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‘To be a techie or not to be’ — Science and technology scenario in India

Aruna Dhathathreyan

At the end of the Indian Science Con-
gress, held in the first week of January
every year, serious debates and discus-
sions take place between the academia
and policy makers of our country on how
best science programmes should be run
and what should be best, funded-basic or
applied research programmes. And every
year, one question that arises in every-
one’s mind is — Should the purpose of
funding every worthwhile project lead to
educating a technologically literate peo-
ple or to promote economic activity by
developing new technologies?

As the policy makers of the country
begin to increasingly talk about funding
driven by the desire for better health and
economic gain, it follows that such fund-
ing is more subject to political control.
Some experts have felt that instead of al-
lowing science policy and funding to be
decided by the government, they should
be allowed to have a say in what is re-
searched and when. An example of this
democratization has been the lobbies that
work for increased funding for various
bio-technological issues.

Many benefits would definitely arise
from linking scientific research to eco-
nomic growth and issues that concern the
public, but can this connection be made
while preserving scientific autonomy in
pursuing research? If the scientific com-
munity expects to maintain funding levels
in the current budget environment, it must
demonstrate the value of its work to the
public through education and outreach
programmes. At the same time, it must
be careful not to make unrealistic prom-
ises for economic or technological mira-
cles or allow itself to be driven solely by
public demand. This would then mean
some tension between the need to present
a case for science as returning meaning-
ful results to the public and the need for
scientific autonomy.

Often, political supporters of basic re-
search view research as the foundation
upon which a technologically strong nation
can be built. They argue that research in-
stitutes must first seek a productive in-
teraction between their traditional role as
seekers of knowledge and the growing
demand for technological applications that
have an immediate economic impact.

Thus, increasingly, the concept of ‘tar-
geted research’ is gaining ground. In bio-
logical research, in particular, biomedical
area, we note a trend toward such tar-
geted research. And this research does have
the potential for gaining public support.

Corporate funding for research

In recent years, private funding for R&D
at the universities as well as other sci-
ence institutes has been seen as being in-
creasingly important as the role of the
government declines. Partnership is a popu-
lar concept and in the US and Europe,
both universities or organizations and
corporations have benefited from combin-
ing their strengths and cooperating to
gain a whole that is greater than the sum
of its parts.

India, as yet does not have a similar
strong industry—institute partnership and
part of the reason for this is that our
economy today is more a service economy,
and service industries do not generate the
R&D that manufacturing industries do.
This could be considered simply an indi-
cator of the type of industry that is strong-
est in this country and is not necessarily
a negative point.

Graduate science education

There now seems an increasing practice
of putting caps on the amount of graduate
student support for carrying out PhD
programmes that can be covered by
grants from several government funding
agencies. In contrast to this situation,
some scientists argue that Indian univer-
sities are producing too many Ph Ds,
given the diminishing possibilities for
academic jobs. In the globalization and
market economy scenario today, where
flexibility, change and mobility seem to
be the buzzwords, we may need, not fewer
PhDs, but more flexible ones. This re-
quires changes in the way students are
trained and also calls for closer ties be-
tween academia and industry. Universi-
ties, for example, should train students to
be innovative and to work on solving
problems of their own choosing, whereas
in industry, researchers often are required
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to work on predetermined problems rather
than choosing their own goals. Preparing
students for careers outside of the uni-
versity might enhance partnerships with
private industry, as companies begin to
see PhDs as adaptable and capable of
stepping into a variety of jobs.

Enhancing partnerships with private
industry, educating the public about what
research can accomplish through outreach
programmes, preparing students for possi-
bilities outside the university, and decid-
ing the role and purpose of research
universities in the next stage of science
funding in this country will help the sci-
entific community to adapt a changing
environment.

But of late, there seems to be ‘an un-
willingness’ to accept that basic research
is necessary for innovation. To encour-
age excellent science, scientists need to
be free to set up their own collaborations,
based on research needs, rather than arbi-
trary funding requirements. The introduc-
tion of more investigator-driven projects
should be enough to meet the challenge —
the changes need not be very drastic, but
they have to happen and if research fund-
ing is to become truly successful, it must
focus on broader research areas, more in-
vestigator-initiated programme projects,
less applied and more basic research. ...
and less bureaucracy.

The high bureaucratic element of fund-
ing applications is also an issue that is
sometimes discussed for particular criti-
cism. An opinion voiced by both aca-
demics and the industrialists is that often
the effort required to apply for funding
does not justify the outcome; the process
is too complicated and lengthy, the suc-
cess rate too low and there is delay in
disbursal of grants. Scientists also feel
that research goals are over-ambitious
for the little money available. Therefore,
it is imperative that we stress the need to
‘reduce bureaucratic overkill’.

Fallacy and policy in science funding

Normally under competitive conditions
organizations can actually overinvest in
R&D, in the sense that private and social
benefit are less than social cost. But, on
the other hand, even if they do actually
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underinvest in R&D, in the Indian condi-
tions of centralized planning and distri-
buted decision making, it becomes obvious
that the government cannot and never
will be able to determine the ‘right’
amount of money to be spent on research.
And scientists would always want ‘more’.
Here one assumes that the government is
a neutral agency, weighing costs and
benefits in an attempt to achieve optimal
outcomes. But, often, even if the right
amount of research funding could be esti-
mated, it should not be spent on non-
appropriable research. Instead, it should
be spent on politically useful research.
Many scientists still believe steady fund-

ing to be a prerequisite and say ‘auto-
matic funding is a must if continuous re-
search is necessary’.

Today, unlike 50 years ago, scientific
research seems to be motivated not only
by curiosity or love for science, but also
by fads and the fixation that some areas
of research are more rewarding than others.
Although this may seem to stray from the
traditional academic research, the truth is
that science can accelerate progress in a
nation.

Above everything, the transition of a
country from developing to developed is
a process that requires facing up to the
established interests in society. The im-

petus for this has to come not only from
scientists but from other sectors of society
as well. In a world where globalization,
open market and WTO have become the
mantras; science and scientists can play
an important role in determining and im-
plementing progressive development
strategies.
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MEETINGS/SYMPOSIA/SEMINARS

National Symposium on Applied Geochemistry of Energy
Resources and Precious Metals

Date: 19-20 September 2007
Place: Hyderabad

Themes include: Geochemistry of oil, natural gas and gas hy-
drates; Geochemistry of coal and coal bed methane (CBM);
Geochemistry of nuclear fuels (with special emphasis on min-
ing and waste disposal, modeling of nuclear waste and ground
water interaction); Geochemistry of non-conventional energy
resources; Geochemsitry of precious metals; Environmental
impact of exploitation of natural resources.

Contact: Prof. K. Surya Prakash Rao
Convener
National Symposium on Applied Geochemistry
Indian Society of Applied Geochemists (ISAG)
P.B. No. 706, Osmania University
1-2-7/1, ‘ROJA’, Kakatiyanagar, Habsiguda
Hyderabad 500 007
Email: ksprao1939@yahoo.co.in

National Workshop on Wireless Communications

Date: 17-18 August 2007
Place: Bangalore

Topics include: Wi-Fi, Wi-Max, RFID, Wireless Standards,
Wireless Security Issues, Industrial Applications of Wireless
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Technologies, Wireless Sensor Networks, Cognitive Radio Ori-
ented Wireless Networks, Mobile Ad-hoc Networks, VOIP,
WAP, New Computer Applications using Wireless Communi-
cations, Bluetooth Radio, Mobile TV, GPS for Consumer mar-
ket, etc.

Contact: Prof. T. J. Rama Murthy
B.N.M. Institute of Technology
27th Cross, 12th Main, BSK II Stage
Bangalore 560 070
Mobile: 98453 57806
Email: slskumar@rediffmail.com

International Seminar with Field Excursion on ‘Pan-African
Imprints and Related Mineralisation in Gondwanaland’

Date: 26-30 November 2007
Place: Thiruvananthapuram

Themes include: Magmatism; Metamorphism; Structure and
Tectonism; Mineralisation; Geochemistry and Geochronology;
and Correlation of Gondwana Segments.

Contact: Dr N. C. Pant
Geological Survey of India
NH-5P, NIT
Faridabad 121 001
Tel: 0129-2420763
Fax: 0129-2417341
Mobile: 09873412697
Email: pantnc@rediffmail.com
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