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"Should India have a centralised scientific mobility policy to attract international researchers
— and what institutional reforms would make that credible?"

EDITORIAL SUMMARY:

The Indian Express argues that India faces a rare, time-bound opportunity to recruit world-class researchers
displaced by funding cuts — particularly scientists from the United States, where the Trump administration’s
science budget reductions have disrupted careers in climate science, public health, and basic research. The
editorial calls for a centralised scientific mobility policy, long-term research grants, internationally competitive
salaries, and infrastructure upgrades to position India credibly as a global research destination. It warns that

without structural reform, the invitation will be gesture politics rather than genuine brain gain.

THE DISPLACEMENT MOMENT

The United States is experiencing an unusual disruption in its scientific workforce. Cuts to federal science
funding — at NIH, NSF, NOAA, the EPA’s research arms, and CDC — under the current administration have left

thousands of early- and mid-career researchers without grants, positions, or institutional security. European
research systems, already stretched by pandemic-era deficits and defence re-prioritisation, have limited
absorptive capacity. The result is a global pool of highly trained, internationally mobile scientists that is, for the

first time in decades, actively looking beyond the traditional Anglo-American axis.

India’s government has made gestures toward capitalising on this. The VAIBHAV (Vishwa-vastav
Bharatiya Vaigyanik) Fellowship, launched in 2020, was precisely designed to attract the Indian diaspora
back — or at least into part-time engagement with Indian institutions. The Prime Minister’s Science

Technology and Innovation Advisory Council (PM-STIAC) has flagged talent attraction as a priority.
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The National Science Foundation of India (NSF-India), proposed under the Anusandhan National
Research Foundation (ANRF) created by the Anusandhan National Research Foundation Act, 2023, is

meant to professionalise and de-bureaucratise research funding.

But aspiration and execution remain far apart.

WHAT INDIA LACKS — THE STRUCTURAL GAPS

1. Salaries and Living Standards

An assistant professor at a mid-tier US research university earns $90,000—$120,000 per year. An equivalent
position at an IIT or IISc — among India’s most prestigious institutions — pays approximately Rs 80,000—
1,10,000 per month (roughly $12,000—$16,000 per year). Even accounting for purchasing power parity, the gap
is not fully bridged by lower costs of living when a researcher has international student loans, family

commitments, or dependents schooled in foreign education systems.

The problem is not merely money — it is the total compensation package: health cover, research budgets,

institutional support, sabbatical rights, and the quality of research ecosystem a scientist can plug into on arrival.

2. Bureaucratic Research Culture

Indian public universities and research institutions are governed by UGC regulations, state government service
rules, and Central Civil Services norms in varying combinations. The result is a culture of procedural
compliance over research productivity. Hiring a foreign national as a full-time faculty member involves
immigration, visa, and pay-scale complications that can take 12—18 months to resolve — long enough to lose a

candidate to a European offer.

The ANRF Act, 2023 was meant to address this by creating a professional, arms-length national research
agency on the NSF-US or European Research Council model. But implementation has been slow: the governing

board, while constituted, has not yet operationalised the full grant-making machinery.

3. Infrastructure

World-class research requires world-class laboratories. India’s research infrastructure investment — at roughly
0.65—0.7% of GDP — is far below the levels that sustain productive research environments in South Korea
(~5%), Taiwan (~3.5%), or the US (~3.4%). An atmospheric scientist leaving NOAA will not accept an offer if
the data ingestion systems, computational clusters, and observational networks at the destination institution are

a generation behind.
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4. No Centralised Mobility Policy

India has no single-window system for international research talent. VAIBHAYV is specifically for the Indian
diaspora — it does not address non-Indian scientists who may be interested in working on India-relevant
problems (monsoon science, tropical medicine, biodiversity, agricultural genomics). There is no “India Research

Visa” with streamlined processing analogous to Germany’s Blaue Karte or the UK’s Global Talent Visa.

WHAT A CREDIBLE POLICY WOULD LOOK LIKE

The editorial identifies several necessary components:

Long-term grants 5—7 year research grants (not annual renewals) to provide career security

Competitive salaries A PPP-adjusted salary band that is internationally credible, funded by ANRF

Fast-track visa and OCI Research-specific visa category; automatic OCI conversion after 5 years

Infrastructure top-up Dedicated capital funds for hosting institutions to upgrade labs

Autonomy guarantee Statutory protection for research independence; no political clearance for research
topics

Industry-academia Allow researchers to hold part-time industry advisory roles without conflict-of-

bridge interest blocks

The ANRF could serve as the nodal agency for this if given the mandate, budget, and autonomy to function as a

professional grant-making body — not as another government department with annual budget uncertainty.

THE UPSC AND POLICY DIMENSION

Why This Matters Beyond the Immediate Window

The Trump-era US funding cuts are a temporary condition — US science funding patterns will likely normalise
with administration changes. The window for attracting displaced researchers may be 2—4 years at most. India’s

credibility as a research destination, however, is a long-term national interest that extends beyond this moment.

India’s R&D paradox: India produces more STEM graduates than almost any country on earth — yet its
research output in high-impact journals, patent filings, and translational research is disproportionately low
relative to this human capital base. This is a brain drain + brain waste problem: talented Indians either

leave (brain drain) or are absorbed into services roles rather than research careers (brain waste).

Attracting Global Researchers to India — A Window That Won't Stay Open 4/7


https://ujiyari.com/vocab/statutory/
https://ujiyari.com/vocab/mandate/
https://ujiyari.com/vocab/paradox/
https://ujiyari.com/

\\ \
& ujivari UPSC & STATE PGS CURRENT AFFAIRS

Attracting global researchers is not just about individual scientists — it is about creating research

ecosystems that can retain Indian talent as well. A world-class lab at an IISc or IIT built around an

international researcher creates professional environments that make Indian scientists less likely to emigrate.

UPSC RELEVANCE

GS Paper 2 — Governance and Policy

e Science and technology institutions: ANRF, PM-STIAC, NRF-India — roles, mandates,

implementation gaps

e Talent and human capital policy: diaspora engagement (VAIBHAYV), brain drain, skilled

migration frameworks

® YVisa and immigration reform: Global Talent Visa comparisons; India’s research visa gap

e Autonomy of scientific institutions: political interference in research; the UGC model vs.

research university model

GS Paper 3 — Science, Technology, and Economy

o India’s R&D deficit: 0.65-0.7% of GDP vs 2% target under STI Policy 2013; never achieved

® ANREF Act, 2023: a landmark structural reform — mandate, funding structure, governing board,

analogy to NSF-US and ERC

e Innovation ecosystem: from STEM graduation to research output — where the conversion fails

¢ Brain drain and brain gain: policy instruments; comparison with Germany (Blue Card), UK

(Global Talent Visa), Israel (MAGNET programme)

Keywords: ANRF Act 2023, Anusandhan National Research Foundation, VAIBHAV Fellowship, PM-STIAC,
India R&D spending GDP, Global Talent Visa, brain drain India, brain gain policy, research mobility, NSF

funding cuts US, scientific workforce displacement, India research infrastructure.
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Established by the Anusandhan National Research Foundation Act, 2023; replaces and subsumes the Science
and Engineering Research Board (SERB); modelled on the US National Science Foundation; to be funded at
Rs 50,000 crore over 5 years (majority from private sector); PM is ex-officio President; aims to seed, grow,

and promote R&D across universities, colleges, research institutions, and R&D labs.

Vishwa-vastav Bharatiya Vaigyanik — a joint fellowship of DST, DBT, MoE, and other ministries for Indian-
origin researchers abroad to collaborate with Indian institutions; up to Rs 37.5 lakh per year for 5-year part-

time engagements; does not require the researcher to relocate permanently.

Approximately 0.65—0.7% of GDP (World Bank data, based on 2019—20 figures); the Science, Technology and
Innovation Policy 2013 set a target of 2% of GDP — never achieved; India spends approximately Rs 1.24 lakh

crore annually on R&D across government and private sector combined.

Israel's MAGNET (MAGentic NaTural) programme and Weizmann Institute’s diaspora return fellowships
helped convert its 1990s brain drain into a brain gain cycle by the 2000s; Israel now has R&D at ~5.4% of

GDP, highest globally; the model involved long-term institutional commitment, not one-time fellowships.

Established 2018; principal advisory body to the PM on science and technology; chaired by Principal
Scientific Adviser to Gol; coordinating body across DST, DBT, DRDO, ISRO, DAE; produced national STI

policy recommendations and the COVID-19 research roadmap.
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