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Cultivating genetically moditied
crops is a huge industry which may
be undergoing a massive rethink in-
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complex procedures will be initi-
ated and so the whole process of
regulating these products will need
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s fields in Science
and Technology go,
the two buzzing
ones, namely bio-
technology and in-
formation technology have
been the “newbies.” Started
just about 35-40 years ago,
these two have captured both
the best minds and the best
market. And India, happily
enough, has contributed both
to the science and the tech-
nology in these two fields.
Talking about biotechnol-
ogy, people at the helm of af-
fairs in India understood the
value of this new science al-
ready by 1980, and decided to
set up machinery to promote
it. The Planning Commission
(which had the agriculture
scientist Dr. M S Swaminath-
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an in it) and the Ministry of
Science and Technology
(which had the chemist/tech-
nologist Dr S Varadarajan in
it) got together and set up the
National Biotechnology
Board (NBTB) in 1982. And
they handpicked and invited
Dr S Ramachandran (then at
the Bengal Immunity in Cal-
cutta) to join it as its Member
Secretary.

They could not have done
better! It was the right man, at
the right time, at the right
place, doing the right thing.
And as we pay our homage to
this great soul (who passed
away last month at the age of
82),let us reflect on his stellar
contributions to promote
and sustain this field of bio-
technology as the Founder
Secretary of the Department
of Biotechnology (DBT)
from 1986 for seven years.

It was the right time. Sig-
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Dr. S. Ramachandran
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nificant number of young In-
dian biologists, having learnt
some aspects of this blos-
soming field abroad, had re-
turned heme, and were look-

ing for  opportunities.
Ramachandran understood
this and nurtured them, with
passion, at several universi-
ties and fesearch centres. In-
dian Institute of Science Ben-

pp—

o RS

galuru, Madurai Kamaraj
University, M S University
Baroda, Anna University
Chennai, JNU Delhi, Univer-
sity of Delhi South Campus,
Pune University, University
of Hyderabad, as well as the
CCMB at Hyderabad and Im-
Tech Chandigarh are just
some examples. He helped
organise workshops, hands-
on practical courses, special
lectures, push people to write
text books: in biotechnology
(I was one such, along with
the late Dr Kunthala Jayara-
man and Prof. K. Dharmalin-
gam, both from MKU), offer
grants for equipment and lab
facilities. And these were
done at speed and with a
smile. And he was usually
there on the spot, encourag-
ing youngsters. Much of the
advances these centres have
made over the years have
largely been due to the initia-
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tive of Ramachandran, and
several of today’s ‘biggies’ in
biotechnology_research in
India owe their stature to the
leg-up that he offered them
then. ‘
Ramachandran . realised
the importance of combining
biology with the, othér sun-
rise field of informatidn tech-
nology, and joined * hands
with Dr N Seshagiri (then
secretary of National Infor-
matics Centre) and put to-
gether the Biotechnology In-
formation System Network
(BTIS Net), which was prop-
agated across the country
through able scientists( such
as DProfs. Dharmalingam,
Ashok Kolaskar, M Vijayan,
Manju Bansal, MW Pandit
and others). Indeed, I recall
the first ever e-mail I sent in
my life was thanks to the Dis-
tributed Informatics Centre
we had at CCMB, as part of

BTIS Net.
Encouraging biotech in-
dustries and supporting

them was another important
initiative of Ramachandran.
Dr Kiran Majumdar Shaw,
perhaps the earliest biotech
entrepreneur in India, writes
in very warm words about
him, and Dr Padmanabhan
Babu, a scientist at TIFR,
Mumbai, who started " his
own company, is another ex-
ample. Vaccines was another
area that Ramachandran en-
couraged and supported. It is
worth noting here that today
India supplies over 45 per
cent of the world’s childhood
vaccines. Happily enough,
his successors Dr C R Bhatia
(1993-96), Dr Manju Sharma
(1996-2004), Prof MK Bhan
(2004-12) and now Prof K Vi-
jayRaghavan (2013- to\date)
have built on the foundation
that Ramachandran laid, and
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today DBT runs on a budget
of about Rs 1,800 crores this
year compared to Rs 20
crores in 1997-98, doing bet-
ter and better with time. True
to his humility, when Rama-
chandran was honoured with
« the Padma Bhushan in 2011,

’ he said: “I share this honour

with my colleagues who
‘helped build the DBT."

I had the pleasure of inter-
acting with him often and
was struck by his “can-do”
spirit, the positive enthusi-
asm with which he would de-
scribe the work of some
youngster or the other, and
his ever present smile. He en-
joyed literature and music-
be it Beethoven or Balamura-
likrishna, Dvorak or Dikshi-
tar. But he was a tough task-
master as well. I recall his
term as a member of the re-
search advisory board of
CCMB Hyderabad, where I
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worked. His questions were
incisive, and his displeasure
with half-baked answers,
made us nervous, pushing us
to be precise and to the point.
I had more opportunities to

interact with him closely .
when I was a Fogarty Visiting

Scientist at the NIH in Be-
thesda, MD, USA and he was

a Fogarty Scholar in Rcsgr- ;

dence, and I could see his
passion to bring all that is!
possible in biology to Indi2
Indeed, Dr. Ramachand
was the man of the mom
for India when the field of
biotechnology was j
emerging, and we in Indid
owe a lot to this ploneer Wi
led by example. It is th °
fitting that the DBT has initi-
ated an annual S. Ramachan-
dran Lecture series in hom-
age to its founder.
D. Balasubramanian
dbala@lvpei.org

M/r,«’s"





