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moncy and continued support of large
funds.

The proposal for a National Science
University is unique in many respects. It
is utopian in concept and will be an oasis
in the desert when established. It en-
visages a total faculty of 100-200 with
a proportionate undergraduate population
of 800-1500. In addition, it may have
about 200400 graduate (Ph D) students.
Most of the faculty will naturally come
from institutions such as TIFR, Indian
Institute of Science, some universities,
research institutions and I1Ts. This may
weaken the existing institutions. It
proposes to bring about 20% faculty from
outside the country.

Adequate funding is most essential for
an institution of this nature. Money 1is
required not only for the costly modemn
equipment but it 1s also needed for their
periodic updating or replacement. Obso-
lescence in scientific instruments and
computers is getting faster each year.
There may be doubts regarding appro-
priate financial support from the industry
to an institution which is primarily meant
for basic sciences when industry has
hardly come forward even to support
applied research. It will be disastrous tf
NSU comes under State funding at some
future date.

NSU may take about 200-300 students
each year after 10 + 2 stage on the basis
of an all India selection. It is likely to
attract a fair number of foreign and NRI
students on payment of higher fees. The
UGC is reported to be keen on tapping
foreign student{s because of financial
squeeze on the universities NSU will
certainly provide the students solid foun-
dations in basic sciences and may lead
to excellent research in frontier areas
which is one of its main objectives. But
applied sciences, biotechnology, earth
sciences and other fields of study and
applied rescarch needed for national

development programmes do not seem to
find a place there.

A number of M S¢ and Ph D students
turned out by NSU will find positions
in institutions such as TIFR, 1ISc and
some uhiversiies. Many may like to go
abroad for higher studies, research and
other attractive carcers. A few may stay
in the NSU for research and teaching.
But with the present dismal situations in
the country it is doubtful whether institu-
tions other than NSU could provide the
same environment, facilities and prospects
as students in NSU will get used to
during their studies. Information technol-
ogy, banking, financial services, consumer
industries and engineening services are
the most attractive and best paid profes-
sions in the country today and NSU
graduates with basic sciences may not fit
in these professions.

Mahajan does not talk about primary
and secondary education levels in the
country. He discusses the status of scien-
tific research both in the universities and
the government institutions. He talks

about the many ills with ‘feudal’ system
working to the detriment of everything
in everyplace and ‘coteries of science
managers’ who are ‘never held account-
able for their consistent over promise and
under dehlivery’. However, Mahajan’s
proposal does not provide any solutions
nor any hope for the future.

The objectives of education are pri-
marily to build character and 1mpart
knowledge to enable each individual to
fulfil his obligations to family and society,
contribute to build the nation and improve
"‘quality of life’. The umniversities are
expected to generate excellence in the
literary, scientific, technological and
professional fields. But in reality, pnmary
and secondary education is in shambles.
Our universities have multiplied and
have become mostly ‘inefficient degree-
awarding machines’ with scant concern

for vital societal obligations®.

The institutionalized science and tech-
nology i1s mediocre and there is neither
excellence nor relevance to the needs of
the country*. Balaram? says that whatever
we have achieved in atomic energy, space
and agrculture is ‘adaptation and suc-
cessful implementation of techniques al-
ready tested elsewhere’. There is a general
perception that ‘the ship of Indian science
i floundering and rudderless’. We have
failed in both the sectors—education and
science—the two most important inputs
for development of any society and country.
NSU may just be a glimmer on the horizon.
However, there are solutions>* Hard
decisions will have to be taken. Massive
all-round developmental efforts through
education, science and technology are needed
to remove illiteracy and poverty, which in
tum will help the nation to reform the
existing institutions and establish many
others to ensure healthy growth and excel-
lence 1n every field. The country can march
ahead with renewed dedication and vigour
since—the talent, the infrastructure, the ex-
pertse and technologies—-all that is needed
for success is available. But when will the
decision makers® and the persons responsible

for the implementation wake up to see the
light?
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The proposal for a National Science University—some comments

One gathers from the October 10th 1994
issue of Current Science that a major
new initiative aimed at  providing
high-quality science education from the
undergraduale stage upwards is underway,
with a massive investment of Rs. 200
crores from the Government being talked

about. While the proposal by Mahajan is
by no means the first expression of con-
cern for the existing situation or sugges-
tion for action, it scems to be the first
tahen seriously in terms of Government
supporl. One hears that many constratnts
which have shackled exisung institutions
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may be rclaxed for the new one—hope-
fully the bencfit will in time extend to
the old ones as well! Given that such a
substantial level of investment towards
the specific goul of higher education 1
the sciences is being considered, the gues-
tion of its optimal utilizatton is a natural
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one and the articles in the same issue of
Current Science by T. V. Ramaknshnan
and D, Balasubramaniam do address it.
This letter concerns some further poinis
which seem important in this context.
The proposal itself seems largely a
description of what the university should
not be, launching as it does a violent
attack on a straw man by descnbing the
lower end of institutional culture in India.
It seems worth emphasizing that many
of the trends pointed out (¢.g. the tendency
for a dominant individuat to be 1ntolerant
of different views and the rise of any
threat to his authority) are really basic
human nature and I have heard similar
descnptions of very well known research
establishments (e.g. in highly competitive
and well-funded fields like plasma physics
and molecular biology) in countries other
than ours. Equally. if one chooses to look
at the upper end of institutional culture
.0t India, one might see a very different
picture from the one that Mahajan paints.
This is not just a matter of offended RI
pride. The entire case for pumping all
ones resources into starting from scratch
rather than the more conservauve ap-
proach of improving and helping existing
institutions rests on this polemic device
of dichotomy between the good guys and
the bad guys. In reality, however, many
positive trends are emerging in some
institutions—greater consultation in deci-
sion making, more peer review in funding,
a departure from the old pork barrel
approach of starting projects or institu-
tions based on personalities without ade-
quate documentation and review, etc. One
sces in the younger generation a healthy
disrespect for things like medals, media
exposure, awards, and ceremonies-——one
hopes that the mention of this kind of
incentives in the proposal is an aberration!
Inclusion of this sort of thing in the
proposed NSU set up would be taking a
giant step into the past, not the {uture.
One of the crucial assumptions behind
the proposal is that a cornucopia of
benefits in academic expertise and scien-
tific equipment will descend on the NSU
from NRIs. Mahajan cites conversations
with people as the basis for this but I
would urge some wariness on this score.
First of all, the number of actual doers
in any enterprise always tums out to be
smaller than the number who initially
promised help. Secondly, one must be
realistic about how much time and effort
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someone with a full time career in the
US can afford to expend on something
like the NSU. Let us take up again the
fortunes of Yogesh (‘call me Joe™) Sarma,
T. V. Ramakrishnan’s apt creation. Since
he pursues a high pressure career in a
competitive environment where every
Xerox copy has to be paid for out of a
grant, which is going to bc given on the
basis of publications, s 1t fair or
reasonable to assume that he will use up
hard-eamed sabbatical time teaching
teenagers in Delhi how to differentiate
or programme a computer or align optical
components? More likely that the hard
and uninteresting but vital aspects of train-
ing young people will be left to the 80%
resident faculty, with the 20% dropping
In to deliver inspiration from time to
time. More generally, teaching at the
undergraduate level and research are un-
easy companions even in the best places
in the world and it would be naive to
equate competence in these two areas In
planning the NSU.

[ consider the IIT experience very
relevant to the NSU proposal. Many of
the ingredients, viz. liberal funding, exper-
tise from abroad, freedom to function
differently, etc. were all present at the
birth of the IITs. While some significant
gains have resulted over the years, it is
fair to say that there is no qualitative
differenice in the standards of the faculty,
cither in research or in teaching, between
the lITs and the best of the universities.
What is qualitatively different is the com-
plete orientation of the bulk of the student
community to the goal of going to the
US, from the day of entry. This orientation
could only become stronger if the very
basis of the institution is an international
advisory board and a stream of visiting
staff, as proposed for the NSU. Perhaps,
in the current mood of globalization and
international competitiveness sweeping
our country, this is no bad thing. But
the same logic of the marketplace dictates
that the Indian taxpayer does not have
to pay for the enterprise! On this vital
point of preventing the NSU becoming
an export house, the best that the proposal
offers us is ringing rhetoric—‘Let us
change the rules ., .” I can offer something
marginally better, the first hand exper-
ience of one lIT student who did not
emigrate. Quite simply, in my M Sc
department, the most inspiring teacher,
experimenter and theorist all rolled into
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one was someone whose own Ph D was
from within the country and he was proud
of the institution from which he came.
The place where 1 worked for my PhD
again had many people with the same
characteristics. As Einstein once said,
‘Example is not the best way of influenc-
ing people, it is the only way’. There is
no xenophobia here, and in fact where
one got one’s Ph D is not the deciding
factor. Some of the people mentioned
above had spent significant periods abroad
but their own commitment to working In
the country was total and manifest-——they
were here by choice and not by necessity
or as birds of passage.

To bring out what it takes to make a
dent on the problem of science education,
I would like to mention something which
people sitting on Ph D entrance interview
committees In physics started to notice
a few years ago. The American College
in Madurai seemed to be over-represented
in the list of sucessful candidates, and
the students coming from there were not
afraid of basic electronics, computation
and optics. Much of the credit for this
was due to Richard Riesz, who built up
the Physics Department there over twenty
five years as a Resident non-Indian. I
hasten to add that non-Indian refers strict-
ly to the passport! Indian is as Indian
does and while the NRI might be a
convenient concept for some economic
purposes, the phrase carries elements of
internal contradiction for any other pur-
pose. The obvious way to do something
about some problem in India is to come
here and fight. Put differently, the pilot
of a passenger aircraft does not 2o around
wearing a parachute on his back and
would not inspire confidence if he did.
The founders of the NSU will have to
think very hard about the possibility of
creating . one more Govemnment funded
manpower export agency, which seems
close to a certainty with the proposed
structure.

RAJARAM NITYANANDA

Raman Research Institute

Bangalore 560 080, India

The views expressed in this letter are
those of the author as an individual, not
in his capacity as a member of the Current
Science Editorial Board,
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The October 10th issue of Current Science
contains a proposal by S. M. Mahajan for
a National Science University, together with
the comments by P. Balaram, P. N. Srivas-
tava, D. Balasubramanian and T. V. Rama-
krishnan. In the same issue, reactions of
readers to this proposal were also solicited.
I wrte in response to the above.

Bringing up the second level

The Mahajan proposal has, as its starting
point, the premise that we in India have
failed miserably in establishing any kind
of presence for Indian science on the
world scene. As Ramakrishnan points out,
this conclusion is by no means clear-cut.
For instance (as pointed out by Ramak-
rishnan), only two scientists of Indian
origin have been e¢lected as Fellows of
the National Academy of Sciences in the
US, whereas five Indian scientists living
and working in India have been elected
as Foreign Fellows of the same academy.

But let us grant Mahajan’s premise for
the sake of argument. The remedy sug-
gesied in the NSU proposal is essentially
to ‘write off’ the entire Indian scientific
contingent, the University Grants Com-
mission (UGC), and all allied bodies, and
to start a brand-new venture completely
outside the ambit of existing bodies and
the existing scientific community. In my
view, this is an entirely incorrect remedy
to the perceived problem. The main dif-
ficulty in India is that, notwithstanding
all our tall claims of having the second
largest pool of scientific personnel, most
of these persons are working under abject
conditions that are not at all conducive
to the produclion of good science. If one
examines the US universities, for example,
one can observe that the ‘roll-off” in the
quality of universities 1s very gradual.
There are the A+ universities (MIT, Har-
vard, Berkeley, ...) followed by the A
untversitics (Michigan, Wisconsin, [l-
linois, ...), then the A~ universities, etc.
The fall-off in quality i1s quite gradual,
and there are perhaps 50 to 60 universilies
in which a good individual can find a
satisfactory rescarch carcer, In contrast,
in India, the fall-off after the 1I1Sc and
the HTs (I am speaking here about en-
gineering; siumilar comments apply to
science) is alarmingly steep. The RECS,
which attract students who are just about
as good as those at the HTs, have terrthle
facthities in contrast to the excellent
faciliics provided to the II'Ts. If the US

experiment tells us anything at all, it is
that a nation cannot afford to place all
of its eggs in a very small number of
baskets. Thus I would recommend a col-
legial approach to science in our country,
in which the disparities between institu-
tions are not absurdly high, and the num-
ber of institutions with adcquate facilities
is further increased. In contrast, the NSU
proposal takes exactly the opposite ap-
proach, by advocating a single ‘super’
university and reducing everything and
everyone else to a second-class status.

NRI white knights

One of the striking features of the NSU
proposal is its emphasis on the role of
NRIs. For instance, while the proposal
wants NSU to be free of quotas, it never-
theless envisages a 20% quota for NRI
professors. The premise is that, having
made a mess of the situation, we in India
need to be rescued by a group of NRI
knights riding in on their white horses,
spending periods of up to two or three
months a year.

I was an NRI myself for nearly twenty
years before I decided to return to India
about five years ago. During my stay
aproad, ! felt quite concerned about the
quality of research and education in India,
and wanted to do whatever I could to
help. 1 even contemplated spending a few
months every year in India (as is being
envisaged in the NSU proposal). But after
due deliberation, I came to the conclusion
that, while ‘spending a few months a year
in India would have done wonders for
me—I would have been able to keep
abreast of various grihapraveshams, mar-
riages, births, deaths, etc.—it would do
little or nothing for /ndia. Ultimately the
fate of Indian science and engineering
will have to be decided by those who
are commitled to it full time. That is
why 1 decided to return. The five and a
half years since my return have only
reinforced this beliefl. Obviously we in
India should tap into the world community
and interact with the best that the world
has to offer, be they NRIs or otherwise.
But we should be wary ol mediocritics
trying to get free trips to India at someone
clse’s expense. This leads to my next point.

Doing good research vs being
well-known

H seems to me that many NRIs confuse
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doing good research with being well-
known. There are many good scientists
in India who are little-known or appre-
ciated outside the country, mostly due to
a lack of exposure, Conversely, there are
many ‘well-known’ scientisis overseas
(not just NRIs) whose scientific reputa-
tions are out of proportion to their actual
accomplishments. Again, this 1S a matter
of exposure. This is why many NRIs
who contemplate returning to India are
so worried about keeping one foot
abroad—so that they can continue to
maintain exposure. My own experiences
since returming have convinced me that
it is not all that difficult to continue to
do good research in India. But one does
have t0 make some sacrifices on the
exposure front. If one is not prepared for
that, then he should not return. A natural
corollary is that we in India should rightly
be suspicious of those who wish to keep
one foot outside India even after their
return.

Feudalism in India

The NSU proposal begins with a broad
swipe at all directors in India and the
feudalistic structure imposed on Indian
science by these supposedly omnipotent
beings. One is a little surprised to see
such coffee-table gossip elevated to the
status of proven fact. Besides that, if one
is to believe the write-up of Bala-
subramanian, the proponeants of NSU have
already met the Union Ministers of
MHRD and Finance, and are preparing
to meet the Prime Minister. The rest of
us mere mortals do not have access to
such highly-placed politicians. Thus is it
not ironic that, having attacked feudalism
in the first place, the proponents of NSU
now scem to be taking recourse to the
very same fcudahsm in order to push
their proposal through?

In my opinion, the perception of
feudalism in India is based largely on
the disparity between the number of
decent jobs and the number of aspirants
to such jobs. Of course, In any country,
the number of coveted positions is going
to be very small, and the competition for
such jobs is going to be ficrce. Based
on my experiences of having been invol-
ved in fiucully selection, promotion and
tenure in MIT and Berkeley over a number
of years, I can confidently state that the
amount  of favountism  and  political
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mancuvenng 11 the USA for covered jobs
is net any less than what it is in India
for comparable posttions But the impor-
tant point 1s that in the USA, not getting
a coveted job does not spell the end of
one’s rescarch career (see above), while
it docs here in India. Not everyone who
wishes to pursue a career in scentfic
research expects to become a Bhatnagar
Laurcate or a Fellow of the Academy of
Sciences (They may fantasize about it,
but that is a diffcrent matter). If we could
substantially incrcase the number of
decent and satisfing positons, I think
much of the talk about feudalism will
disappear.

One last comment

The NSU proposal envisages an initial
commitment of Rs 200 crores by MHRD—
an amount comparable to the entire an-
nual budget of the Department of Science
and Technology. An infusion of Rs 200
crores of fresh money 1nto the existing
university system will do wonders 10 raise
the quality of science 1n India, especially
iIf the strait-jacket quality of the regula-
ticns govemning our scientific estab-
lishments are relaxed at the same time.
It 1s by no means obvious that NSU will
make better use of this money than existing
institutions.

Conclusion

The above comments make it clear that
in my view the NSU proposal is rather
naive 1n its perceptions, and if imple-
mented, will actually exacerbate the
problems that it purports to solve. Under-
ground gossip has it that the Mahagjan
proposal is already a fair accompli, and
that there is no chance of anyone doing
anything to stop the NSU from becoming
a reality, If that is indeed the case, then
so be it. But if not, 1 think concerned
academics in the country have an obliga-
tion 10 express their views on the proposal.
Perhaps the political establishment is well-
meaning 1n  giving this self-serving
proposal such a serious hearing. Let us
give them that benefit of doubt. Procecd-
Ing on that assumption, let us inform our
political masters that there are several
excellent studies on how to improve the
existing university systcm, undertaken by
persons whose credentials and commit-
ment to the country are beyond question
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(e g., the Bhide Committee report on be-
half of the Planning Commussion). But
we would all be remiss if we simply
stood by and permitted NSU to come
Into existence without sernous debate.

M. VIDYASAGAR

E9, DRDO Township
C. V. Raman Nagar
Bangalore 560 093, India

I shudder to think what the outcome of
such a proposal would be, i.e. creation
of National Science University which
appears to have made an impression in
the minds of ‘pundits’ of Indian science.
When funding for science by the Govemn-
ment is dechning in every established
organization in the country, then setting
astde Rs 200 crores for such a purpose
only tells that Government has money
for science indeed and Indian science and
scientists have lost all therr credibility in
the eyes of the bureaucrats and ministers.
As a result, they are now looking towards
NRIs for SOS response 1o raise our stand-
ard to the zenith by pumping work-ethics,
Intellects, management in our system!

However, it is too naive to put all the
blame on the Government and its
functionaries. If today, Government is
seriously considering Mahajan’s proposal,
it 1s because some scientists campaigned
in favour of it. These are the people who
were maximally benefitted from the state
control of science in India over the last
several decades. With the change in
scenario, Manmohan economics, etc., now
it is time for privatization of education
with thc blessing of the Government in
the form of 200 crores!

We are all aware of the problems of
Indian science. It will do a great service
to us iIf today some Govemmental agen-
cies with the help of Rs 200 crore or
more assure every college laboratory,
every university department of cConstant
voltage power supply, adequate water,
uninterrupted examination schedule, and
monthly payment of salanes with appro-
priate dearness allowances. Why does not
some patrtotic NRI adopt a college in
his/her home state and see it functioning
with ease?

The most difficult task in practising
good science anywhcere within or outside

India is to ask a good question, design
and carry out a good experiment. Lack
of i1deas, competitiveness always drive
failing scientists to look for alternatives,
Building institutes and universities are
easy options. Are we honest to ourselves
if we say all the facilities that we have
in the country today are inadequate for
doing first-rate research?

However, the scenario 1s entirely dif-
ferent when one considers the poor under-
graduate training level in India and at
least in this respect Mahajan’s proposal
scores a point. On the other hand, no
purpose will be served if such elitist
training 1S concentrated in one or two
places. The existing infrastructure should
be toned-up, however bad they may be
to start with. If millions are well-trained,
five may turn out excellent in the long
Fun.

To quote from Jim Wang (Harvard),
the first three important ingredients of a
good research activity are people, people
and people. When National Science
University is established in the vicinity
of Delhi or some other place, where will
the ingredients come from. Within 100
km of the centre of any city today, the
literacy rate still hovers around 40% and
alarmingly decreasing! Granting the
expectation that NSU would create
another Raman in 50 years time, would
it also retlect the state of Indian research
50 years from now?

All our scientific achievements of the
past are the product of individual genius.
So the question of sustenance of standards
over a penod of time does not arise,
When Raman was crying at Sweden sit-
ting under a British flag, somewhere 1n
India, people were sacrificing animals for
rain, wealth, sons etc.

It has already been pointed out that
the fat of Indian science should be pruned
mercilessly Let it be so. In addition lect
the government sources, private organiza-
tions and NRIs pull up their resources
and see to it that every college at the
district level at least runs 3 hours of
laboratory, 4 hours of theory classes for
180 days in a year and that teachers are
paid. The result is anybody’s guess

DIPANKAR CHATTERI]

Centre for Cellular and

Molecular Biology
Hyderabad 500 007, India
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The October 10, 1994 issue of Current
Science devotes a special section to the
ongoing efforts to start the National
Science Unmiversity (NSU), an 1dea strong-
ly advocated by Swadesh M. Mahajan
and actively pursued by P. N. Srivastava
through the corridors of power in India.
A critique by D. Balasubramanian cau-
tions that the rational modifications in
the rules and regulations for the NSU,
the freedom from the quota system, etc.
are also to be thought of for the existing
newer Central Universities, at least.
T. V. Ramakrishnan sketches the existing
scenario for higher education in Science
in India, offers solutions for improvement
and views the NSU as just an alternative
which deserves further discussion by the
concerned educators. In addition to the
points raised in the critique and the solu-
tions offered by D. Balasubramanian and
T. V. Ramakrishnan, the following points
may be worth debating:

The only Indian science institutions
which find a mention in the aforesaid
articles are the TIFR and the IISc. Recog-
nition of any kind has also been consis-
tently going in the past few decades to
only those who are in these prestigious
institutions or who had earlier association
with them. There are other institutions
which have also been in existence for
quite some time now, such as the Indian
Institute for the Cultivation of Science,
the Bhabha Atomic Research Center, the
Saha Institute of Nuclear Physics, the
Institute of Mathematical Sciences, the
Physical Research Laboratory and the
Institute of Physics. A considerable
amount of infrastructure, as well as talent
is available in these Institutes. Perhaps
the achievements of these institutes are
no less than those of TIFR and [ISc. If
in the perception of the educationists, this
is not true, then it is high time that we
start asking oursclves the questions as to
what ails these reasonably well-equipped
and well-funded institutions, as well as
the several Advanced Centres created
within the Universities, from achieving
the standards, at least, of the TIFR and
the 1ISc. If we are convinced that the
Mahajan proposal contains several aspects
which would contribute to the creation
of excellence in science education in this
country, then th¢se institutions, besides
the 1ITs, are the places where these novel
ideas may be implemented straight away,
before the commencement of yet another
new venture like the NSU. The experience

gained in the implementation of these
ideas in these institutions would be very
useful for the NSU by the time it starts
functioning.

The scientific teaching profession
should encourage the talented and desery-
ing. Good teachers who enthuse the stu-
dents are an asset to the country. The
harm done to generations of students by
a bad teacher is inc¢alculable. Our Univer-
sities have been made to pursue the reser-
vation system for appointments and there
are States where teachers have gone to
Court over the issue of a roster system
even if there is just one post in a depart-
ment! The educationists should be bold
enough to ask the politicians not to con-
tinue with the wrong policies of going
on increasing the reserved quotas. Merit
and mernt alone should be the criterion
for research and teaching positions, and
for appointments to the coveted Vice
Chancellor/Director positions, if we want
to make a mark in the international scien-
tific scene. However, most unfortunately,
those with clout are the only ones who
seem to be getting into these sensitive
positions. It does not require much effort
to see how the policies followed by the
educationists since Independence have
brought the reputations of some of the
renowned Universities of yester years to
their present status. But who will dare
to even voice such views and who can
bring about such rational changes? The
day such voices of sanity are paid atten-
tion to will herald a beginning for an
upward trend in the standards of our
Universities.

It has been aptly pointed out that most
of the funding to the Universities (as
much as 90%) goes towards administra-
tion and salaries. At least select University
departments, which have shown promise
of good teaching and research must be
encouraged with more funds, after they
adhere to the path of merit. Individuals
who have achieved significant interna-
tional recognition for research work done
in our country should be given adequate
funds, ar the peak of their careers, (o
start autonomous Institutes {like the Max
Planck Institutes of Germany), within the
framework of the Universities themselves,
The science bureaucrats who have ad-
ministered science and manipulated
people have been far too often rewarded
in the past even with institutes after their
retirement  from  administrative  posts,
though they had no reputation as scientists
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in the international scene (since they had
returned to India after a few years abroad
after their Doctorates).

One should also ask the question as
to whether all the NRIs are in the top
institutions in those countries? After all,
the 200 universities in the US are not
all of the same standard! Who besides
S. M. Mahajan are behind this effort to
spend thetr time, energy, effort and money
for the setting up of the NSU in India
and what are their achievements in science
in their chosen countries?

The NRI movement to start a NSU
should be encouraged cautiously keeping
in view these questions and the past
experiences the country has had. The
tendency to treat the NRIs as unwanted
aliens has been felt by some and there
have been coteries in this country who
wanted to prove the NRI participation as
a failure in the past. The Mahajan concept
is in principle welcome but its implemen-
tation will bring in its wake enormous
problems, some of which have been
voiced by T. V. Ramakrishnan, in his
perceptive article.

K. SRINIVASA RAO

The Institute of Mathematical Sciences
Madras 600 113, India

In the issue of Current Science dated 10
October 1994 I read with great interest
the proposal to establish a National
Science University partly with Govemn-
ment funding and partly with investment
by NRI. The comments by vanous scien-
tists on this proposal, which also appeared
in the same issue, were thought provoking.
I do not wish to summtarize the proposal
again,

The preamble to the document makes
a sweeping statement that scientists work-
ing in India, with the exception of a few
working in some exalted institutions in
the country, have not acquitted themselves
creditably. The document also appears to
imply that Indian scientists who migrated
abroad have done much better than the
scientists who stayed behind. 1 fully en-
dors¢ T. V. Ramakrizhnan's view that,
at least in basic research, the above state-
ment is fallacious. In the proposal for a
new science university, it 1S proposed
that each Faculty member will be allotted
$ 50,000 per annum for his own research,
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I can only pomint out that, even in the
institutes of proven excellence in this
counlry, a sctentist 18 not assured of a
fifth of this amount unic¢ss he 18 fortunate
enough to get funding for a sponsored
project. To me it 1s a wonder that, under
the very adverse conditons for research
prevailing in this country, our scientists
have achieved so much.

In my opimuion the recasens for the
exponential decline in the quality of
scicnce graduates in universities are the
following, in order of importance:

(1} Admission of students and selection
of staff is made on basis other than merit.
This permicious practice appears to be
spreading fast. A popular misconception
is that mentocracy and social justice are
incompatible. 1 strongly believe that the
larger interests of social justice can only
be served by recognizing and constantly
encouraging meri.

{2) Experimental  science, especially
physical science, is in doldrums because
undergraduate and graduate laboratories
have antiquated equipment and the experi-
ments are unimaginative and uninterest-
ing. At the research level equipment have
become costly and sophisticated requiring
a level of expertise for their maintenance
w hich does not exist in many universities.
(3) The cost of book and journals has
risen steeply. This has resulted in the
slow erosion of good libraries even in
reasonably funded (by Indian standards)
universities.

(4) Bureaucracy and red tape have gained
a stranglehold on higher education. This
1s especially pernicious in the case of
science and technology.

(5) Our universities have become too
cumbrous with a number of arts and
science departments/colleges under the
control of each university. It is my sub-
mission that having universities "exclu-
sively for science and technology will
prove beneficial for higher education in
scicnce. There are a few such universities
in India which have certainly done better

than the conventional omnibus univer-
si{ies.

The present proposal recognizes and
explicitly spells out these points.

From the fact that the Government of
India is giving serious consideration to
the new proposal, it is apparent that it
is aware of the above reasons for the
decline in the quality of higher education
and it is willing to consider insulating
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selectively, the new university from these
adverse causes. My question is, why can-
not the Government extend the same
benefit at Icast to those universities which
have built reasonably good research
departments? I think it will benefit the
country more if the following steps are
taken:

(1) Identify about six to ten universities
in which good scicntific research is being
done and start strong undergraduate and
graduale programmes In science.

(2) Recruit faculty and admit students
only on the basis of ment.

(3) Design the curriculum in such a way
that it will be possible for the student
to choose a combination of electives
without putting him in a straitjacket of
womn out disciplines.

(4) Provide finances to improve under-
graduate and graduale laboralory curri-
culum and funds for research equipment
necessary for day to day use. Very costly
facilities can be set up in special centres
where expertise for their maintenance
exists or can be developed and scientists
can be provided funds for travel to make
use of these facilities. Funds should be
made available for the improvement of
ltbraries in these institutions. The two
hundred crores that 1s spelt out as one
time government grant for the proposed
university will be sufficient to augment
the infrastructural facilities in at least half
a dozen universities where a sound
research base exists. For the same invest-
ment one can hope to get larger returns,
(5) Make a resolute effort to cut
bureaucratic flab in these places and make
the bureaucracy realize that its role will
be supportive and subordinate to the
academic functions of these organizations.

The above suggestions are nothing new.
They have been made in greater detail
in the report of the working group on
undergraduate science education, set up
by the Planning Commission in 1989
under the chairmanship of V. G. Bhide.
This report takes into account the existing
ground realities and has made comprehen-
sive suggestions for a three tier
programme which will be of greater
benefit to the country as a whole than
the new proposal for establishing a single
privileged university at great cost,

There should be a discusston among
a large number of scientists on the new
proposal vis-a-vis the suggestions of the
working group under the chairmanship

of Bhidc and the Government should take
note¢ of the divergent views before it
takes a final decision on the proposal of
Mabhajan.

R. SRINIVASAN

Inter-University Consortium for
DAE Facilities

Khandwa Road

Indore 452 001, India

Wwhen I read the proposal, it sounded to
me as if the foundation stone was being
laid for another Empire, this time by
NRIs, with active co-operation from
spent-out Indian scientists. It was inter-
esting to note that the foundation stone
was to be laid, not in a location where
peace would prevail and scientists could
work with least distractions, but close to
an airport so that for an evening discus-
sion the scientist can fly (if flights would
take off or land as per schedule) to near
by Bombay or Bangalore or for a week-
end discussion (if discussion would be
possible in week-ends) even to London
or to New York.

I think it was at the inauguration of
the National Chemical Laboratory, Pune,
that C. V. Raman expressed his dismay
that instead of strengthening Umiversities,
the government was building institutions
which are unlikely to deliver the goods.
But then Bhatnagar was close to Delhi,

and having nothing more to do in his
sublect, wanted to build an empire for
himself.

Next was the formation of the IITs.
Some times I wonder whether there are
deals among spent-out scientists, building
contractors and foreign manufacturers,
that proposals for infrastructures, in the
nature of buildings and equipments (the
latter quite often the being-phased-out
ones) are rapidly accepted without giving
any consideration for the long term utility
of these institutions. The result of this
is, for example, with the IITs, all that
we have achieved is exportable-quality
student-products, who laicr become NRls,
and of course, repatriate valuable foreign
exchange.

Then came the Central Univensities,
the INUs. The ordinary universities were
no good and it was believed that addition
of a prefix would have a salutary effect
on the functioning of the Universities,

CURRENT SCIENCE, VOL. 67, NO. 11, 10 DECEMBER 1994



CONDENSED MATTER SCIENCE - CURRENT STATUS AND PLAN FOR ACTION

CORRESPONDENCE

although many of the staff employed by
these Universities would be migrants from
the ordinary Universities/lITs/CSIR Labo-
ratories. It was the nomenclature that
mattered. It was sad that at this critical
juncture, the UGC’s destiny was 1n the
hands of Chairmen, who did not assert
the role Universities in science-building
acuvities, who did not take up steps to
improve the quality of teaching or
resecarch in the Universities.

I question the wisdom of starting a
National Science University in which
Government is expected to sink 200 to
400 crores, and NRIs and the burnt-out
Indian scientists are going to reap the
benefit. What are the 1000-2000 students
going to do after they come out of these
institutions? Most of them will go out
of the country to seek greener pasture,
and come back after 10-15 years, with
another proposal, now for an International
Science University. Others may end-up
in the worthless Universities, IITs, CSIR
laboratories and in the R & D laboratories
of industries, which are there only to
bring tax-benefits to the industries,

It is time that practising scientists wake
up to the tom-foolery practised by spent-
out scientists, who manage to keep close
to Government. It is time that scientists,
who have failed to deliver the goods
even after being close to the Government,
retire 1n good grace and give place to
others to manage the scientific affairs of
the Nation,

I am convinced that the destiny of
science in India is only in the Universities.
In my opinion the need of the hour 1is
not starting one more University/Institu-
tion, but to support, with massive funding,
those individual departments in different
Universities where good teaching/research
is being donc. It is snobbery to state that
no good teaching/rcsearch is being done
in our country. Many of the scientists
abroad, with whom students from my
department (Organic Chemistry) have
worked on Ph D or post Ph D assignments,
have praise for the training they had
received in India. Our students were found
wanting, according to them, only in the
handling of instruments, such as the NMR.
The research in my Department is also
good. The number of such Departments
is not small,

Let us identify individuals in diffcrent
universities/instilutions, who have shown
devotion to their work, without clamour-
ing for posittons, and displayed modernity

in their work. Let us provide them the
facilities they need for their work. Science
in this country will then grow in its
stature.

N. 8. NARASIMHAN

SPIC Science Foundation
110, Mount Road
Madras 600032, India
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Several aspects of Indian science, its
quality, the need to improve higher educa-
tion, particularly in respect of science
and the possible ways in which that can
be achieved are being discussed for the
last few years in our country. In the light
of this background, the proposals about
the National Science University (Curr,
Sci., October 10, 1994) are at the best
uninspiring 1f not boring. Every one
knows what is wrong, with our Univer-
sities. kvery one knows what is wrong
with our science. Every one also knows
the steps that need to be taken to improve
the situation. The only problem seems to
be that each one is looking at the other
or towards the sky for the implementation.

There are however, a couple of aspects
[ would like to highlight and emphasize
my opinion vis-a-vis the proposal to start
a National Science University which could
function as a model for improving the
standards of Indian science. While it is
most welcome to run the University sys-
tem on the lines proposed by Mahajan,
1 do not think there is any real necessity
to create a National Science University
in the manner envisaged by him and his
supporters for improving Indian science.

There is no need for any host Govern-
ment to throw hundred crores of rupees
towards providing infrastructure for the
model University and then close its eyes
expecting miracles to happen from such
an 1nstitution. On the other hand, the
Government itself could identify a few
places already existing in the country and
which are doing reasonably well, in order
to provide additional inputs and to confer
administrative and academic flexibility
that is envisaged in the National Science
University. Indced, there are some places
in India where many of the ideal qualities
attributed to the proposed National
Science University, are alrcady in vogue.
For example, the University of Hyderabad
has already incorporated many of these
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qualities into its administrative and
academic structure. What is simply needed
1s to allow a little bit more of flexibility
in its recruitment and promotional policies
and it would become a model University.
If few more such institutions are identified
and necessary inputs and the autonomy
are given, I see no reason why excellence
In science cannot be attained in these
places.

The NRIs who are so keen to help
their country of origin can certainly con-
tribute their mite in more than one way
in making these few institutions reach
international standards. In this connection,
it 1s pertinent to recall a recent news
item in Nature (1994, 371, 188) where
it 1s reported that the Ministry of Educa-
tion in Japan is planning to spend the
equivalent of 30 million US dollars to
stimulate the development of centers of
excellence in some Universities. It would
be wonderful if the UGC initiates similar
steps 1n our country.

K. SUBBA RAO

School of Life Sciences
University of Hyderabad
Hyderabad 500 134, India
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Let me first congratulate Current Science
for exposing its readers to the proposal
for establishing a National Science
University. When one comes across such
news, the normal response is either to
take it casually or to i1gnore it. However,
the debate which has already been in-
itiated by you has seen to it that this
does not happen.

The maladies afflicing the Indian
Universities have been analysed by many.
The proponents of NSU hope that the
new institution will overcome all these,
through a different organizational struc-
ture. They admit that there are two in-
stitutions devoted to science, which are
functioning exceptionally well—the IISc
and the TIFR. According to them, the
drawback with both is that they do not
provide undergraduate education.

The NSU, its promoters hope, will not
be an export-oniented unit. ¢ is rather
difficult to accept this position. Let us
presume that NSU will produce excellent
scientists because of the special status 1t
would enjoy. Considering the fact that
our country is not in a position to ofler
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challenging and attractive employment to
a majonty of graduates from 1lISc and
IITs, where is the guarantee that a better
crop of scientists passing out of NSU
would get attracted to the available
opportunities in Ind:a? In such a scenano
the NSU will become a venture of the
NRIs by the NRIs for the would be NRIs.

The NSU ‘must be accorded a certain
special status... independent charter

174

without quotas and without binding and
suffocating rules’. Why this special status
to NSU alone? Finally, the NSU requires

Government funding to the tune of 200
crores, for infrastructure. Should tie

country invest again on ‘brick and
mortar’? Why not initiate the ¢xperiment
at a well established institution? The 11Sc
with its deemed university status, non-
affiliating character, less emphasis on

‘quotas’ will fit 1n to most of the descrip-
tion. What perhaps 1s required is a minor
surgery of ‘defeudalization’ and grafung
of undergraduate courses.

K. R. SUBRAHMANYA

Department of Marine Geology
Mangalore Unwversity
Mangalagangotri 574 199 India
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