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bt philanthropy

D E E P AK G.  P AWAR

Thinking woman’s philanthropy: Rohini Nilekani with some of the beneficiaries of 
the microfinance initiative Sanghamitra, of which she is a part

India Inc. and its residents are waking up to the difference 
between charity and philanthropy. That could, as several 
works-in-progress demonstrate, result in some good. S H IV A N I L A T H
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O
NE DAY IN LATE 2005 , ROHINI NILEICANI, 

signed a cheque for Rs 100 crore in 
favour of Arghyam Trust— the nam e is 
Sanskrit fo r offering and  is also the 
nam e o f  the  N ilekan is residence in 

Bangalore’s tony K oram angala area— w hich she had 
founded in 2001. T he m oney, w hich cam e from  the 
sale of her shares in Infosys Technologies (founded by 
husband N andan  N ilekani and six o thers in 1981) 
isn’t  im p o rtan t. N ilek an i’s p rogression  from  stu 
dent-activ ist to  journalist-activ ist to  a w om an  of 
independen t m eans (and how !; at last coun t, her 
1 .67 per cen t stake in Infosys was w o rth  Rs 768 
crore) w illing to  invest serious tim e and  effort in 
understanding tha t philanthropy th ing is. “H ow  can 
individuals and com panies make up for governm en
tal failure?” asks N ilekani. “H o w  can you take your 
m oney and direct it a t the good people (and organi
sations doing good  w ork)?” “H o w  do w e take our 
understanding of corporate management practices and 
accountability in to  the space?”

T h e  qu estio n s a re  im p o rta n t because o th e rs , 
across India, sortie in charge o f the ph ilan thropic 
activities o f com panies, others in charge of the trusts 
and the foundations created by companies to  carry out 
p h i la n th r o p ic  w o rk , a n d  s till o th e rs ,  w e a lth y

individuals w ho w ould like to  see their m oney pu t to  
good use, are asking them  too. And the questions are 
im p o rtan t because they indicate the grow ing reali
sation th a t charity (broadly, addressing symptoms) is 
as d ifferen t from  philan th ropy  (addressing the  u n 
derlying causes) as 20-20 cricket is from  the five-day 
version of the game. “T here is no long term  vision (in 
philanthropic iniriarives undertaken by com panies or 
by individuals in India),” says Pushpa Sunder, formerly 
Executive D irector, Indian C entre for Philanthropy. 
“T here is lots o f charity in India; little philanthropy.” 

T h a t this is changing is ev iden t from  the  way 
com panies and  business groups, such as the AV Birla 
G roup  approach  ph ilan thropy  today. “This centre 
is the apex body for aU our development projects,” says 
Rajashree Birla, Chairperson, Aditya Birla C entre for 
Community Initiatives and Rural Development. “It sets 
strategies, and m onitors and ensures im plem entation 
and results.” That sounds like serious business. It is, for 
the 250  people w ho w ork  for the centre.

The Measure Of Goodness
T he transition from  charity to  philanthropy has been 
helped along by a desire, on the part o f companies and 
individuals, to  see results. “T hanks to  the donors 
there is a lot o f emphasis on  financial accountability,”

Educating educators: with a grant of Rs 660 crore from Azim Premji, his eponymous 
foundation has been working to enhance the quality of school education across India
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THE GIVERS
Company/ Foundation/Trust/Others 

Thermax/ Direct
CORPUS/AMOUNT GIVEN AWAY IN 2005-06: N .A ./l per C en t of PAT 
(Rs 1.23 crore)
FOCUS AREA: Education, but not limited to that

Nicholas Piramal/Gopikrishna Piramal Trust and 
Diya Foundation (run by promoting familyVDirect 
CORPUS/AMOUNT GIVEN AWAY IN 2005-06: N.A./Rs 1.2 Crore

ICICI Bank/ ICICIcommunities, Social Initiatives Group
CORPUS/AMOUNT GIVEN AWAY IN 2005-06: N.A.
FOCUS AREA: Elementary education and universal access to 
financial services but not limited to that

Raymond/ Gram Vikas Yojana (and several trusts run by the 
promoting famiiy)
CORPUS/AMOUNT GIVEN AWAY IN 2005-06: N.A.
FOCUS AREA: Malnutrition and rehabilitation of street children 
but not limited to that

AV Birla Group/ Aditya Birla Centre for Community Initiatives 
and Rural Development
CORPUS/AMOUNT GIVEN AWAY IN 2005-06: Rs 90 C rore
FOCUS AREA: Social and economic deveiopment of communities

Tata Group/ Sir Dorab Tata Trust and other trusts/
Direct (by 40 major companies in the group)
CORPUS/AMOUNT GIVEN AWAY IN 2005-06: N.A./Rs 590.22 crore 
FOCUS AREA: From AIDS to ecology to community development

M&M/ KC Mahindra Trust/Direct 
CORPUS/AMOUNT GIVEN AWAY IN 2005-06: Rs 19.24 CrOre 
FOCUS AREA: Education and health

Dr Reddy's Labs/ Dr Reddy’s Foundation
CORPUS/AMOUNT GIVEN AWAY IN 2005-06: N.A.
FOCUS AREA: Education, livelihood and community development

Bharti Enterprises/ Bharti Foundation
CORPUS/AMOUNT GIVEN AWAY IN 2005-06: Rs 200  Crore^N.A.
FOCUS AREA: Primary education in rural areas but not limited to that

Infosys/ Infosys Foundation
CORPUS/AMOUNT GIVEN AWAY IN 2 0 0 5 -0 6 :1 p e r  C en t o f  PAT (N.A.)/
Rs 13.25 crore
FOCUS AREA: Flealthcare, social upliftment, art & culture, 
education

ITC/ Direct
CORPUS/AMOUNT GIVEN AWAY IN 2005-06: Rs 56 crore in 2004-05 
FOCUS AREA: Rural and agricultural development

Godrej Group/ Phirojsha Godrej Foundation/Direct
CORPUS/AMOUNT GIVEN AWAY IN 2005-06: Rs 5-8 C rore
FOCUS AREA: Environment and conservation but not limited to these

HLh Direct
CORPUS/AMOUNT GIVEN AWAY IN 2005-06: Rs 24  crore in 2004  
FOCUS AREA: Flealth, empowerment of women, education of 
special children

This is a representative table and does not claim to include details of 
significant philanthropic spends by India Inc as a whole.

says N ilekani w ho  is C hairperson , Arghyam  
Trust, Akshara Foundation and Pratham Books, 
and  also involved w ith  m icrofinance organi
sation Sangham itra, Public H ealth  Foundation 
o f Ind ia (PHFI), a public-private partnersh ip  
aim ed at improving the quality o f public health 
services in India, and ATREE, an organisation  
th a t aim s to  p ro tec t b io-diversity  and  p ro 
m ote sustainable developm ent.

A nd it has also been helped, in part, by a 
d es ire  to  give back  to  soc ie ty . “W ith  th e  
influence o f television and  mass m edia, how  
long will the poor patiently and passively wait 
fo r th e ir  lives to  im prove?” asks A nu Aga, 
D irector, T herm ax. “It is vulgar to  give m ore 
(to  th e  fam ily , w h ich  a lre ad y  has lo ts  o f 
m oney),” adds K. Anji Reddy, C hairm an, Dr 
Reddy’s Labs, explaining why his holding (val
ued  a t Rs 1 ,000  c ro re ; th e  h o ld in g  o f  the 
family as a w hole is valued at around Rs 2,500 
crore) in the  com pany  will find  its w ay to  
in s t i tu t io n s  a n d  f o u n d a tio n s  en g a g ed  in

A helping hand: Vijaypat Singhania
with one of the street-children being 
trained at the Raymond centre that 
focusses on their rehabilitation



Organised from' the start: Ratan 
Tata’s Tata Group spends more than 
any other Indian business group on 
philanthropic activities

philanthropic or educational activities. “Look at the Birla 
Institute of Technology and Science,” he says. “Today, 
it is sitting on  Rs 1,500 crore w orth  o f Grasim shares.” 

In some cases, efforts to  do  it the right w ay start as 
early as identifying the problem . “W e first understand 
gaps in India’s hum an developm ent th rough the use of 
research and  then  p artn e r w ith  the governm ent and 
existing organisations,” says N ach iket M o r, D eputy 
M anaging Director, ICICI Bank, w ho is also in charge of 
the bank’s development initiatives. “If necessary, we help 
create new  organisations to  fill the gap.”

Where It Matters Most
In a country  w here several “developm ent-gaps” exist, 
corporate houses and individuals can find an avenue for 
their philanthropic activities. “India is a  very fertile place 
to  engage with the non-profit sector,” says Nilekani. For 
the AV Birla G roup , for instance, the  m ain focus areas

are agriculture and the em pow erm ent o f w om en. O ne 
initiative involves the  op tim um  use o f  land and  w ater 
resources by raising the ground w ater table, harnessing 
available resources, recharging ground w ater, installing 
pedal pum ps, and erecting bunds. “This pro ject has 
ensured that 15,000 acres o f land have com e under irr
igation in over 400  villages, benefiting 12,000 families,” 
says Birla. F or the M ah ind ra  G roup , one o f the focus 
areas is education. The group sponsors the education of 
som e 6 ,000 disadvantaged girl children and, according 
to  Rajeev D ubey, P resident, H um an  Resources and  
m em ber o f the m anagem ent board , recently “doubled 
the num ber o f M ahindra All India T alent Scholarships 
to  600  (this is offered to  students w ishing to  enroll in 
job-oriented diplom a courses in polytehnics).” A nother 
is health; this year, the group has decided to  donate 60 
cochlear implants over three years to  children under the 
age of five (each procedure costs around Rs 5 lakh). D r 
Reddy’s Laboratories’ emphasis is on creating livelihoods 
a n d  th e  D r R e d d y ’s F o u n d a t io n ’s L iv e l ih o o d  
A dvancem ent Business School has thus far c reated  
livelihoods for over 60 ,000  young  people from  eco
nom ically disadvantaged backgrounds.

A t the T ata  G roup , ap a rt from  ph ilan th rop ic  in i
tia tives u n d e rta k en  by affilia ted  trusts , m ost large 
com panies have philanthropic agendas, although some 
o f  th e se  h av e  m o re  to  d o  w ith  c o rp o ra te  soc ia l 
responsibility (CSR) th an  ph ilan thropy . Softw are serv
ices m ajo r TCS, fo r instance, runs an  adu lt-literacy  
p rogram m e th a t has benefited  4 6 ,0 0 0  people. T ata  
C h e m ic a l’s w a te r -m a n a g e m e n t p ro g ra m m e  has 
im proved the lives o f thousands o f dis- 
t r e s s e d  v i l l a g e r s  in  G u j a r a t ’s 
O k h a m a n d a l  r e g io n . “ B e sid e s  
health , education , and  com m unity  
developm ent, in  recen t years, the 
em phasis has been  on  developing 
su sta inab le  live lihoods an d  e n c 
ourag ing  social en trep ren eu rsh ip ,” 
e x p la in s  A n a n t N a d k a rn i ,  V ice 
President, CSR, T ata G roup. W ipro’s 
Azim Prem ji has decided th a t 
th e  epo n y m o u s fo u n d a 
tion  he funds will focus 
on  education  (see T he  
I d e a l  M o d e l f ) .  A nd 
N ilekani has chosen 
to  f o c u s  h e r

Not cheque-book philanthropy: Rajashree 
Birla heads a 250-member team that gets down 
to the details of developmental initiatives



Rs 217 crore: Or most of the proceeds 
from selling his stakes in Future Soft and 
Hughes Software; that’s how much K.V. 
Ramani gave away

activities on  the fact th a t m ost Indians lack access to  
essentials: health , education , w ater, even m arkets.

The Personal Equation
T he benchm ark  fo r ph ilan th rop ic  activities in India 
w o u ld  have to  be te c h n o lo g y  e n tre p re n e u r  K.V. 
Ramani (significantly, all the individual philanthropists 
featured  here including R eddy and  Premji ow e the ir 
fo rtunes to  the high m arket value o f the ir new -econ- 
om y ventures). T h e  co -founder o f H ughes Softw are 
Systems and F uture Software sold his stake in bo th  to  
F lextronics in late 2004 . H is to ta l incom e from  the 
sale: m ore than  Rs 217  crore. H e kep t just around  Rs 
15 crore and gave away the rest to  a philanthropic trust 
Shirdi Sai T rust, he founded in 1994 (by 2004, he had 
already given Rs 24  crore to  this). Ramani is busy m ak
ing sure th e  in terest generated  is used fo r religious, 
educational and medical purposes, and while his effort 
fits m ore under the head of charity than  philanthropy, 
the sheer (relative) m agnitude o f it is som ething India 
Inc, and its residents w ould  do  well to  learn  from .

N ilekani, in som e ways, has done one better: the 
am oun t she has given away is significant, and  she has 
clear ideas on w hat she calls “strategic ph ilan th ropy .” 
“You have to  look a t issues from  a m acro-level,” she 
says. “Everything is deeply connected.” And she goes on 
to  explain how  access to  credit and access to  w ater are 
closely related  (Arghyam w orks in the area o f w ater 
security). “Cheque-writing is easy, but I don’t do  that,” 
she adds. “O ur group has never believed in cheque-book 
p h ila n th ro p y ,” says Birla. E vidently , In d ia  Inc. is 
learning on this fron t too . ■

ADDITIONAL REPORTING BY AMAN MALIK, RAHUL 
SACHITANAND, E.KUMAR SHARMA AND NTTYA VARADARAJAN

THE IDEAL MODEL?
The Azim Premji Foundation is run like a company.

A
t  t h e  best  o f  t im e s , w ip r o ’s  c h a ir m a n  a z im  pr e m ji is 

an intensely private person who prefers to talk 
(after a great deal of persuasion) on his company 

and little else. He declined to meet w ith this magazine to 
discuss his take on philanthropy, instead deflecting queries 
to Dileep Ranjekar, CEO of the Azim Premji Foundation and 
Wipro’s former HR head.

The foundation, which began its efforts to enhance the 
quality of education in schools around the country (largely 
in mral areas) five years ago with a Rs 360 crore grant and 
three employees, today covers nearly 15 ,000  schools, 
2 5 ,0 0 0  children and around 4 3 ,0 0 0  teachers and has 
recently won more backing from Premji in the form of a 
fresh Rs 300  crore grant (it currently employs 250). The 
foundation has tried to play a collaborative role, focussing 
on enhancing the quality, quantity, and equity of education 
delivered in government schools across the country, 
w h ich  account fo r 90  per cent of the school-going 
students. “ Education is today based mostly on rote and 
memorisation of text and there is little  emphasis on 
understanding and comprehension,” says Ranjekar. The 
last board meeting held in m id-July at the foundation’s 
office, located in a eucalyptus grove behind W ipro’s 
Corporate Office on Sarjapur Road, saw Premji and 
Ranjekar make a five-year analysis of APF’s progress.

“The last five years were a time of learning and devel
opment and the time had now come to take this initative 
fonward,” says Ranjekar. While his team has made siginif- 
icant progress in reaching schools in 17 states in the coun
try, Premji believes it is tim e to create a collaborative 
framework with other education partners. “While we have 
taken our first few steps, (one initiative called Computer-Aided 
Learning has grown from a single-school project to cover over 
15,000 schools today), the statistics in education (only 17 
per cent of all girls in the arid, backward district of Raichur 
in North Karnataka graduate, for instance) reveal that we 
have a long way to go,” explains Ranjekar. Backed by the 
Premjis (Wipro chairman’s wife Yasmeen is a board mem
ber too ), APF is now looking to “work on concrete issues that 
can trigger systemic change in the education sector.”

RAHUL SACHITANAND
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