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Executive Summary 

Kolkata, long known as the city of joy and the cultural capital of India, was once not only a flourishing economy but the 

country’s industrial engine. Its pre-eminence both nationally and internationally has faded over time, but it sits on a historic 

opportunity to reinvent itself and grow.  

The Kolkata 4.0 Foundation is a not-for-profit initiative with a vision to create a networking platform for positive thinking on 

Kolkata, geared towards knowledge exchange, and connecting people and ideas. 

 “So in the streets of Calcutta I sometimes imagine myself a foreigner, and only then do I discover how much is to be seen, 
which is lost so long as its full value in attention is not paid. It is the hunger to really see which drives people to travel to 

strange places. 
- Rabindranath Tagore, My Reminiscences” 

 

It aims to provide a platform for professionals living outside Kolkata but having an active interest to contribute to the future 

of the city and its knowledge and economic ecosystem throughout global studies, mentoring support, assistance in setting 

up ventures in Kolkata, global networking through regular roadshows, conferences and providing thought leadership to the 

government about how the city can move towards a sustainable global identity which utilises its core strengths. 

This report has been written by Pratik Dattani and his team at EPG on behalf of K4.0 to take stock of how Kolkata is changing 

and how it can develop into a future digital industry hub for India. It examines the existing ecosystem for technology and 

other start-ups and attempts to articulate the transformation that Kolkata would have to go through at a policy, business and 

cultural level to excel as a digital economy. 

The report outlines the experience of other countries in creating such ecosystems, investment from other countries into 

Kolkata, examines the ease of doing business in Kolkata compared to other regions in India, and appraises on-the-ground 

activities which could collectively develop to make Kolkata a more attractive place to do business for start-ups.  

Key findings 

K4.0 presents an opportunity to kick-start a conversation and create a platform where specific developments can take place 

for the betterment of Kolkata and its economic ties with the world. While this report finds there are undoubtedly issues to 

address in Kolkata – including some common with other Indian cities and some perceptual – it strikes a tone of realistic 

optimism.  

This report presents a leapfrog in strategy for Kolkata in order to usher in the next phase of economic prosperity for the city. 

This requires the development of an innovation ecosystem in Kolkata that is as broad as it is inclusive. Technology is an 

enabler of such progress but doesn’t grow in isolation, so the focus must also be on fostering some non-tech sectors where 

Kolkata offers a comparative advantage.  

These can become growth catalysts for opportunities in smart manufacturing, analytics, developments in Artificial Intelligence 

and related disciplines. Kolkata must also internationalise more, finding city partners around the world that share its outlook 

in economic development. 
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This report issues six recommendations for developing an innovation ecosystem for Kolkata. First, the city must 

institutionalise the state government’s Startup Bengal initiatives. Currently, there is a lack of root-and-branch assistance for 

entrepreneurs to make this a reality. There must be a corpus created for promoting start-ups, for example where government 

procurement can allocate budgets for specifically buying from start-ups. In doing so, the government should act as a market-

maker to promote the growth of the start-up economy. 

Kolkata must promote entrepreneurship development in its educational institutions on a large scale. In higher education, it 

must build a dedicated technology transfer capability such that good ideas can be successfully commercialised. Finally, we 

recommend that Kolkata must build its brand more effectively internationally to communicate its successes and reduce the 

perception gap that exists even amongst its diaspora. 
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1 Setting the scene: Building ecosystems  

The Kolkata we know 

Kolkata, the heart of West Bengal, has always been a great patron of art and culture, of sports and learning, of intellectual 

thought and political debate. What looks ramshackle in other Indian cities seems positively vintage in Kolkata. In art and 

culture, Kolkata is peerless – contemporary musicians Kumar Sanu, Alka Yagnik and Babul Supriyo, classic Bollywood 

lyricists Kishore Kumar, Manna Dey and Rahul Dev Burman, and one of the greatest directors in film history, Satyajit Ray, 

who won the Oscar for Lifetime Achievement in 1992. The city counts among its alumni the Nobel laureates Rabindranath 

Tagore (Literature), CV Raman (Physics), Mother Teresa (Peace), Amartya Sen (Economics) as well as Sir Ronald Ross 

from the turn of the last century (Medicine). The UK’s richest person, Lakshmi Mittal, is from Kolkata, as are other noted 

Indian industrialists. 

“[I]f you want a city with soul: come to Calcutta” 

- Vir Sanghvi, On Calcutta 
 

But since the Suez Canal was built in 1869, trade with the west coast of India grew, Kolkata lost its status as the British Raj’s 

capital city in 1911, and as the country’s industrial engine sometime in the 1960s. In three decades of governance, Kolkata 

retained its charm, but it benefitted only marginally from the pork-barrel politics of India and its economic power diminished 

relative to other cities. 

The coming decades of Kolkata’s growth as a city will likely be about new industries, of innovation and reinvention. Creating 

an innovation ecosystem which supports this takes time. It grows as much through trial-and-error, as it does through 

purposeful policy and organic development. 

Creating an innovation ecosystem 

There are some aspects of a successful ecosystem that are consistent across the world, such as an astute government 

policy framework and management, a naturally entrepreneurial culture, a drive to “play” with new technology, availability of 

talent, access to markets and finance at all stages of growth and strong and stable institutional support. We cover these in 

more detail later in the report. 

And yet there are plenty of areas where a hidden spark or an accidental winner has caused an ecosystem to mushroom. 

This is as true for global hubs like Silicon Valley, London or Berlin, as well as for Indian leaders such as Bengaluru, Mumbai 

and Delhi, which collectively account for 70% of start-ups across India.1 Whether it is serendipity or careful policy 

coordination, each innovation ecosystem develops its own organic set of characteristics. 

What became Silicon Valley did not come into being spontaneously, but through Stanford University leadership, availability 

of venture capital, university-led research and US Department of Defence financial support. The breadth of Boston’s 

                                                         
 
 
 
 
1  NASSCOM, Indian Start-up Ecosystem Maturing, p.9,2016. 
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innovation can be attributed to the entrepreneurial support research universities in Greater Boston extended to student start-

ups in the 1980s. The Swedish government helped shape the largest digital economy of the world by allowing subsidy on 

the purchase of personal computers in the 1990s that improved computer literacy and helped children grow up with computer 

skills. Similarly, the Israeli government played a critical role in kickstarting innovation with Yozma, described in a 2010 OECD 

report as “the most successful and original programme in Israel’s relatively long history of innovation policy.” It set up a 

sovereign investment fund and offer private investors insurance covering 80% of the downside risk of investing.2 

 According to Thomas Hellmann, Professor of Entrepreneurship and Innovation at the University of Oxford, London’s start-

up story is to do with the intelligent positioning of the tech industry, marrying together London’s status as a financial and 

creative industries hub, enabling regulations and therefore leveraging the inherent expertise of the city.3 Saurabh Srivastava, 

Co-Founder of the Indian Angel Network and industry body NASSCOM identified the Government’s “structured approach” 

and “enabling role” as key factors for this. 

Tier 2 cities such as Derby and Birmingham in the UK and Dresden in Germany have had a history of industrial growth 

followed by a decline more akin to Kolkata. Regeneration in these cities has been based on digital adoption and a focus on 

advanced manufacturing. Dresden grasped the opportunity to rebuild its economy after German reunification and today is 

one of the fastest growing regions in Germany. Edinburgh, in Scotland, has reinvented itself as a digital, financial and life 

sciences cluster. 

Today, Silicon Valley is the heart of the global start-up ecosystem, with a quarter of the world’s unicorns located here and 

28% of the global investments into early-stage start-ups.4 The agglomeration economies it generates, its work culture, 

professional networks and availability of risk capital have attracted entrepreneurs from around the world, despite the high 

cost of living. New York has moved beyond having just a globally important financial sector to being at the forefront of 

information technology and consumer technology trends.  

Stockholm is the second largest tech hub in the world in terms of hosting more number of billion-dollar companies per capita, 

after San Francisco.5 The European Digital City Index 2016 ranks the city second after London in Europe for supporting 

digital entrepreneurs, thanks to high penetration of fibre broadband, well-placed social welfare and safety standards allowing 

entrepreneurs to take risks and easily identifiable role models such as Skype and Spotify. Stockholm roughly has about 8,000 

start-ups employing nearly 52,000 people. The county’s tech companies together secured close to US$ 1.8 billion in 2016 

which was an increase of over 50 percent since 2015. 

                                                         
 
 
 
 
2  Forbes, “What Makes Israel’s Innovation Ecosystem So Successful”, 9 January 2017. Accessed 20 September 2017. 
3  FICCI, Developing a Start-up Ecosystem-Lessons from the UK, 2016, p.8. 
4  Start-up Genome, Global Start-up Ecosystem report, 2017, p.40. 
5  Techstras, “Why Sweden is a start-up success”, 9 February 2017. Accessed 20 September 2017. 

 



 
Report for Kolkata 4.0 

Report on findings | 7 

Bengaluru is India’s Silicon Valley and most closely associated with its digital economy. However, as the city becomes more 

crowded, traffic problems worsen and office rents increase, its growth will slow and start-ups may increasingly look 

elsewhere. The NASSCOM Startup Warehouse incubation and co-working space program started first in Bengaluru. 

In the first half of 2017, Delhi-NCR maintained its lead over Bengaluru both in terms of number of deals, as well as total 

funding raised. Start-ups in Delhi-NCR, raised US$3.35 billion in funding across 138 deals while Bengaluru was second, 

raising US$2.56 billion from 129 deals, both marking sharp increases from 2016.6 Bengaluru’s position at the top appears 

threatened by the three separate cities of Delhi-NCR that have turned the new favourite. Gurgaon, New Delhi and Noida 

have developed a culture amongst tech students in private universities where graduates are happy to skip placements and 

give entrepreneurship a try. Furthermore, given the crowded tech ecosystem of Bengaluru, the region acts as a magnet for 

new start-ups willing to pilot new ventures into areas having a larger consumer base and higher propensity for spending in 

comparison to Bengaluru. Cities like Kolkata have found it comparatively difficult to attract tech businesses from outside the 

city. In our interviews, we came across many examples of home-grown successes who had moved out of Kolkata to 

established hubs such as Bengaluru to take advantage of the more mature ecosystem, its entrepreneurial culture and easier 

access to venture capital. 

“Kolkata must come out of Bengal and pitch itself to the world.” 

 - Sudip Roy, AVP & Practice Director, Wipro 

Each of these cities have developed and nurtured their own unique model of support for innovation. Kolkata’s challenge in 

doing so is to build upon its natural strengths of human capital, improved governance and institutional support, rising real 

incomes and low cost of living, and develop an action plan to address identified areas of development. The rest of this section 

looks at the contours of its institutional framework, and where its start-up ecosystem may need to be carefully nurtured. 

Macroeconomic fundamentals and tax revenues 

Much of the historic investment into the city and state has been home-grown. West Bengal is the fifth highest contributor to 

India’s GDP after Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, and Uttar Pradesh. It has the highest per capita income of 

about US$1,450 in Eastern India, and its growth has accelerated to beyond seven percent since 2012-13, making it one of 

the top ten performing states in terms of GDP growth since that time.7  

In per capita terms, incomes grew at more than double the national rate, at 12.8% instead of 6.1% for the latest available 

year. In Gross Value Added terms at factor cost, West Bengal’s agriculture is nearly five times more productive than India’s, 

manufacturing nearly 50% more so and services 11% more so. 

                                                         
 
 
 
 
6  Your Story, “Guess which Indian city has cornered the most start-up funding in 2017”, 14 July 2017. Accessed 20 September 2017. 
7  EXIM Bank, Exports from West Bengal: Potential and strategy, Working Paper No. 48, January 2016, p. 5. 
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Figure 1.1 West Bengal vs India per capita income increase (2012-14; constant prices) 

 

Source: West Bengal Industrial Development Corporation (WBIDC). 

 “Bengalis are a very intellectually rich race who do not believe in self-marketing but there are atleast hundred success 
stories that need to be told to the world.”  

– Sauvik Banerjjee, Vice President, Digital Initiatives, Tata Industries 

Despite these impressive productivity figures, Kolkata is playing catch-up. A lack of sufficient industrial development means 

unemployment in West Bengal is higher than the national average at 5.6% versus 4.9% in 2015-16. This is nearly three times 

the unemployment in Karnataka at 1.9%. For Kolkata as a city, this is primarily because of high levels of migration from 

around the state and the north-east, and a lack of sufficient industrial development. 

There has been some evidence of the state catching up with the rest of India in its index of industrial production in the last 

decade. The secondary sector of West Bengal grew at a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of more than 11% between 

2004-05 and 2015-16. West Bengal is a favoured destination for the automobile industry as well given the state’s easy access 

to raw materials like iron.8 The engineering sector in and around Kolkata accounts for nearly 60% of the total engineering 

exports of the eastern region.9 Much of this is produced in the industrial parks in Kolkata and in the Bankura, Kharagpur, 

Howrah, Burdwan, Purulia and Mednipur districts of the state. Future growth in Kolkata’s traditional strengths may rely on 

more technology-driven growth. 

                                                         
 
 
 
 
8  India Brand Equity Foundation, West Bengal State Report, 2017, p. 11, 46,48. 
9  West Bengal Industrial Development Corporation, Engineering industry specific review, 2009-2010, p.1. 
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Tax revenues have more than doubled in the last five years due to increased efficiency in revenue collection by adopting 

technology and enabling e-payment of taxes ahead of much of the rest of India, which have significantly reduced leakage. 

In the five-year period between 2011-12 and 2016-17, growth in tax revenue was led by Bihar, followed by Rajasthan and 

West Bengal. As a result, the state’s public finances have improved considerably recently after years of mismanagement 

and corruption.  

Despite visible progress in the last few years, West Bengal’s tax to GSDP ratio is still the poorest in India, at 5.1%, meaning 

a low proportion of economic activity is converted into tax collection. Historically, this has been not just because of leakage, 

but because of the lack of manufacturing-based industries and tax exemptions for the services sector.  

West Bengal’s expenditure on education and health is also among the lowest in the large states, a reflection of the acute 

fiscal challenges the state continues to have – West Bengal spends more than any other state in India, bar Punjab, of their 

non-debt receipts on debt servicing.   

Since the introduction of the Goods and Services Tax (GST), West Bengal topped the list of new registrations (entities which 

were not earlier registered under VAT, excise and service tax) across the country. In the first month after GST’s introductions, 

West Bengal ranked second across India with nearly 78% of assessees filing returns.10 GST will improve tax compliance and 

therefore tax collection. 

Kolkata’s inward investment story is one yet to be written 

Investment into Kolkata and the wider state has largely been public-sector driven, rather than private-sector led. Despite a 

calamitous inherited fiscal situation and rapidly declining capital expenditure, the Government has accelerated capital 

expenditure within planned expenditure to attempt to crowd-in the private sector.  

The size of this injection has been second only to Rajasthan of the large states in the last five years, while traditional economic 

powerhouse states such as Maharashtra, Telangana, Andhra Pradesh and Union territory Delhi-NCR have been among the 

bottom 20% performers.11 In the period 2010-11 to 2015-16 (BE), West Bengal’s capital expenditure increase by 200%, 

whereas in the previous five years 2005-06 to 2010-11, it fell by 11%. 

The traditional Keynesian multiplier in asset-creating expenditure in India is around 4x. As GSDP has grown, the Government 

has been able to borrow at reduced interest rates – despite having the second highest debt burden and being the fourth-

highest state borrower in the country, West Bengal is still the 11th most credit-worthy state in India according to CARE 

Ratings.12 Its borrowing costs are less than the Indian average, and less than both Telangana and Andhra Pradesh, having 

fallen by around two percentage points since the exit of the previous Communist government. 

                                                         
 
 
 
 
10  The Hindu Business Line, “West Bengal’s revenue collection under SGST rises over 14 percent in July”, 6 September 2017. Accessed 20 

September 2017. 
11  NITI Aayog, State Statistics, Capital Expenditure 1980-81 to 2015-16 (Best Estimate). 
12  Care Ratings, State Government Borrowing: April – September 2015, State wise ranking for friendly business environment and borrowing 

cost. 

http://www.careratings.com/upload/NewsFiles/Studies/State%20Government%20Borrowing%20-%20April%20-%20Sept'15.pdf
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As a result, home-grown businesses that are in Kolkata are investing – again a trend bucking that elsewhere in India – but 

outside investors remain wary. 

India and Japan signed 15 agreements in a 2017 visit by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe to India to enhance connectivity and 

developmental projects in India’s north-east. One of these was the continuation of support through an Overseas Development 

Aid (ODA) loan for the Kolkata East-West Metro Project, which is expected to cater to 500,000 passengers a day once it 

begins functional, and help alleviate the serious traffic problems in one of the most congested cities in the world. 

Investors decide where to locate in a country because of the economic and institutional capabilities of a region. These could 

be the incentives offered by state governments in terms of tax abatements, subsidies or loan guarantees, the physical 

infrastructure and civic amenities, the socio-political climate of the state, the availability of low cost specialized labour or 

supplier network within the state for businesses to take off and succeed.  

Kolkata still has some way to go to fulfil the state’s infrastructure requirements. West Bengal ranks 15th in India for state-wise 

infrastructure projects. Adjusted for size of population, it is amongst the worst-performers, bounded not by ambition but by 

the high ongoing costs of servicing its debt burden. West Bengal has consistently had the least peak demand power deficit 

of any major states in India, running at an impressive 0% the last three years, and not higher than 6% in the last eleven. Its 

road network is the third largest in India,13 with a density of 3,553 km per 1000 sq km of area, considerably higher than the 

national average of 1,206 km per 1,000 sq km,14 although there is a need for renewal and expansion. West Bengal has 

traditionally had the best rail connectivity in India, second only to Delhi-NCR.15 

Some success could be imported in. According to the Confederation of British Industry (CBI), the UK premier business 

organisation, and the UK-India Business Council (UKIBC), British businesses invested US$310 billion into India in the period 

2000-2016, of which only 1.3% was into West Bengal, creating 2.9% of the formal sector jobs generated by British companies. 

Maharashtra and Delhi NCR achieved more than 51% between them, creating more than 83% of the jobs.16 

The FDI figures mirror those of other countries’ investments into India – according to the Reserve Bank of India (RBI), West 

Bengal received just one percent of the FDI equity inflows into India in the period April 2000 – March 2017.17 West Bengal 

was the 12th (2010-11) and 11th (2011-12) highest recipient, but these inflows have increased substantially since then, with 

West Bengal consistently in the seventh or eighth position, with a record of nearly 2.4% achieved in 2015-16.18 

                                                         
 
 
 
 
13  NITI Aayog, State Statistics, Road expenditure 2008-2013. Incorporates National Highways, State Highways, PWD Roads, Urban Roads, 

Project Roads and Rural Roads. Since 2015, there has been a significant road-building programme across India. 
14  EXIM Bank, Exports from West Bengal: Potential and strategy, Working Paper No. 48, January 2016, p. 31. 
15  RBI research paper, Regional Inequality in Foreign Direct Investment Flows to India: The Problem and the Prospects, Atri Mukherjee, Table 5. 
16  CBI, Sterling Assets India, 2nd Edition, 2017, Exhibits 5 and 14. 
17  Department of Indian Policy and Promotion, FDI Statistics, FDI equity inflows from April 2000-March 2017. West Bengal figures also include 

Sikkim, and Andaman & Nicobar Islands. 
18  Ibid. 
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The main reason for the historically low figure has been the prevalence of strong labour unions and large number of industrial 

disputes due to stringent labour laws and pro-labour government policies, which cause a large number of man-days to be 

lost and adversely impact investor perceptions. 

But foreign investment is sometimes poor in creating jobs – the CBI found that for every US$1 million invested into India via 

the FDI route, only 8.36 formal sector jobs were created in the period 2007-12. That’s an investment of US$140,000 per 

formal job created, although many more indirect informal sector jobs would have surely been created. 

“There is a perception problem for Kolkata and West Bengal for inward investment. No investor wants to take a risk as 
soon as they hear of Kolkata as an investment destination.”  

- Sandipan Chattopadhyay, Co-founder & CEO, Xelpmoc 

"British businesses have had serious concerns about Bengal and found other states like Gujarat and Maharashtra more 
attractive — growing faster and as more business friendly. About Bengal, they would say that the politics in the state is 

very difficult and corruption levels are very high. The British companies are now impressed that the CM herself is coming." 

- Rt Hon Patricia Hewitt, former Chair, UKIBC, on Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee’s visit to London in 2015 

Investors continue to associate Kolkata and the wider state with investment opportunities in traditional sectors such as 

petrochemicals, iron and steel, agriculture, food processing, tea and leather, which are more labour-intensive.  

This FDI story is slowly changing. Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee visited London in 2015 with a 100-strong delegation, with 

a full-house to see her speak about investment opportunities in Westminster, the Foreign & Commonwealth Office and Asia 

House, a centre of expertise on Asia based in London. A similar visit to Munich in September 2017 followed. In recent Bengal 

Global Investment Summits in Kolkata, the government has focused less on manufacturing, and more on the MSME and 

start-up sectors, which it feels offer greater potential in the future. Nevertheless, two-thirds of the total investment proposed 

at the 2017 Summit was in manufacturing and infrastructure, MSME and urban development, falling from over 78% in 2016. 

Proposed investment in the IT, ITES and Telecoms sectors doubled to nearly 8% in that time. 

The Housing Infrastructure Development Corporation (HIDCO) has recently earmarked a 10-acre plot in New Town in Kolkata 

for a hub for fintech companies. Fintech is an emerging industry in India and one where Kolkata could excel, using digital 

technology to provide financial services such as digital payments, automatic digital banking and stock market analytics. 

The city’s competitiveness 

In 2009, the World Bank’s Doing Business in India focused on the formal sector and compared the regulations and red tape 

that influence the life cycle of a small or mid-sized domestic company at the local level in 17 cities in India. It found Kolkata 

was the most difficult city to do business in, 10th easiest to open a business, 16th most difficult to obtain construction permits 

and 17th in resolving insolvency.19 For example, obtaining all clearances and permits to build a new warehouse and connect 

it to utilities would take about 80 days in Bengaluru and Hyderabad, twice as fast as the OECD average at the time of 161 

days. Instead, it would take six months longer in Kolkata. 

                                                         
 
 
 
 
19  World Bank, Ease of Doing Business in India, 2009. 
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But these rankings can change quite significantly - Bengaluru was ranked last out of 17 cities for the ease of starting a 

business, predominantly because of the cost as a percentage of the economy’s income per capita to open a business, 

including all official fees and fees for legal or professional services where such services are required. Bengaluru’s emergence 

as a start-up hub for India has clearly seen this poor ranking change rapidly. 

In the Economist Intelligence Unit’s (EIU) 2012 global city competitiveness rankings, Kolkata was ranked eight most 

competitive in India and at joint 106th in the world, just behind Chennai (105th), but also Hyderabad (98th), Pune (97th), 

Ahmedabad (92th), Bengaluru (79th), Mumbai (70th) and Delhi (68th). It ranked highest in social and cultural character. The 

Economist asked in 2012 whether Kolkata was “[t]he city that got left behind”,20 focusing on a story of unfulfilled potential for 

the city. 

The next year, the EIU’s Hot Spots 2025 report benchmarked the future competitiveness of 120 cities from around the world, 

including several from India. Kolkata was the least well performing, ranking 109th with a fall of four places from an earlier 

iteration of the ranking. Mumbai and Delhi improved by 16 and 13 spots, to be joint-51st and 56th in the world, respectively. 

Mumbai’s surge in competitiveness who driven by its anticipated improved financial maturity, cultural vibrancy and economic 

strength by 2025. 

In the Gurgaon-based Institute for Competitiveness’ City Competitiveness Report, Kolkata has been tenth most competitive 

city in India for the last two years, having dropped from seventh in 2014.  

Management consulting firm AT Kearney’s publishes an annual Global Cities Index, an examination of a city’s current 

performance based on business activity, human capital, information exchange, cultural experience and political engagement; 

and a Global Cities Outlook, based on personal well-being, economics, innovation and governance.  

In the 2016 Index, Kolkata ranked seventh in India, ahead of Pune, but behind innovation hubs like Bengaluru and 

Hyderabad. In its Outlook rank, which is a forward look at the potential of a city, Kolkata additionally slips behind Pune and 

Surat, at ninth out of nine Indian cities. San Francisco leads the Outlook, driven by its strength in innovation and private 

investments (a proxy for venture capital). The rank of number two city, New York, was driven by its high ranking in economics 

and London, in third, by its institutions and governance.  

The story of the city’s relative competitiveness is a clear one – Kolkata has become increasingly competitive over the last 

few years, albeit emerging from a particularly low base, but others have improved too. Given the sheer size of the state, the 

fourth-largest by population in India, any ranking below that means the state is underperforming. To maintain and improve 

its ranking, Kolkata will need to focus more on innovation and governance. 

                                                         
 
 
 
 
20  The Economist, ”The city that got left Behind”, 7 January 2012. Accessed on 20 September 2017. 
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2 The view from the ground 

We received two key messages in our interviews with entrepreneurs, policy-makers and related stakeholders: Kolkata is 

rising, it doesn’t tell its success story well enough; and main impediments to developing a leading innovation ecosystem are 

cultural and Government related. This section explores what Kolkata is practically doing, and identifies what it could do more 

of. 

 “West Bengal is growing and has a lot of things in place. It has been coming up with a lot of innovative initiatives which 
have caught people's eyes and the extent of implementation has started working in the right direction.” 

 – Rupanjana Dutta, Associate Editor, Asian Voice, UK 

The growth of the IT sector 

As one of the pages its Department of Information Technology and Electronics website concedes, “West Bengal was a late 

starter in the IT and ITeS sector compared to other state[s]”. But the state has been one of the fastest growing too, with over 

900 IT and ITeS companies operate in West Bengal, predominantly in Kolkata, employing approximately 145,000 

professionals. 21 Internet penetration in the state is the 12th highest in the country, although it saw the highest growth of 23% 

year-on-year (yoy) in 2016.22 

The city is home to offices of many of the international IT titans, including IBM, Accenture, Cognizant, Cisco Systems, HSBC 

Global Resourcing, Capgemini, Atos Origin and Novell, as well as Indian IT firms such as Wipro, TCS, HCL Technologies, 

Tech Mahindra and Infosys. But much of this is back-end support work to the main offices elsewhere in India, rather than the 

frontier work of technology development. 

The state start-up policy, formulated in 2016, aims to create and support an ecosystem to facilitate 10,000 new start-ups. 

The Government has identified IT as a priority focus sector to be developed into a growth engine for the future, with an 

ambition to increase its share of India’s IT exports from 7% to 25% within 15 years.23 To achieve this, the state will need both 

a significantly improved innovation ecosystem on the ground, and a sustained marketing blitz outside India. 

IT company Infosys received 50 acres of land on a freehold basis from the West Bengal Government in the Rajarhat 

neighbourhood of Kolkata in 2017, which is anticipated to be used for IT and ITeS purposes and create 1,000 jobs. It had 

been originally allocated in 2010 by the previous administration, but the current state Government’s continued opposition to 

granting a Special Economic Zone (SEZ) had delayed the conclusion of the talks. There are only seven formally approved 

SEZs in West Bengal, largely focused on IT/ITeS as of September 2017.24  

                                                         
 
 
 
 
21  Bengal Global Summit website. Accessed 20 September 2017. 
22  TRAI, Indian Telecom Services Performance Indicators, 2015,2016, p.34,35. 
23  EXIM Bank, Exports from West Bengal: Potential and Strategy, 2016, p.31.  
24  Ministry of Commerce and Industry, State-wise distribution of approved SEZs, 7 August 2017.  
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The big opportunities for Kolkata are in digital technologies including Internet of Things (IoT), big data, cloud and analytics, 

as Tech Mahindra’s new centre of excellence for customer experience in the city shows. 

Data from jobs portal Monster.com showed that while the growth in the availability of jobs in the BPO/ITeS sector slowed 

from 20% yoy to 14% yoy in 2017, Kolkata led online hiring, with a 46% increase compared to Mumbai (11%), Hyderabad 

(8%) and Bengaluru (4%).25 

Twelve of 17 planned IT parks across the state are already in operation, which will eventually provide 700,000 sq ft of space. 

These parks are predominantly in Kolkata, but also in other regions of the state, including Siliguri phase I and II, Durgapur, 

Asansol, Borjora, Rajarhat, Haldia, Kharagpur, Kalyani, Howrah, Purulia, Krishnagar, Bolpur, Malda, Bantala, Taratala and 

Cooch Behar, in addition to hardware parks in Sonarpur and Kalyani and two Electronics Manufacturing Clusters (EMCs) in 

Naihati and Falta. The EMCs have a project cost of Rs 117 crore, with 45% committed grant-in-aid from the central 

Government. Incentives to locate in these IT parks will include waivers of electricity expenses, refund of stamp duty and 

registration fees, subsidies for capital investment, training, employment generation as well as quality certification for IT 

entrepreneurs. 

“Kolkata may have missed the bus on IT Services, but that creates an opportunity of developing different capabilities, in sectors like big 
data, analytics, or AI, without the new ventures being crowded out of the market of talent or investment.  

“The quality and level of education system in the city, its creative heritage, its open culture would come handy if it takes that direction. 
Besides, Kolkata's overlooked strengths in engineering and manufacturing can also be developed in new, 'smart' forms.”  

– Supriyo Chaudhuri, Director, Asia Engagement, Knōd Global Learning Network, UK 
 

The land reform amendment bill passed in March 2017 allows the use of land of closed or partly closed factories to set up 

new established businesses. The West Bengal Industrial Development Corporation expects there to be significant business 

interest in these sites. 

Living in Kolkata 

The growth of the IT sector is in no small part due to competitive labour costs. Hiring staff is cheaper in Kolkata, and the cost 

of living more affordable too. A 2017 Cost of Living Survey by HR consultancy Mercer found that for expatriate workers, 

Kolkata was the cheapest city by far, relative to Mumbai, New Delhi, Chennai and Bengaluru. Some of the other cities became 

significantly more expensive for expats in the last year because of increasing residential retail prices, as an indirect effect of 

demonetisation, and a surge in the price of food and personal care. 

Online cost of living aggregator Numbeo finds Kolkata is the 15th most expensive city in India, far behind any of its IT-related 

competitors. Rental costs are lower even than Ahmedabad. Average salaries after tax are Rs 26,717 compared to Rs 32,135 

in Ahmedabad and Rs 51,251 in Bengaluru. 

Figure 2.1 Comparison of average monthly net salary (after tax) across selected cities 

                                                         
 
 
 
 
25  The Hindu Business Line, Big drop in online hiring in ITeS/BPO sector, 12 September 2017. Accessed 20 September 2017. 
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Source: Start-up Bengal, EPG. 

Kolkata is a melting pot of different cultures, as with many metropolises in India. It ranks significantly above the national 

average in terms of the provision and quality of civic amenities such as access to safe drinking water and urban sanitation.26 

One of our interviewees commented: “On several parameters, Kolkata is much higher for quality of life than, say, Bengaluru. 

For example, power, electricity, water, garbage collection, pollution, connectivity to airport are all much better than Bengaluru. 

Senior executives moving to Kolkata with their families would also consider: skill development, nightlife, quality of life, good 

colleges and safety. Kolkata rates highly in these factors. These hygiene and motivator factors combine to help decide 

whether the IT ecosystem could thrive within a city.” 

It is also one of the safest large cities. According to risk consultancy Pinkerton, the average crime rate against women in 

India is 56.3 per 1,00,000 women. Delhi is the least safe in India, with a rate of 169.1 crimes per 1,00,000 women whereas 

West Bengal is 85.4 per 1,00,000 women, still over average. But the cities of Delhi, Mumbai and Bengaluru accounted for 

22.7%, 6.5% and 5.2% respectively of the total registered IPC crimes reported in cities across the country, while Kolkata was 

only 4.2%.27 West Bengal accounted for just 6.1% of the total crimes reported under the IPC.28 Adjusted for the population, 

this makes West Bengal one of the safest large states in India.  

One of the major factors for not only past low competitiveness scores in the earlier section, has been labour unrest. There 

was a high incidence of strikes and bandhs under earlier governments. This has substantially improved in recent years. 

Furthermore, bandhs called by trade unions within the city or others have had limited impact on Kolkata given the efforts of 

                                                         
 
 
 
 
26  Open Government Data Platform India, Household access to safe drinking water, 2011; Ministry of Drinking Water and Sanitation, Annual 

Report 2016-2017 p.38.  
27  Pinkerton, India Risk Survey 2016, 2016, p. 32. 
28  Pinkerton, India Risk Survey 2017, 2017, p. 42. 
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the state government to maintain smooth traffic flows, ample public transport services and coordinated security management. 

These have helped in providing greater certainty to the business community and improving the quality of life.  

Kolkata’s culture 

Any story of Kolkata is incomplete without a reference to its culture. Its cultural tapestry is as rich as any in India, and 

contributes to a higher quality of living compared to, say, the bustle of Mumbai’s traffic jams, or Delhi’s smog. 

The city is renowned in India for its rich traditions of pottery, flourishing literature, artefacts and artworks of national and 

international importance, ethnographic and historical collections at the Indian Museum, India’s first public library and a 

countryside rich in variety of landscapes, natural beauty and historic sites. 

The state boasts four of India’s five Nobel laureates, the third highest number of Bharat Ratna awards, the third-highest 

Padma Bhushan awards, the third-highest Padma Vibhushan awards across states in Arts, Literature and education. 

“Bengalis love to celebrate their language, their culture, their politics, their fierce attachment to a city that has been 
famously dying for more than a century. They resent with equal ferocity the reflex stereotyping that labels any civic 

dysfunction anywhere in the world ‘another Calcutta.'” 
-Bharati Mukherjee, Author 

 
“Calcutta is beautiful. Wherever you place a camera, you get a vision” 

-Pradeep Sarkar, Writer and Director 
 

Government initiatives to help small businesses  

Startup Bengal policy 

This state start-up policy formulated in 2016 aims at creating and supporting an ecosystem to facilitate 10,000 start-ups 

within the next ten years. Part of this ambition is to create a number of district-level start-up accelerators, alongside industry 

mentoring, workshops and limited funding. 
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Figure 2.2 An overview of Startup Bengal policy 

 

Source: Startup Bengal, EPG. 

One important indicator of industry support for the city has been from NASSCOM. Its Startup Warehouse incubation and co-

working space program started first in Bengaluru, but the second was set up in Kolkata in 2015 ahead of other rivals. The 

program has received 450 applications in its first two years, from which 48 start-ups have been incubated and nine of them 

have achieved multiple levels of funding. 

Geographically, Kolkata has the unique advantage of becoming the epicentre of start-up activities from the surrounding 

regions such as Durgapur, Asansol, Rourkela, Ranchi, Dhanbad, Siliguri, Guwahati, Aizawl, Ranchi, Patna and Raipur. 
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Case study: Bengalathon 2017 

The Information Technology and Electronics Department organized its first hackathon in 2017 to encourage innovation 

and entrepreneurship. Bangalathon 2017 saw programmers, designers, product managers and others come together to 

find solutions to five real-life challenges set by the Government, traffic congestion during peak hours, car parking, disaster 

management, rain water harvesting and solid waste management, faced by the Sector 5, the city’s IT hub. 

 

Out of the 77 ideas received, 15 were shortlisted and the top three winners were awarded with prizes of Rs 3 lakhs, 2 

lakhs and 1 lakh respectively. The state-wide rollout is expected in 2017, with the best ideas showcased at the Bengal 

Global Business Summit 2018. This is a relatively small initiative, but shows initiative on behalf of the state to explore new 

ways of engaging the existing innovation ecosystem. 

 

An initiative like this is important because it gives a local context to tech innovation. Kolkata’s challenge to become a 

smarter city are in all the areas mentioned above for Sector 5, but additionally in hygiene, primary healthcare, smart 

mobility, affordable housing and other areas. Initiatives such as these, appropriate championed and supported by 

corporates, can help start-ups gain access to conduct pilot projects with the Government. 

 

Shilpa Sathi single window services  

The state has set up Shilpa Sathi, a single window clearance for large industries and an MSME Facilitation Centre (MFC) for 

MSMEs. The single window services provide a one-stop shop for investors to submit a common application form to obtain 

licenses and registration from relevant state Government departments. The submission and processing can be done online 

with a quick turnaround time and there is an online tracking system for following the status of the application.  

In its assessment of state implementation of business reforms in 2015, the Centre Government commended Shilpa Sathi, 

saying department representatives physically come to the single window on defined days to monitor progress and expedite 

clearances. 

Greater budget allocations for IT and resilience 

The state budget for the Department of Information Technology and Electronics, which houses the nodal agency West Bengal 

Electronics Industry Development Corporation Limited (Webel), has increased by nearly 80% over a four-year period. From 

an allocated budgeted of Rs 127 crores in 2014-15, it has increased to Rs 200 crores for the year 2017-18.29 

Pinkerton’s annual India Risk Survey consistently cities “Information and Cyber Security” as the top risk in India, ahead of 

corruption, bribery, political uncertainty or strikes. Robust cyber-resilience is an area where India lags behind advanced 

economies. For building effective innovation ecosystems, particularly where there is significant government engagement, 

having excellent cyber security is a hygiene factor that Kolkata can excel in ahead of many other IT hubs and police forces 

across the country, especially if it focuses on high-end IT in its ecosystem. 

                                                         
 
 
 
 
29  Government of West Bengal, West Bengal State Budget 2014-15 to 2017-2018, Finance Department. Accessed 20 September 2017. 
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Webel intends to set up a cyber security center of excellence in Kolkata and additional budgets are being allocated to improve 

data management, storage and security. 

Small business loan growth 

West Bengal has been one of the major recipients of the Pradhan Mantri Mudra Yojana (PMMY), a flagship refinance central 

Government scheme. Three types of loans are given to millions of micro-entrepreneurs across the country in three categories 

– Shishu (up to Rs 50,000), Kishor (Rs 50,000 to Rs 5 lakh) and the Tarun (Rs 5-10 lakh).  

Entrepreneurs received Mudra loans worth Rs 15,480 crore in 2016-17, a growth of 100% over the previous year’s 

Rs 7,740 crore. The number of beneficiaries also nearly doubled from 2.6m to 4.6m.30 This meant loan disbursements jumped 

from being the fifth highest in the country to the second highest in the space of one year. 

Implementing the Business Reforms Action Plan 2017 

The Indian Department of Industrial Policy and Promotion (DIPP), Ministry of Commerce and Industry (MoC&I) put together 

a 98-point action plan in 2014 to simplify and rationalize regulation processes across the country. Each state was ranked 

according to their progress in subsequent years. In 2017, DIPP and the World Bank released a follow-up, which included 

405 recommendations for reforms on regulatory processes. 

West Bengal ranked 11th in 2015 for implementation, slipping to 15th in 2016, with much of the progress coming in 

environmental registration enablers and single window clearances for businesses, but rising so far in 2017, at tenth. Some 

of the commended reforms include digitising sub-registrar and land registrar offices, online property registration and payment, 

AutoCAD-based online verification of building plans, having defined timelines for the connection of utilities for businesses, 

and online tax registration and payment. 

Creating industry-academia interfaces 

In general, there is a direct correlation between the amount of good quality research produced at a university and the number 

of potential new invention disclosures of technology that happen. In other words, more research means more discoveries, 

which means more opportunities for innovation, which means more jobs and economic impact. West Bengal has a proud 

history of esteemed educational institutions, including University of Calcutta, Presidency University, IIT-Kharagpur, Jadavpur 

University and others.  

We found a high degree of pride amongst our interviewees at the number and quality of entrepreneurial graduates with a 

tech background – “the young entrepreneurs being churned out by engineering colleges and management institutes is 

plenty”, according to Harshvardhan Neotia, Chairman of the Ambuja Neotia Group. 

In 2012, following a visit by the then UK Prime Minister David Cameron to West Bengal, Oxford University’s technology 

transfer office, the British Council, University of Calcutta and the West Bengal Biotech Development Corporation worked 

                                                         
 
 
 
 
30  Money Control, Mudra loans set to top Rs 2 lakh crore in FY18; West Bengal, Tamil Nadu, Bihar biggest recipients, 21 July 2017. Accessed 

20 September 2017. 
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together to map the innovation ecosystem around the university in Kolkata, in an excellent example of how academia, industry 

and government can work together. 

The establishment of the Indian Institute of Information Technology (IIIT) in the planned city of Kalyani in 2014 is one of the 

major initiatives to make West Bengal an IT hub. It aims to act as a catalyst in fostering an innovative entrepreneur-focused 

ecosystem. 

The SN Bose National Centre of Basic Sciences is in its second year of setting up a Technology Research Centre thanks to 

financial support from the Department of Science and Technology. It has moved from just researching basic sciences to also 

applied sciences, with a number of patents filed this year, and four international patents coming soon. They see the greatest 

potential for academia-industry collaboration in the steel industry, as well as healthcare.  

However, such interactions academia and industry tend to be the exception in India, rather than the norm. While the concept 

of tech transfer is ingrained in many US or UK universities, through recognized hubs such as the MIT Technology Licensing 

Office, Imperial Innovations or UCLPartners. In India, almost none of the leading educational institutions have a dedicated 

page on their website discussing the institute’s support for student entrepreneurship, supporting research or commercializing 

IP. IIT-Kalyani too, despite its aim to foster entrepreneurship, does not. 

One manifestation of this poor industry-academia interface is India’s poor performance in global higher education rankings. 

According to Times Higher Education (THE) World Reputation Rankings, India is the only nation lacking a single 

representative in the overall world top 100 universities of the BRIC countries with rapidly expanding economies. In its latest 

World University Rankings, THE found none of the Indian universities is even in the top 200, at a time when India’s 

competitors are investing more into research and climbing the rankings. In the QS University Rankings, which focuses on 

employability over research, IIT Kharagpur slipped from 286th in the world to 313th in 2017. 

In the Ministry of Human Resource Development’s National Institutional Ranking Framework, Delhi and Tamil Nadu are the 

national stars in terms of the high-quality educational institutions. West Bengal has just four in the top 100. This is a middling 

rank of tenth, which must improve if academic institutions are to play a central role in developing an innovation ecosystem. 

Surviving from lab to marketplace 

One of the most significant drawbacks of education institutions in India, and this extends to West Bengal too (as a dogged 

challenge, or as an opportunity for improvement, depending on the perspective), is around commercialization of research. 

The awareness of patenting and the steps involved in the subsequent commercialization of research is at its infancy. 

Many patent applications filed by universities in India have excessively broad claims, making them a costly lesson for those 

involved in how to register IP. It is an indicator that those filing the applications have a lack of experience in this highly 

complex system. Most universities in Kolkata have historically not had funding allocated towards the protection of IP. Patents 

are often commercialized in “patent pools” resulting in dilution of any financial returns from eventual commercialization, as 

royalty revenues are shared across all patents in the patent pool. 

A significant prohibitive factor is the lack of recognition that outside expertise may be needed in submitting these applications. 

Developed markets in North America and Europe recognize the importance of legal, accounting, consulting and other 

technical experts forming a core part of the institutional support needed to build an ecosystem. Tech transfers offices will 

often have empaneled IP experts, fundraising experts and consultants. 
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These are issues that cannot be swiftly tackled. It takes time to road-test and validate a good functional tech transfer model 

for context of the local ecosystem. 

“These can help turn many caterpillars into butterflies.” 
- -Nirupam Chaudhuri, Regional Director, NASSCOM East 

-  
"The Government's proactive policy on 'Make In India' in the last two years has motivated us to take up the challenges for Translational 

Research. With the establishment of a Technology Research Centre supported by the Department of Science and Technology, we've 
already filed a number of patents, and look forward to developing a business plan and incubation centre in the coming years." 

- Prof Samit Kumar Ray, Director, SN Bose National Centre of Basic Sciences 

“We first created a regional interest group called Birmingham Science City which met every quarter to exchange innovation 
information and share collective ideas. Over a number of years this has led to deep personal relationships between key 

individuals from local government, industry and universities. In turn, this has now created a strong local ecosystem for 
innovation.”  

- Dr James Wilkie, CEO, University of Birmingham Enterprise 

Visible success stories 

Ola, Snapdeal, Flipkart, Makemytrip, Myntra, CommonFloor, Byju’s Classes. The list of visible success stories in the tech 

space in India is easy to find. The companies and their founders are identifiable markers for aspiring start-ups seeking a 

journey that will no doubt be full of challenge and adventure. But most of these have head offices in, and are venture funded 

through venture capital firms based in, Bengaluru, Delhi or Gurgaon. 

From the 15 biggest deals announced in H1 2017, four were in Delhi NCR, one in Hyderabad, and the rest in Bengaluru. In 

terms of overall volume, Kolkata is 14th on the list of cities that achieved start-up funding, with just five deals in H1 2017, up 

from just two in the first half of 2016 (although other research puts Kolkata more generously at ninth, with eight deals).31  

There are however seeds of optimism. BuyHatke is an online price comparison engine started by three classmates from IIT 

Kharagpur. The company has raised US$1m in seed funding. Wow Momos, started by two St Xavier's College graduates 

2008, now has a valuation of Rs 100 crore. Members of the Indian Angel Network, one of the largest angel networks in the 

country, picked up a 10% stake in the chain that has now spread to other cities including Bengaluru.  

Artificial Intelligence (AI) firm Mihup Communications from Kolkata was listed as one of the “Top 50 start-ups in the world 

you’ve never heard of” by Bloomberg in 2017. It raised US$6.7m from Accel Partners and an undisclosed amount from start-

up incubator Xelpmoc. Another of Xelpmoc’s investees Fusion Charts, a software provider of data visualisation products 

started as a quest for pocket money by a teenager back in 2002 and today, it has a customer base of over 27,000 with a list 

of clientele which includes Google, Microsoft and Facebook. 

The newly formed Neotec Hub is focused on helping start-ups in real estate, hospitality, education and healthcare. Selected 

start-ups are able to road test their product within the wider Ambuja Neotia Group of companies, and the Group also provides 

                                                         
 
 
 
 
31  Inc42 Datalabs, Indian Tech start-up funding report 2017; Your Story, “Guess which Indian city has cornered the most start-up funding in 2017 

so far?”, 14 July 2017. Accessed 20 September 2017. 
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ready access to funding and mentoring. The first cohort of seven are reportedly doing well, with a second batch due to start 

shortly. 

Both IIT Kharagpur and IIM Calcutta have seen steady rise in the number of graduates opting for entrepreneurship over 

placements at big corporates. Both offer entrepreneurship incubation facilities. That said, the absolute number is still 

miniscule – in 2016, 13 from IIT Kharagpur at around 20 from IIM Calcutta.32 In other words, less than five percent, with the 

majority opting for finance, consulting or technology companies. 

West Bengal was the state with the ninth most applications received for the for Atal Incubation Centres from corporates and 

individuals, but 14th for academic applications. The state Government is planning to support nearly two dozen incubation 

hubs in the coming years.  

Notable alumni from IIT Kharagpur include globally famous entrepreneurs, including CEO of Google Sundar Pichai, former 

CEO of Vodafone Arun Sarin, and Berkshire Hathaway’s Ajit Jain, of whom Warren Buffett said in his 2017 AGM: “Nobody 

would possibly replace Ajit Jain if he were to leave or retire. Ajit Jain made more money for Berkshire than I have probably.” 

Embracing the diaspora 

The Kolkata 4.0 Foundation’s aims include providing a platform for professionals living outside Kolkata but having an active 

interest to contribute to the future of the city, to be able to do so. This is a particularly important objective in the context of 

this report when we consider the growth of another innovation hub.  

Bengaluru’s continued growth in IT and ITeS sectors came through a combination of push and pull factors. Following an 

economic downturn in 2001 in the US, NASSCOM estimates that around 35,000 IT professionals increasingly saw India as 

a place for innovation and returned home. Bengaluru was the first choice for many of these returnees, which deepened the 

labour market and encouraged entrepreneurs to risk start-ups. Building on this fillip to the city, the Government of Karnataka 

led the way in first announcing then further refining its own IT policy, establishing the academic-industry collaboration with 

the IIIT-B and a semiconductor policy in 2010. Resource availability, an entrepreneurial culture and accommodative 

Government policy combined to facilitate the subsequent phase of Bengaluru’s growth.33 

There are likely more than 100,000 Bengalis living abroad. The typical Bengali abroad is characterised by having a 

professional job, being in a higher socio-economic stratum in their resident country and visiting family back home at least 

once a year. By and large, they do not have any economic interests in the state, apart from family real estate. The diaspora 

can be mobilised in a bigger way than is currently the case in order to bring back their worldly experiences to contribute to 

the economic development of Kolkata.  This can be done by creating platforms for them to engage in Kolkata’s success story 

and having a truly empowered facilitation cell within the state Government. 

                                                         
 
 
 
 
32  Times of India, Bengal’s entrepreneurial climate on upward curve, 16 March 2017. Accessed 20 September 2017. 
33  Philip Cooke, Glen Searle and Kevin O'Connor, The Economic Geography of the IT Industry in the Asia Pacific Region, 2013. 
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On-the-ground challenges 

By and large, our interviewees recognised Kolkata is progressing, and something is happening on the ground. Diaspora 

highlighted some of the practical on-the-ground challenges in the city. 

While Kolkata has long been a melting pot of different cultures from across India, interviewees felt that residents had a low 

cultural tolerance for business failure and “second chancing” (i.e. should someone who has failed in business once be given 

a second chance?). More than one interviewee commented on the economic prowess and subsequent success of Bengalis 

– once they leave West Bengal. A substantial amount of academic literature finds that a relatively positive attitude to second 

chancing is linked to higher GDP growth. This is one of the major attitudinal characteristics of established start-up hubs like 

Bengaluru – especially as a wave of Indian diaspora returned from the US to set up IT businesses there in the 2000s – as 

well as global hubs like Silicon Valley. “Start-up entrepreneur” isn’t a recognised career choice for most parents in Kolkata 

unlike in flourishing tech hubs such as Tel Aviv. It could be argued that Israeli parents have historically pushed children 

towards more professional career choices, but second chancing is indeed higher, and government schemes such as Yozma 

did help drive more entrepreneurial attitudes. 

 “Being ‘Bengali’ does not mean having a Bengali surname. It means having Bengali values related to intellectual, cultural 
and social aspects. Some parts of these, especially where failure is less tolerated or not respected and profit-making is 

frowned upon, need to change in order for Kolkata to progress.” 
 - Sandipan Chattopadhyay, Co-founder & CEO, Xelpmoc 

The inherent risk aversion for Bengalis also means that the market for innovation, which often needs beta testers or early 

adopters willing to take a risk on the product, is not prevalent in Kolkata. A start-up company will find it easier to scale up 

when there is easier access to markets – whether that is hospitals keen to trial new medtech products, schools open to 

edtech, financial services companies trialling fintech or indeed consumers becoming advocates for the newest app. This is 

why initiatives like the Neotec Hub, which plug in selected start-up into a vast corporate network where their ideas can be 

tested, or procurement rules from Government to encourage the public sector to buy from start-ups and MSMEs, are 

important. 

One of our interviewees said, “to try something new in West Bengal is very difficult.” His feedback was based on personal 

experience working with different levels of the Government, as well as cultural factors. While the top levels of Government 

were seen broadly favourably in terms of intent and ambition to transform West Bengal, many commented on the lack of 

“bench strength” and competence of state government personnel to help new entrepreneurs at lower levels of Government. 

Some of the symptoms include payment delays for start-ups for whom careful cash flow management is a significant business 

risk, not following up on good initiatives in a systematic manner and not marketing the positive stories in the city well enough 

nationally and internationally. 
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3 Creating an innovation ecosystem 

The start-up ecosystem in Kolkata is in a nascent stage in comparison to cities like Mumbai, Delhi or Bengaluru, but there 

are particular areas where Kolkata ranks well as this report has shown. This section expands on how Kolkata can create a 

world-class innovation ecosystem. 

Managing perceptions to build entrepreneurial confidence 

In 2008, KPMG India conducted a survey of entrepreneurs across ten states in India, to ask them how easy they felt it was 

to do business in their home state. The results varied according to the experience of the entrepreneurs, which influenced 

their expectation from the state. West Bengal’s perception was ranked seventh out of ten, with an above average ranking for 

infrastructure and manpower issues, but well below average for finance, ecosystem, governance and regulation.34 Access to 

finance was a common complaint across many of the states. 

Fast forward to 2014, and direct selling company Amway’s India Entrepreneurship Report asked 5,000 entrepreneurs across 

India of how confident they were of risking a new entrepreneurial venture in their state. West Bengal is mid-ranking, in ninth 

out of 20 states, in terms of entrepreneurial attitude. West Bengal residents were seen as being open towards 

entrepreneurship even if the state is traditionally not well-known for its entrepreneurship, because of the lack of other 

employment opportunities. Within this ranking, West Bengal is above-average at seventh in infrastructure support, about 

average (ninth) for current entrepreneurial confidence, but below average (12th) for proactive and supportive governance. 

The last of these is an area where Kolkata needs to make greater strides. It ranks lower than other states it may consider as 

“competition” in terms of perception of how enabling an environment it has for entrepreneurship, as well as its readiness for 

developing such an atmosphere in the future.  

State-level inward initiatives such as Vibrant Gujarat, first managed by US strategic communications firm APCO in 2009 and 

2011, create a buzz in international markets for trade and investment opportunities available in the state and act as a focal 

point for outbound marketing for the state. West Bengal has started this in recent years with the Bengal Global Summit, 

which has helped showcase the impressive opportunities available in the state. 

Using the data from the various surveys of actual and perceived competitiveness of Kolkata over the last decade, the 

following graphic shows clearly that Kolkata is improving.  

                                                         
 
 
 
 
34  KPMG India, Entrepreneurial India: An assessment of the Indian entrepreneurs' confidence in their business ecosystem, 2008. 
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Figure 3.1 Meta-analysis of Kolkata’s city-wise competitiveness ranking over time  

 

Source: Amway, AT Kearney, Economist Intelligence Unit, EPG, Institute for Competitiveness, KPMG, World Bank. Rankings 

are for Kolkata or West Bengal. A ranking of one means the most competitive city in India. 

But doing great work is not the same as telling the world about it. We found that Bengalis themselves living in the state or 

outside were often not aware of the opportunity the state presented and the progress it had made. There is a need for more 

strategic messaging for Kolkata as a city and West Bengal as a state particularly internationally. 

"Kolkata has proved an ideal location for us as a company operating in the power generation sector, offering easy access 
to our markets in surrounding regions. Logistically, Kolkata is also far better suited for the import of component, assemble, 

build and re-export of our products than inland cities such as Delhi.  
Furthermore, the attractiveness of the New Town was very appealing and with infrastructure support and a shared office 

already in place, we were able to quickly build an effective base for Greenbank's operations. Moving forward, we may see 
challenges in the recruitment of skilled engineers and finding suitable factory premises, but we’re really excited about the 

city’s potential for development in the years ahead. 
By forging closer links with cities such as Derby in the UK, where we are based, Kolkata’s innovation system can enhance 

Kolkata’s reputation as a forward-thinking city that’s keen to do business with the rest of the world.”  
- Charles Conroy, CEO, Greenbank Group 

 
“The vision is there, and execution will determine the success.” 

- Sid Khemka, CEO, kOnnectDIGITAL 

This could be through pitching West Bengal at international expos, or having a multi-year strategy for pitching the state 

externally. In states such as Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh, the state government provides subsidies for start-ups to travel 

to international conferences to take exhibition spaces at important expos. This will improve the global visibility of the 

opportunities available in the state and allow Kolkata greater access to other markets. 

Supportive government policy 

The Start-up Bengal initiative is a valuable one to provide a focus for Government support to the next generation of tech 

entrepreneurs. Given the ecosystem is nascent in the city, the role of Government needs to be less of a facilitator and more 

of an active enabler. 
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First, the Government’s vision must identify the key sectors within IT and ITeS that could provide the future promise. From 

our discussions with entrepreneurs, Internet of Things (IoT), AI, product development and design, and high-end data analytics 

services are all ones where Kolkata could leapfrog other Indian cities. 

This vision can be supported through a range of mechanisms. It can take on the role of the public entrepreneur, or where 

there is market failure, it can provide direct stimulus to develop technology and innovations of strategic value. It can provide 

visible encouragement of success stories by inviting entrepreneurs to take part in conferences particularly outside the state. 

It can initiate programmes such as tax incentives, entrepreneur boot camps and hackathons, establishing a corpus for 

innovative ideas, public procurement that is more accessible for MSMEs and making it easier to do business through the 

stripping away of unnecessary regulation. 

Developing academic collaboration and human capital 

Government, industry and academia represent the triple helix of collaboration in most buoyant innovation ecosystems in 

North America and Europe. This is much less common in India, but Kolkata has an opportunity to develop these relationships 

accelerate its future growth if the state Government can play a dynamic role to brings these stakeholders together. 

There are some enthusiastic initiatives, but they are few and far between. The SN Bose National Centre of Basic Sciences 

is in the process of agreeing a Memorandum of Understanding with IIT-Kharagpur on building a research park in Kolkata.  

Developing such networks takes time, and to help move academia from a skilling or research focus to a more commercial 

orientation, the Government and industry bodies could facilitate more regular interactions between researchers and the 

business or investor community.  

Effective tech transfer is fundamentally at the middle of this. To ensure successful technology commercialization, Kolkata 

needs a comprehensive system to protect IP and advise academics on the commercial aspects of their discoveries. For a 

tech transfer office to have a long life, it needs seed investment for the IP protection and for hand-holding the technology 

development from lab to marketplace. Ultimately a successful tech transfer ecosystem will promote and boost the local 

economy, keeping local business and talent within the region. 

"West Bengal holds the necessary critical mass, especially with its proud history of education institutions. If any state can 
build a knowledge-based economy, it is West Bengal.” 

- Rakesh Roshan, CEO, OxSight Limited 

Entrepreneurial culture 

A positive social status for an entrepreneur (as opposed to being a “company man”) where there is a tolerance of risk and 

failure are part of creating an entrepreneurial culture. Our interviews highlighted the emigration of some innovative Kolkata-

based businesses once they received a round of funding to Bengaluru and other cities with a better “start-up vibe”. 

Kolkata would also benefit from an increased focus on entrepreneurship courses, mentorship, support for growing existing 

incubation facilities, but also entrepreneurship, leadership development and Industry 4.0 boot camps across all schools in 

Kolkata, to help children and parents understand that entrepreneurship could be a viable career option. Corporates in the 

technology sector can help too, but promoting intrapreneurship hubs within their organisations. 
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The positive social status of an entrepreneur comes from some education initiatives such as these, but also the visible 

highlighting of success stories. Seeing successful entrepreneurs, particularly women who have broken through a glass 

ceiling, can motivate others to pursue a different career path. This should be done with ambassadorial zeal by championing 

their commercial achievements.  

Access to markets 

There is an underdeveloped domestic market for IoT, AI and other innovative tech products. This provides an opportunity for 

Government and industry bodies to play a major role in cultivating greater market awareness within Kolkata. 

One way to do this effectively is to use a traditional “infant industry” argument to help the sector grow. Government projects 

could have a minimum allocation of procuring from start-ups and MSMEs (with accelerated payment schedules), and the 

same could be encouraged within corporates. 

Providing platforms for local businesses to market their products elsewhere in India and overseas could happen through a 

corpus of funds to subsidise travel or exhibitions. For major international expos, the Government could “buy-in-bulk” exhibition 

spaces and allocate them to travelling start-ups. 

More regular business delegations abroad such as the visits that the Chief Minister made to the UK and Europe in the last 

three years, with more of a focus on consistent messaging about the opportunities available in the state. The messaging to 

each location should be tailored according to the interests of the country, with a strong underlying theme. 

Much is often made of the fact that Kolkata is a gateway to the northeast of India. This offers significant opportunities for the 

digital economy. If new innovations can play to Kolkata’s natural strengths in terms of industries and the north-east’s market 

needs, whether it is in smart city solutions such as mobility, affordable housing and tele-medicine, or new applications in 

existing industries for data analytics and cyber security, these areas offer significant opportunities for the digital economy 

that businesses from start-up hubs elsewhere in India would find hard to access. 

Institutional support 

Access to basic infrastructure such as electricity, water, good transport and a safe city are all hygiene factors for the creation 

of an ecosystem. As Kolkata’s population grows, with a greater influx of young migrants from the northeast, population 

pressures will put acute pressure on these amenities. Kolkata should develop itself as a Smart City to ensure these factors 

do not become bottlenecks in its ambitions. 

Motivator factors include regular networking opportunities entrepreneurs, industry bodies organising business plan 

competitions, hackathons and regular opportunities for start-ups, investors, academia and potential customers to all interact. 

The availability of high-quality support professions, such as accountants, lawyers and bankers are an essential part of the 

ecosystem infrastructure that enables young, innovative businesses to access technical experts to accelerate their growth. 

In more developed markets, institutional support may also explicitly include a regulatory framework that provides easy access 

to finance. This could be through tax breaks for angel investors, venture capital or private equity. Building a network of 

investors focused on early state technology across regional cultural barriers is essential in a new ecosystem. Such investors 
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will be attracted to setting up offices in Kolkata if there is a regular deal flow of good companies and if the city is able to 

generate a buzz around its start-up landscape.  

“For investor funds there are many HNI and super HNI personalities who have to date not become a serial investor but 
would like to become. The east of India market is of course available to be tapped.” 

- Harshvardhan Neotia, Chairman, Ambuja Neotia Group 
 

Putting it all together 

Sean Stafford’s (2004) research on the role of civic infrastructure addressed one aspect of how the configuration of social 

capital influences trajectories of economic change. He found that civic organizations play very different roles depending on 

the broader networks within which they are embedded, and that civic society is most useful if agents that would not otherwise 

interact, are able to connect.35 For this report, its implications are that assiduously building networks to connect 

entrepreneurs, academic, policy-makers, diaspora and other economic actors can help attract inward investment and the 

emergence of renewed entrepreneurialism across sectors. 

The graphic below shows the different parts of the innovation ecosystem Kolkata would need in order to excel in the coming 

decade, based on our research and interviews. 

                                                         
 
 
 
 
35  Sean Safford, Why the Garden Club Couldn’t Save Youngstown: Civic Infrastructure and Mobilization in Economic Crises, MIT, MIT-IPC-LIS-

04-003, 2004 
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Figure 3.2 Key ingredients of a cultivating an innovation ecosystem for Kolkata 

 

Source: EPG 

Some of this is aspirational. In a resource-constrained world, it is important to adopt a mindset of using existing resources 

more effectively. One of the most pressing challenges for Kolkata even looking beyond this innovation ecosystem, is how to 

move beyond creating start-ups, to help companies grow into scaleups that can generate meaningful employment generation 

and economic impact. 
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4 Conclusion and recommendations 

K4.0 presents an opportunity to kick-start a conversation and create a platform where specific developments can take place 

for the betterment of Kolkata and its economic ties with the world. While there are undoubtedly issues to address in Kolkata 

– including some common with other Indian cities and some perceptual – this report approaches the future of the city with 

realistic optimism.  

Our approach has been to consider an economic strategy for future growth for Kolkata itself, rather than the wider state. For 

example, economic development in West Bengal may focus on industrial development, but for Kolkata our aim is to consider 

a leapfrog in strategy, to develop ecosystems of smart manufacturing, analytics and related disciplines. 

Urban development and the creation of an innovation ecosystem in Kolkata needs to have a broad and inclusive approach, 

involving different interests and sections of the society, rather than a top-down, “elite” affair. 

K4.0’s focus is to help Kolkata play to its natural strengths and help the city compete on parity with other parts of India in 

new and emerging fields. Technology is an enabler of such industrial progress and doesn’t grow in isolation – so we must 

also keep a focus on fostering some non-tech sectors which can take the form of growth catalysts, specially where West 

Bengal offers a sustainable competitive advantage. 

But this document is not just an India-specific one. One of the report’s partners, techUK, is the leading technology industry 

body in the UK and seeks to build much closer ties at a city-level in India. Global competition is becoming increasingly 

localized such that it is not only countries that compete with each other, or can work together, but increasingly specific regions 

or cities – Kolkata is unlikely to compete against London, but it could work together with local hubs in the UK where there 

are synergies in the sectors Kolkata is strongest in. Kolkata’s emerging economy must therefore be outward looking not just 

with India in mind, but further afar too. 

Our recommendations are formed with these broader considerations in mind. 

Recommendation 1: Institutionalise Startup Bengal 

The menu of support available from the initiative is impressive. There is a need for a constant two-way dialogue with start-

ups and ecosystem players to ensure the Government optimises its strategy to support entrepreneurs. Policy-makers should 

ensure that they are able to provide support to entrepreneurs at a holistic level particularly when it comes to the day-to-day 

implementation of stated Government policies. Care should to taken to ensure start-ups are aware of the benefits they can 

access, which should be given readily. 

Recommendation 2: Create a corpus for promoting start-ups 

The Government could set up a special seed fund for start-ups in the state or having a branch office in the state, in order to 

keep home-grown companies at home, and attract others from outside. Leapfrog the development of other emerging IT hubs 

in India by attracting new talent and potential for job creation. 
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Recommendation 3: Act as market-maker 

Build on the existing industrial strengths of Kolkata and its surrounding areas to provide start-ups with special access to 

Government projects, especially those that tackle Kolkata-specific problems. Attract pledges from large corporates to also 

give a preference for start-ups in their procurement, with defined targets. 

Recommendation 4: Promote entrepreneurship in education institutions 

Kolkata has produced an impressive array of Nobel prize-winners and global CEOs. For the next generation to be interested 

in engaging in innovation-driven businesses, school-children, university students and other young people should get regular 

exposure to entrepreneurship training and mentoring. Introduce entrepreneurship courses in schools and colleges and create 

incubation parks with a focus on key sectors such as data analytics, big data, AI and IoT. 

Recommendation 5: Build a dedicated tech transfer capability in education institutions 

For any innovation-led initiative to succeed in Kolkata, its education institutions must be actively involved. Sustained industry 

collaboration, the establishment of tech transfer offices and engaged hand-holding of research ideas from lab to the 

marketplace will provide a boost to employment and the economy. 

Recommendation 6: Build the Kolkata brand globally 

To attract interest in Kolkata as a brand, there needs to be a sustained strategic communications campaign that incorporates 

not just Government, but other initiatives such as K4.0, industry bodies and leading industrialists. There are some great 

stories to tell, like how its funded start-ups are succeeding outside, or that incomes are growing at double the national rate. 

Highlight success stories, particularly those with large potential for job creation, which presents others with role models. Do 

so at international expos and take start-ups alongside established business leaders on foreign business delegations. Create 

a signature annual event in Kolkata for entrepreneurship. 
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Appendix 1 Interviews conducted 

We spoke to a number of stakeholders that contributed to the compilation of this report. These names are listed below. 

Interviews 

1. Ambarish Dasgupta, Principal Advisor, Electronics and IT Department, Government of West Bengal 

2. Charles Conroy, CEO, Greenbank Group 

3. Dr James Wilkie, CEO, University of Birmingham Enterprise 

4. Harshvardhan Neotia, Chairman, Ambuja Neotia Group 

5. Kalyan Kar, Co-Founder and Director, InQube 

6. Nirupam Chaudhuri, Regional Director, NASSCOM East 

7. Prof Partha S Ghosh, MIT and Tufts University 

8. Rakesh Roshan, CEO, OxSight Limited 

9. Rupanjana Dutta, Associate Editor, Asian Voice, UK 

10. Prof Samit Kumar Ray, Director, S N Bose National Centre of Basic Sciences 

11. Sandipan Chattopadhyay, Co-founder and CEO, Xelpmoc 

12. Sauvik Banerjjee, Vice President, Digital Initiatives, Tata Industries 

13. Sid Khemka, CEO, kOnnectDIGITAL 

14. Simon Spier, Head of International Trade, techUK 

15. Sudip Roy, AVP & Practice Director, Wipro 

16. Supriyo Chaudhuri, Director, Asia Engagement, Knōd Global Learning Network, UK  

17. We spoke to several other persons who provided informal feedback or that did not wish to be identified. 
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Appendix 2 Disclaimer 

Important notice 

This report has been prepared by EPG Strategic Communications Limited ("EPG") for Kolkata 4.0 Foundation (“K4.0”) in 

connection with a research and thought leadership report for the launch of the initiative, a sponsored project of Kolkata 4.0 

under the terms of the Memorandum of Understanding between EPG and Kolkata 4.0 (the “MoU”). This report has been 

prepared solely for the benefit of Kolkata 4.0 in connection with the above and no other party is entitled to rely on it for any 

purpose whatsoever.  

EPG accepts no liability or duty of care to any person (except to Kolkata 4.0 under the relevant terms of the MoU) for the 

content of the report. Accordingly, EPG disclaims all responsibility for the consequences of any person (other than Kolkata 

4.0 on the above basis) acting or refraining to act in reliance on the report or for any decisions made or not made which are 

based upon such report.  

The report contains information obtained or derived from a variety of sources. EPG has not sought to establish the reliability 

of those sources or verified the information so provided. Accordingly, no representation or warranty of any kind (whether 

express or implied) is given by EPG to any person (except to Kolkata 4.0 under the relevant terms of the MoU) as to the 

accuracy or completeness of the report. 

The report is based on information available to EPG at the time of writing of the report and does not take into account any 

new information which becomes known to us after the date of the report. We accept no responsibility for updating the report 

or informing any recipient of the report of any such new information.  

All copyright and other proprietary rights in the report remain the property of EPG and all rights are reserved. 

UK Copyright Notice  

© 2017 EPG Strategic Communications Limited. All rights reserved.  
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