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he union budget presented in July by Finance 
Minister Nirmala Sitharaman has offered 
many reasons to cheer for the startup com-
munity. To begin with, the budget provides 
relief in respect to the arbitrary angel tax 
that has been stalling startup growth in the 
country.

No income-tax scrutiny would be done 
with respect to the valuation of shares (angel 
tax) of startups provided the requisite infor-
mation is provided along with the income-tax 
return. Establishing identity of investors and 
source of funds will be resolved through an 
e-verification process. Investments from Cat-
egory II AIFs (private equity funds) are also 
now completely exempted from angel tax. The 
e-KYC of foreign investors will make it easier 
to infuse funds from overseas investors into 
Indian startups.

Experts close to startups circles in the 
State believe that the budget proposal to relax 
angel tax will benefit the startup ecosystem in 
the State, especially ‘Kerala Startup Fund-of-
Funds’ using which Kerala Startup Mission 
(KSUM) is raising capital for investing in new 
companies.

Kerala and especially its startup ecosystem 
had an extra reason to feel happy with FM 
Sitharaman. In the post budget presser, she 

referred to Genrobotics, a KSUM-backed 
venture which is all set to eliminate manual 
scavenging with their Bandicoot robot. She 
said the government would provide financial 
assistance for acquiring robots.

The FM also stated that special administra-
tive arrangements will be made by the Central 
Board of Direct Taxes (CBDT) for pending 
assessments of startups and redressal of their 
grievances. The relaxation of conditions for 
carry-forwarding and setting off company 
losses will also boost the ecosystem. Exten-
sion of LTCG exemption sunset period to 31 
March, 2021 is another major plus.

The budget has envisioned establishing a 
national research foundation to strengthen 
R&D initiatives and focus on skill training 10 
million youth for global jobs with emphasis 
on industry-relevant new-age tech domains.

 However, NASSCOM feels a lot more 
could have been addressed. The most import-
ant being the extension of SEZ sunset clause 
which expires on 31 March 2020.

The FM has laid out a vision that focusses 
on infrastructure, startups and MSMEs, Inno-
vation and Research, Education and Skilling 
and adoption of Digital Payments. These are 
some of the right ingredients, and a great way 
to start.

A Startup-friendly Union Budget

T
Jose Kunnappally

Editor
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s I am penning this, you all may have read 
reports in the media about Technopark being 
accorded top rating by CRISIL, the global 
analytical company. CRISIL has upgraded its 
rating of Technopark Thiruvananthapuram 
to ‘CRISIL A’ based on the latest review in 
June 2019. It is the first time Technopark is 
receiving such top rating in the last 10 years 
of ratings done by CRISIL. More importantly, 
CRISIL noted that it strongly believes that 
Technopark would continue to benefit from 
steady cash flow because of its diversified 
clientele, healthy debt protection metrics and 
liquidity.

I thank all stakeholders who have sup-
ported us to achieve this fete, which is truly a 
defining moment for Technopark as it reflects 
the progressive track of financial stability 
of the Park in total. The ‘A’ rating assumes 
much significance as it is expected to attract 
more investments and help build confidence  
among financial institutions to support the 
State’s IT expansion plans in general and 
Technopark in particular. 

While on this, let me congratulate team UST 
Global which has been recognised with two 
Stevie Awards® at the 17th Annual American 
Business Awards. The company was named a 
bronze winner in ‘Human Resources Team of 
the Year’ category and has won silver in ‘Tech-
nical Professional of the Year’ category.

In yet another development, Pi Data-
centers, a data center and enterprise cloud 
organisation, is setting up Kerala’s first 
Uptime Institute Tier-IV-certified data center 
at Infopark Kochi. I am sure the facility will 
usher in a new era especially for the govern-
ment and public sector offices by offering a 
local centre for all their critical data. Indeed, a 
great milestone for Kerala’s IT industry, too.

Infopark-based ti Technologies has been 
acquired by RCG Global Services, a leading 
firm in the US with clientele across Fortune 
500 companies. I believe the acquisition will 
expand RCG Global’s footprint in India by 
strengthening delivery capabilities and business 
outcomes in customer engagement and facili-
tating operational optimisation. The acquisition 
was announced recently at a function which I 
also attended along with Rob Simplot, CEO & 
President of RCG Global Services and Deepu 
Zacharia, Founder & CEO of ti Technologies. 

I wish all success to Innovature Technolo-
gies, which set up a new office space in Trans 
Asia Cyberpark in Infopark Phase 2, and the 
team behind 2Hats Logic Solutions, which 
opened office at the Jyothirmaya Building in 
Infopark Kochi Phase 2 recently.

Meanwhile, Cyberpark Kozhikode has 
become a happening place with 19 new com-
panies setting shop in Sahya SEZ Building 
over the last year. Besides, a strong startup 
ecosystem is also being evolved across the 
Malabar Region with the active support of 
key stakeholders. Join me in congratulating 
Jijo Sunny, Aleesha John and Joseph Sunny, 
co-founders of Brew.com – a startup company 
from Cyberpark – for securing an investment 
of $1 million from Y Combinator, a US-based 
startup accelerator known for its long list of 
unicorn graduates.

My salute to all those individuals and 
institutions who have been felicitated on the 
occasion of World Blood Donor Day for their 
dedicated efforts towards promoting voluntary 
blood donation. I congratulate Tejus, Teru-
mo Penpol and Kerala Blood Donors Society 
(KEBS) for their unrelenting efforts to make 
the blood banks in Thiruvananthapuram 
self-sufficient by the year 2020.

CRISIL A Rating a Defining Moment for Technopark

Hrishikesh Nair
CEO, IT Parks Kerala
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One of the most talked about 
theme in management 
chatter is ‘self-management’. 
As an area of significance, 

there are a lot of seminal thought and 
work being generated on this ‘subject’. 
These are also quite different from the 
‘self-improvement’ books of yore which 
were essentially ‘snake oil’ selling like hot 
cakes.

The employee of today needs to see 
purpose and a ‘larger task’ at workplace. 
Besides the work she does, there is also 
a constant quest to look at the holistic 
picture beyond one’s cubicle. Add to this 
the increasing need for work-life balance 
as most professionals want a balanced 
lifestyle which doesn’t make them a 
prisoner of office routines, and concedes 
them ample family and personal time. 

Along with all these changes, the 
biggest change to be witnessed in future 
is freelancing! But the transition to a 
freelance mindset is not easy. Before 
embarking on the quest, there are a few 
questions you need to answer yourself.

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE? 
If the purpose of opting for ‘free-

lancing’ is to get more personal time 
and work at own terms and conditions, 
think again. Much like entrepreneurship, 
freelancing is not for everyone. At times 
we need structures of a workplace to 
channel our efficiencies and thoughts. 
We may also need the learning environ-
ment that a work place provides and the 
security of co-workers. Loyalty to an or-
ganisation becomes a requirement and it 
additionally brings a sense of belonging 
which is often not easy to give up. But if 
you have the drive to learn and the initia-
tive to embark on tasks on your own, and 
can easily focus on your learning and 
development, freelancing is for you. 

WHERE DO YOU WORK FROM?
A lot of professionals need the ‘cu-

bicle/cabin structure’ to enhance their 
productivity. Though most surveys on 

workplaces say that ‘work from home’ is 
the most comfortable, this is easier said 
than done. A slew of corporate lawyers, 
alluding to their working environment, 
once said that it was difficult for them 
to work unless they were in their formal 
attire. Some of them who embarked on 
freelancing, continued wearing their 
suits even while operating out of their 
basements. The co-working spaces also 
serve the same purpose of work places 
that satisfy your comfort requirements 
and specifications, offering a right blend 
of casualness and formality. You need to 
find a place where you are at your pro-
ductive best – whether it is your house or 
even your bed!

WHERE DO YOU FIND THE INTERACTIONS?
A lot of our professional develop-

ment happens through the multifarious 
interactions we have at our workplace. 
Apart from our work-related involve-
ment, casual conversations at work place 
and our exposure to the organisational 
culture also help us achieve this. While 
work culture is important for an or-
ganisation, professionals also gain a lot 
from it and embrace maturity through it. 
Moreover, one will have to foster avenues 
for conversations with fellow experts. 
This can happen through industry or 
sector-networking forums like TiE, CII, 
FICCI, KMA etc.

WHERE DO YOU FIND THE ROUTINE?
Methods to enforce workplace 

discipline like punching machines or 
biometric sensors have their benefits 
when it comes to time management and 
allocation of time for various purposes 
both at work place and in personal life. 
Routines facilitate efficiency and produc-
tivity. It also requires tremendous drive 
and motivation to make it work. A lot 
of structures and support functions are 
always taken for granted. So when you 
become your own boss, it is also essential 
to make sure that you are a great ‘em-
ployee’ as well.
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Rajesh Nair
Partner 

Emerge Ventures Pte, Singapore

The Problems and Prospects of 
Engaging in Freelancing

If the purpose 
of opting for 
‘freelancing’ 

is to get more 
personal time 
and work at 

own terms and 
conditions, 
think again





Union Finance Minister 
(FM) Nirmala Sithara-
man in her debut budget 
has unveiled a slew of 

incentives which is expected to en-
courage the ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ in 
the IT and startup ecosystems across 
the country.

Some of the major announcements 
made by the FM for startups include 
relaxations in angel tax, easing of 
rules governing foreign direct in-
vestments into startup segments like 
grocery, e-commerce and food deliv-
ery, a host of encouragements to the 
digital payment ecosystem that would 
help fintech startups, incentives for 
electric vehicles to help EV startups, 
and a TV programme exclusively for 
startups.

Experts close to startup circles 
in the State believe that the budget 
proposal to relax angel tax will benefit 
the startup ecosystem in the State, es-
pecially ‘Kerala startup fund-of-funds’ 
using which Kerala Startup Mission 
(KSUM) is raising capital for investing 
in new companies.

The minister announced 100 per 
cent Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) 
in single-brand retail and proposed 
curbing of norms stipulating 30 per 
cent local sourcing. The move is ex-
pected to benefit startups in the FMCG 
sector. Besides, she has also proposed 
100 per cent FDI in insurance interme-
diaries, a proposal which could spur 
startups in the insurance sector.

Sitharaman’s budget also promis-
es to set up 80 ‘livelihood business 
incubators’ and 20 tech business 
incubators in the current financial 
year. According to the government, 
the incubators will help create 75,000 
skilled entrepreneurs in various 
sectors.

The Union Budget has also 
announced several measures to 

streamline labour laws, education 
and rental housing segments. The 
Finance Minister said labour laws 
will be modernised into a set of ‘’four 
labour codes” in order to “standardise 
registration and filing of returns and 
reduce disputes”.

The ‘Stand Up India’ scheme, 
launched in 2016, to support entre-
preneurship among women and mar-
ginalised segments of society, will be 
further extended during the entire pe-
riod of 2020–25. “To further encour-
age women entrepreneurship, Women 
SHG Interest Subvention Programme 
will be expanded to all districts of the 

country,” the Minister said.
In a stimulus to the Electronic 

Vehicle manufacturers and dealers in 
the country, Sitharaman proposed a 
reduction in goods and services tax 
(GST) and income tax rates applicable 
to electric vehicle manufacturers.

In her budget speech, she also add-
ed that startups will not be subjected 
to unwarranted scrutiny in respect to 
share value premium. A mechanism 
will be implemented for e-verification 
of startups. The budget also proposes 
to exempt startups from justifying fair 
market value of shares issued to inves-
tors including Category-II AIF funds 
and funds for distressed assets, sheild-
ing such funds from I-T scrutiny.

Following a press meet after the 
Union budget presentation, the 
Finance Minister highlighted the role 
played by Thiruvananthapuram-based 
startup, Genrobotics, in helping put 
an end to manual scavenging. She 
said the government would provide 
financial assistance for acquiring 
robots to stop manual scavenging, and 
Genrobotics, which is the only man-
ufacturer of manhole-cleaning robots 
in the country at present, will stand to 
gain much.

Union Budget Unveils Measures to Boost 
Startup Ecosystems
A host of incentives for startups announced in the budget speech by Nirmala Sitharaman, 
Union Minister for Finance, are expected to provide a major boost to ‘entrepreneurship’
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Kerala startup 
fund-of-funds is 

expected to benefit 
from the relaxation 

in angel tax
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The investment focus will be on South India, excluding Hyderabad, and around 70 per cent of 
the corpus will be invested in office projects and the remaining portion in retail assets

Taurus Investment Holdings LLC 
which is setting up Downtown 
Trivandrum, an IT and commer-
cial space on 20 acres of land in 

Technopark Phase III, has joined hands with 
Sage Funds Management Pvt. Ltd. to raise 
$250 million offshore capital to set up an In-
dia-focused commercial real estate platform 
and co-develop regional real estate projects.

The investments will be focussed on 
South India, excluding Hyderabad. Report-
edly, about 70 per cent of the corpus will 
be spent on setting up office projects. The 
remaining investments will be tailored to 
establish retail proj-
ects. The joint ven-
ture will mainly zero 
in on equity capital 
to develop green-
field projects and 
select acquisitions. 
It is speculated that 
the partners would 
bring in capital for 
the projects.

“India is now seen as a quasi-mature, size-
able market with depth and realistic return 
expectations. That’s why we have kept this 
platform at a manageable size and want to do 
greenfield developments because that’s where 
the opportunities are, instead of acquisitions. 
Around 30 per cent of our global portfolio 
has been built by us. We are very comfortable 
taking development risks but open to acqui-
sitions, selectively,” Ajay Prasad, Country 
Head, Taurus Investment Holdings, was quot-
ed saying in media reports. Reportedly, Sage 
Funds has confirmed Taurus as a partner in 
the venture. 

“We are in active discussions with Embas-
sy Group for a couple of project investments 
in Bengaluru. We want to have a pipeline of 
projects before calling out capital from inves-
tors,” he added.

Commenting on the development, Robin 
Alex Panicker, Angel Investor and Co-found-
er, Finotes said: “The fund will also contribute 
to Taurus’ first project in the region, Taurus 

Downtown in Trivandrum. Thiruvanantha-
puram is probably the only city outside the 
big three to house an international PE fund, 
thanks to Taurus for choosing the city as its 
home.”

DOWNTOWN TRIVANDRUM
In Phase III of Technopark, Downtown 

Trivandrum is being developed by Taurus 
Investment Holdings along with partners 
Embassy Group and Asset Homes on 22.16 
acres. The project will include Embassy Tau-
rus TechZone, an office complex with 33 lakh 
sq. ft. of collaborative workspace; Taurus Ze-
ntrum, a 12-lakh sq. ft. retail and entertain-
ment centre; Asset Taurus Identity, 300-plus 
units of serviced residences; and a business 
hotel with 200 rooms. Chief Minister Pina-
rayi Vijayan launched the project on October 
13, 2018. Phase I of Downtown Trivandrum 
will be completed by 2020, he said, unveiling 
the model of the project on the occasion. 
Taurus project in the State capital is expect-
ed to generate 35,000 direct employments 
at Technopark. Also, it is expected to create 
5000 indirect employments in the commer-
cial and entertainment space.

“We are delivering about 2.3 to 2.8 million 
sq. ft. of occupied space, on the technology 
(office) side. But more than being a job cre-
ator, we want to be at the centre of the whole 
ecosystem,” Ajay said about Taurus’ opera-
tions in Kerala.

“India is now seen as a 
quasi-mature, sizeable 
market with depth and 
realistic return expec-
tations. That’s why we 
have kept this platform 
at a manageable size and 
want to do greenfield 
developments because 
that’s where the oppor-
tunities are, instead of 
acquisitions.” 

– Ajay Prasad 
Country Head, Taurus 
Investment Holdings
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Taurus-Sage Funds Tie-up to Set up 
Commercial Realty Platform

“Thiruvananthapuram 
is probably the only city 
outside the big threes to 
house an international 
PE fund, thanks to Taurus 
for choosing the city as its 
home.”

– Robin Alex Panicker 
Angel Investor & 
Co-founder, Finotes

DOWNTOWN TRIVANDRUM



Kochi recently played 
host to the ultimate 
code fest of the year, 
Hackathon, organised 

by RapidValue Solutions in partner-
ship with Kerala Startup Mission 
(KSUM), NASSCOM 10,000 Startups 
and Kotak Mahindra Bank.

The Integrated Startup Complex 
at Kalamassery was the venue for the 
two-day event held on July 13 and 
14. The inaugural ceremony on 13th 
was presided over by Vijay Sakhare 
IPS, Commissioner of Police, Kochi. 
Speaking on the occasion, he empha-
sized the importance of cyber security 
in the present era and went on to 
explain how technology needed to be 
indigenous to enable effective security. 

The inaugural ceremony of the 
event was followed by an informative 
hands-on design workshop conducted 
by Niyam Bhushan, renowned UX 
expert. About 20 teams and 80 par-
ticipants went on to code a solution 
based on IoT, Analytics, Big Data, 
Cyber Security, Machine Learning, 
Artificial Intelligence and/or mGover-
nance in 24 hours.

Arinjay Narayan, Senior Manager, 
Corporate Banking, Kotak Mahindra, 
Bengaluru addressed the audience 

at the valedictory function held on 
July 14. Later, the top five finalists 
of Hackathon presented their ideas 
before the judging panel and audi-
ence. The judging panel comprised 
Koshy Mathew, Partner at EY; Rajesh 
Padinjaremadam, CEO of RapidValue 
Solutions and S S Jayasankar, Found-
er-Director of Oorjja. 

Team ‘Spot’ emerged as winners 
of Hackathon ’19 with their revolu-
tionary idea of sound recognition and 
analysis through machine learning to 
detect undesirable events in forests 
like illegal logging or wildfires. 

Team ‘AgroDoc’ came up with a 
mobile application to identify disease 
inflicting crops using image recogni-
tion technology and won the second 
prize. The third prize went to Team 
‘Pentatronics’ for their idea of an au-

tomated medicine dispensing system.
“The event saw some great ideas 

with immense potential to transform 
the world in the coming years. We are 
very happy that we could play a part 
in accelerating the digital transfor-
mation revolution as we strongly 
believe that innovative ideas of today 
will become the game-changers of 
tomorrow,” said Rinish K N, Chief 
Technology Officer, RapidValue while 
speaking on the occasion. 

techopolis was the magazine part-
ner of the event. 

Coders Create the Digital Future at 
Hackathon ’19
About 20 teams went on to code a solution based on IoT, Analytics, Big Data, Cyber 
Security, Machine Learning, Artificial Intelligence and/or mGovernance in 24 hours
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MEMBERS OF TEAM ‘SPOT’, WHICH EMERGED 
WINNERS OF HACKATHON 2019

TEAM ‘AGRODOC’, WHICH BAGGED 
SECOND PRIZE

MEMBERS OF TEAM ‘PENTATRONICS’, 
WHICH GOT THIRD PRIZE



eadership is not a trait that can be 
acquired overnight but something to 
be cultivated through exposure and 
experience over a period of time. 
There are innumerable definitions 
of leadership, and a whopping one 
million published research works on 
leadership! Here we are discussing 
about a technopreneur having such 
a dazzling leadership quality that 
continues to inspire every enterpris-

ing Malayali who craves to prove his 
abilities in the international arena.

Twenty years ago, Sajan Pillai start-
ed off his entrepreneurial career as the 
Founder & CEO of US Technology 
which focused on the Fortune 500 
market in the US. Later, in 2007, the 
company under his astute leadership 
changed its brand name to UST Glob-
al® as part of its expansion of services 
to Europe and Asia. Sajan has recently 
stepped down as the CEO of UST 
Global after leading the company into 
an enviable position in the domain 
of foremost technology firms. Today, 
UST Global has a presence in 18 
countries and an employee strength 
of more than 18,000. As the honcho 
of a multinational IT company, the 
51-year-old has thus played a stellar 

role in generating employment and 
revenue in his home State of Kerala. 
Not just that, Sajan has been a really 
motivating presence when it comes to 
developing a sustainable IT ecosystem 
in Kerala. Thus the rise of UST Global 
as a multinational company under 
him has made Sajan an inspiring role 
model for the budding startup entre-
preneurs of the State. “It is not glori-
ous to be a startup” is how Sajan often 
recounts his own entrepreneurial 
journey, responding to startup promot-
ers who are keen to know what were 
the challenges of his entrepreneurial 
career and how did he manage to over-
come all those difficulties? Recently, 
in an hour-long chat with startups in 
the State at the ‘Meetup Café’ of Kerala 
Startup Mission (KSUM), he narrated 

As a leading Malayali technnopreneur who helped position his 
company among the foremost international tech solutions providers, 

Sajan Pillai has always been an inspirational figure for the young 
generation Keralites who dream big. Now, after stepping down as 

the CEO of UST Global, Sajan is readying for his new role as a venture 
capitalist to support the startups from his home State in an immensely 

beneficial hand-holding initiative. In an interview with technopolis, 
Sajan speaks about his plans and vision for galvanizing the startup 

ecosystem of Kerala.
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NEXT, SAJAN TO HELP 
Startups Dream Big 
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the encouraging story of his profes-
sional career.

Born and brought up in Kerala, 
his adolescence was just like any 
other teenager who was fascinated by 
motorbike racing and similar activ-
ities. But what really helped initially 
mould Sajan the technopreneur was 
his engineering course at the College 
of Engineering Thiruvananthapuram 
(CET).

During his course itself Sajan 
managed to get involved in computer 
hardware and software business. He 
recalled an incident from his engi-
neering college days to give a mes-
sage about the connection between 
education and success: “One day, one 
of my professors who taught advanced 
algorithms found out that despite hav-
ing less than five per cent attendance I 
managed to score 95 out of 100 marks 
in a semester test. And he didn’t hide 
his surprise either. I believed that 
the effort to learn new things should 
come from oneself. Later, I realised 
that I was not a university material 
and hence, I dropped my plans for 
pursuing PhD. So if you have children 
who are bored of academics, please 
don’t trouble them. They may prove 
better than all the studious people. I 
am not downplaying the importance 

of academics. In business it is more 
about managing your people.”

After graduating from the engi-
neering college he attended the first 
and last interview of his life. Tata 
Consultancy Services (TCS) became 
interested in him since he had the ex-
perience of running a small company 
by then. “And, I was among a handful 
of graduates who were hired by TCS 
from Kerala. But within the first 90 
days itself I realised that being an 
employee was not my future. I maybe 
the only ‘forced employee’ TCS would 
have ever had,” he said with a chuckle.

At a time when it was highly un-
usual for an employee to quit a Tata 
subsidiary, Sajan decided to call it 
quits after a brief stint at TCS Chen-
nai and resumed chasing his dreams. 
“After all, I was making much more 
money in my business than what I 
drew as salary from TCS. I joined 
TCS only because my father insisted 
that I should have hands-on experi-
ence in the industry,” Sajan said. 

However, Sajan’s exit didn’t in 
anyway put an end to his career with 
big companies. Soon after he left TCS, 
he was approached by IBM Labs. 
The software major was in search of 
solutions to fix a bug in their latest 
OS2 human-machine interface. Sajan 

was required to fly to New Jersey to 
take up the job. He flew out on the 
condition that he would be allowed to 
return in six months for his marriage. 
However, on his arrival in New Jersey 
IBM insisted that he sign a two-year 
contract which, in turn, left him with 
no other option but to put in his 
papers after six months. But after his 
wedding, Sajan was again approached 
by IBM requesting him to join its new 
division – IBM Software. Finally, at 
the age of 22, he once again ended up 
in the US. But he left IBM Software 
soon and joined telecom giant MCI 
Communications with whom he 
worked for nearly a decade. 

During his stint, he switched vari-
ous job roles in his quest for “interest-
ing work.’’ “I did not want to be just 
another core employee who works 
for the company. I wanted to work 
for the right kind of boss,” Sajan said 
about his philosophy at that time. At 
MCI, he switched various roles which 
saw him working with engineering, 
sales, marketing and even accounting 
teams. “My intention was,’’ he said, 
“to learn as much as I could.’’ Even-
tually, when Sajan realised that there 
were no more areas left at MCI which 
didn’t see his involvement, he decided 
to leave the company. 
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For the exceptional vision and exper-
tise that fuelled UST Global’s phe-

nomenal strides, Sajan Pillai has been 
selected for the coveted Employees’ 
Choice Award instituted by the US-based 
Glassdoor, one of the world’s largest job 
and recruiting sites. Sajan ranks 56th 
among the 100 CEOs selected for the 
award, announced by Glassdoor at Mill 
Valley, California. He shares the honour 
with Microsoft’s Satya Nadella, Google’s 
Sundar Pitchai, Facebook’s Mark Zuck-
erberg, Apple’s Tim Cook and LinkedIn’s 
Jeff Weiner. The awardees for 2019 also 
include CEOs of top companies cutting 
across diverse sectors spread across 
North America and parts of Europe. 

Sajan Pillai, who holds patents in 

Internet Computing 
and Data Systems, was 
recently chosen as one of 
the elite 100 CEO Leaders 
in STEM by STEMConnector.  Un-
like other honours, Glassdoor Employ-
ees’ Choice Awards are based on the 

inputs of employees who 
voluntarily provide anony-

mous feedback by complet-
ing a company review about 

their CEO’s leadership, along with 
insights into their job, work environment 
and employer over the past year.

Sajan introduced the initiative, 
Step IT Up America, to train 

and hire 5000 minority women 
in the field of IT, a programme 

that has been endorsed by  
both political and industry 

leaders

Sajan Pillai 
holds patents 

in internet com-
puting & data 

systems

He is also one among 
the top 100 CEO 

leaders selected by 
STEMConnector

Ranks 56th 
among the top 

100 CEOs selected 
by employees

Sajan was recently 
chosen for the coveted 

Employees’ Choice 
Award instituted by US-

based employment 
website Glassdoor

SAJAN AMONG TOP 100 CEOs CHOSEN FOR  
GLASSDOOR AWARD



Giving a major fillip to 
Kerala’s startup ecosys-
tem, Sajan Pillai has an-
nounced that he would 

kick-start a mega venture fund for 
startups to help them scale up their 
activities. Talking to mediapersons 
during his recent visit to the State, 
Sajan said the venture fund, with an 
initial corpus of $50 to 75 million, 
would be formally launched on Sep-
tember 8 to promote startups, with a 
slant on Kerala. 

“The initial fund will be between 
$50 million and 75 million. The char-
ter of the venture fund is to invest in 
product-based companies, primarily 
in the B2B (business-to-business) do-
main. We will focus on four sectors – 
healthcare, fintech, telecom & technol-
ogy, and retail. An advisory board has 
been set up to help startups in these 
sectors. We have already spoken to the 
largest banks in the world,” he said.

Elaborating on it, he said Kerala 
has the potential to emerge as a global 
startup powerhouse. “The idea is to 
assemble senior-level executives of 
Kerala and they will be directly on the 
board of the startups. We are going to 
create a relationship with the govern-
ment to help give an impetus to the 
drive,” he added.

Sajan stated that he would be re-
versing the existing model of randomly 
starting startups and then hoping they 
would be successful. “Take fintech, for 
instance. We will sit down with the 
largest banks in the world, identify 
what exactly do they require and will 
exactly build that product by investing 
in a local startup,” he said.

SP LIFECARE
Eying to set up an another global 

venture, Sajan has announced that he 
would invest heavily in global proj-
ects for assisted living for seniors and 
homecare. SP Lifecare, Sajan’s new 
initiative, would launch a string of 
projects to deliver world-class elderly 
care by combining care, technology 

and real estate. These would include 
developing Senior Assisted Living fa-
cilities, creating a pool of well-trained 
caregivers to provide home services, 
doorstep delivery of health and 
personal care and setting up a Super 
Store for delivery of essential items to 
senior citizens.

“Providing proper care to the elderly 
people is a global issue, which is all the 
more severe in Kerala where millions 
work outside, leaving their parents at 
home,” said Sajan, who is the Chair-
man of SP Lifecare. “Children are con-
stantly concerned about their parents. 
Parents are also constantly worried 
that their children are concerned about 
them. This is a vicious circle,” he said, 
divulging that his own personal experi-

ence also inspired him to venture into 
this project. “I was really helpless when 
my father died two years back. My 
parents did not want me to come back 
as they don’t want me to sacrifice my 
career. I could not spend quality time 
with my parents because of various 
commitments. Like me, many are 
suffering this pain. That agony made 
me think of a project that offers proper 
care to the elderly,” he said.

SP Lifecare, which recently ac-
quired Kerala-based Asha Care 
Homes, has already purchased land 
parcels at Thannimoodu near the 
State Capital and Aluva in Ernakulam 
for developing Senior Assisted Living 
campuses. It’s also planning to acquire 
land in Bengaluru this month.

Dr. M Ayyappan, CEO of SP Life-
care, said the investment in the two 
ongoing projects in Kerala is estimat-
ed to be Rs. 275 crore. “The plan is to 
invest Rs. 700 crore in the next three 
years,” he added.

“The company plans to expand its 
Senior Assisted Living project on a 
global scale in two years’ time when 
major projects are to be launched in 
the US and Europe. A dedicated Trust 
would also be floated, with SP Lifecare 
tying up with like-minded individuals 
and organisations, to take care of the 
economically weaker senior citizens, 
who cannot afford the cost of assisted 
living,” said Dr. Ayyappan, former 
CMD, HLL Lifecare Ltd. (HLL).
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Dr. M Ayyappan, Sajan Pillai and Anjali Nair, COO, SP Lifecare

Sajan Pillai Announces Mega Venture Capital 
Fund for Startups, Project for Elderly

SP Lifecare, Sajan’s 
new initiative, 

will deliver world-
class elderly care 

by combining care, 
technology and  

real estate
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Subsequently, he joined a startup 
firm established by one of his close 
friends in the US from where he 
gathered substantial knowledge about 
the establishment and operations of a 
startup. Even as everything was finally 
falling in place for his transformation 
into an entrepreneur, he was forced 
to come back to Kerala. Following the 
untimely death of his younger broth-
er, Sajan flew back to India with plans 
of setting up a company here. 

Soon he started scouting for a 
space to set up a new company at 
Technopark. He was advised by 
someone to meet the US-based entre-
preneur, G A Menon. But since Sajan 
was not willing to consider any other 
plans at that time he was reluctant to 
call Menon. But soon enough Menon 
himself got in touch with Sajan when 
he was in Chicago. 

“This is how incredible things 
happen. He asked me where I was 
then, to which I replied that I was in 
Chicago. He insisted that I take a two-
hour flight from Chicago and meet 
him in Los Angeles,” Sajan recalled 

about his first meeting with Menon 
which marked the beginning of his 
association with US Technology and 
UST Global which eventually saw the 
company evolving into an IT giant 
having over a billion-dollar market 
valuation.

“There was something in Menon 
which I could also relate to. I don’t 
believe that if there is an opportuni-

ty anybody should wait till the next 
morning to grab it,” Sajan recalled. 
It is an important lesson to new-age 
startups, too, he adds. “Menon ad-
vised me to join the project in Kerala 
along with him. That simple meeting 
was the beginning of UST Global,” 
he recounts how the company was 
founded without any investor deck or 
grey strategy. 

The philosophy of Menon, accord-
ing to Sajan, even before US Tech-
nology was registered as a company, 
was to sell the services. “There was no 
company in the beginning. But I called 
retail giant Gap and spoke to the 
company’s Vice President. And I was 
able to successfully persuade him to 
send us a Request for Proposal (RFP),” 
he said. Without wasting time, Sajan 
flew down to Thiruvananthapuram in 
the hope of quickly setting up a team 
at Technopark to deliver the services. 
He interviewed about 2000 people 
in 1999 and recruited 27 to start the 
company. But soon after returning to 
Los Angeles to galvanize the opera-
tions of the new company, Sajan was 

At a time when it was 
highly unusual for an 

employee to quit a 
Tata subsidiary, Sajan 
decided to call it quits 
and resumed chasing 

his dreams

“KERALA CAN BECOME ANOTHER ISRAEL IN STARTUP ECOSYSTEM”

Riding on the robust entrepreneurial culture in the country, 
Kerala has the potential to become another Israel, a country 

having the third most powerful startup ecosystem in the world, 
according to Sajan. “In the next decade I would like to be part of a 
journey in which I dream of Kerala startup ecosystem becoming the 
next Israel. With the help of all my associates I would like to achieve 
this goal. I would like to work with startups, government and mostly 
private entrepreneurs to accomplish this mission,” he said. “There 
are thousands of seasoned executives from Kerala, who have not got 
a chance to contribute to the State’s startup ecosystem. Why can’t we 
assemble them to harness the strength to build a startup ecosystem 
here?” Sajan asked.

Revealing his plans in association with KSUM, he said: “In the 
first week of September, we will launch a venture fund to help scale 
up startups in Kerala. Apart from extending them support, the idea 
is to assemble senior-level executives of Kerala and they will be 
directly on the board of the startups. We are going to create a rela-
tionship with the government to get an impetus to the drive. We will 
create a window to Israel and increase access to technology. We can 
help a startup dream to grow a little faster and reach a little higher.”  

Sajan Pillai also urged aspiring entrepreneurs to start everything 
with the customer in mind. “Startups should have customer intima-
cy and they must understand the nuances of problems. You have to 
meet the customer and you have to know where they come from,” he 
said, adding: “The customer is the essence of growth.”
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informed that Gap had revoked the 
contract worth $4 million stating that 
US Technology was not an incumbent 
in the list of its invested companies.

“We had already hired a bunch of 
people, made all the required invest-
ment and were all set for launching 
the operations. But with the with-
drawal of Gap we had to start from 
square one,” he recalled his first 
real-world challenge as an IT entre-
preneur. 

Sajan, however, managed the situa-
tion from his home in Colorado in the 
US during a rainy season. “My house 
was flooded and it was cold. I spoke to 
my team in Kerala for six hours over 
phone from my home. I suffered frost 
bites on my feet because of the chilly 
weather. I had to keep my company 
running somehow. It made me realise 
that startups are not as glorious as 
they often appear from outside,” he 
said.

But even in such a desperate 
situation UST Global’s Founder-CEO 

was determined to go ahead with full 
steam. And his determination to do 
that was never discouraged by anyone 
raising caution about the consider-
able risks involved. “People tried to 
remind me that my company was a 
startup and I should go and work with 
small and medium-sized companies. 
But it did not make intuitive sense to 
me. I wanted leading clients from the 
global market. People initially thought 
I was crazy!” said Sajan, adding that it 
ultimately turned out to be a fantastic 
strategy.

The high-spirited entrepreneur in 
Sajan then decided to try his luck with 
the American multinational technol-
ogy conglomerate, Cisco. Sajan had to 
find his way to the right man at Cisco 
which was valued $500 billion at 
that time. In the meantime, he raised 
funds from financiers to bridge the 
financial gaps in his company. He had 
promised the creditors to repay the 
amounts within four months. After a 
few attempts, he bumped into a Ker-

alite who finally helped him to meet 
the top officials of Cisco. Sajan was 
quick enough to identify revamping 
of the company’s website as an imme-
diate priority. Although he managed 
to convince the decision-makers that 
his team would be able to solve the 
problems in a very cost-effective way, 
there was yet another big hurdle for 
the Kerala IT entrepreneur to cross. 
While Cisco insisted on deploying 
experienced IT program develop-
ers for the task, most of Sajan’s new 
recruits were graduates fresh out of 
college. But he was not willing to miss 
the golden opportunity. “I promised 
the Cisco management that I have 
the best bunch of IT professionals in 
the world. But they were not ready to 
engage my company without inter-
viewing my employees. Fortunately, 
Cisco’s management finally agreed to 
stick with US Technology. Within two 
week from then, 14 of my employees 
flew to the US and that’s how we took 
off,” Sajan said.



In yet another feather in Tech-
nopark’s cap, global analytical 
company CRISIL has upgraded 
its rating of Technopark Thiruva-

nanthapuram to ‘CRISIL A’ based on 
the latest review in June 2019. CRISIL 
is the leading agile and innovative 
global analytics company with a mis-
sion to make markets function better.

“The rating continues to reflect the 
firm’s steady cash flow with healthy 
occupancy and diversified clientele, 
and healthy financial risk profile. 
These strengths are partially offset by 
exposure to risks related to vacan-
cy, fluctuations in interest rate, and 
project implementation due to con-
tinuous development,” said a report 
by the S&P company following the 
announcement of the rating.

It is the first time Technopark has 
received ‘A/Stable’ rating in the last 
10 years of ratings done by CRISIL. 
From D rating in 2014-15, Tech-
nopark has gradually moved to B, 
then to BBB and finally now to A. The 
upgrade reflects the improvement in 
Technopark’s cash flow due to leasing 
of additional commercial space 
across its Phases I, III and Technoc-
ity, leading to 15 per cent growth in 
operating income in the financial 
year 2018-19.

The upgrade also factors in sig-
nificant strengthening of liquidity in 
the form of fixed deposits (FDs) and 
reduction in project implementation 
risk due to the near completion of 

construction of phase IV of the IT 
Park, the CRISIL report added.

“The A rating is expected to attract 
more investments and build credi-
bility among financial institutions to 
support the Park’s strategic expansion 
plans,” said Jayanthi L, Chief Finance 
Officer (CFO), Technopark hinting at 
the possibility of more foreign invest-
ments in the future. 

At present, more than 430 com-
panies, including five international 
companies function at Technopark, 
employing over 60,000 people. In 
the last couple of years, the IT Park 
witnessed big-ticket investments, 
including that of Japanese automo-
tive giant Nissan Motor Corporation, 
American tax preparation giant H&R 
Block, Canadian land registry services 
firm Teranet and American real estate 
firm Taurus Investment Holdings. 

According to experts, besides an in-
creased visibility, Technopark has also 
improved its cash flow making the 
Park a stable and potential off-shore 
development site for international 
companies. 

“CRISIL A rating is truly a defining 
moment for Technopark as it reflects 
the progressive track of financial 
stability of the organisation in total. 
It is a recognition of the measures 
adhered to over the years in achieving 
this milestone, which will help us go 
a long way in attracting more inves-
tor focus and credibility among the 
industry,” said Hrishikesh Nair, CEO, 
IT Parks Kerala. 

“CRISIL believes Technopark will 
continue to benefit from steady cash 
flow because of its diversified clien-
tele, healthy debt protection metrics 
and liquidity,” said the report.
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CRISIL TOP RATING A VALUABLE 
ACCOLADE FOR TECHNOPARK

K E R A L A  I T
THE MONTHLY 
NEWSLETTER OF 
IT PARKS KERALA

www.technopark.org | www.infoparkkochi.com | www.cyberparkkerala.org
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Pi DATACENTERS TO SET UP SHOP AT INFOPARK KOCHI

Pi Datacenters, a data center 
and enterprise cloud organ-
isation, is setting up Kerala’s 

first Uptime Institute Tier-IV-certi-
fied data center in Infopark Kochi. 
This will be the company’s second 
facility coming up in the country 
with its flagship data center.

The Pi-Kochi project was launched 
in the presence of M Sivasankar 
IAS, Principal Secretary, Depart-
ment of IT & Electronics; S Suhas 
IAS, District Collector, Ernakulam 
and Hrishikesh Nair, CEO, IT Parks 
Kerala at Four Points by Sheraton 
Infopark Kochi. Suhas launched the 
logo of Pi-Kochi at the event. 

A state-of-the-art greenfield data 
center, Pi-Kochi is being set up in 
Infopark Phase II on a six-acre land 
with a planned investment of Rs. 
400 crore. 

“Driven by the vision to cater to 
the digital needs of the country, 
Pi Kochi will eventually become a 
one-stop shop for all IT infrastruc-
ture needs of enterprises across 
government, public and private 
sectors,” said Kalyan Muppaneni, 
Founder & CEO, Pi Datacenters. 
Pi-Kochi is expected to be fully 
operational by March 2020. 

“Though our IT industry has been 
thriving for the last two decades, 
most of the companies here used to 

rely on their data back up from out-
side Kerala or of global companies. 
Setting up of Pi-Kochi will bring in 
a great paradigm shift especially for 
the government and public sector 
offices by offering a local centre 
for all their critical data. Pi-Kochi 
datacenter is a great milestone for 
Kerala’s IT Industry,” Hrishikesh 
Nair, CEO Infopark, said.

Geo Kurian, Director & Head – 
Kerala, Pi Kochi was also present at 
the launch.

UST Global has been rec-
ognised with two Stevie 
Awards® at the 17th Annual 

American Business Awards. The 
company was named a bronze win-
ner in ‘Human Resources Team of 
Year’ and silver in ‘Technical Profes-
sional of the Year’ categories.

The American Business Awards are 
the USA’s premier business awards 
program. More than 3800 nomina-
tions from various organisations were 
submitted and more than 200 pro-
fessionals participated in the judging 
process to select this year’s Stevie 
Award winners. 

UST Global was awarded ‘Human 
Resources Team of the Year’ for their 
People Capability Development 
team. In an effort to drive digital 
transformation and build a culture 
of high performance, UST Global 
has developed a new program to 
engage in talent transformation. 
Through this initiative, the tradi-
tional annual performance appraisal 
system was replaced by a contin-
uous Performance Management 

model built on clear goals, real-time 
feedback and collaboration among 
individuals and teams across various 
levels.

“The outstanding recognition by 
Stevie for UST Global’s new Perfor-
mance Management approach by 
the HR Team directly aligns with the 
company’s vision of ’Transforming 
Lives’ and making a positive impact 
on our company and for our em-
ployees.” said Manu Gopinath, Chief 
People Officer, UST Global.

UST Global was additionally rec-
ognised for the company’s technical 
talent and capability globally. Adnan 
Masood, Chief Architect – AI & 
Machine Learning – UST Global, was 
named the winner of the Silver Stevie® 
Award in the ‘Technical Profession-
al of the Year’ category. Dr. Adnan 
Masood is an artificial intelligence 
and machine learning researcher, vis-
iting scholar at Stanford AI Lab, and 
Microsoft MVP (Most Valuable Pro-
fessional) for Artificial Intelligence.

UST GLOBAL HONORED WITH STEVIE AWARDS® 



An interactive session was held at 
Sahya IT building with delegates 

from Department of International 
Trade, British Deputy High Com-
mission and London & Partners 
towards inward trade and invest-
ments in technology. Upasana Sri-
kanth, Inward Investment Advisor, 

Trade and Investments, British High 
Commission and Divya Bajaj, VP, 
London & Partners met CEOs of IT 
companies at Cyberpark. The dele-
gation briefed the companies on the 
overall investment prospects and the 
kind of assistance provided by Brit-
ish High Commission. The session 

was informative to the companies as 
most of them are startups. Nireesh 
C, General Manager – Marketing & 
Operations, Cyberpark Kozhikode, 
Harris, President, CAFIT (Calicut 
Forum for Information Technology) 
and Abdul Gafoor, Secretary, were 
present for the session.
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BRITISH ENVOY MEETS CEOs AT CYBERPARK

In alignment with its Country 
Digitization Acceleration (CDA) 
program, Cisco has signed a 

Memorandum of Understanding 
(MoU) with the Kerala State IT Mis-
sion (KSITM) to bring the benefits of 
digital technology and data science to 
the farming communities in Kerala.

The first phase of this initiative will 
be launched in 15 panchayats across 
Kannur district. Pursuant to the MoU, 
Cisco will build an Agri-Digital Infra-
structure (ADI) Platform and set up 
Village Knowledge Centers (VKCs) 
for knowledge delivery and to provide 
access to e-learning and advisory 
services to the farming and fishing 
communities in Kannur.

Harish Krishnan, Managing 
Director, Public Affairs & Strategic 
Engagements, Cisco said, “The impact 
of technology can be transformational 
for those who need it the most, elevat-
ing standards of living and fostering 
economic development.”

The comprehensive ADI Platform 
will provide access to a data store hav-
ing complete farming data of paddy 
and prawns farms of the region along 
with land and farmer profile data-
bases. This Cisco ADI Platform will 
be supplemented by a custom-built 
Smart Agricultural Platform that uses 
IoT sensors, Non-IoT databases, Sat-
ellite/UAV Images to gather and relay 
real-time intelligence on soil content, 
moisture, weather conditions and 
other paramaters. This platform will 
become a centralised knowledge hub 
which will provide data-based recom-

mendations and insights to improve 
agriculture planning, reduce the risk 
of crop mortality and overall opera-
tional costs. Through VKCs farmers 
can also access essential information 
on government policy updates, crop 
advisory services, market trends, rates 
and best practice videos. 

M Sivasankar IAS, Principal Secre-
tary, Department of IT & Electronics, 
Govt. of Kerala said: “The govern-
ment’s vision is to turn the State into 
a knowledge society with sustainable 
economic growth, technological ad-
vancements and better quality of life.”

KERALA PARTNERS WITH CISCO TO DEVELOP 
SMART, CONNECTED FARMING ECOSYSTEM
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The event was conducted to felicitate organisations and individuals who have shown great 
commitment to promote voluntary blood donation

World Blood Donor Day 
Celebrations at Technopark

Kadakamapally Surendran, 
Minister of Tourism, Co-operation 
and Devaswom inaugurated the 
event, which was attended by 
Dr. V P Mahadevan Pillai, Vice 
Chancellor, Kerala University; Anu 
Kumari IAS, Assistant Collector; 
K P Rajagopal, Vice President, 
Kerala Blood Donors’ Society 
(KEBS); Hrishikesh Nair, CEO, IT 
Parks Kerala; Sarada Jayakrishnan, 
DGM – Quality, Terumo Penpol 
and Brijesh Pi, Co-founder, Tejus. 
The event was jointly organised by 
Terumo Penpol, Technopark, KEBS 
and Tejus. Athul Lal A G, Executive 
Editor & Director, Destination 
Business Media, received the award 
bestowed upon Team technopolis 
for supporting voluntary blood 
donation among techies.



As many as eight startups 
led by the Kerala Startup 
Mission (KSUM) have 
scaled their business to the 

international market by pitching their 
ideas and products at Southeast Asia’s 
largest and most exciting innovation 
festival, Innovfest Unbound 2019, 
held at Marina Bay Sands, Singapore.   

A few of them have also got invi-
tations from various countries to in-
troduce their products. Based on the 
discussions held in Singapore, further 
steps will be taken to showcase their 
products in the respective countries.

KSUM has so far taken close to 120 
startups to international destinations, 
enabling them to establish market 
access in different countries. 

A platform to showcase Asia’s 
most innovative developments, the 

Innovfest Unbound 2019 had the 
presence of Kerala startups from the 
domain of new technologies as India’s 
sole representation. The startups 

showcased products at the two-day 
event, impressing participants com-
prising over 15,000 entrepreneurs, 
brands, corporates, investors and tech 
startups from 100-plus  countries.  

The startups which heaped prais-
es were Agrima Infotech, Resfeber 
Infosolutions, Ignitarium, Indograce 
Ecommerce, Alcodex Technologies, 
TutorComp Infotech India, Caspar 
Technologies and FreelanceTeams.  

Innovfest Unbound 2019 was the 
anchor event of Smart Nation Inno-
vations, a week-long series of events 
that showcase Asia’s most innovative 
developments. It was organised by 
NUS Enterprise and Unbound.  

The event was meant to connect 
brands and corporations with disrup-
tive technology to fuel their innova-
tion and growth. 
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KERALA STARTUPS GO GLOBAL AT 
INNOVATION FEST IN SINGAPORE

KSUM  NEWS
T H E  M O N T H L Y  N E W S L E T T E R  O F  K E R A L A  S T A R T U P  M I S S I O N  

www.startupmission.kerala.gov.in



Phase 1 of Incubator Yatra, a plat-
form which aims to promote con-

nect between incubators, co-working 
spaces and startups, and KSUM, was 
flagged off by Dr. Saji Gopinath, CEO, 
KSUM on June 19 at Technopark.

The Yatra visited 40-plus incuba-
tors/co-working spaces in 14 different 
districts of Kerala. All the visits wit-
nessed sessions on KSUM activities 
– support and schemes, and inter-
actions with startup promoters and 
incubator/co-working space officials. 
Startups whose ideas and products 
were found to be exceptionally good 
would get a chance for a one-on-one 

meeting with Incubation/
Funding Managers at 
KSUM office to discuss in 
detail about the support 
they could receive from 
the State Government.

Bank of India (BOI) 
was the sponsor of the 
Incubator Yatra Phase 1.

The Yatra was also 
aimed at understanding 
and analysing the level of 
awareness about KSUM 
and its activities among 
the incubators and start-
ups.
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Spend a significant amount of time communicating with the team – about 
direction of the company, key focus areas, challenges, soliciting feedback on 
the team’s experience as well as its strategy and execution.

Kunal Bahl 
CEO, Snap Deal & Angel Investor

From Fund of Funds financial instruments, Small 
Industries Development Bank of India (SIDBI) 
has committed Rs. 2570 Cr to 45 venture funds 
catalysing investments of more than Rs. 25,000 
Cr. About 244 have received funding of Rs. 1561 
Cr so far.

Did you know

A MULTISECTORAL DELEGATION FROM KERALA STARTUP MISSION (KSUM) ATTENDED LONDON 
TECH WEEK 2019 IN A BID TO PROVIDE INTERNATIONAL EXPOSURE TO STARTUPS WHICH ARE ON 
THE LOOKOUT FOR WAYS TO SCALE UP.  INFORICH TECHNOLOGY PVT. LTD., WELLBEING STUDIOS 
PVT. LTD., NEOVIBE, 2HATS LOGIC SOLUTIONS AND RIAFY ATTENDED THE EVENT

KSUM TO SET UP $10 MILLION 
CLUB OF STARTUPS

STARTUPS FROM KERALA ATTEND EUROPE’S LARGEST 
TECHNOLOGY FESTIVAL HELD IN LONDON

‘INCUBATOR YATRA’ TO PROMOTE KSUM ACTIVITIES

With the aim to bring together 
top funded startups in the state, 

Kerala Startup Mission (KSUM) will 
organise a conclave of the founders of 
startups valued at $10 Mn and above 
at Crowne Plaza, Kochi on July 31. 
The event will see the convergence of 
entrepreneurs who led the early-seed 
stage of their startups 

The meeting at Hotel Crowne Plaza 
will also discuss the next round of 
fund requirements. “KSUM will sup-
port the founders of this club for its 
growth,” said Dr. Saji Gopinath, CEO, 
KSUM. 

During the conclave, KSUM will 
also feature investors looking for 
Pre-Series A and Series A round in-
vestment opportunities so as to facil-
itate their network with the attending 
founders.
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ICC EVENT REVIEWS KERALA’S 
STARTUP ECOSYSTEM 
The one-day event organised by Indian Chamber of Commerce included technical ses-
sions, keynote speeches and idea pitching session by startups

Acknowledging the vibrant 
startup ecosystem in Kerala 
being nurtured with the ample 

backing of Kerala Startup Mission 
(KSUM), Indian Chamber of Com-
merce (ICC) organised ICC Kerala 
Startup Meet 2019 in Thiruvanantha-
puram on June 13. The first-of-its-
kind event oraganised by the com-
merce body in Kerala was themed on 
‘Ideate, Innovate, Implement’.

The one-day event included techni-
cal sessions, keynote speeches and idea 
pitching session by startups which had 
registered for the event. The morning 
session, Challenges and Solutions for 
Funding of Startups & MSMEs, was 
chaired by Dr. Saji Gopinath, CEO, 
KSUM. P K Gopalakrishnan, Member, 
Indian Angel Network; B Jyothiku-
mar, Executive Director, Kerala State 
Industrial Development Corporation 
(KSIDC); Suresh Babu A S, Director, 
Innovations Endeavours India; M R 
Narayanan, MD, Poovar Island Resort 
and Joseph Tharun, Manager, Small 
Industries Development Bank of India 
(SIDBI) took part in the deliberations.

“I am really confident that with the 
young population and Technopark in 
the near vicinity, there will be a lot of 
startups here which will be collaborat-
ing with Vizhinjam Seaport, creating 
a massive and vibrant ecosystem,” 
said Rajesh Jha, MD & CEO, Adani 
Vizhinjam Ports at the inaugural 
session.

Sanjeev Kaushik, Chairman and 
MD, Kerala Financial Corporation 
(KFC) delivered the inaugural ad-
dress. Speaking about startups, he said 
that it is important for the investors to 
realise that some of the startup exper-
iments will be successful while some 
may fail. “However, it is important 
that you learn from each experiment 
and innovation,” he said. 

“The theme of the session is Ide-
ation, Innovation and Implementation. 
I must congratulate ICC for coming 
up with this theme because it is a very 
relevant topic in the growth story of 
the country. People here are smart and 
they are good at ideating and innovat-
ing. However, we encounter problems 
when it comes to the implementing 

stage where execution and delivery are 
very important,” he added.

There are many success stories in 
Kerala’s startup ecosystem. However, 
absence of a formal hand-holding 
mechanism to guide the startups was 
pointed out as a major shortcoming of 
the ecosystem. “This is something we 
currently lack in India,” the KFC chief 
observed. 

Startups I Boson Innovation, Mibiz 
Consultancy Services, Sastra Robotics 
and Indo Grace E-commerce pitched 
ideas in the live idea pitching session. 

P K Gopalakrishnan and Ajay 
Prabhu, members, Indian Angel Net-
work; Dr. Anil Balakrishnan, Head 
CSR, Adani Foundation; Roy Ver-
ghese, Senior Partner, Roy Verghese 
& Associates; Robin Alex Panicker, 
entrepreneur and investor and Deb-
malya Banerjee, Regional Director, 
Indian Chamber of Commerce (ICC) 
were the jury members of the idea 
pitching session. The event organised 
by ICC was partnered by KSIDC, 
KSUM, SIDBI, KFC, SREI and Indian 
Angel Network.
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KSUM-BACKED STARTUP RAISES Rs. 
250 CRORE FROM GLOBAL INVESTORS

O pen Financial Technologies, 
a fintech startup that was 
part of the ‘Fund-of-Funds’ 

scheme of the Kerala Startup Mission 
(KSUM) has raised Rs. 250 crore from 
global venture capital funds – Tiger 
Global Management, Speedinvest and 
Beenext. 

In the ‘Fund-of-Funds’ scheme, 
private funds are invited to be part 
of the ecosystem by investing in the 
startups wherein KSUM will be a 
limited partner for the funds. 

A neo-banking platform for 
SMEs, Open was founded by Anish 
Achuthan, Mabel Chacko, Deena 
Jacob and Ajeesh Achuthan in 2017. 
The funding, raised in two rounds 
over the last three months, has taken 
the company’s valuation to Rs. 1000 
crore. The Series B round, led by Tiger 
Global Management, saw the funds 
being set aside for scaling, launch-
ing more products and value-added 
services. “Open is one of the first 
companies KSUM has invested at a 
very early stage through our Fund-
of-Funds programme. We are happy 
to see that this small support has 
enabled the company to accelerate fast 
and with new infusion of funds and 

expertise we expect it to scale further 
heights in near future,” said Dr. Saji 
Gopinath, CEO, KSUM, commenting 
on the startup’s achievement.

The other investors in the compa-
ny include Tanglin Venture Partners 
Advisors, 3one4 Capital and Better 
Capital’s AngelList Syndicate. 

Core operation of the company in-
volves solving business banking chal-
lenges faced by SMEs and startups. It 
offers business banking accounts 
in partnership with banks 
which help businesses au-
tomate and run their 
finances effectively. 

“This funding will help us launch 
new products like the Open+ card 
and Layer that will enhance our val-
ue proposition for small businesses,” 
said Anish Achuthan, Co-founder, 
Open.

“Being one of the fastest grow-
ing SME neo-banking platforms in 
the world, the key is to match the 
ever-increasing customer demand 
for seamless financial management,” 
Anish added.

Open is also planning to launch 
new financial products in a bid to find 
a dominant spot in the market. “We 
are also launching new products like 
the Open+ card and Layer that will 
enhance our value proposition for 
small businesses,” said Anish.

The products are Open+, a busi-
ness credit card for startups, and 
Layer, a bank account targeted at 
developers. It allows the account to be 
programmed by developers through 
the API banking suite.

The neo-banking platform offering banking solutions to SMEs and startups, raised Rs. 250 
crore through the Fund-of-Funds scheme by Kerala Startup Mission (KSUM)

ANISH ACHUTHAN
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KEY CONTACTS

SOCIO CULTURAL FORUMS
Prathidhwani
www.prathidhwani.org 
technopark.prathidwani@gmail.com 
Ph: +91 94465 51193
Vivekananda Study Circle
www.vsctechnopark.org
vsctechnopark@gmail.com
admin@vsctechnopark.org
Ph: +91 99461 03070, 94970 17671, 94958 86577
Tejus Blood Donors Forum
www.tejusindia.com | help@tejusindia.com
Ph: +91 94977 13175, 99614 34555
Prakruthi
prakruthitechnopark@gmail.com  
Ph: +91 99952 45111
Natana
www.natana.in | admin@natana.in
Ph: +91 99958 50250
eWIT
www.ewittvm.co.in
ewittrivandrum@gmail.com
omewittvm@gmail.com | Ph: +91 92077 63948 

Talking Hands
kingsley1969@hotmail.com, sanupc7075@gmail.com
Ph: +91 98950 16220, 99954 07075

TechFriends
www.techfriendscharity.org
info@techfriendscharity.org 
techfriendscharity@gmail.com
Ph: +91 94473 56270, 99958 24552 

Infopark Film Club
Ph: +91 94465 25139
Infopark Library 
infoparklibrary@gmail.com  | Ph: +91 94465 25139

Progressive Techies
progressive.techies@gmail.com
Ph: +91 9744499661, 9496331673
Dishna  
dishna.co.in | Ph: +91 77365 33346, +91 86060 72100

TECHNOPARK
www.technopark.org
response@technopark.org
Ph: +91 471 2700222 | Emergency contact 
number: Ph: +91 471 2700071
INFOPARK
www.infoparkkochi.com
info@infopark.in
Ph: +91 484 2415217
CYBERPARK
www.cyberparkkerala.org
info@cyberparkkerala.org 
Ph: +91 495 2433050, 2563100
KSUM
www.startupmission.kerala.gov.in
admin@startupmission.in 
Ph: +91 471 2700270
GTECH
www.gtechindia.org 
vishnu.nair@gtechindia.org 
Ph: +91 95676 62026
ICFOSS
www. icfoss.in | info@icfoss.in
Ph: +91 471 2700013
KERALA STATE IT MISSION 
www.itmission.kerala.gov.in
admin.ksitm@kerala.gov.in 
Ph: +91 471 2726881
KSITIL
www.ksitil.org | info@ksitil.org 
Ph: +91 471 2700222
IIITM-K
www.iiitmk.ac.in | info@iiitmk.ac.in 
Ph: +91 471 2527567
UL CYBER PARK
www.ulcyberpark.com | info@ulcyberpark.com
Ph: +91 495 2434717

Kerala IT Overview

INFOPARK - KOCHI
• 323 acres of IT development  
• 6 million sq.ft. of IT built-up space  
• Mix of SEZ & DTZ areas • Cost-effective IT space  
• Rural IT parks @ Cherthala & Koratty for startups 

TECHNOPARK - THIRUVANANTHAPURAM
• India’s largest, fastest growing IT Park 
• 760 acres with 9.33 million sq.ft. of IT built-up space  
• ‘One of the world’s greenest IT Parks’ - Rediff.com  
• Technopark Phase 3 - India’s largest LEED Gold-rated building  
• Over 390 companies with 53,000 IT professionals  
• Technocity Phase 4 - an upcoming IT integrated township  
• Rural IT Park in Kollam - for startups 

TECHNOCITY - THIRUVANANTHAPURAM
• 300 acres of IT integrated township 

• Knowledge City, 100 acres for knowledge-based township 
• 2 lakh sq. ft. IT building  coming up

• Mix of SEZ / DTZ area  • 7 km from Technopark campus 
• Upcoming cost-effective IT space for startups & SMEs 

CYBERPARK - KOZHIKODE
• Emerging IT hub for Malabar region 

• 45-acre campus with a mix of SEZ & DTZ 
• Cost-effective IT space for startups, SMEs & MNCs 

• Ready-to-occupy  3 lakh sq. ft. IT SEZ building
 • Smart business centres & warm shell options 

• Long-term land lease option 





With his two previous 
books gaining criti-
cal acclaim, C Bala-
gopal is not a novice 

in writers’ domain. He has made a 
name as an interesting writer who can 
engage the reader with meaningful an-
ecdotes and insightful analyses, narrat-
ed in a lucid and racy style. In the latest 
book, ‘Maveli and Market Intervention 
(How SUPPLYCO Helped to Hold the 
Price Line)’, he has undertaken an even 
more challenging task. He has chosen 
to recall (after a lapse of more than 
twenty years!) how a novel market 
intervention idea initiated by Kerala 
State Civil Supplies Corporation went 
on to become a successful and self-sus-
taining model, managing to hold the 
price line of essential commodities. 
The idea of opening a few fair price 
stores, which came to be named Maveli 
Stores, had gone through the usual 
terrains of uncertainties and anxieties 
just as any other initiative of the Gov-
ernment, only to be finally accepted 
as a success story. As a former civil 
servant-turned entrepreneur, Balago-
pal now has the wisdom of hindsight 
to find new meaning and significance 
in the events of those days.

Today, the public sector is often 
looked upon as ineffective organ-
isations, known more for corrupt 
practices than efficiency. The story of 
Maveli Stores, as recalled and narrat-
ed like fiction in this book, presents 
a different period in history when 
people in Government still believed in 
dreams and pursued the impossible. 
Those were the times when the senior 
officer always encouraged colleagues 
to be creative and adventurous. In 
fact, this book is a befitting homage 

to the late E Chandrasekharan Nair, 
the then Minister for Civil Supplies, 
but for whose sagacity and inherent 
trust in his officers, the bright spots 
of Civil Supplies Corporation would 
never have been possible. Though the 
book is essentially a recollection of the 
author’s involvement in realising an 
idea, the hero of the narrative is un-
mistakably the Minister and to a lesser 
degree K M Chandrasekhar who was 
then the MD of Civil Supplies Corpo-
ration. Pertinently, Chandrasekhar has 
written a pithy foreword to the book 
that provides the true perspective on 
the Maveli experiment and the inher-
ent lessons it presents. 

The abiding value of the book is its 
understanding of the healthy rela-
tionship between civil servants and 
the political executive. The book also 
implies that without the certainty 
of the support and protection of the 
Minister, bureaucracy is doomed to 
underperform. When officers are not 
encouraged by the political execu-
tive to outperform themselves, they 
stagnate and sometimes undesirable 
temptations begin to creep in. 

Balagopal has once again proved 
that he has the felicity and wisdom to 
present an otherwise unexciting sub-
ject like the birth of Maveli Stores as a 
gripping narrative. Today, the Maveli 
Store is no longer a success story. 
Balagopal’s book tells why without 
blaming anyone. Quite interestingly, 
the author recalls what late C Achutha 
Menon advised the Minister at the 
time of launching the Maveli Store. 
He said, ‘Do not allow it to become 
another KSRTC’. Statesmen are often 
prophetic.’

(The author is Director, Institute of 
Management in Government and for-
mer Chief Secretary, Govt. of Kerala)

C Balagopal’s new book presents a different period in history when people in Government 
still believed in dreams and pursued the impossible

A Multi-layered

K. JAYAKUMAR

B Y  K  J A Y A K U M A R  I A S  ( R E T D . )

Narrative on ‘Maveli Stores’ 

K M CHANDRASEKHAR, FORMER CABINET SECRETARY RELEASING THE BOOK ‘MAVELI AND 
MARKET INTERVENTION’ BY HANDING OVER A COPY TO T P SREENIVASAN, FORMER INDIAN 
DIPLOMAT AS K JAYAKUMAR AND C BALAGOPAL LOOK ON
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What is pain? Ac-
cording to Interna-
tional Association 
for Study of Pain 

(IASP), ‘pain is what the patient say 
hurts.’ It is an unpleasant sensory and 
emotional experience associated with 
actual or potential tissue damage or 
described in terms of such damage. In 
other words, pain is a somatopsychic 
phenomenon and is modulated by the 
patient’s mood, morale and the mean-
ing of pain to him or her. Any pain 
which lasts more than three months is 
defined as ‘chronic pain.’

Expert doctors say that pain in 
human body, especially when it 
impedes mobility, may even lead to 
depression and other psychological 
issues. However, people are not yet 
aware of pain-relief medication. Here’s 
where Dr. A M Aksar – who runs 
Epione Pain Clinic at Vazhuthacaud 
in Thiruvananthapuram – is trying to 
make a difference. His target audience 
are patients who suffer pain from 
post-trauma, post-operative, geriatric 
and other orthopaedic conditions.

Dr. Aksar completed MBBS from 
Yenepoya University in Mangaluru 
and worked at the ICU of SP Fort 
Hospital in Thiruvananthapuram for 
two years. Realising his interest in 
Anaesthesia, he joined for MD in An-
aesthesiology at AJ Institute, Bengal-
uru. After completing the programme 
and he worked with the Super Spe-
cialty Block of Thiruvananthapuram 
Medical College for a year. Currently, 
he is working with NIMS Hospital in 
Thiruvananthapuram.

The career-changing moment in 
his life came during a regular con-
sultation session at the hospital. “In 

2016, a cancer patient approached me 
with severe back pain. There’s a small 
anaesthesia procedure by which the 
doctor administers a mild epidural to 
help reduce such kinds of pain. I was 
touched by the feel of tremendous 
relief on her face after the procedure. 
That was when I started thinking seri-
ously about pain-relieving procedures 
in medical sciences,” he said.

Interventional pain clinics are rel-
atively new to Kerala. Dr. Aksar takes 
the example of knee pain to explain 
further. The surgical option to fix a 
painful, worn-out knee is Total Knee 
Replacement (TKR) surgery. “If a 
patient comes at a very early stage it is 
possible to mitigate the knee problem 
to a large extent, through modifica-
tion and regeneration,” he says.

Dr. Aksar uses platelets harvested 
from the patient’s blood to make Plate-
lets Rich Plasma (PRP), bone marrow 
aspirate and stem cells to regenerate 
the worn-out parts joints in knee, hip, 
Sacroiliac joint, shoulder and other 

arthritic joints. He uses imported, FDA 
approved machine (HARVEST) for 
processing all the above procedures.

Due to obesity and overweight, 
even younger people complain about 
knee-related problems. The absence of 
proper exercise and medication in such 
cases makes TKR surgery inevitable. 
But Dr. Aksar says that TKR surgery 
offers relief only for a decade or so, 
after which the patient starts experi-
encing the problems again. 

“We recommend TKR surgery to 
only those who are above 60 years 
of age. They will be able to lead a 
comfortable life after the surgery. If a 
patient at 40 undergoes TKR surgery, 
she will start suffering the pain again 
after a decade,” he says.  Further, he 
opines, only professionally trained 
surgeons alone should conduct TKR 
surgeries. “Now, most of the ortho-
paedics seem to be doing it. Earlier, 
the failure rate was about 20 per cent. 
Now it has risen to 35 per cent. So 
what happens is people will start los-
ing trust in medicine,” says Dr. Aksar.

COOLED RF ABLATION
So what can be done if knee-joint 

pain is not reduced even after under-
going TKR surgery? Dr. Aksar per-
forms Cooled Radio Frequency (RF) 
Ablation, a patented technology from 
the US, in such cases. “It is the best 
solution for joint, bone and arthri-
tis-related pains in old age.” he adds.

Dr. Aksar signs off by warning 
the general public against the use of 
non-prescribed ‘pain-killer’ tablets. 
A major reason for liver and renal 
dysfunction at early stages is the 
unwarranted use of non-prescribed 
analgesics, he cautions.
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Dr. A M Aksar, a specialist in pain management, offers relief to patients who suffer chronic 
pain due to various medical conditions

The Assuaging Touch 
Of  ‘Dr. Pain-Killer’

B Y  D E E P U  A B Y  V A R G H E S E

DR. A M AKSAR
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Balanced Core Team a Must
for Business Success

No one person 
is equipped 
with all the 

skills needed 
to successfully 
establish and 

run a business 
enterprise

C Balagopal
Founder President, TiE 
Kerala, Angel Investor, 

Mentor and Author

Most stories of entrepreneurial 
success focus on the main 
promoter, and by the end 
of the narrative, one comes 

away with the impression that it was done by 
an individual, with little contribution from 
others. This is a dangerous delusion, and 
nothing could be further from the truth. 

No one person is equipped with all the 
skills needed to successfully establish and run 
a business enterprise. Excellence in technical 
aspects is not enough to assure business suc-
cess, neither is marketing capability. If these 
are not supported by good financial manage-
ment, all efforts can come to naught. 

This is often the problem when a group 
of classmates from an engineering college 
come together to develop a project idea into a 
business. They all have similar skill sets, and 
the gaps in their capabilities are also common 
ie, commercial and financial expertise. Even 
a brilliant technical innovation can fail as a 
business unless it is supported by good finan-
cial management. 

The essence of what I have written about 
so far is that it is important that the promoter 
group does not consist of members having 
the same skill set. If there are three promoters 
who are all classmates from the same engi-
neering course, it is important that they come 
to an understanding early on the roles they 
will perform in the management team. If they 
are equal partners, the problem is compound-
ed because all three cannot be the CEO. 
Giving themselves grand sounding titles like 
CTO or COO or CFO will not help, unless 
they actually perform those roles. They must 
agree to accept that there is a team leader, and 
the final decision will rest with him. If there 
is no finance specialist in the team, it is better 
that they hire a professional as CFO.

I have seen a biotech startup with two pro-
moters run into trouble fairly early because of 
the inability of the duo to agree on roles and 
responsibilities. I have also seen an engineer-
ing startup led by a brilliant engineer include 
a finance specialist as partner, and go on to 
achieve business success. 

While it may be easy to understand that 
various skills and capabilities are required 

for growing an enterprise from startup to 
success, what is less easily understood is that 
these skills are not easy to come by. Part of 
the reason for this is that people wishing 
to start businesses are advised about put-
ting together business plans. These require 
making assumptions and projections, doing 
market surveys and so on. There are even 
model business plans and step-by-step ways 
to approach business plan preparation that 
make it all sound easy. Smart young techni-
cally qualified people can thus be forgiven for 
getting the impression that all these financial 
processes and aspects are not that difficult, 
and can be managed by one of them. This is 
irrational oversimplification, and has landed 
many ventures in trouble. I know, because my 
venture, which seemed to be on the path to 
success, had a severe setback because of inad-
equate cash flow planning and management. 
I was lucky to identify the problem in time, 
and put in the necessary correctives. Even 
then, I had to arrange a substantial infusion 
of funds to tide over the difficulty.  

Therefore, ensure that the promoter team 
has skills and experience in at least one of the 
other functional areas needed for success. If 
this requires inducting another person with 
the requisite skills, do not hesitate to do it. 

To explain further, think of your venture as 
a partnership, and not as a joint stock compa-
ny with limited liability. Apart from you, who 
else is a partner, and what does that person 
bring to the table? The partners should have 
more than one capability within the team. All 
the rest can possibly be hired. If the promoter 
is a lone hand, and owns the venture 100 per 
cent, then he may have the impression that all 
the other needed skills can be hired. But that 
rarely works, because experienced profes-
sionals will rarely join a startup. 

Planning and raising funds from right 
sources and on the best of terms, managing 
cash flows, negotiating the best commercial 
terms of payment, dealing with banks etc. all 
require expertise and experience. My advice 
to a startup will be to include an experienced 
finance professional in the core team.

Building an enterprise is actually all about 
building the right team! 
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