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The Sky Above the Field

From Banned Technology to India's "New-Age Tractor" - The $13 Billion Drone Revolution
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A drone over an Indian farm was unthinkable a decade ago.
Today, 200+ startups and T120 crore in incentives are rewriting
the future of Indian farming

Listen carefully at the edge of a mustard field in
Haryana on a winter morning, and you might hear it before
you see it - a low, insistent hum moving with purpose above
the crop canopy. No tractor. No laborer with a backpack
sprayer. Just a drone, navigating its programmed grid with the
kind of precision no human hand can replicate at scale,
depositing agrochemicals exactly where the crop needs them
and nowhere else. This is not a pilot program. It is not a
government demonstration. It is Indian agriculture in 2026 -
and the hum is getting louder.

India's drone sector has traveled a remarkable
distance in a short time. In 2014, the government imposed
an outright ban on civilian drone operations. A decade later,
India has over 200 drone tech startups, more than 54 funded
deals totaling over $140 million since 2014, and a domestic
market projected to reach $13 billion by 2030 at a 22%
CAGR. The journey from banned technology to what the
government now calls India's "new-age tractor” is one of the
more striking policy reversals in recent Indian industrial
history - and agriculture is at the center of it.

What a Drone Can Do That a Farmer Cannot

The appeal of agricultural drones is not abstract. It is
rooted in the specific, stubborn problems that have defined
Indian farming for generations.

Manual pesticide application is one of them. A
farmer carrying a backpack sprayer walks every row,
distributes chemicals unevenly, absorbs toxic residue through
skin contact, and covers a limited area in a working day. An
agricultural drone fitted with precision sprayers delivers
agrochemicals to targeted zones rather than broadcasting
them across the entire field - reducing chemical
consumption, minimizing environmental impact, and
eliminating the direct health exposure that has silently
damaging farming communities for decades.

Monitoring is the second pillar of drone value in
agriculture. Equipped with high-definition and multispectral
cameras, drones allow for:

e Health Assessment- identifying crop stress and

e Yield Prediction- providing data-driven insights
that support harvest planning and inventory
management

e Terrain Accessibility - navigating difficult or remote
terrains effortlessly, significantly cutting operational
expenses for large-scale farm administration

Beyond spraying and monitoring, the Kisan Drone -
the government's term for purpose-built agricultural drones -
is being deployed for aerial seeding, livestock monitoring,
drought management, and post-harvest field assessment. By
generating high-quality data for R&D and insurance risk
assessment, drones are simultaneously improving farm
productivity and creating a more transparent agricultural
ecosystem where outcomes can be verified, not just claimed.

The Startups Building It

India's agri-drone startup landscape has moved from
early experimentation to differentiated specialization - and
the funding pattern reflects this maturity.

Garuda Aerospace, based in Chennai, has emerged
as one of the sector's most visible players, offering drone-
based solutions for agricultural surveys and seed dropping,
and raising $30 million from investors that include
Mahendra Singh Dhoni. BharatRohan, based in Delhi
NCR, focuses on crop protection and yield monitoring,
combining drone imaging with agronomic
intelligence. Marut Drones, headquartered in Hyderabad,
operates as a technology-driven advisory platform that uses
drone-captured field data to optimize input utilization and
improve farmers' profit margins. General Aeronautics, based
in Bengaluru, has built a
specifically targeting agriculture and defense, reflecting both
the technology's commercial versatility and its growing
strategic importance.

Drone-as-a-Service model

The funding structure of the sector tells its own
story. Seed-stage investments dominated the early years as
founders raised small rounds to prove technical concepts.
That phase has largely passed. Today, 76.4% of total drone
tech funding flows to growth-stage startups - companies that
have already validated their technology and are now
deploying capital to scale operations and build service
infrastructure.

disease early, enabling prompt and tailored The concentration of funding remains a challenge.
treatment before damage spreads Capital has clustered around a handful of leading players,
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leaving smaller innovators navigating high R&D costs with
limited access to institutional backing - a pattern that will
likely drive consolidation as the market matures.

The Government That Changed Its Mind

The drone revolution in Indian agriculture did not
happen despite government policy. It happened because of a
deliberate, systematic policy reversal that created the
conditions for private investment to follow.

The Drone Rules 2021 were the turning point -
simplifying registration and operation and designating 90%
of Indian airspace as a green zone where drones can fly up to
400 feet without prior permission. For agricultural
applications conducted below this altitude and away from
urban centers, this single reform removed the most
significant legal barrier to commercial deployment.

The Production-Linked
allocating 120  crore to
domestic manufacturing of drones and components.
The import ban on foreign-made drones - with limited
exceptions for R&D and defense - forced Indian startups to
build manufacturing capability domestically rather than
assembling imported parts, creating genuine industrial depth
in the process. The Drone Shakti Scheme, introduced in the
2022-23 Budget, formalized Drone-as-a-Service as a legitimate

(PLI)

incentivize

Incentive
Scheme followed,

business category with dedicated government support.
The Kisan Drone initiative, launched simultaneously at 100
locations across the country, put working drones in the hands
of agricultural service providers at scale from day one.

The licensing reform may prove the most
consequential for adoption. The Ministry of Civil Aviation
removed the requirement for a formal drone pilot's license,
replacing it with a Remote Pilot Certificate (RPC) issued by
DGCA-approved training schools through the DigitalSky
platform. The friction of obtaining legal authorization to
operate dropped significantly - and in a sector where the
bottleneck to scale is not hardware but trained human
operators, reducing that friction matters enormously.

The Turbulence Ahead
The optimism is grounded. So are the constraints.

gaps are  the immediate
operational challenge. Agricultural drone deployment at

Infrastructure most

scale requires landing pads, charging stations, and reliable
rural connectivity for realtime data transmission. In the
villages where drone services would deliver the greatest value
- remote, poorly connected, with unreliable power - these
prerequisites are frequently absent.

Supply chain vulnerability is a structural risk that the
import ban partially addresses but does not eliminate. High
costs for specialized equipment and a continued reliance on
imported components for sensors and batteries leave the
industry vulnerable to global price fluctuations that domestic
manufacturers cannot easily hedge against.

The skill gap may be the most persistent constraint
of all. India's registered drone fleet is growing faster than the
trained operator and technician base available to deploy and
maintain it. Agricultural drone services require not just pilots
who can fly the aircraft, but also technicians who can
calibrate sensors and maintain hardware across rural
geographies where specialized repair capabilities do not exist.
Building this human infrastructure is a slower process than
writing regulations or manufacturing aircraft - and it will
determine the real pace of deployment more than any other
single factor.

The Field Ahead

The convergence of artificial intelligence, high-
definition imaging, and robust hardware is turning drones
into an indispensable part of Indian farming. A technology
that was banned in India just a decade ago now anchors a
$13 billion market opportunity, with more than 200 startups,
government-backed manufacturing incentives, and a
regulatory framework designed for rapid scale.

As the government continues to refine regulations
and domestic manufacturing grows, the sight of a drone
above an Indian field will soon be as commonplace as a pair
of bullocks once was - marking a genuinely digital leap for the
Indian farmer, and for the country's primary industry.
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