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Fertile Ground for Tech

A number of new ventures are building technology-hased solutions to baost agriculture, reports Peerzada Abrar
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technology to India's farm
sector, Shashank Kumar was
choosing the road less travelled.
But the2T-year-old graduateof
Indian Instituteof Technology,
Delhi, wasconvineed that bigger
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A number of professionals lilke
Kumar are turning to careers in
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food trade. This has thrownup
huge oppariunities forentrepre-
neurs inareassuch as food secu-
rity anddistribution, according
toN Viswanadham, a professor
at the Indian Institute of Science
inBangalore whocollabarates
closely with the food industry,
“There isa30"% loss from farm to
fork."he said.

While first-time entreprensurs
like Kumar, with no background
inagriculture, are drawn by the
opportunity, those already in the
sectorare also innovating.

FUNDS FLOW

Mark Kahn, colounder of
Omnivore Partners—an early
stage fund that backs agricul-
ture companies—believes the
sectorisattracting three kinds
of entrepreneurs. “Some have
worked at bigagricultural firms
whilesome are youngtech-
nologists: there are also existing
players who arebringing in new
inmovations.”

Omnivore hasinvested ina
number of such ventures, includ-
ing FrontalRain Technologies,
founded by three software
engineers, and Khedut Agro
Engineering, a 15year-old
company that recently launched
automated agricultural equip-
ment.

More investors arenow flock-
ingtothe sector. Last year, the
amount of venturecapital and
private equity capital invested
inagricultural ventures ri-
pled to 22,000 crore, aceori-
ingtoresearch firm Venture
Intelligence.

INNOVATION

InBangalore, Barrix Agro
Sciences, cofounded by 40-year-
old Mayil Vaganan, isreplacing
pesticideswith phercmons-
based pest control traps to pro-
tect fruitand vegetable crops.

A farmeronly needsto spend
360 for a trapwithonegram of
pheromone developed by Barrix,
asagainstT10,000 on fivelitres
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ofpesticide, to protect one acre
ofland, heclaims. The product
is being used by 15.000 farmers
acrossthreestates

“Sex ismare powerful than
[ood. Our pheromones aresmell-
ingagents that at tract pestsand
then kills them.” said Vaganan
whoworked as ascientist at
Cadila Pharmaceuticalsancd
Ranbaxy beforeteaming up
with LokeshMakam tosetup
Barrix in2011. The founders,
whopooled insavingsofT23 lakh
tostart the venture, found the
goingtoughin the initial days. 1

was angry when

aninvestor told
There are meagriculiureis
nUMerous averyrisky busi-
challenges ness, Wehave
inthis beenprofitable
sector.from  fromdayone”
regulatory said Vaganan,
issves to who expects his
execution company to clock
problems revenue of 710

crore in 2014,
CHANGING TRACK
While Vaganan changed his

career path, fordl-year-old
Sandeep Sabharwal, the
challenge was toreorient his
family business. Seven years
ago. heswitched the business
maodelatSohan Lal Commaodity
Management from [ood process-
ingtocommodity warehouse
management,

Hiscompany provides procure-
mentsolutions tofarmers, proc-
essors, traders, agriexchanges
and governmentacross 12 states
in India. “Weare the Microsoft
ofthe food industry. You give us
any hardware, wewillrunour
software on it.” said Sabharwal.

Sandeep Singhal, co founderof
Nexus Venture Pariners, which
has invested in Sohan Lal said
that inefTiciencies across the
supply chain—from low yields
to inadequatestorage faecili-
ties—provides an opportunity

for high-quality entrepreneurs
tobuild largecompanies.

FACILITATORS
Saftware professionals Jayaram
Srinivasan, Sreeram Pand
Ravi Mandayam quit German
software maker SAP to launch
astartup thathelps pluggapsin
the ruralsupply chain. Cloud
computing solutions for Indian
farmersiswhat their Bangalore-
based FrontalRain Technologies
offers.
“Itisironicthatengineers in
India make software for gaming,
ecommerce, social networking
butvery few address agriculture
problems,” said 44-year-old
Srinivasan. “Ontheonehand,
people find it difficulttoeat
threemealsaday. whileonthe
otherlotof food is getting wast-
eil.” The two-year-ald startup
expects a turnover of T3 crore
in 2014,

CONDITIONS APPLY

However, there are numerous
challenges for entrepreneurs in
thissector, ranging from regu-
latory issues to problems with
execution. Forexample, Barrix
hastopaysalestax of14% in
Karnatakaand 5% inAndhra
Pradesh. “Itisnot easy to build
intellectual property. alsomar-
ginsare low,” said Singhal of
Nexus Venture.

The sheerseale of demand will
makeup for these shortcomings,
saidexperts. By 2050, there will
be anestimated nine billion
people on the planet and farmers
must increase vieldsatarate
never seen before,

Viswanadham of [1Sc believes
suchdemandcan be met only
by people with entrepreneurial
andrisk-takingability, backed
by technology and good govern-
ance. It requires brave, corpo-
rate and intelligent worl,”
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