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Posted by S. MEERA
For Ideaforge, building an unmanned aerial vehicle started off as a small project but today, it is the company’s
core business

The mega hit movie ‘Three Idiots’ shows Aamir
Khan designing a mini-helicopter-like device
that can be remote controlled, with the ability to
capture images and videos. The device was an
early prototype of NETRA, an unmanned aerial
vehicle (UAV) device, developed by Mumbaibased Ideaforge with the Defence Research and
Development Organisation (DRDO). “Someone
from Bollywood read about the device in a local
newspaper and suggested our invention to the
makers of ‘Three Idiots’,” says Ankit Mehta, cofounder of the startup. The team at ‘Three Idiots’
got in touch with the founders and on being impressed with the device, modified the story line and
used the device in a critical scene in the movie.
The company’s DRDO association started when Ideaforge won a competition called MAV’08, held
jointly by the U.S. Department Of Defense, and the Indian Army in Agra. “We won the contest in the
hovering category alongside Massachusetts Institute of Technology,” recollects Mehta. Subsequently,
the founders were invited to demonstrate the product at an exhibition in Pune and their close
association with DRDO took off from there. NETRA UAV is a co-development project with DRDO and
the company has a MOU as well as a rate contract with DRDO in place for the same.

The system (Ideaforge’s UAV) is the easiest to fly, with the best time of flight as
well video quality. We are also very competitively priced for our segment.
Since then, Ideaforge, started in 2008, has managed to break into the Indian Armed Forces with its
man-portable UAVs being used in forces’ operations and several trials are being conducted at the
moment. Being in close touch with the forces, it is also aware of all the spontaneous requirements
being floated by them and thus is also keen on adapting its products to serve the needs of different
customers. Apart from that, the company is also targeting opportunities in international markets as a
part of its scaling up plans.
Starting out
IdeaForge was started by a bunch of IIT-Bombay graduates who had individually and collectively
participated in and won several robotics competitions. The founding team went on to represent India
at ROBOCON’2005 in Beijing, China. Starting IdeaForge was a natural progression from the work
they had done in their college days.
While setting up operations was not tough since the company was incubated at SINE at IIT Bombay,
it was more challenging to raise the initial capital required for prototyping. “We got support from the
TePP (Technopreneur Promotion Programme) of DSIR (Department of Scientific and Industrial
Research), and were able to make a start,” says Mehta. Further assistance from SINE in terms of
working capital and subsequent investment from a seed investor played a key role in the company’s
survival. In the initial phase, money came in a bit late, and so managing cash flows was always a
challenge. But the company overcame the problem by doing some bootstrapping projects for survival.
This led to the launch of what is now its core business – small UAVs.
Growing up
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After wrapping up its incubation stint at SINE at IIT Bombay, Ideaforge also got virtual incubation at
CIIE at IIM-Ahmedabad. After briefly operating from two nearby facilities in Mumbai, the company
has now consolidated its operations to a single larger facility in Navi Mumbai. “We have been able to
grow quite well since our move out of IIT-B and we enjoy a majority market share in the Indian
small UAVs market with our products being deployed by several Central Armed Police Forces
(CAPFs),” says Mehta.
The company believes it has the edge over competition as a first mover in this sector in the country.
The company has already developed its next product for the Armed Forces and has seen successful
reviews during technical trials as well. Subsequently, the company also plans to increase the
endurance and range of its UAVs as well as create newer platforms to see a significant jump in these
key parameters. It also plans to create specialised sub-systems to offer superior capabilities to the
users, who, apart from the Armed Forces, could also include disaster management teams, police
forces, municipal corporations and large industries, among others.
Internationally, there is a lot of scope in areas, which are strife with internal security issues. Wherever
there are critical installations to be protected and kept under surveillance, UAVs can be very useful.
The company is already present in the Pacific Islands territory.
Though there are other products in the market, Mehta asserts with confidence that right now, in India
or globally, there is no other VTOL (vertical take-off and landing) UAV capable of matching
Ideaforge’s performance in this area. “The system is the easiest to fly, with the best time of flight as
well as video quality. We are also very competitively priced for our segment,” he explains.
Team building
The five IITians, with one having pursued an MBA from University Of Business and Finance,
Switzerland, handle complementary roles. Today, the company has grown to 25-30 people, with more
research staff added to the team.
As is the case with most startups, finding talent was difficult. “We were able to overcome a part of the
challenge when one of the founders started to focus on the hiring function full-time,” says Mehta.
Ideaforge also took the help of several head hunters to find the right match for its requirements. Even
then, being a startup, it was difficult to hire good talent at reasonable costs, admits Mehta.
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Moving forward
The company will expand by appointing distribution partners, studying in detail, the capabilities for
each of the territories. “Meanwhile, we will also do pilots of opening sales offices in some of the
locations to evaluate the feasibility,” shares Mehta.
Ideaforge is looking for further funding as it is eyeing the world for opportunities. Considering its
success in such a short time, the company is confident of being able to meet market requirements. But
as Mehta says, the journey will require constant innovation to deliver beyond what its sophisticated
enterprise customers expect.
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Concept in brief:
Incubated at IIT-B and virtually incubated at IIM-A, the founders of Ideaforge are bursting with
ideas in the area of developing unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) used in defence activities. It
currently has managed to secure a contract with the Indian Armed Forces and plans to expand its
reach nationally and internationally. It has managed to achieve this despite competition because of its
superior products and work is on to expand its product mix. For this, it requires external funding
even as it is working to expand its distribution network. From five founding members who were
hands-on in product development, the team has now grown to around 30 people. One of the founders
focused on the hiring function full-time to tackle the dearth in talent availability in this space. The
founders are convinced that Ideaforge can make a dent in the UAV segment, internationally.
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