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Conflict or Capture? The Deep-Tech Fund
Debate Needs an Outcomes Audit, Not
Outrage

& The Indian Express 10 August 2026 (GS3) (GSZ) (684)

} INTERVIEW ANGLE

"A recusal rule stops a conflicted expert from voting on their own company's proposal. It does not
stop them from shaping, informally, which sectors and which kind of ventures the whole panel
comes to favour. Does your accountability design account for influence that never shows up as a

vote?"

® Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

Ask an expert panel to fund the future and you will, almost by design, be asking people who already bet on

it. The real governance question is not whether that overlap exists, but whether anyone can see it.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

This is a rare editorial that genuinely earns its GS4 tag. Most “governance” current-affairs items describe a
scandal and move on; this one hands you the actual analytical tool examiners want, the distinction
between a process audit and an outcomes audit as two different, non-substitutable
accountability instruments. Learn to apply that distinction to any expert-panel, regulator, or public-fund

governance question, since it is a general-purpose framework, not a fact specific to the RDI Fund.

GS Paper 3: Investment models; science and technology developments and their applications; indigenisation
of technology. GS Paper 2: Government policies and interventions; accountability and transparency
mechanisms; statutory and quasi-judicial bodies. GS Paper 4: Conflict of interest in public institutions;

probity in governance; ethical design of expert-panel decision-making.
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CONCEPT

RDI Scheme /
RDI Fund

Capture vs.
sequencing

overlap

Recusal protocol

Process audit

Outcomes audit

Conflict of
interest (GS4)

MEANING

Rs 1 lakh crore corpus, Cabinet-approved July 1,
2025, guided by ANRF, disbursed via TDB, for

private-sector deep-tech R&D

Systemic diversion of institutional benefit to
insiders, versus small-ecosystem overlap between

qualified evaluators and fundable ventures

Disclosure of financial interest plus complete

withdrawal from discussion and voting on the

affected proposal

Reviews whether decision-making procedures,

disclosure, recusal, voting, were correctly followed

Reviews whether the funded activity actually
delivered its stated purpose, here, technology

advancement and commercialisation

A situation where an official’s private interest could

improperly influence their public duty

WHY IT IS TESTABLE

The named current-affairs scheme;

date and corpus are Prelims-grade

Nageswaran’s core definitional

distinction

The specific process safeguard cited

in the fund’s defence

Backward-looking; can be satisfied

even if outcomes are poor

Forward-looking; the accountability

instrument Nageswaran argues for

Central ethics concept; testable in

both GS2 institutional-design and

GS4 ethics-case form

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

The Research, Development and Innovation (RDI) Scheme was approved by the Union Cabinet on July 1,

2025, with a corpus of Rs 1 lakh crore, to extend long-tenure, low or nil-interest financing for high-

Technology-Readiness-Level projects and to establish a Deep-Tech Fund of Funds. It is strategically guided by

the Anusandhan National Research Foundation (ANRF), chaired by the Prime Minister, with its

Executive Council recommending fund managers and focus sectors; disbursement of the fund’s first tranche

was carried out through the Technology Development Board (TDB), the statutory body under the

Department of Science and Technology established for commercialisation-stage technology financing.
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METRIC FIGURE

RDI Fund total corpus Rs 1lakh crore (approved July 1, 2025)

First-tranche companies approved 22, across space systems, semiconductors, energy storage, robotics
and related deep-tech fields

First-tranche amount disbursed Rs 2,192 crore, via the Technology Development Board

Companies with Investment 15 of 22 (roughly Rs 1,377 crore, about 62 per cent of the amount)

Commiittee ties

Investment Committee members with 7of 11

linked companies

Committee chairman’s linked 9 companies linked to Saurabh Srivastava, co-founder, Indian Angel
companies Network; personal equity stake in 1
Additional vetting layer 15 of 22 projects separately reviewed by expert panels constituted by

the Ministry of Education

The Technology Development Board’s response, through Secretary Rajesh Pathak, was that conflict of
interest is “unavoidable” in expert panels of this kind and is managed through disclosure and recusal; the
Department of Science and Technology stated selections were made “purely on merit” and that conflicted

members had “zero involvement” in evaluating or approving the proposals they were linked to.

THE ANALYSIS

1. The 62 per cent figure needs disaggregation before it supports a capture claim. It describes
overlap between evaluators’ investment history and approved ventures, not a demonstrated instance of a
conflicted member voting to approve their own holding. Overlap and capture are different claims requiring

different evidence, and conflating them, in either direction, weakens the analysis.

2. Nageswaran’s ecosystem argument is falsifiable, and worth testing rather than accepting on
authority. If India’s deep-tech evaluator pool is genuinely this small, the same pattern of overlap should be
observable in other advanced economies’ early-stage deep-tech public funding schemes. If overlap in the RDI
Fund is markedly higher than comparable schemes elsewhere, the “small ecosystem” explanation weakens; if

comparable, it strengthens.

3. Recusal is necessary but not sufficient. A recusal log satisfies the narrow question of who voted on
what. It does not, by itself, answer the harder informal-influence question: whether a committee chairman
linked to nine of twenty-two winners shaped, through agenda-setting or shortlisting norms, which kind of

proposals the whole panel came to favour, an influence channel that a formal recusal record cannot detect.
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4. The Ministry of Education cross-vetting for 15 of 22 projects is a genuine, under-emphasised
safeguard. An independent second evaluation layer, if methodologically real and not a formality, materially
reduces the likelihood that conflicted preferences alone determined outcomes, and deserves scrutiny in its

own right rather than being taken on trust.

5. The ethics dimension is squarely about institutional design, not individual guilt. The GS4-
relevant question is not whether any specific committee member acted corruptly, no such finding has been
made, but whether the RDI Fund’s governance architecture, before the controversy, was designed with enough
transparency, rotation and independent verification built in that overlap of this scale would have been visible

and explainable in real time, rather than only after journalistic investigation surfaced it.

6. An outcomes audit is the right complement, not a substitute, for process safeguards.
Nageswaran is correct that a scheme whose entire purpose is technology delivery must ultimately be judged on
delivery. But an outcomes audit alone would only detect failure years after disbursement, by which time
flawed selection, if it occurred, cannot be undone. The two instruments answer different questions on different

timelines, and a governance design that picks only one is incomplete.

DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

PRELIMS-GRADE FACTS:

RDI Scheme: Cabinet-approved July 1, 2025; corpus Rs 1 lakh crore; strategically guided by ANRF
(Anusandhan National Research Foundation), chaired by the Prime Minister

Disbursing body for the first tranche: Technology Development Board (TDB), under the Department
of Science and Technology (DST)

First tranche: 22 companies, Rs 2,192 crore, sectors including space systems, semiconductors,
energy storage, robotics

15 of 22 companies (~62 per cent of the amount, ~Rs 1,377 crore) linked to 7 of 11 Investment
Committee members

Committee chairman Saurabh Srivastava (co-founder, Indian Angel Network): linked to 9
companies, equity stake in 1

TDB Secretary: Rajesh Pathak; author of the op-ed: Chief Economic Advisor V. Anantha
Nageswaran

15 of 22 projects separately vetted by expert panels constituted by the Ministry of Education

WATCH THE TRAP: DO NOT WRITE THAT THE GOVERNMENT OR THE SUPREME COURT HAS
“FOUND” CAPTURE, OR CONVERSELY THAT THE GOVERNMENT HAS BEEN “CLEARED.” AS OF THIS
EDITORIAL, THIS IS A LIVE, CONTESTED GOVERNANCE DEBATE WITH A FACTUAL DISCLOSURE
(THE 62 PER CENT OVERLAP) AND COMPETING INTERPRETATIONS OF IT, NOT A CONCLUDED
LEGAL OR AUDIT FINDING EITHER WAY.
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THE DEBATE

Argument FOR Nageswaran’s reading. India’s deep-tech evaluator pool is objectively thin; disqualifying
every expert with prior sector investment would leave public panels staffed by people without the market
judgment to distinguish credible frontier proposals from unqualified ones. Recusal and disclosure protocols
were applied, and a separate, independent vetting layer covered a majority of the approved projects.
Demanding zero overlap in a young ecosystem privileges the appearance of purity over the fund’s actual

developmental purpose.

Argument AGAINST. A committee chairman personally linked to nine of twenty-two winning companies is
a level of concentration that self-reported recusal cannot fully verify from the outside, and informal influence
over agenda-setting is not addressed by any of the cited safeguards. An “unavoidable” conflict is still a conflict,
and describing it as structural rather than individual does not eliminate the need for stronger, independently

verifiable checks.

Balanced verdict. Both claims can be true without contradiction: the overlap plausibly reflects a genuinely
small expert ecosystem rather than deliberate insider dealing, and the existing safeguards are nonetheless too
weak to fully rule out informal influence or to reassure a sceptical public. The sound institutional-design
response is neither to dismiss the finding as inevitable noise nor to treat it as proven capture, but to
strengthen transparency and rotation now while committing to the outcomes audit that will be the real test of

the fund’s integrity over time.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS

The transferable pattern: when an expert-led public institution faces a conflict-of-interest

allegation, separate the design question from the guilt question. The guilt question, did any
individual act corruptly, requires evidence of a specific improper act and should not be assumed from overlap
alone. The design question, could the institution’s structure have prevented, detected or made visible this level
of overlap before it became a controversy, can and should be asked regardless of whether any individual is

found to have acted wrongly.

Apply a three-part test to any similar case, a regulator’s advisory panel, a public investment committee, a
government grants jury. Is the evaluator pool genuinely scarce, such that overlap with the field being
evaluated is structurally likely? If so, some degree of overlap should be expected and managed, not treated as
automatically disqualifying. Are the process safeguards, disclosure, recusal, independent second review, real
and independently verifiable, or merely self-certified? This determines how much weight the “we followed
procedure” defence deserves. Is there a binding mechanism to audit outcomes on a fixed timeline regardless
of how the process question is resolved? Without this third leg, even a procedurally spotless institution has no

way to demonstrate it actually delivered public value.
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DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

Process audit and outcomes audit answer different questions

15 of 22 firms (62%) linked to panel
Rs 2,192 cr disbursed, first RDI tranche

Process question

Were disclosure and recusal
rules followed at the vote?

Answer: TDB says yes

Outcomes question

Did funded ventures reach higher
TRL, patents, commercialisation?
Answer: not yet auditable

Gap: informal influence

agenda-setting, shortlist bias, not
captured by recusal logs alone

audit cycle yet

s to

Complementary design, not either/or

+ binding multi-year outcomes audit

Only this combination closes both gaps

proactive disclosure + panel rotation + independent second review

[

The RDI Fund’s process safeguards and a future outcomes audit answer different questions on different

timelines; neither alone can close the gap left by informal influence that recusal logs cannot capture, which

is why the two instruments must be treated as complements rather than substitutes.
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TAKEAWAY BOX

Recusal proves an expert did not vote for their own company. It cannot prove they did not shape what the
whole panel came to want. Only outcomes, tracked over years, can answer the question recusal was never

designed to answer.

RDI Scheme, Rs 1 lakh crore, Cabinet-approved July 1, 2025, guided by ANRF (PM-chaired), disbursed
via TDB; first tranche 22 companies, Rs 2,192 crore; 15 of 22 (62%) linked to 7 of 11 Investment

Comimittee members; chairman Saurabh Srivastava (Indian Angel Network) linked to 9 companies; TDB
Secretary Rajesh Pathak; CEA V. Anantha Nageswaran; 15 of 22 projects also vetted by Ministry of

Education panels.

should experts with disclosed financial ties to a sector be barred from evaluating public funding in that
sector altogether, even if it means losing the exact expertise the panel needs, or is recusal-plus-transparency

a sufficient ethical safeguard, and where precisely does the line sit?

UPSC has repeatedly tested conflict of interest, probity in governance, and the design of expert-led public
institutions in GS4 case studies; this editorial supplies a live, real-world instance with concrete safeguards,
numbers and competing interpretations that can anchor either a GS2 institutional-design answer or a GS4

ethics case study.

“Process safeguards such as disclosure and recusal are necessary but not sufficient to ensure the integrity of
expert-led public funding.” Discuss with reference to India’s Research, Development and Innovation Fund,

and suggest a governance framework that addresses both process and outcomes.

Sources: The Indian Express, PIB, Department of Science and Technology, ANRF

Source: Conflict or Capture? The Deep-Tech Fund Debate Needs an Outcomes Audit, Not Outrage — Ujiyari.com
Free UPSC & State PCS Editorial Analysis
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® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

Chief Economic Advisor V. Anantha Nageswaran'’s argument is that
the finding that 15 of 22 companies (roughly 62 per cent of the Rs
2,192 crore disbursed), approved in the first tranche of the Rs 1
lakh crore Research, Development and Innovation (RDI) Fund,
have investment ties to members of the Technology Development
Board’s 11-member Investment Committee reflects the structural
sequencing dynamics of a small, expert-dense deep-tech
ecosystem rather than systemic capture, and that the correct
accountability instrument going forward is an outcomes audit
tracking whether funded ventures actually deliver technology, not
a narrow process audit that treats every conflict as evidence of
wrongdoing.

v SUPPORTING

* India’s deep-tech investor and evaluator pool is genuinely small: the same handful of
experienced angel investors, venture builders and technologists who are qualified to
appraise frontier proposals in space systems, semiconductors, energy storage and robotics
are, almost by definition, also the people most likely to have already backed the ventures
now seeking public capital, which makes overlap a predictable feature of expert-panel
design in a nascent sector rather than a symptom of favouritism.

* Process safeguards already exist and were applied: the Technology Development Board's
pre-investment guidelines require full disclosure and complete recusal of any member with
a financial stake in a proposal under discussion, and the Department of Science and
Technology has stated that conflicted members took no part in evaluating or approving the
specific companies they were linked to, with fifteen of the twenty-two approved projects
having been separately vetted by expert panels constituted by the Ministry of Education.

* A purely process-based audit standard, one that treats any evaluator-founder overlap as
disqualifying regardless of recusal, would function as a de facto bar on India’s most
experienced deep-tech investors and technologists serving on public evaluation panels at
all, since it is precisely their market experience and portfolio exposure that qualifies them to
assess frontier proposals in the first place.

* The RDI Fund's declared purpose, closing a financing gap for high-Technology-Readiness-
Level, high-strategic-value projects that private markets underfund because of long horizons
and technical risk, cannot be served by a governance design so risk-averse that it deters
exactly the domain experts capable of separating credible deep-tech proposals from
unqualified ones; the meaningful test of the fund’s integrity is whether the technologies it

Conflict or Capture? The Deep-Tech Fund Debate Needs an Outcomes Audit, Not Outrage
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financed actually reach commercialisation, defence-relevant capability or strategic import-

substitution, which only an outcomes audit can establish.

A COUNTER

Recusal from a formal vote does not eliminate influence exercised informally, through
agenda-setting, shortlisting criteria, or which sectors and founder profiles a panel comes to
favour over repeated funding rounds, and self-reported recusal is inherently difficult for
outsiders to verify against actual committee deliberations. A committee chairman personally
linked to nine of twenty-two approved companies, with a direct equity stake in one, is a level
of concentration that a purely procedural defence, however well-intentioned, may struggle to
fully answer, and Nageswaran's argument risks becoming a general-purpose justification for

any degree of insider concentration in any expert-led public scheme.

- WAY FORWARD

The two accountability instruments are not substitutes but complements, and India’s public
expert-panel governance should adopt both explicitly. In the near term: publish committee
members’ financial disclosures and recusal logs proactively for every funding round, not only
after a controversy breaks; rotate committee composition periodically so that no single
member’s portfolio dominates repeated funding cycles; and consider a second, independent
conflict-review layer for any proposal where the primary evaluators hold disclosed financial
interests in the sector, even if not in the specific applicant.

In parallel, commission a genuine outcomes audit, tracking patents, prototypes reaching
Technology Readiness Level advancement, commercialisation and strategic capability
delivered, on a fixed multi-year cycle, so that the fund’s ultimate justification rests on

demonstrated results rather than on the absence of scandal.
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-g,é\ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION

'In a small, expert-dense ecosystem, conflict of interest in evaluation panels is structurally difficult to
avoid.' Critically examine this claim with reference to India’'s Rs 1 lakh crore Research, Development and
Innovation Scheme, and discuss whether outcomes-based audits are an adequate substitute for process-

based conflict safeguards in public expert-panel governance. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

The Rs 1 lakh crore Research, Development and Innovation (RDI) Scheme, approved by the Union Cabinet
on July 1, 2025, to close India’s private-sector deep-tech financing gap, faced its first major governance
controversy when reporting found that 15 of the 22 companies approved in its inaugural tranche,
accounting for roughly 62 per cent of the Rs 2,192 crore disbursed by the Technology Development Board
(TDB), have investment ties to members of the 11-member Investment Committee that selected them.
Chief Economic Advisor V. Anantha Nageswaran'’s defence in The Indian Express reframes the debate from

a question of individual wrongdoing to a question of institutional design.

BODY

Nageswaran'’s central move is definitional: he distinguishes between capture, where an institution’s
decisions are systematically diverted to benefit insiders at the expense of its stated purpose, and
sequencing overlap, where a small pool of genuinely qualified experts inevitably intersects with the small
pool of ventures worth funding in a nascent field. India’s deep-tech ecosystem, spanning space systems,
semiconductors, energy storage and robotics, has few evaluators with the technical depth to assess
Technology Readiness Level and commercialisation potential, and those evaluators are disproportionately
the same angel investors and venture builders, such as Investment Committee chairman Saurabh
Srivastava of the Indian Angel Network, who have already backed the sector’s leading ventures.

The safeguards Nageswaran cites are procedural: mandatory disclosure, complete recusal from discussion
and voting on any proposal in which a member holds a financial interest, and, for a majority of the
approved projects, an additional layer of vetting by expert panels constituted separately by the Ministry of
Education. His accountability argument follows from this: a process audit that flags every disclosed overlap
as presumptively improper, regardless of recusal, would not improve outcomes, it would simply deter
India’s most qualified evaluators from serving on public panels at all, since market experience and prior
investment exposure are the very credentials that make an expert useful for assessing frontier technology
proposals.

The stronger test, in his framing, is whether the RDI Fund'’s investments actually produce the outcomes it
exists for: technologies advancing to higher Technology Readiness Levels, patents, commercialisation, and
strategic or defence-relevant capability, which only a forward-looking outcomes audit, not a backward-

looking process audit, can establish.

CONCLUSION
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The debate exposes a genuine tension in the governance of expert-led public funding: process safeguards
protect against the appearance and mechanics of individual favouritism but cannot fully rule out informal
influence over agenda-setting and sector selection, while outcomes audits validate whether public money
produced public value but arrive too late to prevent a compromised process from running its course. The
most defensible position, and the one consistent with both fiscal prudence and the ethical duty to preserve
public trust in mission-critical institutions, treats the two instruments as complementary rather than as
alternatives, pairing transparent, proactively published recusal records with a binding, multi-year outcomes

audit rather than choosing one at the expense of the other.
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