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from the chairman

Beginnings are always full of possibilities.  

They offer promise, expectation and hope 

that the journey flagged off will lead smoothly 

to the destination decided, and perhaps also to 

places discovered along the way. So it is with this 

maiden issue of Horizons, a magazine crafted to 

recount the story of the Tata Trusts and the work 

they do to enrich the lives of millions of Indians 

across the land. 

People are at the heart of this story, which is 

also about an extraordinary vision of philanthropy. 

The Tata Trusts personify a philosophy of business 

where every member of society is a stakeholder. 

The year 2018 marks the sesquicentennial of the 

Tata group, with the first of the Tata enterprises 

being established in 1868 by Jamsetji Tata. The 

first of the Tata Trusts — the JN Tata Endowment 

for the Higher Education of Indians — was set up 

in 1892, also by Jamsetji Tata. The idea and the 

ideals connecting the two events symbolise what 

being of service to the wider community meant for 

our Founder.

The legacy of Jamsetji Tata and those who 

followed in his path continues to illuminate and 

inspire the evolving Tata Trusts of today as we 

strive to make a more substantial difference in 

the communities we serve. Over the past few 

years, the Trusts have changed more substantially 

than at any time in their history. We are now 

truly a cohesive institution, a collective that is 

concentrated on deepening the impact of its 

numerous programmes and projects. 

Horizons will, I hope, provide a comprehensive 

and nuanced understanding of the modern-day 

Tata Trusts to audiences in India and around the 

world. My best wishes to the team behind the 

magazine for all their efforts.

Ratan N Tata
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Jamsetji Tata stands tall among Indian entrepreneurs for his vision, 
his pioneering businesses and his idea of an industrial India. As 

important as any of these contributions — perhaps more so — was 
Jamsetji’s philanthropy and the compassion that guided it. 

The JN Tata Endowment, established by the Founder of the Tata 
group in 1892, was the first of many trusts seeded by members of the 
Tata family. It marked the beginning of an extraordinary journey for what 
is now collectively known as the Tata Trusts. 

Transformed over the recent past, the Trusts have evolved to 
go well beyond being a giver of grants. It has become an important 
and proactive participant in the common endeavour to confront and 
overcome India’s most fundamental social development challenges.

The Tata Trusts of today are concentrated on making a difference 
where it counts the most — on the ground and with a larger spread 
of beneficiaries than ever before. Purpose drives operations at the 
remodeled Trusts, technology enables scale and innovation facilitates 
impact. What remains intact is the Tata Trusts’ mission: to enhance the 
quality of life of millions of poor and marginalised Indians. 

There are numerous stories woven into the fabric of this mission 
— of individuals and communities, homes and hamlets, fortitude and 
euphoria, success and failure. Horizons is an effort, dear reader, to bring 
those stories — some interesting, some fascinating — to you. 

Horizons is also an effort to open a window to the world of the Tata 
Trusts and the remarkable work that they undertake across the length 
and breadth of India. This inaugural issue of the magazine provides a 
flavour of our intent — to document the change unfolding in the country, 
particularly in its remote regions, and to bring into light the human 
element at the heart of it all.

 
Cheers!

Christabelle Noronha

Editorial

We hope you will help us make Horizons better with your valuable feedback.   
Please do write to us at horizons@tatatrusts.org.



7news

The Assam government and the 
Tata Trusts have launched the 

Assam Cancer Care Foundation to 
set up 19 cancer care facilities in 
the state. The cancer network will 
become operational in April 2019.  

Of the 19 facilities, 12 will be 
comprehensive cancer care centres 
set up on the premises of 
government medical colleges in 
the state and 5 will be adjacent to 
district hospitals. 

The network has been designed 

The Tata Trusts’ Foundation 
for Innovation and Social 

Entrepreneurship (FISE) has 
developed a portable magnetic 
resonance imaging (MRI) 
scanner, a first for the country. 

The whole-body scanner 
will help make MRI scans 
affordable and accessible, and it 
is much faster than similar 
machines in the market. 

The scanner is compact, 
lightweight, consumes far less 

The first system has been 
installed at the Bengaluru-
based Sri Sathya Sai Institute of 
Higher Medical Sciences, the 
clinical partner in the 
development. n

A magnetic 
breakthrough

News
19 cancer care centres to 
come up in Assam

power and can be mounted on a 
truck for easy transport.

The machine was built inside 
24 months by engineers at 
Voxelgrids, incubated by FISE to 
promote social innovations.

to ensure that patients do not have 
to  travel far for affordable and 
high-quality cancer treatment. 

The cancer care facilities will 
be connected by a ‘digital nerve 
centre’, which will help guide 
patients so that appropriate 
referral mechanisms and 

appointment systems are followed. 
The cancer care foundation 

will implement government 
programmes for awareness, 
screening, early detection and 
palliative care. This will be critical 
in ensuring that patients come 
forward for treatment.  

The Trusts are talking to the 
governments of Andhra Pradesh, 
Odisha and Telangana to establish 
similar networks in these states. 
About 100 such centres are 
expected to come up over the next 
three years. n
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Fresh push for 
data-driven 
governance

Tel Aviv University to deliver 
Israeli innovation in farming

Following Pune, Jamshedpur 
and Surat, five more Indian 

cities — Ahmedabad, Bhopal, 
Bhubaneswar, Chennai and 
Vijayawada — have joined the 
‘City Data for India’ initiative, 
launched by the Tata Trusts in 
2016 in association with 
PricewaterhouseCoopers, India, and 
the World Council on City Data. 

The initiative will contribute 
in improving urban planning, 
infrastructure investment and 
day-to-day operations management 
by empowering city leaders, 
decision-makers and citizens to 
make data-informed decisions.

The objective is to create a 
culture of data-driven decision-
making in order to foster better 
accountability, transparency and 
governance, and to engage citizens 
in their city’s well-being.

The value of city-centric data is 
especially important in India, 
where the urban population is 
projected to grow from 410 
million in 2014 to 800 million by 
2050, placing enormous demands 
on cities and governments. n

Tel Aviv University and the 
Tata Trusts are launching the 

Indian Centre for Agri & Allied 
Tech to bring Israeli know-how 
and innovation to farmers in 
Andhra Pradesh. 

The initiative, supported by 
the state government, will include 
an advanced research centre. The 
programme will be extended across 
India down the line. 

The programme has five main 
components. Corporations and 
research institutes in Israel will 
adapt existing technologies and 
develop new solutions for Indian 
agriculture. The R&D hub will test 
the solutions under local 

Ola’s ‘My Ride. My Cause’ 
commits to social causes 

O la, India’s leading 
ride-share company, has 

launched the ‘My Ride. My 
Cause.’ initiative on its mobile 
app platform to crowdsource 
funds for cancer care. 

Ola has rolled out this 
unique, national-level initiative 
through a partnership with the 
Tata Trusts’ Alamelu 
Charitable Foundation.

Ola’s mobile app connects 
users in more than 110 Indian 
cities with some 1 million 
driver-partners across cabs, 
auto-rickshaws and taxis.

As a part of this initiative, 
Ola customers will have the 
option to contribute one rupee 
per ride, money that will go 
towards improving cancer care 
in the country.

There is a huge burden of 
cancer in India. The lack of 
infrastructure, human resources 
and prevention programmes 
aggravates the situation. The 
contributions raised by Ola 
customers will help make 
cancer care affordable and 
available in rural and remote 
areas of India. n

conditions. A network of  
satellite farms will conduct 
additional experiments. Farmers 
will test the technologies in their 
own fields. Business models will 
be developed to support the 
project. n
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Football gets 
a kick-start 
in Mizoram  

The Tata Trusts have launched 
a state-of-the-art Centre of 

Excellence for Football in Aizawl, 
Mizoram, to provide world-class 
training to young footballers from 
Northeast India. 

The first batch of 25 student 
athletes, aged 12-14 years, has been 
handpicked following a meticulous 
scouting exercise conducted across 
the states of Mizoram, Manipur, 
Nagaland, Meghalaya and Assam.

The Centre offers quality 
coaching, infrastructure, education, 
residential facilities, and a 
sustainable progression structure 
through training and competitive 
participation. 

The Centre has a training 
ground, top-notch recovery 
equipment and a fully equipped 
physiotherapy room.

The Tata Trusts have 
collaborated with the Mizoram 
government, the Mizoram Football 
Association and others to get the 
Centre up and running. 

The Centre is one component 
of ‘the Tata Trusts-Sarva Shiksha 
Abhiyan grassroots football 
development programme’, which 
aims to identify children with an 
interest in football and provide 
them with a platform to develop 
their talent. 

The Trusts and their partners 
have set up 60 grassroots academies 
across six districts of Mizoram for 
kids in the 6-14 age group. n

The Tata Trusts have joined 
hands with the Meghalaya 

Football Association and the 
All India Football Federation to 
launch the Meghalaya Baby 
League (MBL). 

The league comprises 12 
teams of children in the 4-13 
age group and is expected to be 

a boon for budding football 
talent in the state. 

MBL aims to give children 
regular exposure to competitive 
football over a period of six 
months in order to develop their 
game, instill confidence and 
eventually create a base of 
trained football players. n

‘Baby league’ in Meghalaya   

India’s first police museum

The Office of the 
Commissioner of Police, 

Mumbai, the Mumbai Police 
Foundation and the Tata Trusts 
have come together to conserve 
and archive historic police 
records, and to plan for the first 
police museum in India.

One of the main objectives 

of the newly registered Mumbai 
Police Foundation is to restore 
artefacts and equipment of 
historical value. 

Mumbai city’s police force 
came into being in 1864. The 
archive and museum project will 
help build awareness about the 
rich history of the force. n
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the Lakhpati Kisan project 

is transforming the lives of 

over 100,000 tribal farming 

households in four Indian 

states — and it has the 

potential to deliver more

Cash 
in the 
crop

Kantibhai Makwana could barely 
make ends meet with what he 
earned by farming his field in 

Ratanpur village of Gujarat’s Sabarkantha 
district. Three years down the line, his 
income from agriculture has jumped 
from `25,000 per annum to about 
`175,000. The money has been meaty 
enough for him to do up his home — 
with a pipeline to boot, he says — buy a 
motorbike and start a flour-mill business. 

Sushila Khanda, who lives in Gaduan 
village in the mineral-rich Keonjhar district 
of Odisha, was a subsistence farmer till 
three years back. A member of the Gond 
tribal community, she managed to pull in 
`73,000 last year, modest in comparison 
with Mr Makwana but good enough to 
complete the plastering work of her house, 
send her son to a better school and spend 
on clothes and trinkets. 
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A tribal woman and her son with the family’s 
chilly crop in Dahod district of Gujarat



with high-value vegetables. It means 
improving irrigation access — drip 
irrigation is a crucial feature of the 
project — and water usage efficiency. 
Also on the menu are year-round 
farming, developing linkages to 
markets, aggregation of produce to 
fetch the right price and backing 
tribal entrepreneurs.

More than farming
Alongside high-value agriculture, 
participating households have been 
encouraged to take up at least one 
allied livelihood activity — such 
as animal husbandry, apiculture, 
lac cultivation, fisheries and 
horticulture — to hedge risks as 
well as accelerate income growth. 
The focus has been on technology 
and innovations, among them 

Separated by some 1,800km 
and differences in language and 
culture, Mr Makwana and  
Ms Khanda have never met and are 
unlikely to. They are, nevertheless, 
part of a single extended family, 
one that has under its canopy more 
than 100,000 households in 800 
underserved villages spread across 
the states of Jharkhand, 
Maharashtra, Gujarat and Odisha. 
This is the family that populates 
Mission 2020 — Lakhpati Kisan: 
Smart Villages, one of the most 
ambitious and challenging projects 
supported by the Tata Trusts.

The upside and after  
Lakhpati Kisan, loosely translated as 
‘`100,000 farmer’, is designed to lift 
those who have been incorporated 
into the programme irreversibly 
out of poverty. Operational since 
April 2015, it has a spectrum of 
schemes and principles to realise 
the objective, all of them aligned to 
agriculture-centred livelihoods. The 
households are mainly from tribal 
regions and the building blocks are 
women’s self-help groups (SHGs).

The aggregation of SHGs into 
village organisations and, further 
on, into federations enables the 
project to gather strength in scale 
and nurture the women-led 
institutions spearheading their own 
development. The manner of the 
project’s execution pours attention 
on making the communities in its 
care resilient and cohesive, self-
reliant and self-sustaining. 

The goal is to get `120,000 
into the hands of each 
participating household every year 
through farming and allied 

activities, bit by incremental bit. 
It’s a complicated task, made more 
difficult by the project’s stringent 
2020 deadline for completion.  

Lakhpati Kisan is a welcome 
balm amidst the melancholy that 
envelops Indian agriculture, a 
pursuit rendered perilous for many 
by forces natural and induced. 
With its focus on tribal farmers 
and their fundamental problems, 
the programme aims to lift some of 
this gloom and, it is hoped, provide 
a template that can be employed by 
governments and their agencies to 
similar effect on a wider canvas.    

Lakhpati Kisan supplements 
and often times supplants the ways 
of traditional farming. That means 
adding on to conventional crops 
such as maize, wheat and paddy 

Towards 
a better 
life, little 
by little
The lakhpati Kisan 
programme is aimed 
at equipping tribal 
households in four 
states with the means 
and the knowledge 
to improve their 
agricultural and allied 
practices, and thereby 
pull them irreversibly 
out of poverty

12 cover story



polyhouse nurseries, trellis farming 
and solar-based lifting devices. 

Initiatives for all-round 
improvements in the quality of life 
of tribal communities — with 
projects in education, water and 
sanitation, nutrition, digital 
literacy, sports and life-skills 
development — have been 
integrated in community clusters. 

Lakhpati Kisan emerged 
following a study done in 2013-14 
to understand the dynamics of 
farming by small landholders in 
India, the bottlenecks they have to 
deal with and their successes. Vital 
in this context was the need to 
spark the community’s aspirations 
and enterprise, to bring together its 
talents and efforts to ensure the 
permanence of change. 

Collectives for Integrated 
Livelihood Initiatives, an associate 
organisation of the Tata Trusts with 
more than a decade of experience, 
became the natural vehicle to seed 
the project and drive it forward. 
Nonprofits, many of them already 
working with the Trusts, were 
brought in to help with 
implementation. Once off the 
ground, the programme also 
connected with government bodies 
and schemes to intensify the impact 
of its various endeavours. 

What Lakhpati Kisan is trying 
to accomplish is distinctive, and 
that poses challenges by the dozen. 
“We realised we couldn’t do the 
regular stuff and expect to succeed,” 
says Ganesh Neelam, who heads the 
initiative. “We were looking at 

raising the income of these farmers 
by three to four times. We had to 
think outside the box on all aspects, 
including technology, irrigation, 
getting other stakeholders on board, 
and building capacities and 
institutions. We had to take 
ownership and risks and that’s what 
we have done.”  

Miles to go
With three years of the programmes 
completed, not everything has gone 
according to plans and expectations. 
“We have covered in excess of 
100,000 households in Lakhpati 
Kisan and the idea was to get at least 
50% of them to an income level of 
at least `120,000 a year by now,” 
says Mr Neelam. “Our current 
achievement stands at 20%, so we 

To enable 101,000 tribal households to earn at least 
`120,000 a year 

800 villages in the states of Odisha, Jharkhand, 
Gujarat and Maharashtra

From 2015 to 2020, by when the initiative is  
expected to be sustainable 

Tribal women, trained and supported, 
form the core of the programme

5,300+ self-help groups, 340 village organisations,   
19 federations and farmer-producer organisations

High-value crops, year-round farming, improved 
irrigation, access to markets, aggregation of produce, animal 
husbandry, etc

Use of top-end technology for farming, water and 
sanitation, energy, education and health, and digital literacy

The goal: 

Geographic 
spread: 

The methods:

Institutional 
setup:

The catalysts:

Project period:

X factor:

13 July 2018    TaTa TrusTs Horizons    
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are behind the target. It has taken 
longer than we expected to build 
capacities in the community and to 
get people to try out new things.”

Mr Neelam is confident that 
progress from here on will be faster. 
“This is our fourth year and I’m 
sure that by the end of it we will 
have about 70% of our farming 
families with an income of `100,000 
and more. The community 
institutions, the technology and the 
training are broadly in place today 
and we are working on the market 
linkages part. When we kicked off 
we had certain hypotheses; those 
have evolved and we have adapted.”

Mindset change
Hidden from view is the psychology 
of villagers making the leap from 
traditional agriculture to high-value 
crops. The majority of these folks 
were not full-time farmers to begin 
with and it has taken a while to 
bring them up to speed. “It requires 
substantial energy to understand the 
mindset of the villagers,” explains 
Mr Neelam. “We spend six to 
eight months interacting with the 
community before we get started 
and there are a lot of challenges in 
convincing them about the multiple 
facets of the initiative.”

There have been variations in 
outcomes in the four states covered 
by Lakhpati Kisan. The positive here 
is the cross-pollination of ideas and 
the sharing of knowledge from every 
success and failure. “Gujarat stands 
out because the institutions there are 
strong; the people there had an early 
start and they are proactive,” says  
Mr Neelam. “In Odisha and 
Jharkhand the adoption of new 

The  tribal community in Tomka, a village in 
Jajapur district of Odisha, has benefitted in 
good measure thanks to Lakhpati Kisan
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“We were looking at raising the income of these 
farmers by three to four times. We had to think 
outside the box... We had to take ownership and 
risks and that’s what we have done.”

Ganesh Neelam, zonal manager, north and central india, Tata Trusts

technologies has been fast. In 
Maharashtra, village institutions 
have come to the fore. It’s basically 
about learning from one another 
and going up the ladder.”

Having the state governments 
on its side is critical for the 
programme and this, too, is a 
demanding job. “You have to stay 
engaged,” says Mr Neelam. “What 
we have learned is that we need to 
be close to the official machinery at 
the district level; they are the ones 
calling the shots.”

The reality on the ground is 
what occupies the attention of 
Santanu Dutta, the man in charge 

of the project in Odisha. “In the 
tribal regions we work in, it is 
mostly subsistence agriculture, 
mono crop and rain-fed,” he says. 
“The villagers are not habituated to 
the commercial growing of crops, 
which requires a superior degree of 
skill and experience. We had to 
create the momentum and the 
mahol [atmosphere] to attract them.”

There were other issues as well 
in Odisha: shortage of labour, 
inadequate access to irrigation, lack 
of market linkages and 
communities that found it difficult 
to get mobilised. What did work 
was drip irrigation and getting 

connected to the market. “Drip 
irrigation is not about saving water 
as much as it is about saving on 
labour,” says Mr Dutta. “And it’s 
not about isolated irrigation 
structures; you have to saturate the 
villages with irrigation access.”

Community care
Virendra Vaghani, Mr Dutta’s 
counterpart in Gujarat, says the Tata 
Trusts confronted a different set 
of challenges in the state. “Initially 
it was about convincing our field 
partners on the feasibility of the 
initiative. Then came setting up the 
SHGs, the primary institutions in 

A village organisation meeting underway in Dhadgaon 
village in Nandurbar district of Maharashtra



16 cover story 17 July 2018    TaTa TrusTs Horizons    

Lakhpati Kisan. We were a bit late 
on this but we have caught up. We 
got the community to take charge. 
Once that happens you can trigger 
aspirations and it becomes easier.” 

Change agents from within the 
community are important cogs in 
the programme and Mr Vaghani 
and his team have come to depend 
heavily on them. “We selected the 
progressive ones and started with 
them. They were open to new ways 
of doing things and we showed 
them how. Other farmers saw the 
result, believed in it and the village 
as a whole adopted the approach.” 

Mr Vaghani emphasises the 
need to give the community more 
space and responsibility. “They may 
fail but they will learn from it. 
Having said that, I must add that 
I’ve never seen the community 
contributing as much in any 
programme. I’m very optimistic 
that we will achieve our results.”

Lakhpati Kisan is still in the 
first stage of implementation, 
which is about enhancing 
livelihoods and getting households 

These tribal women in Deoghar 
district of Jharkhand are part of a 
project that nurtures nurseries 
providing seedlings to the community

norm, these villagers are putting in 
20-30% of the money required.

“I don’t know what plans God 
has for me but I believe things will 
get better,” says Mr Makwana, who, 
unlike scores of farmers across 
India, does not think agriculture 
will be anathema to those following 
in his stead. “I have a grandson 
now and, with the progress we have 
achieved, he will do four times as 
well as me.” 

The upbeat nature of  
Mr Makwana and his mates is not 
an aberration. After all, it is difficult 
for those who can afford to take the 
necessities of everyday life for 
granted to understand the difference 
a swell in money earned makes to 
those surviving on the margins. Not 
so for Shardaben Makwana, once a 
sharecropper with an income of 
`40,000 a year, now a rejuvenated 
farmer who made `150,000 in 2017. 
Asked what the future holds for her, 
she says, “Next, I’m headed for the 
moon.” n

By Philip Chacko

to the `120,000 mark and beyond. 
The second phase, which has been 
initiated in select clusters, will see 
greater stress being put on quality 
of life indices. In the thinking of 
the Tata Trusts, what lies after that 
is a surety.

Sustainability equation
“Our involvement will be reduced 
substantially and the community 
will take the lead,” says Mr Neelam. 
“What we are also saying is we 
have a fine opportunity here to 
scale-up the initiative, through 
the institutions that have been 
put in place and by getting the 
government convinced that this 
concept can be taken far and wide.”

The Tata Trusts have 
committed significant resources to 
the Lakhpati Kisan programme, 
spread over its five-year duration. 
About as much will come in from 
other donors and government 
agencies. More heartening still is 
the monetary contribution the 
villagers are making to their own 
uplift. Where 10% or less is the 
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Sumitraben Patel, a self-assured 60-year-old from 

the Bhil tribal community, is an example of how 

Lakhpati Kisan is enabling farmers of modest means 

to fashion a better life for themselves. A resident of 

Dhabada village in Gujarat’s Dahod district,  

Ms Patel has hauled herself and her family up from 

a hardscrabble existence to find a fair measure of 

security, a voice in her community and her place in the 

world. This is her story: 

T raditional, low-scale farming was what we 

were doing and we grew maize, wheat and 

pulses. The work was tough and the money 

we made barely enough to get by. There were plenty 

of days when we struggled to put decent food on the 

table; dal-roti was the staple. Then came the lakhpati 

Kisan project and it transformed everything.  

The programme opened our eyes. The training 

and learning, the exposure to better farming 

practices, the coming together of our women through 

self-help groups [sHGs], the growing of cash crops, 

the concept of year-round cultivation, the aggregated 

marketing and selling of produce — all of these 

were part of the programme. There was so much to 

discover and understand.

We had an irrigation scheme in our village but 

the lakhpati initiative was the real accelerator. i was 

making `50,000-60,000 a year before the programme 

was introduced in 2015. now, three years later, my 

family’s income has risen to `300,000 a year. We grow 

vegetables, we produce honey and we have a small 

business providing decorations, catering and music 

bands for weddings. none of this would have been 

possible without the programme.

The money coming in has been a huge help 

for my family. We have been able to refurbish our 

house, invest in digging borewells and also fund the 

education of my grandson, who’s studying to be a 

homeopathic doctor. as for me, i’ve gained so much 

confidence from the project. My grandkids may well 

find employment elsewhere, but there is no question 

of me giving up on agriculture. Besides the money, we 

get to eat fresh and wholesome food. no pesticides. 

i was the one who took the lead. My husband 

is the kind who does not like taking advice from 

outsiders; i wanted to listen to everybody and learn 

from them. i mobilised other women from my village 

to form one of the earliest sHGs in the project. 

i used to work for daily wages before joining 

the programme. no matter how sincere my labour, 

there would always be complaints. i was convinced 

that if i put in the same effort on my land, and with 

the knowledge i had gained, at least there would be 

nobody complaining. This is my field, my produce, my 

earnings, my business. That makes me feel good. 

i can’t read and write and that’s a disadvantage, 

but my position in the family is strong. The final word 

is mine. That definitely is due to what i have achieved. 

Thanks to the exposure i got, i learned about the 

world and how it functioned, about leadership and 

organising people. There was a time when i wasn’t 

comfortable sitting on a chair. That’s long gone.

i’m certain we can sustain this success even 

after the project winds up here. We have moved 

from growing crops to marketing them. We have 

become entrepreneurs. We have created vibrant 

village communities that can speak — and do good 

— for themselves. n

‘there was so much to discover’
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A mother and child at the Penumaka 
anganwadi centre in Guntur, Andhra Pradesh
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Food first
ensuring that India’s underprivileged children eat healthy — this is 

the objective driving the tata trusts’ nutrition initiative, a multi-

pronged effort that covers millions of needy women and their kids

sarika, six months 
pregnant, comes every day 
to the Penumaka 

anganwadi centre in Guntur in 
Andhra Pradesh for a hot meal of 
dal, rice, egg and milk. The meal 
will increase her nutritional levels 
so that the child she bears will 
grow up healthy, not stunted. 

Undernutrition continues to be 
a major challenge in India, with 
40% of children below five years of 
age stunted (short for their age) and 
20% of them wasted (low weight). 

High rates of undernutrition 
combined with its huge population 
base makes India the country with 
the largest number of malnourished 
in the world. It is shocking 
numbers like these that the Tata 
Trusts are aiming to reduce through 
its ‘India nutrition initiative’.

The Tata Trusts began 
partnering the National Nutrition 
Mission, under the Ministry of 
Women and Child Development 
from January 2018. The mission 
has set a three-year beneficiary 
target of 100 million children and 
pregnant and lactating women. 

Kicked off in 2017, the mission 
has been launched in 315 districts 
(roughly half of India). 

The Trusts have set their own 
targets — to reduce the prevalence 
of stunting in children less than 5 
years of age by 30%, and to reduce 
the prevalence of anemia (iron 
deficiency) by 40%. To do this, it 
intends to reach out to improve 
nutrition levels for 6 million 
children and 750,000 pregnant and 
lactating women. 

“We believe that improving 
nutrition standards will help 
improve India’s physical and 
mental health parameters. We aim 

to impact underprivileged and 
marginalised communities, and to 
go beyond urban areas and work in 
the interiors,” says Dr Rajan 
Sankar, director of the Trusts’ 
nutrition initiative.

Multi-sector approach
To achieve this laudable goal, the 
Tata Trusts are working at several 
levels. One of their programmes 
has adopted a multi-sectoral 
approach to nutrition. 

They are partnering the 
government to strengthen existing 
platforms; collaborating with 
agencies to develop staple foods 
fortified with iron, vitamins, folic 
acid, etc; working at the grassroots 
level with beneficiaries; and 
supporting advocacy partners to 
generate data that will give a true 
picture of what India’s 
undernourished children need to 
turn the corner. The Trusts also 
work with civil society 
organisations, including 
international NGOs and other 
development partners. 

The most intensive engagement 
is the partnership with the 
government. India runs a massive 
maternal and child health 

“We believe that 
improving nutrition 
standards will help 
improve India’s physical 
and mental health 
parameters.”
— Dr Rajan Sankar, director, 
nutrition initiative, Tata Trusts
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programme called Integrated Child 
Development Services (ICDS). This 
programme covers a vast network 
of over 1.4 million anganwadi 
centres, which act as support 
centres for mothers and children 
upto the age of six. 

The centres reach out to 84 
million children and 19 million 
pregnant and lactating mothers, 
and are monitored by each state 
government’s department of 
woman and child services (or its 
equivalent).

“ICDS reaches millions of 
beneficiaries, and working with this 
system should enable us to make a 
bigger impact,” says Dr Sankar. The 
Tata Trusts have already signed a 
memoranda of understanding with 
three state governments — 
Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh and 
Rajasthan — to strengthen the 
existing ICDS network.

In Maharashtra’s Palghar 
district, the Trusts will transform 
200 anganwadis into model centres 
to make them more colourful, 
appealing and child-friendly. In 
Andhra Pradesh, the Tata Trusts 
have stepped in to partner the state 
government in implementing its 
nutrition mission across three 
districts (see linked article). In 
Rajasthan, the Tata Trusts have 
adopted a multi-dimensional 
approach and are working with the 
ministries of health, water and 
sanitation, food and agriculture, 
rural development and women’s 
welfare to ensure that the ICDS 
system gets the necessary 
infrastructural support. 

In all three states, the Trusts are 
working to build better capabilities 

amongst anganwadi workers 
through training programmes that 
will help them bring about 
behavioural changes in the 
community. Technology is being 
brought into play — the Trusts are 
helping anganwadi workers to use 
mobile devices that will capture real 
-time data. 

Mission possible
To support the National Nutrition 
Mission, a new initiative called 
Swasth Bharat Prerak Programme 
was kicked off a few months 
ago. Preraks are interns who will 
be trained to work with district 
collectors’ offices to monitor 
and drive the nutrition mission. 
At present 112 preraks have 
been trained and placed in their 
respective districts; over time, the 

prerak programme is expected to 
cover 550 districts. 

Malnutrition can be fought by 
ensuring that the food consumed 
by children and pregnant mothers 
has adequate vitamins and 
minerals. In 2016, the Tata Trusts 
and the Food Safety and Standards 
Authority of India (FSSAI) 
partnered to set up the Food 
Fortification Resource Centre 
(FFRC). Advocacy and capacity 
building is the route that FFRC 
takes to promote the use of 
fortified foods. 

The five foods being fortified 
in India are milk, salt, oil, wheat 
and rice (see linked story). Placing 
these fortified staple foods into 
India’s ICDS, school midday meals 
and the public distribution system 
will help expand the availability of 
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key nutrients. The Trusts’ target is 
to provide fortified food to 350 
million people within three years, 
says Dr Sankar. 

Sure-fire way
One sure-fire way of ensuring 
that children get their daily dose 
of nutritious food is to work 
directly with the school mid-day 
meal scheme. The Trusts support 
organisations such as Akshaya Patra 
which supply food to millions of 
children under this scheme. 

Two years ago, the Trusts set 
up two centralised kitchens in 
Maharashtra’s Palghar and Nashik 
districts to supply food to 
children in tribal schools. 
Managed by the Trusts, the 
kitchens provide hygienic and 
nutritious meals thrice a day, and 

snacks, to 20,000 children. 
Advocacy based on data and 

statistics plays a big role in 
increasing awareness about India’s 
multiple nutrition problems, and 
in getting well-wishers on board. 
The Tata Trusts have partnered 
with the National Institute of 
Nutrition (NIN) to set up a 
Tata-NIN Centre for Excellence in 
Nutrition in Hyderabad. The 
centre provides data-driven 
insights and advice to state and 
central governments. 

Another institution active in 
nutrition is the MS Swaminathan 
Research Foundation (MSSRF) in 
Chennai, which supports new 
farming systems as a path to tackle 
household food and nutrition 
security in rural India. 

Yet another identified need is 

Centralised kitchens, the result of a partnership between the Tata Trusts, 
different state governments and the Bengaluru-based NGO Akshaya 
Patra, provide nutritious food to students in schools across India

to find ways to introduce healthy 
foods in the market. The Trusts 
have partnered with food giant 
Mars to create nutritious food 
products that are both healthy and 
appealing to children. By 
manufacturing and distributing 
such products at scale, the Trusts 
hope to create a pull, especially in 
rural markets. A high protein snack 
is ready for launch.

By adopting this multi-faceted 
approach to nutritional security 
and working with stakeholders 
across India’s food and health 
ecosystem, the Tata Trusts are 
working towards achieving large-
scale sustainable impact on India’s 
most vulnerable population — 
children, who are India’s future. n

By Gayatri Kamath



22 centre stage 23 July 2018    TaTa TrusTs Horizons    22 centre stage

The way to nurture
healthier children
the tata trusts’ nutrition strategy

Promoting 
healthy food

strengthening 
platforms

advocacy with 
stakeholders

Promoting foods fortified with iron and vitamins

strengthening anganwadi centres

Fortified 
rice 

 0.1 million + beneficiaries

Fortified 
oil 

250 million + beneficiaries

Rajasthan

8,556 Andhra Pradesh

11,900
Maharashtra

3,183

Fortified 
milk

75 million + beneficiaries

Double fortified 
salt

50 million + beneficiaries

22 centre stage
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Integrated approach to improve nutrition

Strengthening 
anganwadi centres

Training anganwadi 
workers

Introducing  
fortified foods 

In 3 years, the tata trusts hope to
Reduce stunting by 30% in children under  5 years 

Reduce anaemia prevalence by 40%

Managing kitchens that 
feed tribal children

Feeding 20,000 kids every day at 
Palghar and Nashik, Maharashtra 

generating data  
on nutrition

Established the tata-NiN centre 
for Excellence in Nutrition

Improving farming 
systems

Partnering the MS Swaminathan 
Research Foundation

Working at the 
district level

Training 300+ participants 
to work as National Nutrition 

Mission fellows

Partnering the Ministry of Women 
and child Development

The partnership plan is to reach 100 million children 
and pregnant and lactating women
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I t’s a hot May morning at the 
Penumaka anganwadi centre in Guntur, 
Andhra Pradesh, where over a dozen 

children play happily on the colourful 
swings and slides in the garden. Play time 
is soon followed by study time — the 
children come indoors to learn numbers, 
alphabets and simple rhymes. 

This anganwadi centre is special — 
unlike the typical dull-looking ones 
elsewhere, the Penumaka unit has been 
completely refurbished by the Tata Trusts, 
with colourful walls, new furniture, special 
tables for the children and play equipment. 
The centre now acts like a child magnet 
after the makeover, helping it to better 
perform its primary role as a place where 
children and young mothers receive 
counselling and support for the first few 
years of a child’s life. 

“The services are the same but the new 
look makes a lot of difference. Children are 
willing to come, and mothers are motivated 
to send them too,” says anganwadi 
supervisor Y Sreelatha, who oversees around 
20 centres in the area. 

Refurbishing anganwadi centres is just 
one of the roles undertaken by the Trusts 
in their engagement with the state 
government of Andhra Pradesh. The 
organisation, which has worked in the 
region since March 2017, has adopted an 
integrated approach to improve nutritional 
levels of children and mothers in three 
districts in the state (Nellore, Krishna and 
Guntur), where over 400,000 children are 
attached to 11,900+ anganwadi centres. 

Good food is the focus
“Our focus is nutrition, not making the 
centres look nice,” says Sandesh Kotte, 
programme officer, Tata Trusts. “But when 
we did one, it received such a positive 
response from the government and the 
children that we are doing this for more 
centres. We have completed the makeover of 
three anganwadis and there will be more.”

Nutrition, a key component of the 
Integrated Child Development Services 
(ICDS) platform, is also the primary focus 

A daily dose of
nutrition
the tata trusts have been working with the andhra 

Pradesh government to ensure that young mothers and 

children get their daily recommended nutritional inputs

“Our focus is nutrition, not making the 
centres look nice. But when we did one, 
it received such a positive response 
from the government and the children 
that we are being asked to do this for 
more centres.”
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of the anganwadi centres. The Andhra 
Pradesh government has reinforced this by 
launching the State Nutrition Mission to 
ensure that young children and mothers get 
the nutrients they need to stay healthy.

At the Penumaka anganwadi centre, the 
children get a full meal of rice, dal, an egg 
and milk. A few young mothers sit to feed 
their toddlers with a nutritional food called 
Balamruthum — a thick gruel made from 
wheat flour, milk powder, groundnut and 
sugar with added vitamins and minerals.

There’s a pregnant mother who has 
come in for her daily nutritional input, 
and she gets a hot meal as well. Jacinta, the 
anganwadi worker for the Penumaka centre, 
says she looks after 20 children every day. 
She also has a dozen pregnant and lactating 
mothers on her books, and goes on home 
visits regularly.

The Trusts’ core objective is to ensure 
that children and mothers get the nutritional 

Mothers and their children at a 
centre in Guntur, Andhra Pradesh

inputs they desperately need. One important 
route has been convincing the government 
to introduce fortified foods into two 
delivery platforms that touch large number 
of children and mothers — the ICDS 
network of anganwadi centres and the 
midday meals served in schools. 

With the Trusts’ advocacy, the Women 
Development and Child Welfare 
Department in Andhra Pradesh has now 
introduced two fortified foods — double 
fortified salt (with iodine and iron) and 
fortified milk (enhanced with vitamin A 
and D) — for its anganwadi centres. 

The Trusts are now working with the 
state government to set up a factory to 
manufacture fortified food, known in the 
ICDS system as ‘take home ration’ (THR), 
for mothers of young children. THR is 
based on a formula that combines multi-
grain flours such as wheat, corn, or soybean, 
fortified with micronutrients. 
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The Andhra Pradesh government has 
branded this as Balamruthum, and has 
been sourcing it from the neighbouring 
state of Telangana. The Tata Trusts are 
providing technical support to build a 
new 100,000 tonne plant that will supply 
Balamruthum to Andhra’s 54,000 
anganwadi centres. 

The Trusts are also working with rice 
mills in Odisha and Karnataka to produce 
fortified rice kernels. These kernels, 
fortified with iron, folic acid and vitamin 
B, and mixed with regular rice in a 
specified proportion, will soon be 
introduced in the Andhra Pradesh ICDS 
system and the school midday meal scheme 
in the three districts.

Communicating health
At the Penumaka centre, another anganwadi 
worker, Sarla Kumari, counsels mothers on 
the importance of a proper diet for their 
toddlers. “It will make them strong and help 
them walk early,” she says. An anganwadi 
worker for 15 years now, Sarla recently 
attended a training module on preventing 
anemia in pregnant mothers through an 
iron-rich diet. 

This is yet another component of the 
Trusts’ engagement, ensuring that the 
communication around nutrition is strong 
and meaningful. For this, it has started a 
series of training programmes to strengthen 
the knowledge and capabilities of 
anganwadi workers and supervisors. 

Anusha Krishnapuram is a new 
member of the 23-member Tata Trusts 
team based in Vijayawada. She serves as the 
district manager for Guntur and is in charge 
of monitoring capability strengthening. “We 
use the incremental learning approach 
(ILA) — there are 21 modules, and we take 
up one module a month over three days, to 
make sure that the trainees fully grasp all 
the points,” says Ms Krishnapuram.

The Trusts have helped create new, 

Nutritional inputs at the right age are critical 
for child growth and immunity

more colourful communication material for 
the modules, which come with illustrations. 
These deal with several topics related to 
child health that anganwadi workers in 
rural areas regularly find themselves dealing 
with — handling sick newborn babies, 
counselling new mothers on breast feeding, 
steps to be taken for home visits, diet 
counselling for pregnant mothers, and so 
on. In Andhra Pradesh, the Tata Trusts 
plan to train over 11,000 workers through 
the ILA method.

“It’s all about the first 1,000 days of a 
child’s life, counting from conception 
onward to pre-school. We also do 
community-based events that promote 
health and nutrition,” says Farida Sultana, 
who handles the anganwadi refurbishment 
initiative for the Trusts. 

Apart from pregnant and young 
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mothers, the Trusts work with one more 
important segment — adolescent girls. They 
partner the state Kishori Vikasam Scheme 
which offers adolescent girls counseling on 
matters related to health and nutrition.

Delivering impact
Measurement and monitoring are key 
when it comes to health, and technology 
plays a big role in the Trusts’ nutritional 
engagement in Andhra Pradesh. To make 
the ICDS system more robust and effective, 
the Trusts have been piloting a biometric 
authentication system in the state’s 
Prakasam district. 

“Anganwadi workers in Prakasam have 
all been given mobile phones by the 
government. By linking the biometric 
devices to their mobiles, we will be able to 
get accurate beneficiary data and also 
eliminate false beneficiaries from the 
system,” Mr Kotte explains.

The Trusts are also in discussions with 
the State Ministry of Panchayati Raj to 
source and distribute health data cards, 
called mother-child protection cards, to all 
mothers enrolled in the ICDS scheme.

What could give the nutrition 

programme a more significant boost, 
though, is the launch of the Swasth Bharat 
Prerak Programme, a joint initiative of the 
Tata Trusts and the Union Ministry of 
Women and Child Development. 

Under this programme, around 500 
young men and women trained by the 
Trusts will be stationed in various districts 
across India, where they will support the 
district collector’s office in driving the 
government’s health and nutrition 
programme. More than 110 such preraks 
have been trained as of now, and one each 
assigned to Andhra Pradesh’s 13 districts. 

The Trusts’ work with nutrition in 
Andhra Pradesh is one of their most 
intensive engagements in the country. This 
multipronged drive against malnutrition 
combines a highly interactive on-ground 
approach with focused interventions in the 
areas of support, supply, services and 
communication. 

The expectation is that all this will lead 
to a sustainable impact on the health and 
nutrition of young children at the most 
tender stage of their lives. n

By Gayatri Kamath

The Tata Trusts are transforming anganwadi  
centres to make them child-friendly 
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oil, and minerals and vitamins — such 
as iron, folic acid, vitamin B12, iodine 
and zinc — to staple foods such as 
rice, wheat flour and salt. 

Fortification will help address 
the issue of micronutrient 
deficiencies in India’s population. 
The Tata Trusts have been a leading 
support organisation in India’s 
most recent food fortification drive, 
and have been promoting it and 
working for its extensive adoption 
by the government and industry. To 
make it a reality, the Tata Trusts 
have partnered with food safety 
regulator Food Safety and Standards 
Authority of India (FSSAI) to set up 
a Food Fortification Resource 
Centre (FFRC).  

Pawan Kumar Agarwal, CEO, 

W idespread nutritional 
deficiencies are a 
problem across the 

world. In India, micronutrient 
deficiencies are a serious concern, 
posing as they do serious health 
risks especially for people 
considered vulnerable, including 
women of reproductive age and 
children who are often 
underweight and anaemic. 

Food fortification has proved to 
be a simple and cost-effective 
approach that can be rolled out 
widely to ensure that millions of 
people get the vital building blocks 
for good health, immunity and 
overall wellbeing. The process of 
fortification involves adding 
vitamins A and D to milk and edible 

Staple solutions 
Food fortification is 

the main course in a 

programme that is 

strengthening 

nutritional safety and 

ensuring the security 

of what we eat

•	 Builds immunity and 
bone health

•	 Easy to add

•	 Potential reach:  
98% of india’s 
population

•	 Tackles anaemia and 
iodine deficiency

•	 Can be used in all 
meals and sold in 
open market

•	 Potential reach:  
150 million

•	 Tackles anaemia  
and boosts immunity

•	 used in anganwadi 
and school midday meals

•	 Potential reach:   
84 million children

Edible oil + 
Vit A & D

Salt + Iodine + Iron rice + Minerals +  
Vit a & B

ThE bEnEfITS of fooD forTIfIcATIon
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FSSAI, says the role of FFRC goes 
beyond enforcing standards. “We 
took it upon ourselves to promote 
fortification since we have the 
outreach to industry,” he says. The 
organisation has been active in 
trying to build consensus and 
confidence among policymakers, 
the government and scientists.

United effort
The Trusts fund FFRC, while 
development partners such as WFP 
(World Food Programme), PATH 
and GAIN (Global Alliance for 
Improved Nutrition) and others 
lend on-ground support. 

FFRC’s role ranges from policy 
advocacy with the government to 
developing the needed skills for 
fortification, capacity-building, and 
training for industry, food safety 
officers and lab assistants, along 
with creating awareness around the 
need for fortification.

Fortifying milk with vitamins A and D is an easy and low-cost option

“Together, we have developed a 
standard protocol for vitamin A 
and D testing in milk,” says Vivek 
Arora, senior advisor, Tata Trusts, 
and the lead resource for 
fortification efforts in India. While 

fortification is currently voluntary, 
a network of around 3,000 food 
safety officers are stationed across 
the country and available to help 
ensure adherence to standards. 

Fortification is a good strategy 
to address nutritional deficiencies 
on a large scale as it does not 
interfere with the existing food 
habits or purchasing power of 
people. “It does not aim to change 
food habits or promote 
supplementation; so no extra effort 
is required. It is also the easiest and 
most cost-effective way of reaching 
the nutrients to a large 
population,” sayas Mr Agarwal. 

Five staples — rice, wheat flour, 
edible oil, salt and milk — have 
been identified for this programme 
as they are the base ingredients for 
cooking and consumption among 
people at all socio-economic levels. 

“These staples are vehicles for 
fortification to reach the 
population and our focus is on 
fortifying them with 

•	 Builds immunity and 
bone health

•	 low cost

•	 Potential: Can reach 
most of india’s urban 
population

•	 Tackles anaemia and 
boosts immunity

•	 used in anganwadi 
centres and school 
midday meals

•	 Potential: Can reach  
84 million children

Milk + Vit a & D Wheat + Minerals  
+ Vit a & B
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micronutrients,” says Mr Agarwal.
Edible oil reaches 98% of the 

households, and is therefore a good 
vehicle to carry fat soluble vitamins 
like A and D. Together with GAIN 
and FFRC, the Tata Trusts have been 
able to fortify 47% of the leading 
brands of edible oil in the market. 

Today fortified oil reaches 
approximately 250 million people 
in India, and has the potential to 
positively impact the health of a 
much larger proportion of the 
population.“We got most traction 
with edible oils,” Mr Agarwal adds. 

Efforts are now on to get 
micro, small- and medium-sized 
producers across 10 Indian states to 
adopt oil fortification. FSSAI is 
also considering making 
fortification of packaged refined oil 
mandatory in some time.

Double fortification of salt is 
already being done widely. In the 
case of rice fortification, the 
process is far more complex. 
Fortified rice kernels have to be 
blended in a 1:100 ratio with 
normal rice. The kernels, which are 
similar to rice grains in appearance, 
are reconstituted from powdered 

rice blended with vitamin and 
mineral pre-mix. 

Fortification of wheat flour 
poses an even bigger challenge. The 
simplest is milk, where fortification 
is done by blending a specified 
dosage of concentrated liquid 
emulsion or premix to the milk, 
ensuring that the level of added 
vitamins is within the 
recommended dietary allowance 
limits as per the food regulatory 
guidelines.

Making milk better
At 164 million tonnes, India is the 
largest producer of milk worldwide. 
Studies have suggested that over 
70% of India’s population is 
deficient in vitamin D. Further, 
over a quarter of the world’s total 
vitamin A deficient pre-school 
children live in India, and around a 
third of them show clinical signs of 
vitamin A deficiency. 

Among the staples, the efforts 
for milk fortification is being 
driven mainly by the Tata Trusts, 
for which they have partnered with 
the National Dairy Development 
Board (NDDB) to reach out to 

state cooperative dairies. 
In the initial year of 

engagement, the Trusts handhold 
the fortification process, from 
conducting trials and sample 
testing in National Accreditation 
Board for Testing and Calibration 
Laboratories (NABL) accredited 
laboratories as per FSSAI 
standards, to arranging the 
fortificant premix and helping 
with consumer awareness and 
communication campaigns.

The first to adopt was Mother 
Dairy, followed by the Jharkhand 
Dairy Federation with its Medha 
brand, in May 2017. So far, 13 state 
milk cooperative federations have 
taken up milk fortification, 
including Haryana, Punjab, Uttar 
Pradesh, Rajasthan, Madhya 
Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Odisha, 
Gujarat and Karnataka.

These cooperatives together 
fortify 7.2 million litres a day out of 
a combined fortifiable milk capacity 
of 22 million litres per day. With 
fortification of another 8 million 
litres per day planned over the next 
few months, about 70% of 
cooperative milk would be fortified. 

Mother Dairy in Delhi was one of the earliest adopters in the milk fortification programme
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In the second phase, the Trusts 
plan to target private dairy 
producers where the fortifiable 
milk potential is around 19 million 
litres per day. “We are confident 
that our work with the state dairy 
cooperatives will create peer 
pressure on private players to 
follow suit,” says Mr Arora.

School milk fortification 
through the ‘Gift Milk’ scheme is 
another important initiative in this 
direction. Under this, the state 
governments of Haryana, 
Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh and 
Chhattisgarh have been ensuring 
that the flavoured milk being 
supplied through the ICDS and 
midday meal platforms is fortified 
with vitamins A & D. 

Low cost, high gain
The cost of milk fortification is low 
— less than 3 paise per litre — and 
there is no change in flavour or 
taste. The bigger challenge, though, 
is in building consumer awareness 
about the benefits and availability 
of such milk. Hence marketing and 
communication are key areas. 

Work is underway to develop 
generic communication around the 
benefits of fortification to support 
the brand-specific advertising being 
developed by dairy cooperatives. 
FFRC and the Trusts have also 
started using social media to spread 
their message on fortification.

The larger and large-scale 
benefits of food fortification will 
take some time to realise. But the 
efforts of the Tata Trusts in 
ensuring better health for India’s 
citizens are already bearing fruit. n

By Vikas Kumar

Mother Dairy was the earliest adopter of milk fortification 

when, in 1984, it began fortifying its coin-operated, bulk- 

vended milk with vitamin a for sale in new Delhi. it wasn’t 

surprising then that in november 2016, soon after the 

programme was launched, Mother Dairy was the first off the 

block to double-fortify its bulk-vended milk with vitamins a 

and D. This milk is available across its 795 booths and 1,700 

vending units in the Delhi region. Fortification of packaged 

milk began in January 2017 with the low fat variants.

“Vitamin a and D deficiencies in india are a matter of 

concern as they result in issues related to impaired vision, 

osteoporosis and other health problems. such deficiencies 

are also linked to today’s lifestyle, with very limited exposure 

to the sun. it is therefore imperative to fortify milk,” says 

srinivasan T, chief quality officer, Mother Dairy. 

Despite its own stringent quality and testing processes, 

the challenge with fortified milk was in ensuring that the tests 

were accurate since the fortifying ingredients need to strictly 

abide by recommended dietary allowance standards. “Quality 

control is a critical part of fortification,” says Kajal Debnath, 

DGM, scientific, regulatory and nutrition affairs at Mother Dairy. 

For this, its Central analytical lab team was trained for 

vitamin D analysis at the renowned CalF (Centre for analysis 

and learning in livestock and Food) lab at the national Dairy 

Development Board headquarters in anand in Gujarat. since, 

2017 Mother Dairy has acquired the additional equipment 

for vitamin a & D testing and analysis in-house. “The skills 

required to analyse the results consistently are tricky, but we 

have mastered them,” Mr Debnath adds.

Today, Mother Dairy produces 15,000 tonnes of fortified 

oil annually under the Dhara brand and 3 million litres of 

fortified milk per day across its manufacturing locations in 

Delhi, Mumbai, Hyderabad, nagpur and Kolkata, making it 

the leading cooperative dairy in india in food fortification. n

starting early
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‘The Trusts are the  
perfect partners for  
social transformation’

The Tata Trusts have deep-rooted links with Maharashtra. This is the 

state where the organisation is based and, more importantly, 

Maharashtra is the setting for some of the Trusts’ most impactful 

and ambitious initiatives in social development. 

In this exclusive interview with Christabelle Noronha, Chief 

Minister Devendra Fadnavis shares his views on, and his vision for, 

the partnership between the Maharashtra government and the Tata 

Trusts in implementing social uplift projects across the spectrum, 

from nutrition and data governance to education, health and more. 

Excerpts from the interview: 

You have risen through the ranks to the highest office in the state. 
What was your motivation to get into politics? 
My father, Gangadharrao Fadnavis, has been my personal idol. He taught 
me the art of building and maintaining ‘good relations’. Though my 
inspiration and my values come from the RSS, my political affiliation 
was nurtured by my father. Besides him, my political idol has been Atal 
Bihari Vajpayee, our former prime minister. He gave you the feeling that he 
wouldn’t ever do anything that was wrong. 

What is your view on the changing political landscape in the 
country, particularly in Maharashtra? 
The union government under the strong leadership of Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi has achieved milestones of growth and progress. Despite 
the global economic slowdown, India has shown great stability and it has 
become the fastest-growing major economy in the world. Prime Minister 
Modi has made every effort to focus on the development of Maharashtra. 
The state has not just got support from him, but has also been a platform 
to launch and celebrate his initiatives. My government believes in inclusive 
growth, where discrimination has absolutely no place. Our policies have 
ensured a greater participation of people, with the single purpose of 
reaching the benefits of every project to last-mile users.

“I remember 
accompanying my 
father, who was a 
cancer patient, for 
his treatment at  
the Tata Memorial 
Hospital in Mumbai. 
That was my first 
exposure to how 
the Tatas worked 
in setting up 
institutions for 
India.”
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What was your earliest association with the Tata group? 
Growing up in Nagpur, my earliest memory of the Tata group is of their 
textile mills in the city. The Empress Mills of Tata Textiles brought jobs 
and development to Nagpur and, over the years, I witnessed the group’s 
significant contribution to the region’s economic growth.  

On a personal note, I remember accompanying my father, who was a 
cancer patient, for his treatment at the Tata Memorial Hospital in 
Mumbai. That was my first exposure to how the Tatas worked in setting up 
institutions for India and how dedicated they are to the community. 

It was a matter of pride for me that Mr Ratan Tata was present when 
we inaugurated the National Cancer Institute in Nagpur last year. Doctors 
who trained at the Tata Memorial are working with the Institute to provide 
world-class treatment to cancer patients from the region.

The collaboration between the Maharashtra government and the 
Tata Trusts has reached new levels since you became the state’s 
chief  minister. How has this enhanced engagement come about? 

Maharashtra Chief Minister Devendra Fadnavis with Ratan Tata at the launch of the National Cancer Institute in Nagpur in August 2017
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It is the coming together of like-minded people with a common objective, 
the prime one being to bring about positive change for the people of 
Maharashtra. After I assumed office, I was keen to engage with partners 
working in the philanthropy space. My philosophy is that increased people 
power leads to incremental and sustainable development. And there is no 
better partner than the Trusts to promote philanthropic work in the state 
and be a catalyst for change. 

Mr Tata brings immense passion to the responsibility. His vision lies 
in building partnerships with governments and in making a success out of 
them. Mr Tata’s understanding of the dual challenge of quality and scale, 
and his willingness to take unconventional challenges and test approaches 
have contributed enormously to our shared vision to come together to 
solve several key challenges in the state. 

We both believe that the true challenge is not just about solving a 
pressing problem, but also about empowering the person whose problem 
has been solved to deal with it in the future. That’s the litmus test for a 
sustainable solution.

The multifaceted development programmes being implemented 
in Maharashtra are a striking example of  how public-private 
partnerships can bring about sustainable social change. What was 

Devendra Fadnavis meets Shalantai Patil (extreme left), a beneficiary of the Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana — a central 
government initiative to provide affordable housing to the urban poor — in Dhamner village of Satara district
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the philosophy behind the government’s strong push for this?
Albert Einstein once said that problems cannot be solved at the same 
level of awareness as that at which they are created. People are at the core 
of problems, and people are at the core of solutions. It has to be more 
than PPP [public-private partnerships]; it has to be PPPP, the fourth ‘P’ 
being people. They are the most important stakeholders in any initiative 
and we, as partners, have values that align well to ensure their sustained 
empowerment. The idea is to identify the problem and develop a ‘pro-
people’ solution with the appropriate tools and technologies, and with 
imaginative thinking. 

This 4Ps model leads to 4Fs: funds, functions, functionaries and facts 
(or knowledge). These get decentralised in the partnership, enabling true 
democracy to exist and flourish. Examples of this approach and their 
successful deployment are the urban primary healthcare programme in 
Nagpur; the Jalyukt Shivar initiatives in Amravati, Akola and Yavatmal; 
women’s empowerment projects such as ‘internet saathi’ to bridge the 
digital divide; and the Muktipath project in Gadchiroli. 

Maharashtra and the Trusts have collaborated to good effect 
in providing meals to children. What, from the government 
perspective, have been the key takeaways from this success?  
Our partnership with the Trusts to operate the Annapurna centralised 
kitchens at Palghar has been hugely successful. A key learning for us is 
that the kitchens can be run in partnerships, with techno-managerial and 
human resources support coming from the partner. These kitchens are 
managed efficiently, they prepare high-quality, nutritious meals, and they 
yield significant savings as well. For instance, we have saved `30 billion in 
the 10-month period we have been running the kitchen in Palghar.

The involvement of the partner, from drafting of policies and training 
to implementing programmes and building capacities, is showing great 
results. In Palghar, we have successfully integrated the centralised kitchen 
with the triple-A platform of anganwadis [mother and child-care centres], 
Asha centres and the Annapurna scheme to create a robust infrastructure 
with strong systems. 

Streamlining supply-side issues by upgrading infrastructure, as we did 
with the centralised kitchens and ‘integrated child development services’ 
has enhanced our understanding of how to collaborate with an expert and 
resourceful partner like the Tata Trusts. 

Cancer care is another area where the Trusts have partnered the 
Maharashtra government. What is the way forward here? 
I am extremely satisfied with the work we have done in cancer research 
and treatment. The sheer diversity of engaging all medical colleges in 
the National Cancer Grid, the launch of the ‘virtual tumour board’, and 
establishing centres of excellence along the lines of the National Cancer 

“People are at the 
core of problems, 
and people are 
at the core of 
solutions. It has to 
be more than PPP 
[public-private 
partnerships]; it 
has to be PPPP, 
the fourth ‘P’ being 
people.” 
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Institute in Nagpur have enabled us to provide affordable and accessible 
care to patients across the state.
  
Your government and the Trusts have also come together to 
reform the criminal and juvenile justice system. What’s your view 
on this programme? 
The collaboration with the District Legal Service Authority on the legal 
aid programme has institutionalised access to legal aid and improved legal 
representation for prisoners. Meanwhile, networking with NGOs on health 
has meant regular and focused medical camps for various ailments and 
the timely delivery of treatment to prisoners. These and other progressive 
projects can be replicated by other states of India.

From your experience, what is the best way forward in creating an 
environment in which governments, philanthropic organisations, 
NGOs and civil society can join hands for the common good of  
society?
I believe that a social organisation has five key purposes. First, to be a 
moral torchlight for society and set higher values; second, to serve the 
underserved; third, to create knowledge and provide creative solutions; 
fourth, to be a channel for others to express their desire to contribute; and 
fifth, to play the role of whistleblower. The synergy of these five leads to a 
changed individual and, down the road, a transformed society. The state 
should respect this and strive to create a conducive atmosphere for the 
fulfilment of these purposes. 

My understanding is that, first and foremost, the thematic and 
geographic priorities of the partners should be respected to the utmost 
while establishing long-term partnerships. This can ensure true and 
sustained commitment. The government should, on its part, alter its 
mental framework to allow for out-of-the box thinking to be implemented 
and developed. 

If  you had to pick three areas in the social development space 
where you think the Tata Trusts have had a significant impact, 
what would these be and why?
Health, village development and institution building — these are three areas 
where the Trusts have pursued a unique synergy of micro- and macro-
level work, individual service and system strengthening. The Trusts are the 
perfect partners for social transformation.

How do you see the partnership between the Trusts and the 
Maharashtra government evolving in the coming years? 
One immediate opportunity is to scale up partnerships in the areas of 
water conservation, health, skills development, digital literacy and women’s 
empowerment. Additionally, we need to create innovative solutions for 

“Our partnership 
with the Trusts 
to operate the 
Annapurna 
centralised 
kitchens has 
been hugely 
successful. A key 
learning for us is 
that the kitchens 
can be run in 
partnerships...”
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financial inclusion, focus on key geographies for long-term and multi-
thematic work, and develop techno-managerial support to implement 
programmes. Another space that remains to be explored effectively is 
developing health models for tribal people as well as those living in  
urban slums. 

Finally, what critical challenges do you face in your role as chief  
minister and what keeps you motivated?
The first big challenge was to tackle the worst ever agrarian crisis in the 
state. I can say with a sense of satisfaction that we could offer some drastic 
reforms to the agriculture sector, with a historic loan waiver which has 
benefited the most needy farmers. 

However, I feel a lot many things are needed to be done. Investment as 
well as infrastructure were the neglected sectors so far and I’m happy to 
share with you that industry houses from India as well as abroad have 
exuded confidence in our government by announcing new projects.
Providing job opportunities too has been a critical issue and we are dealing 
with it through skills training, encouraging startups, and filling up the 
vacancies that exist in the state government.

What keeps me working is my commitment to the people of the state. I 
believe in hard work and results. I have planned a lot many things and I’m 
executing most of them. n Images courtesy: Chief  Minister’s Office

The Chief Minister at the inauguration in Thane, near Mumbai, of a centralised kitchen run by the Akshaya Patra Foundation 
for its much-lauded midday meal programme, which reaches 11,594 childen in 74 schools in Maharashtra  
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Balamdina Nag seems at first sight 
to be an ordinary young tribal 
woman, except that a 10-day 

training programme as a learning assistant 
changed her life. Instead of being tied to 
her kitchen, Balamdina started working to 
increase school enrolment by motivating 
parents in her tribal village of Maliburu in 
Khunti district of India’s Jharkhand state. 
She and her colleagues have got 250 
children from six villages to join school. 

Balamdina’s new role became possible 
because she is a beneficiary of the Central 
India Initiative (CInI) of the Tata Trusts, 
which works to uplift the lives of tribal 
populations in the four Indian states of 

Jharkhand, Odisha, Maharashtra and 
Gujarat. CInI is unique in many ways — one 
of which is that it is the only programme of 
the Tata Trusts that has accepted donations 
from individuals who have contributed 
through a unique loyalty points donation 
scheme called Points for People. 

Points for People is a crowd-sourced 
donation platform launched by the Trusts 
to open up philanthropic funding to the 
Indian public. It is based on an unusual 
strategy — enabling people to contribute by 
donating loyalty points accumulated on 
their cards. “Points for People is a concept 
designed to enable self-sustaining societies 
by encouraging donations from those who 

the Points for People initiative makes it possible for 

individuals to support underprivileged communities simply 

by using the points accumulated in a credit or debit card 

Card play to make 
a point on charity 

Donations can be made to a range of projects through https://www.pointsforpeople.org/
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are privileged,” says Ganesh Neelam,  
zonal manager, north and central India,  
Tata Trusts. 

The idea is that though people can (and 
do) donate cash for philanthropic projects, 
they can also set up a process for steady 
donation by contributing their loyalty points. 

Maximum reach
A website — pointsforpeople.org — enables 
people to sign up. The donor has the option 
of selecting how many points to contribute 
and which project the funds should benefit. 
The card service provider ensures that one 
rupee for every loyalty point earned by a 
customer goes towards funding livelihood, 
education or water and sanitation projects 
that are managed by the Trusts. 

For this, the Trusts tied up with 
Strategic Caravan, which manages the 
website and works on building the partner 
base. The platform has tied up with a few 
leading service providers — Loylty Rewardz 
(which manages loyalty programmes for 
some of India’s biggest debit and credit 
cards), HDFC Bank, Edenred (which 
manages the Ticket Restaurant cards), and 
Xoxoday (which offers cards for dining and 
travel experiences). The Tata Trusts are also 
in talks with a few Tata companies to  
enable their customers to contribute via the 
company loyalty programmes. Word about 
the project is being spread through social 
media and brochures.

Started at the end of 2016, the Points  
for People project has already connected 
with 5,000 card holders. The donation 
target for this year, according to Mr 
Neelam, is `30 million.

As a crowd-funding idea that makes it 
easy for individuals to reach out and 
support underprivileged communities, 
Points for People deserves several brownie 
points for its innovative strategy. n

By Gayatri Kamath

the tata trusts has tied up with big names to derive 
maximum reach through the Points for People 
programme:

Loylty rewardz 
reaches 1 billion profiles 
across debit cards, credit 
cards and other channels; 
processes 2.5 billion 
transactions yearly; has 
awarded over 30 billion 
loyalty points so far

edenred 
Promotes Ticket 
restaurant cards;  
reaches  2.5 million

HDfC Bank 
Has a base of over 25 
million debit and credit 
cards

Xoxoday 
Manages rewards and 
recognition programmes 
for 700+ clients; touches 
1 million employees 
from accenture, infosys, 
Hyundai, adobe, 
Cognizant, Godrej, 
Flipkart, amazon, TCs, 
etc

Big names, big potential 

Here’s a step-wise guide on how  
you can donate points online

log in to your reward 
card redemption portal

select Points of  
People and add to card

Proceed to  
check-out

1 

2

3
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the cast has tens of thousands of 
heroes. The setting is some of the 
most arid regions of Maharashtra. 

The theme is water and the storyline is 
about everyday folk putting body and soul 
into securing the elixir. And, not least, 
there’s an alchemist firing up the plot and 
the protagonists.

Those are the essential ingredients that 
have gone into the making of the Satyamev 
Jayate Water Cup, an annual competition 
— and a celebration as well — where 
hundreds of villages and tens of thousands 
of villagers from across Maharashtra 

contribute with voluntary labour to create 
infrastructure for rainwater harvesting and 
watershed management. As for the 
alchemist, that would be Aamir Khan, a 
rare blend of superstar and artist, celebrity 
and socially conscious citizen. 

A brainchild of Paani Foundation, 
founded by Mr Khan and his wife, Kiran 
Rao, the water cup has grown spectacularly 
since its launch in the summer of 2016. The 
first edition of the cup had 116 
participating villages from three districts. 
The just-completed 2018 contest attracted 
4,025 villages from 24 districts. 

Paani foundation and its satyamev Jayate Water Cup 

have been the catalysts in sparking and sustaining a 

people’s movement that goes against the flow 

Liquid magic 

A farmer couple 
from Singanwadi 
village in Beed 
district refresh 
themselves during 
a break from 
shramdaan
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Vidarbha Marathwada Western Maharashtra North Maharashtra

2016 2017 2018

Talukas

Water storage capacity built (million litres)

116

850

10,000

13,680

30

1,321

6,000

65,000

82,610 NA

75

4,025

20,000+

125,000

What began as an experimental 
initiative to capture and conserve water has 
become a mass movement that has earned 
kudos and support from the state 
government, donors and a raft of civil 
society organisations. More importantly, it 
has fostered kinship and goodwill among 
villagers previously divided along political, 
caste and religious lines. All in the quest for 
a precious resource, water, the lack of which 
has blighted countless lives in the parched 
heartlands of rural Maharashtra.

The water cup pits villages against one 
another in a competition where there are no 
losers. Villages from a bunch of selected sub-
districts are encouraged to take part in the 
contest, which runs for six weeks ahead of 
the monsoon season. The best performers 
are selected after the rains have gone.      

The participating villages have to send 
a team of at least five people, including two 
women, from their community for a 

comprehensive training programme 
conducted by Paani Foundation in 
partnership with the Watershed 
Organisation Trust, a fellow-nonprofit. On 
the learning menu are watershed 
management and its technicalities, 
leadership skills, the contest’s rules and 
100-point marking system, and, less 
explicitly, what camaraderie and the power 
of the collective can deliver. 

Prize money jump
An assured and secure source of water is 
the obvious reward for participants. And 
there’s money on offer to sweeten the 
victory. The water cup kicked off with `10 
million in prizes, `5 million going to the 
best-performing village, `3 million to the 
second and `2 million to the third. The 
prize money has jumped to nearly `100 
million now, with the top three villages 
set to get `7.5 million, `5 million and `4 

How the Water Cup has spread its wings 

3

Villages

People trained

The average number of people 
who did shramdaan every day
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million, respectively, in 2018. Additionally, 
the standout village from each sub-district 
will receive `1 million.

Shramdaan, or voluntary physical 
labour, is the centrepiece of the water cup. 
Building water management structures is 
hard work and the villagers toil together. 
Besides constructing water-conservation 
structures, they raise money for machines, 
test and treat soil, budget for water usage 
and employ water-saving technologies.

Reality TV
Paani Foundation and the water cup grew 
out of the Satyamev Jayate television show 
helmed by Mr Khan. With its offbeat 
agenda of social issues and a compelling 
presentation style, the show was singular. 
It aired on a mainstream entertainment 
channel and pulled in viewers accustomed 
to gorging on game shows and serials. 
The big reason for that was Mr Khan, an 
off-beat performer with his finger on the 
popular pulse.

Water was one of the subjects tackled by 
Satyamev Jayate and it struck a chord with 
the team doing the show. “We wanted to 
leverage the show to change things on the 
ground,” says Satyajit Bhatkal, chief 

executive of Paani Foundation and the brain 
behind Satyamev Jayate. “What we 
discovered was very curious: there is no 
problem in India that has not already been 
solved. Our problem is that we are unable to 
take social solutions to scale.”

In the team’s thinking, water was a 
straightforward fit. “Water sits at the 
intersection of every social issue we face,” 
explains Mr Bhatkal. “Be it livelihoods, 
gender justice, health, poverty reduction or 
improving farming outcomes, solving the 
problem of water is a necessary condition.” 

The answer is traditional
The size of the canvas made the water idea 
stronger still for the team, and they did not 
have to hunt for answers. “Decentralised 
watershed management has been with us for 
ever; it is part of India’s ancient wisdom,” 
says Mr Bhatkal. “We wanted people to 
own the problem.”

The challenge was getting villagers 
motivated. “We seeded the motivation and 
we invested heavily in our training 
module,” adds Mr Bhatkal, who gave up 
his law practice when the lure of showbiz 
proved irresistible. “Coming from film 
and television background, we took a 
different approach to it: experiential and 
emotional, activity-based and rooted in 
peer-to-peer learning.”

The people at Paani Foundation see 
themselves, first and foremost, as 
communicators. “We wanted to marry the 
creativity of film and television with what is 
otherwise a dry subject, but we didn’t know 
whether it would be enough to just motivate 
and train,” says Mr Bhatkal.  

What they were certain about was that 
the villagers would own the initiative, and 
that there would be no handing out of 
funds. “Paani Foundation does not give any 
money to any village; this is written in 
stone,” says Mr Bhatkal. “We don’t adopt 
any villages; it’s the villagers who adopt the 

stuck in the middle
The composite water management 
index released by niTi aayog, the 
indian government’s policy think tank, 
terms Maharashtra a ‘medium 
performer’ on water resource 
management. The index tracked 
progress on groundwater management, 
restoration of water bodies, irrigation, 
farm practices, drinking water, policy 
and governance.
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Villagers put in the hard yards in 
Khaparwadi village of Akola district 

Foundation and its philosophy.”
Mr Bhatkal is disinclined to call the 

villagers beneficiaries. “The paradigm has 
changed. Villagers participating in the 
water cup are not beneficiaries; they are 
water heroes. We give them nothing but 
training. The heart of the work we do lies 
in bringing human beings together.”

Outsiders pitching in with assistance 
has become a feature of the water cup. A 
multitude of civil society organisations are 
lending a hand, as is the state government 
in ever greater measure. Add to that 
people from cities, among them students 
and professionals, who were roped in 
through an initiative called ‘Jal Mitra’, 
which enables volunteers to contribute 
with manual labour in the villages.

The water cup has even more going 
for it. The competition and the 
Foundation’s wider water initiative have, 
since March 2018, got a boost through a 
show called Toofan Aalaya (the storm has 
come), which airs on seven Marathi 
channels. “We discovered something 
beautiful: a people’s movement that works 

with sincerity and gets a lot of help from 
society,” says Mr Bhatkal.  

The Aamir Khan dynamic is impossible 
to ignore while describing what the water 
cup has accomplished. “Aamir has been 
critical in two ways,” says Mr Bhatkal. 
“Without him spearheading this effort, I 
don’t think we would have got this kind of 
backing. The other factor is the depth of his 
involvement in the project; he brings so 
much value to the Foundation, as a thinker, 
an organiser and as a communicator.”

Considering the quality and scale of 
what it has pulled off, it would be logical to 
expect Paani Foundation to go further 
from here on. Perish the thought. “Our 
dream for the Foundation is that it dies as 
soon as possible,” says Mr Bhatkal. “We are 
ambitious about the cause, not the 
organisation. Our mandate was making 
Maharashtra free of water tankers in five 
years. We are 30 months down that road 
and on track to meet our goal. We would 
be quite happy to wind up after that.” n 

By Philip Chacko

Satyajit Bhatkal (centre), the chief executive of Paani Foundation, with associates Ganesh Mandekar and Ashok  
Burungule in Konambe (Nashik district), one of the villages that participated in the Satyamev Jayate Water Cup   
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“My contribution lies in being a great communicator and storyteller,” says Aamir Khan as he 

encapsulates the role he has played in making Paani Foundation and its Satyamev Jayate 

Water Cup a success in some of Maharashtra’s most water-deficient regions. The superstar 

of Hindi cinema is being modest as he downplays the effort he puts in, and the hours he 

clocks, for a cause as close to his heart as the movies he makes.  

Describing Mr Khan as an actor or even a movie star seems inadequate. He is more 

than that and his passion for the water cup project illustrates the commitment he brings 

to “what makes me happy”. Philip Chacko and Christabelle Noronha caught up 

with Mr Khan at YRF Studios in suburban Mumbai in between time taken from post-

production work on his forthcoming big-budget release, Thugs of Hindostan. Excerpts 

from the interview:

‘We wanted to  
find a solution for 
the entire state’

Aamir Khan and his wife, Kiran Rao, with  
villagers in Kolhi in Aurangabad district 
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What does having Aamir Khan on its 
side mean for Paani Foundation and 
the work that it does? 
Well, I don’t know how to answer that 
question. I think being involved with work 
that makes me happy is what I like to do 
all the time, whether it’s with my movies or 
Paani Foundation. For a very long period, 
I had this feeling that I had got a lot from 
people; I wanted to give back to society. 
It’s not to say that as entertainers we don’t 
contribute to society. Giving people a good 
time, making them laugh, keeping them 
engaged is what we do anyway, but I wanted 
to do more. That’s how I started with 
Satyamev Jayate, the TV series.

I wanted to take the goodwill I have 
earned over the years and use it for a social 
cause in the field I’m most qualified and 
trained in, which is communications. 
That’s when the concept for a TV show 
struck me. About this time, Uday Shankar 
[then helming Star TV in India] offered me 
a television game show. I told him I wasn’t 
interested. “Don’t you want to do TV,” he 
asked me, and I said I wouldn’t mind as 
long as I could use it to spark social 
change. He got interested.

I was not sure if television would be 
interested in a show on social issues but 
Star TV was. A couple of weeks later, I 
called up Satya [Satyajit Bhatkal] and told 
him about my idea. I also told him that I 
would be able to pull this off only if he 
came on board. I needed somebody I could 
trust completely.

What and who influenced you to get 
so involved with the Foundation?
There are two people who have influenced 
me a lot with the social development work 
that I am involved in: one is my mother 
[Zeenat Hussain] and the other is Satya. 
My mother has been a huge influence on 
me all my life. She has the amazing quality 
of being extremely sensitive to what other 

people are feeling. As for Satya, we were in 
school together — he was a topper and I was 
one of the backbenchers — and we became 
close friends. 

Satya got involved with social work 
down the line and I became an actor. We 
kept in touch and I would feel guilty 
whenever I met him. He was doing a lot for 
other people, for the poor, and I was doing 
nothing. Not that I was doing something 
wrong — I was following my passion, which 
was cinema — but I knew I could do more. 

What role do you play in the 
Foundation?
Between us, Satya is the one who works 
24/7 for the Foundation. I give half my 
working time to it and the other half to my 
films. Our strength is a great idea that is 
well communicated. Add to that, I’m a star 
and I come with certain advantages. Also 
add the fact that we did Satyamev Jayate for 
three seasons and it was very popular. 

Satyamev Jayate was about touching the 
emotions of viewers. It was hard journalism 
and it had mass communication embedded 
in it. With Paani, too, we are the 
communicators. We are not a government 
agency, we are not the administration and, 
actually, we are not an NGO either. The 
water cup is all about communication; its 
design is about communication and our 
training process is about communication. 

You were clear from day one that there 
were no handouts in this initiative, 
no giving away of  money and no 
beneficiaries in that respect.
Oh yes, and there was a fundamental reason 
for that. We researched the history of 
water schemes in Maharashtra and found 
that thousands of crores had been spent 
on them by various governments over the 
last four decades — and not much had 
happened or changed. 

Satya and I felt that the change had to 
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come from the people, not through laws or 
policies but from their hearts. We had to be 
sure about the design of the programme. If 
it had been faulty, the water cup would not 
have worked, no matter how many 
celebrities were behind it.  

In order for the cup to have a deep 
impact, we had to understand human 
psychology, how to communicate and how 
to inspire. All of that is part of the design. 
A lot of thought has gone into our training 
module, for instance, and Aamir Khan 
does not come into the picture there. The 
module has to be powerful enough to 
ensure that the five people being trained 
can go back charged to their village and 
lead it forward. My presence as a star is not 
going to contribute to that.

How much of  an impact has the prize 
money had? 
The prize money was something we 
wanted to put forward to attract people, 
to create excitement. Yet there are a lot of 
villagers who tell us they are doing it for 
the water and not the prize. This is the only 
competition in the world where there are no 
losers; as long as you take part and do the 
necessary work, you cannot lose. Your village 
will get water and you will benefit.

Historically, the water issue in 
Maharashtra has been about outsiders 
telling villagers what they needed; it has 
been about getting things done through 
government agencies or NGOs. What we 
were telling them, instead, was: “You know 
what you actually need. You can do it on 

your own and nobody needs to help you.” 

Partnerships — with the government, 
donors and others — are critical to 
the success of  the water cup. What 
are the big challenges in making 
collaborations of  this kind work?
To be honest, we didn’t know what to 
expect when we got started — we were 
experimenting in the first year — but 
we understood that this had to be on a 
massive scale, simply because Maharashtra 
is huge. We decided early that we would 
empower participating villages with 
knowledge. We believed that the village 
had the power and the ability to solve its 
problems. Only then would the project be 
sustainable and have some meaning. We 
were not interested in finding a solution 
for one village; we wanted to find a 
solution for the whole state.

We realised that undertaking this on 
such a scale would be possible only if each 
village did its own work. Decentralised 
watershed management requires every 
village to identify and work in the area 
where the water falls. The solutions had to 
be local, but we needed the government 
and I told Satya as much.  

I happened to meet [Chief Minister 
Devendra Fadnavis] at an event where I was 
sitting right next to him. I explained what 
we had in mind and he seemed very 
excited. I got a call from his office within a 
week and Satya and I went to meet him. We 
soon had a meeting with an eight-member 
team from his office. It was clear that what 
we believed in was exactly what the 
government saw as the solution. 

We needed to ask a fundamental 
question. Watershed management is not a 
new thing. What was stopping them? We 
told Mr Fadnavis that we needed time to 
do our research. He is a man in a hurry, 
passionate about solving Maharashtra’s 
water problem, but he did not rush us. 

“A lot of people have heard of us now 
and many are inclined to donate money 
for the project. My housemaid, Ashatai, 
wanted to. She was most disappointed 
when I declined her offer.” 
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To answer your question, our 
experience of working with the government 
has been wonderful. The chief minister has 
made the effort to spread the water 
conservation message throughout the 
administration, in each district and 
sub-district that we work in. 

How has the equation with donors 
worked out for the Foundation? How 
did you go about that?
It has gone really well. We identified a 
group of industrialists who I believed 
would be interested in something like 
this. I made a presentation to Mr Ratan 
Tata and, separately, I invited about 15 
top industrialists — among them Mukesh 
Ambani, Anand Mahindra and Kumar 
Mangalam Birla — to my house and made 
the same presentation. I felt Mr Tata had a 
busy schedule and he is very senior, so we 
met him alone. An identical presentation 
was also made to Mr Fadnavis.

The three people who reacted most 
dynamically to our presentation were  
Mr Tata, Mr Ambani and the chief 

minister. Mr Tata understood what we were 
aiming for. He also understood that this 
was an experiment. He had a few questions 
but he could see the potential in the project 
and he put his weight behind it. 

The Foundation’s principal supporters 
are Mr Tata and Mr Ambani; they believed 
in us and the water cup from the 
beginning. A lot of people have heard of us 
now and many are inclined to donate 
money for the project. My housemaid, 
Ashatai, wanted to. She was most 
disappointed when I declined her offer. 

What about the challenges on the 
ground in the villages?
There are strong divides in every village 
along political lines, and I cannot tell you 
how strong. There are also divisions caused 
by caste, especially, and religion to a small 
extent. Add to these the divide between 
landowners and the landless, between rich 
and poor farmers, between those living close 
to a river or lake and those further away. You 
have to somehow get them on one platform. 

The big question was: why were some 

Aamir Khan lends a helping hand 
in building a water-harvesting 
structure in Sawkhed Khandala 
village of Aurangabad district
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villages not becoming a Ralegan Siddhi or a 
Hiware Bazar [two standout examples of 
localised watershed development]. These 
two villages have come together, they have 
worked as a community. For any watershed 
project to be successful, the village has to 
work as one.

Shramdaan [volunteering that involves 
physical labour] is central to what the 
Foundation is trying to accomplish. If you 
don’t undertake shramdaan, you cannot 
win the competition. We have given this so 
much value because we believe it’s the best 
way to bring people together. Working 
shoulder to shoulder in the hot sun to meet 
a critical need creates a bond. 

 
Philanthropy and charity are mostly 
absent in the thinking of  affluent 
India and famous people like you are 
generally disinclined to get involved in 
social causes. Is this changing? 

Not entirely true. I can speak for the film 
industry, where celebrities have always 
come forward for social causes. I feel it has 
to come from within; you should do what 
makes you happy, and we don’t have to be 
judgemental about people who don’t spend 
loads of time or money on philanthropic 
endeavours. 

I would like to speak a bit about the 
Tata Trusts in this context. The Trusts 
started from the emotion of an individual, 
Jamsetji Tata, who felt strongly about 
giving back to society and the community. 
That thought has led to the Trusts 
becoming such a vibrant institution in 
philanthropy. 

What is your fondest wish for 
India from a social development 
perspective?  
My wish is that we become a more caring 
people. Everything follows from that. n  

An extended family from Sawkhed Khandala village 
with Aamir Khan and Kiran Rao
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o ld age is a no-profit, no-gain state 
of life,” says Ishwara Chandra 
Sahoo, a Bhubaneswar resident 

who wears his years heavily. “Basically, 
getting old means a reduction in every good 
thing: health, strength, courage, appetite, 
energy... Respect is very important to me 
and that I don’t get at the hospitals that I 
have to go to.”

The 78-year-old Mr Sahoo’s laments 
reflect one slice of the bitter truth faced by a 
majority of India’s seniors. He’s lucky, 
though, in that he is not strapped for 
money, unlike 67-year-old Bhagiratabai 
Dandekar, who lives in Rajoli village in 
Chandrapur district of Maharashtra. “I need 
medicines, but [the people at the hospital] 
won’t give me that,” she complains. “What 
should people like me do? Die?”

Health is the big concern
Healthcare is the overriding concern for  
Mr Sahoo and Ms Dandekar, two 
respondents in a research survey conducted 
by the Tata Trusts to gauge the state of elderly 
care in India and the inevitable gaps therein. 
The findings were reinforced by a more recent 
study done by the nonprofit Helpage India, 
which highlighted the neglect, even abuse, 
that the country’s ageing have to live with.

The multiple shortfalls in India’s 
approach to caring for seniors is what 
prompted the Trusts to kick-start their 
‘elderly care, wellness and engagement 
programme’. Initiated in early 2017 
following a research and preparedness period 

of two years, the programme’s objective is 
simple: to improve the quality of life of 
India’s elderly. That means enabling them to 
preserve their dignity, providing them with 
care as well as social and economic 
opportunities, and helping create an 
empathetic ecosystem for them.

Sunset years, golden agers, senior 
citizens, silvers — the terms are pretty but 
they are euphemistic, shrouding rather than 
revealing the reality of existence for those in 
the autumn and winter of their lives. It’s a 
reality more dire in India perhaps than any 
other country globally, and it’s fuelling a 
crisis that is hidden amid all the talk of 
demographic dividends and the development 
potential of a youthful citizenry.

India remains a relatively ‘young’ 
nation, with about half its population 
below 25 and over 65% under the age of 35. 
That’s cause for cheer at a time when 
economists chant ‘younger the better’. The 
flip side is the concern: some 116 million 
Indians are in the 60-plus age category and 
— driven by decreasing birth rates and 
increasing life expectancy — the figure is 

Old and far from gold
the 60-plus portion of india’s population is growing fast, 

but the country is nowhere near ready to cope with the 

needs of this under-the-radar age group 

Sunset years, golden agers, senior 
citizens, silvers — the terms are pretty 
but they are euphemistic, shrouding 
rather than revealing the reality of 
existence for those in the autumn and 
winter of their lives.
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expected to reach nearly 300 million by 
2050 (18% of the populace). Forget 
preparedness, few in the country are even 
aware of what the jump portends.

The anomalies in the system indicate 
where the Trusts are headed with the 
project. It begins with awareness and 
acceptance of, and preparation for, happy 
and healthy ageing. From that flows the 
rest: access to healthcare facilities; 
generating re-employment opportunities; 
advocating for elderly-friendly policies, 

public spaces and greater investment; 
encouraging and regulating services and 
homes for seniors; building a helpline and 
other resources for geriatric care; and 
crafting innovative products for the ageing.

Pilot projects and a helpline
The first phase of the Trusts’ programme 
includes pilot projects in Bhubaneswar for 
the urban elderly and in three districts in 
Telangana, Maharashtra and Karnataka for 
their rural compatriots, all in partnership 
with the respective state governments. Also 
underway is the seeding of a helpline, or 
response system for the elderly. Now being 
tried out in Telangana, the idea here is to 
connect with and provide solace to seniors.

Under the pilot project in 
Bhubaneswar, a ‘model activity centre’ is 
being built, primarily to increase awareness 
of health and health facilities, and to 
develop platforms that keep the elderly 
engaged. The rural-centric projects in 
Telangana, Maharashtra and Karnataka 
involve working with the health 
departments of the three states to make 
meaningful the central government’s 
National Programme for the Health Care 
of the Elderly.  

The response system pilot will cover 
about 1 million elderly across Telangana. 
Experimental to a large extent, the system is 
being equipped to be extended in its second 
phase to 10 million seniors in other states 
and languages. The goal is to reach and 
thereby enhance the everyday lives of 100 
million Indian seniors by 2025.

Supporting the government in reacting 
and responding to the elderly care 
challenge is critical from the Tata Trusts 
perspective. To that end, it has made 
advocacy a crucial component in the 
rollout of the programme. This takes in the 
framing of policies, the design of public 
spaces and facilities, schemes for financial 
and medical assistance, and understanding 
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the specific — and different — requirements 
of rural and urban seniors, and of the men 
and women among them.

The Trusts have contributed to the 
framing of elderly care legislation and the 
proposed amendment to the Maintenance 
and Welfare of Parents and Senior Citizens 
Act is an example. Passed in 2007, the Act is 
now being revised. The Trusts team has made 
suggestions to amend this law, notably on 
regulations and standards for facilities that 
house seniors. 

There is no understating the importance 
of government interventions in easing the 
path to a better life for India’s elderly. The 
country needs to set aside a greater share of 
resources for senior citizens and budgetary 
allocations for elderly care have to be better 
utilised and made more effective.

Challenges aplenty
“The challenges fall in separate categories 
and healthcare is a primary one, particularly 
in rural regions,” says Sugandhi Baliga, who 
heads the elderly care programme at the 
Tata Trusts. “A second challenge is that we 
in India see the elderly as the responsibility 
of their families. Our public spaces are 
unfriendly to seniors and our old-age homes 
are deficient and unregulated. Also, Indians 
tend to associate ageing with inactivity, when 
the opposite is true.”

Ms Baliga, who has been with the Trusts 
since 2003 and has worked on various 
development sector projects, is an ardent 
votary for keeping the elderly occupied with 
the world around them. “Simple 
socialisation is not enough; constant 
engagement is vital because it defines a lot of 
the requirements of seniors.” 

Besides Ms Baliga, the elderly care team 
at the Trusts has two other members, 
Saraswati Padmanabhan and Ankur Nair, 
and a team of 16 in the field. Compassion 
and zeal are must-haves for what is more 
than a job. As for Ms Baliga, caring for the 

elderly in her family has provided her with 
intimate experience of what old age can do 
to body and spirit, and how to counter the 
inescapable decline. “We have to create a 
culture where the elderly can remain 
productive members of society,” she says. 
“Active ageing is what we are promoting.”

It’s essential, insists Ms Baliga, for the 
government to look beyond the delivery of 
pensions and other financial benefits as the 

Dadaji Ghade, a 65-year-old from Chiroli village in Maharashtra’s 
Chandrapur district, is a beneficiary of the elderly care initiative
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the goal of the tata trusts’ ‘elderly care, 

wellness and engagement programme’ is to 

improve the quality of life of india’s elderly 

— by helping them preserve their dignity, 

providing care as well as social and economic 

opportunities, and enabling the creation of an 

empathetic ecosystem for them.

the programme got off the ground in early 

2017 and it has four components:

•	 Healthcare and wellness — Working with 

health departments of state governments 

to make initiatives such as the national  

Programme for the Health Care of the 

elderly more effective, and delivering 

medical and end-of-life care.

•	 ageing with dignity — Having activity 

centres in urban locales to keep the 

elderly engaged, providing employment 

opportunities, connecting seniors to health 

facilities, and propagating the idea of 

happy ageing.

•	 Creating an ecosystem for elders — 

Developing a helpline for the elderly, 

building awareness, nurturing 

innovations and technology 

targeted at seniors, 

and enabling elders 

to access affordable 

products and solutions.

•	 advocacy and 

regulations — 

Helping set 

standards and frame regulations for oldage 

homes, and pushing for elderly-friendly 

policies and public spaces and higher 

resource allocations for seniors. 

the elderly care project will run in three phases 

up to 2025. the first phase, from 2017 to 2020, 

includes the following:

•	 a pilot project to build a 4,000 sq ft activity 

centre in Bhubaneswar for the urban 

elderly. now functional, the centre is a hub-

and-spoke facility that keeps the elderly 

engaged and doubles up as a one-stop 

resource for health, legal and other issues. 

the long-term intent is to, in partnership 

with the state government, spread the 

framework to other cities of odisha. 

•	 Pilot projects in three districts (Medak in 

telangana, Chandrapur in Maharashtra 

and yadgir in Karnataka) to improve 

implementation of the central government’s 

national Programme for the Health Care 

of the elderly. these projects, run in 

collaboration with the respective state 

governments, also undertake social 

mobilisation of the elderly; they also help 

in setting up support centres for seniors 

and training and awareness sessions for 

families, students and others. 

•	 a pilot helpline (or response system for 

the elderly) that will cover about 1 million 

elderly across telangana. the system 

will be expanded in its second phase to 

reach 10 million seniors in other states 

and through other languages. With a 

human voice at the other end, it can listen 

and provide solace to seniors and offer 

them information, guidance, counselling, 

etc. With government support and 

infrastructure, this technology-enabled, 

24-hour system can reach and thereby 

enhance the everyday lives of 100 million 

of india’s seniors by 2025.

Wide-angle approaCH
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principal means of lending a hand to the 
elderly. “Our point is that a person at 60 
may well have a further 25 long years to live. 
Why can’t we make it possible for our elders 
to contribute economically and socially 
during those 25 years?”

The timeline plotted for the Trusts’ 
elderly care initiative has it operating till 
2025. By then, the expectation is, the 
programme and its many parts would be 
functioning smoothly enough, and 
sustainably too. The Trusts have earmarked  
substantial funds for the first project phase 
(2017-20) and, after hitting the ground 
running, are aiming for high targets.

Partners and collaborations
Partners are being roped in and the Trusts 
are involved directly with the state and 
central governments in phase one, by the end 
of which the urban and rural pilot projects 
and the response system model would have 
matured. The plan for the 2020-23 period has 
the Trusts operating alongside and directly 
with the official machinery. Collaboration 
with the government will get greater still 
from there on.

What the Trusts have learned from 
executing the elderly care programme until 
now will come in handy when the going gets 
trickier in the post-pilot stage of scaling up. 
Resources are not as much a problem as 
employing them fruitfully. “We have to use 
the state’s budgetary allocations, which are 
already in place,” says Ms Baliga. “We are 
making use of these same funds in our rural 
pilot in Chandrapur in Maharashtra and we 
are adding it up with training, awareness 
building and also by giving visibility to 
elderly care in villages.” 

A debilitating drawback is the absence of 
demand on matters that affect seniors. 
“Unlike with, say, women and child health, 
there is no demand from society for better 
care for our ageing,” explains Ms Baliga. 
“The push from families is not there; they 

neglect the elderly.”
Health is an issue where committed 

governmental support is an obvious boon to 
seniors. There are two facets to this, physical 
and psychological, and one of them is out of 
sight. “We are, on the physical side, very 
aware of health conditions and the 
interventions required,” says Ms Baliga. “But 
what is really needed is emotional and 
psychological support.”

That and more can be within grasp if the 
burden of caring for India’s elderly is shared. 
The government has the biggest role to play, 
for sure, yet there is plenty that families, 
nonprofits, charities and civil society can do 
to ease the loss that ageing — a period that is 
longer for humans than other animals — 
leaves in its wake. n

By Philip Chacko

Sribascha Sahoo, 71, and his wife Satyavama, 62, from Bhubaneswar were 
respondents in a survey done as part of the elderly care programme
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‘We have to find ways  
to redefine generosity’

He is on the boards of global and Indian companies but it is not 

in the corporate space that Amit Chandra spends most of his 

time. His interests lie firmly in the social sector. Mr Chandra 

and his wife Archana — who runs the Jai Vakeel Foundation for 

those suffering from mental disabilities — aim to annually give 

away 75% of their net earnings for social causes. 

In 2007, at the peak of his career as an investment banker,  

Mr Chandra gave up his position as a board member and 

managing director of DSP Merrill Lynch to devote more time for his 

philanthropic work. Currently he is the managing director of Bain 

Capital and is a part of the firm’s Asia senior leadership team.

Mr Chandra is closely associated with the Tata group, as a 

trustee on the Tata Trusts board and as non-executive director 

of Tata Sons. Among his many associations in the not-for-profit 

space, he is one of the founders of Ashoka University and a board 

member of GiveIndia, India’s leading philanthropic exchange. 

In this interview with Christabelle Noronha, Mr Chandra 

talks about philanthropy, why India scores low on the charity 

scale, and the importance of collaboration in the social sector.
“In a collaborative 
project you need to  
be very clear about 
who is doing what, 
you must have  
good reporting 
mechanisms, you 
need to have good 
communication on 
an ongoing basis.” 

You have been called one of  India’s most generous donors. What 
motivates you to give? 
I think it is easy to be called one of India’s most generous donors 
because, unfortunately, as a society we have set a very low bar for 
ourselves in recent times. Very few industrialists and professionals say 
they want to use their wealth for society, and most find excuses to not 
do so. 

I think the Tatas and a few others are notable exceptions who stand 
out. Even in the professional world there are a few people who have 
stepped aside to use their skills, time and money to help impact society. 
But there are not enough people doing that.
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What do you think has brought about this change in terms of  
lowering the bar rather than raising it? 
I don’t know; people have many excuses. Many blame the breakdown 
of institutions over the decades. I do find amazing generosity, 
though, among India’s poorest people and in people living deep 
in the hinterland. I feel what we must do as a nation is find ways 
to redefine generosity beyond the simple criterion of wealth. For 
instance, people who volunteer their time and skills are very generous 
and I have huge respect for them.

You have been vocal and open about your philanthropy and 
you believe that everyone should be. Why so?  
This has been a difficult issue. To be frank, for a long time it was 
a big matter of debate between me and my wife, who is an equal 
partner in everything we do. Till we agreed, which took a while, we 
were very quiet about what we did and our philanthropy remained 
largely private and within our immediate circle.
 There came a point when we decided that unless those of us who 
are engaged with philanthropic causes talked about it, we would 
not be able to build a broader philanthropy movement. I am very 
ambitious about my philanthropic goals, so we started talking more 
openly about it. We had come to the conclusion that we must start 
talking about our work in a thoughtful and measured way for it 
to have a multiplier effect, just like the way the work of others had 
inspired us to do more. 

You have often spoken about the need for collaboration in 
social development, but that is not easy to work out. What 
are the challenges and how can they be overcome? 
Both Archana and I are deep believers in collaborations, from a 
couple of perspectives. Collaborations are important for people like 
me who have somewhat limited resources, but for whom scale is a 
big aspiration. I needed to collaborate with others. Besides funds, 
forming a network brings knowledge and human capital. 
 In a collaborative project you need to be very clear about who is 
doing what, you must have good reporting mechanisms, you need 
to have good communication on an ongoing basis. And you need to 
have trust between the partners. One of the biggest impediments to 
success in a collaborative project is misalignment in objectives; if all 
partners don’t share the same vision, it can result in various degrees 
of conflict down the line.  

With culture and trust, can such an environment be created? 
I would reverse the order — it begins with trust. When trust gets 
broken, it becomes very difficult to rebuild it. Culture too is very, 
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very important but we are still working on finessing this. That’s because 
there is no standard culture that can be replicated. Every organisation, 
whether it’s a corporation or an NGO, has its own culture, which comes 
from the leadership. We don’t impose our culture, but we try to emphasise 
openness, respect, communication and integrity.  

It’s clear that partnerships with governments have the greatest 
potential to deliver large-scale impact. How can we ensure that 
these collaborations are successful? 
For a long time, I personally stayed away from partnerships with 
governments because I had a notion that it would slow me down. Then I 
started working more closely with the government in projects related to 
water and that has changed my perspective.  

You must understand that the government is not a monolithic entity. 
It is a set of people, just like any enterprise. I have met some exceptional 
officers in the government, people who are focused on time, on impact 
and are committed to development. 

When it comes to partnerships with nonprofits, what are the 
advantages and impediments in the Indian context? 
The biggest impediment is lack of capacity, which is why our strongest  
vertical is capacity building. It is a pity that little investment has taken 
place in capacity building for the not-for-profit sector. We have created a 
management, technical and scientific base in this country thanks to people 
like Jamsetji Tata, Dorabji Tata, Vikram Sarabhai and others. 

How are we going to solve social sector problems if  relevant 
organisations do not have the capacity to solve them? 
Problems don’t get solved automatically; they get solved when you have  
exceptional leaders leading exceptional organisations. Many philanthropists 
and foundations in this country are myopic; they limit the funds NGOs 
spend on non-programme expenditure. They ask them to keep overheads 
low, almost as if overheads are a disease. But unless the core of the 
organisation is strong, its activities will not be scalable and it will be unable 
to make an impact. 

What has been your personal experience in getting partnerships 
up and running in the social development sector?  
Not all my partnerships have been successful, but I think failures teach you 
more than successes do, even though they bring a sense of disappointment. 
But it’s important, when failures happen, that you pick yourself up and 
move on. 

Ashoka University, led personally by Ashish Dhawan, has been a 
wonderful partnership. There are now over a hundred of us who have got 
together in this movement and contributed more than `10 billion 

“[The government] 
is a set of people, 
just like any 
enterprise. I have 
met some 
exceptional officers 
in the government, 
people who are 
focused on time, on 
impact and are 
committed to 
development.”
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collectively to build what I think will be one of the top 500 institutions in 
the world over the next decade. 

The journey is as enjoyable sometimes as the outcome. I have realised 
that life is not merely about the destination; it is also about the journey. 
I have also realised that, in India, unless you do work in the villages you 
have not really contributed meaningfully. 

You have been described as a credible voice promoting 
philanthropy among entrepreneurs and professionals and as 
somebody who has helped define new ways to channel organised 
giving. How much of  an effort does this involve? 
I don’t make a conscious effort. While I get invited to speak at various 
forums, I try to share my experience as bluntly as possible. I know that the 
way in which my wife and I have organised our lives and organised our 
giving may be difficult for many people to follow. 

Indians have been, generally speaking, tight-fisted with 
their money when it comes to philanthropy. Is this changing? 
I am optimistic that change is happening, on two different dimensions. 
I have generally seen more openness to engage in this dialogue of giving 
among the wealthy; forums for philanthropy are becoming busier 
and attracting more people. I think the CSR bill has helped. 

But I think there is greater hope on another front: India’s youth. You 
now have a number of young people who want to be active in shaping 
Indian society. Just look at how many of our brightest want to work in the 
social sector by choice. Therein lies hope. n

Amit Chandra with students at the Mother Teresa 
Fellowship roundtable organised at Ashoka University
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with water at her doorstep, this villager from udarsu in Tehri district (above) 
has much to smile about. she and her compatriots are part of himmotthan’s 
water and sanitation programme, under which every dwelling in a project village 
gets a piped water connection close to its doorstep and a sanitation unit. 
working with the state government and partner organisations, the himmotthan 
initiative is aimed at securing a ‘blue bonus’, the equivalent in water and 
sanitation of the ecological green bonus. Prerana village in Bageshwar district 
(right) is one of many places where himmotthan’s ‘integrated fodder and 
livestock development project’ works with the community to craft and sustain 
livelihoods. livestock-rearing provides an alternative, or supplementary, source 
of income in a state where severe environmental degradation and the outflow of 
males seeking employment elsewhere have hit agricultural productivity.



58 showcase 59 July 2018    TaTa TrusTs horizons    

Leaves of life
The multi-themed and multilayered programmes of 

the himmotthan Pariyojana, a Tata Trusts initiative, 

have helped more than 50,000 rural households in 

600 villages in the himalayan state of Uttarakhand
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Residents of Thapal village in Bageshwar district (top left). agriculture, which 
pulls in one-third of the state’s revenues, is a key component of himmotthan’s 
rural livelihoods projects. The aim here is to increase productivity and to revitalise 
farming practises, the focus crops being cereals and millets, pulses, vegetables, 
spices, fruits and herbs. women from wan village in chamoli district (above) are, 
thanks to a himmotthan intervention, now able to make a living from processing, 
spinning and weaving nettle fibre. economic empowerment of the rural poor, 
especially women, is a critical objective for himmotthan as it strives to build 
self-sustaining mountain communities. a women self-help group meets (left) in 
chatiyani village in Bageshwar district. Microfinance is one the three main spheres 
in himmotthan’s social development spread and this is closely connected to 
livelihoods. community institutions such as self-help groups and federations have 
proven to be an effective means of financial inclusion by providing poor 
households with an opportunity to save and to access credit easily.
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‘We want to feed as 
many kids as possible’

Madhu Pandit Dasa is chairman of the Akshaya Patra Foundation, 

which operates the world’s largest NGO-run school lunch 

programme, feeding 1.7 million children in 14,173 schools across 35 

locations in India. 

Mr Dasa found his calling to spirituality more than three decades 

ago. Soon after graduating with an engineering degree from the 

Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Bombay, he joined the 

International Society for Krishna Consciousness,where he was 

inspired by the biography of its founder, AC Bhaktivedanta Swami 

Prabhupada. The incident of the founder’s distress at seeing 

children fighting with stray dogs over scraps of food left an indelible 

impact on Mr Dasa and this led to the seeding of Akshaya Patra.

In this interview with Christabelle Noronha, Mr Dasa speaks 

about the challenges in getting Akshaya Patra off the ground, the 

efficiency practices that help make it a success and its future vision.

Is feeding the hungry a part of  Indian culture?
According to Indian tradition, a householder cannot eat until he feeds 
the hungry people in the vicinity of his home. Sharing is common 
across all civilised cultures. It is part of the concept of seeing everyone 
as the same god, even though we might not be equals socially. The spirit 
that resides in each person cannot be categorised as Hindu, Muslim or 
Christian. Similarly, hunger pangs cannot be differentiated. Everyone 
feels it the same way.

You are an engineer by training. How did that help in getting 
Akshaya Patra midday meals programme off  the ground?
Firstly, coming from an IIT background, we think like entrepreneurs and 
like to take up challenges. I was not aware of the extent of the problem 
of children going hungry. I realised that scale and technology would be 
crucial in finding a meaningful solution. Now, when you scale up, you 
need funds. We built a professional fund-raising team with this mission. 

1.7 
million
children getting 
nutritious food through 
the akshaya Patra 
Foundation’s midday 
meal programme 

12.46
cost in rupees of each 
meal the akshaya Patra 
Foundation provides

target of children to be 
reached by 2020

5 million 
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The coming together of funding and technology has fuelled Akshaya 
Patra’s growth.

Many people are not aware that Akshaya Patra’s school lunch initiative 
was started before the launch of the government’s midday meal scheme. 
We began in 2000, two years before the Government of Karnataka started 
its programme. We were feeding 1,500 children and we gradually scaled up. 
Circumstances pushed us to see how we could raise funds professionally. 
We had the experience of raising funds as a charitable institution, but this 
was different. 

Within three months, I had hundreds of letters from government 
schools around Bengaluru. The education department gave a figure of 

Madhu Pandit Dasa with children during 
midday-meal hour at a school in Karnataka
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700,000 children in government schools and they all needed food. Those 
days there was no cooked-meal programme. The government used to give 
2kg of rice to parents every week, which, in many cases, never reached the 
children. 

We decided that we should take this up on a larger scale. I used my 
engineering skills to conceptualise the first kitchen. I visited places where 
huge boilers and vessels were used for cooking. The capacity of the first 
kitchen we set up was for 30,000 meals. 

What was the ingredient of  success when you first started this? 
And who are your big donors?
I would say that without the spirited efforts of the missionary volunteers of 
the temple, this project would not have taken off. When we needed funds, 
the devotees and I raised it with pretty good success. This gave us 
confidence that people were willing to support us; we just had to trigger the 
spirit of compassion in them. 

When we started the programme, it was not as the Akshaya Patra 
Foundation. The ISKCON temple was running it. After a year, I realised I 
had to set up a secular foundation independent of ISKCON. Within a 
year, we touched 100,000 beneficiaries. That’s when the government 
programme was initiated and it changed everything. It is only because of 
the partnership with the Indian government and the state governments 
that Akshaya Patra could take this programme to 1.7 million children.

The Supreme Court made it mandatory that midday meals be 
provided in all government and government-aided primary 
schools. How far has it become a reality?
The Supreme Court mandated that every child under the age of 14 years 
should be provided a hot midday meal in school. Initially, the progress of 
the implementation of the Supreme Court’s order was slow. Through 
persistent efforts, this has gradually improved. In the Union Budget of 
2018-19, Rs105 billion is set aside for midday meals.

Currently midday meals are served to children studying in class I to 
VIII.  A few states like Telangana, Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka have 
extended this programme to class IX and X students. We need concerted 
advocacy efforts to engage with policymakers and influencers to extend the 
programme to include meals for older children. 

What more can the government and government agencies do?
The government is expected to feed nearly 98 million children every school 
working day. The implementation of this programme on such a huge scale 
is a mammoth task. Government agencies need to invest more on hygiene, 
food safety and the addition of micronutrients needed for a nutritious 
meal. Several other factors, such as delivery of micronutrients and 
minerals, need further review. 

“For us the quality 
initiative and food 
safety costs 37 
paise per meal, 
compliance and 
governance 37 paise, 
and fund-raising and 
communications 60 
paise. These are our 
investments...”
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High-quality food, proper hygiene and operational excellence are 
said to be the hallmarks of  the Akshaya Patra programme. How 
did you get the equation right? 
For us the quality initiative and food safety costs 37 paise per meal, 
compliance and governance 37 paise, and fund-raising and communications 
60 paise. These are our investments and they do not come under the cost 
allocations of the government programme. Whether it is the quality of food 
in our kitchens or food safety compliance, there is a cost; that’s how it adds 
up to more than the government programme.

In addition, we strictly comply with the minimum wages requirement 
in every location we operate. The government programme includes an 
honorarium of `1,500-2,000 per month. Our cost of labour is much higher. 
Akshaya Patra personnel are paid an average salary of `11,649.

What was the turning point for Akshaya Patra in expanding the 
programme? What were the challenges in rural areas, compared 
with urban areas?
It is easier to run the programme in urban areas than in rural regions. The 
only solution is to get to each village, engage local women, rent a kitchen 
premise and deliver weekly supplies. We train women in self-help groups as 
per our quality assurance standards and they cook and serve the meals in 

A centralised kitchen in the midday meal programme, which scores high on food quality and food safety   

14,173 

35

number of schools that 
are part of the midday 
meal programme

number of locations, 
spread over 12 states, 
where the midday 
meals are prepared 
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schools. This provides employment to women and an opportunity for 
them to lead better lives. 

We have rural outreach programmes in two places, Baran in Rajasthan 
and Nayagarh in Odisha. The number of children in these two places 
together will be about 35,000. While we can feed 200,000 children within 
the city of Bengaluru, in remote areas we have to cover larger geographies 
to feed even a fraction of this number.

With the Akshaya Patra culture of  constant improvement, what 
lessons stand out from all that you have learned?
At Akshaya Patra, the entire process of food production and distribution 
works exactly like standard factory manufacturing operations in the 
food industry. We have about 6,900 employees and we get hundreds of 
suggestions. Employees are rewarded for suggestions and that makes a 
difference. Continuous innovation is a constant at Akshaya Patra.

The Tata Trusts have supported the foundation and you have 
other donors on your side. What are the critical factors in NGO-
donor partnerships? 
Every donor expects transparency and accountability from an NGO. A 
corporate foundation would not partner an NGO that does not follow this 
principle. Since inception, Akshaya Patra has demonstrated and upheld the 

A fleet stands ready to take hot midday meals to schools in Baran in Rajasthan, a state where 170,723 kids are served 

6,900
number of people 
employed for the 
midday meal project

18
number of years the 
initiative has been 
running (it began in 
2000 with one kitchen 
and 1,500 children) 
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highest standards of transparency, accountability and trustworthiness. We 
are a secular entity and we have strived to imbibe and implement every 
possible best practice in the industry.

Akshaya Patra’s goal is to feed 5 million children across the 
country by 2020. You seem to be on track to reach the target. 
What after that?
About 30 kitchens are in the pipeline, so we are very hopeful we will reach 
the 5 million mark. We don’t want to stop. We want to feed as many 
children as possible. We have a successful urban and semi-urban model, 
and we can scale it up by adding more locations. 

Akshaya Patra can provide the best quality food for children but we 
have no control over the quality of education they receive. That’s why we 
have decided to start free schools where we can deliver high-quality 
education as well to talented students. We want to start two residential 
schools — one in the northeast and the other in Bengaluru — with 25,000 
children each.

How has your relationship been with your donors? 
The corporate sector started taking interest in 2009. Before that, there was 
no corporate participation, save for a few individuals from the corporate 
world, such as Sudha Murthy, Narayana Murthy and Gururaj Deshpande, 
who contributed from their personal funds. In 2005-06, Infosys 
Foundation contributed for building one of India’s largest kitchens (in 
Hubballi, Karnataka).  

In December 2013, the Tata Trusts came on board as a donor and they 
have been very encouraging and supportive of Akshaya Patra. Instead of 
simply funding meals, they know exactly which segment in our model 
needs special funding, and they have made high-impact investments. 

Akshaya Patra has been using the same machinery for four to five 
years. The Tata Trusts asked if we needed funds to replace our machinery 
and upgrade our technology. Ratan Tata committed a large sum of money 
to upgrading our kitchens with the latest in machines and technology. The 
Trusts understood that an organisation like Akshaya Patra would require 
more than just general donations. 

What next for Akshaya Patra? 
We are looking at training other NGOs to take up this cause and to share 
our good practices and experience in successfully handling challenges. We 
are open to teaching them every aspect of running the programme 
efficiently.  

Akshaya Patra has been able to raise funds because of our focus on 
transparency, hygiene, cleanliness, compliance and sustainability. We can 
train willing organisations in all these aspects in partnership with the 
government. n

“While we can feed 
200,000 children 
within the city 
of Bengaluru, in 
remote areas we 
have to cover larger 
geographies to feed 
even a fraction of 
this number.”
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india, with its large land mass 
and even larger population, 
needs technology to drive scale 

and impact in governance and 
development. The Tata Trusts have 
used technology in areas where the 
scope for triggering change is 

maximum — for instance in 
government decision-making and 
in primary healthcare.  

Today the ‘data-driven 
governance’ (DDG) initiative 
(launched by the Tata Trusts in 
2015) and the ‘digital nerve centre’ 

(DiNC) technology platform 
(developed in 2017 by Tata 
Consultancy Services and 
supported by the Tata Trusts) are 
helping improve day-to-day living 
for millions of rural Indians. 

DDG supports government 

Tech is 
on Top

the ‘data-driven governance’ initiative and the ‘digital nerve centre’ 

platform are proving to be a boon for rural india. By nithin Rao

Residents of Odisha’s Baleswar 
district at a community meeting
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A ruby sparkles as
governance glows

Rubina Readymade 
Garments — the name 
stands out boldly on a hut 

in a small village in Basta block in 
Odisha’s Baleswar district. Inside 
the hut are a few sewing machines 
and sitting behind one of them is 
young Rubina Khatun, who hails 
from a traditional background but 
has aspirations of becoming a 
successful entrepreneur. 

“I am extremely grateful to the 
officials of the Tata Trusts, who 
encouraged me to set up my own 
small business,” says a shy Rubina. 
“I have four other girls working 
with me here, and a Bhubaneshwar 
trader buys all that we produce.”

Rubina is one of a new 
generation of young Indians who 
are seeing a gradual transformation 
in their lives. Fuelling their 
ambitions are ground-level 
development initiatives such as 
DDG, promoted by the Trusts.  

DDG aims to provide 
technology and capacity-building 
support to rural and urban decision-
making systems. The Tata Trusts 
started the initiative in April 2015 
with the development of a tech-
enabled micro-planning platform 

technology and 

capacity-building 

support are changing 

lives in remote regions

administrations in planning and 
decisions by making field data 
more accessible and effective. 

It is based on the DELTA (data, 
evaluation, learning, technology 
and analysis) framework, a micro-
planning platform that has been 
employed across 1,200 village 
councils in four districts — Baleswar 
in Odisha, Chandrapur in 
Maharashtra, Vijayawada in Andhra 
Pradesh and Noamundi in 
Jharkhand — where DDG is driving 
community development. 

hunting for data
Baleswar and Chandrapur districts 
are now part of the ‘DELTA plus’ 
programme. Here, hundreds of 
volunteers have fanned out to 
conduct surveys and collect data 
on issues such as water availability, 
the number of wells and toilets, 
and schools and teachers. Fed into 
the DELTA framework, the data 
will help government officials take 
better-informed decisions. 

DiNC is a digital platform that 
connects far-flung primary health 
centres with a central hub, enabling 
patients to get easy access to doctors 
and treatment. It operates in seven 
districts across three states: one in 
Karnataka, two in Himachal 
Pradesh and four in Telangana. 

The initiative reaches more 
than 5 million people and the aim 
is to expand this to cover 20 
million by 2020. The Trusts are also 
using the DiNC platform to 
support its national cancer care 
initiative, as a connector of India’s 
leading cancer centres. 

Tech-enabled DDG and DiNC 
are primed to help India cope 
better with its many challenges. n

Rubina Khatun at her 
sewing machine
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He has access to key facts and 

data relating to his constituency 

at his fingertips. rabindra 

Kumar Jena, member of 

Parliament (MP) from Baleswar 

constituency in odisha (and 

representing the state’s ruling 

Biju Janata Dal party), believes 

that it is essential for people 

in government to have data 

that reflects the quality of life 

experienced by ordinary citizens 

in their constituencies.

“unless you have access 

to ground realities you remain 

clueless,” he said. “i respect 

data highly and use it to keep 

track of developments here.”

Elected to lok sabha in the 

2014 general elections,  

Mr Jena regularly interacts with 

residents of his constituency. 

“i represent 1.5 million voters 

in a constituency that has a 

total population exceeding 

two million. But meeting a 

few hundred in my office 

daily is not enough. i need to 

travel to different parts of the 

constituency.” 

The MP visits remote 

villages across Baleswar and 

has come across astonishing 

facts. at one village, officials 

said it had access to electricity 

for six years. “When i went 

there, the villagers told me they 

had no electricity,” says  

Mr Jena. He got the government 

‘hope this becomes a 
model for the country’

Rabindra Kumar Jena is the 
Member of Parliament for  
Baleswar in odisha

machinery to move and within six 

days, electricity lit up the village 

for the first time in its history.

“That incident became a 

trigger point for me,” says the 

MP, who started recruiting young 

volunteers from villages to 

promote activities that helped the 

needy. He invited the Tata Trusts 

to help because he had heard of 

its development achievements in 

rural andhra Pradesh. 

The MP notes that what the 

Tata Trusts is doing in Baleswar 

is ‘superb.’ “There are nearly 

half a million households in my 

constituency and about 100,000 

have been touched by its 

programmes,” he says. “i hope 

this becomes a model for the 

entire country.”

called the DELTA platform. This 
framework has been implemented in 
1,200 village councils. “We are trying 
to create governance tools to 
compile and collate data using 
technology, and thus create processes 
by which informed decisions can be 
taken,” says Dr Poornima Dore, who 
heads DDG.

The Trusts are engaging with 
district and block level entities to use 
DDG to drive sustainable 
community developments in 
Baleswar in Odisha, Chandrapur in 
Maharashtra, Vijayawada in Andhra 
Pradesh and Noamundi in 
Jharkhand. They are also working 
with the Bharat Gyan Vigyan Samiti, 
which is active in different 
development initiatives. 

Government boost
Dr Dore says that the DDG 
initiative got a boost when the 
Indian government launched the 
Saansad Adarsh Gram Yojana 
in 2015. The scheme encourages 
Members of Parliament (MPs) 
to develop a village in their 
constituency as a model village.  

“What the Tata Trusts are doing 
in my constituency is simply 
superb,” says Rabindra Kumar Jena, 
MP, Baleswar. “They are involved 
with 100,000 households; they are 
putting in enormous efforts and 
their community involvement has 
grown multifold.”

DDG is helping shine a light 
on the actual needs of villages and 
villagers. More important, the 
deployment of technology is 
helping drive change and give 
much-needed focus to governance 
in areas where it is most needed, 
India’s rural hinterland. n
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patients from remote villages 
in Kolar district of 
Karnataka, who had little 

or no access to quality medical 
consultation, now find that 
healthcare is just a phone call away. 
They are the primary beneficiaries 
of the ‘digital nerve centre’ 
(DiNC), a technology platform 
developed about a year ago by Tata 
Consultancy Services (TCS) and 
supported by the Tata Trusts. 

The Trusts are promoting 
DiNC to improve access at the 
lowest rung of India’s health 
network. The digital platform helps 

bridge the divide between India’s 
primary health care system and the 
underprivileged by connecting 
far-flung primary health centres 
with a central medical hub through 
toll-free numbers. 

Government boost
DiNC makes the delivery of 
treatment more robust by allowing 
appointment booking and 
maintaining digitised health records 
of patients. There are patient care 
coordinators at certain centres 
who address non-medical queries 
and thus help both patients and 

the ‘digital nerve centre’ is a trailblazing solution that will have far-

reaching impact on how healthcare services are delivered in india

clinicians save time. DiNC also 
enables hospitals and treatment 
centres to collaborate and share 
knowledge.

The biggest impact is that the 
DiNC platform makes healthcare 
more accessible. Aparna Ganesh, 
who heads the project at the Tata 
Trusts, explains that people in rural 
areas who do not access the public 
health system end up paying more 
for private care. “The DiNC project 
uses technology to improve 
healthcare management and ensure 
that the patient is connected to the 
right doctor in time.”

‘A friend to all patients’ 

A Tata Trusts representative interacting 
with a patient at a digital nerve centre
in Kolar district in Karnataka 
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Girish Krishnamurthy, vice-
president at TCS and head of the 
DiNC initiative, says that patient 
response to the Kolar DiNC has 
been very positive. “Patients, 
especially expectant mothers and 
those suffering from diabetes and 
cancer, have revealed that the 
appointment booking and alert 
service by DiNC has helped them 
immensely in managing and 
maintaining their treatment 
continuity.”

DiNC is currently operating in 
seven districts in three states — one 
district in Karnataka, two in 
Himachal Pradesh and four in 
Telangana. Mr Krishnamurthy says 
that these states have roped in TCS 
“to facilitate primary care 
transformation as the DiNC 
platform helps provide the right 

treatment at the right time through 
the right medical centre.” 

The Tata Trusts are also using 
the DiNC platform as part of its 
national cancer care initiative. Says 
Ms Ganesh, “The DiNC for the 
National Cancer Grid (NCG) enables 
the delivery of comprehensive cancer 
care service to patients by improving 
access and connecting all the cancer 
centres on a real-time basis.”

Top centres in the loop
The DiNC platform has been 
operating for more than a year at 
four of the top NCG oncological 
care centres — Tata Medical Center, 
Kolkata; Adyar Cancer Institute, 
Chennai; Tata Memorial Hospital, 
Mumbai; and Regional Cancer 
Center, Thiruvananthapuram. June 
2018 saw the launch of a DiNC at 

the State Cancer Institute, Assam. 
According to Mr Krishnamurthy, 
DiNC will be part of the 19 cancer 
hospitals and sub-hospitals that 
are being setup by the Tata Trusts 
to curtail the growing menace 
of cancer in the north east. New 
Delhi’s All India Institute of 
Medical Sciences (AIIMS) is another 
adopter of DiNC — it is using the 
tech platform to manage the 3 
million+ patients that visit its 21 
out-patient departments every year.

Currently, DiNC reaches out to 
more than 5 million people at 
multiple levels of the public health 
system. “Our goal is to reach 20 
million people by 2020,” points out 
Mr Krishnamurthy. 

What’s heartening is that the 
technology’s biggest impact lies in 
the primary health care system. n 

728
hours of post-
consultation patient 
support provided

92,269
advanced patient  
care coordination done 
for stage three and 
four patients

MAnAging cAnceR cARe sMARtly
reaching 5 million indians in the states of Karnataka, himachal pradesh 
and telangana, the ‘digital nerve centre’ (DinC) is an important enabler for the 
national Cancer Grid. Figures for the four cancer hospitals where the centre operates:

718,000
cancer patient care 
events coordinated via 
DinC

76,242 
reductions in no-show

240 
hours of pre-consultation 
time saved

579,000
planned arrivals 
(patient visits to hospitals)

240,000
hours of in-campus care 
coordination

352,000
active patient immersive  
care coordination provided  
for stage one & two patients



The story of the Tata Trusts
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Jamsetji Tata pledged much of his 
personal fortune to philanthropy 
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the genesis of the Tata 
Trusts can be traced back 
to the extraordinarily 

humane thinking of one man — 
Jamsetji Nusserwanji Tata, pioneer, 
patriot and philanthropist. 

Born into a a family of Parsi 
Zoroastrian priests, Jamsetji’s 
entrepreneurial spirit led him to 
start a trading firm and, 
subsequently, a textile business. His 
vision led him to conceptualise 
pioneering industrial ventures in 
power and steel in colonial India. 

JNT’s inherent generosity of 
heart and his love for India led 
him to start, back in 1892, India’s 
first scholarship for higher studies. 
The JN Tata Endowment was the 
first of the Tata Trusts, marking 
the beginning of the 126-year 
journey of nation-building and 
community welfare.

Support for science
Jamsetji pledged `3 million — half 
his personal fortune — to setting 
up the Indian Institute of Science 

the philosophy of giving back to society is the legacy of Jamsetji tata, 

the Founder of the tata group and an entrepreneur with a heart of gold

in Bengaluru. The institute has 
been instrumental in nurturing 
India’s atomic energy and space 
programmes and several of India’s 
foremost scientists have been 
closely associated with it, including 
Nobel laureate CV Raman, Homi 
J Bhabha, Vikram S Sarabhai and 
the latest Bharat Ratna awardee, 
CNR Rao.

Jamsetji’s love for country and 
humanity was passed on to his sons 
Dorabji and Ratanji. The younger 
of them, Ratanji — an altruist by 

How Jamsetji Tata started a  
culture of philanthropy

BettING ON tHe BrIGHtest: The JN Tata Endowment for the Higher Education of Indians was set up by Jamsetji Tata 
in 1892. The first of the Tata family’s philanthropic initiatives, its mandate has remained unchanged — the higher education of 
the best and brightest of Indians. The Endowment has backed some of modern India’s most promising minds, including 
former president KR Narayanan, scientists Raja Ramanna and Jayant Narlikar and writer-actor Girish Karnad. There were 
1,470 JN Tata scholars in 2017 from more than 200 disciplines, and engineering remains the dominant pursuit. 



nature and deeply concerned with 
sparking social change — supported 
several institutions and deserving 
causes in his lifetime (including 
Mahatma Gandhi’s struggle against 
apartheid in South Africa). 

Following Ratanji’s death, the 
bulk of his wealth went to the Sir 
Ratan Tata Trust, established with a 
corpus of `8 million in 1918, 
making it one of India’s oldest 
charitable organisations.

Elder son Dorabji was an 
equally committed philanthropist. 
He established the Sir Dorabji Tata 
Trust in 1932 to catalyse 
development and advance learning 
and research. Dorabji’s entire 
fortune — with an estimated value 
of `10 million — was pledged to the 
Sir Dorabji Tata Trust. It included 
substantial shareholdings in Tata 
Sons, Indian Hotels and other Tata 
companies; landed properties; and 
21 pieces of his wife’s jewellery and 
the famous ‘jubilee diamond’. 

Philanthropy multiplied
Dorabji also set up the Lady Tata 
Memorial Trust in his wife’s 
memory, which he endowed with 
a corpus for research in leukaemia. 
The Lady Meherbai D Tata 
Education Trust was formed to 
train women in hygiene, health and 
social welfare. The Navajbai Ratan 
Tata Trust was formed in 1974 in 
memory of Sir Ratan Tata’s wife 
Navajbai. In similar vein, JRD Tata 
established trusts in his and his wife 
Thelma’s name. 

Today there are many Tata 
trusts that together operate under 
the umbrella of the Tata Trusts.  
Over the past 12 decades, the Tata 
Trusts have played a sterling role in 

supporting social development and 
in building some of India’s most 
exceptional institutes, among them 
the Tata Institute of Social Sciences, 
Tata Memorial Centre, the Tata 
Institute of Fundamental Research 
and the National Centre for 
Performing Arts. 

The one common tenet that 
has supported the work of the 
Trusts has been the commitment to 
improving the quality of life of 

India and its people, especially 
those on the margins. 

Two-thirds of the shareholding 
of Tata Sons, the promoter and 
holding company of the Tata 
group, is held by the Trusts, 
ensuring that wealth creation 
remains inclusive and connects 
back to the community. The Tata 
Trusts are all about giving back to 
society. That was Jamsetji’s passion 
and his legacy. n

76 spectrum



A trAdItION OF cHArIty: Ratan Tata (far left) 
and Dorab Tata (left), Jamsetji Tata’s two sons, 
followed in their father’s footseps with their 
philanthropic endeavours. (Below, from left) MGK 
Menon, JJ Bhabha, JRD Tata and RD Choksi at 
the Tata Institute of Fundamental Research.

Images courtesy: 
Tata Central Archives
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Jamsetji Tata sets up 

the Jn Tata Endowment 

for the Higher Education 

of indians. The first 

of the Tata Trusts, 

the Endowment’s 

mandate has remained 

unchanged: the higher 

education of the best 

and brightest of indians. 

The indian institute of 

science is established 

in Bangalore to serve as 

a centre for advanced 

learning. Jamsetji Tata 

had been a leading 

figure in the quest to 

create the institute, 

which was finally set up 

through contributions 

from the Tatas, the 

government and the 

principality of Mysore.

a year after his death, 

the sir ratan Tata 

Trust is established in 

accordance with his 

will. ratan Tata was a 

varied philanthropist, 

contributing towards 

research at the london 

school of Economics, 

funding archaeological 

excavations and 

bequeathing his treasure 

trove of art to the Prince 

of Wales Museum in 

Bombay.

1911
1919

Jamsetji Tata’s 

younger son, ratan 

Tata, contributes to 

the servants of india 

society founded by 

Gopal Krishna Gokhale, 

a social and political 

reformer. in 1910, he 

donated a significant 

sum to help Mahatma 

Gandhi in his struggle 

against apartheid in 

south africa.

1905

1892

Milestones: 
A legacy of caring
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Dorab Tata passes 

away, leaving behind 

his fortune to the sir 

Dorabji Tata Trust. This 

was, and remains, the 

biggest of the Tata 

Trusts. in 1931, Dorab 

Tata had set up the 

lady Tata Memorial 

Trust in memory of 

his deceased wife. He 

also established the 

lady Meherbai D Tata 

Education Trust.

During this period, the 

Tata Trusts and the 

Tata group contributed 

in handsome measure 

to establishing four 

outstanding institutions 

of national importance: 

the Tata institute of 

social sciences (1936), 

the Tata Memorial 

Centre (1941), the Tata 

institute of Fundamental 

research (1945) 

and, seen above, the 

national Centre for the 

Performing arts (1966).

JrD Tata, the late 

chairman of the Tata 

group, establishes the 

JrD and Thelma J 

Tata Trust to promote 

education, health and 

the uplift and welfare 

of women. in 1995, the 

sir ratan Tata Trust 

expands the ambit 

of its philanthropy to 

include rural livelihoods 

and communities, arts 

and culture, and public 

initiatives.

The Tata Trusts become 

a truly united entity after 

a recasting exercise 

aimed at extending 

the canvas of its 

programmes, deepening 

their impact and 

realising the objective 

of touching 100 million 

lives by 2021. This 

was the beginning of a 

transformation that has 

made the Trusts more 

cohesive, focused and 

purposeful with their 

philanthropy. 

1932

1936-1966

1991

2014
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The essence of what the 
Tata Trusts do to enhance 
the lives of those who 

need a helping hand has 
remained unchanged for more 
than a century and a quarter, but 
there has been a transformation 
undertaken over the past four 
years to deepen and to spread the 
impact of the collective 
institution’s countless initiatives.        

The renewal has provided fresh 
impetus to the mission of the 
Trusts — to improve the quality of 
life of those they touch, especially 
the poor and deprived. That has 
been the rationale nourished by 
the Trusts ever since the first of 
them, the JN Tata Endowment for 
the Higher Education of Indians, 
was established in 1892 by Tata 
group Founder Jamsetji Tata. In 
the 126 years since, the Tata Trusts 
have earned recognition for the 
causes they support.

The Tata Trusts comprise 
individual trusts that have been set 
up over time. Together, they hold 
two-thirds of the shares of Tata 
Sons, the promoter and holding 
company of the Tata group. The 
wealth that accrues from this asset 

is employed to fund a range of 
social and community development 
programmes in seven spheres. 

The combined efforts of the 
Tata Trusts make for an 
extraordinary saga of philanthropy 
— one that has enriched India and 
its citizens in multiple ways. 

Changing for impact
This has stayed constant even 
as the Trusts have evolved to 
ensure that their initiatives and 
interventions are relevant to 
changing times. 

Through direct involvement 
with projects; partnerships with 
NGOs, government institutions 
and global agencies; and a sharper 
focus on ground-level results; the 
Tata Trusts have over the recent 
past enhanced the impact of their 
philanthropic endeavours. 

The intent of the Trusts has 
been translated into impact in the 
field. Spread over 19 states across 
the country — and with the help of 
more than 450 partner 
organisations — programmes and 
projects backed by the Tata Trusts 
have reached millions of Indian 
households.

The renewal 
and after
The Tata Trusts have stayed true to the legacy 

of their founders while deepening and spreading 

the impact of their numerous programmes

There are seven thematic areas 
and two platforms in the cluster-
based structure that the Tata 
Trusts have adopted to enhance 
the impact of the more than 1,000 
development programmes that 
they are involved with across 
India. The seven thematic areas 
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are: healthcare; water; rural uplift; 
urban poverty; energy; arts, crafts 
and culture; and education. 
Innovations and institutions are 
the two platforms that the Tata 
Trusts employ. 

The new approach of the Tata 
Trusts is guided by the principles 

of tangible impact, scale, 
institutional sustainability, direct 
engagement with communities 
and social entrepreneurship. 
Flowing from these principles is 
the mission statement of the 
Trusts — ‘To impact a 100 million 
lives by 2021’. 

126 years of  
serving the community

The Trusts have projects and 
programmes in seven spheres of 
social development

•	 HEalTHCaRE

•	 WaTER

•	 EnERgy

•	 RURal UPlifT

•	 URban PovERTy allEviaTion

•	 aRTS, CRafTS and CUlTURE

•	 EdUCaTion

The programmes of the 
Trusts are spread over

19 states of india

Funds disbursed in 2016-17

` 9,548.90 million  
($145.19 million)

450
The Trusts work with 
more than  
partner organisations

The Tata Trusts’ vision is 
another clear indicator of their 
intent: ‘To be at the forefront of 
nation building by not just 
propping up the weakest and 
most helpless members, but also 
lifting up the best and the most 
gifted.’ n
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semi-urban communities to make 
the right choices when dealing 
with health issues.

The Trusts have developed 
an array of specific healthcare 
solutions to reach out to and 
address the needs of distressed 
communities in different parts of 
the country. A standout initiative 
concerns cancer, a crippling 
problem for a nation battling 
poverty and illiteracy. 

The Trusts are investing 
continually in building 
institutions of excellence for 
cancer care, creating information 
networks and providing access 
to modern equipment. The 
endeavour is to create a network 
of care and cure for the millions 
of Indians affected by cancer. 

Healing the community
As with cancer, the Trusts’ work in 
tuberculosis and malaria helps heal 
communities and families. This is 
being done through an innovative 
combination of institutional care, 
easy access to drugs, behavioural 
interventions, dedicated experts 
and a global platform that enables 
partnerships for solutions.

Infant mortality and maternal 
health is another health priority. 
Also, and in particular, the Tata 
Trusts have chosen nutrition as 
a cause. The focus population 
groups are infants, pregnant and 
lactating mothers, and school-
going children.

The Trusts are working on 
several healthcare fronts and have 
collaborations with the National 
Institute of Nutrition, Hyderabad, 
and the Food Safety and 
Standards Authority of India. n 

The healthcare challenge 
confronting India is cause 
for growing concern. The 

low socioeconomic status of 
Indians stricken with illness is 
compounded by issues such as 
access and affordability.

The Tata Trusts have focused 
attention on some of the most 

pressing health crises affecting 
the country, among them 
cancer, tuberculosis, malaria, 
and infant and maternal health. 
They have supplemented their 
efforts through an integrated 
approach that includes a layering 
of educational and livelihood 
initiatives to enable rural and 

Healthcare: Quest  
for wellness

The Rajiv Gandhi Mahila Vikas Pariyojana programme has reached out to more 
than 1.4 million households in 42 districts of Uttar Pradesh’s most backward 
regions. Malnutrition and anaemia are the primary concerns of the programme.
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Water: a thirst for solutions

More than half of India’s 
1.3 billion people live 
not only in poverty but 

also in water-stressed conditions 
— and that’s no coincidence. It 
gets worse: 34% of India’s water 
resources are contaminated by 
microbiological waste and heavy 
metals and 21% of diseases in 
India are water-related.

The Tata Water Mission is an 
integrated programme that 
combines interventions in water, 
sanitation and hygiene. 

The Mission’s target is “to give 
better access to pure water to 6 

million people in 7,000 villages 
across 12 states within the next 
three years”. About 3,000 villages 
have been covered under the 
Mission, which is active in Gujarat, 
Uttarakhand, Rajasthan, Karnataka, 
Telangana, Andhra Pradesh, Odisha, 
Jharkhand, Nagaland and Assam.

The Mission plays an 
important role in improving 
sanitation for rural communities. 
In 2016, it took on the role of 
development support partner to the 
Indian government’s Swachh 
Bharat Mission (SBM), which has a 
deadline of October 2019 to end 

open defecation in the country. 
In 2016-17, the Tata Trusts 

partnered the government for SBM 
in 35 districts. At the government’s 
request, the Trusts started the Zila 
Swachh Bharat Prerak initiative to 
train 600 people to assist district 
administrations in meeting targets.

The mission to improve the 
lives of millions of Indians is a 
tough challenge. The Trusts are 
using the traditional strengths of 
community mobilisation and the 
power of innovative models and 
technology to deliver on a scale 
never attempted before. n

Two village girls get their fill of water in Uttarakhand under 
the ‘WASH Project’, which commenced in 2002 and has 
benefited people in more than 100 villages in the state.
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Energy: lighting up lives

a ccess to energy is an 
essential ingredient in 
shaping the quality of life 

of communities, especially in rural 
India. The Tata Trusts work on 
energy solutions to serve 
communities by targeting 
improvements in livelihoods, 
health, education, environment 
and access to water.

A startling 87% of rural India 
uses solid fuels for cooking, 800 
million Indians are affected by 
household air pollution and 1.25 
million Indians are killed by 
household air pollution every year. 

The energy programme looks at 
clean cooking for rural and tribal 
communities, solar energy for 
household electrification, and 
improvements in irrigation. 

That leads to affordable clean 
cooking devices, solutions that light 
up the lives of people in places 
without electricity and solar energy 
that allows farmers to irrigate fields. 
The clean cooking initiative and 
alternative energy are vital from the 
Trusts’ perspective. 

The Trusts have partnered the 
International Water Management 
Institute to set up a solar 

cooperative where farmers can sell 
excess energy and use solar energy 
to generate income. They have also 
used the collaborative approach to 
get quality solar lanterns and 
systems to households in Rajasthan 
and Odisha. 

The solar energy space has been 
built on partnerships with the 
Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology, the Indian Institute of 
Technology Bombay, nonprofits 
and social sector entities. The idea 
is to help bring some light to the 
lives of Indians without a reliable 
and continuous source of power. n

A farmer ploughs his field in 
Kailashnagar village in Bahraich 
district of Uttar Pradesh, one of seven 
states where the Solar-based 
Irrigation project supported by the 
Tata Trusts is being implemented.



84 85 July 2018    TaTa TrusTs Horizons    SPECTRUM

Rural uplift: Cheer in the countryside

agriculture is critical to the 
well-being of any nation. 
This is especially true in 

India, not just because it 
contributes 16 percent to the 
country’s GDP but also because 
more than half of the Indian 
populace depends on it.

Poor crop yields, low 
agricultural incomes and small 
land holdings are among the 
reasons why most of those who 
farm for a living are in a sorry state. 
The Tata Trusts are striving to 
make a difference by getting to the 
root of the issue. Sustainable 
development of marginalised 
communities is a focus area under 
the Trusts’ rural uplift portfolio.

A mix of interventions
Projects supported by the Trusts 
encompass sustainable natural 
resource management, agriculture, 
water and sanitation, micro-finance, 
rural entrepreneurship, and 
business development. 

The Trusts have end-to-end 
projects allied to agriculture, with 
production and the organising of 
communities around that, creating 
structures, linking them to markets, 
and developing value chains. 

The Trusts’ Central India 
Initiative focuses on tribal 
communities. Important in the 
context is their mission 
programme, Lakhpati Kisan — 
Smart Village, which aims to bring 
out of poverty 101,000 households 
in four Indian states, and in a 
manner that is  irreversible. n

Caption Caption Caption Caption 
Caption Caption Caption

A beneficiary of the Tata Trusts’ 
livelihoods programme in Uttarakhand  
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Women unloading bricks at a kiln in Bamroli village in Gujarat, where  
the Tata Trusts have enabled thousands of migrant workers to 
improve their working conditions and to find financial security.

b y 2030, an estimated 40% 
of India’s population will 
be living in metropolitan 

areas. In a rapidly urbanising 
country, poverty in cities is 
growing in scale as well as 
complexity. To make matters worse, 
this is a space that is little 
understood or much ventured into. 

It was in response to this 
situation that the Tata Trusts added 
urban poverty to their portfolio in 
2006. The programme, now in its 
second phase, has three sub-themes: 
migration, skills and habitat.

The broad purpose of the 
migration project is to look at how 
to reduce the vulnerability of 
migrants and ensure that migration 
becomes a successful livelihood 
strategy for them. 

Focus on migrants
The Trusts’ focus in the first 
phase was on supporting migrants 
through resource centres that 
provided them with identity cards, 
information on government 
schemes, etc. In the second phase, 
the project tracks migrants and the 
places that they journey to. 

The Trusts have an initiative 
that aims to provide the urban poor 
with skills required in the informal 
sector. The habitat initiative looks 
to help poor communities in urban 
India gain access to housing, basic 
services and livelihoods. In the 
pipeline are projects connected to 
affordable housing design and the 
delivery of basic services. There is 
also a focus on making India’s cities 
safer for kids. n

Urban poverty: Hope in our cities
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india has a rich heritage of arts, 
crafts and culture that has 
evolved with its long and varied 

history. However, apathy and 
neglect have resulted in the slow 
death of ancient art forms and in 
artisans drifting away from their 
craft. The arts, crafts and culture 
portfolio of the Tata Trusts was set 
up to help conserve India’s 
tangible and intangible heritage 
and foster sustainable livelihoods 
for artists and artisans. 

The Trusts are involved in the 
conservation of built heritage, and 
also art conservation. This is an 
urgent need in India, where several 
artefacts and museums are 

deteriorating and there is a 
shortage of trained conservators to 
look after them.

Support for courses in art 
conservation, film restoration and 
contemporary dance; digitisation 
of cultural texts and records; 
music education for poor children 
and communities; creation of 
cinema study capsules; exhibitions 
on architecture and housing; and a 
platform that encourages dialogue 
between stakeholders in the arts — 
these are some of the interventions 
that reflect the shift in the Tata 
Trusts’ focus.

Efforts are also underway to 
make craft-based livelihoods 

respectable and lucrative. What has 
been shown to work is the 
independent entrepreneur model, 
where individuals are not dependent 
on any organisation or medium to 
earn their livelihood. Initiatives in 
reviving craft-based livelihoods 
include projects on natural fibre-
based products in Manipur and 
dhokra metalware in Odisha, the 
pre-loom network in Andhra 
Pradesh and entrepreneurial 
training of young handloom 
weavers in Madhya Pradesh.

By bringing in technology skills 
for conservation, digitisation and 
capability building, the Trusts are 
attempting to preserve the vast pool 
of practices and pursuits that 
illuminate the country’s culture and 
heritage. Kalapana and Tata Trusts 
Art Archives are the two platforms 
that have been formed by the 
Trusts for this purpose. n

Performers from the Bengaluru-based Attakkalari Centre 
for Movement Arts, which is supported by the Tata Trusts 

Arts, crafts and culture: 
Heart for heritage 



88 89 July 2018    TaTa TrusTs Horizons    SPECTRUM

Education: learning it right

The initiatives of the Tata 
Trusts in education are 
concentrated on ensuring 

that children and adolescents gain 
access to quality learning.  

The objectives here are to 
improve the quality of pedagogy by 
building teacher competence, 
engage the community, work on 
research and policy, and on 
introducing curricular innovations. 

The Trusts support and 
implement projects in villages and 

districts across 12 Indian states. 
These are aimed at improving the 
quality of education from preschool 
to high schools, bringing dropout 
adolescents back into the system 
and driving women’s literacy. 

The Trusts have undertaken 
three thematic initiatives to help 
plug some of the large gaps in 
India’s education sector. The Parag 
project supports educational 
development and dissemination 
through children’s books in Indian 

languages. The Trusts are also 
working on improving teacher 
training, with plans for a nodal 
centre and regional hubs. 

Additionally, there are 
currently three key interventions in 
the technology and education 
space: CLIx, or the ‘connected 
learning initiative’; the ‘integrated 
technology in education’ project; 
and a programme to create 
educational material in Hindi and 
other Indian languages. n

A student reads to her classmates at a government-run school in Yadgir district of Karnataka. This is a component of the 
‘Parag Initiative’ — backed by the Tata Trusts — which supports the development of children’s literature in Indian languages.
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innovation has the power to 
harness new technologies to 
create novel and better 

solutions that can address 
developmental challenges. That’s 
the big reason why it is an 
important pillar in the design and 
implementation strategy adopted 
by the Tata Trusts for their social 
uplift projects. 

Take the example of capacity-
building in the Indian government’s 
Swachh Bharat Mission. The Tata 
Trusts used virtual classroom 
technology to connect to people in 
remote rural regions and villages, 
using multiple ‘classrooms’ linked 
to a single studio. 

Digital literacy
One of the Trusts’ programmes 
with technology at its heart is 
‘Internet Saathi’, developed in 
partnership with Google India. 
Internet saathis (or companions) are 
rural women trained on smartphones 
and tablets to be digital guides for 
rural communities.

Data-driven governance is 
another technology-driven project, 
as is the ‘village transformation 
project’, which combines the 
strengths of the state government, 
corporate donors and 
philanthropic foundations. Social 
innovation is a powerful tool for 
change, and the Trusts are 
enabling this through the 
Foundation for Innovation and 
Social Entrepreneurship. n

Innovation:  
Tech power to the fore

An internet saathi (left) with her 
students in a Gujarat village
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building institutions of 
knowledge and ramparts 
of research has been a 

hallmark of the Tata Trusts’ work in 
supporting and enabling the spread 
of academic excellence in India.

The Trusts’ role in establishing 
and backing some of the country’s 
best-known institutions for higher 
learning has been sustained for 
more than a century and covers a 
wide spectrum of disciplines, from 
the fundamental and social sciences 
to medicine and the arts. 

The first such institution to 
benefit from the Tata philosophy 

Institutions: 
The building of knowledge

of philanthropy was the Indian 
Institute of Science, established in 
Bengaluru in 1911. 

The Tata Institute of Social 
Sciences, established in Bombay in 
1936, has done standout work in 
social development. The Tata 
Memorial Centre, set up in 
Bombay (now Mumbai) in 1941, 
has become a global benchmark in 
cancer research and treatment. 

The Tata Institute of 
Fundamental Research, established 
in 1945 in Bombay, is another 
remarkable institution. The Tata 
Medical Center, set up in 2011 in 

Kolkata, has in a short span of 
time grown to become a world-class 
facility, and one that offers 
treatment free of cost to about half 
of its patients. 

The Tata Trusts have also 
initiated several collaborations 
that add to their institutional 
support roster, including with the 
Indian Institute of Technology, 
Bombay, the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, Harvard 
Business School, Cornell 
University, the University of 
Chicago and the University of 
California San Diego. n

The Tata Institute of Social Sciences, established in 1936, responds to changing social realities. Through various 
programmes, the institute provides high-quality education in a wide range of inter-disciplinary areas in the social sciences. 
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