
Hello Nano 

The world's cheapest car is set to go on sale. 

 
AFP 

The Nano, the car that Tata Motors hopes will make car ownership a reality for millions of 
Indians, was named both for its tiny size and association with revolutionary technology. But in 
many respects the vehicle, due to be launched officially in Mumbai on Monday March 23rd, is 
short on both attributes. Although small, the Nano has four doors and five seats. And although 
the makers have registered at least 35 patents associated with the vehicle, the price, which is 
genuinely miniature, has been achieved by boiling down trusted technology to its bare bones. 

Ratan Tata, Tata’s chairman, was inspired to build the car after seeing families of four or more 
crammed onto single motorbikes to negotiate the danger-filled streets of big cities. By 
producing a vehicle that will supposedly cost “one lakh” (100,000 rupees or $1,970) he hopes 
to create a whole new class of road users. In fact that price is ex-factory—delivery and taxes 
will bump up the price by at least 10%. Rather than compete directly with the next cheapest 
car, at twice the price of the baseline Nano, he hopes to persuade drivers to trade-up from the 
ubiquitous scooters and small motorbikes that throng the roads. 

Such was Mr Tata’s dedication to the project that he would frequently drive test models around 
the company’s plant at Pune in western India. After his jaunts he would suggest adaptations to 
the vehicle. The rather upright stance of the car, which is no great looker, may be partly a 
concession to Mr Tata’s stature. He stands over six-feet tall but would have ample space 
behind the wheel of a Nano after he had shifted back the driver’s seat. On the cheapest 
version this is the only seat which can be adjusted. 

To keep the price so low the car is equipped with a tiny, two-cylinder 623cc engine. Various 
“luxuries”, such as air conditioning, fog lamps or central locking are only available on pricier 
models. The range-topping LX even boasts a cup-holder. But for Indians who are used to 
braving the roads on two-wheels the Nano will count as luxury just the same. 

Unfortunately, getting behind the wheel of a new Nano will take some time. Attempts to create 
an entirely new class of motor vehicle have not gone smoothly. The launch is seven months 
behind schedule and orders for a new car cannot be placed before April. Delivery could take a 
while too. The company can probably produce 4,000-5,000 cars a month at an existing plant in 
Pantnagar in northern India. But a dedicated Nano factory in Gujarat is not expected to turn 
out cars until the end of the year. This plant was hastily relocated after plans to put it in West 
Bengal were stymied by farmers protesting about the offers of compensation for their land. 

Tata’s original plan to make 250,000 Nanos a year (and eventually double that) will take a 
while to come about. Meanwhile plans for a competing vehicle made by Bajaj, in partnership 



with Renault-Nissan, are advancing. The Nano’s prospects farther afield, in traditional car 
markets, look questionable. At the Geneva car show in March Tata unveiled its version of the 
Nano for Western markets. Higher safety and emissions standards and greater expectations of 
minimum luxuries would see it get bigger and pricier, bringing it into competition with existing 
cheap small cars. And it is perhaps not quirky enough to gain the cult status that would let 
richer motorists overlook its clunky design and spartan interior.   

The company has mounting problems that even the slender margins that it will eventually reap 
when production of the Nano hits it stride may do little to fix. A company spokesman admits 
that the cheapest model will be profitable only “in the long run”. The mainstay of Tata Motor’s 
business is trucks and other commercial vehicles. Although India’s economy is set to grow by 
5.3% this year, while many other countries’ economies contract, that is still slower than 
anticipated before the financial crisis and global economic crisis took hold in earnest. As a 
result truck sales in India and exports too have plummeted. 

Tata Motors is groaning under the debt run up from its purchase for $2.3 billion of Jaguar and 
Land Rover from Ford in June 2008. Tata has a $3 billion bridging loan due in June but 
precious little cash to spare. Even if it can raise new funding its borrowing costs are set to rise 
after a recent downgrade by credit-rating agencies fearful of the burden of financing Jaguar 
and Land Rover at a dreadful time for car companies in the rest of the world. So far Mr Tata’s 
hopes of turning India into a nation of drivers and the Nano into a world beater have barely 
made it into second gear. 
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