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Tearing down small-town barriers to encourage
Incubation centres
offer finance and
mentor start-ups in
non-metro "cities

MEERASNA

Lackof support system is a problem
that start-up founders grapple with;
low success rate is a risky reality that
angel and venture investors man-
age. A support ecosystem can help
founders and investors. Rather than
look for government support, some
private initiatives are showing the
way to success.

One example is the work done by
Deshpande Foundation, based in
Hubbali, Karnataka. Founded by
Gururaj and Jaishree Deshpande in
2008, it offers grants to social enter-
prises and non-profits of various
sizes.The Sandbox Startups was fun-
ded by Deshpande Foundation
primarily to boost the entrepreneur-
ial ecosystem. It recently received a
grant from the Department of Sci-

ence and Technology and is a recog-
nised technology business
incubator.

Strong support
The foundation provides start-ups a
"sandbox" - which covers 6-7 dis-
tricts - for ideas to be tried out Selec-
tion is sector-agnostic and spans ag-
riculture, health, education and skill
development "We look for models
that are scalable through measures
that are sustainable," says Neelam
Maheshwari, who oversees grants
making programme of all sand-
boxes. She defines scale as "going
from 50 to 100 and then on to 500."

Apre-defined geography helps in
close monitoring, building focus
and results in gaining critical mo-
mentum to create multiplier im-
pact The team, along with over hun-
dreds of mentors in india and
globally,provide guidanc "Theeco-
system allows founders to 0 things
faster and better," saysMaheshwari,
who is also the founder of
navodyami.com, a marketplace to
help unreached micro-enterprises

to access market. Founders have ac-
cess to the vast network of connec-
tions - donors, investors, corporate
and Government - for support.

Once success is demonstrated, the
incubatees may seek one of three
possible routes. "In most social en-
terprises, the community pays for
the product or service and opera-
tions become sustainable or they
raise funding. For non-profits,
the proof of concept helps in-
crease the donor base. In some
cases, the Government may
also take it up, fully or par-
tially,"saysMaheshwari.

The aim of the
Sandbox start-up
programme is to
encourage innov-
ations emerging
from tier-2 cities
to scale. A new
cohort of five-
seven start-ups
is launched
every quarter.
They stay on, physic-
allyon campus, for 12-

18months. "Thisgives time for start-
ups to refine their model for success
or pivot," saysCMPatil,Chief Execut-
ive,Sandbox Startups and a success-
ful entrepreneur himself.

Maheshwari adds that the advant-
age of working on a smaller scale is
that impact can be seen in the com-
munity and changes can be made

after listening to them.

Success stories
About 65 start-ups have

been incubated so far and
the track record has been
enviable. Success is meas-

ured as having overtOO
employees, having in-

tellectual property valued at over
'tiO crore, or garnering external
funding. Even with these metrics,
there have been over 12success stor-
ies including NanoPixTechnologies,
Safehands services and Aquasafi.

Success of recent start-ups in-
cludes Freshboxx, which delivers
fresh vegetables and fruits and does
a turnover of '{40 lakh a
month, serving retail
and wholesale clients;
Grass cycle, which
makes bicycles
with bamboo
frames, is an-
other start-up
showing

CMPatil,ChiefExecutive,Sandbox Startups, and
NeelamMaheshwari,Head-Grants Programme

"The advantage of working on a
smaller scale Is that the Impact
can be seen In the community
and changes can be made after
listening to them."
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good traction, with overseas orders.
Other incubated start-ups include
platform providers such asArtwaley,
which globally promotes hand-
made paintings; Iof-based UnkeZ
Technologies; Nexus 3D,which does
3D printing services; and, Krushi
Kalpa in the agri-tech solution seg-
ment.

There are three main factors in
the selection process that help in
the success, according to Mahesh-

wari. One, there must be focus
on one or two activities so that
there is potential to build ex-
pertise and scale. Two,a good
quality team is needed to
drive the success of' any
idea. Three, there must be
opportunities to scale and
a long-term sustainability
plan.

Small-town focus
The dynamics of start-
ups in tier-2 towns differ'
from that of metros.

Patil says that in non-
metros, stress levels are

lower and focus levels are higher,
with fewer distractions. "Start-ups in
tier-2 cities need more awareness

.about methods for scaling their
business. Many brilliant start-up
ideas and founders settle down after
reaching modest turnover num-
bers," he observes. Mentoring and
exposure will change aspirations to
scale-up and knowledge to achieve
growth, he adds.

Maheshwari says that creating a
local talent pool of skilled people,
helping problem solvers implement
their ideas and ensuring there is effi-
ciency in resource-usage are a must
in smaller towns.

"Amodel proven here still needs
to be adapted for other areas. Nearly
60 per cent of the methods can be
used as is, but the rest must be
changed based on end-use," she
says.

The Foundation has three major
functions - offering grants to for-
profit social enterprises, skill devel-
opment through Deshpande Educ-
tion Trust and taking up ideas for pi-
lot tests and then scaling them up.


