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SUMMER

The trade agreement between the UK and India,
now in force, is the biggest deal since Brexit.
David Prosser looks at the economic benefits and Y

investment opportunities for both countries
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hortly before stepping down
as prime minister, Sir Keir
Starmer added a footnote to
his legacy: the hard-won free
trade agreement, secured
with India last summer
following last-minute talks
over steel tariffs, finally came
into force on 15 July. The largest
bilateral trade deal signed since
Brexit, it’s expected to eventually boost
the UK economy by as much as £4.8bn a year.

In fact, Grant Thornton’s latest India Meets
Britain tracker suggests the benefits of closer ties
between the UK and India may already be being
felt. Bilateral trade has increased markedly over
the past year — up 10% to £47.9bn — and there
has also been a significant jump in the number of
Indian-owned companies operating in the UK (up
more than 60% on 2024 levels to 1,912).

Many of those companies are expanding at
pace, with accompanying benefits for job creation
and tax revenues. Grant Thornton says 66 of the
1,912 Indian-owned UK businesses it identified
had turnover growth of 10% or more and revenue
of more than £5m. Among those businesses, the
average business reporting growth was 61%.

In part, this reflects the appetite of Indian
businesses to invest in the UK’s high-growth
sectors. Once primarily associated with industries
such as manufacturing and automotive, Indian
investors looking at the UK today are more likely
to target IP-rich areas such as technology and
pharmaceuticals. Grant Thornton’s report says
33% of Indian-owned companies operating in the

UK are focused on technology, media and telecoms.

Opportunities knock

For corporate finance advisers to UK companies,
Indian interest in investment deals or outright
acquisitions is becoming much more common,

Our opportunity in the UK
is to secure investment in
the areas where we excel,
particularly where Indian
investors are looking to
access intellectual property,
innovation and R&D

Arbinder Chatwal, head of India advisory services, BDO

says Anuj Chande OBE, partner and head of the
South Asia Group at Grant Thornton.

“There are several longstanding reasons
for that interest: the language and historical
connections provide common ground; the UK’s
relatively stable legal and economic environment
is attractive; and our higher education sector is a
real source of innovation and talent,” he says. “And
now the free trade deal has underlined the UK
opportunity for Indian companies.”

Chande agrees that Indian investors have
begun to target different types of companies.
“There has been a shift away from straightforward
manufacturing and engineering companies,” he
says. “We’re now more likely to see acquisitions
in areas such as artificial intelligence [AT],
advanced manufacturing or even defence.”

Previous high-profile Indian investments in the
UK include Tata Motors’ acquisition of Jaguar Land

Al of the tiger

Nagpur-headquartered delaPlex acquired the UK's Blueberry
Systems in September 2024, identifying the Midlands-based
software business as a potential strategic bridge into both
European and North American markets.

The Indian business, which had built strong capabilities in
areas including artificial intelligence (Al) engineering, digital
infrastructure and supply chain technology, believed a UK
entity could help accelerate its global expansion. This would
make engaging with customers in the US, for example, and
serving European clients easier.

Blueberry's existing client relationships, built on a strong
track record of delivering software development projects,
offered delaPlex a strong platform from which to pursue
globalisation. “The UK has strong talent and, when combined
with global experience, it creates a powerful platform for
long-term growth,” says Nitin Sachdeva, managing director
and president at delaPlex.

Since the acquisition, delaPlex has sought to reposition
Blueberry around Al and integrated business solutions,
particularly in areas such as supply chain intelligence,
cybersecurity and edge data infrastructure. Client
relationships, solution design and programme leadership are
managed by UK-based teams, supported by delaPlex’s Indian
engineering, Al and R&D capabilities.
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Seed investors

Mumbai-headquartered agrochemicals group UPL Corporation first
entered the UK in the mid-1990s, when it acquired MTM Agrochemical.
That deal, which included MTM'’s British manufacturing and operational
facilities, was all about providing a base from which UPL could target the
whole of Europe.

In 2019, UPL acquired Arysta LifeScience, an Irish global crop-
protection company with a major presence in the UK, adding significant
scale to its European operations.

“The UK allowed us to establish a footprint not only in the domestic
market, but across Europe,” says Mandar Kadam, global controller at
UPL. “It is now one of our major operating bases outside India and a key
investment channel within UPL's global structure.”

One challenge not foreseen during the MTM deal was Brexit. The UK's
decision to leave the European Union has prompted UPL to relocate
some activities - particularly around R&D and field trials - to its European
subsidiaries, although the UK has retained high-value operations.

Nevertheless, the UK continues to offer proximity to Europe, a familiar
language and legal system, and a stable environment from which to
build. UPL's manufacturing facility in the UK continues to expand both
production volumes and headcount.

Burning bright

Value and volume of Indian investment in the UK
SOURCE: WHITE & CASE
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Rover (JLR) from Ford in 2008 for $2.3bn. Tata
has heavily invested in JLR’s transformation into
an EV-first brand, having committed £18bn of
investment through to 2030. And three years ago,
Tata announced that its battery business, Agratas,
was investing £4bn to build its first EV battery
gigafactory outside of India — creating, it claimed,
“up to 4,000 jobs” in the Somerset location.

Tata Steel, meanwhile, has a more chequered
track record since it bought Corus, which
incorporated much of the UK’s steel industry,
in 2007. Speciality Steels in Rotherham
went through receivership and is now under
government oversight. The Scunthorpe steel plant
was controversially sold to Greybull Capital for
£1, then — rebranded as British Steel — to Chinese
company Jingye Group. And although Tata’s
Port Talbot plant is currently being converted to
cleaner electric arc furnaces, at a cost of £1.25bn,
£0.5bn of that is coming from the UK taxpayer.

Leaning into tech

But recent examples speak to the trend for

Indian companies to lean towards tech-related
investments. Atri Energy Transition has invested
£300m into new battery storage and advanced
manufacturing facilities in the UK. And Hexaware
Technologies is establishing R&D facilities in
Manchester and Leeds to explore Al and quantum
computing innovations, as well as expanding its
Birmingham delivery centre.

That’s not to say Indian investors are eschewing
more conventional opportunities completely. There
is continuing interest in the consumer and food
and drink sectors, for example, because ‘Made in
Britain’ brands still sell very well in India and other
international markets. Royal Enfield, for instance,

a 125-year-old brand of (now) classic British
motorbikes, is Indian owned and manufactures in
Chennai, and the Tetley brand is owned by Tata
Consumer Products. But there has definitely been
a shift towards deals predicated on IP.

Partly, that reflects the UK’s strengths. London is
Europe’s leading technology hub, according to data
from Dealroom, with tech businesses in the capital
alone raising almost $18bn last year and the city
now home to 138 unicorn start-ups. Only the US
ranks ahead of the UK in Dealroom’s rankings.

Outward looking
The globalisation of the Indian economy is also
part of the story. Strong growth over the past five
years — India remains the world’s fastest-growing
major economy — has seen leading businesses
professionalise and internationalise. Indian
outbound direct investment reached $41.6bn in
the 2024-25 financial year, according to analysis
by EY — up 68% on the previous period.
While the UK has been one beneficiary of
this, Indian capital has also been invested into
opportunities in North America, mainland
Europe, the Middle East and throughout the
rest of Asia.
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“Our opportunity in the UK is to secure
investment in the areas where we excel,
particularly where Indian investors are looking to
access intellectual property, innovation and R&D
capability,” says Arbinder Chatwal, audit partner
and head of India advisory services at BDO. “The
free trade agreement can be a catalyst for driving
more of those discussions and investments.”

The (wo)men who would be kingmakers
Chatwal points out that advisers may need to
make adjustments to how they approach a deal
when accommodating Indian interest. “India has
deep and mature capital markets, along with
highly experienced investors and advisers, but
there are nuances to be aware of,” he says. “Many
Indian businesses are still driven by promoters
and entrepreneurial leadership teams, so
transactions are rarely viewed as purely
financial exercises.

“Establishing trust, understanding
the motivations of the people involved
and building confidence in a long-term
relationship are often just as important as
negotiating the deal itself”

Another difference that often surprises
people, Chatwal adds, is the speed at which
Indian companies can move once a deal
is completed. “The pace of change can be
very rapid,” he says. “Many of these deals are
underpinned by synergy opportunities, cost
efficiencies and growth ambitions, and Indian
acquirers are often willing to make bold decisions
quickly. Advisers may be used to a lengthy period
of observation and planning before significant
integration or restructuring decisions are made;

Indian acquirers, by contrast, are often prepared to A package from India
act within weeks or months.”

Grant Thornton’s Chande suggests Indian In June, at the G7 Summit in France, then prime minister Sir
acquirers also like the deal process to be a little Keir Starmer unveiled a £1.3bn package of international

less rigid. “If you set them a deadline to make an investment to back clean energy and Al projects in the UK.
offer or complete a stage in the deal, they won’t Although £1bn came from InfraVia, a European infrastructure
necessarily comply,” he warns. “And on the buy investment firm headquartered in Paris, the rest of the money
side, Indian companies are often reluctant to pay came from India:

upfront fees to advisers or even to enter into ® More than £300m from Hyderabad-headquartered Atri
exclusive arrangements; they’re much more likely Energy Transition to develop large-scale battery storage and
to be success driven.” advanced manufacturing.

® £25m investment from Mumbai-based tech firm Hexaware
Technologies to expand its UK operations, creating around

. . 1,200 jobs in Manchester, Leeds and Birmingham in Al,
lnd’an Compan’es are Often digital services and quantum technologies.

reluctant to pay upfront

“We have worked alongside businesses in the UK for more

fees to advisers or even than three decades and have very high ambitions for growth,”
. l . says Hexaware Technologies CEO Srikrishna Ramakarthikeyan.
to enter into exclusive “Our investments are focused on developing young talent,
arrangementS' theylre working with unique published datasets, and collaborating
. ’ with government at all levels across the country. These
much more likely to be investments in Al research, digital innovation for citizen
9

services, and talent incubation will create meaningful social

success dr",en impact while fuelling and accelerating the UK's long-term

Anuj Chande OBE, head of the South Asia Group, economic growth.”
Grant Thornton
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For Indian companies
entering the UK market, the
focus is often as much on
understanding the UK deal
environment and practices
in general as it is on the
target itself

Ankit Chhabra, partner, Eversheds Sutherland

Another consideration, suggests Ankit Chhabra,
a partner in the corporate team at City law firm
Eversheds Sutherland, is that Indian deal-makers
doing their first UK transaction may want to
conduct more exacting and wide-ranging due
diligence than, say, a domestic suitor.

First-time nerves

“For Indian companies entering the UK market

for the first time, the focus is often as much on
understanding the UK deal environment and
practices in general as it is on the target itself,”
says Chhabra. “They often seek comparative cross-
border advice that helps bridge the gap between
the Indian and UK legal systems, market practices
and transaction norms, giving them greater
confidence as they navigate an unfamiliar market.”

When it comes to deal finance, meanwhile,
advisers say Indian corporates are more likely to
turn to one of the Indian banks — State Bank of
India, HDFC or ICICI, for example — many of
which are expanding their presence in the UK. But
British-headquartered banks, such as HSBC, are
waking up to the Indian opportunity and looking
to leverage their domestic Indian businesses to
secure Indian clients investing in the UK.

For all that, it’s important not to make sweeping
generalisations, particularly since many Indian
companies are changing fast. Family ownership
remains very common — more than three-
quarters of businesses are structured this way
— but India is going through an unparallelled
period of inter-generational wealth transfer.
HSBC estimates around 70% of its family-owned
businesses are currently in discussions about how
the next generation will take over.

“As the baton passes from founders to second-
and third-generation leaders, we’re seeing a
shift in what businesses expect from their
advisers,” adds Chatwal. “Relationships remain
important, but the next generation places greater
emphasis on sector expertise, global connectivity,
technology, governance and value creation. They
are generally more internationally minded, more
willing to explore new markets and acquisitions,
and more focused on building businesses that can
compete on the global stage” In time, that may
mean even greater Indian direct investment into

icaew.com/cff

Spice of life sciences

Zydus Lifesciences, headquartered in Ahmedabad, is an established
global competitor in the pharmaceuticals sector, with operations in
25 countries worldwide. Its entry into the UK in 2023 was strategic,
rather than a simple exercise in adding scale and volume.

Zydus opted to launch a UK subsidiary organically, focusing on a
more specialist portfolio of products rather than the generic drugs
that form the core of its business in other markets. It subsequently
bought LigMeds, which focuses on paediatrics, oncology and the
central nervous system, and Comfort Click, in consumer health.

“Sustainable growth in the UK doesn’t come from scale alone,” says
Monica Huang, UK country head of Zydus. “It comes from solving real
problems, earning regulatory trust, and committing to the long term.”

Nevertheless, Zydus scaled quickly, and the UK business was
EBITDA-positive within 13 months of receiving its trading licences
and completing regulatory filings.

The business is structured to take advantage of the strengths of
both the UK and the wider Zydus group. UK-based teams lead
commercial execution, liquid products manufacturing and supply
chain operations, but they have access to the wider group’s expertise
in areas such as manufacturing, regulatory affairs and scientific affairs.
This integrated model helps manage costs while maintaining
compliance and quality standards.

ICAEW
in india
ICAEW has a
resource hub for
members
carrying out
work in India or
with Indian
companies

UK companies — as well as a greater willingness
to work with British partners in other ways.

A two-way street

India’s increased investment into the UK is
already mirrored by a corresponding increase

in investment going the other way. The latest
figures from the UK Government suggest foreign
direct investment into India from the UK reached
£19.1bn in 2024, up more than 10% on the
previous year. The UK is now India’s sixth most
important source of overseas investment.

“India is increasingly open for business,” says
Eversheds Sutherland’s Chhabra. “The business
environment has evolved significantly over the
past decade, with reforms and policy initiatives
making it easier for overseas investors to
participate in many areas of the economy. While
certain areas continue to attract heightened
scrutiny for strategic or national interest reasons,
the overall direction of travel is clear: the Indian
government is actively seeking to position India
as a preferred destination for international
investment, particularly in sectors that support
its long-term growth ambitions.

“Indian businesses are also becoming
increasingly outward-looking and are often keen
to collaborate with international partners to
access capital, technology and global markets.”

The free trade agreement — almost the last
act of the Starmer administration — may prove
to be one of the former prime minister’s most
significant policy initiatives. Public and private
sector players alike in both countries insist they
are committed to a sustained increase in trade and
investment — and that runs in both directions.
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