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Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw overcame great obstacles
to found India’s largest pharmaceutical company
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NLIKE MANY Bengaluru billionaires

who inherited their business or wealth,

Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw, founder of India’s

largest pharmaceutical company, Biocon,

is a self-made female entrepreneur. Some
30 years after she started her company, the 57-year-old
has a net worth totalling US$900 million and is one of
the wealthiest women in India.

It all happened quite by accident, says Shaw. She gradu-
ated as a master brewer from Australia’s University of Bal-
larat, but was unable to find a brewing job after returning
to her hometown of Bengaluru. It was this that caused
her to venture into biotechnology. Undaunted by some
serious obstacles — banks would not lend her money and
professionals would not work with her, since back then
women were considered “high risk”- she started her own
biotech company in 1978 from the confines of her garage,
with capital of just Rs10,000 (about HK$1,700).

From its modest beginnings, Biocon has transformed
into a global biopharmaceutical company involved in
cutting-edge research into cancer vaccines and oral
insulin. It boasts Asia’s largest insulin, statin and anti-
body production facilities, with revenues that surpassed
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Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw with
her husband John (above)
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Photo. Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw: Mallik Katakol
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and philantropist
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Shaw at the inauguration
of a research centre in
Bengaluru (right)
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Shaw attends a diabetes
walk alongside cricket star
Wasim Akram (middle)
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With friend Sudha Murthy
at the author's book
launch (above)
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US$500 million in 2010. While Shaw remains focused
on strategy, her 5,000 employees handle the day-
to-day running of the company. Shaw’s assistants
routinely describe her as “humble”. She also mentors
young entrepreneurs and believes that success comes
through “conviction and purpose”.

Clad in a tailored blue jacket, white scarf, black trou-
sers and sensible flats, Shaw admits that taking time oft

from her high-pressure job is difficult, but she makes
time during the weekend for friends and family. “I
spend time on weekends relaxing with the dogs or
shopping for the home,” says Shaw. “My mother
comes over on Sundays for lunch, and occasionally
I indulge myself with a visit to the hairdresser or
spa. My husband tells me to switch off my mobile
phone at the weekend.”
Kiran Mazumdar married Scotsman John Shaw,
an Indophile expatriate who was on assignment
with multinational textiles corporation Madura Coats,
in 1998. The same year, he quit and joined Biocon and is
now the vice-chairman of the board. When not working
in their adjacent offices, they live in a spacious hacienda-
style home in Bengaluru with gardens, walking trails and
a swimming pool. “We swim and walk together to stay
fit and I do a combination of yoga and aerobics,” says
Shaw. “My husband and I have a perfect understanding
of our working relationship. We share responsibilities
and disconnect from work on weekends.”

Shaw and her husband also love to entertain. “We
have lots of friends, I network rapidly and it is fun to
meet thought-leaders at parties,” she says. When Infosys
co-founder Narayana Murthy’s daughter got married
last year, Shaw threw a lavish private party for a select
group of friends and the wedding couple. “T've known
Narayana’s wife Sudha for many years and it is what
friends do for each other,” she shrugs.
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Shaw’s airy office overlooking a garden is filled with
art books and contemporary Indian paintings and sculp-
tures. “I've always been interested in art and somehow,
I've managed to keep that passion alive,” she says.

An avid art collector, Shaw wrote a coffee-table book
called Ale and Arty: The Story of Beer, for which she
commissioned illustrations from well-known artists
including Jatin Das, Yusuf Arakkal, S.G. Vasudev, Archie
Forrest and James Fullarton. The book is dedicated to
her father who, she says, was instrumental in starting
her on her exceptional journey. She describes him as a
“radical, unconventional change-maker”, and a photo
of him adorns her office desk.

Two or three times a year, the Shaws join her two
brothers and their families on vacations - renting a
villa in Tuscany or visiting beach resorts. Since all the
men are interested in history, Egypt and Istanbul have
been favourite destinations. Egypt was a “feast”, she says
because of its long history and the Nile River. China is
on her wish list. “I'd love to visit Xian and see the ter-
racotta warriors,” she says. “China has so much history
and culture and although I've visited it several times on
business, I haven’t taken a holiday there.”

As a proud Bengaluru native, Shaw lends her voice
and time to civic groups that aspire to improve the
city. She is a member of ABIDe (Agenda for Bengaluru
Infrastructure and Development Task Force), a group
assembled by the Chief Minister of Karnataka to build
a better Bengaluru for its citizens. “I have seen Benga-
luru in its heyday, when it was a beautiful, cultured and
cosmopolitan city,” she says. “It bothers me that it has
grown in such an unplanned way.”

In 2009, Shaw was awarded Japan’s Nikkei Asia Prize,
which recognises achievements that contribute to the
improved well-being of Asian people, in the regional
growth category. She was also named as one of four
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A painting competition
for juvenile diabetics
(below) combines art and
philanthropy, both which
are important to Shaw
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Shaw and Infosys
co-founder
Narayana Murthy
(centre) at an

IT meeting in
Bengaluru

r

ShawEInfosys

BIAZ—
Narayana Murthy
(th) WA IEINEEE
mEAEEERL

Indians on Forbes’ 2010 Heroes of Philanthropy list,
and has given large portions of her personal wealth to
improve the way maths is taught in rural schools. When
Biocon’s initial public offering went through in 2004,
Shaw had more money at her disposal. “I felt that it
was imperative to give back to society,” she reveals. By
teaming up with visionary cardiologist Dr Devi Shetty,
she helped fund and develop an insurance programme
for affordable healthcare. Her donations created the
Mazumdar-Shaw Cancer Centre to provide affordable
treatment to cancer patients. “I am inspired by people
who do things in an unconventional way, like [2006 Nobel
Peace Prize winner, economist] Mohammad Yunus and
Dr Devi Shetty,” she says.

When it’s time to start new ventures, Shaw confesses she
is not as spiritual as superstitious, believing in auspicious
dates. “Since mine is a very fast-paced life, I just roll along
and go with the flow,” she says. During her downtime,
she reads and listens to Indian classical music and opera,
attending concerts in India, Austria and other parts
of Europe. “I love Southern European cities — Greece,
Spain, Italy. And I am beginning to be fascinated by
Chile, Brazil and other parts of Latin America.”

As for her original field of study, she says, “Beer will
always be - if not a favourite drink — a drink that I under-
stand. I prefer to drink wine nowadays.”
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