left 

home with a small band of followers 
to set up his own empire in the des-
ert region of rajasthan. the place he 
chose for his new kingdom belonged 
to a local chief, Nehra, who gave his 
consent to the prince  on condition 
that the new palace being built on his 
land should bear his name in perpetu-
ity. rao bika joined the name of Ner 
to his name and the new kingdom was 
named bikaner.

Inspired by rao bika,  shiv ratan 
agarwal, the second grandson of 
the king of ethnic snacks, ganga 
bishen  agarwal and founder of Hal-
diram, wanted to follow rao bika’s 

footsteps. breaking away from 
his  family business he chose to carve 
out his own food business. His broth-
ers decided to set up businesses in 
New Delhi and West bengal. all under 
the brand name of Haldiram. panna 
babuji, as shiv ratan is fondly called, 
built his empire from bikaner. 

at that time and this is true even 
today, bikaner had several small mom 
and pop stores producing bikaneri 
bhujia. One can still visit a bazaar 
called bhujia bazaar. and people both 
in bikaner city and the surrounding 
areas often come to this place to relish 
freshly fried snacks along with sweets 
like jalebi, rasogulla, and kachoris. the 
family had for years been making bhu-
jia sev, one of the savouries of rajasthan 

made from  ‘moth’  dal, a 
lentil grown extensively in 
rajasthan, gujarat and parts of 
pakistan. there were several produc-
ers of this ethnic food in bikaner but 
those from the house of Haldiram were 
patronised even by royalty in the early 
half of the 20th century. the difference 
was in the mixing of the condiments 
and the chickpea flour mixed with 
‘moth’.  unlike others across India who 
make bhujia from chickpea flour, bhujia 
from rajasthan even has a ‘geographic 
indication’ to differentiate it from loo-
kalike bhujias made elsewhere.

Haldiram, at that time, was 
favoured as it had royal patrons since 
its inception in 1937. shiv ratan, who 
operated from a small shop  help-
ing his father (ganga bishen’s son) 
since the age of 14, formed a partner-
ship firm, shivdeep (Deepak being his 
son), which commenced operations in 

Badshah of bikaneri bhujia

Geographic diversification and product portfolio 
expansion is on the cards to make Bikaji a pan-India player

Shiv Ratan: 
carving out his 

own food 
business
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1987. early on, agarwal decided that if 
he had to make a mark in the cluttered 
marketplace, it was necessary to have 
machines which could quickly scale 
up the production of bhujias and also 
maintain a consistent quality. pack-
aging was essential to ensure a lon-
ger shelf life as compared to the paper 
and plastic bags used extensively dur-
ing that period. pouch packing, now 
very popular, was introduced by shiv 
ratan. Considerable time was spent in 
customising machines for which he 
even took a trip to australia to deter-
mine how the machines  could be 
adapted for making bhujias. besides 
the production of bhujias it was also 
necessary to set up packaging lines to 
ensure quality and hygienic packing. 
“We were the first in bikaner to have 
packaging machines,” the founder 
says proudly, reminiscing about his 
early days. Currently the company has 
2,000 employees.

Building blocks for converting 
to organised sector
Operating in a largely unorganised 
sector, shiv ratan’s motto was sim-
ple: ‘to scale up fast, without compro-
mising on quality, come what may’. 
shivdeep, which was till then selling 
its products under Haldiram’s brand, 
decided on its own brand to differenti-
ate the products made by the brothers 
and cousins in Delhi, West bengal and 
Nagpur. shiv ratan chose the name 
of the founder of bikaner – bika – and 
added ‘ji’ as a mark of respect.  the 
firm, which sold Haldiram branded 
products till 1993, was converted into 
a limited company in 1995 and was 
also renamed bikaji Foods Interna-
tional Ltd. the packaged food of the 
firm found a good market outside raj-
asthan, in the North-east and bihar. 

“We knew the local taste of the peo-
ple of different regions and refined our 
products to meet their tastes,” says 
shiv ratan, 69, who even today dili-
gently attends one of his three facto-
ries daily, without fail. His wife and 
Deepak’s wife also help in running the 
business. so, different types of bhu-
jias are marketed to cater to different 
palates.

From bhujias to other namkeen 
foods was a natural extension. today, 
ethnic snacks form around 75 per 
cent of the turnover,  bikaner, being 
in a cow belt, has an abundant sup-
ply of milk and they therefore made 
milk-based sweets like rasgoola, gulab 
jamun, rasbahari, soan papdi, amongst 
others. bikaner is also famous for 
papads and shiv ratan, who believes 

in women empowerment, ensured 
papads were made by women within 
the locality. to ensure quality, a batch 
of dough mixed with different spices 
was prepared and given to the women 
folk who came with the dried papads 
the very next day. Currently nearly 
5,000 women are engaged in making 
papads for bikaji, ensuring its emer-
gence as one of the biggest papad mak-
ers. papads form 8 per cent of its total 
turnover. sweets account for 12 per 
cent. ethnic snacks are the major con-
tributor, accounting for three-fourths 
of the turnover. Western snacks form 
the balance (see graph).

From a one-man enterprise in the 
late 80s, bikaji has grown, manu-
facturing several ethnic savouries, 
papads and sweets, with sales in rajas-
than now having been reduced to 60 
per cent of the turnover. the turnover 
has gone up from R6 crore in FY92 to 
R1,074 crore in FY20. From a city spe-
cific brand to a regional brand, bikaji 
is now rapidly expanding to become 
a well-known national and interna-
tional brand. shiv ratan’s son Deepak, 
39, formally joined the company in 
2001. He is executive director and CeO 
and holds a post-graduate degree from 
sp Jain & research Institute in family 
management. He has, over the last two 
decades, taken charge of the expan-
sion of the market and diversification 
of the product portfolio. Deepak agar-
wal believes: “Our biggest differentia-
tor is our quality. Despite an increase 
in raw materials which include len-
tils, spices, oil and milk in the case 
of sweets, we have not comprised on 
quality in any way. Our products, mar-
keted in small packets, are affordably 
priced and, catering to regional tastes, 
have done well in the markets with 
consumers looking to buy branded 
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Deepak: taking brand Bikaji global
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packaged products.” this was one 
reason why even during the  Covid-
19 pandemic, sales of packaged foods 
have gone up on an average by 25 per 
cent during april-august. Deepak, 
who believes that real ethnic snacks 
are all fried, has been responsible  
for taking brand bikaji to nearly 
40 countries. exports contribute to 
around R50 crore.

Deepak was also responsible for 
launching two eating joints, bikaji 
Junxon, in mumbai and thane, and 
starting a heritage hotel in bikaner. 
He is now making forays in west-
ern snacks like chips and extruded 
snacks, frozen food as also ready-to-
eat foods.  Deepak, who travels fre-
quently to interact with his stockists 
and distributors, also participates in 
food exhibitions. 

Marwari acumen in managing 
finance
Like all marwari family-run enterprises, 
where managing finance comes natu-
rally, bikaji has managed its finance 
well. the capital expenses, including 
the three factories set up in bikaner, 
have mainly been funded  through 
internal accruals. save for a very few 
stockists, most of the material sent is 
on a cash on delivery basis. brickwork 
ratings has given the company, which 
has long-term debts of R129 crore and 
short-term debts of R20 crore (funded 
and non-funded), a bWr aa-stable rat-
ing. rationalising its rating, it says: 
‘rating draws its strength from expe-
rienced promoters, brands, consistent 
improvement in turnover, infusion of 
equity in FY19 and healthy turnover. 
Of the total sanction debt, the usage 

was well below the maximum lim-
its and by July 2020 virtually all debt 
has been paid off.’  “effectively we 

The aggregate output of the 
food industry in India is esti-

mated to be in the region of 
$160 billion (R1.2 lakh crore). Of 
this, there are only 40,000 reg-
istered units. Nearly six times 
this number are unregistered, 
according to the Food Ministry’s 
Annual Report. Only a handful 
of these companies  are listed. 
Given the double-digit growth 
expected in the overall indus-
try, it is not surprising that food 
industry companies are fancied 
by investors, particularly the 
packaged food industry.

The snacks industry com-
prises of namkeen foods 
which  contribute to 36 per 
cent while chips make up 30 
per cent and extruded snacks 
32 per cent.  Biscuits are an 
industry in themselves. Bri-
tannia Industries, the largest 
in biscuits, enjoys a p/e of 52 
per cent. ITC is a conglomer-
ate which is also into biscuits. 
Other companies in the snack 
market include Prataap Snacks, 
which is largely into wafers and 
extruded products, PepsiCo 

India, better known through 
its products sold under the 
brand of Lay, DFM, which is 
into the manufacture of corn-
based items and Tasty Bites 
which is into instant snacks 
and ready-to-eat meals. Balaji 
Industries, the Gujarat-based 
company has yet to get listed. 
The industry’s p/e  is around  
67 per cent.

A small, affordable packet 
size of R5-10 has done a lot to 
proliferate the urban and rural 
markets. Changing habits like 
snacking and a preference for 
packaged foods have ensured 
the rising fancy of investors. 

Given the potential in this 
industry and the huge valu-
ations post listing, many pri-
vate equity companies back 
the unlisted food companies 
and prepare them to ultimately 
get listed on the bourses. West-
Bridge had helped DFM, having 
invested in 2014. The Advent 
Group has now bought over 
the stake of the promoters and 
WestBridge and is now a major 
shareholder with 68 per cent 
equity stake. They currently 
hold 74 per cent. The shares are 
traded at a p/e of 48.

In the case of Bikaji Foods, 
private equity companies like 
Lighthouse Fund, IIFL, Aven-
dus and Axis have taken a small 
stake. Sachin Bhartiya, who has 

a penchant for investing in con-
sumer facing companies, had 
taken a 12 per cent stake as early 
as 2014 at a cost of R90 crore. 
It had exited partially to facili-
tate onboarding of IIFL, which 
had invested around R200 
crore for 8 per cent, partially 
through buying a small stake 
from Lighthouse Fund and par-
tially from the company. Aven-
dus and Axis have taken a one 
per cent stake each, while Axis 
AIF, the latest to board, took a 
stake in 2019, valuing the com-
pany at  over R4,000 crore. 
Currently, with the promot-
ers holding a little over 80 per 
cent, the company valuation is  
estimated at over R5,000 crore. u

Food companies fancied by investors
Rerating of consumer facing companies is seeing many 
private equity firms making a beeline for quality stocks

Bhartiya: global perspective
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Britannia Industries 3,818 91,519 52

Prataap Snacks 575 1,317 80

Jubilant Industries 1,887 24,891 90

Tasty Bite 12,129 3,112 48

DFM Foods 242 1,184 48

ADF 383 808 26

Industry’s P/e     66
Source: BSe; *Prices as on 17 August 2020
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are a debt-free com-
pany,” says rishabh 
Jain, vice-president, 
finance.

getting private 
equity in the busi-
ness, in FY14 was 
another turning 
point in the his-
tory of the company. 
Lighthouse Fund 
took a 12.5 per cent 
stake for R90 crore. 
sachin bhartiya, 
the face of Light-
house Fund, who has 
been on the board of 
directors, has helped 
the company take a 
further leap of faith. 
says Deepak: “bhar-
tiya has a global perspective and has 
helped in furthering our vision. He 
had brought good practices into the 
business. bhartiya was also instru-
mental in roping in amitabh bach-
chan as the brand ambassador.”  
earlier, he had done a similar exer-
cise for another of his investee com-
panies, Dhanuka agritech, where the 
celebrity ambassador had helped the 
company grow its market cap multi-
ple times from R300 crore to R4,500 
crore. While there may not be a direct 

correlation between 
having a celebrity 
endorsement and 
volume growth, the 
fact is that it does 
make a discernible 
change in the per-
ception of the brand. 
Distributors and 
other channel part-
ners do look at the 
brand with a sense 
of pride.   bhartiya 
claims: “the pro-
moters’ obsession 
with maintaining 
quality and the 
unquenching quest 
for growth made us 

invest money in 
this company.” His 

dream is to see the company become 
a truly pan-India one.

Expansion moves
a dream shared by Deepak too. He 
feels that the way ahead is to ensure 
bikaji becomes a true pan-India brand. 
He has already started making forays 
into frozen foods, Western snacks and 
ready-to-eat food packages. the capac-
ity has expanded to 480 mt per day 
from the earlier 380 mt per day. a con-
tract manufacturing unit has been set 

up in Kolkata for manufacturing chips 
and western snacks as well as mod-
ern snacks like corn rings and len-
til chips. New facilities are also being 
planned in the eastern and southern 
regions. Inorganic growth is also being 
planned, confides an insider.

“most of the foreseeable capex will 
be done through internal cash gener-
ation,” says rishabh Jain. In any case, 
with a net worth exceeding R550 crore 
and cash generation of R175 crore, 
there is enough scope to fund new 
projects. borrowing is also an option. 
With promoters still holding 80 per 
cent equity, even a small dilution 
through IpO or through sale to another 
private equity will give it the necessary 
finances to fund projects. at an esti-
mated valuation of R5,000 crore even a 
10 per cent dilution will get R500 crore 
for the company.

the company has a well-estab-
lished brand and vision to become 
a truly pan-India player. the new  
product lines will also enable it to 
improve profit margins. produc-
tion in different states will also give  
it the flexibility to make swift 
changes in its product portfolio.  For 
investors, it is definitely a company  
worth watching.
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Maintaining a consistent quality

Bachchan: Bikaji’s brand ambassador
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