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UP looks beyond Lucknow to boost startups,
MSMEs as Aavishkaar, Intellecap partner with
Invest UP
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Synopsis

With more than 11.5 million MSMEs across the state, Uttar Pradesh is looking beyond its established startup centres to build a wider
enterprise ecosystem. A new Invest UP partnership with Aavishkaar Foundation and Intellecap aims to take capital, advisory support and
market connections closer to entrepreneurs across its districts.
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_ Lucknow: Uttar Pradesh is looking to take its entrepreneurship push beyond
established startup centres such as Lucknow and Noida, with the state
government joining hands with grassroots-focused organisation Aavishkaar
Foundation and Intellecap to connect entrepreneurs and smaller businesses

across the state with capital, mentors, markets and institutional support.

The scale of the opportunity is significant. Uttar Pradesh had about 11.6 million
MSMEs registered under the Udyam and Udyam Assist systems, according to the

Uttar Pradesh is looking to take its latest state-wise data from the Ministry of MSME. The base includes about 5.86
entrepreneurship push deeper into the state’s

districts, with Invest UP partnering with million micro enterprises, 45,453 small enterprises and 3,065 medium enterprises
Aavishkaar Foundation and Intellecap to connect

startups, MSMEs and smaller businesses with under Udyam, along with more than 5.68 million informal micro enterprises
capital, mentors, markets and institutional

support. registered through the Udyam Assist Platform.

The partnership, signed at Sankalp Bharat 2026 in Lucknow on October 28, comes as Uttar Pradesh pursues its ambition
of becoming a $1 trillion economy. The challenge for the state is not only to attract large investments or build startup
hubs, but also to help the millions of smaller businesses (MSMESs) and emerging enterprises spread across its districts
access the ecosystem needed to grow.
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Invest UP, Aavishkaar Foundation and Intellecap signed an MoU to work as strategic partners, bringing together advisory
expertise, investor networks and government facilitation. The partnership will connect entrepreneur identification,
incubation and mentoring with One District One Product clusters, local market needs and Invest UP infrastructure. It
will also seek to give promising UP enterprises access to Indian and global venture funds, development finance
institutions, alternative investment funds, academics, incubators and corporate ecosystem partners.

Taking entrepreneurship deeper into UP's districts

The partnership comes at a time when the focus of Uttar Pradesh's entrepreneurship and MSME ecosystem is gradually
moving beyond its larger cities. For Aavishkaar Foundation, this shift is already underway in eastern Uttar Pradesh. The
Foundation works across 25 districts through its Youth Entrepreneurship Programme, which has reached more than
60,000 students across 1,000 schools and colleges, according to the organisation. It has set an ambition of reaching 1
million students by 2030. Vineet Rai, Founder and Chairman, Aavishkaar Group, said his experience of working with
entrepreneurs has taught him that simply putting money behind an idea does not guarantee that the business will
succeed. “If you want to bring change, you have to give money,” Rai said. But capital, he added, has to be accompanied by
intellectual capital and the right kind of support.

Rai's thinking on capital was shaped early in his career, when he worked with farmers and entrepreneurs and saw how
promising ideas could struggle without access to risk-taking finance. He added that the capital deployed for such
businesses also needs to be willing to take risks, rather than expecting every investment to succeed. The key lesson, he
said, was that money has to be matched to the nature and objective of the enterprise.

Rai highlighted that this philosphy has shaped Aavishkaar Group, which operates through different entities with distinci
roles. Notably, Aavishkaar Capital is the group's impact investment fund manager, investing in businesses across India
and other emerging markets. Aavishkaar Foundation, the social impact-focused entity is its not-for-profit arm focused on
underserved communities and entrepreneurship. Intellecap is the advisory and consulting arm, while Arohan provides
microfinance to underserved households.

The group also has a dedicated MSME lending business. Rai said Ashv Finance provides collateral-free loans to micro,
small and medium enterprises, with lending in the range of about Rs 10 lakh to Rs 1 crore. This distinction, Rai
highlighted is important for Uttar Pradesh, where the financing needs of a micro enterprise in a district can be very
different from those of an established small or medium business, a young entrepreneur or a venture-backed technology
company.

The founder of the social enterprise ecosystem builder underlined that different forms of capital have different purposes.
“Every kind of money has a purpose,” he said, explaining that lending has to be repaid, equity shares risk, advisory capital
provides knowledge, while philanthropic capital is deployed where financial returns are not the immediate objective. He
further flagged that using the wrong form of financing can also hurt a business. “If you don't understand the form of
money and take the wrong money, then you can have a lot of damage,” Rai said. The issue is particularly relevant for
smaller businesses, many of which can find themselves caught between conventional bank lending and venture capital.

Aavishkaar Capital has invested about Rs 5,500 crore across around 100 enterprises, according to Rai, with investments
spanning agritech, fintech, deeptech, spacetech, climate technology, EVs and circularity.
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The group is also working on the Aavishkaar Next Generation Fund, which Rai said is targeting about Rs 2,500 crore over
the next five years, with areas such as circularity, deeptech and energy transition among its focus sectors. But venture
capital is only one part of the development solutions firm's operational model.

From problem statements to solutions that can scale

For Santosh Singh, Managing Director, Intellecap Advisory Services, the evolution of Sankalp reflects a larger shift in the
development ecosystem itself. Singh, who leads Intellecap's energy, climate change and agriculture practice, said the
increased focus on climate, deeptech and technology at this year's event should not be seen as a move away from the
rural economy. “The focus is the underprivileged,” he said, pointing to the billions of people across the Global South that
Intellecap works with. The next stage, according to him, will be about taking those solutions to scale and eventually
making them mainstream. “If first year was all about talking about the problem and setting the goal post, next year
would be that, how we are moving the needle on that,” he said. Such an emphasis on scale is particularly important in
agriculture, where a solution can work for thousands of farmers but still remain small compared with the size of the
problem. “For us a solution is successful by, say, 30,000 farmers. But the problem is so big that we want the 30,000 to be
30 million,” Singh said.

Singh added that Intellecap often finds that technology itself is not the biggest obstacle to adoption. The problem can
instead be affordability, access, the business model or simply whether a farmer sees enough immediate value in paying
for a particular solution. He cited solar irrigation pumps as an example. Such pumps can reduce diesel costs, but their
upfront cost can be several times higher than that of conventional pumps. The answer, therefore, was not necessarily to
convince every farmer to buy one. Intellecap looked at models in which an entrepreneur owns the solar pump and
supplies water to several farmers. Instead of bearing the entire upfront investment, farmers pay for the service.
“Suddenly, the upfront cost of acquiring solar pump has been reduced by this business model,” Singh said, adding that
the same principle can apply to technology. He cited soil testing, where the technology has existed for years but adoption
remains limited. A farmer may send a sample to a laboratory and receive a report several days later. Intellecap has
worked with entrepreneurs on solutions that can provide results much faster.



Agriculture is also where Intellecap sees a larger opportunity for Uttar Pradesh. The organisation is already working with
Farmer Producer Organisations (FPOs) in the state and examining what technology and financing can help them
improve operations and expand their businesses. For Singh, Uttar Pradesh, the country's most populous state and an
agricultural hotspot, is looking to become an agri hub; and his focus is on bringing technology and finance to these FPOs
and relevent organisations, build their capacity and help them access international markets.

Notably, Intellecap is exploring ways to aggregate large numbers of small farmers for carbon projects because individual
farmers often have holdings too small to make standalone projects viable. In Uttar Pradesh, it is looking at rice farming
and practices related to water and fertiliser use. However, for Singh, carbon is not the starting point. “We don't go there as
a carbon people. We go there as an agriculture person trying to solve agriculture problems,” he said. According to him, if
carbon finance can provide an additional source of income or reward farmers for practices that reduce emissions or
remove carbon, it becomes another tool in the larger agricultural transformation.

25 JanAl Cafés to add an Al layer

Alongside the Invest UP partnership, Aavishkaar Foundation has announced a separate initiative aimed at taking
artificial intelligence deeper into eastern Uttar Pradesh. Aavishkaar Foundation, Head Held High Foundation and JanAI
Technology signed an MoU at Sankalp Bharat 2026 to establish 25 JanAlI Cafés across 25 districts of eastern UP over the
next 12 months. The cafés are intended to serve as community-level access points where rural households, youth, women
farmers, entrepreneurs and smaller businesses can use Al in their own languages. The proposed applications range from
accessing government schemes and finding jobs and markets to developing enterprise ideas and addressing everyday
problems. JanAlI Technology will rovide the multilingual Al platform, while Head Held High Foundation will recruit and
train JanAI Ambassadors. These local operators will help citizens use Al and identify local needs and opportunities.

For Aavishkaar Foundation, the initiative also links directly to its existing Youth Entrepreneurship Programme. The
Foundation plans to use JanAI's Al tools to help students explore ideas and entrepreneurial opportunities, potentially
giving its entrepreneurship programme a technology layer that can be deployed across the 25 districts where it already
works. The partners are positioning the 25 districts as a demonstration of what they call “people-first AI”.

The question before the development advisory firm Intellecap is whether access to Al can eventually translate into
measurable economic outcomes. For a young person, the organisation said, this could mean finding an opportunity or
developing a business idea. For a small business owner, it could mean finding a market, improving operations or
accessing a government scheme. For a farmer, it could mean getting information that helps improve a production
decision. Rai said the larger objective is to help ideas that begin at the margins eventually become part of the mainstream
economy. “That is the journey we have to take, from impact to mainstream,” he added.
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