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FACE OF THE MONTH

I can now confidently say that
the shipping lines have agreed
to bring in about 3,00,000 empty
containers into India and this should
help in bringing down the issue of
demand-supply mismatch.
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This month, we have Mr. Israr Ahmed, Managing 
Director, Farida Group and Regional Chairman, 
Southern Region, FIEO, in the Face of the Month 
section. He is a third-generation entrepreneur 
managing the family business of manufacturing 
and export of footwear.

As the Regional Chairman of FIEO, he works 
towards promoting Indian exports in different 
export markets. He interacts with the governments 
in the southern states of India to identify the export 
potential of various products and extends all the 
necessary support from the FIEO.

In Farida Group, Mr. Israr Ahmed, oversees the 
functioning of Farida Group companies including: 
Farida Prime Tannery, India Shoes – Upper Division / 
Stanford Shoe Division, Jafra Insoles Private 
Limited and Farida Tannery PLC, Ethiopia.

In this freewheeling chat with  , he India Seatrade
speaks extensively about the current trends in the 
export markets, impact of Covid-19 pandemic and 
growth plans of the Farida Group. 

Mr. Israr Ahmed
Managing Director
Farida Group
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The recent export trend suggests that total 
monthly Indian exports have exceeded the 
imports during the last few months. What could 
be the cause of this reversal?

I think, we have to give credit to the government as 
they are trying to push the “Make in India” initiative 
over the last five years. In addition to this initiative, 
the government is also working to bring in more FDI 
into the country. I think these initiatives are now 
beginning to reap results.

With all those import issues that are there, I think it 
is becoming much more profitable to manufacture 
here in India and source local components than to 
import them. 

I have spoken to my colleagues in other industries 
and learnt that everybody is trying to localize their 
supply chains rather than importing from countries 
like China.

Do you think this trend will sustain?

I think this is only the starting point and it will 
accelerate further i.e. the exports component in the 
trade will only increase in the coming months. 
Indian exporters' reputation was always questioned 
in the international markets owing to the quality of 
the final output that was exported. And the product 
quality per say is dependent to a large extent on the 
quality of the raw material that was sourced from 
abroad. But now by sourcing raw material / 
components locally, exporters are gaining better 
control over their supply chains, probably even 
more cost effective and hence, are able to deliver 
better quality products to their customers.

So which products in the export basket, 
according to you, could have contributed to this 
trend reversal?

I would definitely say that pharma has been a big 
contributor this growth. Because Indian pharma 
companies used to import APIs from mostly China. 
But now, they have started producing these APIs 
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locally. Second is the engineering industry, where 
engineering companies have started sourcing 
components locally rather than importing. Third is 
the electronics industry, which again has started 
producing components within India. Leather 
industry in which we operate is another example 
where foreign component manufacturers are 
setting up their plants in India, while Indian 
manufacturers too have begun to produce 
components within the country (who earlier used to 
import them). 

Is the spurt in exports more to do with increased 
the value of exports to existing markets or there 
is an addition of new markets?

Currently, I think it is more to do with the increased 
exports to the existing countries. But going 
forward, I see a lot of new markets adding up to the 
list nations that India exports to. The Indian 
exporters are making a lot of inroads into Africa. 
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There is also a lot of push from various foreign 
embassies to export Indian goods to their countries 
and Indian high commissions in those countries are 
extending the necessary help in this regard.
 
While growth of exports is certainly a good thing, 
this has also created problems for the exporters 
because of huge shortfall of shipping containers. 
So, when do you think would this issue be 
resolved or things will become normal?

Yes, this has become a big issue now and a lot of 
discussions are going on with the shipping lines at 
various levels.  Through FIEO, we too had 
discussions with various stakeholders. I can now 
confidently say that the shipping lines have agreed 
to bring in about 3,00,000 empty containers into 
India and this should help in bringing down the issue 
of demand-supply mismatch. Though I cannot say 

that it will be resolved immediately, things will 
most likely ease up by the end of November and it 
may take till February or March for the entire issue 
to be resolved.

In view of the privatisation of the Shipping 
Corporation of India, do you think India needs a 
strong national shipping line?

I don't think that it should be one state-owned 
company that needs to be strong. Instead, we need 
not one but a few strong shipping lines (which need 
not be state-owned) that can give tough 
competition in the international market. The 
market remains healthy when there is competition. 
While it will take a lot of time to make this happen, I 
don't think we should be caught in a similar 
situation 10 years from now. We need to start 
somewhere and move forward. It will take time to 
achieve the goal, but if we start now, we can make 
the progress.

What are the logistics issues confronting the 
exporters today and how can they be resolved?

We should understand that worldwide, there has 
been a lot of disruptions in the shipping. All the 
shipping vessels bound for US from Asia are arriving 
about an average of 6 days late compared to pre-
Covid-19 times. For India, with the imports coming 
down and the exports picking up pace, this is going 
to have a major impact on bringing in empty 
containers. In addition to that, the south Indian 
exporters (specifically) are facing additional delays 
(in bringing empties) due to the ongoing issues 
manpower issues in Colombo port. 

Linked to this is the demand pricing that had shot 
up dramatically. Shipping lines have begun to 
charge almost double the charges compared to 
pre-Covid-19 times. So definitely till the time the 
demand supply mismatch is resolved, there will be 
certain amount of volatility in the shipping prices. 

Tell us briefly about the evolution of Farida group 
and where you are positioned today?
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We are a third-generation business house which my 
grandfather started in 1957 with a small tannery. 
Later on, we expanded into footwear and evolved 
in this line. Initially we used to make the shoe 
uppers and subsequently, started manufacturing 
the entire shoe in-house. Today, we are one of the 
largest leather footwear exporters in India and 
employ about 23,000 people. We have also 
expanded our manufacturing base to Ethiopia and 
Bangladesh.

We are a vertically integrated Group – meaning, we 
manufacture every component (leather, shoe 
uppers and soles) that is required for making of 
footwear. So, our coordination and control on the 
supply chains is far better than our competitors, our 
turnaround timeshare much faster and our pricing 
structure is much better. 

What support does the government extends to 
the leather industry?

Leather industry is a labour-intensive industry and 
we hire 95% of our workforce locally – mostly 
people from the surrounding villages. So, we 
generate a lot of employment in these areas. 
Government has always been supportive and they 
have extended a lot of support in the form of skilling 
the people through an actively run leather sector 
skill council. Government also extends their 
support in modernising our plants. In addition to 
this, we have all the regular support that every 
exporter has in the form of various incentive 

schemes for the exporters.

What is the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on 
the leather industry?

There were two different kinds of impact that we 
had during the Covid-19 pandemic. One is on the 
demand side and the other is on the supply side. 
Footwear is retail business worldwide. So, when 
lockdowns were implemented world over, 
footwear outlets did not open for prolonged 
periods. When they don't sell, they don't buy from 
us – as simple as that. Within the footwear market, 
the fashion segment took the worst hit as the 
demand touched the rock bottom levels, while 
children's segment saw very little impact (5% to 
10% drop in exports) as the kids grow and they need 
to upgrade their footwear even in the face of 
pandemic. 

During the initial lockdown period, there was a big 
knee jerk reaction from our customers as they 
began cancelling the orders. However, when the 
dust started setting down, they realized that it 
cannot go like this forever. Around the same time, 
online businesses began to pickup and our 
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customers started placing orders once again. 
Though far from normal, things are now slowly 
returning back on the demand side. 

On the supply side, we were running the factories at 
50% capacity during the lockdown period, in spite 
of orders getting cancelled. As things began to 
ease, it was increased to about 70% to 80% in line 
with the demand. As I said earlier, we employ about 
95% local labour and very negligible labour from 
other states. Hence, we were not affected that bad 
as far as the labour is concerned. 

Do you have plans to diversify your export 
markets as you currently are more focused on US 
and European markets?

Yes, we do have plans to expand our markets. We 
want to enter into the domestic market and we 
have also launched a brand very recently to this 
extent. Going forward, India will be a very 
important market for us. The government has 

increased the customs duty on leather and related 
products to encourage local production of 
footwear. As the demand is very high, we feel that 
we stand to benefit from this given our presence 
across the footwear value chain.

On the exports side, we are looking at selling in 
African markets, Latin American markets and China 
as well. Today, 5% to 10% of our exports end up in 
China and this will go up in the future.
 
How do you see the next 12 months impacting 
your business?

We are very upbeat about the next year. The Covid-
19 vaccines may be available by next March or April 
and once this happens, there would a surge in 
demand again across all our markets. As you know, 
after every recession / slump period, there will be a 
boom period. We are optimistic about this and 2021 
is going to be a very good year for us.  
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