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As information moves at an even faster speed, it has become
a common occurrence nowadays to hear news of digital
break-ins, the hacking of private information, and identity
theft ever so often, but security has always been a problematic
headache from way before. Somehow, someone had to take
charge of the problem and turn the table for the criminals.

Many things can be done to fortify security need, and
one company saw that as a perfect opportunity to offer their
expertise in this arena - the Centena Group. The Group consists
of multiple companies specialising in ID and Security systems,
always striving to innovate new methods and technologies to
prevent identity-related mishaps. By combining the knowledge
of multiple companies such as ScreenCheck, Auto ID Systems,
Eminence and more, Centena has proven to be the forerunner
for security systems in the Middle East, Africa and Indian
subcontinent markets.

CardsNow! managed to sit down with the Chairman and
Managing Director, Sanjay Raghunath, for an interview on
the history, working culture and future aspirations of the
organisation. Read on to identify the slice of history in the
making of Centena...

CN: Tell us what's the founding inspiration of Centena group in
terms of serving the cards, security & ID markets?

Sanjay: Given the region’s volatility and security concerns, we
spotted a big opportunity in the identification domain for the
Middle East, Africa and Indian markets. Looking back over
the last two decades, we now have established offices in UAE,

Qatar, Kuwait, Oman, Saudi and have nine offices spread across
India. This decision seems to have been the right one!!

CN: Is there a reason/meaning behind the chosen name
‘Centena’? Give us a brief history of its activities since birth.

Sanjay: Centena means - all inclusive, wholesome, giving your
100%. Before this, we were operating under different company
names such as ScreenCheck, Auto ID Systems, Maritronics, and
so on, and we wanted to bring all these under one group.
Hence, we formed the Centena Group. Centena Group offers
business solutions to specialised industries such as Maritime,
Life & Analytical Science Applications, Identification & Security
and Educational Training Systems.

CN: In a few short decades, you have turned a 12-man team
doing USD1 million into an over 200 strong team doing over
USD50 million. What happened?

Sanjay: The strength of any enterprise is in its workforce. We
would like to dedicate this growth to the talents we have
been able to attract and nurture. As the leader of a growing
company, it is my responsibility to build an organisation that
will last for generations. Succession planning is more than
a side note; it demands consistent and long-term emphasis
from the highest levels of management down to the rest of
the organisation. Over the years, we have refined a systematic
approach to identify, vet and mentor talented people internally
and build their abilities.
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CN: From Auto-ID Systems in India to ScreenCheck in the Middle
East, in what sector do they contribute to the markets?

Sanjay: We are catering to almost all market segments,
starting with the government, corporate, retail, education to
manufacturing, where identification tools are used for security
purposes and to enhance the bottom line. Apart from card
printers, biometric devices and RFID products, our solutions
like attendance management, access control, e-Purse, customer
loyalty solution, secure card issuance, visitor management and
many more, can cater to most of these business sectors.

CN: What is your view of the current ID market trend in Central
& South Asia to Africa (namely Middle East, Africa, India & its
surroundings)?

Sanjay: We have noticed that the ID market has been growing
at a high pace in the Middle East, India and African markets
in the last 10 years. With the current challenges of security in
society, every organisation is investing to protect their premise
and business.

The identification technology has changed a lot in the
last decade from simple visual ID cards to highly sophisticated
smart cards with biometric storage with multiple applications.
What was important to us was to adapt the latest technologies
and provide the appropriate solutions to our customers in the
best possible manner. Our job has been made easier by the
customers’ willingness to accept these new technologies.

CN: ScreenCheck prides itself in building valuable lifetime
relationships through flexible & innovative ID offering, tell us
more!

Sanjay: “Do your best even if you get away with less.” It's my
belief that by building relationships and investing into them
without looking at the immediate benefits, creates long-term
relationships. Qur relationships with companies like Emirates
Airlines over the last two decades is an adequate reward for
these efforts. Not only with our customers, we also follow the
same belief in our relationships with principals and employees
too. For example, during the time we were representing
Privilege printers in our region, they got bought over by Eltron
and then by Zebra, and we have grown with them during all
these transitions. As a company, we are well known in the
market for developing and providing flexible and innovative
solutions. We commit only what we can do and once we
commit, we will honour it at any cost.

CN: With offices in UAE, Qatar, Oman, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia
& India, how do you ensure seamless coordination &
communication between them in the midst of multiple cultures
& upbringing?

Sanjay: | suppose whichever culture one belongs to, every
human being likes to be understood and treated with respect.
The challenges are more in the Middle East as we deal with
a huge population from all over the region. Understanding
every culture plays a crucial roll in the success of the business.
In regards to our employees, the biggest challenge is to
bring all these people to work for a common goal. | believe
in communication through systems and processes. We have
invested heavily on the IT infrastructure to make sure that there

is no gap in communication and information sharing using CRM,
ERP and other MIS tools. We have laid out documentation on
the processes to follow and the methodology of communication
and these documents are accessible to every employee in the
group. These processes are reviewed periodically and updated
if required. It creates a confidence among the employees that
they are treated without bias.

CN: With massive population like India, would card-based 1D
systems serve the government & citizen's needs better than a
mere |D number?

Sanjay: It's a dream come true if we can do this. The challenges
in India are multiple especially with its massive population,
spread across a large country with more than half the
population below the poverty line and lack of education.
Hence, the main challenge is in accurate data collection and
distribution of cards. This requires a lot of co-operation with
government bodies and massive infrastructure. However, once
this is achieved, the benefits could be massive especially for the
less privileged population. It is a long process and there are
many utility applications, which needs to be linked.

CN: What is your observation on the level of security assurance
in the Middle East with many introductions of ID system, even
with biometrics?

Sanjay: Reasonably stabilised technology in biometrics has been
put to effective use in the Middle East with countries issuing
ID cards with biometrics in combination with iris. This has
helped improved security to a large extent. We have countries

Do your best even if you get away with less.
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implementing national ID cards with multiple applications and
this has helped in creating a good database with biometrics.
Thus, enabling citizens to travel between countries with their
ID card instead of a passport and visa.

CN: Physical & logical access control has come a long way, what was
then & now? How much progress has it made over the decades?

Sanjay: From the use of magstripes and barcodes on cards to
the use of contactless cards, biometrics, NFC and RFID. Today,
people do not even want to take the card out of their wallet;
they rather the door open from a distance using the long
range RFID technology. Integrated Card Management systems
can control, monitor and report the life cycle of the card from
cradle to grave by connecting to multiple systems.

CN: How much emphasis have you placed on your team in
keeping abreast with the technology & knowledge of ID
market & portfolio?

Sanjay: As | mentioned earlier, investing in human capital is of
significant importance to us. If we are to be the leader in this
market, we should have the latest cutting edge technologies
in our solutions. We start the talent development process by
identifying individuals who exhibit consistent high levels of
performance in their job function. Such employees are then
put through a thorough psychometric profiling session to
evaluate other managerial prerequisites. Here, the individual's
competencies are measured along a multitude of dimensions
including thinking style, attitudes, natural interests and the
ability to work with teams. From there, the gap between the
person’s present traits and the ideal characteristics needed for
the job are identified. This helps us to create a personalised
training plan, which allows the employee to work on their most
critical areas. This in turn helps in building solutions with the
latest infrastructure and ensures that our solutions portfolio is
one of the most advanced in the market.

V/4

CN: With all the offices you serve around the region, we trust
you place high priority in after-sales service too?

Sanjay: Our objective is not just to sell a product or a solution
to our customers; we complete our objective only when the
customer derives the benefits from what we have partnered
with them for. To realise this objective, continuous interaction
and after-sales support plays a vital role. This is one of our USPs
and why customers prefer us. To achieve this, we need to be
closer to the customer, hence that's the reason we set up offices
spread across the countries and sometimes multiple offices in a
close proximity. For example, in India we have nine offices to
provide support in the shortest possible time. We also provide
global domain knowledge with the local support.

CN: Biometrics is getting more personal by the day, moving
from entity-owned devices to personal mobile device to now
even on the card itself. Is this progression healthy & natural?

Sanjay: Yes, | believe that this is natural and healthy. If you
look at the way technology has changed in the last decade,
this has made it a necessity for people to secure assets, data
and transactions. Today, security is the major concern especially
when your company data is on cloud, passwords stored on the
mobile and you can do large bank transactions just using your
bio ID or password. So, one definitely needs to secure these and
the easiest and most economical way is by using biometrics.

CN: Are you first a leader or an entrepreneur? How so?

Sanjay: | am an entrepreneur first, then a leader. | was told
dreaming is an important component to be a leader. For me,
it has always been easier to be accurate rather than fuzzy, and
that's an essential part of our vision as well. However, over
the years, with the heightened sense of responsibility, | realise
that | have to go beyond my intrinsic nature and articulate
a large purpose and this is what | look to do with this huge

| am an entrepreneur first, then a leader.
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responsibility. | hope all who look up to me will understand and
decide how to participate in making it a combined vision and
achieving it.

CN: What is your management style -
like to get you hands dirty with the engineers in the lab &
field?

micro or macro? Do you

Sanjay: We started off with micro and now we are at the macro
stage. Everything starts at the micro stage because when you
start, you have less manpower and resources, so you have to be
involved and roll up your sleeves whenever required. Gradually,
you will reach the macro stage where you delegate the required
authority and responsibility to the business heads to run their
operations individually.

| prefer to provide a broad framework and a tool like
a compass, rather than a map. A compass will give you the
direction: a map is something that gives you details, and usually
someone has to have travelled there to make the map. | think
we are now a mature enough company for us to adopt the
macro management style,

CN: Do you encourage your team to have a strong balance
between work life & family? How?

Sanjay: Yes, | have given them the freedom to choose how they
wish to manage their time. | do encourage non-work related
activities and have created an in-house committee to look into
leisure activities for our employees and team building. Apart
from this, an ‘Annual Centena Family Day’ is organised to
encourage employee interaction along with their respective
families outside work

CN: What kind of activities you enjoy the most when you are
away from work?

Sanjay: | like to play and watch sports. Cricket is my favourite,
followed by badminton, tennis and football. | also enjoy
watching Indian movies with family and friends when time
permits.

CN: What advice would you offer to someone who is new to
the ID cards & security industry?

Sanjay: My advice is not specific to the ID card business, but
more to the industry as a whole. | would say to keep abreast
with the latest technology and take risks, ensure good after
sales service and customer satisfaction because every happy
customer is a repeat customer. In addition to working hard,
work smart because there is no substitute to smart work. | am
a firm believer of the saying, ‘Effort never fails'. Irrespective of
the industry we are in, do even the smallest task to the best of
your ability and do not take things for granted.

CN: How would you want the industry to remember you once
you decide to retire?

Sanjay: | would like the industry to remember me as an Auto ID
professional and contributor. Meanwhile, for young self-starter
entrepreneurs, | would like to be an inspiration and for my
people as a friend whom they could rely on.

CN: Give us a glimpse of what the ID market could expect from
Centena group of companies into the coming years?

Sanjay: Centena is expected to expand its operations in
Singapore & Africa in the coming years. We also expect to set
up manufacturing facilities in India, China or Brazil depending
on the economies and skill sets available. We would be also
exploring the possibilities of joint ventures with our existing
intentional principals and partners.

We will be focusing on industry skillset development
through proper training and learning, keeping employees
abreast with the latest technologies and enabling them to face
all sorts of challenges in the ID and security market.

At clients' side, we foresee Centena winning accolades for
business excellence and being valued as a preferred solutions
provider over competitors by customers. On the social front
through our CSR initiative ‘activity based learning’, we would
engage in skill development through vocational training for
the under privileged and those who have not been able to
acquire formal academic education.

I truly believe education and vocational skill training
is the cornerstone that builds brighter futures and strong
communities. [E]]
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