
Life of Pai
a series
of highs -
even with
the lows
Acteon executive vice president
and Formula 1 fan has worked
on robotics technology from
space to the ocean depths

RUSSELL MCCULLEY

London

I get so excited when things 
break, because you know you 
have hit the extremities of the 
thing. Provided it breaks in the 
lab, when you are really torturing 
it.
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before he joined Acteon was typ-
ically active — while he enjoyed
the additional family time, Pai
served as chairman of the board
for the Technology Collaboration
Center in Houston and was a
member of advisory boards for
SPE ENGenious, SpaceCom and
the Subsea Systems Institute,
among other activities.

He also found time to pursue a
master’s degree in Space Opera-
tions, Commercial Space Busi-
ness, from Embry-Riddle Aero-
nautical University, which he
will finish next year.

Pai is a big Formula 1 fan and
although he protests that he is
“horrible at golf”, he has still
managed to rack up two hole-in-
ones over the years.

He is happy to be back in the
thick of things at a critical time
for the oil and gas industry,
where robotics and automation
can make operations safer, cut
emissions and hasten the trans-
ition to cleaner energy.

“This is the future,” he says.
“This is something that excites

me, and why I took this position
with Acteon — to take the exper-
ience I have and the passion for
unmanned systems, both on the
surface and underwater and low
earth orbit, and to be able to
make a difference.

“That’s what it’s all about,
right? To be able to make a differ-
ence.”

IN October 1969, Neil Arm-
strong and his fellow Apollo
11 astronauts touched down
at Santa Cruz Airport in

what was then known as Bombay,
India, during their world tour
after the first moon landing.

Among the thousands waiting
at the airport to greet them was a
young Sudhir Pai, who had the
good fortune to shake hands with
the first person to walk on the
moon.

“For three days I did not wash
my hand — it had touched the
hand of a person who had actu-
ally stepped on the moon!”
exclaims Pai, executive vice pres-
ident of Acteon’s data and robotics
division.

It is a story Pai has told count-
less times, no doubt, but repeti-
tion does not seem to have
dimmed the delight and sense of
wonder he felt that day.

Likewise, some 40 years in
business — the bulk of them at
Schlumberger or one of its related
businesses — have not dampened
his engineer’s enthusiasm for
technology, whether it is to be
used in space, the troposphere or
on the bottom of the ocean.

As it happens, Pai has some
experience with each.

“I am very fortunate to have
had the opportunity in my career
to work in three interesting
industries — oil and gas, com-
mercial aerospace and renew-
ables — with probably three of
the most exciting organisations,”
he says.

These are Schlumberger, where
his last role was managing dir-
ector of robotics services: Hou-
ston-based Axiom Space, where
he was head of robotics, automa-
tion and sustainability; and
Acteon Group, which he joined
early this year as the conglom-
erate was restructuring in
response to the growth in off-
shore renewables.

The UK-headquartered com-

pany recruited Pai to head up the
new data & robotics business —
“the sexy division, I call it”, he
says.

His mission boils down to
determining “how we can use data
and automation all across the
various business units in Acteon
to provide our clients a complete
package of services”, with an
increasing share of demand
coming from renewable energy.

Centres of excellence
His division sets out to accom-
plish that through six business
units, or “centres of excellence”,
as Pai calls them: Benthic, which
makes a seabed drilling system,
and geophysics business Terra-
sond, both in Houston; UTEC for
construction support, Seatronics
for electronic tooling and
remotely operated vehicles and
J2 for hydraulic tooling, all in
Aberdeen; and Pulse, in Woking,
England, which covers digital
technologies.

Houston is also the site of the
company’s first centre for remote
operations, a growing business
segment.

“While each of these business
units each have their own focus,”
Pai says, the “value” he brings
involves a lot of analysis and co-
ordination, and asking: “How can
we do this in a much more effi-
cient manner? How can we
improve in-sea data sensing, in-
sea data collection — and when
possible, do this using automa-
tion, using unmanned systems,
both at the surface and under-
water, while taking care of our
global communications using
satellites, et cetera, transmitting
securely to provide data to clients
through our remote operations
centre?”

It is a far-reaching remit but
Pai enjoys the big-picture
approach, finding commonalities
among disparate industries to
tackle problems — the confine-

ment and isolation in many off-
shore environments, for example,
that have analogies in space
travel.

“It’s exciting when you can
share knowledge between indus-
tries,” he says.

“There is a quote which I abso-
lutely love that says, the answer
to your problem might be in your
neighbour’s toolbox.”

Like most engineers, he also
enjoys the more physical
approach to finding out what
works, and what does not.

“I get so excited when things
break, because you know you
have hit the extremities of the
thing,” he says.

“Provided it breaks in the lab,
when you are really torturing it.”

The stakes in deep water are
not unlike those of space, he
notes.

“Once a technology gets out, I
strongly believe there is no
second chance. You have to build
things to get it right the first

time, and every single time.
Failure is no option.

“If it’s going to break, let it
break in the technology centre.”

‘Engineer by mistake’
Pai calls himself “an engineer by
mistake” — he once dreamed of
becoming a cardiac surgeon —
but he was a natural fit for the
profession.

Armed with a degree in elec-
trical engineering from Uni-
versity of Bombay, he followed
the path of the “typical Schlum-
berger engineer — I joined
straight out of university and
never looked back. Nine different
countries, 26 different positions,
24 different bosses”.

His travels have made him con-
versant in Arabic and Farsi. Born
in the western India state of Goa,
he speaks five Indian languages
and his wife, three.

“We communicate in one,
Hindi,” he says.

A two-year “semi-sabbatical”
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