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The Standard Chartered–Shroff Eye Care 
Education Academy has been playing a 
stellar role in helping meet the ever-growing 
need for qualified ophthalmologists in 
India.

The Academy has also been conducting 
unique programmes on eyecare 
management and optometry and 
ophthalmic paramedical trainings that 
impart professional skills, guided by the 
objective of creating dignified employment 
opportunities for young people from less 
privileged and marginalised sections of the 
society. These programmes further address 
the burgeoning demand for support staff at 
eye-care institutions across the country.

The courses are offered to the youth free 
of cost and are supported primarily by 
Standard Chartered Bank under their 
corporate social responsibility, and to some 
extent by the Academy’s own earnings. 

Dr Shroff’s Charity Eye Hospital is one of the oldest eye-care institutions in the country, carrying on a legacy of more than a 100 years.
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Biodiversity at tea estates in India   48

About 70% of tea lands in India are on the periphery of 
forests, as a result of which plantations play host to a 
unique ecosystem which embraces both the elephant 
and the earthworm. In Assam, Dooars and the low-lying 
areas of Darjeeling, elephants regard tea estates as an 
extension of their forest habitat – these have been, and 
remain, a migratory route for these majestic creatures. 
In the past this would often lead to human–elephant 
conflict. Buffer zones began to be created to give 
elephants safe passage with limited destruction to 
the plantations. Conserving habitats and ecosystems 
can reduce the disastrous impacts of climate change 
and it is imperative that every industry does its part. 
The growing number of tea estates that are working 
towards being certified organic has given further 
impetus to biodiversity conservation.

A Model Project
Agastya: Learning science, healing nature   50
Referred to as its ‘ecology lab’, Agastya’s campus in 
Kuppam, Andhra Pradesh, has become internationally 
renowned for its unique model where students are 
given the freedom to study in labs and in the rich 
biodiversity of the campus, conducting experiments, 
observing nature, and learning and discovering in 
practical ways that pique curiosity and encourage 
innovation. But its success in pioneering experiential 
science education isn’t Agastya’s only achievement. 
The transformation of the hitherto rocky landscape into 
a thriving ecology lab is a case study in biodiversity 
regeneration.
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So, there’s an obsessive 
compulsion to check the news 

every hour (two hours at the most?). 
Terrifying as the news is, the need 

is there. Maybe partially to prepare 
oneself for whatever is unfolding out 

there and then get a fuzzy idea about 
what may therefore unfold in the immediate future. 
All quite pointless in the larger context, if you know 
what I mean. I mean who in their right mind would 
have thought that we would be dying en masse due to 
shortage of oxygen and associated paraphernalia? It 
was pretty much something we took for granted, that 
is if we were even aware of its existence, it being the 
very air we breathe. People used to say living ain’t easy. 
Now we say breathing isn’t. If that’s an irony for you, 
you have been deluding yourself. That the pandemic 
was over and out. We took it real easy. But that’s not 
the hardest part. That they fooled us into believing 
otherwise, is. All the wisdom we are getting now in 
hindsight is useless, if you think about it. Because the 
virus is a raging, rampaging bull now. It’s not going to 
say “ok, let’s rewind a bit, you do what’s proper and safe, 
certainly don’t let people congregate for your elections 
and stuff, and I will see what I can do.” Sorry, that train 
has moved. We are all running helter-skelter, from pillar 
to post, from hope to despair (and back, if lucky). If that 
sounds dramatic to you, you haven’t heard the least or 
last of it. The dramatis personae in this unfolding saga 
are so outlandish and emotionless, as to be almost 
inhuman and grotesque. Ok, did I say ‘almost’? The 
thing is, this real-time nightmare is far from over and 
their inhuman-ness and inefficiency are becoming more 
glaring in contrast. The grim numbers are all over the 
place, but reality is more grim if you do the math using 
‘real’ sources and some common sense. In the world 
we live in, there are no exaggerations or distortions. We 
have lived (so far, that is)—and died a little—through 
what would have been exaggerations or distortions in 
an earlier time. Extreme fear and relentless paranoia? 
Check. Extreme fearlessness (what else would explain 
the mass dips in the Ganga)? Check. Megalomaniacs 
running amok? Check. Pandemic making a comeback? 
Check. Looting in the time of a pandemic (in the name 
of a pandemic)? Check. Dead bodies queued up for 
cremation? Check. Mass cremations? Check. Lockdown 
making a comeback? Check.There is much to say for 
where we as a people went wrong, where our political 
leadership went wrong – and much is being said 
about all of that (thankfully the attempts to suppress 
voices are not entirely working). If we have to take a 
large part of the blame for a persistent and resurgent 

There’s no breaking this chain of thoughts

Editorial 

virus getting the better of our resources, senses, sanity 
and so on, let’s take it. Let’s take the blame for being 
underprepared, for being lax, for being callous, for 
rushing in like fools (where angels fear to tread, as 
someone wise had said once upon a time), for asking 
for the crowds to gather at election rallies to show our 
pulling power, for trying to get away with the notion that 
religious gatherings can outshine a virus. So much for 
dumb, directionless and clueless resilience. Yet, we do 
not have the luxury of waiting until we have hindsight. 
Not when every minute hangs heavy for someone, 
somewhere. Now, right now, is the time to pool in all 
our resources, keeping aside all differences, pursuits 
of profit, political ambitions, and, yes, egos. Can all 
pharmaceutical companies, for example, not forego IPRs 
and patents for their Covid-19 vaccines? If not that, what 
about licensing their technology to companies which 
would give them the authorisation to produce another 
company’s patented product for emergency use? Yes, 
that’s happening to an extent, but clearly that’s not been 
enough. As for the government, can it not fast-track 
approvals for vaccines produced in other countries? So 
that shortage of vaccines is not something we have to 
deal with? Isn’t it supposed to be like a wartime (much 
as I detest the war imagery) effort? If yes, let’s make it 
one. For a change, the whole world has one common 
enemy (another abhorrent imagery, but extreme 
circumstances call for extreme imagery, I suppose). We 
have heard of vaccine inequality, vaccine grab by rich 
countries, and vaccine hoarding. Let’s not forget that 
the pandemic has to be overcome everywhere in the 
world for it to be well and truly over. In a global village, 
the repercussions of an otherwise situation will not 
spare anyone. We all know that. As much as we know 
that this, too, will pass – eventually it will, one way or 
the other. But it didn’t have to catch us unawares in the 
way it has. The chaos and the fear and the frustrations 
will one day be memory, but maybe we shouldn’t be in 
any hurry to forget the things we have learnt in the year 
past – no, still learning because the ordeal is far from 
over. Meanwhile, even as despair and hope do a surreal 
see-saw in our lives, we are doing what little or big we 
can do, whether it’s to amplify voices and calls for help, 
sharing resources and information, and yes, applauding 
those who are going beyond the call of duty and those 
who are filling in critical gaps by being responsive and 
inventive. Like in any humanitarian crisis, we are seeing 
ordinary human beings rising to the occasion like heroes 
– more like superheroes, considering how feeble the 
state’s role and response have been. If there’s a spot of 
light in this dark mayhem, it is this human spirit, and it is 
this spirit that we will hold on to.

Padma Pegu
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Updates 

Earth Day 2021 (22nd of April) press releases 
Worthy mentions

The certification signifies 11 continuous years of 
social and environmental impact by implementing 
sustainable tourism management practices. 

Overall, a total of 78 EarthCheck-certified IHCL hotels 
have generated substantial savings since 2008 by: 
a) reducing water consumption by approximately 

3,000,000 kilolitres;
b) reducing greenhouse emissions, including 

approximately 232,000,000 kilograms of carbon 
dioxide equivalent (CO2e);

c) saving approximately 1,202,000,000 mega joules 
of energy; and

d) reducing waste sent to landfill by 17,000 cubic 
metres.

The company has set up bottling plants that will 
replace all plastic water bottles with reusable glass 
bottles at 15 hotels across the globe, which has the 
potential to eliminate 0.2 million kilograms of plastic. 
Currently, 27 hotels are powered by renewable 
energy.

Wipro Limited, a leading global information 
technology, consulting and business process 
services company, declares its commitment to 
achieving net-zero greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
by 2040, in line with the objective of the Paris 
Agreement to cap temperature rise to 1.5°C. 

Wipro, while unveiling its pledge on Earth Day, also 
set an intermediate target of a 55 per cent reduction 
in GHG emissions by 2030 in absolute emission levels 
compared to its base year of 2016–17 (April–March).  

These targets are based on the globally accepted 
Science-Based Targets initiative (SBTi) and reflect 
the decarbonisation and operational changes Wipro 
will drive within its value chain to achieve its 2040 
goals. Wipro will also defer offsets until the target 
year, underscoring its values-driven strategy and 
approach. 

The primary levers of the decarbonisation drive are: 

  IHCL announces EarthCheck Platinum 
certification for 47 hotels

  Wipro commits to reach net-zero greenhouse gas 
emissions by 2040



7

  Norwegian Cruise Line (NCL) highlights its 
waste-mitigation practices

Updates 

a) Improving the energy efficiency of facilities for a 
sustained reduction in energy consumption

b) Increasing use of renewable energy in owned 
facilities in India through private power purchase 
agreements and captive solar power

c) Combining behavioural, technological and 
collaborative approaches that help reduce the 
carbon footprint of air travel, commuting, and 
purchased goods and services

Rishad Premji, chairman, Wipro Limited, states in a 
press release shared with CauseBecause:‘Climate 
change is a defining challenge for humanity. Business 
must be at the forefront to address it. Wipro’s 
climate change programme goes back nearly two 
decades, and our net-zero goal further reaffirms 
our commitment. Our approach emphasises the 
importance of not just reaching that goal, but doing 
so in a way that is aligned with Wipro’s core values of 
integrity and business responsibility.’

Wipro is committed to helping its customers realise 
their net-zero goals by working collaboratively and 
leveraging its technology and domain expertise in 
many areas of climate change like GHG assessment, 
climate and net-zero strategy,  and sourcing and 
supply chain strategy, among others.  

The company claims to have made significant progress 
in shaping and delivering ‘green IT solutions’ for 
high carbon-intensive sectors like energy & utilities, 
manufacturing, transportation and consumer goods. 
Helping customers exit their data centres, driving 
virtualisation and public cloud adoption, smart 
grids, waste management, sustainable sourcing and 
packaging, etc., are a few examples of such solutions.

Under its Sail and Sustain Stewardship Program, 
NCL has several initiatives to minimise waste to 
landfills, reduce CO2 emissions rate, and increase 
sustainable sourcing. The company understands 
that the future of the cruise industry is closely 
intertwined with the health of our oceans and 
the destinations. In 2019, NCL became the first 
major global cruise company to eliminate single-
use plastic beverage bottles across its fleet of 17 
ships as well as its private destinations, saving 
over six million plastic water bottles every year.

NCL enforces a zero-tolerance policy for any 
items thrown overboard. If an environmental 
incident is observed, guests, crew and shore side 
employees are encouraged to use the company’s 
environmental hotline to report them.

At NCL, reducing onboard waste of any kind is 
achieved through innovative technologies, staff 
training and implementing stringent recycling 
programmes. One of the most successful 
programmes implemented aboard NCL’s ships 
is waste heat recovery (WHR). This process 
works by recovering heat from the engines and 
transferring it to freshwater piping — thereby 
creating a free source of energy for improving 
water production and saving fuel.

NCL’s waste-mitigation programme lessens the 
environmental impact of their operations, reduces 
pollution, promotes diversion of material from 
landfills, conserves natural resources, and saves 
energy. The waste is reduced through reusing 
and recycling, with clear benchmarks serving as 
the measurement.

A rigorous recycling programme ensures that 
NCL ships take advantage of every opportunity 
to recycle and reduce waste to landfill. In 2019, 
vessels that offloaded with Waste Management® 
in Florida were able to recycle over 2,300 tons 
of aluminium, cardboard/paper, scrap metals, 
plastics, wood pallets, and glass. These recycling 
efforts conserved the following resources – 
mature trees, landfill airspace, water, electricity 
and GHG emissions.

  Sony Pictures Networks (SPN) joins hands with 
SayTrees

Together, SPN and SayTrees have planted over 8,000 
native varieties of tree saplings through the dense 
afforestation method in three acres of land in the 
drought-prone Satara district of Maharashtra. The 
project focuses on environmental sustainability  
and improving quality of life by tackling climate change.

The collaboration with SayTrees amplifies Sony 
Pictures Networks India’s effort to advance the cause 
of environment protection and further sensitise others 
on the importance of conservation by nurturing the 
planet. SPN’s MD&CEO NP Singh informs that as 
part of this initiative, the company will also dedicate 
tree saplings to several environment-conscious 
stakeholders to raise awareness by creating a larger 
community of people to support the cause.
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Updates 

Claiming to be India’s first luxury beauty brand 
that offers refillable solutions for every product 
of their range, asa aims to minimise the plastic 
and packaging wastage generated by the beauty 
industry. Their primary packaging uses aluminium, an 
endlessly recyclable material apparently – one can 
simply keep reusing the outer packaging and refresh 
the product by replacing it with a refill. 

asa has collaborated with Aasra Welfare Association 
as their recycling partner, an NGO which has worked 
closely with the Municipal Corporation of Greater 
Mumbai (MCGM) since 2015 to build an effective 
waste management system in the city. 

The NGO will be looking after all of asa's recycling 
needs including consolidating any asa empties (both 
primary and secondary packaging), empty inserts 
and paper waste.asa aims to make this collaboration 
a long-term association wherein they will ship out 
all the empties on a monthly basis, and Aasra will 
look into their proper disposal.The company plans to 
enable consumers to contribute to the programme 
by sending in their asa empties to the warehouse.

Regarding the collaboration, asa’s founder Asha Jindal 
Khaitan says: ‘Some of the biggest contributors to 
our packaging material include paper, tin, aluminium, 
cardboard cartons, alloy, dyes, and stainless steel. 
We’re happy to say that some of these can be recycled, 
some can be reused, and others are often reduced. All 
of these steps help us attain our motto of being one 
with the planet and that will only be enhanced with this 
association with Aasra Welfare Association.’

  asa’s ‘refill &recycle’ programme offers sustainable 
makeup solutions   Tetra Pak commits to recycle 500,000 used 

packs into desks for local school

Under its flagship campaign, called Cartons Le 
Aao, Classroom Banao, Tetra Pak has pledged 
to collect 500,000 used carton packages and 
recycle them into desks to be donated to City of 
Los Angeles School, Mahim, Mumbai. 

The collaborative initiative, in association with 
RUR Greenlife, Sahakari Bhandar and Reliance 
Fresh, is inviting consumers to donate used 
carton packages at the nearest facility. The 
donation is part of Tetra Pak’s ongoing efforts to 
raise awareness about waste segregation and 
recycling.

Regarding the initiative, Jaideep Gokhale, 
sustainability director, Tetra Pak South Asia, says: 
‘Tetra Pak cartons are paper-based, recyclable, 
and have the lowest carbon footprint among all 
other packaging materials used for similar food 
products. So, when we choose carton packaging, 
we are already making a positive choice. And 
when we segregate these cartons from other 
waste, they can get recycled into many useful 
items like these desks that positively impact 
the communities around us. Donating recycled 
products to the local community is a simple 
way to showcase how a simple conscious act of 
waste segregation and recycling can create a 
positive ripple effect on the community around 
you. The people of Mumbai have supported us 
since the launch of the "Go Green with Tetra Pak" 
programme in 2010, and I hope that they will 
continue to support us.’

Monisha Narke, founder and CEO, RUR Green 
life, sheds more light: ‘Mumbaikars have been 
contributing clean and flattened used beverage 
cartons at our 200-plus collection centres across 
Mumbai. The programme is fuelled by the 
passion of Mumbaikars, thanks to which we have 
been able to donate more than 300 desks and 
over 100,000 other recycled products to the city 
of Mumbai over the years.’

Mumbai’s City of Los Angeles School is the 
megapolis’s first municipal school affiliated to 
CBSE. The unusual name has a rather interesting 
story to it. In the 1960s, the mayor of Los Angeles 
visited Mumbai and emphasised the need for a 
government-aided school with subsidised English 
education. He funded the building of this school, 
which then acquired its name.
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Updates 

DXC Technology and ICT Academy 
Trying to aid virtual education and 
employment in rural India

D XC Technology has announced a new 
collaboration with ICT Academy, a not-for-profit 
initiative of the Government of India in 

collaboration with state governments and industries, 
to train rural schoolteachers on digital teaching skills 
and graduating women students on advanced IT 
skills. 

The Rural Teachers Empowerment Programme is 
expected to equip 7,500 schoolteachers with digital 
training know how to help them deliver virtual  
classes to students effectively. This initiative will 
benefit teachers from Assam, Jammu & Kashmir, 
Uttarakhand, Uttar Pradesh, Karnataka, Andhra 
Pradesh, Telangana, Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu and 
Puducherry.

The other programme aims to impart IT skills to 
10,000 graduating women from tier II, III and rural 
regions of India. These skills will enhance their 
employability and entrepreneurship capabilities.

With regard to the announcement, Lokendra Sethi, 
HR head – India, DXC Technology, says: ‘Education 
is a key focus area for DXC, and we place added 
emphasis on STEM (science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics) skills enhancement among primary 
and secondary school and college students. This year, 
our focus is on promoting advanced IT skills amongst 
communities that need access to streamlined 
education means. Both these programs for teachers 
and women students align with the DXC goal of 
building a strong and inclusive future for the country.’

M Sivakumar, CEO, ICT Academy, says: ‘The 
economic divide is a great challenge for every 
developing nation in the world. Various catastrophic 
events further expand the polarisation and create 
social issues in terms of education for all, gender 
equality, access to technology, and so on. The timely 
support will help balance the divide by providing 
quality education, enhancing the skills of the future 
workforce, and improving the digital skills of citizens.’

  Okinawa puts a green taskforce into action for 
planting

The task force includes the ‘people of Okinawa’ 
– dealership teams, customers, partners and 
employees – and will undertake planting activities 
in several states (Haryana, Rajasthan, Himachal 
Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, and Gujarat, among others) 
under the company’s one-year-long Oxydrive 
campaign.

‘On Earth day, it is an excellent opportunity for us to 
reflect on our environmental and social responsibility, 
and take small steps in a manner that is explicitly 
involved in protecting and restoring the planet. 
We as a company will move forward towards our 
vision of a purpose-driven culture with a sense of 
fulfilment among our employees, who support the 
company’s long-term sustainability mission,’ states 
Rupali Sharma, chairperson &co-founder of  Okinawa 
Autotech.

Over the last few years, Okinawa, a leading electric 
two-wheeler manufacturing company, has run 
several campaigns for environmental restoration. This 
is in addition to the company’s efforts to persuade 
people to switch to electric mobility, which comes 
with zero or low emissions of local air pollutants and 
can have a significant impact on the environment and 
ultimately on one’s health.
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MG Motor India
Backing ‘back to learn’ for children

T he ‘Back to Learn’ initiative is being run in 
partnership between MG Motor India and 
Save the Children and primarily focuses on 

online teaching classes and safe returning to 
schools for girl children. It includes reaching out to 
parents of girls who have dropped out of school, 
and also starting community ‘paathshalas’ with 
social distancing to enable the girls to resume 
studies. Mobile audiovisual vans will be used to 
further promote the campaign amongst the local 
communities in Delhi.

As per the press release shared with 
CauseBecause, the programme will ensure 
upgradation of database of children in SDMC 
schools, distribution of education kits and sports 
kits, and online and offline psychosocial support 
to school staff. Other activities include enrichment 
of school libraries and introduction of a ‘WASH 
package’ as schools reopen.

Speaking on the programme, Rajeev Chaba, 
president and managing director, MG Motor 
India, said, ‘MG and Save the Children began their 
association in 2020 with the aim of empowering 

marginalised girls through quality education. The 
“Back to Learn” initiative further takes our partnership 
forward by helping girl children enrol back in to 
school and not get engaged in other work such as 
household work. We continue to work with various 
NGOs and other partners in the field of education.’

Responding to CB’s queries on the impact-
assessment parameters for this initiative, the 
spokesperson for Save the Children informs that 
these will be a) the number of girls provided with 
home-based learning support and b) the number of 
girls re-enrolled in schools once they reopen.

The spokespersons further explains: ‘As schools 
reopen, a strong, community-led back-to-learn 
campaign is needed. This is vital to ensure that 
progress made on universal access to education 
is not lost. Special attention should be paid to 
ensuring that lack of space and challenges in 
applying physical distancing does not lead to some 
girls being discriminated against and dropping out 
as a result. Special efforts will need to be made 
to ensure that those girls who were already out of 
school prior to the crisis are brought into school.’
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PepsiCo India: Find what you will in its ‘bowl of hope’

O n March 31, PepsiCo India in 
collaboration with United 
Way Delhi launched a week  

long awareness initiative called 
‘Bowl of Hope’, in the process also 
marking the so-called Whole 
Grain Sampling Day. As part of this, 
PepsiCo India conducted 
awareness drives around 
nutritious eating, active lifestyle, 
and the importance of whole 
grains in daily diets through videos 
and online sessions. 

To address the lack of 
understanding of what whole 
grains really are, PepsiCo India 
also launched an educational 
video featuring Michelin Star Chef 
and Quaker brand ambassador 
Vikas Khanna. As per the National 
Institute of Nutrition, ideally 
at least 50% of the total grains 
consumed per day should be 
whole grains. 

Regarding the initiative, PepsiCo 
India’s chief government affairs 
and communications officer Viraj 

the connection thus: ‘At PepsiCo 
India, we believe that a more 
sustainable food system should 
meet human needs for both 
nutrition and enjoyment. We’re 
working continuously to introduce 
new products that have more of 
the nutritious ingredients that 
our consumers need. Guided by 
our philosophy of “Winning with 
Purpose”, PepsiCo India is offering 
positive nutrition through its 
brand Quaker Oats. Quaker Oats 
is a 100% whole grain and natural 
source of carbohydrates and 
dietary fibre.’

In response to another question 
from CauseBecause on whether 
PepsiCo has reduced sugar, salt 
and calories in its beverages and 
snacks to promote 'healthy' eating 
among consumers, especially 
children, the spokesperson 
says: ‘As part of our portfolio 
transformation in the snacks 
category, we have already 
reduced 5% to 25% sodium across 
popular variants of our snacks 
flagship brands, Lay’s and Kurkure, 
and we further aim at reducing 
sodium in 75% of our food’s 
portfolio by 2025. Additionally, we 
reduced 15% saturated fat in the 
entire Lay’s potato chips range. 
Under our ‘nutrition’ portfolio 
brands – Quaker and Tropicana, 
we offer a range of healthier 
choices. As for beverages, we 
have been offering consumers 
a wide range of beverages 
including variants with no sugar 
or less sugar, like Sting. The sugar 
content in Sting is lower than 
many beverages in this segment.’

The percentages are as yet 
too low for most of the brand’s 
products to be termed ‘healthy’. 
Far from it. The drinks are still 
sugary and the snacks salty. 
Readers can read in-between  
the lines and accordingly keep 
tabs on how much of what they 
consume.

Chouhan said, ‘To boost nutrition 
in the daily diet of Indians, PepsiCo 
India has been promoting healthy 
diets and nourishing food through 
various interventions. The Whole 
Grain Sampling Day is a perfect 
opportunity for us to launch the 
“Bowl of Hope” initiative, which 
uniquely offers brand contribution 
and employee volunteerism.’

A special microsite has been 
created where PepsiCo India 
employees can contribute 
whole grains for under served 
communities. The week-long 
initiative also featured awareness 
sessions – in the form of panel 
discussions, twitter chats and talks 
by nutritionists – underscoring the 
importance of whole grains.

In case you are wondering how 
a campaign promoting 'whole 
grains' works for a brand that has 
several high-fat snack foods (in 
any case, less healthy foods) in 
its product portfolio, the PepsiCo 
spokesperson has explained 
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How corporate India is joining the fight against 
Covid-19’s second wave

Updates 

Note: The statements, claims and numbers are as per the press releases shared with CauseBecause.

 Alive Wellness Clinics
A network of seven skin and wellness clinics spread 
across Delhi, Gurugram and Chandigarh, Alive 
Wellness has tied up with general physicians and 
chest specialists to facilitate tele-consultation for 
patients. The initiative aims to help provide medical 
guidance, monitoring and support to patients with 
mild or moderate illness in a bid to bridge the 
medical care gap being experienced by a large 
number of patients. Patients who reach out to the 
Alive Wellness covid support team are first guided 
by the internal team of experts, followed by a 
tele-consultation with a specialist. The patients 
are closely monitored over 15 days through online 
consultation by the health guides at Alive Wellness 
who will also facilitate blood tests, radiology 
investigations and even oxygen support if needed.

 Aster DM Healthcare
Aster Volunteers, the global CSR arm of Aster 
DM Healthcare, has signed an MoU with Al Shifa 
Multispecialty Hospital in New Delhi to help set up a 
50-bed field hospital to meet the increasing shortage 

of hospital beds for Covid-19 patients. The initiative 
is aimed at supporting patients who are financially 
disadvantaged and in need of critical care. Aster will 
support the development of the medical facility and 
ensure that the necessary infrastructure is in place, 
while Al Shifa will be responsible for operating the 
hospital. The field hospital is being set up at a cost 
of Rs 87 lakhs – the funds will be used to purchase 
patient beds, medical equipment and other items 
needed to operate the hospital.

 Bajaj Group
The company has pledged Rs 200 crores towards 
the current Covid-19 response. This will be utilised 
to alleviate the immediate on-ground challenges as 
well as to build capability and resources to tackle a 
possible third wave. The Group has also aided in the 
procurement of 12 oxygen plants to provide more 
than 5,000 LPM of oxygen supply to rural and urban 
hospitals, along with respiratory support equipment 
like oxygen concentrators, ventilators and BiPaps 
to help augment their capacity in treating Covid-19 
patients. 
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 Embassy REIT
Embassy REIT, India’s first listed REIT and the 
largest office REIT in Asia by area, along with 
Bruhat Bengaluru Mahanagara Palike (BBMP), the 
administrative body responsible for civic amenities in 
Bengaluru, has set up Covid vaccine centres (CVC) at 
Embassy Manyata Business Park and Embassy Tech 
Village for frontline staff working on the business 
parks. This is being done as per the guidelines 
provided by Ministry of Health and Family Welfare 
and with permissions from the government. The 
company is in discussions with the health authorities 
for implementation of the vaccination programme for 
employees of the over 100 occupiers across all the 
Embassy REIT business parks in Bengaluru. The CVC 
comprises a waiting lounge, registration facility by 
BBMP officials, a vaccination room, a duty doctor, and 
an ambulance in case of emergencies.

 HCL
HCL is extending support towards Covid-19 care 
facilities in NCR and this includes assistance in the 
form of more than 500 hospital beds at various 
facilities such as the Commonwealth Games Village, 
Holy Family Hospital, Sama Hospital and Lok Nayak 
Hospital in New Delhi, and Government Institute of 
Medical Sciences, Greater Noida Authority. At the 
Commonwealth Games Village (CWG), in partnership 

with the Government of Delhi and Doctors for You, 
HCL has also supported the import and installation 
of an oxygen plant for the facility which can provide 
continuous oxygen supply directly to the beds.

 Hero MotoCorp
The country’s biggest two-wheeler maker is 
partnering Ramakrishna Mission Sevashrama and 
the district administration in Haridwar to support a 
122-bed Covid hospital as part of its overall pandemic 
relief initiatives. Under the partnership, Hero 
MotoCorp is supporting the healthcare infrastructure 
of Ramakrishna Mission Sevashrama in order to ramp 
up the emergency medical facilities and the capacity 
of rapid-response teams.

The company has also committed to provide its 
scooters and bikes for safe, personal commuting of 
health workers and medical staff in several Indian 
states. In Haryana and Delhi, it has contributed 
oxygen cylinders for emergency medical use by 
hospitals.

 Honeywell
The company's newest initiative is the establishment 
of Covid critical care centres across five cities that will 
be equipped with beds, oxygen, personal protective 
equipment kits, and basic medical infrastructure. 
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Honeywell will provide funding for their NGO partners 
to build these centres in consultation with state 
governments in Maharashtra, Telangana, Karnataka, 
Haryana, and Tamil Nadu. Honeywell will also fund 
the donation of over 1,000 oxygen concentrators and 
10,000 N95 respirators to these facilities. In addition, 
50 ventilators will be donated to government and 
private hospitals across the country.

 L&T
L&T will deliver 22 oxygen generators to various 
hospitals in India where the scarcity is most acute. 
These units will absorb air from the atmosphere 
before converting it into medical-grade oxygen and 
pumping it into pre-existing pipes in the hospitals. 
Each unit has a compressor, dryer, oxygen generator 
and two storage tanks that can cater to hospitals 
or medical facilities with over 1,750 beds. The units 
work on the plug-and-play principle. Once all the 
constituent parts are fabricated, the compressor 
allows the air to reach a particular pressure within 
a few minutes. The generator then starts pumping 
oxygen into pipes. These permanent units will serve 
the hospitals for the next 10–15 years.

The parts of the first tranche of nine equipment will 
reach India by May 9. These will be progressively 
delivered from May 15 to hospitals that are in acute 
need and do not possess required infrastructure to 
receive bulk oxygen supply.

 Lam Research
The company will donate $1 million (~7.5 cr INR) 
for Covid-19 relief and recovery efforts in India. The 
funds will support both local efforts in Bengaluru 
and humanitarian-aid organisation Direct Relief’s 
efforts to provide oxygen concentrators and other 
critical medical supplies to healthcare providers in 
communities across India.

 Lowe’s India
The retail technology and analytics centre for Lowe's 
Companies Inc. has  pledged Rs 40 crores (>USD 5 
million) towards Covid-19 relief efforts. The funds 
will support the procurement of medical equipment, 
oxygen concentrators and cylinders, oxygen-
generation plants, and vaccination drives for the 
underserved.

 Paytm
Paytm Foundation is setting up oxygen plants in 
12-13 cities. The plants will be directly installed at 
government hospitals, and this will be done free 
of cost. Oxygen plants are devices that render 
possible the production of medical oxygen from 
ambient air while simultaneously supplying the gas 
to multiple beds. The company has currently raised 

Rs 10 crores from people across the country under 
its #OxygenForIndia initiative and has mirrored the 
donation amount, making it a total contribution of  
Rs 20 crores. Paytm is working in conjunction with 
other organisations including Elevation Capital 
and the American Indian Foundation. The donation 
garnered under the initiative will be used to purchase 
oxygen concentrators and oxygen plants, costing 
between Rs 50 lakhs and Rs 1 crore each.

Paytm Foundation has also sourced over 21,000 
oxygen concentrators that will be sent to 
government hospitals, Covid-care facilities, private 
hospitals, nursing homes as well as resident welfare 
associations in mid-May. Additionally, the Foundation 
is supporting other startups, organisations and 
enterprises in sourcing OCs from the international 
market. This will help to minimise the timeline for 
logistical requirements while ensuring that hospitals 
and other Covid-care centres receive the OCs sooner. 
The entire sourcing, regulatory approvals, and 
delivery will be managed by the Foundation, while 
the other organisations only need to pay for the cost 
of the OCs that they will order.

 Samsung
The company has pledged USD 5 million (INR 37 
crores) as its contribution to India’s fight against 
the current surge of Covid-19. While USD 3 million 
will go to the Centre as well as the states of Uttar 
Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, the balance USD 2 million 
will be used for getting essential medical supplies to 
hospitals including 100 oxygen concentrators, 3,000 
oxygen cylinders, and one million LDS syringes. 
These will be offered to the states of Uttar Pradesh 
and Tamil Nadu. (LDS or ‘low dead space’ syringes 
minimise the amount of drug left in the device after 
injection, optimising vaccine usage. Existing products 
have a large amount of the vaccine remaining in the 
syringe after use. The technology has demonstrated 

Photo credit: JSW Group
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up to 20% greater efficiency and if existing syringes 
were to deliver one million doses, LDS syringes 
could deliver 1.2 million doses with the same amount 
of vaccine. Samsung has helped the manufacturer of 
these syringes increase production capacity.)

Additionally, as part of its people initiative, Samsung 
will cover the vaccination costs for over 50,000 
eligible employees and beneficiaries in India, as 
vaccine doses become available. This will also 
include all Samsung Experience Consultants, who 
work at electronics retail stores across the country.

 State Bank of India
SBI has allocated Rs 71 crores to undertake various 
Covid-related support initiatives. Of this, Rs 30 crores 
will go towards setting up 1,000-bed makeshift 
hospitals, 250-bed ICU facilities, and 1,000-bed 
isolation facilities across some of the worst-hit states. 
These facilities will be set up in collaboration with 
government hospitals and municipal corporations of 
the respective cities.

The bank will give Rs 10 crores to supplement the 
government’s work in genome sequencing and 
vaccine research. Additionally, SBI has allocated  
Rs 21 crores to all its 17 local head offices to address 
the urgent medical needs of the citizens, including 
procuring life-saving healthcare equipment and 
enhancing the oxygen supply to hospitals. The 
bank will also spend Rs 10 crores in partnering 
with NGOs to undertake community-based testing, 

strengthening vaccination drives, creating helplines 
for Covid-19-related matters, providing oxygen 
supply and other critical activities.

 Stellar Value Chain Solutions
The company has set aside 1.5 million square 
feet of warehousing space and transportation 
services to beef up supply of life-saving elements 
to hospitals on cost-free basis. The lion’s share of 
the warehousing space will come up in Mumbai, 
Delhi, Bengaluru, Kolkata and Indore. A tech-driven 
consumer supply chain company in India, Stellar 
Value Chain Solutions will also provide its fleet of 
refrigerated trucks for transporting Covid-19 vaccines 
besides facilitating storage of oxygen cylinders, 
oxygen equipment and oxygen concentrators, 
forgoing the entire cost.

 UBS Group AG
The company is donating $1.5 million to support a 
range of relief programmes in India. The first tranche 
of the donation will target the immediate supply of 
oxygen, medical supplies and medicine to those 
most in need. In the initial phase, UBS will work with 
Swasti, a Bengaluru-based NGO which designs and 
delivers health and well-being solutions across 
India. In stage two, UBS will support COVAX on 
education programmes and ensuring the equitable 
procurement and distribution of vaccines. In the third 
phase, UBS will team up with some of its existing 
partners in India to help build resilience in local 
communities and support mental well-being.

Photo credit: Hero MotoCorp
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Garnier’s Green Beauty 
Their (purported) sustainability is the message on the bottle

Being Sustainable 

W ith the launch of Garnier Green Beauty, the 
company has announced that it is looking to 
go further on its sustainability commitment, 

and in the process also help the beauty industry 
transition to a future based on sustainability.

As per the press release shared with CauseBecause, 
the Green Beauty initiative is ‘a complete end-to-end 
approach to sustainability.’ The aim is to transform 
every stage of Garnier’s value chain, reducing or 
eradicating environmental impact in areas such as 
plastic and packaging, product and formula, factories 
and manufacturing, and sourcing.

In the context of the launch, Adrien Koskas, Garnier 
Global Brand President, says, ‘Green Beauty will 
transform the way we do business. Developed with 
the help of our partners, researchers and customers, 
this initiative highlights a range of ambitious goals, 
underpinned by tangible targets. We pledge to 
lessen our impact on the planet and innovate for a 
sustainable future. It will take time, but Green Beauty 
will transform Garnier, and we hope the beauty 
industry as a whole.’

Pankaj Sharma, director, Consumer Products 
Division, L’Oréal India, says that the initiative ‘is our 
journey towards contributing to a better and more 
sustainable planet, while also creating a community 
of our consumers and supporters who can take this 
journey with us.’

John Abraham, Garnier India brand ambassador, talks 
about ‘making small changes’ that will contribute 
towards ‘a sustainable tomorrow and a greener future.’

The Green Beauty initiative also presents an annual 
global Sustainability Progress Report, offering 

transparency on Garnier’s commitments. The report 
can be tracked publicly via the Garnier website and 
states where Garnier stands today, mapping out the 
process of how the brand will reach its ambitious 
2025 targets.

Further, as part of L’Oréal for the Future, Garnier 
will be the first brand to implement Product 
Environmental & Social Impact Labelling. This aims to 
inform consumers on the environmental and social 
impact of their products, empowering them to make 
more sustainable choices. Being trialled in France and 
on haircare products, this labelling gives each product a 
sustainability score, from A to E, with products labelled 
‘A’ considered best in class. The score takes into 
account 14 environmental factors including sourcing, 
manufacture, transportation, usage and recyclability.

However, queries from CauseBecause sent to Garnier 
on a) whether the company will educate consumers 
about how best to recycle the product packaging and 
b) whether they are working with other companies in 
this space to give a stronger boost to sustainability for 
the beauty industry remain unanswered.

Bombay Shaving Company: Taking a stand on disposable razors

D isposable razors have significant environmental 
impact and potential detrimental effects on 
human health, aquatic animals and the wider 

ecosystem. Conveying this fact through a short video 
released on Earth Day, Bombay Shaving Company 
also sheds light on how this category of razors are a 
menace to our planet as their irreplaceable blades 
and plastic body contribute to 80% of all marine 
waste. Apparently, almost 200 million disposable 
razors are thrown away. Not just this, every time a ton 

of disposable razors is manufactured, 2.5 tons of 
carbon dioxide is released every single day. 

The video then proceeds to show how Bombay 
Shaving Company’s precision safety metal razor 
is a sustainable and environment-friendly way of 
shaving. Unlike disposable razors, safety razors 
are built to last a lifetime. These are recycle-ready, 
reduce plastic waste, and give a much better shaving 
experience, without hurting the environment.
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Just in: Indian Terrain’s 2nd edition of Fairtrade fashion line

T he collection is available at select exclusive 
brand outlets in India and in Indian Terrain’s 
ecommerce-enabled website. Regarding the 

launch, Charath Narsimhan, managing director, 
Indian Terrain Fashions Limited, says: ‘This pandemic 
has made everyone realise how important it is to be a 
socially responsible person in day-to-day life and I 
can see it (social responsibility) becoming a part of 
new aspirations for many. We are deeply proud to 
have commenced our collaboration with Fairtrade 
India last year to expand our role in a more 
responsible manner and contribute our part towards 
building responsible citizens with our everyday 
clothing. Indian consumers have the opportunity to 
be a catalyst of change by purchasing Fairtrade 
product lines, knowing it will improve the lives of 
thousands of workers, farmers and their families in 
trade, and that is truly extraordinary.’ 

Fairtrade is a global movement that aims to protect 
the environment and empower the farmers and 
workers who grow and make our food and clothes. 
Fairtrade works with smallholder-farmers to 
implement better social and environmental practices 
and connects these farming communities to 
businesses committed to greater sustainability. Thus, 
by connecting brands to farmers, Fairtrade offers an 
opportunity for businesses to use trade for change 
by creating Fairtrade-labelled products. A product 
labelled Fairtrade informs the consumers that certain 
social and environmental sustainability standards 

A SICS has launched a new collection of 
environmentally sustainable footwear and 
apparel called Earth Day Pack. The company 

has termed it their most planet-friendly cross-
category collection to date, having been created 
using a circular manufacturing approach that saw 
around 5 tons of textile waste, the equivalent of 
25,000 t-shirts, recycled into new shoes.

The pack includes many popular products from 
across ASICS running, court and Sportstyle 
ranges, as well as a wide range of clothing. And all 
footwear feature a specially created sunflower icon 
symbolising the brand’s commitment to preserving 
the planet for future generations.

The Earth Day Pack’s smaller environmental footprint 
is not just down to the materials it is made from. 
The socklining of the shoes are developed using 

a resource-saving technology called solution 
dyeing that reduces CO2 emissions by around 45% 
and cuts water use by around 33% compared to 
conventional dyeing processes.

Yasuhito Hirota, president and COO at ASICS, 
said: 'Since our founding in 1949, ASICS’ purpose 
has been to help people achieve a sound mind 
in a sound body. But for that, they need a sound 
earth to exercise on. That’s why we’re committed 
to playing our part in building a circular economy 
that helps reduce CO2 emissions and keep global 
warming at less than 1.5°C. It is said that only 1% 1 
of the world’s textile waste is upcycled while over 
70% of apparel ends up in landfill or incinerators. 
By continuing to innovate the manufacturing 
process across all our product categories, we can 
help build a circular economy and mitigate the 
impact of climate change.'

ASICS: Creating stuff out of textile waste

are being adhered to in the making of that product. 
In this way, consumers can choose responsibly and 
bring transformative change to farming communities.



A Hero MotoCorp CSR INITIATIVE

For ideas and partnership proposals, write to wecare@heromotocorp.com

In the past three years, 
there has been zero 
dropouts from our 
beneficiary schools in 
Haryana, Rajasthan 
and Uttarakhand. 
Enrolment and 
attendance rates 
have also increased 
manifold and academic 
outcomes have been 
noteworthy. 

We are thankful to 
our CSR partners who 
successfully engaged in 
the implementation of  
Project Shiksha.
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By Ranjan Rayna

Are CSR stories deflecting our attention 
from companies’ sustainability? 

Notes on sustainability reports of India’s top CSR spenders

Companies seeking to squeeze the most brand value out of their corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
spends is fair enough. Yet, when they go on and on about the lives they ‘touched’, livelihoods ‘impacted’, 
‘money’ donated, and suchlike, the idea shouldn’t be for that content (more like PR content) to cover up 
their irresponsible behaviours – for instance, their ‘not sustainable’ products or supply chains, or their 
high greenhouse gas emissions, or their shady manufacturing practices. The basic principles of corporate 
citizenship are non-negotiable. If someone out there is confused about this, let’s talk.
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In 2014, when India Inc. had sort of started to rethink 
their social side, Institute of Rural Management, 

Anand, organised a CSR Roundtable and happened 
to put me on a panel to discuss approaches to 
measure CSR and impact thereof. What we panellists 
‘almost’ (I say ‘almost’ because my fellow panellists 
included the CSR head of chemical fertiliser 
company UPL and the then CEO of Adani Foundation) 
agreed on was that before getting into creating 
measurement frameworks for CSR, which would 
always be proportionate to the company’s and its 
partners’ intent, one should look at and assess the 
company for the way it conducts business. More so, 
look at the real value that it adds and what it does for 
the collective progress of society…

The first point I am trying to make here is that the 
participants at the discussion agreed (or so I believe) 
that any company that continues to make a product 
that practically has no significant, or good, value 
(tobacco, carbonated beverages, all things sugary, 
all the cheap plastic…), or products that are literally 
dug out of the earth, or products whose need did not 
exist until they started to appear in ambiguous and/
or misleading marketing campaigns need not bother 
with doing up a ‘sustainability’ report.

The second point here is that there is no point 
pondering the first point. One cannot really do 
much about it. All one can do is be thankful for the 
increasing awareness levels of us consumers who 
are making conscious decisions – the ones who can 
see the filth that the product may have created on 
its way to the shelf, and therefore refuse to buy it on 
those grounds.

Now for the third point – which is that one may not 
assume a company to be ‘responsible’ just because 
they are talking about spending X amount to educate 
Y number of kids or empowering Z number of 
women. That part is fine in itself. However, do look 
at the natural resources that the company may have 

eaten into, the pollution it may be causing, or how 
well it treats its people – and this after deciding if 
it even has the right to exist. (Personally, I think the 
polluting companies – the ones with no focus on 
managing their waste or cutting emissions – are like 
those obnoxious people who do not flush the toilet 
after using it or care a damn about brushing their 
teeth and maintaining basic hygiene.)

So, is CSR making the difference that it is expected 
to? 
The straight answer to this is yes, though it’s not 
as much as it could (it can and it might in the near 
future). That’s mainly because a handful of ignorant 
or arrogant conglomerates – the ones who cannot 
be questioned – figured out ways to spend their 
mandatory funds in a way that technically qualifies 
as CSR expense but hardly makes any impact at the 
grassroots. 

Without letting that incongruity dampen our spirits 
and instead looking at the bright side of things, fact is 
that a majority of the companies seem to have their 
heads and hearts in the right place. Decision makers 
are beginning to get a handle on the development 
sector and realise the value of impact investing. 

Look at the current crisis for immediate reference. 
Had social spending not been mandatory, there 
would not be dedicated CSR teams or focused 
corporate–NGO partnerships that are playing a huge 
role in this fight against the pandemic. From food 
and ration supplies across the length and breadth of 
the country during the first phase of the pandemic, 

Think about it
The CSR kitty is consistently growing
In the last five years, corporate India has spent a 
whopping Rs 76,355 crore*, which is more than 
the annual budgetary allocation to the ministry of 
health or department of education, and about 30 
times the average annual budget of the ministry of 
environment. 

Has that made much of an impact? We should 
be able to answer this query soon enough, as 
the government recently mandated the impact 
assessments of projects with budgets of more 
than Rs 1 crore. 

Another question worth asking: are those social 
projects on par with the social schemes of the 
government? Well, there’s no ‘impact assessment’ 
mandate for the government’s initiatives, hence 
we can only do rough guesswork. 

*As per data available on National CSR Data Portal
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Sustainability indicators
Interestingly, while there are stringent laws that 
mandate CSR for companies, there aren’t any 
mandatory sustainability reporting parameters 
beyond standard compliances, which aren’t that 
stringent in the first place. For example, while the 
CSR law mandates large companies to spend two 
per cent of their net profits and also has a broad 
list of areas that the said money is to be spent on 
(the Amendment Rules that came out in January 
2021 even mandate reporting on the names 
of NGO partners and the segregation of funds 
disbursed to each one of them), there are no set 
standards or government regulations that mandate 
companies to report on their GHG emissions, 
natural resource usage, human resource practices, 
or other such parameters that are included in 
‘voluntary’ sustainability reporting. Yes, there are a 
few mandatory compliances such as environmental 
clearances, labour laws, disclosures under 
Companies Act, SEBI’s guidelines, etc., but they do 
not really cover the entire sustainability part.

So, when one wants to know about a company’s 
sustainability side – what they do about their 
carbon footprint, greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, 
usage of natural resources, the way they treat their 
workforce, their gender and diversity quotient, 
governance structures – the first point of reference 
is their sustainability report. Brought out annually, 
a thorough sustainability report which is created as 
per an internationally-accepted reporting standard 
(usually GRI) can give one a fair idea about the 
sustainability-focused efforts of a company.

Cover Story 

Think about it
You are a stakeholder in million-dollar 
corporations
Everything that you buy – your food and groceries, 
clothes, vehicles, watches, insurance…, if it comes 
from a company/brand that has a net worth of Rs 
500 crore or more, or turnover of Rs 1,000 crore or 
more, or a net profit of Rs 5 crore or more, it ‘has 
to’ spend 2 per cent of the average net profits of 
the immediately preceding three years on CSR 
activities.

This means that every time you buy from these 
companies, the two per cent of the profit that the 
company makes from the money that you pay has 
to go towards a cause. So, you have the right to 
ask, if not track, where that money-for-the-cause 
is being spent and how.

to extending support in building and ramping up 
healthcare infrastructure in the ongoing second 
wave, corporate India has gone way beyond the 
typical philanthropy that it was known for until about 
a decade ago.

Looking at the whole big picture beyond the 
pandemic, Team CauseBecause has closely 
witnessed the theory of change materialising at 
the grassroots. Ask any company that has put up 
information about their CSR on their website, and 
many of them will have stories to share about some 
sort of affirmative transformation that their projects 
have brought about – in the lives of rural women, in 
the education prospects for poor children, in creating 
avenues for gainful employment for the youth, in the 
form of environmental initiatives whose impact will 
start showing over time, and so on. 

The stories may have started to sound like cliché, 
but they are real. There is no denying that CSR 
has created many opportunities for the less 
privileged and marginalised ones, given beneficiary 
communities hope and infrastructure where none 
existed before, enabled the setting up of various 
facilities in the forgotten rural, and so on. 

Basic explanations done, now let’s go back to the 
actual question in the headline: are those big and 
good CSR spenders doing as much good on the 
sustainability front? To get to the answer, what this 
article does is put forth the content that they have 
shared in their sustainability reports and juxtapose the 
same with a few lines on their CSR spending patterns. 
Also, to keep things simple enough and at the same 
convey an idea of the general state of things, we have 
limited our study to the top five CSR spenders.
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Think about it
What 
would you make of a company that couldn’t care 
less about their plastic packaging or emissions but 
tells us a life-transforming story of a woman who 
is a beneficiary of their CSR project? 

OR 

What
would you make of a company that funds the 
education of poor children with a part of the profits 
it earns by selling foods and beverages that are 
one of the causes of childhood obesity, shortened 
life expectancy rates…?

Cover Story 

 Reliance Industries Ltd (RIL) A large chunk of the company’s CSR spends in the 
last five years has seemingly gone towards building 
healthcare and educational institutions, which, on the 
face of it, do add value to ‘society’. Which section of 
society it adds value to, is another matter though. 

Talking of sustainability, RIL used to bring out a 
standalone sustainability report until FY 2018–19 
and graduated to ‘integrated’ annual reporting in the 
last financial year. The integrated reports go beyond 
financial, employee, environmental and social data to 
also demonstrate how the company integrates broader 
risks and opportunities into its long-term sustainability 
strategy, risk management and operating policies, and 
points out the trade-offs between these issues.

Environmental performance
As specified above, here we will take a look at 
main points from their environmental sustainability 
indicators. 

The report states that to set organisational 
boundaries for consolidated GHG emissions, RIL 
has utilised the operational control approach for the 
various entities covered under the report. Accounting 
of GHG emissions at RIL is based on its group-level 
internal standard, which is based on standards and 

Environmental sustainability of top CSR spenders 
Although sustainability reports of almost all 
companies are available in the public domain, one 
needs to have time and patience to read those 
lengthy documents which can go up to a few 
hundred pages. More so, one has to be somewhat 
familiar with sustainability terminology as well as 
corporate jargons to understand those complex 
materiality indexes, graphs and diagrams that 
are meant to indicate what goes into planning, 
manufacturing, marketing, transporting and selling of 

their products and services, as also their life cycle – 
their impact on the planet and its people during their 
journey from the cradle to the grave, so to say.

Note that
 The names of the top CSR spenders as well as the 

areas where they spend their CSR money have 
been taken from the National CSR Data Portal, 
an initiative of the Ministry of Corporate Affairs, 
Government of India. 

 There’s also a brief update on the areas where the 
companies have seemingly spent the majority of 
their CSR funds in the last couple of years. 

 This study looks at only the environment-focused 
indicators – i.e., updates on a) greenhouse gases 
(GHG), b) water, and c) waste management – from 
each company’s sustainability report. The notes 
on their innovations, interventions and strategies 
have also been taken from these reports.

 This study has reproduced and analysed the 
content that is already available in the latest 
(mostly from FY 2019) sustainability reports of the 
companies.

 The content in the ‘think about it’ boxes reflect 
the author’s opinion and is not meant to offend, 
pinpoint, or hurt sentiments, etc., and are not 
necessarily endorsed by the organisation that the 
author represents. 

RIL is the only company to have spent Rs 500 crore 
annually on CSR since 2014. In FY 2019 this amount 
went over Rs 908 crore, making it the largest CSR 
spender in the country. 
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Total energy and water consumption 
While the company has shared how much GHG 
emissions they reduced and also how much water 
they saved, there is no mention of the total energy 
and water they consumed. 

The 2018–19 sustainability report had mentioned 
the total energy and water consumption separately 
for its petrochemicals, retail and digital services 
verticals. For example, total energy consumption by 
its refining and marketing operations was 4,001.98 
(000’ GJ/MMT of crude throughput), up from 

3,698.34, (000’ GJ/MMT of crude throughput) in FY 
2017–18.

Likewise, RIL’s water withdrawal in 2018–19 was 
155,387.71 (000’ m3), up from 150,518.83 (000’ m3) in 
2017–18. 

So, did the upward energy consumption and water 
withdrawal trends continue until last year? The 
integrated report does not clarify this point. And 
does ‘saved a certain amount’ mean a consumption 
cut? We could not understand that either. 

A quick note on their CSR
As per information shared on the National CSR 
Portal, of the Rs 908 crore that RIL spent towards 
CSR in FY 2019–20, Rs 500 crore was given for 
disaster relief. The second highest spend – 
amounting to approximately Rs 229 crore – was 
reserved for Jio Institute. Interestingly, the same 
institute had received a little over Rs 476 crore 
from the company’s CSR kitty of Rs 849 crore in 
FY 2018–19.

guidelines issued by Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), 
World Resource Institute (WRI), World Business 
Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD), 
International Petroleum Industry Environmental 
Conservation Association (IPIECA), and ISO 
14064. The company has registered eight clean 
development mechanism (CDM) projects with the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC). These projects are related to 
energy efficiency, use of renewable energy and 
cleaner fuels. 

RIL also claims to have built an in-house capacity to 
develop CDM projects and obtained the registration 
and issuance of the same in the form of Certified 
Emission Reductions (CERs) from UNFCCC.

GHG emissions 
During FY 2019–2020, the company managed a total 
GHG reduction of 351.4 kt CO2e due to their various 
energy conservation and renewable energy initiatives.

At RIL, stack emissions are regularly monitored at 
all manufacturing locations, for all the parameters 
stipulated in the ‘consent to operate’ including total 
particulate matter (TPM), oxides of sulphur (SOX) and 
oxides of nitrogen (NOx). 

The continuous emission and effluent monitoring 
systems (CEMS) for emissions and discharges, installed 
at the refinery and petrochemical units, transmit real-
time data to Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB). 
In FY 2019–20, the company’s absolute PM emissions 
decreased by 21.7% and NOx emissions decreased 
14.6% compared to FY 2018–19.

Water recycled/reused
In addition to minimising the use of freshwater, the 
report states that the company continues to widen its 
use of recycled water and treated effluent. Besides 
horticulture, the treated effluent is increasingly being 

reused for cooling tower make-up and for firewater 
requirement. Water losses are being minimised and 
rainwater harvesting capacities are being augmented.

During FY 2019–20, the total water recycled across all 
manufacturing plants was 74.4 million m3 as compared 
to 73.1 million m3 in FY 2018–19.

While the sustainability progress in Reliance’s report 
may not look progressive at the moment, the company 
seems to have some plans. The operator of the 
world’s biggest refining complex stated in March 2021 
that its non-energy businesses and increased use of 
renewable power would help it reach the goal of net 
zero carbon by 2035. 

Some missing elements
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Jindal Stainless Foundation (JSF)

Jindal Stainless Foundation (JSF), registered under the Registrar of Societies, is the CSR arm of Jindal Stainless, 
established to work for the greater good of the community. Our aim is to focus ‘Beyond Business Responsibilities’, 
stressing on the importance of seeing a change in lives of communities around our plant locations as well as other 
geographies. Our key focus areas are Women Empowerment, Education and Skill Development, Integrated Health Care, 
Environment Sustainability, Community Development, and Integrated Farming.

Under the able guidance of Mrs. Deepikaa Jindal, Chairperson, Jindal Stainless Foundation, our seasoned CSR 
professionals implement several initiatives through national and international civil societies and non-government 
organisations. Under the aegis of JSF, it is our earnest endeavour to uplift our surrounding communities and transform the 
lives of people who cross our path.
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  Oil and Natural Gas Corporation 
Limited (ONGC)

While there was quite a bit of noise a few years ago 
around public-sector undertakings not meeting their 
CSR obligations, the situation has changed for the 
better since then. ONGC’s website states that for 
the last two years it has achieved hundred per cent 
utilisation of its CSR budget, which has been to the 
tune of over Rs 500 crore each year. 

Yet, one of the world’s largest integrated oil and 
gas exploration and production (E&P) companies 
(and India’s largest) does not have a separate 
sustainability policy. The company has confusingly 
merged it with the CSR policy and publishes the 
same on its website as ‘CSR & Sustainability Policy’. 
On the other hand, though, it has been bringing out 
comprehensive sustainability reports for almost a 
decade now. All reports contain disclosures made in 
line with GRI indicators.

The 2019–2020 sustainability report covers 
sustainability performance of ONGC, its three 
subsidiaries: ONGC Videsh, Mangalore Refinery 
and Petrochemicals Limited (MRPL), and ONGC 
Mangalore Petrochemicals Limited (OMPL), and two 
joint ventures: ONGC Petro additions Limited (OPaL) 
and ONGC Tripura Power Company Limited (OTPC).

Environmental performance
Chapter 6 in ONGC’s sustainability report is titled 
Climate Change and Energy, and introduces us to 
the Carbon Management & Sustainability Group 
(CM&SG) Department. The company has constituted 
this department for adopting a systematic approach 

towards managing its carbon emissions and building 
sustainable solutions. 

Energy
ONGC’s total energy consumption in 2019-2020 was 
164,584.55 TJ, up from 156,033.71 TJ in 2018–19 and 
162,542.38 TJ in 2017–18. This clearly indicates an 
upward consumption trend.

The company’s report lays a lot of stress on sourcing 
more renewable energy and does show some 
progress – the percentage of energy from renewable 
sources has gone up from 0.18 per cent in 2018 to 
0.27 per cent in 2019. However, at this rate it seems 
like it will take a few more years for the company to 
cross the ‘one per cent’ mark. 

GHG emissions
At ONGC, carbon dioxide makes up most of its GHG 
emissions, and it comes predominantly from their 
processing and downstream operations, including 
exhaust from combustion units and flares. 

In 2019, the direct GHG emissions of ONGC Group 
were 24.57 MMT of CO₂e, up from 23.59 MMT of CO₂e 
in 2018 and 20.17 MMT of CO₂e in 2017. Likewise, the 
indirect emissions have also grown from 0.54 MMT of 
CO₂e in 2017 to 0.74 MMT of CO₂e in 2019. 

Water
ONGC uses fresh water for its E&P operations 
at offshore and onshore facilities. However, the 
geographic spread of its operations results in unique 
water challenges – its northeastern assets have an 
abundance of water, whereas its assets in Gujarat 
and Rajasthan and Uran Plant face shortage of fresh 
water. The company’s offshore installations have 
to use seawater desalination plants to meet their 
demand for fresh water. 

The company’s efforts are focused on minimising 
the overall use of water in its operations, increasing 
the use of recycled water, and developing rainwater 
harvesting systems to replenish groundwater 
resources. 

Interestingly, water consumption is one 
environmental parameter where ONGC seems to be 
doing fine. Although the company’s usage increased 
to 21.69 billion litres in FY 2019 – from 17.66 billion 
litres in FY 2017, the sources of water changed for the 
better. The company started relying more on surface 
water than groundwater and municipal water. The 
report also mentions ‘other’ sources from which the 
company drew 5.33 billion litres of water in FY 19, 
but the names of these other sources have not been 
mentioned in the report.
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The consistent year-on-year increase in energy 
consumption as well as GHG emission levels indicate 
that there is a long way to go for the company before 
it becomes carbon-neutral.

A quick note on their CSR
Interestingly, while the company disbursed Rs 
586.85 crore among 30 projects in FY 2018–19, 
in 2019–2020 the entire CSR budget of Rs 582.35 
crore was allocated to just one project: the 
ONGC Healthcare Multispeciality Hospital at 
Rajabari, Sibsagar, Assam. This allocation was for 
Phase 2 of the project as it had already received 
over Rs 63 crore for Phase 1 a year earlier.

A quick note on their CSR
Since FY 2017, the company has been reporting  
its CSR spending in only five projects, of which 
the largest chunk has been going to TCS 
Foundation. Curiously enough, TCS Foundation 
does not seem to have any website; its annual 
reports or details of its initiatives could not be 
found on the internet either.

  Tata Consultancy Services (TCS)

TCS is one of the top CSR spenders in the country, 
spending more than Rs 400 crore annually since 
2016. The company’s CSR spends crossed Rs 600 
crore mark last year. 

TCS’s sustainability report states that the company 
views its responsibility for environmental stewardship 
seriously and has taken a ‘beyond compliance’ 
approach, setting a vision for environmental 
sustainability, as articulated in the Environmental 
Policy. This translates into a strong focus on 
operational efficiency and concern for the environment 
across the organisation and in the value chain.

Environmental Performance
Energy and emissions
The company’s energy-consumption curve has been 
steadily falling since 2008, when it used to consume 
319 kWh/FTE per month. The consumption now 
stands at 128 kWh/FTE per month. 

In FY 2020, TCS consumed a total of 547 GWh of 
electricity, of which 10.9% was from renewable 
sources, ~3.5% was from onsite utilities, and the 

remaining was purchased electricity. Total direct 
energy used was 0.13 million GJ and total direct plus 
indirect energy used was 2.08 GJ. The total electricity 
consumed, as well as direct energy usage, have gone 
down, indicating better controls.

In FY 2020, the company added 2 MWp of rooftop 
solar, taking the total on-site rooftop solar capacity 
across its campuses to 7.6 MWp. This contributed 6.4 
million units of electricity generated from in-house 
solar plants.

TCS has been able to reduce its specific energy 
consumption by over 60% over baseline year FY 
2008, and bring down its greenhouse gas emissions 
(Scope 1 + Scope 2) from 3 tCO2E/FTE/annum in 
FY 2008 to 1.15 tCO2e/FTE/annum in the current 
reporting year, an appreciable reduction of 61.6%.

Other emissions
TCS’s sustainability report does not have data on 
ozone depletion potential (ODP) refrigerants but 
does state that it is committed to using zero ODP 
refrigerants in its operations. It may be noted that the 
company’s new facilities have HVAC systems based 
on zero-ODP refrigerants. 

Talking of Scope 3 emissions factors, the company 
estimates that value chain emissions amounted to 
1.57 tCO2e per FTE in FY 2020.

Water
In FY 2020, consistent water-management measures, 
consolidation of offices and increased occupancy of 
greenfield centres helped reduce specific freshwater 
consumption by over 9% compared to FY 2019.

Of the 3.9 million kilolitres of freshwater consumed 
by TCS in FY 2020, 56 per cent came from municipal 
sources, 28% from third-party suppliers, 14 per cent 
from groundwater, and 2 per cent from rainwater 
harvested at its campuses. The water-efficiency 
measures have helped the company to reduce 
freshwater consumption by over 27 per cent over 
baseline year FY 2008. Total treated sewage recycled 
as a percentage of the total sewage generated was 
~70% in FY 2020.
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CB Impact, the research, evaluations and strategic consulting arm of CauseBecause, has steadily expanded over the 
past decade. The team engages with corporate groups, non-profit entities as well as government departments to 
conduct research studies including baseline and need assessment surveys, midline and endline impact assessments, 
and project evaluations, and lends strategic support in the conceptualisation of large-scale social programmes.
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Our capacity

As our research engagements continue to expand, so does our capacity to evaluate and assess the 
impact of large-scale projects. In the past few years, the team has been involved in the evaluation of 
more than a 100 high-investment projects.

The community 

The CauseBecause community – individuals who support and participate 
at our events, contribute towards and read and share our newsletters 
and magazine, and engage in talks with us to exchange ideas, insights 
and experiences – continues to grow organically. Alongside, the network 
of Thought Leaders who have been felicitated at Coffee for Cause (since 
the first edition in the year 2015) has grown as well. 

Now, with the inclusion of information and features on  
sustainable products, services and alternatives, a bunch of conscious 
consumers – whose numbers can only go up – have also become a 
part of the CauseBecause community. All said and done, in its 12th 
year, CauseBecause is poised to take its next momentous leap on the 
strength of this community that will make all the difference in the way 
we understand, perceive, practise, and propagate sustainability.
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HDFC Bank is one of the largest private sector 
banks in the country and is steadily scaling up with a 
diverse base of more than 5.6 crore customers. The 
bank’s CSR pie has grown steadily, with nearly Rs 100 
crore being added to its kitty every year. From over 
Rs 120 crore in FY 2015, the company’s CSR spending 
more than tripled in FY 2020, at Rs 535 crore.

Talking of sustainability reports, turns out that 
HDFC has the smallest report as compared to the 
other companies in this article. However, the report 
manages to cover major aspects with data on 
essential sustainability indicators, except water.

Environmental performance
Energy and emissions
HDFC has undertaken several steps to minimise 
emissions, which include wide adoption of digital 
banking channels, energy-efficiency measures and 
paper conservation. Reporting on Scope 3 emissions, 
the bank includes emissions from air travel, rail travel, 
car hire, e-waste and paper used. 

During FY 2019–20, the energy intensity per HDFC 
employee was 16.77 GJ. This is calculated on the 
basis of the total energy consumed by the bank 
within its operations, including energy from fuel for 
DG sets, owned vehicles and electricity. 

The bank’s GHG emissions intensity stands at 2.88 
MTCO2 e per crore total income. In FY 2019–20, it 
recorded about 13 per cent reduction in absolute 
combined Scope 1 and Scope 2 emissions, which can 
be attributed to the several initiatives undertaken by 
the bank.

HDFC also managed to reduce energy consumption 
across operations by regulating its existing 
equipment and installing energy-efficient equipment, 
among other interventions. In FY 2019–20, it recorded 
about 12% reduction in combined diesel and 
electricity consumption, despite an increase in its 
branch network. Overall, it reported 17.23 lakh kWh 
of energy savings, of which 145.5 KW came from its 
solar capacity, which in 2018 was 135.5 KW.

Water
The report missed out on water consumption and 
saving patterns.

Interesting: Unlike the majority of Indian 
corporates, HDFC has defined its sustainability 
targets for 2022.
As per the company’s sustainability report, its 2022 
goals are to reduce:
 Scope 1 and Scope 2 emissions intensity by 10%
 Absolute Scope 1 and Scope 2 emissions by 3%
 Total energy consumption by 3%
 Energy intensity by 5% 

Leading responsibly

Sustainability  
Report 
2019-20

 HDFC Bank

A quick note on their CSR
The company’s CSR initiatives are focused on 
education, healthcare, and rural and economic 
development, and it has updates on all the 
interventions on its website. However, in its 
consolidated report available on National CSR 
Portal, the company lists only six flagship projects. 

In its last FY, of a total amount of Rs 535.31 
crore, the company spent about Rs 386 crore 
on promotion of education. The other large 
allocations went into projects focused on rural 
development and poverty eradication.
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Infosys believes 
communicating with 
transparency and 
encouraging views 
from stakeholders is an 
important element of 
being a sustainability 
leader. With this thought, 
the Company presents 
its annual Sustainability 
Report, to disclose its 
approach, commitments 
and impact.

Resilient and Responsible. 
That’s Live Enterprise.

Sustainability Report 
2019-20

 Infosys Limited

A quick note on their CSR
The company put their CSR money in 37 projects 
in 2019–20. It may be noted that Rs 50 crore went 
to PM CARES fund and over Rs 22 crore was spent 
on other Covid-19 relief work.The company spends 
a large part of its CSR fund on projects focused 
on environmental sustainability. For example, it 
contributed Rs 36 crore towards the rejuvenation 
of a lake in Karnataka. Other notable CSR 
spending has been on promotion of education, 
especially science education, as well as upgrading 
healthcare facilities for rural communities. 

In October 2020, Infosys became the first Indian 
company to turn carbon-neutral. The company’s 
press release post this milestone claimed that over 
the past years it had reduced its per-capita electricity 
consumption by over 55 per cent, with the goal being 
to transition to renewable energy. 

The company claims to have developed a portfolio 
of community-based carbon-offset projects that 
focus primarily on socioeconomic development 
of rural communities and contribute to the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The projects 
not only address climate change but also benefit 
over 100,000 rural families. This is a model that many 
Indian companies are yet to explore – this merging 
of CSR and sustainability initiatives in order to solve 
problems of needy communities and at the same 
time offset the company’s carbon footprint.  

Environmental performance
GHG emissions and energy 
The company’s total GHG emissions – counting 
Scope 1 + 2 + 3 (with capital goods) – stood at 487,252 
tCO2e in FY 2019. The company reported year-on-
year reduction of per capita (Scope 1 + 2) of -2.93%.

The emissions-reduction initiatives of the company 
focus on renewable energy generation and 
procurement. In FY 2019, for its India operations the 
company consumed a total of 268,663,617 kWh 

Any thoughts?
So, among the top five CSR spenders from 2020, 
there’s one conglomerate with interests in oil, 
gas, digital services and retail, two are oil and 
gas giants, another two are digital/IT services 
giants, with one bank in that mix. The same type 
of companies are the next top 10 spenders after 
these five. So this does give us a fair idea of the 
industries that have been profiting the most. 

A thought here: When was the last time you 
skipped paying your electricity bill, argued/
bargained over the fuel price, or missed an EMI, 
which actually is totally impossible with the digital/
technological advancements and environments 
that tech companies have woven around you?

Looking at the sustainability reports, it seems 
that the ITeS companies and banks may manage 
their net-zero emissions provided the feasibility 
and reliability of alternative energy resources 
continue to improve and the ongoing research 
and experiments to harness and store more 
energy are successful. On the other hand, it’s a 
long way to sustainability for traditional oil and 
gas companies, especially the ones who are 
hardly meeting the desired Scope 1 and Scope 2 
standards. The more worrisome part here is that 
these companies continue to enjoy some sort of 
immunity because of the country’s dependency 
on them and their economic viability. A sunken 
barge here, a spill there, and a fire somewhere 
will continue to be labelled as natural disasters.

Think about it
Are the SDGs practical? Didn’t we learn it in 
school that goals without well-thought-out plans, 
strategy and focus are not goals but dreams?

How old are you? What is the average age of 
people who are supposedly taking decisions about 
the planet’s sustainability? And what is the age of 
your children?

electricity, of which 119,036,593 kWh (over 44 per cent) 
came from renewable sources. It also saved 532,892 
kWh from energy-efficient retrofits in its buildings. 

Water
For its India operations, the company consumed 
2,776,602 kilolitres of water in FY 2019–20, a 
significant fall from 3,237,292 kilolitres a year before. 

The primary source of water at the company is munic-
ipal water (1,886,524 kilolitres), followed by private pro-
viders that send about 614,530 kilolitres to the company. 
It also makes good use of rainwater, having managed to 
reuse 152,470 kilolitres of the same in the last FY.
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Diversity-equity-inclusion (DEI) at workplaces 
and why these matter

By Sanjana

While diversity is self-explanatory, an inclusive 
workplace is one where opportunities, 

contributions, and evaluations are untainted by 
discrimination of any kind. This brings one to the 
third pillar of DEI – equity. Conceptually, equality and 
equity are often mistaken for synonyms.However, 
while equality is about treating every person the 
same, equity takes into account the fact that some 
people have more disadvantages due to their social 
and economic locations and others have more 

privileges, and hence, equal treatment is often not 
enough to close already existing gaps. To use an 
example, a race between able-bodied individuals 
and someone who has a broken leg is unfair because 
the latter is already at a massive disadvantage. 
Equity means ensuring the barriers that people 
from marginalised groups face are recognised and 
suitably addressed. It’s not a handout, it is creating a 
level-playing field.

Years of identity-related activism and discourse 
have finally borne fruit with anti-sexual 
harassment policies, gender and racial diversity, 
and unconscious-bias trainings going mainstream 
and becoming a key part of modern workplaces. 
And the biggest proof of this encouraging turn 
of events is the growing prevalence of diversity 
and inclusion as a core part of corporate strategy, 
goals, and culture. Now referred to as diversity, 
equity & inclusion, DEI is a catchall term used to 
describe a workplace where people, irrespective 
of their backgrounds and social identities (such 

as gender, sexuality, caste, race etc), are treated 
with respect and given the right opportunities 
and support without any bias or discrimination. 
It is a workplace which responds proactively to 
the needs of those from marginalised groups 
rather than the other way round, because ‘merit’, 
as currently understood, is mostly an accident of 
unearned privileges. So, have organisations on the 
whole been able to prioritise DEI, and what does 
prioritising the same entail? Also, we give here a 
bird-eye’s view of how corporate India fares on DEI 
best practices.
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Why should organisations prioritise DEI?
Why is DEI important and why should organisations 
pursue it? The first reason is simple – it’s the right 
thing to do! The world is a complex, diverse place 
and no two individuals are the same. It rightfully 
follows that our workplaces should reflect that. And 
inclusivity and equity are ideals that every society 
and every organisation should strive for. After all, who 
doesn’t want a fair, equal and just world that works 
for everyone? And our workplaces are a critical part 
of building such a society. 

While the roots of diversity initiatives can be traced 
back to equal pay, employment discrimination acts, 
and various forms of affirmative actions (in India, this 
would be the constitutionally mandated reservations 
for SCs and STs), the rise of identity politics and 
movements and the increasing participation of 
women in the formal sector has precipitated 
the corporate mainstreaming of DEI 
trainings and initiatives. Countries like 
Norway, Finland and Spain have 
implemented various gender-
related quotas and laws 
that have also fuelled the 
legitimating of these policies.

The economic case for 
diversity and inclusion is a 
succinct one: it improves 
profits, productivity, and 
innovation. Starting from 
evidence of higher revenues 
for companies with diverse 
management teams to 
better performance to happier 
employees and even a double-digit 
growth in world GDP if employment 
opportunities are equal for women, it could 
be considered borderline blasphemy to question this 
widespread consensus. Of course, like most data, the 
cause and effects of diversity can be a complicated 
knot to untangle. However, combined with the fact 
that both workers and consumers today, millennials 
and GenZ alike, view diverse organisations as a 
positive and a significant factor in their decision-
making process, a company would ignore DEI at its 
own peril.

Then there’s the moral case already cited above: 
in a fair and just society, there should be no 
discrimination against an individual on the basis 
of their identities and everyone should have equal 
opportunities to realise their true potential. Few who 
support human rights and dignity would dispute that. 
It, then, necessarily follows that workplaces should 
have recruitment, retention, and rewards policies and 

programmes that are diverse, inclusive, and aim for 
equitable outcomes. 

It should be noted that though DEI is historically 
associated with gender diversity, it is equally 
important to be cognisant of ascriptive identities 
such as race, caste, class, sexuality, and disability. A 
truly equitable workplace is one that is aware of the 
socioeconomic dynamics of the societies in which 
they operate and accordingly work towards shaping 
their responses and processes to accommodate the 
local complexities and nuances. This isn’t to suggest 
that building such a culture is easy and like any other 
corporate project, it needs significant investment and 
leadership buy-in. But unlike other projects, it is a 
lifelong one.

DEI best practices
There’s no dearth of experts, handbooks, articles, 

or pithy LinkedIn posts about best 
practices for DEI. As with anything 

that can be commodified, a 
whole industry around DEI has 

cropped up in recent years. A 
few best practices, though, 
are worth revisiting and the 
few companies who seem to 
be taking it seriously, worth 
investigating.

  Leading by example: 
Like any workplace 

initiative, without the explicit 
commitment and enthusiastic 

support of top management, 
DEI is likely to remain consigned 

to PowerPoint slides. Leaders 
necessarily need to champion it and 

set examples by showcasing that their own 
decisions are guided by it. For example, BASF, 
a German multinational chemical company, is 
well-known for its focus on DEI and specifically 
for getting leaders onboard and accountable. In 
fact, a Talent/D&I dashboard tracks the impact of 
leaders’ behaviours and actions on D&I and talent 
performance. This helps monitor progress or, 
sometimes, the lack of. 

 Meeting targets through integration: Collecting 
initial data to identify gaps is a critical first step 
in improving an organisation’s DEI practices, but 
equally important is setting time-bound targets—
such as BASF’s goal to increase the proportion of 
women in leadership positions to 30% by 2030, 
or Accenture India’s to have a 50/50 gender-
balanced workforce by 2025. However, be it for 
a successful product launch or higher sales, the 
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only way to meet targets is to integrate them into 
workplace processes, practices, and cultures. 
And this, in turn, requires designing a suitable 
framework and relevant metrics. Practices could 
include deploying safe and alternate feedback 
and complaint mechanisms for underrepresented 
groups, while some useful metrics are tracking 
the turnover rate and representation in managerial 
positions for such employees.

 Cultural customisation: While the underlying 
principles of DEI are immutable, societies, like 
people, have their own unique characteristics 
and histories and it is important to be aware of 
the local cultures and nuances when designing 
and implementing such initiatives. There is no 
one-size-fits-all when it comes to formulating 
DEI strategies. Leveraging local needs and 
insights ensures that the workforce embraces 
these changes for the long haul and for the right 
reasons. Messaging is key and what might work 
in one location isn’t necessarily applicable in 
another. For multinational corporations, this also 
helps in the exchange of information as well as 
knowledge transfer on best practices. A good 
example here is Johnson & Johnson which learnt 
this the hard way and organised a transatlantic 
conference to bridge the gap.

 Involve people: Ultimately, workplaces are 
people-driven and a company is its human 
resource. It stands to reason that involving 
employees, especially managers, in designing 
DEI policies is a key success factor. This is 
different from organising employee resource 
groups or business resource groups which 
are employee networks to create a safe and 
welcoming environment for underrepresented 
groups and provide support, mentorship and 
networking opportunities. Getting managers 
onboard and actively seeking their inputs and 
participation makes such initiatives responsive 
to internal team dynamics while giving them a 

stake in the success. It also avoids a top-down, 
didactic approach where DEI and HR experts are 
telling them what to do rather than making them 
stakeholders in the quest for a better workplace 
environment. 

Needless to say, this list of best practices isn’t 
exhaustive. Aside from skills and talent, organisations 
are inherently about group dynamics, social 
behaviours, and human psychology, and so, 
implementing DEI at workplaces is going to be a 
lengthy process of trial, error, and hopefully learning. 
Openness, transparency and humility will be the key 
attributes towards making it a vital and entrenched 
part of organisational culture.

Assessing corporate India’s DEI performance
DEI in corporate India is yet to reach the not-so-lofty 
heights of the rest of the world. Though diversity 
and inclusion should be as central to a company’s 
functioning as marketing or sales, like any other ‘HR’ 
initiative it has been relegated to a tick-in-the-box 
with some well-meaning but haphazard programmes 
and a patchwork of policies that don’t add up to a 
holistic strategy. While paid maternity leaves, period 
leaves, and networking forums are welcome, there’s 
little evidence to suggest that corporations are 
investing the required amounts of time and work 
into creating a diverse workforce for the longterm 
while facilitating an environment of inclusivity and 
ensuring equity. Companies like Nestle India that 
are considered the gold standard for DEI in the 
country have limited themselves to basic data on 
gender diversity progress, such as number of women 
employees. The less said about the rest, the better.

A review of diversity initiatives by India’s leading 
tech companies reveals their limitations in scope 
and ambition. Most are related to programmes 
that teach women and/or young girls to code. 
While this is certainly needed, owing to the lack of 
adequate female representation in STEM, it is one 
part of a complex solution. The same can be said 
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about laudable efforts to offer career pathways to 
women who have taken a break due to motherhood 
or other reasons (it would be nice to get concrete 
data on this though, beyond just talking points). 
Questions abound whether there’s enough 
investment and outreach for other marginalised 
groups, hiring practices, opportunities for promotion 
and management roles, steps taken to actively 
foster an environment where minorities are made 
to feel welcome and their expertise sought and 
acknowledged, leadership accountability and data 
transparency, to name a few. 

It is important to assess and predict the intended 
and unintended consequences of DEI initiatives. 
For instance, at first glance, granting period leaves 
for menstruating women is a much-needed policy. 
However, if that results in women being shut out from 
important projects and meetings or if it engenders 
resentment towards them, then failing to plan for 
such contingencies will result in further degradation 
of the work environment. Anyone who’s ever worked 
in an office has made, heard, or been at the receiving 

end of crude jokes and complaints about ‘diversity 
hires’ and supposed incompetency because of social 
backgrounds. Andironically, in a country as diverse as 
India, such toxic remarks continue to remain par for 
the course.

Then there’s the fact that till the #MeToo movement, 
many companies in India did not have a semi-
functioning ICC (internal complaints committee), 
as mandated by the POSH (Prevention of Sexual 
Harassment) Act, so questions will be raised about 
their commitment towards DEI and underlying 
motivations. However, even as there is some 
noteworthy movement on the diversity front, it 
is on equity and inclusion that Indian companies 
appear to be clueless and/or uninterested. Inclusion 
seems to be interpreted as gender neutrality 
(which is necessary but is only a starting point) and 
equity initiatives, if at all existent, are relegated to 
mentorship programmes and occasional workshops 
and trainings. Some, like Godrej, seem to recognise 
the hard parts about fostering and maintaining a 
diverse and inclusive workplace. Unfortunately, 
solving the problem of what comes after that 
recognition is yet to be attempted by any major 
Indian company.

Understandably, corporations can only do so much 
in a society where sexism, racism, casteism, and 
all other discriminatory -isms are normalised to the 
point of being a desired feature and not an unwanted 
bug. Our workplaces reflect the world we live in 
and people are messy, complicated, and rife with 
conscious hypocrisies and unconscious biases. 
However, the workplace is also an ecosystem which 
can be controlled and manipulated, and hence it has 
the potential to be a place that, with the right kinds of 
intentions, efforts and incentives, is truly egalitarian 
and inclusive of all. Corporations wield tremendous 
influence in modern societies and have the ability to 
affect change and informthe existing discourse on 
what’s right—and within that, what’s possible. It would 
be a pity if they fail to use that power responsibly.  
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The consumer in me, the me in this consumer
Some quick notes on being a conscious consumer

By Padma Pegu

If there’s one thing I know with ever more certainty today, it is that I could know much better about stuff. 
The good stuff, you know. The kind of stuff that is good for the earth. The kind of good that is way more 
precious than many, many of us realise right now.

It’s like this. The more I try to learn about the things I consume, how 
they are made, where they are sourced from, what they take from 

the planet’s bountiful but increasingly scarce resources, the less I 
want to consume them. Not that I always want to consume less—
who doesn’t like the feel and smell of new stuff?

But it’s good to have that little something poking at the back of one’s 
head. Rather a spoilsport, this pokey conscience keeper, but we all 
need it, I daresay.

As we start coming out of a pandemic (not really coming out, it’s 
more like a see-saw happening right now) with some soul-searching 
and new perspectives, and prepare to get started on another year—
nay, a new decade, let’s hear this conscience keeper out on the 
things that we consume to get by. Just make it promise to keep it 
simple enough so as to be doable, likeable, and good to live with.

We shall approach this in terms of some major consumption 
categories and simultaneously flag up relevant concerns. 
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FMCG  
WHAT WE EAT, COOK WITH, CLEAN WITH, ETC.

Processed foods, fresh foods (fruits, vegetables), dry 
goods (coffee, tea), beverages, toiletries, personal 
care products, cleaning and laundry products, 
stationery, over-the-counter medicines, a range of 
plastic goods… basically our everyday/frequently 
used items fall in this category. This also means that 
at the individual household level these have one 
of the largest carbon footprints of all categories of 
consumption.

As for the FMCG industry, addressing the life-
cycle (from sourcing and production to disposal) 
environmental impact of their products is more than 
about recyclable packaging. What companies are 
doing to address their impacts in their manufacturing 
practices and supply chains is critical – more and 
more number of consumers want to know about what 
happens behind the scenes, and if they don’t really 
care to know, well, they should. 

It helps to remember that what happens during 
production or what raw material is used can 
have health implications for us, over and above 
environmental implications. For example, antibiotics 
injected in chickens can increase human beings’ 
antibiotic resistance, which poses a serious health 
risk. Hopefully, you are not one of those who think 
it’s okay for your laundry products to have chemicals, 
just because, you know, you don’t eat them. (Look 
at the bright and good side – using natural cleaners 
will cost less, it will cut down on the number of toxins 
you are exposing yourself and the environment to, 
and it will have a more positive impact on your indoor 
air quality.) Similarly, you wouldn’t think chemicals in 
your cosmetics are fine, right? If you knew that some 
of these chemicals are linked to serious health issues 
and can be as harmful as the chemicals in your food?

Let us be absolutely clear on this – that we should 
not let companies make us buy stuff that can be 

harmful for us or the environment. It is up to us to 
do background checks, read labels and understand 
what ingredient is what and how much of which 
ingredient is too much, demand answers if we think 
we should know the answers, find solutions and 
alternatives, and so on. Let companies change tack 
in accordance with what the growing number of 
conscious consumers are looking for. 

Concerns and priorities
 How much is a given company’s waste to 

landfill, considering that a lot of packaging 
waste ends up in landfills? Is it making efforts 
to develop sustainable packaging?

 What do companies do about packaging 
after it is used? Do they do anything at all 
about it? (How about using less packaging, or 
encouraging consumers to return packaging?)

 FMCG companies rely heavily on water through 
their supply chains – so how responsible are 
they in their water use?

 How much is the nutrition value in the food 
they sell us (for example, nutrition value can be 
enhanced by cutting down sugar, salt and fat 
in products)?

 Are companies using alternative, natural, 
biodegradable, plant-based raw material in 
products? 

 How much plastic am I consuming owing to 
the packaged things I buy, and what must 
be the plastic waste in my house? What 
substitutes or alternatives can I use to reduce 
plastic going out of my house?

 Know that many of the household, regular 
things we buy may be from the same FMCG 
company, with a basket of products and brands 
in its portfolio. You may want to understand 
that company’s stand on environment, 
transparency, social responsibility and justice, 
engagement with communities, and so on. The 
internet has brought this kind of information 
within reach for consumers and we can share 
what we know with others.
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WHAT WE WEAR
Quick question: What percentage of the clothes in 
your wardrobe must be not from fast-fashion brands? 
Put another way, what percentage of the clothes 
are from brands making clothes sustainably and 
ethically?

There’s a reason fast fashion is called ‘fast’ – they 
are produced real fast to reach customers fast. 
Which means quick turnarounds. A whole lot of 
quick turnarounds throughout the year is a whole 
lot of garments out there. We are talking of mass-
produced, relatively cheap garments that the brands 
want people to wear for short periods and discard 
at the earliest. The result is a huge amount of textile 
waste. It is estimated that more than half of the fast 
fashion produced is disposed of in under a year. 
Worse, before reaching the landfill, that polyester 
dress has already done much damage by releasing 
microplastics into the environment. If you thought 

plastic in the ocean was only from plastic bottles and 
plastic packets, you’ve got another think coming.

Clothing made from organic, reusable materials 
can last for years and reduce truckloads of textile 
waste. Can we convey to retailers and brands our 
preferences by shifting loyalties to their ‘sustainably 
produced’ collections, or better still by patronising 
brands that are wholly sustainable/organic/ethical/
responsible/transparent? 

WHAT WE PLAY WITH
As much as 90 per cent of toys are made of plastic. 
Saying that kids are drowning in plastic toys will 
hardly be an exaggeration. Further, while these 
things create instant gratification, they also have 
an extremely short shelf life because, you know, 
there are so many of these toys. (There is also the 
tendency of young children to put their toys in the 
mouth, which is especially alarming if these things 
contain toxic chemical ingredients.) Also, why just the 
toys – think of the amount of packaging that these 
come bundled in, exacerbating the plastic situation.

Concerns and priorities
 Where are my clothes being made and who is 

making them – are they being made ethically?
 What fabrics are being used, how are these 

fabrics being sourced and made, and what is 
the overall carbon footprint involved?

 Are my clothes made from organic fibres/
natural fibres?  

 Are my clothes made of fibres that have low 
water consumption, such as linen and recycled 
fibres?

 What are the long-term effects of the 
chemicals in synthetic materials like polyester, 
rayon and nylon?

 Are the companies I buy from using 
sustainable fabrics and packaging? 
(Sustainability can be embedded in each stage 
– whether it’s cutting of fabric, reusing fabric 
scraps [to make accessories, for example], 
using ecofriendly dyes and fabrics, or the 
packaging.)

 Do the companies I buy from have transparent 
manufacturing processes? Do they treat their 
workers well – for example, do they pay them 
fair wages, or provide decent and safe working 
conditions?

 What are these companies doing to reduce 
their carbon footprint (the fashion industry 
generates at least 5 per cent of global 
emissions)? Do they, for example, use less 
water during manufacturing? Are they 
using harmful chemical dyes and hence are 
responsible for contaminating the water bodies 
where the leftover dyes end up going?
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Mercifully, things are starting to change. Consumers 
are becoming aware of plastic and its negative 
impact on their lives, their children’s health, and the 
environment. And sure enough, companies are taking 
note of this and announcing their plans to phase out 
plastic from their products and packaging. Using 
sustainable materials can and does present a unique 
challenge, but companies will have to be equal to 
the challenge and employ their R&D as best as they 
can towards this goal.

Among other things, if toys are made with materials 
that biodegrade, a family can compost these 
themselves or send it out for municipal composting. 
In fact, hosting or sponsoring free neighbourhood toy 
exchanges is a great option for manufacturers and 
retailers, and apart from adding to their sustainability 
quotient, this will boost their credibility and 
encourage greater loyalty from consumers.

As consumers, it makes a lot of sense to ask 
ourselves whether an item is necessary, how often 
it will be used, and for how long. Some of us tend 
to simply throw away used toys, which makes one 
wonder if there was any point to buying these in the 
first place. Hand-me-downs as a practice is catching 
up, thankfully, and as a conscious consumer, this is 
something you should consider and propagate. The 
market for used toys is expanding and you will find 
many shops that let you buy and sell used toys.

HOW WE COMMUTE/TRAVEL
If you live in a city with one of the highest air pollution 
levels in the world and with emissions from vehicles 
figuring among the major causes for that pollution, 
you know the drill – which is that each one of us has 
a role to play in bringing vehicular emissions down 
by either commuting less or commuting in ways 
that do less harm (public transport, non-motorised 
transport, shared transport, using electric or even 
hybrid vehicles, etc.). To put things in perspective, 
60 per cent of road transport emissions come from 
passenger travel (cars, motorcycles and buses); and 
the remaining 40 per cent from road freight (lorries 
and trucks), as per data from International Energy 
Agency (IEA). A study by IEA also states that growing 
demand for SUVs was the second largest contributor 
to the increase in global CO2 emissions from 2010 to 
2018, eclipsing all shipping, aviation, heavy industry, 
and even trucks, as well as offsetting both efficiency 
improvements in smaller cars and carbon savings 
from electric vehicles.

The point is that the case for conscious travelling/
commuting is strong almost everywhere, for 
reducing carbon dioxide emissions, congestion and 
pollution. The impact of long commutes for work on 
well-being, the stress of rush hours, the scourge of 
road rage, and suchlike are real problems too.

For evidence, we have the recent lockdowns in cities 
across the world, one unmissable consequence of 
which was that emissions fell and the skies cleared. 
Many cities enjoyed clean air for the first time in 
decades.

Yet, since lockdowns were only a stopgap measure 
to arrest a pandemic, what may be a long-term and 
practical way out of the maze of traffic? Right now, 
people are taking fewer journeys and assessing 

Concerns and priorities
 Are companies committed to making safe, 

toxin-free toys?
 Are these companies committed to phasing 

out plastic packaging on their products?
 What is their stand on reducing energy 

consumption, water consumption, waste to 
landfill, and overall greenhouse gas emissions?

 Are companies using – or planning to use – 
recycled, sustainable materials (e.g., certified, 
reforested timbers, fabric made from organic 
materials) and bio-based materials to avoid 
fossil fuel-based production methods?
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the risk/benefit of those they do take much more 
carefully. Can this then not become the way we go 
about work, errands and socialising in the future as 
well? Knowing that even small shifts in the way we 
commute, or even a small percentage of people 
making these shifts, can yield big advantages for 
the environment in terms of emissions, we definitely 
can be more conscious of our mobility consumption. 
Think about it. 

HOW WE POWER OUR HOMES
Here the conscious consumer is actually a smart 
consumer too, because increasing energy efficiency 
in your home can end up saving you energy and 
money both. Buying energy-smart is oftentimes on 
the high investment side—a deterrent for those with 
tight budgets, but that cost is recovered and more 
than compensated for within a few years. 

If you are buying a new home, look for a green 
building with solar heating, sufficient natural light, 
and provision for rainwater harvesting. And not to 
forget, install those energy-efficient light fixtures 
ceiling fans and air conditioners, preferably ones 
with star ratings denoting energy-efficiency levels. 
(A significant amount of energy-related greenhouse 
gas emissions come from heating, cooling, and 
powering households. Households consume 29% 
of global energy and contribute to 21% of resultant 
CO2 emissions, as per data provided by United 
Nation Environment Programme. Reducing your 
home energy use is the single most effective way to 
save money and reduce your home’s contribution to 
climate change.)

Remember that one can change many things to 
increase energy efficiency with little or no effort or 
cost. Also, changing old habits can make a lot of 
difference – for example, turning lights off as you 
leave a room, unplugging electronic appliances 
when not in use, regularly cleaning or replacing old 
filters, washing clothes in cold water, using shorter 
cycles on the washing machine, etc.

So, yes, if we are creatures of habits, it’s time we 
broke some and adopted a few new good ones.

Can we fly less, please?
Flying is one of the largest individual contributors 
to climate change. Just one cross-country flight 
can contribute to a large part of an individual’s 
annual carbon emissions. The more frequently you 
fly and the more distance you fly, the higher your 
carbon emissions. While trains and cars also emit 
GHGs, they produce much less and consequently 
leave a smaller footprint. This is especially true 
when driving a hybrid or electric vehicle.

Yet, if fly you must, is there a way to fly with the 
most minimal environmental impact possible? 
Some options: choose direct flights (nearly 25% 
of aeroplane emissions occur during takeoff 
and landing, so a bunch of connecting flights is 
worse than a direct flight), choose an airline with a 
sustainability commitment, and just fly less.

Concerns and priorities
 What kind of journeys and modes of journeying 

can we prioritise?
 Due to the preference for private transport in 

the wake of the pandemic, greater and more 
concerted efforts will be needed to speed the 
replacement of internal combustion engine (ICE) 
personal vehicles with sustainable alternatives 
such as electric vehicles (EVs) and vehicles that 
run on alternative fuels like biodiesel. 

 The infrastructure for making electric vehicles 
practical and safe for long journeys needs 
to be scaled up. Charging infrastructure 
in particular has to be scaled up, and 
alongside that, renewable energy capacity 
as well. Availability of clean, low-carbon and 
less expensive grids will be key. Storage 
capabilities of EV batteries constitute another 
area that can do with an upgrade. Overall, 
the lifetime cost-effectiveness of EVs for 
consumers has to come across clearly for 
them to adopt this new way to commute.

 To persuade people to choose public transport, 
the system will need to be a reliable one, as in 
the train or the bus will operate as per schedule, 
there will be extensive coverage of routes, and 
so on. The application of technology to make 
commuting convenient and make real-time 
information available will go a long, long way 
towards making public transport a first choice 
for the majority.

 To persuade people to use cycling as a way 
to commute, our cities and towns will have to 
become cycling-friendly first. Look to bicycle-
friendly cities like Copenhagen for inspiration 
and ideas – this particular city has about 400 
km of cycling lanes. Copenhagen even has a 
city bicycle policy, with one of the goals being 
to have 50 per cent of city commuters cycling 
to work by 2025.

 Public transport running on renewable energy 
sources is an idea whose time has come, and 
the earlier we embrace this new way to travel, 
the more secure our future.
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WHO WE BANK WITH AND WHERE WE INVEST
While traditional investing is all about the bottom 
line (that is, what is going to yield the highest 
value), socially responsible investing (SRI), or 
impact investing, takes environmental, social and 
governance (ESG) aspects into account even as it 
seeks to make you money.

As a conscious consumer, you have the right to 
invest in companies that you believe bring a positive 
change, whether because they have a diverse 
workforce or they are addressing environmental 
issues, such as through clean energy solutions, and 
suchlike. So, for example, you may prefer to invest 
in a renewable energy firm instead of one that has a 
fossil fuels business. To put it straight, you don’t want 
your money in big bank accounts and investments to 
be used to fund projects that harm the planet. 

Socially responsible banks ensure that the money 
deposited into your bank account gets invested in an 

ethical way. For example, these banks use funds from 
individuals’ savings to finance business or charities 
that benefit society and the environment. It is also 
worthwhile to know more about your bank’s own 
sustainability practices, be it their CSR activities or 
their carbon footprint mitigation.

There are many other facets to our consumption 
habits and patterns, but if we can sort out even half 
of the things mentioned above, we would have done 
a good bit towards conserving, preserving, caring for, 
and loving our planet. There is no other planet vying 
for our attention and care, so let’s give this one our 
very best, shall we?  

Concerns and priorities
 Even with adequate knowledge of how to save 

energy and a professed desire to do so, many 
consumers fall short of taking practical steps 
towards energy efficiency and conservation. 
Simply put, knowing does not necessarily 
translate into action.

 There is a tendency to avoid actions that 
are costly in the short term (time and 
money needed to purchase energy-efficient 
appliances), despite these offering long-term 
benefits (reduced electricity bills).

 The initial installation costs remain a deterrent 
for many.

 There is need to provide more information 
(awareness about multiple benefits of energy-
efficient homes) and more options (more 
choices) to consumers. Incentivising household 
adoption of energy-saving technologies can 
spur more people into action. 

Concerns and priorities
 You may be depositing and investing your 

money in ways that are not consistent with 
your views on the environment and society.

 One of the major obstacles for consumers who 
want to spend their money responsibly is not 
knowing where to find socially responsible 
products. 

 A company may present a ‘green’ public image 
that is at variance with its actual policies, 
practices and products. Here, green fintech 
companies can play an important role. Also, 
there are certifications that can help you with 
knowing where companies stand with regard 
to ESG standards.

 A bank may declare its sustainability 
commitment on, say, its website but be 
investing in businesses that are guilty of 
deforestation or drilling for oil. 

 There is need for a higher level of financial 
literacy and awareness of how ethical and 
environmental issues can be addressed 
through financial products.
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 Conscious consumption is about consuming 
and buying mindfully, being conscious of our 
choices and choosing to buy from companies 
who consider the ethical, sustainable and 
environmental impacts in their manufacturing 
practices, supply chain and business model.

 We should want to know what companies put 
into their products and how they are sourced.

 Look out for products with third-party 
certifications – these are based on rigorous 
standards for environmental and social 
responsibility.

 To buy something that will last for many years 
is sustainable. It is the opposite of the ‘use and 
throw away’ mindset that we may not even be 
aware of having nurtured all these years without 
a second thought. Essentially it’s about buying 
less and buying better.

 Conscious consumption is about thinking about 
the long-term value, happiness and meaning of 
the products we buy. Starting to pay attention to 
the products in our lives is a gradual process – 
take your time figuring out what is what and how 
to make best use of, and subsequently dispose 
of, the stuff that is not all good. 

 It takes time, effort and a degree of 
determination to research companies and 
products that align with our views. While we 
value positive social change and sustainable 
products, we also value convenience and 
affordability. So, yes, there’s a bit of push and 
pull between what we consider to be the ideal 
way and what is convenient in the daily scheme 
of things. Let’s just remember that it’s not an ‘all 
or nothing’ deal. Small steps to begin with will 
eventually add up.

 A common deterrent is the belief that buying 
organic or sustainable stuff costs more, and in 
many cases that is so. But think this way: it may 
be more expensive at first, but as you begin to 
replace single-use products with reusable or 
long-lasting counterparts, the accumulated 
value more than compensates. And it does 
the planet much less harm. (Another example: 
Organic food typically costs more but it also 
gives more nutritional value, in addition to 
reducing public health risks to farm workers, 
their families, and consumers by minimising their 
exposure to chemicals on the farm and in food. 
So, not only do we save on medical expenses by 
reducing health risks associated with chemicals, 
we also reduce the costs to the environment.)

 This planet, our one and only planet, cannot 
support continued current rates of consumption.

 Companies that help consumers reduce waste, 
become more sustainable, and understand 
aspects like labelling information or traceability 
of ingredients should be our first, if not only, 
preference.

 As consumers, we should care about how 
companies treat their workers and farmers. After 
all, will I buy from a company and directly or 
indirectly support it financially if I don’t support it 
ethically or socially?

 Ask yourself: can my individual actions make a 
difference? Many of us asking the same question 
will make all the difference!

 Last but not the least, what is my ecological 
footprint – simply put, how fast do I consume 
resources and generate waste compared to how 
fast the planet can recover from the same? 

A conscious consumer will a) think whether consumption is necessary, and b) if they decide it is, they 
look at who is providing the product and how the product has been made and what its overall impact is 
environmentally, socially and economically. By opting for companies and products that create positive impact, 
consumers communicate a preference for better-for-the-world business and products. In most instances, 
we have a reasonable amount of choices in terms of products and access to information so that we can 
make responsible, judicious decisions. If there are enough numbers of us demanding good products and 
accountability of our brands, they might as well meet us halfway. Look at how the organic industry has grown.  

And yes, there’s the dichotomy of access to sustainable products, because in many cases these are relatively 
expensive. For this, the hope is that as more consumers demand ethical, organic and Fair Trade products, the 
more their production and availability will be, and the cheaper they will become, which will make them more 
accessible to more consumers. There is no doubt that many, many more people will embrace a sustainable 
lifestyle, consuming consciously, if they can overcome the belief that it is the more difficult way to be. 

Things worth thinking about



In the last nine years, we have planted over 2.9 million (mostly) fruit trees that have rejuvenated the 
country’s lungs and at the same time helped alleviate hunger and poverty. From Sundarbans in West 
Bengal to the plains of  Haryana and the mountains of Uttarakhand, spanning 12 states in all, our 
green footprint has been increasing steadily.

In the process, SGI has also created sustainable livelihood opportunities for thousands of women 
and small farmers from marginalised and indigenous communities. 

This is a journey that has been tremendously fulfilling and enriching, and we have been fortunate to 
have had the unstinting support of various organizations, who made it all possible. 
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Aah! Aha! Ha-Ha!
Building a creative nation from the ground up

By Ramji Raghavan

Think of the untapped potential of millions of poor 
children who have it in their genes to achieve 

great things, but fail to do so because they lack the 
tools to ignite their innate curiosity and express their 
creativity. Imagine these poor children in a hot and 
dusty village busy doing experiments and projects, 
talking and discussing animatedly with their peers 
and teachers. 

A girl demonstrates a model of a simple rocket that 
she has made, a boy in a wheelchair tells his friend 
about the properties of magnets, and another girl 
explains the medicinal properties of a plant that she 
has grown in the schoolyard. These are possible 
but difficult to imagine, especially in poor countries, 
where most schools have no laboratories and where 
didactic, rote-obsessed learning that discourages 
enquiry and questioning dominates the school 
classroom, contributing to high dropout and low 
attendance rates. ‘I can’t do it’ or ‘It’s not worth it’ 
seem to be the defining messages engraved in the 
psyche of millions of underprivileged children and 
adults condemned to poverty and underachievement. 

Are you born creative or is creativity a skill that you can 
learn? Creative people and problem-solvers demon-
strate exceptional skills of questioning, observation, 

awareness, discovery, association and application, 
which can be illustrated by a few famous examples: 

 Watching a cafeteria plate tossed into the air by a 
Cornell student, physicist Richard Feynman later 
derived a two-to-one ratio between the wobble 
and spin of the plate. The wobbling plate inspired 
his work on the famous Feynman diagrams and 
had won him the Nobel Prize in physics. 

 In the 3rd century BC, the brilliant Indian statesman 
Chanakya witnessed a village woman scolding her 
son for not eating rice. The boy replied that the 
rice was too hot, whereupon his mother told him 
to start from the edge of the bowl and eat his way 
to the centre. The episode propelled Chanakya to 
conceive the ‘rice bowl’ stratagem of weakening 
the enemy’s outlying forces before taking the 
centre, climaxing in the great Mauryan Empire of 
his protégé Chandragupta. 

Such awe-inspiring examples of creativity 
notwithstanding, the qualities they manifest exist in 
an active or, more often, unexpressed state among 
the rich and poor alike. Rani and Roja, two village girls 
from Kuppam, Andhra Pradesh (AP), escaped the sun 
on a hot summer’s day to the welcoming shade of 
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a peepul tree. The girls fell into a potentially game-
changing conversation. Starting with a question, 
‘why do we feel cool sitting under the shade of a 
tree?’, they wondered if different leaves might have 
different cooling effects. The question led to a project 
on the cooling effect of leaves, which won them a 
prestigious Intel-IRIS science prize at the national 
level. Rani, who is pursuing an MSc degree, and Roja 
had successfully deployed questioning, observing, 
experimenting, associating and networking to win 
a coveted prize, skills that a study led by Clayton 
Christensen of Harvard University says characterises 
the most successful entrepreneurs in Silicon Valley. 

Curiosity, described in The New York Times as ‘the 
world’s most vital natural resource’, and questioning 
are the foundation of much creative thought 
and action. Astonishingly,a paucity of curiosity 
characterises much of education and, causally, many 
professions. According to a US study, 98% of children 
between 2 and 4 ask questions. This drops to 58% 
in middle school and 25% in high school. Having 
witnessed scores of school classrooms in India, I 
would guess the level of questioning by students to 
be in the low single digits. A child starts as a question 
mark and ends up as a full stop. ‘Answerism’, knowing 
‘the right answer’ in the frenetic race for exam 
grades, has almost completely extinguished the spirit 
of enquiry and along with it independent thinking 
and discovery. A similar blissful ignorance of the 
transformative value of curiosity plagues much of our 
higher education system. 

Indian education needs to change dramatically for 
India to become a more innovative and productive 

country. The present rigid education model needs to 
make way for a more organic and dynamic one. Five 
fundamental shifts need to occur, I believe, in our 
attitude and approach to learning within and outside 
the formal classroom: from ‘yes to why’, from ‘merely 
looking to learning to observe’, from ‘being passive to 
learning to explore’, from ‘being textbook-bound, or 
internet-hooked, to being hands-on’, and from ‘fear to 
confidence’. 

I recall meeting on a hot and dusty afternoon with 
Uma, a village girl in Kuppam. I asked Uma what 
impact her experience at the Agastya campus 
creativity lab had had on her. I expected she might 
say that she was acing her science tests. She didn’t 
say that, at least not at first. She looked at me and 
with a gentle smile said, ‘I am not afraid to speak 
any more.’ Uma’s reply blew me away. Her hands-
on experience in science and arts, in teaching other 
children, and in exploring the natural ecology of the 
campus with teachers that encouraged her to wonder 
and question had awakened her self-belief and 
motivation. Uma aced her tests and became the first 
girl from her village to join an engineering college. In 
a wonderful expression of positive herd behaviour, a 
group of her female friends followed her to college. 

Might inspiring examples like Rani, Roja and Uma 
become the norm rather than the exception? Is it 
possible for today’s low-yielding education systems 
to trigger the curiosity of millions of children, 
teachers and communities, and raise the speed limit 
of creativity of a nation and indeed the world? The 
fact that creativity is the most desired trait among 
knowledge workers makes it unquestionably a 
challenge worth embracing. It is a big challenge, 
but fortunately an answer rests in the educators’ 
observation that learning, retention and creativity 
can be enhanced by innovative teaching–learning 
techniques and strategies. These include linking 
learning to different contexts, opportunities for 
students to mix, or interleave, multiple subjects or 
topics while they study, introducing some difficulty 
in practice, giving children opportunities to solve 
problems through projects and theme-based 
learning involving group activity, reflection and 
discussion, injecting fun, amazement and emotion 
into learning, giving children opportunities to teach 
others, and distributed instead of high-stakes 
massed testing. Creating environments where 
children and teachers are free to question, observe, 
tinker, experiment and explore can spark curiosity, 
nurture creativity and raise confidence. Such insights 
spell hope for millions of underserved children, 
teachers and others whose untapped creativity 
can be ignited through experiential, hands-on and 
interactive learning methods. 
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The Romanian sculptor Brancusi remarked, 
‘Simplicity is complexity resolved.’ Experiments 
and, more broadly, experiences might often benefit 
from being simple and unexpected. Armed with 
this insight, it is possible to provide a transformative 
educational experience in an affordable way to 
millions by imbuing learning with three wonderfully 
interrelated, mutually reinforcing essential practices: 

 Aah! Using simple, counterintuitive experiments, 
models and experiences to amaze and awaken 
the mind and create wonder, delight, curiosity and 
enthusiasm for learning. 

 Aha! Promoting enquiry, experimentation, 
exploration, discovery and perseverance through 
kinesthetic, activity- and project-based learning 
to generate inspiration, comprehension and 
creative insight. 

 Ha-Ha! Relieving fear and anxiety, creating 
positive emotional connections, improving 
retention and performance, and increasing 
motivation and joy in learning through fun and 
immersion. 

Mounika, a village girl, was an underperformer at 
school and destined for an early marriage. She was 
persuaded to visit the Agastya campus where the 
teacher asked her to show him her finger, which he 
pricked to extract a drop of blood (Aah!) and revealed 
to Mounika her blood group. As Mounika recounts, 
‘This changed my world. I had no idea about blood 
groups. I realised that there’s a whole world of 
knowledge that I needed to be a part of (Aha!).’ 
Mounika’s grades shot up, she came first in her class, 
and her father relented and sent her to university 
(Ha-Ha!), where she earned a BSc degree. 

Mounika’s story underscores the power of igniting 
moments, which eminent scientists like CNR Rao and 
RA Mashelkar, as well as achievers in many walks of 
life, have attributed to sparking their aspiration and 
imagination and setting them on the road to success. 
How might education systems create more igniting 
moments at scale? 

Starting early in a child’s education, low-cost 
science and arts kits, make-your-own-labs, and 
well- designed and interesting, even counterintuitive, 
experiments, activities and projects can engage 
children and teachers to explore, experiment, build 
and create. Integration of the arts in science, and 
conversely, can be a great spur to creativity. Peer-to-
peer learning, where children teach other children, 
can have a transformative effect on a child’s self-
belief and ability to discover collaboratively with 

others. Design thinking, which promotes problem-
finding, idea generation, empathy, teamwork and 
creative problem-solving, weaved into science, 
humanities and arts education can have a prodigious 
impact on a child’s future and destiny. None of them 
requires a costly investment in physical assets. 

‘Train a teacher to educate a school’ is a panacea 
invoked to transform education. Unfortunately, many 
teacher-training programmes trapped in inorganic 
models have failed to ignite teacher motivation and 
positive changes in the classroom. Lest one despair, 
teachers in many ways are no different from children. 
‘Today, we can’t afford to become adults,’ says MIT’s 
Joichi Ito. The secret to impactful teacher training 
lies in creating a neotenous environment that takes 
teachers back to their childhood – an environment 
that stimulates new and unexpected experiences 
(Aah!) and promotes tinkering, experimentation and 
knowledge (Aha!) and playfulness (Ha-Ha!). Teachers 
should be encouraged to construct knowledge 
and make learning come alive in the classroom. 
Like the symbiosis between a medical college and 
hospital, teacher training should incorporate live and 
interactive learning with children. 

It takes creative builders to build a creative nation. 
Borrowing from nature, fertile soil absorbs rainfall 
to produce a rich ecosystem. The fertile ground of 
creative minds likewise absorbs and transforms 
information, knowledge and capital to make a society 
innovative, productive and prosperous. By creating 
environments that spark curiosity, spur creativity, and 
spread problem-solving and leadership skills, we can 
raise the fertility and self-belief of millions of minds 
to build an innovative and creative society that lives 
and breathes the magic of Aah! Aha! Ha-Ha!  

Ramji Raghavan is founder-
chairperson, Agastya International 
Foundation.

This article was previously published in the journal Current Science (Vol. 114, No. 5, 10 March 2018) and has been republished here with due permission.
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Biodiversity at tea estates in India
By Rudra Chatterjee

Tea estates in India span three predominant 
geographical locations: Assam, Darjeeling and 

the Dooars, encompassing thousands of hectares. 
Given that global warming is increasing, tea estates 
have a pivotal role in conserving biodiversity. It is 
estimated that 70% of tea lands in India are on the 
periphery of forests, as a result of which plantations 
play host to a unique ecosystem which embraces 
both the elephant and the earthworm.

In Assam, Dooars and the low-lying areas of 
Darjeeling, elephants regard tea estates as an 
extension of their forest habitat – these have been, 
and remain, a migratory route for these majestic 
creatures. Elephants passing through tea estates will 
rest, forage opportunistically, find watering holes, and 
at times even give birth. In the past this would often 
lead to human–elephant conflict (HEC), giving rise to 
casualties on both sides, as elephants don’t like any 
obstruction in their path. Realising this to be a cause 
of conflict and desperately in need of a way to ensure 
peaceful coexistence, buffer zones were created to 
give elephants safe passage with limited destruction 
to the plantations. 

As part of a new initiative, tea growers can opt to 
sell under the label Certified Elephant-Friendly Tea. 

This   is a sign of assurance that they 
meet the standards of the US-based 
Wildlife Friendly Enterprise Network 
and the University of Montana’s 
science-backed standards which 
serve as a plan of action for tea 
growers who are conscious of the 
impact of their actions on Asian 
elephants.

The growing number of tea estates that are working 
towards being certified organic has given further 
impetus to biodiversity conservation. Organic 
agriculture sustains microorganisms in the soil, 
flora, fauna, and the people. Best practices such as 
biodynamic processes and permaculture methods 
provide a holistic approach to biome conservation 
on tea estates. These processes ensure that you put 
more in than you take out, and that biotic and abiotic 
components work together to create a thriving 
environment. The ecological harmony on the garden 
is often reflected in the taste of the teas.

Some tea estates have taken initiatives up a notch 
to offer ecotourism where visitors can partake in eco 
walks along nature trails, where they can observe 
unique species of butterflies and birds in their natural 
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habitats. Conserving habitats and ecosystems can 
reduce the disastrous impacts of climate change 
and it is imperative that every industry does its part. 
Projects and practices that reduce the vulnerability 
of biodiversity to the effects of global warming 
are the need of the hour, hence it can be said with 
reasonable surety that tea estates are leading the 
way.

A note on organic-versus-biodynamic agriculture
Organic farming is the process of growing food 
without the use of artificial fertilisers and synthetic 
chemicals. The objective is to grow food that 
is high in nutritional value and also grows in 
optimal quantities. The use of growth promoters 
and genetically modified seeds is completely 
ignored in organic farming. This method of farming 
stresses on the necessity to maintain adequate 
land management and endeavours to maintain the 
delicate balance between animal life, the natural 
environment and crops. Organic farmers shun the 
use of pesticides and herbicides. The produce that 
is achieved through organic farming is at its most 
natural form.

Biodynamic farming and organic farming are very 
similar but biodynamic goes a few steps further – 
it is an integrated practice where all components 
on a farm are believed to be living, interrelated 
systems, including animals, plants and the cosmos. 
Biodynamic practices are aimed at growing healthier 
plants and rejuvenating the earth by reenergising the 
soil and adding essential nutrients to the plant, soil 
and animals. 

Biodynamic farming practices stimulate the soil 
through careful monitoring of nature’s rhythms. The 
primary difference between organic and biodynamic 
is that biodynamic farming uses principles that add 
life force to the plant, soil and livestock, whereas in 
traditional farming methods the soil quality typically 
deteriorates. Biodynamic agriculture uses specific 
preparations made from minerals and herbs. These 

preparations are used to strengthen the compost 
applied to the fields and heighten the microbial 
activity in the soil, resulting in better root activity and 
overall improved photosynthesis. 

Biodynamic agriculture also embodies astrological 
forces. Rudolf Steiner, the founder of biodynamics, 
opined that much like the moon affects the tides, it 
also affects the phases of planting and harvesting. 

The biodynamic planting calendar differs from the 
conventional harvesting calendar. The biodynamic 
calendar is all about rhythms: cosmic, solar, moon 
rhythms and earthly rhythms. These are the rhythms 
that are believed to sustain all living beings. 
Biodynamic farmers endeavour to reinvigorate 
the soil, so that the food produced from this living 
soil has enhanced vitality and nutrition, therefore 
bettering the quality of human life. This can be 
accomplished when the rhythms of biodynamic 
farming activities are aligned with cosmic and earthly 
rhythms, human life, as well as animal and plant life. 

So, while the consumption of organic food is 
preferable in order to avoid toxic contaminants such 
as pesticides, even organic food lacks vital nutrients 
if grown in nutrient-devoid soil. Regenerative farming 
methods are not addressed by organic farming 
and this is what makes biodynamic farming so 
indispensable.  

Rudra Chatterjee is managing 
director, Luxmi Group.
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Agastya: Learning science, healing nature
The 172-acre Kuppam campus is Agastya’s crowning glory and a potential model for educational 
interventions in India and the rest of the world. It is unique in its core philosophy as well as for the 
remarkable efforts that have transformed its breathtaking settings, but that doesn’t preclude it from 
serving as inspiration for other projects that aim to educate children in a way that ignites their minds and 
creativities, rather than shaping them to fit a predetermined role. 

Referred to as its ‘ecology lab’, Agastya’s campus 
in Kuppam, Andhra Pradesh, has become 

internationally renowned for its unique model where 
students are given the freedom to study in labs and 
in the rich biodiversity of the campus, conducting 
experiments, observing nature, and learning and 
discovering in practical ways that pique curiosity 
and encourage innovation. The campus has science, 
math, robotics and art studios, a media lab, a bio-
discovery centre, a planetarium, herbal and spiritual 
gardens, acres of playgrounds, and an art and 
cultural facility. Nearly 700 children visit the campus 
every day from rural schools in Andhra Pradesh, 
Karnataka and Tamil Nadu for hands-on science 
education.

Agastya’s success at its Kuppam campus has led 
to an expansion of its work in the form of over 100 
mobile lab vans, labs on bikes, and over 50 science 
centres which act as a hub for the mobile labs. The 

vans usually travel to multiple government schools, 
where instructors explain science concepts to 
students using lab equipment and models. A single 
mobile lab covers over 10,000 children a year. The 
peer-to-peer learning systems include science fairs, 
college students mentoring government school 
students, the ‘young instructor leader’ programme 
where students from government schools are trained 
to become student-instructors, and the ‘lab in a box’ 
programme where boxes comprising of elementary 
aids for explaining science principles are lent to 
government schools. 

A model campus
Agastya’s state-of-the-art science education campus 
for rural children on a 172-acre area in Gudivanka 
village, Kuppam, has enabled them to become 
scientists, thinkers, teachers, entrepreneurs, and 
citizens with a scientific temperament—an urgent 
need in this country. But its success in pioneering 
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Agastya International Foundation is an 
education trust and non-profit organisation 
based in Bengaluru, Karnataka, focusing on 
science education for rural and economically 
disadvantaged students in 19 Indian states. Agastya 
was set up in 1999 by a team of educationists 
and scientists led by Ramji Raghavan, a former 
investment banker. 

Raghavan’s objective in setting up Agastya was 
to provide ‘creative, hands-on education to poor 
children and teachers’ instead of conventional 
classroom teaching methods that solely rely on 
theory and rote learning. Agastya’s interventions 
have touched 12 million underprivileged children 
and employed the services of 250,000 teachers.

experiential science education isn’t Agastya’s only 
achievement. The transformation of the hitherto 
rocky landscape into a thriving ecology lab is a case 
study in biodiversity regeneration. 

This was made possible through Agastya’s 
willingness to engage experts and, more importantly, 
use their expertise, exemplified by its collaboration 
with Yellappa Reddy, former environment secretary 
for the Karnataka government and a famous 
ecologist who had restored thousands of acres of 
land in the Western Ghats. Agastya had conducted 
a qualitative research involving in-depth study of 
the soil, geology and hydrology in 2002 to better 
understand the ecology of its campus which was 
initially a barren, rocky land, so that it could design 
solutions customised to meet the specificities of 
the landscape rather than the other way round. For 
instance, Kuppam is in a semi-arid zone with low 
rainfall and little green cover, a result of decades of 
deforestation. Bore wells were being dug deeper but 
this only exacerbated the water problems, drying up 
the land to the point of asphyxiation. 

When Yellappa Reddy surveyed the campus land, 
Agastya had planted trees like silver oak which 
were not native to the area. Reddy drew Raghavan’s 
attention to this and the latter took prompt action 
by removing the trees. It was then that Reddy 
decided to come onboard the project to rejuvenate 
the surrounding landscape. Working with D 
Subramanyam, who was responsible for maintaining 
the campus, Reddy worked on several strategies to 
restore the land to its past glory.

They started by ensuring that the grass was allowed 
to grow by forbidding cattle grazing and cutting off 
the grass till it reached a certain size. Aside from 

check dams to collect rainwater and prevent soil 
erosion, they dug a few trenches to hold more water 
to increase the moisture content of the soil. Reddy’s 
strategy was to minimise interventions, retain the 
genetic characteristics, introduce plants which are a 
good fit with the land and animal species that meet 
the specific requirements of the local food chain, and 
respect the ecosystem – all part of a holistic eco-
regeneration effort, based on science and in-depth 
data.

These interventions have led to a complete 
transformation of the landscape. Now it’s no longer 
brown and dead but green and thriving. A 2015 IISC 
report summarised it thus: ‘There has been a total 
transformation of the campus in the past decade 
resulting in rocky wasteland being converted into a 
green campus with rich biodiversity.’ Different kinds 
of animals, such as a variety of butterflies (so much 
so that there’s a butterfly park), rabbits, snakes, birds, 
lizards and spiders are now found prowling through 
the lush green lands. As Raghavan says, ‘Perhaps our 
work in revitalising the land of Agastya will be our 
most enduring legacy.’

The auditorium area in 2013 and in 2018
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To solve potential water issues, 18 check dams and 
8 percolations pits were constructed in 2003 to 
capture rainwater. The campus generates part of its 
electricity needs through renewable sources, though 
there’s scope for expansion. As part of its waste-
management plan, biodegradable waste is used 
as fertilisers for the many gardens and greywater is 
recycled and repurposed. 

The campus’ rich biodiversity was further confirmed 
by the aforementioned IISC report which conducted 
field research between 2008 and 2014 to document 
the flora and fauna of the campus. The study found 
that vegetation cover had increased from 11.19 per 
cent to 18.76 per cent from 2001 to 2014. By 2016, 
the cover is estimated to have increased to nearly 
30 per cent. The survey yielded a total of 600 plant 
species, 86 species of birds of which 20 per cent 
are migratory and arrive every winter, 49 species 
of butterflies (many of which are rare and unique), 
16 species each of amphibians and rare spiders, 
21 species of reptiles, and several mammals—all a 
testament to the success of the conservation and 
regeneration efforts.

Another noteworthy strategy employed by Agastya 
is inviting scientists and experts from various 
organisations to collaborate, ideate, build syllabus 
and models, and create modules for teaching and 
training. Some of the prominent institutions are 
IISC, Gas Turbine Research Establishment, Atomic 
Energy Commission, HMT, DRDO, IITs, and University 
of Agricultural Sciences, Bangalore. Here scientific 
expertise is sought and respected, not consigned as 
an afterthought.

Students have been receiving environmental 
education at Agastya since 2008. The classroom 
here isn’t bound by four walls – there’s an ecology 
lab and the flourishing greenery of the campus. 
Then there’s the bio-discovery centre that combines 
indoor and outdoor classrooms, and the learning 
gardens where students can see, observe, and learn 
about various plants. It’s no wonder that Agastya’s 
students and alumni have won several prestigious 
science awards and participated in multiple science 
fairs and forums such as Iris National Fair and Google 
Impact Challenge. The Foundation’s work has been 
noticed by Stanford Business School and Franklin W 
Olin College of Engineering in Massachusetts. Going 
forward, it will be interesting to see how Agastya 
balances modern science with traditional knowledge 
systems such as Ayurveda and Siddhi. Is the latter 
merely limited to the conceptual gardens or is it 
going to form a core part of the curriculum? 

Aside from the campus activities, Agastya is also 
involved in the community through programmes 
like iCommunity Mobile Lab where students raise 
awareness about the local environment to nearby 
communities, employing locals (90 per cent of the 
campus staff are native to the area), and distribution 
of saplings to neighbouring villages.  

While Agastya’s impact can be seen on millions of children, it is unclear if this model is scalable due to the enormous 
amounts of funds, infrastructure, equipment, and staff required. Replicating its success may also prove to be difficult 
for the same reasons. As anyone who has ever pitched to donors can attest, finding allies and supporters who put their 
money where their mouth is can often be the biggest challenge. That Agastya has the backing of generous donors and 
philanthropists is critical to its ongoing success, though like any organisation, it had its fair share of monetary struggles. 
It may be easier to scale up the mobile lab, science centres, and its many peer-to-peer learning systems. Rolling out the 
Kuppam education model to other parts of the country will undoubtedly provide a significant boost to the decrepit state 
of science education in our schools but it will need public funding and private donations and support – material and 
intellectual – at a massive scale. 

That said, capital is one of the key factors; a model such as this needs sustained commitment that doesn’t shortchange 
long-term impact for short-term wins. Those involved in a project like Agastya need to believe in the underlying philosophy, 
agree on shared objectives, and fully commit to working towards those goals. Initial field studies followed by regular 
assessments to comprehend and appreciate the existing project landscape and local needs, meaningful collaborations 
with experts, ensuring local communities are key stakeholders, constant learning and innovation that speaks to the needs 
of the target group, and keeping the big picture in mind – these sound easy enough on paper but can be tricky to apply 
in practice. Agastya has managed this through the dedication of its founders and team; there is no guarantee that other 
organisations looking to replicate its impact will do so with the same kind of zeal and commitment to the cause.

CB view






