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Competitiveness, I submit, of small-scale and tiny sector of our economy cannot be achieved without making it innovative.   There are four ways in which technological innovations can be achieved in this sector:

a. Promoting R&D by the informal innovators as being attempted by National Innovation Foundation (NIF) and building links between innovation, investment and enterprise.  It is unlikely that all the three skills will be in one place.   

b. To make small enterprises more innovative by providing them access to design workshop, building their links with formal R&D sector, by recognising innovations within the sector and providing incentives through micro venture capital and incubation fund for scaling up these innovations and by facilitating technology networks among these tiny and small enterprises on regional as well as sectoral level. 

c. Benchmarking technological level; posing these problems to 400000 technological students in the country so that the projects of these students are focused on the problem being faced by the enterprises, supporting the best proposals for each problem and rewarding student faculty teams for solving the problems in creative manner.   Even if one per cent of the projects generate real life solutions, we will have 4000 problems solved every year.   There can be no other more effective and efficient solution.   

d. Acquiring innovative technologies from within the country and outside and licensing them at low cost to as many enterprises as possible to make them efficient and competitive.  In some cases, innovations may be sought from among the entrepreneurs and after compensating the innovator, the knowledge may be made public domain to improve sector performance.   A special intellectual property regime will have to be developed to ensure quick protection, at low cost so that licensing costs also do not become very high.   

There may be other ways in which the small scale and tiny sector of our economy, largely unorganised in nature, can be made more innovative.  But, I will focus my proposals for budget 2003-04 keeping above approaches in mind.   

PROPOSALS

1.
Augmenting grassroots innovations and traditional knowledge in informal sector by promoting R&D by the crafts people, artisans, farmers, mechanics, pastoralists, etc.

NIF was set up by Department of Science and Technology under the chairpersonship of Dr.R.A.Mashelkar in March 2000.   The mobilisation of innovations and traditional knowledge registered a seven-fold increase within two years, from 1600 in 2001 to 13500 in 2002.   Hon’ble President who gave away the awards last month acknowledged the genius of these unsung heroes and heroines of our society.   However, the resources of NIF have become highly inadequate for the purpose.   NIF was set up with a corpus of Rs.20 crores at a time when we got interest earning of about 11.25 per cent per annum.   With current decline in the interest rate, the interest earning has become half and the scope of activities has increased manifold.   It is proposed that corpus fund may be augmented by another grant of Rs.50 crores so that we can help in building linkages with R&D institutions, make mentoring teams and help incubate the traditional knowledge and contemporary innovations.   The incentives for innovation will increase if adequate recognition is provided and support for incubation is ensured.

2.
Setting up National Micro Venture and Innovation Incubation Fund

In the last year’s budget an announcement was made for setting up Micro Venture Promotion Fund by SIDBI in collaboration with NIF.   However, offer of Rs.5 crores contribution to the corpus of Micro Venture Innovation Fund at NIF by SIDBI is highly inadequate for the purpose.   Unless we incubate thousands of technologies every year, only a few hundred will mature into viable products, which can in turn help in spawning large number of enterprises.   Private sector funds have not been able to fathom the potential of these scattered, small innovations.  The transaction costs of mentoring these innovations and TK in different parts of the country are enormous and unless these costs are met through public funds for five to ten years, we will not be able to generate sufficient vibrance in this sector.   It is proposed that a hundred crore corpus fund for National Innovation Incubation and Micro Venture Promotion Fund may be established.   NIF Board can govern this fund through a competent team of young professionals as well as voluntary support of mentors from all over the country.  

3.
Setting up GIANs (Grassroots Innovation Augmentation Network) in different parts of the country

NIF has set up two more GIANs in addition to the one set up in Gujarat in collaboration with Gujarat Government in March 1997.   Second GIAN has been set up at IIT, Guwahati without any additional support from any of the north-eastern states or any other central agency.   Within about eight months, GIAN-Northeast has incubated more than half a dozen technologies and scouted several hundred more.    The third GIAN has been set up in Jaipur to cater to northern India in collaboration with Rajasthan Government.   GIAN remains to be set up in central as well as south India.    It is obvious that without a corpus of at least Rs.5 crores for each GIAN, we will not be able to generate sufficient funds to manage each GIAN as an incubator for converting innovations and TK into enterprises.  

4.
A low transaction costs system to protect small Innovations and Traditional Knowledge 

The mobilization of risk capital for augmenting grassroots innovations would require a special innovations patent system, which I have been pleading for last ten years.  It will ensure that local communities and other inventors have incentives to disclose their innovations to NIF.   It is important that an inter-ministerial taskforce is constituted with a mandate to put such an IP protection system in place within next three to six months.   It will help in mobilizing even private micro venture capital for incubation purpose.  

5.
Technological innovations focused specially on women
We need a dedicated programme to valorize innovations by women and for women so that extraordinary drudgery involved in the daily chores of millions of women can be eliminated.  

The gum scrapper, modified pulley, modified stove, and many other examples already demonstrate the potential that exists for this kind of technological innovations.  A dedicated fund can be put at NIF for this purpose.   

6.
Technology mission for sustainable agriculture through augmenting green grassroots innovations

Despite the fact that Honey Bee Network has documented thousands of innovations and traditional knowledge technologies in agricultural sector over last fifteen years, not even five technologies could be valorised through formal R&D sector.  It appears that unless there is a dedicated fund under which projects can be contracted to the formal R&D public and private sectors, these innovations would not be valorised.   

The productivity of chemical inputs has been declining leading to increase in the cost of cultivation as well as decline in the carrying capacity of the soil.  The non-chemical inputs and technologies have not received much attention.  Unless there is a basic shift in the priorities of research in agricultural sector, neither will the productivity improve nor the export quality of our agricultural produce (due to chemical pesticide residues).  Despite the fact that several hundred farmers committed suicide, there is no technological mission on non-chemical pesticide based approach to pest management particularly focussing on herbal pesticides and anti-feedants.  

7.
Need for differential charge to farmer innovators for testing and certification of their technologies

Honey Bee Network’s experience shows that formal agricultural research system charges the same fees for testing a new herbal product to NGO or small farmer as it would charge a large multinational corporation.  This is applicable to other certification agencies such as for tractors in Budni or automobiles in Pune.   There is no special track for small or individual innovators.  This has to change.

8.
Distributed Design and Fabrication Labs for small innovations


Large number of small-scale innovators and entrepreneurs do not have access to R&D, design and fabrication facilities.   There is a need for innovator managed design centres to be set up which will help improve the ergonomic and aesthetic appeal of the products such that wider consumer acceptance can be achieved.   

9.
Media exposure for innovative products and technologies


Despite numerous attempts and persistent pleas, the public media has not felt persuaded to provide even five minutes a week for a series called as India Innovates.   Unless the green grassroots innovations and effective traditional knowledge is shared through public media in a wide spread manner, how will we change the mindset of the masses and overcome the deep-seated inertia and tolerance of mediocrity.    The National Register of Innovations and outstanding traditional knowledge provides sufficient material for keeping such a series going for several years.   

10.
National mission to revitalise the connection between youth and the innovators


Just as national services scheme was introduced decades ago to generate a spirit of service among the youth, there is a need now for National Innovation Corps (NIC) or National Innovation Scouts for Helping In Augmenting Innovations (NISTHA) through which innovations must become second nature of Indian youth and eventually of Indian society.

I will be very happy to elaborate any of these points if you find that helpful while developing proposals for your maiden budget.

� KL Chair Professor of Entrepreneurship, IIMA and Executive Vice Chairperson, NIF, Ahmedabad
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