
B
alu Mhaske, a farmer in 
Maharashtra’s Yevati village, 
has been growing marigold 
flowers on his 10-acre farm 
the past 15 years. Whatever he 

couldn’t sell went waste, which used to 
be a lot at times. That changed last year 
when he began renting a solar-powered 
cold-storage unit to keep his flowers.

“It helps keep my flowers fresh for up 
to 10 days,” said Mhaske. “Last year, in-
stead of selling the flowers at the market 
price of  ̀ 20 per kg, I stored them in the 
storage unit and then sold them for ̀ 100 
per kg during Diwali.”

The cold storage is one of several 
products developed by startups that 
are transforming India’s agriculture 
sector and the lives of its farmers. While 
farm-focused startups services such as 
weather-tracking and lending market-
places continue to evolve, the more time-
consuming and arduous route of develop-
ing and selling products for this niche 
market is now becoming a mainstay.

And the main areas of focus are auto-
mation and bio-engineering.

Take Satish KS, who has developed an 
automatic, low-cost irrigation control-
ler called Siri. The former software 
engineer and cofounder of Flybird 
Farm Innovations recalled the several 
hurdles he struggled with while work-
ing on his farm land at Holalkere, near 
Chitradurga in Karnataka.

“Especially with water management 
and labour costs. And crop yield was not 
up to the mark. That’s when I started 
looking into automation. I was from tech, 
so why not explore?” said Satish.

Since 2014, he has installed Siri in more 
than 65 farms in Karnataka and Andhra 
Pradesh. The basic system is priced at 
`12,000 per acre. Satish is now working 
on making the product wireless.

Flybird recently raised more than ̀ 1
crore in equity and grant-funding from 
Villgro, Rianta Capital’s Artha Initiative 
and others. 

YCook, which sells organic, ready-to-
cook processed foods, trains farmers to 
grow and handle post-harvest process-
ing for a hybrid seed variety called Sugar 
75, used to produce American sweet 
corn. The seeds have a shelf-life of up to 
12 months without needing refrigeration 
or preservatives.

“These seeds help to reduce post-
harvest loss by over 
30%,” said Gayathri 
Swahar, cofounder 
of YCook. “The mis-
sion is to enable each 
farmer to earn ̀ 1 lakh 
annual revenue from 
every one acre of land. 
We have managed to 
work with over 1,000 
farmers from Andhra 
Pradesh, Karnataka, 
Telangana and other 
states.”

The initial challenge 
for agri-products startups, though, has 
been in gaining the trust of the farmers.

This “is a bit of a challenging job. 
Especially with small farmers,” said 
Satish. “They need to see demo and ben-
efits, so the initial challenges are big. We 
called 40-50 farmers and promoted our 
product by doing a free demo. Then, over 
time, there were testimonials from exist-
ing customers.”

Eventually, the benefits become self-
evident as these products reduce costs 
in terms of labour, electricity, water 
consumption.

“If a grape farmer buys our machine, 
the first tangible difference is that he 
saves on labour, who sometimes never 
show up to perform a critical manual 
task like ‘dipping’, without which his 
table grape is rendered unsellable,” said 
Devneet Bajaj, chief executive of Mitra, 
which sells automated air-blast sprayers.

“Our sprayer can automate this task,” 
he said. “Sprayers from abroad require 
more horsepower and are costly. Our 
price is 30-50% lower and it uses less en-
ergy. Our sprayers also allow the farmer 
to keep his chemical sprays at a mini-
mum, so he can then export his product.”

Barrix Agro Sciences has developed 
non-chemicals-based alternatives for 
pesticides, an easy sell with farmers.

“We have developed pheromone-based 
traps and sticky sheets, chromatic 
traps, and plant growth supporters 
that are cost-effective, saving up to Rs 

20,000 per acre of land,” said founder 
Lokesh Makam. He said it was easy to 
get farmers to adopt his products since 
they otherwise have to spend heavily on 
pesticides. Barrix has sold its products 
to more than 2 lakh farmers in India and 
exported to Mauritius, Tanzania and Sri 
Lanka as well.

And EcoZen Solutions, the maker of the 
solar-powered cold storage that Mhaske 
uses, offers a quarterly lease to win 
customers. “The idea is that the farmer 
will use our product and like it and even-
tually buy it,” said cofounder Devendra 
Gupta.

Another focus area is data collection.
Aarav Unmanned Systems, Airwood 

Aerostructures and Drona Aviation de-
velop products that use drones to collect 
farm-related data. A complex camera-
like system is attached to the drones to 
record information in real time.

“One of the products we will introduce 
is called a Hexacopter,” said Yeshwanth 
Reddy, cofounder of Aarav. “It’s au-
tonomous and can be used for multiple 
purposes from precision agriculture to 
topographic surveying and industrial 
inspection. It has a very simple and in-
teractive interface that uses symbols to 
indicate water, for instance… there is no 
specific need for language.”

With such products spreading wings, 
investors Omnivore Partners, Aspada 
Advisors, Infuse Ventures and Villgro, 
among others, are looking at this space 
with growing interest.

“It’s a $400-billion (`27 lakh crore) 
market,” said Jinesh Shah, cofounder 
of Omnivore Partners. “Around two 
years ago, we used to get one or two ap-
plications a week or every 10 days from 
entrepreneurs. Now, we see around 10 
applications a week. As the number of en-
trepreneurs has gone up and innovations 
in this space are becoming clearer, there 
is an increasing investor interest.”

But late-stage investors aren’t yet show-
ing the same level of enthusiasm, which 
means agri-tech startups will likely 
be stranded for cash when they need to 
scale up.

“(Late-stage funds) are doing it really 
well in consumer-tech in urban India, 
but some of that risk-taking appetite 
needs to filter into agri-tech,” said Bajaj 
of Mitra. “I have taken about $4 million 
from Omnivore in three years. Because 
we have good gross margin, we are being 
able to scrape through with a limited 
budget. But to export our technology and 
build a global brand we will seek capital 
shortly.”

Shyam Menon, investment director at 
Infuse Ventures, says the agri-tech start-
ups need a combination of early-stage 
funds, debt, etc. “All of these are needed 
to enable innovations. It’s not just (ven-
ture capital) or equity.”

Shashwati Shankar & J Vignesh
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A
t the graduation of its accelerator 
programme, Think Next Summer 
2016, Microsoft Accelerator 

announced a joint initiative with TCS 
Co-Innovation Network (COIN) for open 
innovation framework. The tie-up will con-
nect startups to a larger market through 

the corporate 
partnership.

From the cur-
rent cohort of 
Summer 2016, 12 
startups gradu-
ated, including 
logistics startups 
Locus.sh, which 
raised funds in 
a round led by 

Exfinity Venture Partners. The event had 
a roundtable of pan-India accelerators and 
incubators to bring together outreach pro-
grammes for early-stage startups.

“The companies in the batch are solving 
multiple India-specific problems, especially 
on the business side. Our focus has moved 
to pre-Series A and Series-A companies,” 
said Ravi Narayan, global director at 
Microsoft Accelerator in India.

Microsoft 
Accelerator Ties 
up with TCS COIN

Farmville’s Bull Run

The startup is building 
robots that can handle 
risky and rote jobs
for humans

Shadma.Shaikh@timesgroup.com

Bengaluru: Whether robots are 
taking over the world or not is an in-
tricate argument, but a Kochi-based 
startup, Sastra Robotics, is building 
robot companions for humans, one 
limb and a sensory organ at a time.

A robot arm for testing touch-
screens, a robot arm that can inter-
act with 3D devices for testing, and 
an intelligent telepresence robot are 
some offerings of Sastra Robotics, 
the three-year old startup that 
counts German automaker Bosch 
and a large Indian software corpora-
tion among clients.

Robotics enthusiasts, the cofound-
ers of the startup were convinced 
they were not cut out for “IT jobs” 
and started Sastra with an aim to 

build robots that could handle risky 
and rote jobs for humans.

“Our vision is to build a perfect 
robot companion for humans. It’s a 
time-consuming task, so initially 
we are concentrating on robotic 
arms, vision and artificial intelli-
gence,” says Aronin P, 27, chief ex-
ecutive at Sastra Robotics.

Sastra is building industrial robot-
ics solutions for system integrators 
and manufacturers.

During its R&D phase, the team 
was approached by Bosch to build 
an automated device-testing robot 
for touchscreen devices, Aronin 
said. That’s when the startup built 
its first SCARA robot.

At least 90 Indian companies, in-
cluding big multinationals, have 
shown interest in Sastra device-
testing robotic equipment and the 
startup is waiting for purchase or-
ders, according to the company.

Sastra is also developing a pros-
thetic robotic arm that can perform 
the actions of a human arm.

Sastra, which was incubated at 
Kochi Startup Village, was select-
ed for The Indus Entrepreneurs’ 
AnthahPrerana accelerator pro-
gramme and the International 
I n s t i t u t e  o f  I n f o r m a t i o n 
Technology, Hyderabad’s accelera-
tor programme, Avishkar.

“If you look at the niche market 

there’s a lot happening in the ro-
botics domain, but there are many 
other applications where you need 
smaller, appropriate and cost-effec-
tive solutions,” said Amitava Roy, 
former COO of Tech Mahindra and 
an investor in the company. “(Sastra 
Robotics) is targeting a high-growth 
market with extremely innovative 
solutions.”

T he sta r tup recent ly won 
the Humanitarian Robotics 
Challenge-2016 conducted by 
IEEE International Conference 
on Robotics & Automation in 
Stockholm, Sweden, along with an-
other Kochi-based startup QBotics.

The industrial robots space is 
expected to grow exponentially 
with an array of advantages ro-
bots provide for industrial use. 
The global industrial robotics 
market is touted to reach $79.58 bil-
lion by 2022, growing at an annual 
growth rate of 11.92% between 2016 
and 2022, according to a report by 
MarketsandMarkets.

Though Sastra Robotics cur-
rently specializes in robotic 
arms for testing of devices, other 
Indian firms gaining significant 
traction in the space include 
Tiger Global-funded GreyOrange 
that specializes in warehouse 
automation, and industrial ro-
bot maker Systemantics, which 
counts Infosys cofounder Nandan 
Nilekani as an investor.

Building Robots One Limb at a Time
Hot Startup

Sastra Robotics

Cofounders Sastra Robotics (Left to Right): Akhil A, Aronin P & Achu Wilson

 The time-con-
suming and 
arduous route 
of developing 
and selling in-
novative tech-
nology-based 
products for 
the agricul-
ture sector is 
becoming a 
mainstay

With more startups developing a range of innovative products to make life easier for farmers, more investors are 
paying attention to the agriculture technology sector, write Shashwati Shankar and J Vignesh 

JSW Ventures 
Gets Sebi Nod for 
`100-crore Fund

T
he venture capital arm of JSW Group, JSW Ventures, re-
ceived clearance from markets regulator Securities and 
Exchange Board of India (Sebi) to invest in early-stage 

technology-enabled startups.
With an initial corpus of ̀ 100 crore to be invested over three years, 

the fund will focus on startups in the education, healthcare, financial 
services, software-as-a-service (SaaS) and enterprise software 
space. “Technology innovation is happening across sectors, from 
old-fashioned verticals like real estate to research-driven work 
being done in machine learning and artificial intelligence. We 
think that the opportunity to innovate across sectors and busi-
nesses is immense and want to be a part of this transition,” said 
Parth Jindal, managing director of JSW Cement who will oversee 
the fund.

“We typically like to lead investment rounds and work with 
founders, helping them discover and solve business-critical prob-
lems,” said Gaurav Sachdeva, managing partner of JSW Ventures.

Convincing farm-
ers is a bit of a 
challenging job. 
Especially small 
farmers. They 
need to see demo 

and benefits, so the initial 
challenges are big
SATISH KS,
Cofounder, Flybird Farm Innovations

Around two years 
ago, we used to get 
one or two applica-
tions a week or ev-
ery 10 days from 
agri-tech entrepre-

neurs. Now, we see around 10 
applications a week  
JINESH SHAH,
Cofounder, Omnivore Partners

Late-stage funds 
are doing it really 
well in consumer-
tech in urban In-
dia, but some of 
that risk-taking 

appetite needs to filter into 
agri-tech
DEVNEET BAJAJ,
CEO, Mitra

For the agri popu-
lation, we have all 
the need in the 
world to put more 
capital. Combina-
tion of early-stage,

debt, etc. All financing mech-
anisms are needed 
SHYAM MENON,
Investment director, Infuse Ventures

Barrix Catch 
Vegetable Fly 
Trap
has synthetically 
produced pheromones 
that act as a trap to 
eliminate specific 
insects. It works on the 
principle that different 
pests are attracted to 
unique pheromone 
compounds. (Barrix 
Agro Sciences)

Nayan
is a quad-rotor drone for developers 
and researchers. It comprises camera-
enabled sensor devices, including a 
scanning range finder, that enables 
it to collect data in real time. (Aarav 
Unmanned Systems)

Agri-tech Innovations
AARAV UNMANNED 
SYSTEMS
StartupXseed 
Ventures, 3ONE4 
Capital

AIRWOOD 
AEROSTRUCTURES
StartupXseed

SURYA POWERMAGIC
Infuse Ventures

FLYBIRD FARM 
INNOVATIONS
Villgro, Rianta 
Capital’s Artha 
co-investment 
Initiative

GREENWAY 
APPLIANCES
Former Genpact 
CEO Pramod 

Bhasin

EM3 AGRISERVICES
Aspada Advisors

ECOZEN SOLUTIONS
Omnivore 
Partners, Villgro

MITRA
Omnivore, 
Unilazer Ventures

Fundraising

Grapemaster Blast+
is an air-blast sprayer developed for 
vineyards. A computer-balanced fan 
ensures uniform air output. It has an air 
recovery system that provides efficient air 
output and better 
coverage. (Mitra)

Ecofrost
is a solar-powered, cold
-storage system. The 
product is primarily 
designed for the rural 
segment and does 
not depend on grid 
electricity. (EcoZen 
Solutions)
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