22

STARTUP STORIES

Tinkering goes

In maker spaces
across the country,
people are gathering
to create or take things
apart as they try their
hand at building
everything from
diagnostic devices to
marine drones

lab in collaboration with the Centre’s Department of Science and
Technology in its Bengaluru campus this week.
What started as a platform for
startups is now used regularly by
Intel’s employees. “We invite employees to see the maker labs.
Matching startups with our technology gives everyone great exposure
to what is happening,” says Rai.
There are quite a few softwarerelated startups, but the bulk of
innovation will likely happen in
hardware. “India should create an
industrial revolution with the internet-of-things,” says Rai.
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GOVT GETS STARTED

t may be behind a cluster
of storefronts and buildings, but it’s hard to miss
the crazy, coloured lines on
a white wall that mark the
entrance to Maker’s Asylum in Delhi’s Hauz Rani.
Inside, is a high-ceilinged, bright
2,000sqft ‘maker space’ with tools
and tech ranging from an oldfashioned drill to a laser cutter.
When Vaibhav Chhabra set up
Maker’s Asylum in Delhi in 2014,
it was to bring people together to
share tools and knowledge, or as he
likes to put it, set up “a place to
break and make”. At its work
benches, everyone from PhD scholars and designers to working professionals and hobbyists make
products as varied as leather bags
and satellite ground stations.
Maker spaces or hacker spaces
are a haven for do-it-yourself enthusiasts. They’re collaborative work
spaces open to anyone from kids to
entrepreneurs and provide a variety of equipment from 3D printers
to soldering irons so that anyone
with an idea can bring a dream project to life, whether it is building a
bamboo bicycle or a marine drone.
The two-year-old trend has inspired
entrepreneurs with a yen for tinkering to set up maker spaces in Mumbai, Delhi, Bengaluru, Hyderabad
and Chennai. From robots to autonomous vehicles that collect garbage, all sorts of innovations have
started coming out of India’s maker
spaces. It’s the old-world workshop
of traditional artisans that’s converged with new age tools that computer hackers use.
Beneath Bengaluru’s Halasuru
metro station is Pavan Kumar and
Anupama Gowda’s Workbench
Projects, which grew from their
own need for a collaborative workspace. They were working on an
education startup but it took them
a year to build a prototype without
any tools or machines. “We realized we couldn’t work in isolation.
One needs peers to review and improve upon ideas and products,”
says Gowda. They set up in a garage on Kanakapura Road and

The government is also showing
keen interest in promoting the
movement. This July, Niti Aayog
said it would set up 500 muchawaited Atal Tinkering Labs under
the Atal Innovation Mission.
IT product think tank iSPIRT
is also working to build a strong
hardware and manufacturing base
in the country. Last year, it conducted Innofest, an event to attract
hardware product makers from
across the country, and supported
an Innovation Yatra that took the
idea to 17 cities in 18 days.
“These are still early days. In
hardware and manufacturing, you
need to have a product ready before
thinking about a business venture.
It usually starts as a hobby and increasingly, involves crowdfunding.
With Innofest, we are building a
community around this. The innovation community is building up
well. It will take a few more years
for this to go mainstream,” says
Sharad Sharma, co-founder, iSPIRT.
Last month Nasscom 10,000 Startups organized a TechMarch, supported by German engineering giant
Bosch and hardware accelerator
IKP/Den, to bring together entrepreneurs making connected devices.

GETTING THEIR HANDS DIRTY: Maker's Asylum has a 6,000sqft space in Mumbai's Andheri industrial district, while its Delhi space (right) is in the
heart of the commercial Hauz Rani village; (right below) Anupama Gowda started Workbench projects beneath Bengaluru's Halasuru metro station
after she got too many requests from people wanting to borrow her garage to tinker

were soon flooded with requests
from people wanting to use their
space. They started Workbench
Projects, after getting the public
space beneath the station in the
heart of the city through a bid submitted to Bangalore Metro Rail
Corporation, in December 2013.
Workbench Projects has grown
from a tinkering garage to a maker
space, a co-working space and a public laboratory that has drawn makers as varied as a septuagenarian
turning old wine bottles into gift
items to a social entrepreneur building a tidal wave energy harvester
for value-based housing in Puducherry. It charges a membership fee
of Rs 3,000 a month, and also offers
daily passes to those who want to
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use the lab and its facilities.

RE-THINKING EDUCATION
After spending a decade abroad,
Balaji Viswanathan spent several
months visiting multiple maker
spaces across the globe and penned
his thoughts in a Maker’s Manifesto this June. “For today’s youth
to be ready for future jobs, they
need to be innovative and handson. The present system of education focusses on theoretical and
rote learning with little practical
applicability. There is more pride
in what is what is bought, not what
is built,” said Viswanathan, who
set up Invento Makerspace this
year as an effort to drive a change
in this mindset. “When a student
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have a chance
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A majority of the Fortune 500 businesses
A anywhere have been bootstrapped.
However, most of them took decades to
build and required some personal capital from
the founder. But if you are launching an internet
startup, you don’t even need that initial capital
to get going. What you need is a unique and
clear idea of how to improve an essential
service, 10X better, rock-star coding skills
backed by relentless tenacity, a free couch (to
sleep on) and pizza money. Think about it:
Today, the cost of technology is so low that it’s
cheaper to launch an internet venture than a
roadside chai shop.
AWS gives you free
VIKRAM CHACHRA |
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credits to host your site
SEED FUND EIGHT
initially, while Jio has
INNOVATE
pushed data prices to
peanuts. And the 10X
idea? Think of creating an internet utility that
people will use every day to save money, save
time, make a living, or reduce effort. If you get it
right, your customers will find you via word-ofmouth. For such a utility service, the cost of
acquiring and servicing every new customer
tends to zero, while the marginal revenue per
unit remains constant. As your customer base
grows, so do your profits. As long as your profits
are greater than your fixed costs, you can keep
building your team and keep growing.
If you are sustainable and hit upon a growth
formula that can help you dominate the market,
then don’t under-fund your venture for the sake
of bootstrapping. This is the precise moment
when outside capital works becomes your best
friend, other than lady luck, of course.
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It’s not just hobbyists, designers
and entrepreneurs who are heading to maker spaces. Corporates
are getting involved, sponsoring
high-end tools like 3D printers and
residence programmes, and pro-
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Before you think about your goal of reaching
the next absolute number of customers, you
should analyze if you have on-boarded the
right set of customers. How often do these
customers use your platform, will they recommend
the product, is the average ticket size increasing?
These analyses will lay the foundation of your
business going forward and will be the key value
creators for Load 24x7. So take a step back and
ensure you are getting high-quality customers and
the platform is working.
SUMER JUNEJA |
To reach the next level you
PARTNER AT NORWEST
should focus on the
VENTURE PARTNERS
following: First, supply — I
would initially focus on onboarding high-quality
supply across the country. Second, focused growth
— at this stage, I don’t think you should be looking
at 100 offices. Indian GDP is heavily concentrated in
a few belts. I would focus on the key hubs/national
highway routes and not spread yourself too thin. If
you are deep enough and number one in the key
transportation routes, you will have a successful
company. Third, management team — recruiting the
right team will be critical for the platform to scale
and perform. Getting the right people and
integrating them into the culture takes time. It’s
important to invest in the team upfront and create a
bench, don’t leave it until you reach your next
target, it will be too late. Your business is as much
offline as it is online, so make sure you look for
people with traditional logistics experience as well.

DONE DEALS

viding much-needed financial assistance. Companies such as Google, Autodesk and Intel are patrons
of the maker movement. At Google’s Garage, housed within its headquarters at Mountain View, California, employees try stitching
trousers and building robots.
Intel, which has invested more
than $3 billion in its India R&D
operations, is now betting heavily
on Indian hardware startups.
“Startups typically struggle to
cover the expenses of building
their product. We started our maker lab last year and selected 17
startups. Now, 14 startups have
their products in the market,” says
Nivruti Rai, general manager, Intel
India. Intel showcased its maker

CORPORATES LEND A HAND

In this column, young entrepreneurs ask questions
they have encountered while building their
ventures, and we get them answered by seasoned
entrepreneurs and investors.
Tweet your questions to @TOIStartups

It’s cheaper to start a web
firm than a chai shop
Q

sits for placement, the fact that he
got his hands dirty building something will definitely make him
stand out,” he says. Invento has 30
projects in line for those who are
not sure what they want to build
but are keen on being part of the
movement. Viswanathan’s team
recently built a vehicle that collects
waste from the street autonomously. And this is just the tip of the
iceberg, he says.

APPS ON THE WAY OUT

C

ompany descriptions reveal
important trends shaping
innovation. Here’s how the descriptions
of VC-backed companies point to trends
in the startup landscape. Going by words
alone, social media, mobile apps, and
email startups are on their way out, while
messaging, healthcare, and artificial intelligence are
gaining momentum.
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WAITING FOR NEWS: Foreign entrepreneurs in the US are tracking news of an announcement
that would allow visa-less startup types to stay for two to five years

EMAIL IS THE NEW SNAIL MAIL

N
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n 2013, over 3% of the companies in our
dataset had the word ‘email’ in their
description. By 2016, it was less than 2%.
What’s replacing email? ‘Messaging’ and
‘Slack’, indicating that in many ways, US
startups are chasing the example of
Chinese companies like WeChat, which
turned messaging into an e-commerce
juggernaut. The other trend is the rise of healthrelated words like cancer, patients, biotechnology and
therapy, and words related to advanced data mining and AI.

Percentage of VC-backed companies with certain words
in their company description over time
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Individuals setting up maker spaces
are looking to create places for people to discover themselves, partake
in making a product, or just watch
others create. At Maker's Asylum,
which has 60 members and about
400 people walking in every month,
Chhabra is looking to take the space
on the road. “We have converted a
decommissioned autorickshaw into
a mobile platform for short, free
project-based workshops in Mumbai. We are partnering with nonprofit organizations to conduct
these workshops,” he says.
Invento’s Viswanathan wants
maker spaces to be as ubiquitous
as cafes. “A family should be inspired to walk into a maker space
and spend an evening building interesting things,” he says.

N

aiyya Saggi’s mother always
worried about her in school.
Saggi hated lessons, and
had no idea what she wanted to
do with her life. In 2002, Saggi
joined the National Law School
and decided to stand for class rep
and president. Despite the
backlash from men, she won. “It
was a defining moment. I realized
that to be a leader, you just need
to believe in yourself,” she says. A
stint at McKinsey exposed her to
solving social problems, while
working with global organizations
kindled her passion for maternal
and child health. In 2010, Saggi
went to Harvard Business School,
where she received both the J N
Tata and Fulbright fellowships,
and returned in 2013 to set up
parenting platform BabyChakra,
which provides information on
pregnancy and early childcare,
with Mohit Kumar. After raising a
seed round from Mumbai and
Singapore Angels, BabyChakra
got its Series-A round from
Seattle-based RoundGlass earlier
this week. BabyChakra has grown
to a community of 5,00,000
mothers requiring parenting
advice and support. Since she’s in
the ‘mompreneur’ space, most
people think BabyChakra is a
hobby or a lifestyle business.
Saggi points out that her journey
is quite different from other
women entrepreneurs. “Women
are still fighting at all levels. It
isn’t easy for small businesses or
tech ventures led by women to
raise capital,” she says. As Saggi
sees more women take the
entrepreneurial plunge and her
own team members balance work
and family life, she believes
women just need to be given the
confidence and they will soar.

No startup visas yet
but US mulls ‘parole’
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igel Sharp isn’t making any plans
past May 2017. He’s a UK citizen
trying to build a startup in the
US, which means he can’t get a
conventional work visa. His temporary
one, granted with the support of the University of Colorado at Boulder as part of
an entrepreneurship programme, expires
on May 28. “I have no clear path on what
happens afterward,” he says.
His last company got $550,000 from US
venture funds two years ago but folded
after failing to secure further investment.
Too risky, he and his co-founders were
told, until you can find a way to resolve
your immigration status and stay in the
US for good.
That’s why Sharp, 31, is keeping close
tabs on a proposal from the US Citizenship
and Immigration Services. The inelegantly named entrepreneurial “parole” would
allow visa-less startup types to stay in the
country for two years, with a possible
three-year extension, if they own at least
15% of a US-based startup formed in the
past three years that’s raised $345,000 in
investment capital.

Immigrants have a strong track record
of launching Silicon Valley successes
(Google, EBay, PayPal), and have founded
or co-founded half the US startups worth
$1 billion or more. Prominent Valley investors have been pushing for a special visa
for startup founders since 2009, arguing
that these immigrants are creating their
own jobs and possibly many more. With
legislative action likely to be stalled for
years, the parole programme is the startup community’s best bet.
The US Department of Homeland Security estimates that about 3,000 entrepreneurs will use the parole programme
each year. The proposal, still awaiting
revisions following a public comment
period, is unlikely to go into effect until
the first half of 2017, so it could easily be
revoked by the next President. Which is
why investors remain cautious. Plus, a
lot of promising companies won’t be able
to hit that $345,000 mark, says Dave McClure, a partner at accelerator 500 Startups, which typically provides startups
with $150,000.
BLOOMBERG

HOW I GOT MY STARTUP IDEA

Furlenco, Bengaluru; Online furniture rental
platform; founded by Ajith Karimpana;
$30 million from HDFC Bank, Kotak
Mahindra Bank, Axis Bank, Lightbox Ventures
DailyHunt, Bengaluru; A mobile app for news in
regional languages in India; founded by Virendra
Gupta; $25 million from Beijing ByteDance
Telecommunications

OTHERS WHO RAISED FUNDS
Aadyah Aerospace ($2 million), Fisdom ($1.1 million),
MyKindOfJob ($1 million), Actofit ($750,000), Enfield
Riders ($500,000), Yumigo ($300,000), Tazzo
($225,000), 3Dexter ($150,000), Graviky ($119,000),
News Patrolling ($25,000), SuperFan.Ai, Satvacart,
Taleho, Stayology, Hipcask, RailYatri, BabyChakra,
EPaathsala, ShieldSquare, Coppre, Rooter,
IndianMoney, BeatRoute Innovations, Innov8
Source: Tracxn

I KNEW I COULD CHANGE TEACHING

F

rom his days as an engineering student in 2008,
Sarvagya Mishra had been
freelancing and working
in startups. “I participated
in a competition organized by IBM and worked on
a virtual classroom system
for schools and colleges,” he
says. That was when his interest in education was sparked.
After graduation, he worked
for Ericsson and quit within
a year when he realized
that growth there was
ASSESSING LEARNING: SARVAGYA MISHRA

governed by years of experience.
He started Pinnacle Works, a digital
marketing company but his true
interest was in improving the education system. “I had worked in the
space and knew the pain points. A lot
could be done in India with the right
technology,” he says. In 2015, friend
Arindam Sen approached him with
the same intent, and they started
iAugmentor, a learning assessment
company. The company raised a seed
round of Rs 1 crore in May. The team
of 20 has worked with 10 colleges in
India and Egypt.

I COULDN’T GET GOOD FILTER COFFEE IN OFFICE

C

hithra Uthappa started her career
in the recruitment space, and
worked in large corporates, including
Microsoft and Aditya Birla Group. “I
saw employees drinking cappuccinos
and lattes from vending machines,
but there was no way of getting a
good cup of filter coffee without walking to the nearest Adigas or Ananda
Bhavan,” Uthappa recalls. Her father
owned huge plantations in Coorg and
sold coffee to dealers around the
world. So she decided to introduce
good, Indian coffee from her own
plantations to employees in mid-size

and large companies. She started
Aromas of Coorg with her husband, and targetted companies
with more than 200 employees. The venture works with
89 companies in Bengaluru
and delivers coffee powder
to individuals on order.
Now, 280 employees strong,
Aromas of Coorg is
profitable and Chithra is
planning to expand to
other states. “I let
my cuppa speak for
itself,” she says.
TASTE OF HOME: CHITHRA UTHAPPA

