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On the eve of Diwali, India’s then science minister 
Jitendra Singh announced what he called a “special gift”: 
a pay rise for the country’s publicly funded researchers. 
Without this, “many would have left their research jobs 
for other lucrative avenues”, he admitted.

It was a sign that the government of prime minister 
Narendra Modi, elected in the spring, understands the 
importance of research. But Singh’s gift was hard won, 
agreed after months of campaigning, petitions and 
demonstrations.

Singh no longer has the science brief: Modi hand-
ed it to the former health minister Harsh Vardhan on 
9 November. There is still no overarching science plan, 
although in some ways such neglect is understand-
able: the government is working to construct a major 
programme of economic reform, with countless moving 
parts. But raising doctoral students’ stipends by 50 per 
cent, from 16,000 to 25,000 rupees (£161 to £252) a 
month, was the least the government needed to do. 

Researchers have a clear idea of what they think should 
happen next. First, Vardhan must deliver on Singh’s prom-
ise of increased funding for research. Modi’s budget will 
not be presented in detail until March 2015, but Singh had 
hinted that he would have more money for science. 

UK officials in India expect Modi to align his plans 
for science with those for economic growth, with pub-
lic funds going to mission-oriented projects. India has 
huge potential here: the country is a base for both basic 
biomedical research and the pharmaceutical industry, 
hi-tech clusters abound and universities are spinning 
out start-ups into the energy industry. 

The last government was lax in nurturing these 
companies, says Pankaj Sharma, a biomed spinout entre-
preneur who has high hopes for Modi. He wants to see 
the government keep its promise to cut bureaucracy, 
especially for scientific entrepreneurs. 

It is unclear how policy will be formed, however. The 
longer it takes for the last prime minister’s scientific 
advisory committee, dissolved after the election, to be 
reformed, the more senior researchers will worry. Modi 
has a chief scientist, the nuclear physicist Rajagopala 
Chidambaram, but he is doing the job—along with all 
his other jobs—of a committee that was constituted of 
researchers from around the country with a range of dis-
ciplinary backgrounds. 

On the previous committee’s recommendation, the 
government created the Indian Institutes of Science 

Education and Research, a network funded with about 
5 billion rupees over its first 5 years. Although focused 
on education, the institutes are doing more and more 
research and are serious competitors for research funds.

The increasing number of such contenders is another 
issue affecting the upcoming budget. There is a mighty 
tussle going on between India’s institutes—including 
the Indian Institutes of Technology and subject-specific 
research centres—which receive a secure grant from cen-
tral government, and universities, which do not. 

Some researchers are concerned that the system is 
rigged in the institutes’ favour. Students and research-
ers were harmed by the previous government’s move to 
boost research capacity in institutes and centres but 
not universities, says Deepak Pental, a former vice-
chancellor of the University of Delhi. These biases leave 
universities disadvantaged in open competition for 
research funds, he says. 

The picture for India’s universities is mixed. They 
are becoming more and more significant in research: 
in 2013, they contributed 39 per cent of the country’s 
research publications, up from 15 per cent in 2006. But 
competing internationally will be tough—the only Indian 
university to feature in the Shanghai ranking, the Indian 
Institute of Science in Bangalore, fell nearly 100 places 
between 2013 and 2014. 

The final item on researchers’ policy wish list is for 
career paths to be strengthened. The government has 
belatedly recognised that it must pay researchers a 
decent wage if it wants a knowledge-based and grow-
ing economy, but it must go further if it is to reduce the 
number of mid-level researchers who leave the country 
for Europe and the United States.

Research Fortnight will explore 
these policy priorities in more detail 
in a supplement on India in early 
2015. As the UK strengthens its 
research ties with India through  
the Royal Society’s Commonwealth 
Science Conference, which will be 
held later this month in Bangalore, 
and programmes such as the Newton 
Fund, researchers and the UK gov-
ernment will be watching Modi and 
now Vardhan closely.
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As India’s government prepares its first budget, Adam Smith looks at what 
researchers would put on its policy to-do list.

Modi operandi

a n a l y s i s

‘There is a conflict 
between India’s 

institutes, which 
receive a secure 

government 
grant, and its 
universities, 

which do not.’


