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By Shruti Ravindran, in Mumbai, India

I
ndia’s Council of Scientific and In-

dustrial Research  (CSIR) has boosted 

the country’s economy by fostering a 

booming generic drug industry and 

devising new approaches to hybrid 

crops. Now, the network of 38 national 

laboratories needs to nurture its own fi-

nances. The central government, intent on 

curbing domestic spending, feels CSIR’s 

$600 million budget is a luxury it can no 

longer afford and has given the labs 2 to 

3 years to “self-finance” half their expendi-

tures by winning grants, licensing discov-

eries, and collaborating with industry. 

The ultimatum, issued quietly at a CSIR 

meeting in June, is the most dramatic sign 

of the funding squeeze now gripping sci-

ence in India. Prime Minister Narendra 

Modi’s government insists it is not hostile 

to research: Rather, it wants R&D to bet-

ter serve national interests. In addition to 

seeking their own funding, CSIR lab chiefs 

now must send reports to the government 

about how their centers serve flagship 

government programs such as schemes to 

build smart cities, clean the Ganges River, 

and promote sanitation. CSIR’s newly ap-

pointed director general, Girish Sahni, 

says he is fully on board with the directive. 

“We don’t always depend on our parents, 

do we?” he asks. “We live in challenging 

times, and this present government has 

posted these challenges on the bulletin 

board of the nation.”

But the self-financing directive has riled 

many in India’s scientific community. The 

CSIR labs “were founded to 

give know-how to Indian in-

dustry, and I agree that they 

should work on solving the 

country’s problems,” says Shri 

Krishna Joshi, a former CSIR 

director general. “But I fail to 

understand how frontier R&D 

institutions can become self-

supporting in 2 years, unless 

they take on routine jobs like 

testing, which technicians at 

third-rate labs usually get sub-

contracted to do.” 

Since Modi came to power 

18 months ago, his government 

has increased overall spending, 

by 5.7% this year. But most of 

the rise went to infrastructure 

projects—building new highways and up-

grading rail lines, for instance—to stimu-

late economic growth. Meanwhile, it has 

slashed spending on the environment and 

social welfare, including health. A study 

to be published in The Lancet next month 

warns of a “collapse” if the government con-

tinues its low levels of investment in public 

health, among the lowest in 

the world at 1.3% of gross do-

mestic product. Most science 

agencies have barely kept pace 

with inflation. “I’m already 

working against all odds on a 

very low budget,” one medical 

researcher says. “Everyone I 

know is pissed beyond belief.” 

In science and technology, 

the sole winners are the De-

partment of Atomic Energy, 

which is ramping up construc-

tion of nuclear reactors, and 

the Indian Space Research 

Organisation. Those champi-

ons reflect another Modi prior-

ity: indigenous innovation, at 

which India’s nuclear and space 

communities excel thanks to 

years of coping with interna-

tional sanctions imposed over 

the country’s nuclear weapons 

program. Underscoring that, the govern-

ment this week launched a $153 million pro-

gram called IMPRINT to support projects, it 

said, “in areas where the country is heavily 

dependent on foreign technology.” Smart 

sensors, renewable energy, nanotechnology, 

and diagnostic imaging are priorities. 

Some scientists worry that the Modi 

government is not getting sound scientific 

advice. The prime minister disbanded a sci-

entific advisory council that had served his 

predecessor. As a result, says C.N.R. Rao, a 

chemist who served as the previous govern-

ment’s chief scientific adviser, the govern-

ment now lacks “capable people advising 

them on policy matters.”

The government’s moves 

put CSIR’s very future at stake, 

some say, because the self-

financing drive is doomed to 

fail. India doesn’t have a fund-

ing ecosystem like that of the 

United States, where entre-

preneurial scientists can seek 

venture capital and founda-

tion support, says Sidharth 

Chopra, who studies antibiotic 

resistance at the Central Drug 

Research Institute in Lucknow, 

a CSIR-affiliated lab. “In India, 

there’s nobody, not a single in-

dustrialist, who’ll give you a 

dime,” he says. 

He thinks the government 

has its priorities wrong. “I’m 

a big [space] fan, don’t get me 

wrong,” Chopra adds. “But the 

next time you have diarrhea, 

and don’t have antibiotics that work, Mars 

will be the last thing on your mind.”

Defending the CSIR directive, Harsh 

Vardhan, India’s science minister, told 

The Hindu newspaper last week that the 

govern ment hopes to hasten technology 

transfer from lab to industry, and to make 

labs more accountable. “There 

is no harm in relying on indus-

try to scale up or take forward 

the research projects under-

way,” he said.

Sahni, CSIR’s director, says 

that researchers should quit 

griping and get with the pro-

gram. “It’s high time Indian 

scientists rose to the occasion, 

and not merely published pa-

pers to satisfy their natural cu-

riosity,” he says, “but also got 

together, with their best ideas 

and technologies, to solve the 

nation’s problems.” ■

Shruti Ravindran is a free-

lance writer.CSIR’s institute in Jorhat will soon see government funding evaporate. 

4600
Number of scientists at 

CSIR’s 38 centers.

90%
CSIR’s share of U.S. pat-

ents among India’s public 
R&D organizations.

50%
Fraction of budget CSIR 

must “self-finance” within 
2 to 3 years.

“Self-finance” directive comes as government pushes indigenous innovation
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