TECHNOLOGY FORESIGHT IN INDIA :
LESSONS LEARNT, LESSONS YET TO LEARN

Y S Rajan

(This write-up is based on a talk delivered at the India-UK Technology
Foresight Workshop held on 19" March 2013 at New Delhi. It was delivered
with the help of PPT’s and without any written material. In this write up, most
of those PPT'’s are inserted at the right places).

INTRODUCTION

While the benefits of modern science and technology (S&T) were recognised
by many Indian thinkers and even a few poets (like Subramanya Bharati)
during the beginnings of the 20" Century, a famous statement by Jawarhal
Nehru (Ref 1) in 1937 during the Indian Science Congress reverberates in
Indian thinking even now. “Future belongs to those who make friends with
Science”.

WHAT HE MEANT?

A full reading of his quote may be seen in my book “Empowering Indians: With
Economic, Technology and Business Strengths” (Ref 1) which can be down-
loaded from my website (www.ysrajan.com) in pdf form from the Article
section. Nehru describes as to how politics brought him close to people of
India and therefore to poverty. He tried to find solutions in economics and that
search in turn led him to Science.

By “Science” he meant all the modern scientific knowledge and their
applications as engineering and medicine. It also meant the use of such
scientific thinking and methodologies to other human endeavours of economic
and policy making which would naturally include elimination of poverty. See
PPT-1.

Future belongs to those who make friends with
science --- Jawaharlal Nehru (1937)

Politics

Poverty

Economics

l

Science

N 7

It is supposed to indicate the feedback loop to all those things upward
including politics (which is essentially policy making and implementation).

PPT-1
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~“Though not specifically mentioned by Nehru, this implied some elements of
“Scientific” foresight, the way.Nehru used the word “Science” very broadly.

However, the essence of this statement was not fully grasped in actual
practice in post-independent India. However there were many attempts of
looking ahead, which included S&T developments as well. ’

PRE-TIFAC FORESIGHT:

Setting up of TIFAC (Technology Information, forecasting and assessment
Council), an autonomous institution under the Department of Science &
Technology (DST) was approved during 1986, though actual formation was
only during 1988.

It was based on the realisation that the emerging future is very complex and
many forces act on the technology choices unlike the earlier normative
models of the planned economy. See the PPT-2 for a listing of a few salient
models adopted in India.

PRE-TIFAC FORESIGHT

Centralised Planned Economy
Normative Five Year Plan targets
NCST Reports : DST formation 1971
Atomic Energy, Space: Decade Profile

Most industrial technologies imported in Public
and Private Sectors

Hiatus between S&T/Academic/Industry grew

PPT-2

Normative five year plan S&T targets were mostly the collation of individual
proposals presented by the national laboratories like CSIR, ICAR etc. Little
attempt was done to focus them towards an end goal in terms of industrial,
operational or other end uses. Even laboratories under ministries like steel,
railways, water resources, coal, mining, textiles, power, industry, rural
development, urban development, environment etc., had very little focus
towards or linkages with the main operational sector. Each laboratory had
more or less a large number of small projects, going on for years!

Relatively Atomic Energy, Space and Defence Research and Development
Organisation (DRDO) had more focused end use definition and R&D projects
addressing those end users/uses. The industrial technologies imported from
public and private sectors went through a complex, chaotic and often and hoc
decisions through the Directorate General for Technology Development
(DGTD) clearances. There were no plans to catch up with imported
technologies.







