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Building India’s

DNA
While sharpening the focus on Defence, Nuclear and Aerospace sectors, G K Pillai, 
MD & CEO, Walchandnagar Industries Ltd, is steadily transforming his organisation.

It was September 24, 2014. Almost every 
single person at the Walchandnagar industrial 
township was glued to the television set. No, 
it was not a World Cup final match! India’s 
Mars Orbiter Mission was inching towards its 
destination. And soon enough, it successfully 

entered the orbit of the Red Planet. India became the 
first nation to successfully send a mission to Planet 
Mars on its first attempt.

While our Prime Minister was congratulating the 
scientists at ISRO, the industrial township of Wal-
chandnagar erupted in joy. From its school to the 
shopfloors and from the administrative block to the 
residential area, everybody was celebrating and con-
gratulating each other. Walchandnagar Industries 
Limited had once again played a key role in a national 
cause and they were all proud of it. “The kick that you 
get out of such achievements is simply enormous; it is 
something you cannot quantify in terms of monetary 
value,” says G K Pillai, MD & CEO, Walchandnagar 
Industries Ltd (WIL) recalling the day. 

The distinct colour of patriotism is part of the culture at 
Walchandnagar. In fact, it is integral with the Group’s foun-
dation laid by Seth Walchand Hirachand decades ago, Pillai 
says. “So whether it is contributing to the space missions or 
the intercontinental missiles, whether it is contributing to the 
sub-marines and frigates or to the all important nuclear pro-
jects, we have been playing our role in building India’s DNA 
– Defence, Nuclear and Aerospace,” he explains. 

By Niranjan Mudholkar

Some of WIL’s manufacturing achievements
•	 Critical	components	for	nuclear	reactor
•	 Main	 propulsion	 gear	 boxes	 for	 Indian	 built	 navy	

frigates
•	 Components	for	satellite	launch	vehicle	for	ISRO
•	 Critical	components	for	235	MW	&	500	MW	nuclear	

power project
•	 One	of	the	largest	optical	telescopes	in	India
•	 Major	 critical	 components	 in	 the	 first	 Indian	 built	

nuclear	sub-marine	‘INS	Arihant’
•	 Critical	 components	 for	 India’s	 first	 Moon	 mission	

‘Chandrayaan-I’
•	 Critical	 components	 for	 India’s	 Mars	 mission	

‘Mangalyaan’
•	 Major	critical	components	for	India’s	Intercontinental	

ballistic	missile	programme	-	Agni	V.

WIL’s Gear section: Pillai is looking to enhance this division both in terms of technology as well as the client segments
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Bringing transformation
Pillai has been at the helm of WIL for three years now. And 
he understands the spirit and the strength of this organisation 
very well. “That’s the reason I am busy transforming it,” he 
says, as we step into the car. We have just finished the plant 
tour and now we are heading towards his office. The old world 
charm of one of India’s oldest industrial townships is only ac-
centuated as we chat inside the 1950s Dodge. “It’s not practi-
cal to take this car out of the township but I use it whenever 
I am at Walchandnagar,” he says without hiding his fondness 
for the vintage car. “And this is something I am not going to 
change,” he adds with a smile. 

Pillai seems to know exactly what he wants to change 
about WIL. By the way, it wasn’t as if WIL was not doing 
well before he came. “WIL was quite happy with what it was 
doing earlier. But I am hungry. I am hungry for growth, I am 
hungry for improvement, I am hungry for profitability, I am 
hungry for new technology, I am hungry for success, and my 
hunger is insatiable,” he says. We are now inside his office. 
And before I can appreciate the interiors of the room and the 
lovely paintings on the wall, he informs me that it was done 
during the tenure of the previous MD. “My choice would 

Developing niche capabilities
Being associated with nuclear and space programmes 
requires working with difficult materials as well as 
sophisticated	 machinery,	 complying	 with	 various	
international codes and inspection requirements. Pillai 
says	WIL	is	continuously	upgrading	its	capabilities	in	terms	
of	equipment	as	well	as	know-how.	“As	far	as	our	facilities	
are concerned, we are geared up to meet the needs of 
machining/fabrication	requirements	both	in	terms	of	size	
and	 accuracy.	 Machines	 like	 5	 Axis	 Machining	 Centres,	
Horizontal	Boring	Machines,	Plate	Bending	Machine,	etc.	
give	us	the	versatility	required	to	manage	such	jobs	with	
the	 desired	 accuracy,”	 he	 says.	 Moreover,	 working	 with	
different	 materials	 (e.g.	 Titanium	 Sheets	 /	 Incoloy,	 etc.)	
has	 been	 a	 learning	 experience	 for	WIL	 and	 these	 skills	
have	been	built	up	over	a	number	of	years.	A	 lot	of	 this	
learning	 actually	 happens	 via	 a	 trial	 and	 error	 process	
–	 with	 machining	 and	 welding	 parameters	 being	 fine-
tuned	to	get	the	desired	finish	/	strength	/	tolerances.	“We	
have	a	Welding	Development	Centre	which	caters	to	such	
requirements	and	guides	our	welders	to	get	qualified	 in	
welding	of	exotic	materials.	We	also	keep	consulting	with	
leading	experts	in	this	field	for	specific	guidance	on	an	on-
going	basis.	With	 further	 developments	 on	 the	horizon,	
we	would	also	look	to	improve	our	capabilities	in	Al-	Alloy	
as well as Composites,” Pillai adds.  

Inside view of a 5 - axis machine used for machining Aakash Missile components A specialised job inside the clean room

Latest CNC machines for the missile division

have been much simpler but 
I am fine with this,” he says. 
Another legacy that he is not 
changing. Of course, the 
change that he intends to 
bring is far from superficial. 
“It is a cultural and strategic 
change that we are bring-
ing,” he says, almost reading 
my mind. 

People involvement
Pillai started the transfor-
mation process from day 
one and now he has only 
intensified it. He points out 
that any change starts with 
people and the changes that 
you see on the outside are 
a result of the transforma-
tion in people. “I have brought three fundamental changes at 
WIL: empowerment of the younger generation, discipline at 
all levels and focus on productivity.” Due to the nature of the 
work and the traditional set up, productivity has been com-
paratively low at WIL. “And today, people at WIL understand 
that without discipline one cannot improve productivity. It is 
not that people don’t like discipline; they just need to be made 
aware,” Pillai says. 

So bringing discipline in terms of increasing 
productivity and then getting people involved 
has been a focus for Pillai. “Peo-
ple get better involved if they are 
empowered to contribute. We 
are also encouraging the young 
talent within the organisation to 
build up a leadership pipeline. It 
is important to make them un-
derstand that they are not pro-
ducing just any product but that 
it is an important product. We 
are making people realise both 
internally and externally that 
WIL is not a small or ordinary company but an important 
company in terms of its contribution not just to the important 
sectors of aerospace and defence but also to the overall econo-
my. And I want my people to feel proud of their contribution 
to the nation,” Pillai says.

But hasn’t there been resistance to change - more so be-
cause WIL is a very old set up? “Normally, one would expect 
a lot of resistance in such cases. I also joined with this notion 
in mind. But when I talked to the people and explained them 
the logic behind the change, there has been very little resist-
ance to the new ideas. I have got tremendous support from 
people within the organisation including from those who have 

been with this organisation for 30 years or even more. In fact, 
they are welcoming the change in the overall organisational 
culture,” states Pillai.

WIL’s manufacturing capabilities*
Heavy Engineering at 
Walchandnagar

Precision Instruments at 
Dharwad

Foundry at Satara

Area under crane: 56,000 sq 
m. Crane capacity up to 250 
tonnes. ASME Certification 
for NB, R, S, PP & U stamps. 
Fully equipped with modern 
manufacturing facilities 
including CNC machines, dust 
free halls, sophisticated welding 
systems, large sized furnaces 
with data acquisition systems. 
Excellent ability to handle 
critical and exotic materials.

Total area of Dharwad site is 
65,000 sq m with built-up area 
for manufacturing at 2,220 
sq m. Manufacturing facility 
for pressure and temperature 
gauges, various instruments. 
Plant comprises of automats, 
hobbing machines, press shop, 
heat treatment facility, testing 
lab, chemical treatment facility 
and tool room.

Excellent product related 
infrastructure, pattern shop, 
machine shop and metallurgical 
Lab. With cranes used in 
foundry ranging from two to 
35 tonnes, the liquid metal 
capacity of this facility is 1,200 
T / month.
Satara foundry is spread over an 
area of 38 acres.

*A fourth facility is planned at Dahej, which will be shore-based. “We are in the process of chalking out our strategy for 
optimal use of our Dahej land. Though earlier this asset was earmarked primarily for manufacturing of nuclear equipment, 
we would not like to remain fixated to only one sector and would also look at opportunities like general fabrication and 
process equipment, etc.” Pillai says.

Talent retention
Since	WIL	 works	 in	 a	 niche	 segment,	 it	 can	 be	 quite	
challenging	 to	 find	 the	 right	 talent	 in	 India.	 Pillai	
agrees.	 “Yes	 finding	 the	 right	 talent	 is	 definitely	 a	
challenge especially for postings to sites, which are not 
located	 in	 big	 cities.”	 However	 facilities	 like	 residential	
accommodation, schools, medical care, recreation 
facilities, community welfare and so on, which WIL 
provides	has	ensured	an	ecosystem	to	nurture	the	talent	
pool.	There	are	in-house	training	programs	in	both	hard	
and soft skills – project management, technical training, 
presentation & communication skills, etc. There is also 
a	 lot	 of	 on-the-job	 training	 through	 a	mentor-mentee	
concept	where	seniors	guide	young	talent.	“Even	for	our	
workers,	we	 have	 on-going	 training	 programs	 and	we	
also	 run	an	 ITI	 to	develop	special	 skills	 required	 in	our	
kind of industry,” Pillai shares.

 “We have set an 
ambitious target 
of Rs1,000 crore 

revenue from 
Defence and 

aerospace by 2020 
from Rs150 crore 

presently.”

Pillai with a staff member on the shopfloor. Empowerment is the key, he says.
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It is a fact that many employees have been part of WIL 
for decades. It is not uncommon to see three generations of 
a family finding employment at WIL. “May be that was the 
right thing to do 50 years back. But now we are changing this 
tradition as well. If a person has dedicated 30 years or 40 years 
of his life for the Company it is not necessary that his son 
or grandson should also get employment with the Company. 
Unless of course, the next generation is qualified for the job. 
In fact, if he is qualified and he is ready to compete then we 
will give him preference. But the selection will be purely on 

the basis of talent. Thankfully, people are understanding and 
accepting it now,” shares Pillai, who has played hockey with 
the likes of Ashok Kumar. They say in hockey - ‘Keep mov-
ing if you want the Ball’ and ‘You can’t score if you don’t shoot’.  
Pillai seems to be following these hockey basics even now! 

Change at all levels
Pillai is bringing change at all levels. “For example, materials 
are being decentralised now. This in turn is giving more power 
to the individual businesses.” While there are many industry 
sectors that WIL caters to, Pillai has restructured it into three 
business pillars – EPC, manufacturing and engineering. “EPC 
is what we do for sugar, cement and power industry. EPC 
business is relatively easy as you are just buying products, do-
ing some engineering and delivering the project. Having said 
that, we will continue to do EPC. 

The second business pillar, manufacturing is core to our 
growth plans. So WIL is now increasing its focus on manu-
facturing. “Our aim is to grow the share of manufacturing in 
our overall turnover with a clear shift in focus from revenue 
growth to profitability. Revenue growth is important but not 
at the cost of depleting the bottom-line,” he says. The third 

 “Does the country need WiL for sugar industries 
or for the Dna industries? The answer is obvious. 
and that’s the reason we are focusing on these 
segments. We are trying to refocus the entire 
manufacturing activities with this approach.” Gearing up!

Pillai	takes	certain	pride	in	WIL’s	capability	to	manufacture	
gearboxes	for	Indian	naval	ships.	“It	 is	a	specialised	job	
and	so	 far,	we	have	supplied	52	gearboxes	to	different	
ships	for	the	Navy.”	He	wants	to	leverage	on	this	expertise	
and	further	build	 it	by	 investing	 in	new	technology.	“It	
will	surely	be	a	focus	area	for	us	in	terms	of	technology	
and we are looking to upgrade it continuously. Going 
forward,	we	would	be	looking	for	gear	applications	not	
just	in	the	naval	segment	but	also	in	other	segments	such	
as defence and general industries. We are in fact looking 
at	various	partners	for	that	segment,”	Pillai	shares.

A specialised gear grinding machine for large and heavy workpieces up to 2500 mm and 25 tonnes. WIL is one of the handful companies in India to have this capability.

business pillar is engineering. And that will be another big fo-
cus area for us to make Walchandnagar once again a predomi-
nantly high-tech engineering hub,” he says. Walchandnagar 
has always been known to be a good engineering company de-
livering specialised products. “Engineering has been a strength 
for us but over the years it has slightly dwindled. This has hap-
pened because people have started giving less importance to 
engineering and giving more importance to production. But 
we are changing it now.” 

Delivery to the customer is very important. But given the 
nature, scale and complexity of the work at WIL, on-time-
delivery has taken a back-seat a few times. Pillai is honest 
enough to accept it. “Our focus has been to supplying the 
product not withstanding that sometimes it is a bit late. That 
is something that we are changing drastically. So besides deliv-
ering the right product, now there is equal importance given 
to on-time delivery. Empowering people and decentralisation 
are steps taken towards this goal,” he says. 

The big opportunity
Conventionally, the sugar industry has been a big focus for 
WIL over the decades. In fact, WIL started off with the sugar 
industry. Earlier, the sector was important in terms of the 
machinery. But today, the machinery and equipment for this 
industry have become commodity products; these are not 
high-tech products. Moreover, the sugar business itself is not 
a very lucrative one. “WIL’s expertise has all along been on 
good heavy engineering. So we said, why not focus on seg-
ments which really enhance this aspect and really utilise this 

capability.” And which are these areas? Defence, Nuclear and 
Aerospace,  or the DNA as Pillai likes to call them.  “Does 
the country need WIL for sugar industries or for the DNA 
industries? The answer is obvious. And that’s the reason we are 
focusing on these segments. We are trying to refocus the entire 
manufacturing activities with this approach,” he says.

WIL has been one of the few private players with capa-
bilities and expertise in the aerospace and defence sector. But 
the ‘Make in India’ campaign and the opening up of the de-
fence sector have truly widened the opportunities for WIL. 
It recently hired PwC to chalk out a strategy for enhancing 

its defence portfolio. “The canvas has grown and we wanted 
to understand the areas that we can go after besides the ones 
that we are already catering to. The recommendations are, of 
course, confidential but we have identified opportunities that 
are a) In Line with our existing capabilities, b) Step Out op-
portunities, and c) New Opportunities. The exercise has not 
just been about formulating the strategy but also about build-
ing technical and marketing along with plans for investments 
to meet the strategic objectives. We have set an ambitious tar-
get of Rs1,000 crore revenue from Defence and Aerospace by 
2020 (from Rs150 crore presently),” Pillai explains. WIL is 
also keeping its options open in terms of technological tie-ups. 
“We are not averse to joint ventures as well,” he adds. 

At the same time, WIL also wants to evolve a business 
model for equipment manufacturing which is regular in na-
ture and gives consistent revenue. Besides the DNA segment, 
Pillai also sees lot of opportunities in railways, renewable en-
ergy, general fabrication and process equipment fabrication 
segments. 

Patriotic industrialisation
The founder of this Group Seth Walchand Hirachand was 
described by Sardar Patel as a ‘Patriotic industrialist’. Pillai 
believes that this description will always remain to the core 
of WIL. “Our founder was a visionary who established insti-
tutions like HAL and Hindustan Shipyard. To think of some-
thing like this at that time required great vision. In fact, WIL 
itself was established with the objective of ‘Make in India’. We 
are only carrying forward that tradition with a renewed vigour 
and focus.”  

Retaining the Sweetness
With	growing	focus	on	the	DNA	segment,	there	could	be	
suggestions	that	WIL	exit	the	sugar	business.	And	it	may	
be	logical	as	well.	But	Pillai	doesn’t	agree.	“Well,	we	have	
an	expertise	built	over	about	70	to	80	years.	Why	throw	it	
away?	We	can	be	selective.	 In	 fact,	 there	 is	a	 substantial	
exports	 market	 for	 this	 industry	 and	 we	 are	 focussing	
there.	 And	when	 I	 am	 exporting	 into	 a	 foreign	 country,	
more	than	WIL,	for	me	it	is	actually	Indian	exports.	So,	it	is	
dually	important	to	us	because	the	name	of	the	country	is	
added to the name of WIL.”

A giant horizontal boring machine. Not many heavy engineering companies in 
India can boast of having such unique capabiity.


