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STUFF

Westland has made a big splash with a string of
bestsellers. Willit catch up with the leaders?

By Prasad Sangameshwaran
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THAS NO connection with West-
land helicopters, but the book
publisher of the same name isa
high-flyer too. Early this month, the
company sold more than 350,000
copies of The Oath of the Vayupu-
tras through pre-launch bookings
alone. Now, Amish Tripathi (finance
professional-turned-author of the
Shiva Trilogy — 7he Immortals of
Meluha, The Secret of the Nagas and
The Oath of the Vayuputras) has
been given a record advance of Rs

5 crore — the biggest ever from an
Indian publisher — for a novel series
that he hasn’t even finalised.

Today, Westland Limited, a subsid-
iary of Trent (part of the Tata Group),
which was mainly a book distribu-
tor till four years ago, is among the
top five publishing houses in India
by sales and, in the top 10 in terms
of value, according to estimates by
ights firm Nielsen.
ecutives say the firm’s
has been grow-

THE IMMOR-
TALSOF
MELUHA
SOLD:
500,000+

ing by 70-100 per cent in the past
2-3 years. Its financials don’t bear
t; pub)
ameasly Rs 7.5 crore out
ofatotal of Rs 38.13 crore. In FY12,
it went up to Rs 13.6 crore, though
the turnover fell to Rs 32.92 crore.
Losses spiked from Rs 2.32 crore in
FY11to Rs 3.65 crore in FY12.

In the second half of FY13, West-
land opted out of third-party distri-
bution: it will only distribute titles it
publishes or co-publishes. It expects
publishing revenues of Rs 23 crore in
FY13, and to be in the black by FY14.
arly days yet, but Westland's
feat is by no means small; i
on international publishers |
guin, Random House and Harper-
Collins that have dominated Indian
publishing and control close to 45
per cent of the market.

Westland’s strategy involves
signing on promising author ]
‘Iripathi — and to think they initially
rejected The Immortals of Meluha
— keeping prices low and using a
combination of aggressive marketing
to promote its A-list and its distribu-
tion expe o pump up volumes.

mi Bansal, the author of
Stay Hungry Stay Foolish (it sold
more than four lakh copies) is also
on Westlands list. Bansal too had
published her first book outside
Westland. “There are many authors
who you feel will do well and they
don't,” says Gautam Padmanabhan,
CEO of Westland. “There are others
who surprise you."

Ask Tripathi about first being re-
jected by Westland and he'll only
“They did not publish the first edi-
tion of The Immortals, but they were
key to our success as they distributed
the book.” Which begs the question:
What changed with Westland, and
where do they go from here?

ng revenue in

The First Draft
Westland was not set up with the
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AMISH TRIPATHI

The Shiva trilogy author is
a prized Westland posses-
sion; he has sold more than
a million copies for the
publishing house

intent of being a publisher, but as

a family-run business, East West
Books, that distributed books. In

the mid-1990s, East West gotinto a
joint venture with bookstore chain
Landmark, another family-run
business (thus the name Westland).
The JV was to import and distribute
book titles from the US. In 2004, the
Tata Group invested in Landmark,
through its retail arm, Trent, bring-
ingall Landmark JVs, including
Westland, under the Tata umbrella.
East West and Westland were then
merged to create land Ltd. By
then, Westland had become one of
the larger distributors in India.

Until 2008, distribution grew
steadily. Westland went from being
aregional distributor in south India
to establishing a national presence,
with offices in Delhi and Mumbai.
At the same time, organised book
retail chains like Oxford, Odyssey,
Landmark and Crossword were on
an expansion drive too.

But as more foreign publishers
started setting up shop in India,
distribution took a hit. “They became
sole importers for their parent com-
panies and, instead of going direct to
retail, used the existing distributor
network. That only added one more
layer to our existing distribution
network,” says Padmanabhan.
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ASHWIN SANGHI

The Rozabal Line, Chanak-
ya's Chant and The Krishna
Key — all from Westland.
The last two have sold over
2.5 lakh copies

In an increasingly challenging
environment, Westland began to
gradually cut back on its distribu-
tion. “That’s when we dec

RASHMI BANSAL
Two of the IM Ahmedabad
alumnus’s books — | Have
aDream and Poor Little
Rich Slum — have been
published by Westland

RUJUTA DIWEKAR
The nutrition expert’s best-
selling Women € The
Weight Loss Tamasha, with
a note by actor Kareena
Kapoor, is from Westland

relatively unknown publishing
houses, but still managed to deliver
impressive sales numbers. Then, it
targeted the middle of the market.

1

iffwe could focus on p
Padmanabhan.

Westland picked up some early
lessons. The first wave of Indian writ-
ingin English was largely restricted
to literary fiction — authors like
Vikram Seth, Arundhati Roy and
others had achieved fame elsewhere.
As Padmanabhan points out, there
\was no writing that gene
mercial returns in India. However,
readers were willing to buy authors
like Chetan Bhagat; his inaugural
novel, Three Point Someone, broke
many records. “These writers were
using the English they would speak.”
says Padmanabhan. “There was an
instant connect.”

Alittle over two years ago, when
Nielsen began recording book sales,
it discovered that authors like Ravin-
der Singh, Durjoy Dutta and others
(including Bhagat) were actually
outselling many of what the publish-
ing industry perceived as best-selling
authors of those times. “Publishers
had to then figure out how to adapt,”
says Padmanabhan.

Westland first signed up authors
like Tripathi and Bansal who had
launched their first titles with

ed com-

blishers had taken
the premium section, while Indian
publishers had opted for mass mar-
ket. Westland has clearly opted for
amid-market pricing strategy;” says
Sivaraman Balakrishnan, head, mar-
keting, at book retailer, Crossword.
Padmanabhan concurs. Though
Westland focuses on literary fiction
with an imprint called Tranquebar, it
feels there is huge scope in commer-
cial fiction and non-fiction that it can
focuson.

But it does not spread itself thin.
Publishers like Penguin and Ran-
dom House launch hundreds of
new titles every year in India. Add
international titles and the number
could run into thousands, says one
international publisher. Westland's
strategy has been to look at poten-
ial. “Instead of publishing 100 titles
where the print runs are as low as
2,000 copies per title, we would
rather publish 30-40 books, some
of which would be large bestsellers,”
says Padmanabhan. Westland's expe-
rience as a distributor helps.

Others dispute Westland's abili
to understand the market; it did say
110 to Tripathi's first novel. Many

“Interna
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GAUTAM PADMANABHAN CEO, Westland

“E-BOOKS CANNOT BE IGNORED”

Q:Would Wes!
publishingin India?
A:Fore-books, it'still early doysinindio.Inthe
West.sales of e-readers are going down. Ithink.in
India, everyoneis betting on mobiles and tablets to
drivethee-revolution. Time willtellif it will actually
takeoff. Conceptsike selling books by the chapter
andsooncould be game-changers. Innon-fiction,
youmayjustwant tobuy acoupleof chaptersina
book. E-books conmake thatpossible.

publishers?

A:E-books mokeit easier to be a publisher as your
distribution costs arenot there. One needs to just
uploadbooks onpopular sites. For offline publish-
ers.converting booksto thee-formatisnotvery
difficult either. Printerswork on physicol and e-
books simultaneously. It willbe a mistakeif publish-
ersignorethis space, because they shouldnot make
themistoke that happened in the music industry.
Themusic industry literally gove the market to

9 y need
topay formusic. It'sintheinterest of all publishers
tojumpintothis space rather thanwoit.
Q: Whatis your pricing strategy for e-books?
A: ¥ Y

back and it
Thereis not thatmuchraomto drop prices with
e-books. We price e-books at the retail price for
physicalbooks. Then, of course. the websites de-
cidewhether theywant tooffer adiscount.

authors who have worked with

Westland say that the firm lacks

the bandwidth to look beyond its
top authors. “They do not bother
promoting their newer authors,” says
one who switched, and then saw a
dramatic spike in sales. “I don’t think
any publishing house can claim that
itis perfect with all authors. But we
have managed to have great working
relationships with all our major au-

Marketing Title

Once upon a time, marke
individual titles didn't give enough
returns to justify investments. “The
idea was to put books in stores and
let word of mouth and a few reviews
help in pushing sales,” says Padma-
nabhan. Westland has turned that
argument on its head by opting for
aggressive marketing.

“Take Tripathi: the sales numbers
from his earlier two books had been
spectacular. “We felt there was scope
for increasing even those num-

Photogrophby SubhabrataDas

bers. In the Indian market, it’s very
difficult to actuall; that this is
the limit. The market is just about
maturing,” says Padmanabhan.
Other publishers are also getting
aggressive. “Random House has been
putting big advertising budgets be-
hind its titles in the last 12 months
Caroline Newbury, VP, market-
ingand publicity, at Random House.
Random House is pushing star au-
thors like Jim Grant (pen name Lee
Child) and James Patterson. Mew-
bury says few people in India were
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aware of Jack Reacher, the protago-
nist of the Lee Child series. So, for the
17th book in the Jack Reacher series,
A Wanted Man, Random House took
to advertising in bus shelters and
auto-rickshaws.

Westland admits to taking some
marketing lessons from its top
authors. Ashwin Sanghi, the author
of The Rozabal Line and The Krishna
Key has been extremely successful
in using social media to market his
titles. Then, Tripathi's wife came up
with the idea of distributing sample
chapters of his first book free to cus-

amusic video and p)
track sung by Sonu Nigam. Later,
Times Music put together a full-
length CD with several tracks.

to movie makers. It might just work.
The Hindi film industry is turning

bh 1

1asingle

Westland is not mis

ing out on

| augmenting non-book revenues

either. It has tied up with entertain-

ment and sports marketing firm CAA

Kwan in an exclusive arrangement in

which CAA Kwan will market West-

land’s titles as potential film scripts

to successful books for film scripts,
Three Idiots, Kai Po Che, Shootout at

tomers at large book retaile)
The idea was an instant hit, with
retailers stocking the free sample at
the cash counter — as prime a spot as
it gets. “Otherwise, first-time authors
from relati aller publishers are
buried somewhere inside the store.
They are a well-kept secret even from
store staff,” says Tripathi. Westland
borrowed one of Tripath
and did trailer films for his novels.
While he released the trailer of his
first novel on YouTube, Westland
launched a trailer film for the second
novel in movie theatres. For the Oath
of the Vayuputras, it first invested in

ideas
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| has joined hands with S:

HIGH RISE: Westlond s tapping
into the appeal of local authors

Wadala, Khelenge Hum Jee Jaan Se
being a few examples.

Westland The Tide.
Apart from Tranqueb:

, Westland
ni Basu
who ran children’s publishing house
Scholastic and musician Anoushka
Shankar for Duckbill, a children’s
publishing imprint. “Children are
one of the fastest growing

| gestbook selles

1set up the JV
about six months ago. The children’s
imprint will initially publish 20-25
titles in the first year.

Westland has a co-publishing
programme as well, tying up with

| smaller publishers who might not

have the distribution or marketing
muscle. The latter do the initial work
of identifying and signing on the au-
thor. Westland does the production,

| marketing and distribution. “Some

are on cost- and profit-sharing basis,”
says Padmanabhan. “In others, we
simply pay the author’s royalty and
the expense and profit component

of the publisher.” Westland currently
has three active co-publishing ven-
tures with Grey Oak, Three Rivers
Press and Blaft.

Westland is also looking beyond
organised retail, which is going
through its own problems, and
online retail that hasn’t yet taken
off either. The publisher is explor-
ing the possibility of selling books at

ditional outlets; th I
has just started an experiment with
Café Coffee Day where books will be
retailed through cafes. With Godrej's
Nature’s Basket, Westland already
markets cookbooks that blend in
perfectly with the high-end speciality
food chain. Padmanabhan says he is
quite happy with the results.

Westland is also looking for
partners in salons and spas. “Ina
market like India, non-traditional
retail could be a game-changer,” sa
Padmanabhan. Large retail chains
like Tesco are among the UK's big-
They stock only the
top 5-10 bestsellers which consumers
already know about and hence do not
need anyone to specifically man the
counters. Westland clearly wants to
take a leaf out of that book. @

ys

N prasad. h abp.in

within publishing. There was a need
to address that segment,” says Pad-
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