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Indian web browsers

The challenge is to create a local ecosystem

—
MS Santhanam

astyear, the government

announced the Indian Web

Browser Development
Challengeand invited Indian
entities to develop an indigenous
web browser. The results were
recentlyannounced,and Ulaa,a
browser developed by Zoho Corp,
won the top prize, beating 57 other
entries.

Crowningabrowser is the easy
first step. The difficult summit to
scaleis togain widespread
acceptance inamarket dominated
bybrowsers frombig-tech firms
suchas Google, Appleand
Microsoft. Can India’s browser
meet the competition inits home
ground, even before takingon
competition outside India?

India’sbrowser market is
dominated by Chrome (89 per
cent),while Safar, Firefoxand
Edge together account: for 8per
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India’s diversityis thekey. Ulaais
not the firstbrowser tobe madein
India. The earlier ones, Epic
(launched in 2010) and Veera
(launchedin 2023),are yetto
challenge the dominant players
like Chromeas theylack
India-specific linguistic toolkits
and features. Unlike Epicand
Veera, Ulaaisinabetter position

cent. Thislopsided d

heleadersasitis

arises from their strongpresence
inthe PCand mobile operating
system (OS) space. Google
bundles Chrome with its Android

g
backed by Software-as-a-Service
major Zoho Corporation.
Launchinganewbrowserisa
goodstart. Updating it as myriad

iwith
macOS and Microsoft bundles
Edge with Windows. To disrupt
this market equilibriumwithout a
popular operating systemin tow,
Ulaaor: anyothermdlgenous

require technical finesseand
financial muscle. Browsers earn
revenue Lhrough advertisements,
routingqueriestospecific search

browser would require much
more firepower thanjust the
Made-in-Indiatag.

Atits core, Ulaais not designed
fromscratchbutisbased on
Chromium, an open-source
versionof Google’s Chrome
browser. Though Ulaa’s core
strengthsare privacyand data
protection,and itallows several
compartmental browsing modes,
these features alone donot make it
uniquely Indian.

INDIAN LANGUAGES THRUST
Indianeeds browsers that can
bridgeits diversitybyadopting
Indian languages first. They must
offer webpage translations on the

engmes orcross-subsidising from
other Itis
unclear how Zoho will maintain
commercial viabilityin the long
run. Enterprise editions can earn
revenue, but other sources might
alsobe required.

Recent data from the US
indicate that the volume of
internet traffic originating from
appsalready outstrips the traffic
frombrowsers. Ulaamust chart ts
courseatatime whenitappears
that the end of browser era, orat
least ts transformationtoamore
restrictive role, hasbegun. Despite
the currenthealthy market
revenues, this willbealong-term
challenge.

The firstinternet browser was
launched in 1991, and its source

fiyandallowscamess
text-to-t hfrom
one language toanother. Though

popular browsersallow some
automated translation, the user
experience is far from seamless.
Achieving thiswillbealong
hauland requires significant
investmentinresearchinartificial
intelligence and machine

cod in1993. With
several open-source browser
projectsavailable for adoption, the
real test of today’s browser is not
its core engine or design but
creatingalocal ecosystemaround
it,makingit commercially viable
andapopular toolacross PCand
mobile platforms. Theseare

The

forany

India Al Mission must work with
academiaand industrytofocus on
thisgoal as well.

This goal will aid not just
browsers but other software made
for India. For Indian browsers to
compete, incorporating

India-built browsers. It remains to
beseenif Ulaacanbreak new
ground on this frontand dent the
$100billion plus global market for
browsers.

Theuwriterisaprofessor of physicsat ISER, Pune.
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