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Bengaluru, April 12

N a hot afternoon in a
Otwo-storey house here,

as dogs barked and au-
to-rickshaws sputtered out-
side,aventurecapitalistgrilled
three entrepreneurs.

Their start-up, DriveU, pro-
vides on-demand drivers for
peoplewith cars,differingfrom
Uber or Ola, an Indian variant,
which offer on-demand taxi
services. The three parried
questionsaboutthebusinessin
a cramped conference room
with doors and shutters paint-

ed iIn DriveUs company
colours—shamrock green.

“What will it take for some-
one to come in and replicate
this?” asked Srikrishna Ra-
mamoorthy, a partner for Uni-
tusSeed, a venture capitalfund
started out of Seattle that in-
vests in Indian companies.
“Couldn’tthe Olaguyscome in
anddothis?”

“Essentially they could,”
said Ashok Shastry, 25, a co-
founder of DriveU, who with
his long shorts and spiky hair
lookedasif hewouldbemoreat
home in Palo Alto, California,

than Bengaluru. “But it would
be taking away from their fo-

cus.” Themodelsfor Uberand premise that customersdo not

Ola, he said, are built on the

L

usetheirowncars.

The venture capitalist per-
sisted. If Uber and Ola were to
enterthemarket, “What would
yourresponsebe?”’ heasked.

Amulmeet Chadha,another
founder of DriveU, said, “It’s
about being a cockroach and
surviving.”

That kind of tenacity is
what attracted Ramamoorthy
totheDriveUteam. Anditillus-
tratesthatuntilnowtheIndian
start-up market has been more
about greatexecution than cut-
ting-edge technology.

“In Silicon Valley; the gener-
al investment thesis for a tech-
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For Indian start-ups, tenacity beats high technology

nology investor tends to be
around how strong a compa-
ny’s underlying technology is
and how defensible it will be
over time,” Will Poole, Unitus
Seed’s co-founder, explained
later. “Very rarely does a ven-
ture capital investor invest in
anoperatingbusinessthatdoes
nothavean intellectual proper-
tymoat.”
InemergingmarketslikeIn-
dia, however, “you can build
very large and profitable busi-
nesses on an operating basis
without having a fundamental
or long-term technological ad-

vantage because you are build-
ingin greenfield areas with lit-
tleornocompetition”, hesaid.

Last year was a heady one
for venture investing in India;
investments rose 61%, to $1.9
billion, from$1.2billionin2014,
according to Venture Intelli-
gence,aChennai-based compa-
ny that tracks Indian venture
activity.

About $95 million of the to-
tal represented investments
and co-investments in the so-
cialimpactspacebytraditional
VCs and specialist firms like
Unitus Seed. NYT



