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ANEESH PHADNIS 
Mumbai, 7 October 

Blackstone has acquired VFS 
Global, the world’s largest 
visa processing service pro -

vider, from Swedish private equity 
(PE) firm EQT Infrastructure in a 
$1.1-billion deal, pinning hopes on 
global travel rebound. 

Blackstone will hold a 75 per 
cent stake in the company; the bal-
ance will be held by EQT and Kuoni 
and Hugentobler Foundation. 

Founded in Mumbai in 2001, 
VFS serves over 60 governments 
through 3,500 visa applications in 

over 140 countries. In 2020, it post-
ed a revenue of $739 million, with 
a compound annual growth rate of 
14 per cent. 

India is among the top three 
markets for VFS. In 2019, it proc -
essed over 6 million visa applica-
tions from 51 centres in the country. 
The company’s global support 
office is also based in Mumbai.  

The company is headed by 
Chief Exec utive Officer (CEO) 
Zubin Karkaria. 

Lionel Assant and Amit Dixit, 
Europe and Asia heads of 
Blackstone PE, said, “VFS spear-
headed the visa outsourcing busi-

ness. It is today a global market 
leader, playing a crucial role in 
enabling access to travel for mil-
lions around the world in an effi-

cient and secure manner. VFS’ local 
market expertise, unmatched glob-
al footprint, and technology lead-
ership makes the company a reli-

able partner to client governments 
across the world.” 

VFS was conceptualised by 
Karkaria, then chief operating offi-
cer of Kuoni India in 2001, to 
address the pain points of Indian 
globetrotters (Kuoni sold the busi-
ness to EQT in 2016).  

Back then, visa applicants had 
to stand in long queues outside 
Consulates while visa officers 
pored over applications.  

VFS made the job easier for 
Consulates since they had to only 
decide on granting or rejecting a 
visa, while VFS would handle the 
collection and scrutiny of docu-
ments. The first pilot project was 
with the US Consulate in Mumbai, 
followed by Pune and Ahmedabad. 

Soon more contracts followed. 

By 2005, Kuoni India was process-
ing visas for 11 countries in India, 
including the UK, Canada, and 
Australia. Karkaria also became the 
CEO of the Indian business that 
year. The company’s global foray 
began in 2007, when the UK gov-
ernment outsourced visa process-
ing in 33 countries. 

“Zubin’s success is in conceptu-
alising, executing, and nurturing 
the business. He understands the 
travel and visa segment really well,” 
said a former colleague. 

While today VFS is a market 
leader, with over 50-per cent mar-
ket share in the visa processing seg-
ment, the business idea was initial-
ly met with scepticism. 

“My colleagues thought the 
Americans would never agree to 

such an idea,” said Karkaria in a 
media interview in 2015. Theirs was 
the toughest visa regime, with 
more processes and documenta-
tion than any other country, he 
added. “VFS' core business opera-
tions are process-driven. The com-
pany has been successful in repli-
cating them around the world,” 
said a former colleague. 

Visa processing is a niche busi-
ness, driven by trust and relation-
ship with governments. Contracts 
are awarded by governments at 
local and global levels and those 
require the company to maintain 
high standards of service delivery, 
while adhering to the data protec-
tion laws. “VFS’ strength has really 
been its operations team,” added 
Karkaria.

A billion-dollar deal seals Blackstone buyout of VFS
Company founded in India in 2001;  
now among its top 3 markets

SHIVANI SHINDE 
Mumbai, 7 October 

India has produced more than 
three unicorns a month, on 
average, this year with the tally 
reaching 31 already. At this 
pace, 2021 could end with 
around 40 unicorns.  

The great unicorn rush, 
that started with Digit 
Insurance this year, has cov-
ered diverse sectors from fin-
tech to e-shopping and even 
cloud kitchen. On Thursday, 
Rebel Foods, which operates 
a network of cloud kitchen 
brands such as Fasoos and 
Behrouz Biryani, became the 
first to enter the unicorn club 
from the niche category that 
found its place during the 
pandemic. 

What triggered the unicorn 
rush during 2021 really? While 
work-from-home during Covid 
pushed the growth of digital 
businesses in India, the phe-
nomenon also resulted in a 
long unicorn list. Industry ex -
perts and investors said three 
factors — thriving digital pay-
ments ecosystem, larger smart-
phone user base, and digital-
first business models — have 
come together to attract 
investors. 

Anup Jain, managing part -
ner, Orios Venture Partners, 
which has investments in uni-
corns such as PharmEasy, said: 
“Tech companies, which have 
become household brands, are 
contributing to the unicorn 
boom in India, as smartphone 
penetration and digitisation of 
commerce in every aspect of 
life has multiplied during the 
pandemic.” 

In fact, growth in digital 
payment is reflected in the sec-
tor that has contributed the 
most to the unicorn list. From 
2011, when India reported its 
first unicorn—Inmobi--till the 

end of 2020, India had six uni-
corns from the fintech list. This 
year has already seen seven 
fintechs joining the unicorn 
list. Besides fintech, SaaS (soft-
ware as a service), e-commerce 
grocery and marketplace play-
ers are contributing the most 
to the unicorn universe. As for 
investors, Tiger Global and 
Sequoia Capital continued to 
rule the ecosystem. 

The country has around 
640 million internet users. Of 
this, 550 million are smart-
phone users. Additionally, dig-
ital payment has seen a growth 
of 30.19 per cent for the fiscal 
year ended March 31, 2021. 
Also, at the end of September 
30, 2021, the UPI (unified pay-
ments interface) ecosystem 
saw 3.5 billion transactions 
amounting to ~6.54 trillion 
worth of transactions.  

Ankur Bansal, co-founder 
and director, BlackSoil, belie -
ves that fintech, SaaS & e-com-
merce will continue to grab the 
bulk of investments. He 
expects many more unicorns 
in the space.   

With the next 500 million 
internet users coming from the 
smaller cities, the growth of 
digital business is just going to 
grow from here and that is 

what investors are trying to be 
a part of, analysts pointed out. 

“A lot of these deals are 
being done on the back of not 
just the fundamental finan-
cial performance of the busi-
ness but also potential market 
opportunity and ability of 
these companies to capture 
the same in a hyper growth 
fashion. Global venture 
growth backed by a huge 
appetite in capital markets is 
adding a surge to the number 
of unicorns out of India. As a 
result, follow up rounds are 
happening very quickly 
across all stages and sectors 
positively impacted by 
Covid,” said Bansal. 

Venture capital investors 
and experts expect India to 
have 150 unicorns by 2025. 
Jain of Orios Venture Partners 
explained why. “We see that 
the companies going to IPOs 
compare very favourably on 
revenue/Ebitda multiples 
with their global counterparts 
as well as legacy companies 
that are non-tech in the same 
space." 

According to Venture 
Intelligence data, the fintech 
sector has seen a record $4.8 
billion across 143 deals from 
January to September. 

31 and counting: Happy 
hour for unicorn club 

PEERZADA ABRAR 
Bengaluru, 7 October 

India clocked its 31st unicorn 
on Thursday. Rebel Foods, the 
world’s largest internet restau-
rant company, said it has 
raised $175 million in a Series 
F round led by Qatar In -
vestment Authority (QIA), sov-
ereign wealth fund of the State 
of Qatar, with participation 
from existing investors Coatue 
and Evolvence. This round 
catapults the company to a 
unicorn status with a valua-
tion of $1.4 billion, up from 
about $800 million last year. 

“While we are excited 
about becoming the unicorn, 
our focus continues to remain 
on improving customer expe-
rience the Rebel way,” said 
Piyush Kakkad, chief financial 
officer, Rebel Foods. “This 
round of funding will be rein-
vested in building our technol-
ogy, increasing our global pres-
ence, and also acquiring new 
brands. Rebel Foods is work-
ing towards an IPO in the next 
18-24 months.” 

Rebel Foods is the first firm 
in India which has become a 
unicorn in the cloud kitchen 
space. A ‘cloud kitchen’ is one 
that does not offer a dine-in 
facility and accepts food 
orders only through an online 
ordering system. Globally, 
Rebel Foods competes with 
Taster in France, Keatz in 
Germany, Uber co-founder 
Travis Kalanick’s start-up City 
Storage Systems, and London-
based Karma Kitchen. 

Food delivery firms them-
selves such as DoorDash, Uber 
Eats, Deliveroo, and Swiggy 
had also entered the cloud 
kitchen space. In India, Rebel 
Foods also competes with Ola 
Foods, the food business arm 

of the SoftBank-backed ride-
hailing firm Ola, which has 
expanded its network of tech-
nology-enabled kitchens. Ola 
was expanding its network of 
cloud kitchens to serve more 
customers. 

Founded in 2011 by 
INSEAD alumni Jaydeep 
Barman and Kallol Banerjee, 
Rebel Foods operates the 
largest number of internet 
restaurants worldwide and on 
this network. The Mumbai-
based firm, known for brands 
like Faasos and Behrouz Bir -
yani, has built over 45 brands 
(own plus partners) across 10 
countries —  India, Indonesia, 
UAE, UK, Singapore, Malaysia, 
Thailand, Hong Kong, The 
Philippines, and Bangladesh. 
It operates over 4,000 internet 
restaurants.  

The company has disrupt-
ed a century-old industry of 
traditional restaurant busi-
ness. It has done this by 
building a full-stack technol-
ogy-enabled platform — 
Rebel Operating System, 
thereby catering to multiple 
food missions. With the 
influx of fresh funding, Rebel 
Foods will continue to focus 
on growing their internation-
al footprints, technology, and 
brand acquisitions.  

Rebel Foods turns 
unicorn with  
$175 mn funding

ARINDAM MAJUMDER 
New Delhi, 7 October 

IndiGo co-founder Rakesh Ga -
n gwal has moved Delhi High 
Court to enforce an arbitration 
order of the London Court of 
International Arbitration. 

Sources said the order had 
mandated relief in terms of the 
shareholders’ agreement, whi -
ch gives greater control to co-
promoter Rahul Bhatia and 
puts restrictions on transfer-
ring shares. 

Based on the proceedings 
initiated by Bhatia-owned 
lnterGlobe Enterprises (IGE), 
the London Court of In -
ternational Arbitration had on 
September 23 given the final 
award in the fight between the 
two IndiGo promoters. 

The proceedings were ini-
tiated by InterGlobe Enter -
prises (IGE) and Bhatia against 
Gangwal, the Chinkerpoo 
Family Trust, and Shobha 
Gangwal (RG Group). 

On October 1, 2019, the IGE 
Group had submitted the 
request for arbitration to the 
London Court of International 
Arbitration.  

“The prayer is primarily in 
regard to the shareholders’ 
agreement. In order to change 
that an extraordinary general 
meeting (EGM) has to be 
called,” a person said. 

Last year, the resolution, 
proposed by Rakesh Gangwal 
to amend the company’s Art -
icles of Association, was 
defeated by the shareholders. 

A spokesperson for IndiGo 

and IGE refused to comment 
on the matter. Bhatia and 
Rakesh Gangwal didn’t resp -
ond to queries on the issue. 

On September 24, in a reg-
ulatory filing, IndiGo said it 
had received the final arbitral 
award, dated September 23, 
issued in the arbitration pro-
ceedings, by which the com-
pany was named respondent. 
The current shareholders’ agr -
e ement gives Bhatia’s firm IGE 
operational control of the firm 
and its management. 

Rakesh Gangwal has to 
comply with the shareholders’ 
agreement and the Articles of 
Association, and its voting 
during general meetings is to 
be dictated by IGE. 

It also puts a restriction on 
either of the promoters on 
diluting their shareholding. A 
clause in the shareholders’ 
agreement says “if any mem-
ber of either the RG Group or 
the IGE Group proposes to 
transfer its shares to a third-
party purchaser (not being an 
affiliate) otherwise than on a 
stock exchange or by way of a 
pre-negotiated sale on a stock 
exchange, then the other group 
will have the right of first 
refusal and tag along right”. 

The differences between 
the promoters became public 
in July 2019 after Rakesh 
Gangwal wrote to the Secu -
rities and Exchange Board of 
India, seeking its intervention 
to address corporate gover-
nance issues at the company. 
Bhatia’s IGE Group had reject-
ed the allegations. 

Gangwal moves HC 
to enforce award of 
London arbitration

NCLAT gives more time to Zee 
to reply to Invesco’s EGM plea
DEV CHATTERJEE 
Mumbai, 7 October 

In a reprieve to Zee Entertainment, the National 
Company Law Appellate Tribunal (NCLAT) has 
given more time to the company and its direc-
tors to file their response to an extraordinary 
general meeting (EGM) sought by one of its 
largest shareholders, Invesco and OFI Global 
China Fund. 

Oppenhiemer-backed Invesco, which has 18 
per cent stake in Zee, has asked the company to 
call an EGM to remove the present MD and CEO 
Punit Goenka and appoint six of its nominees 
on the board. The Zee board has rejected the 
EGM requisition, leading to a court battle initi-
ated by Invesco. The Goenka family, which 
owns 4 per cent stake in the company, are fight-
ing back and have asked the Centre to investi-
gate Invesco’s credentials. 

In an order on Thursday, NCLAT said NCLT 
had erred in not granting reasonable time for 
filing a reply, which is a complete violation of 
NCLT rules and principles of natural justice. 
“Therefore, in the circumstances, we are of the 
opinion that reasonable and sufficient oppor-
tunity should be given to Zee or filing a reply 
and after hearing both the parties, the NCLT 
should proceed further,” the NCLAT said in an 
order. “The decision of the NCLAT, justifies our 
complete faith in the Indian judicial system. 
The due process of the law grants everyone an 
opportunity to present their case. NCLAT has 
taken cognizance of our plea and has reinforced 
the principles of natural justice, granting us a 
reasonable opportunity to be heard. The com-
pany will continue to take all the necessary steps 
that are in the best interests of all its sharehold-
ers and as per the applicable law,” a Zee 
spokesperson said. 

The Mumbai bench of NCLT on Tuesday 
gave very limited time till October 7 to Zee to 
file its reply to Invesco’s application, asking the 
tribunal to direct the company to hold an 
extraordinary general meeting (EGM). 

Zee had argued that it should be given 
enough time to reply to the application because 
it was under the impression that the arguments 
put forth by Invesco were for an ad-interim relief 

and not for the final disposal of the matter. 
But, the NCLT had said the matter of the dis-

pute is simple — whether the EGM requisition 
is valid or not and it cannot give Zee “weeks and 
weeks” for filing its reply. 

Zee argued in NCLAT on Thursday that 
under Section 100 of the Companies Act, the 
time limit to the Zee board to call the meeting 
is three months despite the three-month time, 
its request for reasonable and sufficient oppor-
tunity was not acceded to by the NCLT. 

Further, despite several requests from Zee 
and its board to grant sufficient and reasonable 
time to file a reply/counter to Invesco petition, 
the NCLT only granted time till October 7 to Zee 
to file their replies and even listed the company 
petition for hearing. This, the NCLAT felt, was 
not right. 

The NCLT will hear the matter on Friday.

Zee argued in NCLAT on Thursday that 
under Section 100 of the Companies Act, 
the time limit to the Zee board to call the 
meeting is three months despite the 
three-month time, its request for 
reasonable and sufficient opportunity 
was not acceded to by the NCLT 

Oppenhiemer-backed Invesco, which has 
18 per cent stake in Zee, has asked the 
company to call an EGM to remove the 
present MD and CEO Punit Goenka and 
appoint six of its nominees on the board

Co-founders Kallol Banerjee 
(left), Jaydeep Barman (CEO)

nBlackstone 
will hold 
75% stake in 
VFS Global

nServes over 60 govts in 140 countries

nGlobal leader in 
visa processing 
business, with over 
50% market share

nLong-term tailwinds 
from growing 
middle-class in India 
and emerging markets

nPinning hopes 
on recovery in 
travel after 
pandemic
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