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A Haven for Product Startups

II'T-Madras has created aniche as a hotbed for product and IP-led innovation with its industry-focus. J Vignesh traces the
journey of how India’s premier engineering institute fostered a thriving startup culture within its campus

arun Mehtaand Swapnil Jain,

classmates from the Indian

Instituteof Technology-Madras,

werebarely into theirfirstjobs

when they decided tobuildanew
design forlithium ion batteries. Mehta
rememberedacoupleof college seniors
startingbusinesses with thehelp of M.
They reached out to their professor, R
Krishnakumar, forsupport. This was in
late2012.

Krishnakumarassured themofall pos-

tandurged them:
tolIT-Masprojectassociates. Thelrpm]ect
transformed intoan electric vehicleand
theircompany, Ather Energy, s prepar-
ingtorolloutifsfirstsmartscooter, $340.
The company is backed by HeroMotocorp,
Indiaslargest two-wheeler firm.

Ather Energy isone of several product
andintellectual property-led startupsto
haveemerged of thelushgreen environsof
IITM. The premier engineering nstitute
isarguably atthe forefrontofpushing
product innovation in the country. This
hasbeen possiblenotduetoanysingle
spectaculareffort but because of I'T-M
doingseveralsimplethingsright—creat-
ingathrivingalumninetwork, pushing
afaculty-industry connect, providingthe
necessary infrastructuretolet students
andalumniexperimentwith ideas, and
importantly, listeningtofeedbackand
learningon themove.

Since2006, 140startupshave beenapart
oftheIT:MIncubation Cell. Of these, 32
startups haveraisedatotal $108million
from investors, with Ather pocketinga
chunkofit. “Success breeds success.” said
Mehta. “When westarted, a coupleofour
seniorshad... (made)successful hardware
attempts. Thecommunity buildsup. They
encourageeachother.”

DOWN MEMORY LANE
Theefforts toestablishastartupeco-
system within the institute began

more than twodecades ago, with the
Telecommunications and Computer
Networking Group(TeNeT) within [IT:M.
Thegroupconsisted of Professor Ashok
Jhunjhunwala, aPadma Shriawardeeand
until recently an adviser tothe govern-
mentontselectricvehicleprogramme,
and Professor Bhaskar Ramamurthi, now
thedirectorof IIT-M.

“Goingback, youwillsee that IIT:M
wasmore industry-facing thanany of the
other IITs thereare23)," said Mahesh

-in-charge

* FOUNDERS

Ather Energy
* Tarun Mehta (2012 batch)
* Swapnil Jain (2012 batch)
What it doe: uilding India’s first Smart
Electric scooter, the 5340,

Funding: Hero Motocorp, Tiger Global,
Sachin Bansal, Binny Bansal

Uniphore Software

* Umesh Sachdev

* Ravi Saraogi

What it does?: Speech based mobility
solutions for enterprises.

Funding: IDG Ventures, Indian Angel Net-
work and others

Planys Technologies

 Tanuj Jhunjhunwala (2014 batch),

« Vineet Upadhay ( 2014 batch),

 Prof. Prabhu Rajagopal (Faculty,IIT-M),

* Prof. Krishnan Balasubramanian (Fac-
ulty, IIT-M)

What it does?: Designs and manufactures

compact underwater vehicles for immersed

structure inspection and environmental

survey.

Funding: Keiretsu Forum

DeTect Technologies

 Prof Krishnan Balasubramanian (Faculty,
IIT-M),

* Tarun Kumar Mishra (2013 batch),

 Karthik R (2015 batch),

 Daniel Raj David (2017 batch)

* Harikrishnan AS (2017 batch)

What it doe: solution for the inspec-

tion needs of energy sector focusing

mainly on the pipeline integrity manage-

ment

Funding: Keiretsu Forum, Axilor Ventures

and others

|IT-Madras in numbers

Number of startups that
have come out of IIT-
Madras incubation cell

The overall funding raised- 32 start-
ups have raised a total investment of

from angel/VC investments

searchand developmentby the institute in
partnershipwith industry. It was modeled
onthelines ofresearch parksat Stanford
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isameetin f:

ts. Achillplaceon

topoolinginresources ihave
gonetheextramile. “Wehadagroup
ofalumni thinking ‘how do we make

oftheI'T:M Incubation Cell. Panchagnula,
analumnus of ['T:M, isa professor of ap-
pliedmechanicsat the nstitute.
“Insomesense, the [IT-M faculty were
moregrounded inreallife problems. A
bigpush inthisdirection camebecause
ofasmallgroupofpeopleinthe wire-
less technology group... Prof. Ashok
Jhunjhunwalaand Prof. Bhaskar
Ramamurthi, thewhole ideaofdoing
startups, wemustsay, is becauseof them.”
TeNeT, even ampi-

University, tituteof happenatlIT:M."
Tec] ,and Harvard University. The PcoplchkcAnand Rajaraman of Junglee,
IIT-MResearch Park Desh Deshpande

II'T-M Incubation Cell, which was estab-

and many others... they brought their

afloor whereeveryotherroomistakenby
startups solving industry problems. The
Rajiniroomisvibrant,justlikethe palpa-
bleenergyon thefloor. Thestartupsonthe
floorare tackling various ssues—cargo

Success breeds
success. When
we started, a
couple of our
seniors had...
(made)
successful hardware at-
tempts (through IIT-M). The
community builds up.

TARUN MEHTA, CEO, Ather Energy

andBharatPetroleumamongchents

transportation, aterrobotics,
ollandgasmspomm amongthose. The

onedtartups, Thefaculty raised moncy

could potentially be
usersol‘produc(sdeveloped bystartups
emergingfrom TeNeT, and wentabout
seedingthosestartups. “Therewasno
ecosystem,” said Ramamurthi. “Basically,

someofusfeltthattocr
needed towork with companies. Weraised
money from industry that would be benefi-
ciaries of those products... this went partly
totheprojectand partly toIIT-M. Slowly,
withangelfundingcomingin, we couldget
money tosome of thestartups.”

lished in2013, networksandalso seed capital,” said other . Theidea istomake
“We got supportfrom the government Panchagnula. “Theyhelpedusformsome  incubationcell preneurs otjust
(tosetupan incubator). First, for rural- ofthesestructures toinvestinstartups, rightfromsettingupcompanies toﬁndmg iivantors, “Wework toguide themonthe
tech (Rural Technology and Business thr loans. Iti connects.“T Ipart— thin
Incubator orRTBI Started n2000). s {ohaveagood roupoleople nside ITAL countmgaml legal, apartfromproviding ~ pricing, Icome hereone Friday every
firstin the country and very succe todri dthat—butto  asharedworkingspaceandotherpara- month,” said Venkat Viswanathan, [IT-M
sadRamamrhi, phernalia. manatdataanalytics
RTBI's astoincubate startups e notneedtoworryaboutanything. Theyget  firm LatentView.
wlthafocusonleveragmgmfomatmn Going back somefundingand dependingon heirpro-  Overtime, theincubationcell hasalso
fon tnow ) gress, canask formore. It built outside
functionsunder the IIT-M Incubation Cell, you will see saidGopal$S, aformermanagingdirector  the IIT-Mnetwork and has been success-
whidl sationfor the atchemicals company ChemplastSanmar  fulin getting funding from companies
other two sector-specificincubatorsat the that IIT-M was whoisnowamentorattheincubationcell.  foritsstartupfundingpool. “Many ofour
instituteas well —onefocusedon bio-tech mare industry- Visakh Sasikumar, CEO of Pi Beam, alumni, both inthe USand India, they
andtheother onmedical technology. iy Y= whichmakespedalassistedthree-wheel:  createdthisfund. Weusedtocalltinno-
For undergraduatestudents of 'TM, acing than an er cargo, isabeneficiary of ationfund... it fairlylarge
there’sapi ofsorts, called £ g Y isecomstom. Whenwebuilous st corpus,” said Tamaswati Ghosh, CEOof
n. Studentsgetsmallgrantstotest of the other IITS prototype, wedidnt(havetobuyyany IIT-Madras Incubation Cell, decliningto

theirideas whilestill studying. Thesuc-
cessfulones goontofightforaplaceatthe
TITMIncubator Cell. “(Af) Nirmaan, pres-
ently, wehave27teams masqueradingas
companies. They willlook likea company.

Tfonepartoftheeffort
agestudents, theother crucial aspect
wastopush faculty to interactmorewith

We want them

MAHESH PANCHAGNULA,
Associate faculty-in-charge, IIT-M
Incubation Cell

‘materials—solar panels, batteries, cycle

disclosethesizeofthecorpus. “Wehave
altn donatio, grarts rom goverr

rickshaw, all these were sponsored by the
1Ir

'hereare peop! Ip

inhandholding. Wedidn'tevenknow that

‘wehadtodoasalestaxreturn,”hesaid.
Sasikumar, whn ispursuinganMSin

pany. When! funding,
wetreatthemasacompany,”

industryandunderstand
they faced. “When faculty members work
withtheindustry, they getan ideaasto
whatkind of problems the industry has,
thekindofproductsthatneed tobebuilt,
and thethings thatneed tobedone,” said
Jhunjhunwala. “What happens s that
gradually,as the faculty dothis, theystart
incorporatingthis in theirundergraduate
teaching.”

GLOBAL MODELLING
Amajorstepinbringingfacultyandin-
dustry together was the establishment of

said.
noris}
money isgiventothem, itislikea
project. Forexample, wehave
agroupofstudentstry- ing
shared cycles, geared
fortheacademic
campusmarket.
Theyhadtobuy
cycles...now, they have
1400rideson30bicycles,
with500registered usersin
aweek.”

Inall thisrush, thecon-

theIIT-MResearch Park,an
company promoted by IT-Mand itsalum-
ni, in2010. The park, situated behind the

Supportofthealumnt,
Frommaking

institute, hepromotionofre-

industry connect:

scaleup, werequire this network.”
T i enter

omIIT-M, also thinks

‘ment. Corp
becomeabigcontributor in recentyears—
Titan, Goldman Sachs, American Express
andothershelpus.”

Bl Q8A

ASHOK JHUNJHUNWALA,

Co-chairman, IIT-M Incubation Cell

We were the first to

break the industry-
academia barrier

shok Jhunjhunwala was among

Z\? few academicians responsible
or the establishment of the

Telecommunications and Computer
Networks, or TeNet, group-the prede-
cessor to the IIT-M Incubation Cell. The
incubator owes its success in churning
out product and IP-led startups to the
institute’s early focus on connecting with
industry, he said inan interview with J
Vignesh. Excerpts:

‘What makes lIT-Madras tick as astartup
incubation giant?

We are focussed on a tech incubator that
will make a difference to the country and
not just business. We have worked on it for
long. The research park came even before
theincubator. The whole idea of the re-
search park was industry-academia inter-
action and to get faculty members to work
with industry. When faculty members
work with the industry, they get an idea as
to what kind of problems the industry has,
the kind of products that need to be built,
and the things that need to be done. What
happens is that gradually, as the faculty
dothis, they start incorporating this in
their undergraduate teaching. Now, the
overall climateis in favour of startups and
(students and alumni) start looking at what
¢an be done. Can they come up with a solu-
tion? If they come up with a bright solution,
they go back to the professors and say can
wetry this, and the professors encourage
them. This has become the process.

Takeus through TeNeT.
TeNeT started 25-30 years ago. We incu-
bated even before IIT-M formed an incuba-
tion cell. We must have incubated some
25-30 companies. They were all tech com-
panies. Now, it is no longer limited to us.
Now, there are multiple faculty members
looking at industry problems. The research
park has brought them closer to industry.
That is what is imbibed by the students.
Research scholars, PhD students, they are
all starting to come up with ideas. This was
unheard of.

The major differenceis that a few of us
started working with industries. | think we
were the first to break that barrier. As peo-

Entrepr ple saw us involving with tech problems,
for Innovation and Entrepreneurship thementor clinicsprovidedby thecellare  THEPATH FORWARD more people got nterested
atIITMin January with crucialin neursfindan- P isnotcontentyet. “Weare |
halfamilliondollarseach from Jaishree swerstohard problems. notsuccessful by et
D j « ingclini Friday. ytogo,” hesaid. “But IIT-M :
theDeshpande Foundation and former (Entrepr forthreemen- ne-ranked institution for incubator?

Infosys CEOS. Gopalakrishnan. They
will fund $5million over five years.

RAJINIIN INCUBATION CELL
Aseriousincubation cell is hardly
theplaceforaRajinikant-inspired
room, butthereitis. It hasmug
shotsofthesuperstarin

tors, whoeverisavailable. Therearealso

engineering Wealsohave the mumberone

journey mentors, whostay with
foritswholejourney,” said GopalS. Heisa
journey mentor for [I'T:M Incubation Cell

companies DeTect Techmologies which fo-

tion,evenglobally.”
InIndia, severalother IITsas wellas
BITS-Pilaniaregaining groundasccosys-

cusesont] under-

1deaforthepathfmward1sslmple open

water robotics firm Planys Technologles
) tsyouinsucha

ar :
adorningits walls. An
auto-rickshawjutsout
fromawall—amotif
borrowed from Rajini's
1995hitmovie Baasha. It

way that trightoutofyourlab.
Youcan usebest-in-classfacilities tobuild
andtestyour product. IIT-M helps take the
productto the industry, which takes youa
mileahead.” said Tarun Kumar Mishra,

fromthellTs
o bringdiversity,and ta et ennersing
sectors. “Wearea

We are aiming for two things. We want to
make these (incubatee) companies com-
mercially successful and capable of mak-
inga difference inindustry. Second, we
are looking at the social problems before
India-energy, water, pollution. There are
domain things we drive. We will get more
and more into different things. We want
(u use tech tosolve problems. Itisade-

hockey stick,” said Panchagmla.

cofounder of DeTect,

approach. If a faculty wants to
focus on biomed and set up an incubator,
they are welcome. One incubator | have in
mind is for fossil-free future technologies.

New Uber Chief Executive Keeps
Finding Horrors at Every Turn

WINDOW TO THE WORLD

Kalanick. Since he took over,
London moved toward outlawing
the servies, citing “alackof carpo-

rate

ing, (T apologise for the mistakes
we'vemade,” Khosrowshahi said in
response.) He then traveled to
Brasilia to meet with officials there
and ward off restrictions on Uber’s
business. (“In the past, we wereabit
aggressive,”
newspaper:) And now the mis-
handled data breach. (“We
will learn from our mis-

The appointment of Dara
Khosrowshahi (in picture) as head
of Uber Technologies this summer
wassupposed tomark the beginning
of anew chapter: The company had
been racing from one disaster tothe
next, leading to boycotts, lawsuits,
criminal probes, an executive exo-
dus and an investor-led mutiny

againstthe cofounder: takes.”)
Somehow, the new chief executive  The hacking fallout has
officer keeps finding more horrors
atevery turn, Thelatestisacyberat. (@ While I can't "e
tack Uber had been concealingsince “
last year thatexposed personaldata  ergse the past, | 4 \\\:
on 57million customers and drivers . "
globally The company, whichsaidit  Cal COMMIt on
had paid hackers $100,000 to delete
the data and keep quiet, disclosed behalf of every
the incident in a statement to  Uber employeg
Bloombergon'Tuesday ollowingan 1. -+ il
investigation commissioned by the at we wi
board Thechief securityofficerand  |earn from OUF
one of his deputies were ousted for F
theiractions following the hack. mistakes
Khosrowshahi’s role so far looks
less like a turnaround artistand  DaraKhosrowshahi,
more like chief apology officer on  CEO, Uber,in an emal
behalf of his predecessor, Travis statement

Uber is appeal-

gation. N

already begun. Within hours of the
disclosure, a customer filed a law-
suitseeking class-action status, and
New York Attorney General Eric
Schneiderman launched an investi-

d the Federal

introduces an unexpected factor in

negotiations between SoftBank

Group Corp. and Uber shareholders

over a planned investment of as

nuch as $10 billion, a deal
i has been ch

he told a Brazilian

‘Trade Commission, which had set-
fled with Uber over another privacy
matter in August, will probably pile
on, said Jeremiah Grossman, chief
of security strategy at SentinelOne,
which aids companies with
cyber-defence. “I'm sure
they’ll get another call
from the FTC,” he said.

Gadfly says Kalanick
needs to come forward
onUber’sbreach
The ghosts of
Kalanick’s past will
scare up more prob-
lems. The hack

ride-hailingap

ing. It may weigh on the company’s
valuation, now at about $70 billion,
ahead of an initial public offering
expected in 2019. And the theft of
customer data offers one more rea-
son for people to switch to Lyft Inc.,
which was quickly gaining market
shareintheUS. beforeexpandingto
Canadathis month. oranotherlocal

The breach at Uber, while signifi-
cant, is smaller than recent inci-
dents at Yahoo or Equifax Inc., but
the decision to keep it a secret fora
year was particularly concerning.
Cybersecurity experts said Uber’s ro
payment to the two hackers in ex-
change for their discretion and as-
surances that they delete the data
was very unusual. “I was shocked,”
saidKowsik Guruswamy, chief tech-
nology officer at Menlo Security.
“Companies need to own up.”
Experts also questioned whether
Uberwas able toverify the infor-
‘mation was truly out of the at-
tackers’ hands.

close of up to $100 mi

KKR-led pan-Asi
vested in

— Bloomberg

Deal Digest

Secondaries have come to the fore in the current week with both transactions and new investment vehicles in
the limelight. The big news, first reported by ET, is Tiger Global Management's decision to pare its stake in two
of its biggest portfolio companies in India - Flipkart and Ola - to Japan's SoftBank. Additionally, Epiq Capital,
the new technology-focused investment fund set up by former Matrix Partners India co-head Rishi Navani, is
also likely to make a series of secondary bets. The development is positive for the country’s startup ecosystem,
where investors who have pumped in billions are now looking for liquidity.

has a $300 million corpus from
KKR to invest on fast-growing
medla, entertainment, consumer

tech and B2B industries across
Asm s the lead investor in the
$65 million Series B funding
round of aCommerce. Other
participants in the round include
existing backers Blue Sky, MDI
Ventures and DKSH, with North
Ridge Partners advising

Epiq Capital, set up by former
Matrix Partners India manag-
ing director Rishi Navani, is
set to make a first close on its
maiden fund targeting $200-
250 million which will focus on
investments in technology and
technology-enabled compa-
nies. The fund is making a first

singcapial rom Oshore

investment

campon Emersi Mediafes

ian ecom-

merce enabler and e-distributor

which

Us-based Ebix Inc has picked
up a 50% stake in information
technology-enabled services
provider Vara United, ina
deal that values the Kolkata-
based company at Rs 306

crore ($46 million). The deal
‘will see it push further into
the country’s financial and
insurance sectors.

Tiger Global is set to cash in $1
billion from its early bets on Ola
and Flipkart by selling part of its
stake to SoftBank. The sales wi
take the total realisation for Ti
which has invested $2 billion in
India, to nearly $1.5 billion.

SoftBank and Alibaba-backed
Paytm has invested an undisclosed
amount in Mumbai-based lending
startup CreditMate. As a part of the
deal, Paytm will leverage Credit-
Mate’s proprietary credit and asset
valuation technology and loan
management system.

Home healthcare service provider Portea
Medical has raised $26 million in Series C
funding led by new investors Sabre Partners
and MEMG CDC. Portea's existing investors
Accel Partners, IFC and Qualcomm Ventures
also participated. Portea has raised this
capital in a down round, valuing the firm at
adiscount of 22% to its previous valuation
of Rs 628 crore, according to RoC documents
accessed from research platform Tofler.
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