THE BIG JUGAAD Your neighbourhood store is changing with canny store owners realising the benefits of
going digital, from payments to having inventory online. Priyanka Sangani tracks this visible change

The Kirana is a Tech Shop Too

latinum Supermarket
—withasmall, dusty
counter top and heaps of
consumer goods piled on
shelves—wastillafew
yearsagoastandard formatkirana
(corner)store in the suburbs of
Pune, where customers would wait
fortheir turnand pay by cash.

Now, of course, the dusty counters
aregone, replaced by anewer su-
permarketlayout where shoppers
canbrowse throughafar improved
product selection, and opt to pay
throughavariety of means— deb-
it, credit card or any of the Unified
Payments Interface-based apps.

Thisis perhaps the most visible
signofchange in the neighbour-
hood grocery store. Behind the
scenesthough, thingsare chang-
ingmorerapidly.

Fromorderingsuppliestomanag-
inginventory and gettinganalytics
on customer behaviour, thekirana
storeowner suddenly hasallkinds
oftechnology toolsat hisdisposal.

And, canny store ownersarereal-
isingthe benefits of going digital,
whether in payments or in having
their inventory online, which al-
lows them to plug into hyperlocal
delivery firms.

Thisis whereplayerssuchas
the Bengaluru-headquartered
Jumbotail, anonline wholesale
marketplace for food and grocery
that connectskiranastoresto
producers and distributors, play a
vitalrole.

Thebusiness-to-business firm,
which has tied up with 21,000 small
andmediumgrocery retailers,
isworkingtomodernisekirana
storesatscale.

‘While the store owner places
ordersthrough anapp, Jumbotail
manages thedelivery process,
rightdown to offering e-payment
options.

“Thereisabigopportunity to
reinvent convenienceretail. We've
been pleasantly surprised by how
‘well they (store owners) have
takentoit,” Ashish Jhina, Chief
Operating Officer of Jumbotail,
says. Thisisquite contrarytothe
widely held view thatkiranastores
wouldbethelastonestoturnto
technology, since by all indications

through its MPoS (mobile point of
sale)devices. Although anumber
of companies like Snapbizzand
NukkadShops offer similardigital
solutions, thescaleand reach that
Jiowould bringhas turned the
spotlightback on this sector, which
forms thebackbone of theIndian
foodand grocery trade.

Earlier this week, Amazon.com’s
founder Jeff Bezos said it would in-
vest $1billion to help digitise small
and medium businesses in India.

Such steps by big companies help

they seemtobe thrivingd do-
ingthingsthe same way as before.

Therean estimated 12million
mom-and-pop stores inIndia,
rangingfromlargestoresincities
totiny village shops servicinga
fewhundred people. A significant
number of these stores sell food and
groceries, along with other house-
hold supply products.

Even with the spread of modern
trade, itisestimated that over
90% offood and grocery shopping
inIndiastill takes place through
these stores, which is onereason
why everyone from large corpora-
tionstostartupssee thisasanop-
portunity inthemaking.

Lastyear, Reliance Jiosaid it
would work towards digitising
5million kirana stores by 2023

creats enessaround the sec-
tor, says Kumar Vembu, CEO of
GoFrugal,anenterpriseresource
planning provider for small busi-
nesses.

“We’ve seen that once one store
adopts anew technology, allthe
othersintheareawilldosoover
(thenext)12-18 months,” he says.

Inaddition toautomating opera-
tionsand processeslikefiling GST
returns, GoFrugal also offers
stores the option of creating their
ownapp so that customers can or-
deronlineand tohelp push email or
SMSmarketingcampaigns.

“Three yearsago, there wasno
interestinthisoffering, but we're
startingto see momentum build
upnow,” Vembu, who currently
works with about 5,000 kirana store

owners, says.

Tobe sure, technology adoption is
stillata verynascentstage inthis
sector, but those who have done so
arehappy with theresults, says
Pinakiranjan Mishra, Partner and
Leader, Consumer Products and
Retail, EY India.

TRENDSPOTTING INC

Trend is con-
trary to the
view that kira-
na stores would be the
last ones to turn to tech

“With GST and themovement to
digital payments, store ownersare
realising thatitis inevitable. While
it’snotthat widespread yet, the
shiftishappening,” Mishrasays.

Onereason why technology adop-
tionhasbeenslow is that theseare
typically single family-runstores
withnomajor overheads.

Mostof the investment goes
towards inventory and the store
ownershavefigured outan effec-
tive system to operate profitably.
Early adoptersare, however, help-
ingdrive growth and the segment

We've
seen that
Once one
store
adopts a
new tech,

others in the

area will do so
over (the next)

12-18 months

KUMAR VEMBU,
CEO, GoFrugal

seems poised to expand even more
quickly now.

“SMEs arenow understanding
the value of technology and we've
worked at getting our product-mar-
ket fitrightoverthelastfewyears,”
says Sumit Ghorawat, cofounder of
ShopKirana, an Indore-based B2B
platform connectingbrands with
retailers. The pastyearhasbeen
significant with itsbusinessstart-
ingtoscale, hesays.

“Themarket ismaturing,and
weare very focused on operating
inthe Tier2grocery business,”
Ghorawat says. ShopKiranaoper-
atesineightcitiesbutintendsto
rampthatupto30citiesby August.

Foratypical corner store owner,
thefocusisoninventory,andall
other expensesare often viewed
asnon-coretothe business. These
retailerstypically investonly in
inventory and arenotkeenon
investingin technology, says Anil
Talreja, Partner, Deloitte India.
“Theirbiggestadvantage isthelast-
miledelivery and speed, along with
thefamiliarity with the consumer.”

This core competence is whate-
tailerslike Amazon and Flipkart
aretryingtotapinto.

In 2019, Amazon launched
Amazon Easy, an India-specific
initiative, by teamingup with of-

Q There is a big opportu-
nity to reinvent conve-
nience retail. We've been
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b surprised by
how well
they
have
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We provide
them with
dataon
what's sell-
ing well in
nearby ar-
eas so they can stock prod-
ucts accordingly. This has
helped reduce their working
capital

SUMIT GHORAWAT,
Cofounder,, ShopKirana
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flinestores, includingkiranas,
where customers could walk inand
gethelptobrowseandshoponits
website.

“Beingpartoftheneighbour-
hood, the store owner isa trusted
faceand the nearby community
iswelcomingand open tomake
theirfirst purchase on Amazon.
in, guided and assisted by the store
owners,” said an Amazon India
spokesperson. “The trustand
the positive shoppingexperience
slowly translate into the frequency
of purchase and increase in basket
size,t00.”

Thesestoreownersalsomake
deliveries for Amazon withinacer-
tainarea,addingtotheirearnings.

Amazon Easy currently runs
acrossover 20,000 stores inIndia
across 22 statesand will expand
overthecourse ofthis year.

Rival, Walmart-owned Flipkart,
too, useskiranastoresforlast-mile
delivery. Duringits BigBillion
Dayssaleseventlast year, nearly a
million shipments were delivered
through corner stores.

“Flipkart’skirana program for
last-miledelivery isa completely
digitised program where the store
ownersaredigitally upskilled
throughakiranaapp, containing
adashboard of deliveries tomake

along with inventory manage-
ment...,” said acompany spokes-
person. “Thekiranaapproach can
becomea game-changer inalterna-
tive delivery models by providing
superior customer experience, pro-
vidingflexibility in thelastmile
supply chain,” the spokesperson
added.

Flipkarthas 10,000 general trade
stores toassistshoppers in 700
citiesand another 25,000 kirana
storesforlast-miledelivery.

Formostsuch stores, digital pay-
mentsaretypically thefirststepto-
wards digitisation, driven inrecent
yearsby factorssuchasthe banon
high-value currency notes in 2016
and the proliferation of digital wal-
letsand UPI-based apps.

The biggest challenge, of course,
isinternet connectivity, with rural
Indiastilllagging and, therefore,
notalltechsolutions canbe intro-
ducedasseamlessly asin citiesand
smalltowns.

Onestartup, however, resolved
toease the inventory-dependent
model of stores inrural India.

StoreKing CEO Sridhar
Gundaiah made 57 visits tocon-
vincehisfirststoreownersto
signontotheirdigital ordering
platform.

Traditionally, store owners used
tobuy products from wholesalers
dependingon the deals that were
available. The product selection
did not matter usually as their con-
sumers took whatever was on offer.
However, the advent of satellite TV
andsmart phones meant consum-
ersstarted demand specific brands
fromtheirlocalretailer.

StoreKinghad theanswer to this
problem.

“We provide them (store owners)
with dataon what’s selling well
innearby areassothatthey can
stock products accordingly. This
hashelpedreduce their working
capitalfromRs4lakhtoRs1.5-Rs2
lakhastheyarenolonger stocking
products thataren’t selling well,”
said Gundaiah.

Inthefirsttwoyears, the com-
pany signed on450stores, but inthe
nexttwo, this grew to50,0001argely
through word-of-mouth.

StoreKinghaslaunched aloyalty
card where customers canredeem
theirbonus pointsat the same
store, drivingsales and loyalty.

Ontheotherend ofthe spectrum,
creatingapps in variousregional
languages, like Jumbotailand
StoreKinghave, also helped drive
adoption amongkiranastores.

Bethatas it may, technology adop-
tion has been slower compared to
other industry segments. Things
have, however, started changing
inthelasttwo yearsand mostin-
dustry watchers believe that over
thenextfive, kiranastoreswillbea
very different beast, as convenient
asonlineecommerce platforms,
but certainly notgoingtobere-
placed by them.
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