Preface
1. On the midnight of August 14-15, 1947, Jawaharlal Nehru referred to a new dawn in our history and our entering into a tryst with destiny. Being aware that widespread poverty in the country has its roots in agricultural stagnation, Nehru remarked, “everything else can wait, but not agriculture”. This led to several policy and programme initiatives such as enlarging the area under assured irrigation, producing the inputs needed by farmers such as seeds, fertilizer, pesticides, and farm implements, and above all, strengthening our infrastructure in the field of agricultural research and education. Thanks to these far-sighted steps, we have today a National Agricultural Research System of which we can be proud.

2. On the midnight of August 14-15, 1947, Shri. K. R. Narayanan, the then President of India, referred to two major achievements of the first 50 years of our Independence. These are: first, our democratic system of governance extending up to the village level leading to the recognition that India represents the World’s largest functioning democracy and secondly, the achievement of our farmers, scientists and policy makers in making the country self reliant in food production. Inspite of striking agricultural progress and democratic decentralisation, poverty and poverty-induced under-and mal-nutrition are widespread. International and national media refer to this situation as the co-existence of “grain mountains and hungry millions”.

3. What should we regard as our major achievement when we commemorate the 60th anniversary of our independence on the midnight of 14-15 August 2007? Obviously, it should be the ending of the unnecessary and unenviable reputation of India being the home of the largest number of under-fed children, women and men. We can achieve this goal through a three-pronged strategy. First, we should introduce an open-ended Food Guarantee Scheme on 15 August 2007, combining the features of the Food for Work and Employment Guarantee Schemes. Second, we should help our farm and fisher families to enhance the productivity, profitability and sustainability of major farming systems through mutually reinforcing packages of pro-poor technologies, services and public policies. Third, we should enlarge opportunities for self-help groups, and other forms of group associations to take to market-driven non-farm enterprises, thereby accelerating livelihood opportunities in the rural non-farm sector.

4. All this will call for steps which can help us to mobilize concurrently scientific progress represented by the on-going digital, biotechnology, space and other technological revolutions and the social revolution represented by the 11th schedule of the Constitution 73rd Amendment Act relating to Panchayati Raj. This in turn will call for new partnerships in technology development and dissemination and the revamping and refocussing of our vast National Agricultural Research System, comprising ICAR Institutions, State Agricultural Universities and Private Sector R&D Institutions. Fostering strategic partnerships with relevant advanced research institutes in India and abroad (e.g., CGIAR Institutions) should also become an integral part of 21st century agricultural research culture.

5. The Task Group set up by the Planning Commission at the instance of the Prime Minister of India went into the methods of harnessing farm science and technology to contribute to larger societal goals like eradication of poverty, hunger and unemployment. Our report offers recommendations for re-tooling and re-energizing our NARS to help the country to become not only a leader in science-based sustainable agriculture (ever-green revolution), but also in fostering job-led economic growth in rural areas through integrated attention to on-farm and non-farm livelihoods.
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6.
It has been a privilege for me to have been associated with Prof. V. L. Chopra and the other distinguished members of the Task Group in this important exercise. Our thanks go to Dr. Vandana Dwivedi and to other members of Prof. Chopra’s Staff for their untiring efforts to assist the Task Group complete its assignment within the stipulated period. I am grateful to my Secretary Ms. Dilhara for her dedicated and competent assistance in the preparation of Part A of this report.

                      (M S Swaminathan)

Chairman

Task Group on Revamping and Refocusing of National Agricultural Research

Executive Summary

Revamping and Refocusing Research and Fostering New Partnerships

for Agricultural Progress in the 21st Century
1. India is fortunately endowed with a strong and well developed National Agricultural Research System (NARS) comprising ICAR Institutions, State Agricultural Universities and Private and NGO sector R&D Institutions. The NARS played a key role in initiating and supporting the green revolution. Today, our farm families, numbering over 110 million, most of whom are resource poor in terms of size of holding and capital assets, are facing serious problems of productivity stagnation or decline, shortages of irrigation water and farm power, soil degradation, inadequate support services, and markets which are not pro-producer or pro-poor. State Land Use Boards are not equipped to give proactive advice to farmers on land and water use based on meteorological and marketing forecasts. Science and technology, if supported by appropriate public policies, can help to enhance the productivity and profitability of small farms in an environmentally and economically sustainable manner. This report offers suggestions for revamping and refocusing our NARS to meet current ecological, economic, technological and social challenges and to equip our farm families to face with confidence emerging challenges in the areas of markets and climate. It further suggests ways of bringing about a paradigm shift from unskilled to skilled work and from routine on-farm to value-added off-farm livelihoods. The recommendations are arranged in the same order as the Terms of Reference.

2. Strengthening strategic, applied and anticipatory research

2.1. ICAR is providing and should continue to provide support and guidance to fostering excellence and relevance in agricultural research. There is however need for a coordinating body which can help to harness advances in basic sciences for agricultural progress. For this purpose, a National Board for Strategic Research in Agriculture (NBSRA) may be set up under the Chairmanship of Member (Science) in the Union Planning Commission. NBSRA should include in its membership the Heads of all National Scientific organizations and the Chairpersons of the Scientific Advisory Council to the Prime Minister and the Scientific Advisory Committee to the Cabinet, in order to ensure that investments in science are in accordance with national priorities. A sum of Rs. 300 crores may be provided during 2005-06 for implementing the Mission-mode projects sponsored by NBSRA. A major aim of NBSRA should be to bring about convergence and synergy among the numerous ongoing efforts to enhance our agricultural efficiency and competitiveness and to create new opportunities for skilled and value-added job/ livelihood opportunities in rural India. Another important role of NBSRA is to help in filling gaps in critical areas where the core competence of the country is currently inadequate.

2.2. National institutions like IARI, IVRI, NDRI, CIFE of ICAR and CFTRI of CSIR should be declared as Institutes of National Importance by an Act of Parliament in order to provide them with the autonomy essential for them to become Global Centres of Excellence in research, education and capacity building. They should function like the Indian Institutes of Technology. For providing overall guidance to these centers, a National Council for Global Leadership in Agricultural Sciences and Education may be set up under the Chairmanship of the Union Minister for Food and Agriculture, with the Union Minister for Science and Technology serving as Vice-Chairman.

2.3. There is need for a few National Participatory Research, Demonstration and Training Centres to bring together in an integrated manner all the available scientific know-how in relation to the major agro-ecosystems of the country, such as arid, semi-arid, irrigated, coastal, hill and island ecosystems. They will bring together at one location all the scientific know how available in the country in the public and private sectors for improving the productivity of the specific ecosystem in an economically and environmentally sustainable manner. They should be inter-organisational centers, designed on the lines of the Polyclinics of CSIR and overseen by NBSRA.  

2.4. The North East Region needs urgently greater S&T capability for addressing location-specific problems and for conserving and enriching the unique agricultural wealth and skills of the women and men farmers of the region. Large investments, as for example, in the areas of horticulture and Jhum management are not yielding the expected benefits owing to poor S&T backstopping. The creation of a North East Cadre in the Agricultural Research Service (ARS) of ICAR, with an initial cadre strength of 300, will help to create a critical mass of women and men scientists drawn from the region, as well as from the rest of India who can dedicate their entire professional career to launch and sustain an era of agricultural renaissance in this region well known for both the beauty of its culture and the bounty of nature.

2.5. Biotechnology including genetic modification has opened up uncommon opportunities for improvements in medicine, health, industry, agriculture and the environment. Recombinant DNA technology however involves potential risks to health and the environment. Hence, there is need to develop national regulatory policies and structures which can help to assess risks and benefits in an objective and transparent manner, based both on science and the paramount need to safeguard the environment and human health. IPR issues also have to be considered, so that the benefits of discoveries of value to food and health security are spread based on the principle of social inclusion. The priorities in agricultural research identified by the Swaminathan Task Force on Agricultural Biotechnology (June, 2004), need to be taken up with adequate financial and infrastructure support.

2.6. There is an urgent need for initiating National Challenge Programmes in areas of critical importance to our agricultural future such as the impact of WTO agreement in agriculture, potential change in climate, dry land farming, nutritious but under-utilized crops, bio-fuels, new vaccines, etc. The precise choice of topics and institutions can be made by NBSRA.  

2.7. Although we are well endowed with institutions in a wide range of areas, there are gaps particularly relating to value-addition, non-farm employment and the technical empowerment of Panchayati Raj Institutions to discharge the responsibilities assigned to them under Article 243(G) of the 11th schedule of Constitution amendment 73. New Initiatives, and institutions if necessary, are needed in these areas.

2.8. There is need for a Code of Conduct to foster ethical and symbiotic partnerships between the private and public sectors, so that the public good character of Not-for-Profit institutions is not compromised. The National Board for Strategic Research in Agriculture could help in setting up a National Patents Bank for Rural and Agricultural Prosperity to which individual scientists and institutions can assign commercially viable patents relevant to improving the work, income, nutrition and health security of the socially and economically under-privileged sections of the rural society.  NBSRA in consultation with CII, FICCI, ASSOCHAM, Seed Associations and other appropriate private sector organizations may draw up both the Code of Conduct and the blueprint for the Patents Bank. 

3. Professionalisation of R&D Management in Agriculture

In his address at the Indian Science Congress in Ahmedabad, the Prime Minister called for ending the “tyranny of bureaucracy” in scientific institutions. A beginning in this process can be taken by making the ICAR headquarters a compact, technical body engaged in the development of research strategies and programmes, monitoring and evaluation. A technically qualified Registrar may be appointed in the place of Secretary, ICAR and the research and administrative wings of the organization unified. The ICAR should internalize the power of its organizational structure which confers upon it concurrently autonomy in science administration and freedom from inelastic regulations, as well as Government authority through the Department of Agricultural Research and Education. Among the other steps that should be take immediately are:
· Developing and framing its own rules for governance and administration.

· Declaring IARI, IVRI, NDRI and CIFE as Institutions of National Importance.

· Autonomy in financial management to all institutions of ICAR, with control only in the processing of 5 years plans.

· Delegating authority for foreign deputations to Directors of Institutes in cases where no financial liability is involved.

· Engendering all personnel and HRD Policies.

· Reserving 10% of the budget of Institutions for human resource development and capacity building through life-long opportunities for re-tooling and re-training.

· Taking steps to achieve a proper match between scientific strength and the critical mass of inter-disciplinary effort needed to achieve the goals of projects in priority areas.

· Revitalisation of the National Academy of Agricultural Research Management (NAARM) at Hyderabad in order to make it a powerful instrument for instilling a collegiate and participatory work culture in ICAR and SAUs.

· Enhancing the capacity of NAARM to sensitize Directors of ICAR institutes and Vice-Chancellor of SAUs in issues relating to WTO, Global Conventions, Climate Change, etc.,

· Developing a Creativity Index to measure the spirit of invention and innovation prevailing among scientists in the organization.

· Establishing in NAARM a National Virtual University for Science in Agriculture in collaboration with IGNOU and MANAGE, in order to reach the unreached and voice the voiceless in issues relevant to sustainable agriculture and work, income and food security. The National Virtual University will particularly reach-out to Panchayati Raj Institutions.

3.1 The major part of the system (NARS) i.e. the ICAR has been the subject of reviews by a number of Committees in the recent past, which indicates that the system has not responded adequately in addressing the concerns that led to the repeated need for finding corrective measures to stem the perceived decline in its efficiency.  It is recommended that the System itself undertakes a thorough introspection, realizing that a major overhaul is needed to improve both its effectiveness and image.  The recommendations of this Task Group should be seen as an input for an initiative that catalyses a participatory self – correcting process.  

3.2 The System has grown too large, dispersed and unwieldy because of periodic additions without rationalization and clarity of mandates of the new units vis–a–vis the existing ones.  An exercise of integration and consolidation is urgently called for.

3.3 It is important that the System operates on a project mode for its research programmes and funding.  This will call for careful design of a project format that clearly enunciates the programme elements, the expected outputs and milestones, the timelines for achieving the outputs and the validation criteria that will be used for verifying the claim of achievements. The log frame options used in the CGIAR system for preparation of MTPs (Medium-Term Plans) provides an example of a working model.  Such a system will offer an objective mechanism of monitoring and evaluation based on the scientists’ own projections and thus allow implementation of accountability which is sadly missing at present.

4.   Improving the Funding System

There is much scope for improving the fund management system with the help of modern technologies. An integrated system of block and competitive grants and project funding should be developed. The integrated management and project accounting system adopted by CSIR has some lessons for ICAR. The existing fund management system may be reviewed with the help of CSIR and the Tata Consultancy Services and revamped in a manner that links authority and accountability at every level.

The Research Councils of Institutions and SAUs should ensure that only projects for which there are funds adequate to generate a critical mass of effort should be undertaken. Institutes should be allowed to retain the funds they generate through consultancies for upgrading infrastructure. There should be no artificial distinction between Plan and Non-Plan funds at the Institute level. The totality of the resources available should be used effectively for achieving the mission and mandate of the Institution.

There is need to ensure that the research proposals undertaken have a sharp focus with well defined output indicators.  This will help to monitor progress and fix accountability.

5. Sensitizing Agricultural Research to the Emerging Global Trade Scenario

There is need for establishing or mandating a National Institute to deal with home and external trade issues. Imparting trade, quality and patent literacy among scientists and farmers is an urgent task. There should be no double standards in quality farm commodities intended for home and external consumption should both have the highest standards of quality from the point of view of food safety and human health. There is an urgent need for accelerated efforts in plant breeding for processing quality. An Indian Common Market should be fostered and a Digital Gateway for National and International Trade in Farm Commodities should be organized at the proposed National Virtual University in NAARM.

6. Improving Recruitment Procedures 

A serious crisis is developing in agricultural research.  Nearly 1000 scientific and technical posts have been abolished in recent years.  The scientific strength is dwindling, with the result that a critical mass of scientific effort is lacking in many projects.  This situation needs immediate remedial action.

There is need to restore to ASRB its original position equivalent to UPSC in the area of recruitment and evaluation of agricultural scientists. The aberrations in selection procedures that have crept in during the last two decades should be removed with the advice of the Chairman of UPSC. A special North East Cadre should be created in ARS to assist farmers in that region to overcome serious soil and plant health, alien invasive species, genetic erosion and other problems facing them. Multiple methods of recruitment including a Quick Hire System may be followed particularly in the area of recruitment to positions requiring specialization in frontier areas of technology.

ARS was conceived as a scientist and not post-centred system. There is need to remove the distortions that have taken place in the ARS structure, which is leading to much frustration among younger scientists. This can be done with the help of the Director of the Lal Bahadur Shastry Academy of Administration. The 5-year assessment procedure should be carried out in the Institutes where the concerned scientists work and not at the ASRB headquarters in New Delhi.

About 50 positions of National Professors and 100 positions of National Fellows may be created in areas of frontier science as well as for the purpose of remedying regional imbalances in S&T capability. Also a new category of Genius Awards should be introduced, to nurture outstanding young talent.

7. Integrating Research and Extension

Agricultural extension should be holistic and regard farm women and men as partners in knowledge management. Poverty and not ignorance is often responsible for resource poor farmers not taking to new technologies. Credit and knowledge flow should be synchronized in time and space. Farm Schools in the farms of creative farm families should be established to foster farmer to farmer learning. Steps should be taken to remove the constraints women farmers face in access to Kisan Credit Cards, and farm graduates face in operating Agri-clinics and Agri-business centers. An area rather then a single farm approach is needed to spread eco-farming practices. This is where the implementation of the provisions under Article 243(G) of the 11th schedule of the Panchayati Raj Act will help.

All technical positions in agriculture both at the Centre and States like Directors of Agriculture, Animal Husbandry, Extension, etc., should be manned by technical persons with a proven track record in agricultural transformation. Also, the SAU-ICAR-KVK-Farm School System of technological and skill upgradation needs continuous feed back and advice from farm men and women. In order to provide a structured opportunity for sustained scientist – farmer dialogue, a National Council of Innovative Farmers may be set up. Professionally Qualified Farm Science Advisors should be appointed in our Embassies in Rome, Washington and Tokyo in the place of the administrators now occupying such positions.

8. Promoting Strategic Partnerships

National and local level S&T Alliances for Rural Livelihood Security may be formed for providing technical backstopping to the Food for Work and Employment Guarantee Programmes. Such alliances will help to address the following 3 issues, the addition to extending help related to improving the productivity, profitability and sustainability of local farming systems.

· Agricultural wages: Paradigm shift from unskilled to skilled work.

· Output per agricultural worker: Enhanced factor productivity.

· SC/ST population: Education, health, nutrition, capacity building.

A National Institute for the Technological Empowerment of Women and Men Members of Panchayats may be established. The proposed National Board for Strategic Research in Agriculture will help to bring about convergence and synergy among the programmes of all national R&D agencies engaged in harnessing science for agricultural progress.

The proposed National Council for Global Leadership in Agricultural Sciences and Education should initiate steps for strengthening symbiotic linkages with CGIAR institutions and Advanced Research Institutes world wide in areas of national relevance.

9.
Conclusion

The world of agriculture is changing fast, technologically, commercially, economically and ecologically. Resisting change in institutional and management structures will be a formula for increasing farmers’ distress, leading to more suicides. No further time should be lost in restructuring and strengthening our NARS, so that it becomes the flagship of the movement for agrarian prosperity and freedom from hunger.
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