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NEW DELHI: Consultancies
say they are doing big
business helping foreigners
who want to set up shop in
India find their way through its
infamous bureaucratic maze. 

India's economy has been
growing at a strong average
nine percent over the past few
years. Although that pace is
slowing, it drew a record 20
billion dollars in foreign direct
investment in the last fiscal

year to March 2008, according to official figures. 

But it's still a huge headache doing transactions in India and some
consultants have spied a big opportunity here -- selling their
expertise on how to wheedle and work their way around India's
infamous red tape and infrastructure hurdles. 

"Companies don't have the time or money for this. They need
people like us to help them come to India," Cyrille Lepicier, a
consultant who has lived in India for two years, said. 

In fact, India's consulting sector has grown into a 2.4-billion-dollar
business whose revenues have been rising by 25 percent
annually, according to the Consultancy Development Centre, a
research group promoted by the Indian government. 

His New Delhi-based company LIS Enterprise offers a network of
trusted lawyers, real estate brokers and software consultants to
French businesses who want a piece of the action in India. 

His own experience served as a whirlwind lesson on operating in
India. It took him months get through a licensing process that
should have just taken weeks. 

"In India, anything can happen -- for good or bad," Lepicier said,
laughing. 

Despite his gruelling troubles getting started, he recommends
India to his clients. 

"I try not to go into great detail because then the company will say,
'India is not for us.' But I help them understand that there are
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drawbacks and benefits to India's growth," he said. 

In recent years, foreign ownership laws have been sharply relaxed
in this once protectionist market. Public-private partnerships are
being encouraged to rapidly meet the new economy's transport
and infrastructure needs. 

And investors interested in certain sectors, including the attractive
information technology field, are no longer burdened with
cumbersome registration requirements. 

Despite such strides, the government still offers a maze of
paperwork that can leave investors wondering whether they will
get in. 

"There is no set procedure that says if you do a, b, and c, you'll get
to d," said Rajiv Kumar, director of the Indian Council for Research
on International Economic Relations. 

"You still need 17 clearances to set up shop in India. This may be
well known to Indian entrepreneurs, but it's very difficult for a
foreigner to decide that they would still like to come to India," he
said. 

Paperwork aside, finer details like uninterrupted electricity also
continue to dog investors. 

"We've seen a lot of clients who get frustrated and go away before
things happen. If you understand the environment, you can turn
the challenges into advantages," said Atul Dhawan, a partner at
consulting firm Deloitte Haskins & Sells. 

Dhawan said investors have found innovative solutions to India's
problems, such as generating their own electricity to get round
frequent power outages and increasing inventories to address
transportation hiccups. 

Local businesses and the government, too, are joining the
consultancy bandwagon to offer services to foreign investors
interested in India, particularly smaller enterprises that lack deep
pockets to weather India's challenges. 

"We'll help steer them to the right place and help them grow
faster," said Harsh Pati Singhania, senior vice president of the
Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and Industry.
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