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W
hen Sachin Kishore, 
Somy Sridas and 
Varun Moorthy were 
casting about for a 

base for their bicycle startup Sco-
larian in 2014, Coimbatore seemed 
like the best option. The southern 
city had a thriving engineering and 
auto ancillary ecosystem, built up 
over more than eight decades.

For the three VIT graduates 
trying to design and build high-
performance, affordable geared cy-
cles for India, the city provided all 
the support their venture needed, 
from welding and painting to man-
ufacturing motors. “Coimbatore is 
one of  largest pump manufactur-
ing bases in the country, and small 
factories are experts at coiling and 
winding electric motors. The mo-
tor that is used to power a pump is 
also used for our specialised bicy-
cles,” says Kishore.

Scolarian isn’t the only startup 
that’s leveraging the advantages of  
an existing ecosystem, created by 

the old economy. Bengaluru, Mum-
bai and Delhi remain hotspots 
for investors and startups, 
but in smaller cities like 
Coimbatore, Pune and 
Hyderabad, entrepre-
neurs are building 
startups on the base 
provided by tradi-
tional industries.

An existing 
base of  automo-
tive industries 
is the reason 
Vinay Nathan, 
founder of  IoT 
startup Altizon, 
decided to stay 
in Pune though 
he was selected 
to be part of  Mi-
crosoft Ventures’ 
accelerator in Ben-
galuru. “We do a lot 
of  the field testing at 
automobile companies 
for our industrial inter-
net of  things platform,” 
says Nathan. In Pune, most of  
these factories are within driv-
ing distance of  his office. If  he’d 
moved to Bengaluru, he might 
have lost that advantage, he says. 

“Along with an industrial belt 
comprising more than 3,000 com-
panies, Pune region has a long 
history of  innovation that helps 
startups like us access early adop-
ters, and scale the business in the 
growth phase,” he explains. Alti-
zon recently announced a collabo-
ration for smart manufacturing 
with Varroc group, a global auto-
motive component manufacturer 
that has plants in Pune.

For many startups looking 
for a niche in the medical 
and life sciences space, 
Hyderabad is the ideal 
location. The city 
is home to several 
research institutes, 
including Centre for 
Cellular and Molecu-
lar Biology (CCMB), 
National Institute of  
Pharmaceutical Educa-

tion and Research and 
Dr Reddy’s Institute 
of  Life Sciences. Some 
have in-house incuba-
tors for startups like 

CCMB’s iHUB.
While being close to 

customers is important, 
a favourable ecosystem must 

be in place for a startup to thrive, 
says Sreekanth Nadella, chief  op-
erating officer of  Hyderabad-based 
health tech startup Call Health. 
“Naturally, pharma and health 
tech startups thrive here. The eco-
system provides quality nursing 
talent and the cost of  diagnostics, 
imaging and radiology is 25-30% 
less than, say, Mumbai,” he says.

Padmaja Ruparel, founder, In-
dian Angel Network, says the pres-
ence of  the IKP Knowledge Park 

and Genome Valley in Hyderabad 
have aided startups in the ar-

eas of  medical devices, life 
sciences and biotechnol-

ogy. Genome Valley is 
a high-technology 

business district 
spread across 

600sqkm and 
houses over 
200 life sci-
ences compa-
nies. The IKP 
K n o w l e d g e 
Park also 
has a Life 
Science Incu-
bator, which 
has been sup-

porting start-
ups since 2006.

Ajay Jain, 
VP of  incuba-

tion and scaling, 
T-Hub, Hyderabad, 

says, “The benefits 
for startups in the 

medical sciences area 
are manifold. They can use 

hospital facilities for testing 
and prototyping. More important-
ly, they can find mentors who are 
domain experts. For instance, one 
of  our incubatees Monitra has 
found a mentor in a senior cardiac 
surgeon here.”

Availability of  talent is anoth-
er reason to choose a traditional 
manufacturing base for a product 
startup. Hemalatha Annamalai, 
founder of  Ampere, a startup that 
manufactures and sells electric ve-

hicles, says her decision to set up a 
factory in Coimbatore was driven 
by the availability of  engineering 
talent. “From a talent perspective, 
people are inquisitive and are 
open to trying hands-on me-
chanical work here in Co-
imbatore,” she said. “So 
we decided to set up our 
factory here.”

Being close to talent 
and skill means the 

cost of  starting up and doing busi-
ness is also lower. 

The founders of  Scolarian 
knew they could fully leverage the 
city’s engineering capabilities, 
but did a detailed cost analysis of  
other cities, including Chennai, 
before they set up their manufac-
turing unit in Coimbatore.

Kishore says they found a 
20-25% cost difference when it came 
to sourcing the cycle parts in Coim-
batore. “Further, manufacturers in 
Coimbatore are willing to help and 
work with you even if  you are a 
small company. In other cities, they 
expect you to place orders in the 
hundreds or thousands,” he says.

The challenge of  being in a 
smaller city is finding funding as 
there aren’t many prominent in-
vestors. But investors say startup 
success is about tapping into the 
existing expertise in a city and 
that deserving startups will al-
ways find backers. 

Sanjay Swamy, managing part-
ner at Prime Venture Partners, 
says startups need to leverage 
existing strengths rather than 
create skill sets from scratch. “A 
startup like Team Indus has ben-
efited from the rich pool of  ISRO 
talent that exists in Bengaluru,” 
Swamy explains. 

“The entrepreneur is the secret 
sauce but without a team, he or she 
cannot easily convert insights into 
success. I strongly recommend 
that entrepreneurs move to the 
city where they are most likely to 
find the right talent,” he says.

How I got my STARTUP IDEA  BHUPINDER SINGH | Founder, InCred

THE IDEA: Create an alternative 
credit lending platform using 

technology and data science.

EUREKA MOMENT: After 
working at Deutsche Bank for 16 

years — and heading the APAC region 
from Singapore — Bhupinder Singh was 
well aware of the imminent changes in the 
consumer banking business. “Large banks, 
PSUs, private sector and fintech entities 
were emerging. It might have seemed 
crowded from the outside, but there was 
a gap. I wanted to create a business that 
closed the gap between old-school banking 
and new-age financing.”

EARLY DAYS: After quitting 
Deutsche early in 2016, Singh 

spent 12 to 15 months researching the 
market, trying to hire the right talent 
and get funding before launching 
the product. He secured $75 
million in funding and launched 
in March 2017.

BIGGEST CHALLENGE:
Singh says the biggest 

challenge was tying up all 
the loose ends before 
launching the 
final product in 
March. “I had 

to set the architecture of the business 
model before getting equity in place 
and convincing people to join. And I had 
to ensure I hired the best talent. I was 

juggling all these balls.

WHERE I AM NOW:
The company lends in four 

categories — housing, education, 
consumers, and SMEs. Singh says the 

company would have disbursed close 
to Rs 1,000 crore by December. 

The Mumbai-based company 
has 500 employees and 

6,000 customers.
— SHALINA PILLAI        

Aim was to close gap between old-school banking, new finance

interview

Anand.J@timesgroup.com

Long before Android phones 
made maps ubiquitous, hus-
band and wife Rakesh and 

Rashmi Verma took a bet on digi-
tal mapping and location technol-
ogy, and started MapmyIndia in 
1994. Today, the company employs 
1,000 people and has a revenue of  
Rs 120 crore with a net profit mar-
gin of  20%. Its investors include 
Qualcomm, Flipkart, and Zenrin 
(of  Japan). In an interview, Rakesh 
Verma explains why he left the US 
in the early 1990s to return to India 
and make a bet on the emerging in-
ternet space. Excerpts

You started a digital mapping com-
pany at a time when not many people 
in India had even heard of the inter-
net. Why?
We came back to India from the US 
in the early 1990s when things were 
not great. We had a deep desire to 
live and work in our own country 
after spending 12 years in the US. I 
worked for the business division of  
General Motors there, and my wife 
worked for IBM. We had enough 
savings to become entrepreneurs 
rather than work for someone else. 

What were the early days like?
We started a software services 
company, ComputerEyes, and got 
projects from Tata Steel and IBM. 
It was contract work and there was 
a lot of  money in it, but it wasn’t 
satisfying. In 1995, at an exhibition 
in the US, we came across mapping 
software. It showed a digital map 
of  the US. We believed there was 
a huge opportunity in India, that 
in 10 years digital maps would be 

needed. We were ready to wait.

What were the initial challenges?
We had to convince businesses that 
a digital address and location were 
essential. Coco Cola, Essar Tele-
com (now Vodafone), Ericsson and 
Motorola were the first to come on 
board. It was steady, low growth 
business, but we were building in-
tellectual property. If  we had con-
tinued with our services business, 

we might have reached Rs 100 crore 
quickly. But we believed this had 
more potential. It was only from 
2005 that the internet was avail-
able on telecom networks. Google 
Maps was still not in the market. 
We named our product MapmyIn-
dia in 2005. There were no devices 
for navigation, so we provided our 
own portable devices that worked 
on GPS, without requiring a data 
connection. In 2007, we started sell-
ing to direct consumers.

How did you manage between 1995 
and 2005?
We didn’t take a salary for 10 years, 
but we always paid employees on 
time. We lived month to month. We 
did not spend much on marketing 
as we believed that a good product 
would earn word-of-mouth public-
ity. We invested in employees and 
technology. We never aspired for 
hockey stick growth, and were 
happy with 20% revenue growth 
and 20-40% profit growth.

When did you realise that your prod-
uct was taking off?
In 2007, we realised that if  we 
didn’t accelerate, we would be left 
behind. We solicited venture capi-

tal money. Those who invested in 
2007 have exited successfully. We 
have large contracts with automo-
tive players, providing tracking, 
telematics and IoT products, and 
are comfortably placed. About 50% 
of  our revenue comes from the au-
tomotive sector. We have a steady 
revenue and profit. We bring out 
new products and solutions regu-
larly. We’re currently working on 
a digital address for everyone, and 
have partnered with the income 
tax and postal departments.

Do you have any advice for young or 
aspiring entrepreneurs?
Our work has given us immense 
satisfaction. We have generated 
employment even when there were 
no Startup India or Digital India 
programmes. That makes us hap-
py. We provided a stable platform 
for employees who joined us 10 or 
15 years ago. Our attrition rate is 
less than 5%. If  you want to play 
the long game, get into a business 
where there are entry barriers for 
others. Today, there are so many 
entrepreneurs, they will kill any 
business in a few years. If  you 
don’t want to sell out, build a long-
term product that will be valuable.

How new-age entrepreneurs are 
homing in on old-economy hubs

Smaller cities like Coimbatore, Pune and Hyderabad may not be hotspots but 
founders are building startups on the base provided by traditional businesses

When the VC HAD ME STUMPED

Just become an NGO, I was told
Sonali Srungaram | Managing Director, Cipher Healthcare

Sonali Srungaram set up Cipher Healthcare in 2012 to raise awareness about cancer and run 
prevention and detection drives. In 2014, she set up a toll-free cancer helpline and portal, 
and this July, started Cancer Clinic, which provides nursing care, physiotherapy, psycho-
oncology and nutrition information for cancer patients. Srungaram, 37, talks about a 
peculiar problem she always faces when she approaches a venture capital firm for funding

My biggest struggle has been dealing with the lack of recognition for social 
entrepreneurship in India. People understand traditional terms like ‘for profit’ or ‘not 

for profit’. But, social entrepreneurship straddles the two, and has a double bottom line. 
I run the helpline, prevention drives, and speciality treatment clinic, while keeping an 
eye on both the profit and the social impact my work has. Since few VCs understand this, 
they keep trying to categorise us as an NGO or a healthcare startup. One VC told me, just 
become an NGO. India has to become more mature when it comes to understanding impact 
entrepreneurship and funding it. — SWATI RATHOR

PICK OF THE WEEK

Blog
There’s so much to worry about as a 
founder that it’s often hard to focus on 
the big questions. Writing on his blog 
forentrepreneurs.com, five-time entrepreneur 

turned venture capitalist David Skok picks the main 
questions that should dominate an 
entrepreneur’s thinking:

When will we run out of money, 
and are we on track to reach the 
milestones needed for a successful 
financing before then?

These milestones for financing, 
he writes are “100% aligned with 
the milestones needed to build a 
successful company”. He then 
breaks down the question, and 
explains the stages of goal 
setting. So ask the big question, 
and the smaller ones will just 
line themselves up, and force 
you to think them through one 
at a time.

Podcasts
This week, we’re recommending not just one but 
a series of podcasts from Sam Altman and the 
folks from Y Combinator, who run a How To Start A Startup
course at Stanford. All 20 lectures — including talks by 

Altman, Peter Thiel, Adora Cheung, Marc 
Andreessen, Reid Hoffman, Paul

Graham, Marissa Mayer, Hosian
Rahman and Kirsty Nathoo — 

are online for free listening at 
startupclass.samaltman.com.
Pointers on everything from legal 
and accounting basics to how 
to design hardware products to 
business strategy and monopoly 

theory. It’s quite a start to your 
education.

DEAL OF THE WEEK
TOTAL FUNDING

LAST 52 WEEKS
(Nov 30, 2016 to Nov 30, 2017)

LAST WEEK (Nov 25-30, 2017)

$4.4m

$9,401m

Source: Traxcn

Mobiefit | $1.3m
Stanza Living | $2m
Raybaby | $1m

WITH 8 TIMES MORE 
SALES, CHINA’S SINGLES DAY 
MAKES DIWALI LOOK FRUGAL

China’s largest e-commerce company Alibaba recorded 
the biggest day in its history last month. On November 11, 
Chinese Singles’ Day, online shoppers spent over $25 billion, 
making Diwali and US’ Thanksgiving sales seem tiny

Despite this, Tesla shares 
rose 3% to $317 this 
week, giving it a market 
capitalization of $53 billion, 
higher than Ford’s $48 billion

Source: Bloomberg

HEMALATHA ANNAMALAI
Founder, Ampere Electric Vehicles
Manufactures electric scooters, 
cycles, special vehicles for disabled 
Founded in 2008 in Coimbatore

FROM A TALENT 
PERSPECTIVE, 
PEOPLE ARE 

INQUISITIVE AND OPEN 
TO TRYING HANDS-ON 
MECHANICAL WORK 
IN COIMBATORE. SO I
DECIDED TO SET UP HERE

Don’t wait for the 
environment to be 
ready. Don’t wait for 
the policy to be ready. 
When everything’s 
ready, there’s no 
opportunity for you.

— Jack Ma | Founder, Alibaba

Quote

Thanksgiving
+ Black Friday 

(US total)

Cyber
Monday 

(US total)

Diwali 
month

(India total)

Singles Day 
(China Alibaba)

$7.9B $6.6B
$3.2B

$25.3B

Note: Diwali sales cover a 30-day period; US figures are for three days; 
China sales are on one day; Source: Statista, Red Seer Consulting, Bloomberg

HOW ALIBABA DID IT 812 million
orders processed 
in 24 hours on 
November 11

90% of 
transactions were 
done via mobile

1.5 billion
transactions handled 
by its payment service 
Alipay — that’s 256,000 
transactions a second

3 million people 
handled packages 
that day in 600 cities

Illustration: Uday Deb

Expert
talent
pool

Network of suppliers 
and vendors, both 
small and large

Easy access 
for field 
testing

Access to 
mentors

BENEFITS IN ESTABLISHED ECOSYSTEMS

SREEKANTH NADELLA |
COO, Call Health
Technology-powered healthcare 
services company 
Founded in 2014 in Hyderabad

THE ECOSYSTEM 
IN HYDERABAD 

PROVIDES QUALITY 
NURSING TALENT 
AND THE COST OF
DIAGNOSTICS, IMAGING 
AND RADIOLOGY IS 

25-30% LESS THAN 
MUMBAI

SANJAY SWAMY | Managing Partner, Prime Venture Partners

THE ENTREPRENEUR IS THE SECRET SAUCE 
BUT WITHOUT A TEAM, 

HE OR SHE CANNOT CONVERT 
INSIGHTS INTO SUCCESS. I
STRONGLY RECOMMEND THAT 
ENTREPRENEURS MOVE TO 
THE CITY WHERE THEY ARE 
MOST LIKELY TO FIND THE 
RIGHT TALENT

‘If you want to stay in the game, get into 
a business that’s hard for others to enter’

TAKING AN EARLY BET: Rashmi and Rakesh Verma of MapmyIndia
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