£1 NUMBER 45,508

wholesale ' & .o

e
- +

‘Fraudulent
deal’ boss

walks away |

with £500k
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Melvin D'Souza and Alok Mathur, of Soul Tree, who have comered a gapin
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BUSINESS 5

riends plan to sell new
aste of India to world

Melvin D*Souza and Alok Mathur, of Soul Tree, supply wines from India to a number of Midland restaurants, including Deolall In St. Mary's Row, Moseley

ANNABLACKABY
anna blackaby@bimminghampost.net

West Midlands entrepre-
BEUTs are on a mission (o con-
vert the world to Indian wine —
and are even sending it over
The: Channel tobeat the French
at their own game.

Alnle Mathur and Melvin IVSouza, who
rumn Soul Tree Wine, are convineed the
nascent Indian wine industry could
soon compete on an international stage
with more traditional wine-producing
countries,

The Coveniry-based pair, who are
moving the firm {o Birmingham next
manth, are initially focusing their efforts
on wines thal go well with spicy foods.

For the past year they have been busy
bullding up a network of Indian restau-
ranis around the UK that stock wing
grown in the Nasik region of India,

But they are already thinking interna-
Lionally - and Mr Mathur, a former en-
gineer al Jaguar Land Rover owner Tata
—said he won't stop until Indian wine is
part of the global mainstream.

“We're: focusing on what we belleve is
the most logical route to the market,
which is the Indian restaurant sector”
e sald, “The wines make perfect sense
in an Indian restaurant and they go ex-
tremely well with spicy food.

“We: have to be very careful in not going
down Lhe road of making this a wine
that can only be consumed with Indian
food, bt it's a natural stepping stone.”

4,000 years i
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Soul Tree spent six months introduc-
ing thewine in 25 Indian restaurants in
the West Midlands, incloding the Maha-
rajaon Hurst Street in Birmingham and
Deolali in the city's suburb of Moseley,

and found there was real demand among .

the public.

Since January the firm has added
another 100 Indian restaurants as well
as hotels and pubs to iis network; main-
ly in the Midlands and the South, and
has sold a total of 8,000 bottles to date,

But Soul Tree is adamant it doesn't
want to be confined to the UR's Indian
restaurant sector.
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It has just appointed distributors in
Ireland and France - and seesnoreason
Indian wine can't overcome the famous
French snobbery for thelr own vitleul-
Ture.

*The first shipment is on its way so |
will beable to tell you in about six weeks
time,” sakd MrMathur,

“But people there are excited, We are
focnsing on citles like Paris as urban
France has a Iot of adventurous people,
especially people who love international
cuisine and frequent Indian restaurants
and want totry new things.”

Mr Mathur and his bosiness partoer

were bath born in India and met while
theywere studying for an MBA at Crdord
in 2007,
Aflerworking for 14 years in the aufto-
motive sector with Tata, Mr Mathur de-
cided he wanted a change of direction
after completing the MBA - and it was
eating oul in Oxford’s curry houses that

sparked the idea that would launch Soul
Tres

“Mehvin and | were lke-minded people
and great friends doing the MBA so we
decided to go into business together,” he
sajd.

“Melvin comes from the region where
the wine is grown.

“As he was growing up he hiad seen the

Indian wine industry taking off and over
the last five to seven years, it has really
burgeoned.
“Of course at Oxford when we had
meals out in Indlan restaurants we
would be forced to drink beer because
there's oo Indian wine.

“What's the peint in drinking French
wine with Indian food? We knew there
was an opportunity and we knew was
there a gap and nobody seemed o be
wurking on putting the two together”

The next step for Soul Tree is to get
investment to pursue its aim of getting
the world to love Indian wine.

“We're still small, but this bitsiness is
intensely volume-driven and we wont
get anywhere until we get the volumes,”
sajd Mr Mathur,

“But if everything goes to plan, pro-
vided we gel funding, four years from
now [would be really disappainted ifwe
don't have a revenie of around £10 mil-
lion.”

Owners seek
to raise £6m
in offshore
loan to Blues

Troubled Birmingham City's parent
group, Birmingham International Hold-
ings, aims to raise £6 million though a
complex financial transaction with a
British Virgin Islands-based firm.

The club owners, whose shares remain
suspended on the Hong Kong Stock Ex-
change, announced a loan deal with
Inkatha Group, an investment company
based in the tax haven.

The deal, announced to the Hong Kong
Stock Exchange, gives Inkatha the op-
tion of taking up a 14 per cent stake In
the company after two years.

Stockbroker Peter Knowles said: "In
layman’s terms, Birmingham Interna-
tionial Holdings is Issuing a Joan for two
years which will pay a retum of five per
cent, This is:a convertible loan, which
gtves you the right to conver! fnto ordi-
nary shares. At the end of the loan, the
holders of the stockwill have the option
to take the money back or convert.

“If they comvert to shares, they would
have around 14 per cent of Birmingham
International Holdings, given the price
when shares were suspented on June
20"

Financlal experts say the loan is a
[adrly standard way of raising money,
althoughincreasing Blues owners' over-
all dedt.

The latest announcement by BIHL fol-
lows the arrest earller this summer of
Birmingham City’s biggest shareholder,
Carsont Yeung, when he was charged
with five counts of money laundering
totalling £59 million and covering a six
year period from 2001,

In a subsequent statement issued last
month, BIHL said; “The wishes
to announce that, as far as it is aware
having taken steps to ascertain the
same, Lhe alleged offences againsl Mr
Yeung domnot relate to the company nor
Birmingham City Football Club.”

£160k start to get
LEP off ground

The Greater Birmingham and ‘Solihuoll
Local Enterprise Partnership has been
given £160,000 to help it get started.

The cash was provided by the Govern-
ment from a £5.5 million pot designed to
help LEPs across the country:,

Although the partnerships will not re-
cetve Treasury funding in the long term,
they have been provided initial start-up
grants to help pay for training and costs
such as recruftment.

Greater Birmingham and Solibull LEP
received around three-quarters of the
cash it had bid for.

Buginess Minister Mark Prisk said:
“The start up fund will allow them o pay
for things such as training for the board
members, as well as support their work
engaging with the wider business com-
munity. In some cases, the partnerships
have come up with some really innova-
tive ways of using this money,

“This financial support will help the
parinerships move upagear. .. 'm look-
ing forward to hearing abeut how further
LEPs translaie the ideas we've seen into
real action to help businesses in their
area and unlock growth.”



