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The Indians are coming. For a dozen years now the Indian software industry has been expanding quickly, to the extent that it is now the second largest in the world, in terms of the number of employees, after the USA. India produces more than 100,000 IT graduates every year.

Indian software companies have been operating in Australia, largely unseen, for a number of years. Tata Consultancy Services (TCS), part of the giant Tata Group, recently announced a major expansion in Australia, with a new software development centre in Melbourne to employ 200 people. Infosys, one of the best known Indian software companies internationally, now has about 30 people in Australia, and the number is growing.

Infosys’s founder Mr N.R. Narayana Murthy was in Australia recently for the World Congress of IT in Adelaide. I first met him when I visited him as Infosys’s headquarters outside the Indian city of Bangalore five or six years ago. Even at that time Infosys was a large company, but not quite the behemoth it has become today, where it is listed on the NASDAQ exchange with a market capitalisation of over $US10 billion.

Bangalore is the heart of the Indian computer industry. It is the capital of Karnataka state, and because of its location high on the Deccan plateau it has a much cooler climate than most other parts of India. It also has the world’s most remarkable parliament building, a surrealistic blend of Victorian and Hindu monumentalism.

Bangalore’s reputation as a garden city has been tarnished somewhat with its massive growth in population and pollution in recent years, but it remains the most pleasant of India’s large cities. When I first visited him there back in the mid-90s, he told me how difficult it was when he first started Infosys in 1981. Communications in India were very primitive, and business regulations were so strict that it could take two or three trips to New Delhi just to get a license to import a single PC.

Things are very different now, and the Indian software industry is as advanced as any in the world. But it retains its idiosyncracies. Very little of the software produced in India is packaged. Infosys has sold some of its financial software to small banks around the world, but over 90 per cent of its business is still in consultancy and one-off software projects, and in helping international vendors develop their own products. The same is true of most other Indian software companies.

It has been the common wisdom for many years that India has succeeded because it pays its programmers less than software companies in the first world. That is no longer the case. Indian programmers are still inexpensive, but the differential has decreased substantially in recent years. The fact that TCS and Infosys are both employing Australians in Australia (and Americans in America and Britons in the UK) is an indication of how much the world has changed.

“The cost of the programmers is only one aspect of the total cost of a software project,” Mr Narayana Murthy told me in Adelaide. “Communications and a knowledge of local conditions is important, which is why we have offices all around the world. And in any case, no matter how cheap you are, you still have to compete on quality.”

That quality is very high. After all, the Indians invented what we call Arabic numerals, and the subcontinental mindset seems suited to the disciplines of software engineering. Indians also make some good hardware, and there was for some time an excellent supercomputer factory at Pune near Mumbai.

There is a growing awareness in Australia of the Indian software industry. Austrade has been active in promoting cooperation between the Indian and Australian industries, and has commissioned Ernst & Young to produce a 100 page report on the subject. NASSCOM, India’s National Association of Software and Service Companies, has been very active in promoting its members’ activities in Australia in recent years. An unfortunate link between NASCOMM and Australia is the fact that NASCOMM’s energetic founder, Dewang Mehta, died last year while visiting Sydney, found dead in his hotel room.

Mr Narayana Murthy was rated in the top 25 global business executives by Time magazine last year, and his share of the company is worth well over $US1 billion. Not that money concerns him. “I’d rather lose a billion dollars than a night’s sleep,” he told his Sydney audience last month, and indeed he has given away a fortune in his lifetime. “Long-term vision is more important than short-term profits.”

But the profits keep coming, despite of – or perhaps because of – this philosophy. Infosys is the brightest star in the Indian software firmament. It is rated the 25th best company in the world, in any industry, for its return to shareholders, over the past five years, even taking into account the technology stock decline over the past two years.

It has achieved this through business philosophy far removed from the emphasis of quarterly results and the dubious business practices of certain large US suppliers. But then, Indians have always taken a long-term view of the universe. In Infosys’s case, the philosophy has translated into outstanding business success.
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