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[IT Kharagpur
gaIns 1n rejig

BASANT KUMAR
MOHANTY

New Delhi, July 1: The Indi-
an Institutes of Technology
will receive central funds bas-
ed on their student strength
under a new plan that will be-
nefit II'T Kharagpur the most.

The Bengal institute has
8,000 students, the highest
among the IITs, and so will re-
ceive more money than any of
the others. However, every IIT
will benefit under the new
arrangement, planned from
this academic year, even
though they will have to raise
20 per cent of the money them-
selves while the government
provides 80 per cent.

The new system is based
on an expenditure-per-student
formula, which has been esti-
mated at Rs 2.5 lakh for this
year. It will be raised every
year taking into account infl-
ation, staff and teacher salary
increases, and other expenses.

“This funding system 1is
much more logical. We can
better manage the expendi-
tures on faculties and mainte-
nance of facilities like build-
ings, labs and hostels,” IIT
Guwahati director Gautam
Barua said.

Barua said IIT Guwahati

received around Rs 27 crore a
year from the Centre under
the old “block grant” system
but would now be entitled to
Rs 90 crore because it has 3,600
students. It will receive
Rs 72 crore from the Centre
and have to generate the rem-
aining Rs 18 crore on its own.

IIT Delhi director Suren-
dra Prasad said raising 20 per
cent of the money would not
be a problem for the premier
tech schools.

The IITs already generate a
little less than 20 per cent of
their recurring expenses thr-
ough students’ fees, research-
based industrial consultancy
and sponsored projects. “The
institutes are increasing spon-
sored research and consultan-
cy work. We can generate 20
per cent of the recurring ex-
penses,” Prasad said.

The human resource devel-
opment (HRD) ministry
worked out the expenditure-
per-student formula on the
basis of IIT data on expendi-
tures, such as faculty and staff
salaries, retirement benefits,
maintenance and other costs.

The 20 per cent formula
was agreed at a meeting be-
tween the directors and higher
education secretary Vibha
Puri Das on May 5.



Tribune ND 5/07/2011P-4

Page 3 of 9

No more online chat with partner, woman tells HC

New DELHI, JuLy 4~

A Mumbai-based woman
who allegedly emotionally
blackmailed her online chat
partner -- an MNC employ-
¢¢ working in Gurgaon --
after he refused to marry
her, today appeared before
the Delhi High Court and
stated that she would not
communicate with him any
longer.

Following her commit-
ment, the man withdrew his
complaint against her.

The women only appeared
before the court after it

slammed her non-appear-'
ance on the previous hearing

on June 27, and issued a bail-

able warrant of Rs.10,000 to
ensure her presence on the
next date of hearing.

As the woman, a research
associate at the Indian Insti-
tute of Technology, Mum-
bai, appeared in court, Jus-
tice Mukta Gupta heard the
matter in her chamber, where
the woman alleged that the
man, Sandeep Kushwaha,

* had physical relations with

her but was backing out of
marriage. Kushwaha denied

the charges.

However, after the court's
intervention, the woman stat-
ed that she would not write
any letter, email or make dny
communication with Kush-
waha except for legal reme-
dies, !

Kushwaha, an IIT-Kanpur
graduate, withdrew his peti-
tion alleging blackmail by

the woman, after hearing her

commitment.

"The present petition is dis-
missed ‘as withdrawn with
liberty to both parties to take
legal remedies as available to

them in law," said Justice
Gupta.

Meanwhile, the woman
refused to accept the travel
and lodging expenses from
the petitioner, which was ear-
lier directed by Justice
Suresh Kait to pay for her
Mumbazi-Delhi trip.

Kushwaha told the court
that he befriended the girl, a
Ph.D. in physics from Alla-
habad University, on internet
last August and began chat-
ting with her.

The duration of the chat

gradually grew longer and

often ended late into the
night.
He said as their friendship
grew, she insisted upon meet-
ing him and came over to
Delhi last November.
"After meeting me, she
began pressing for marriage
with me despite being at least
five to six years older to me,”
Kushwaha, 235, told the court.
He said that as he refused to
tnarry her, she began sending
him threatening mails and
SMSes, saying she would
commit suicide if he did not
marry her. -- [ANS



A study by PAN-IIT conducted by India Brand
Equity Fund suggested that IITians have been
involved in the creation of over two crore (20
million) new jobs. While further digging into
details, it says that every one in 10 IITians start
their own companies and 40 per cent of them
are serial entrepreneurs. Of the IIT alumni
who graduated prior to 2001, 40 per cent are in
top leadership roles in corporations, educa-
tional institutions, research labs, NGOs, gov-
ernmental agencies, politics and entrepreneur-
ial heads of their own companies.

>> MANU AGARWAL,
founder & CEOQ, Naaptol.com is
an engineering graduate from
IIT-Kanpur. He earned his Mas-
ters degree in computers and
electrical engineering from

>>SAURABH BHATIA,

co founder and chief business
officer, Vdopia - a digital adver-
tising company is an alumnus
of IIT-Delhi who started his
entrepreneurial journey along

University of Min- with his two ITTian
nesota. Speaking of friends. "We started
his entrepreneurial I N it together because
journey, he says, Wwe saw an opportu-

"When I was in the nity in the market,
 US, Isaw that every- and possessed by

- body in India would
come there for a job. .
It was then I thought
that if I have to rise above all, I
have to be in India and start my
own business. I worked with
W8I in the USA for some years
before moving back to India in
1998, Naaptol was started in
2008 with a vision to enter into
the space of virtual commerce,”
So is IT synonymous to

the entrepreneur-
ial spirit, we went
for it. In June 2007,

‘while my friends Chhavi Upad-

hyay and Srikanth Kakani
were pursuing their Masters at
Stanford University in Califor-
nia, we hit upon the idea of exe-
cuting a video-sharing portal
whose revenues came from
advertising on video. The Busi-
ness Association of Stanford

Economic Times ND 5/07/2011

nology to India where media
companies agreed to integrate
with us if we got them ads.
After dogged efforts we won
our first client.”

>> ROHIT BANSAL, co
founder and €oo,
Snapdeal.com is yet another
alumnus of IT-Delhi.

"My co-founder Kunal Bahal
and I always harboured the
thought of starting a business
together The moment we
passed out of college, we were
exposed to the option of either
werking for five-six years to
gain experience or starting off
right away. I would say that the
security, which our respective
qualifications provided was of
great help for us to start the
venture sooner than later. Qur
entrepreneurial journey has

FOR CAREERS IN THE FAST LANE

ENGINEERING
SUCCESS

It's a known fact that Indian engmeenng students today enjoy a reputed position in the
corporate world - some as working professionals while the rest choose entrepreneurshlp
A recent survey also emphasises this very trend, discovers Sheetal Srivastava

entrepreneurship and Agarwal

states, "IIT helps you in more

than several ways in making
decisions in a high pressure
environment and so is entre-
preneurship, which is about
finding a right balance between
your pricrities and taking busi-
ness decisions to make your
goals a reality” "However, being
from ITT doesn't ensure success.
One has to have reasonable
goals and a practical business
plan to set up their dream ven-
ture, You are taught to be per-
sistent and tough. Just believe

+ in yourself and have confi-
dence in your business idea,”
advices Agarwal.

Entrepreneurial Students
(BASES) is a student entrepre-
neurship group. We created a
business plan for the 2007 E-
Challenge Program, a business
plan competition organised by
BASES. We won US$20,000 in

the competition, and used that °

investment to write the code
and launch the first servers in
April 2008. We took our tech-

"IrrhelpsyoulnmnmanswmlmvsInmaklngne:lslnns

been a tremendous learning
experience for both of us. In
the pdst three years, we have
exposed ourselves to all kinds
of situations and were able to
seek answers to some really dif-
ficult questions - how do you
hire your first employee, what
do you do when there is almost
no money left in the account,
how do you build a credible’

A

- inahligh and sois entrepreneurship, ’
i Whichls. aright by yourpriorittes -

£
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, and taking business declsions to maie yourmalsamllty. -
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organisation or launch a prod-
uct when you have no brand
going for you, ete. Knowing
that there is no option other
than solving these problems is
what makes it a challenge and
at the same time, & fun and pro-
fessionally enriching experi-
ence,” shares Bansal.

So has the tag of passing out
from a leading institute helped
him? "To an extent, it does. But
it is important to keep in mind
that the moment you're an
entrepreneur, you are all by
yourself. The tag will help you
for sure, but guarantees no suc-
cess. To me, [ would say there
were three broad areas in
which the tag helped - 1) it gives
you the security that you can
afford to make mistakes for a
few years and still you would
not be professionally dead
because you have a degree in
hand, which no one can take
away from you, 2) it helps a lot
to build credibility for your
organisation in the initial days
and get important people to
meet you when you have noth-
ing else going for you - no prod-
uct, no brand, no people, etc
and 3) it helps a lot in recruit-
ing smart people," notes
Bansal,

As fresh graduates, most
people are oblivious to the
functioning of the corporate
world. If this gap can be’
bridged, students will have a
much better headstart to.
become successful entrepre-
neurs.

ethighflier@indiatimes.com
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Engineering,
MBAseats
goabegging

GOURIAGTEY ATHALE
PUNE

A quarter of the 15 lakh seats in the country’s engi-
neering collegesand 40% of the 3.5lakh seatsin MBA
institutes are estimated to go abegging this year, as
“thelureof thetwocourses wanes. The academic year
usually begins in July-August across the country,

“Despite the huge education industry capacity cre-
ated, industry is not finding the talent it needs while
the existing capacity cannot produce the required
talent. This year, we expect that 25% of all engineer-
ing seats across the country will lie vacant,” says
Amit Bansal, CEQ, Purple Leaf, a Pearson Educomp
joint vénture which provides external coaching for
engineeringand MBA courses.

Students and parents, he points out, no longer see
any return on investment after investing Rs 5-7 lakh
for an MBA degree or nearly Rs 4 lakh for a four-year -
engineering degree.

The estimate of vacant seats was based on figures
published by the AICTE and universities where the
company hasapresence and then extrapolated to the
restof the country. *

Theunemployability issueof firesh engineering gradu-
ates was first highlighted in a Nasscom report of 2009, It
was something everyone knew but had not articulated:

only a quarter of the country’s graduat-
' ‘ ing engineers were employable, Engi-

- neeringand management degreesarere-
garded as the fastest way to recover
investments made by parents in their

: child’s education. However, like all best
Afresh 1aid plans, this returh on investment has =
- engineering  gonoawry .
graduate The slowdown in the global economy
landsajob 1,05 hit soctors that have tended to em.
filledby a ploy the most engineers — I'T and ITeS,
“The return on investment will now take
hoider, so six to seven years instead of the two to,
wagesarelow ihree years that was anticipated, The
same applies to an MBA degree holder,”
says Bansal.

A fresh engineering graduate lands a job that
should ideally be filled by a diploma holder, so the
wages are low,

“Wefound that more than training, theyneeded profes-
sional education. The industry wants finance and ac-
counts professionals to understand strategy, so they
shouldbeabletoassimilate, analyseand communicate,”
says Vandana Saxena Polia, managing director, Get
Through Guides or GTG, an angel investor-funded pro-
vider of training toaccounting and finance, :

Given the anticipated shortfall in admissions to engi-
neering colleges, Bansal says there could be a shakeout,
with colleges shutting down. “In Orissa, four colleges
have already shut down since they did not get students, -
InBangalore,an MBA college has closed down, and been
replaced by a mall. In Andhra Pradesh, colleges are up
forsaleabeut 70km from Hyderabad. Collegesareeither
shutting down, selling the land and buildings, or are be-
ing taken over by better managed institutes. This is hap-
pening mainly where the focus of the management is
non-academic,” says Bansal,

Forlong term sustainability, say Saxena Poriaand Ban-
sal, there is an urgent need for good faculty Only then
will the two courses see some of their sheen restored.




Gang charged 1 cr to have answer sheets filled in by outsiders
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AlIMS

EXCLUSIVE

By Kumar Rakesh in New Delhi

STUDENTS paid up to ¥ 1
crore to a network ofé

scamsters led by an AIIMS
alumnus to crack the cov-
eted AIIMS PG examina-
tion held earlier this year.

A probe by the Central Bureau of
Investigations (CBI) into the manipu-
lation of the examination by a gang led
by Mahipal Singh alias Rakesh Yadav
— he studied radiology at ATIMS and
graduated last year, and has been
arrested — has unraveled a well-oiled
racket comprising a dedicated back-up
team of doctors and atgenCS which had

system.

Entrance examinations at the institute
have been subverted earlier by the so-
called Munnabhais and AIIMS used OMR
or optical mark recognition answer sheets
in an effort to make them foolproof. But the

ds from appucancs
desperate to get into AIIMS at any cost,
Turn to Page 2

Contlnued from page 1

were able to duck the OMR processing sys-

uemwnh the help of an insider.
All those who were part of the
well compensated.

b
Lhey kept to their end of the bargain after

heir selection.

lnvesuganons have revealed that at least

14 candidates had paid
h ang

well in
uoned by the
ATIMS has scrapped their

03
am came to light, ?fter the CBI was

npers” at this

The sc:
tipped off that several “

year's PG examination had leﬂ. their answer
blank This was impossible

ing very well in the
crime :

Sheets nearly half
Ithey i endad oo
1ot d Sscveet probe capssed tha

The CBI suspects that Singh and his gang |
were involved in similar scams and more : |

he racket were
Doctors, or ‘scholars’ as
Singh called them, were paid 210 lakh or
more per answer sheet, they wrote on beh:
of the candidates. Agents hired to spot and
entice prospective candidates from the
‘catchment areas’ of Ut Pradesh, Bihar,

ore than half of them were girls and had

opted for radiology m' aecology. These

rtedly did exceedingly

the examination, have been QUES.

CBI alon, gvm thelr parents.
‘admission.

H;

The AlIMS"
PG exam has
come under

Many of the ‘toppers’ had kept "
thelr answer sheets half blank

the scanner.

cases could be registered against them
All India Pre-Veterinary

Test held by The Vet
erinary Gouncil of Tadia has already been
probe revealed
250,04t 07200 50 ected candi:

scrapped as the agency’s

that as

dates had been helped by the
However, the AIIMS

prospective candidates would be
Tiete between €50 jakh 10.€1 c'mre

and choice of course.

e gan;
Tests werg Singh's
cash cow. Sources said that a deal with

Gepeny
ing on their category (general or feserved)

had immense confidence In his abil- %]

ity to deliver for his clients and would report-
edly ask candidates, who could not get

admission to their desire

any e
Behing this confidence was a team of 10
dedicated doctors, who would write the
answer sheets in place of the candidates.
d the guile to change tack
d have doctors who

ns in place of the gen-

Besides, he ha

Uine canGldntes. Dac precaution
would be taken to ensure that they
were never caught.

“Replacements for candidates
WOUId be selected on the basis of

physical stmilarity. Then, they would ~ Si

work on the photograph in photo-
shop are to enhance the facial
armes

“The candidate would be asked to
use while signing 5o that this
could be copled easily.” an officer
associated with said,
When Singl fowan 1 mfﬁcun to
continue with this at the ATIMS
Sntrance examination ihis year dus
to increased , he did the

d course in one year,
to try agam zhe fol uawing year without pay-

sheets of Singh's candidates. It was
gasy for him to do this because he
the answer sheet codes of the
candxdabex ‘These would be sent to
inglts ‘scholars’ who would then
complete the answer sheel
g atoriys told hie sandidates
that fhey Should answer only shose
questions they were sure about and
leave the Test blank to be filled by

Agents were paid 38 to
10 lakh for their role

next best thing. He bought off Rajiv

hatak, a data entry operator at the
Delhi-based Hi-Tech Graphics,
‘whose services were hired by AIIMS
to process the answer sheets.
Owned by Rajesh Jain, the company

data processing company “having
the latest infrastructure for the
scanning, processing of OMR/ICR
sheets and a printing press to print
the confidential examination mate-
rial under one roof”.

Singh was not daunted by any of
this. Ghatak, now under arrest,
would sneak out the- OMR answer

his scholare’, who would then com-
plete the OMR sheef
CBI mvesugauous are probing
how Ghatak m: 0 steal the
answer shects tram the ALIMS
examination cell, where the result-
Processing mechaniom was put in
Place, There Is no footage recorded
e surveillance cameras

a
golngs-on, Talsing the possibility
of more insider involvement i

- the racket.
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THE manipulation of i Pondicherry region.
medical examinationat : The agency had
AIMSIsnothingnew, | chargesheeted 52 per-
The (Bl had busted a i sons, including several
similar racketin 2006 doctors, who connived
when It emerged thata : to leak the question
surprisingly high num-
ber of successfui candi-
dates — 424 out of 1,006 :
—toIts PG course were |
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andidates figuring
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were also charge-
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Come Dec, Defence scientists
will unveil an affordable laptop

DRDO ties up with IIT Jodhpur for design, development

M. Somasekhar
Hyderabad, July 4

With low-cost PCs, tablet
PCs and laptops being the in
thing to not just attract more
users, but reach the benefits
of the Internet revolution to
larger numbers in the coun-
try, Indian Defence scientists
have also joined the race to
develop an affordable laptop.

After the Simputer and
several low-cost PCs and lap-
top versions getting into the
market, the Defence Re-
search and Development Or-
ganisation (DRDO) plans to
get its own version ready by
December.
, The Hyderabad-based De-

fence laboratory - Anurag -
has joined hands with the
IIT Jodhpur to design and
develop a low-cost laptop,
said Dr V.K. Saraswat, Chief
of the DRDO.

IN-HOUSE EXPERTISE
The ANURAG had earlier
developed the 32-bit micro-
processor and ANUPAMA
the parallel processor-based
super computer as well as
ANAMICA a medical imag-
ing software and has in-
house expertise in design
and development of comput-
er systems.

Dr Saraswat told Business
Line that the social need for

Dr V.K. Saraswat

PC and laptops, especially
the affordable version for the
large number of poor people

was high. Therefore, the
DRDO felt that with design
and development expertise
available it was time to come
up with a marketable
product.

The intention is also to
help the Ministry of Human
Resources Development
which is pushing for provid-
ing a computer for a large
number of people across the
country at affordable prices.
Several companies have al-
ready developed low-cost
PCs.

OWN OPERATING SYSTEM
The ‘One Laptop Per Child
India’ initiative is also look-

ing at a sub-$100 laptop to
provide computer literacy
and information actess to
the poor.

The DRDO was also devel-
oping its own operating sys-
tem in view of the security
threat. It proposes to start
two new software engineer-
ing centres in Bangalore and
New Delhi, A consortium of
Institutes, which will in-
clude the Indian Institute of
Science Bangalore, Indian
Institute of Technology,
Chennai, Centre for Devel-
opment of Telematics will
work with DRDO to develop
the new secure operating
system.
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Developing knowledge society

H. S. GrREwaL

distinguishing feature of the American
A education system is the involvement of

the local communities in nurturing their
respective universities, The academic fraterni-
ty there has understood that technological
advancements to be relevant have to be of ben-
efit to the community in particular and mankind
at large. This realisation gives a boost to appli-
cation-oriented research. Consequently, the
industry and the community have emerged as
major stakeholders in the research activities
being undertaken by universities. Philanthropy
and endowments are the hallmarks of fund-rais-
ing efforts of the universities in the US. Some-
how, in India the concept of private funding of
research activities has yet to take roots.

A major drawback of the university system in
India is that most of research is in the form of
publications that does not contribute much to
innovation and, invariably, finds no takers in the
industry. Thus; the local communities and the
industry do not find any benefit in getting asso-
ciated with the academia. There has been con-
siderable debate in the country to bring the
industry and the academia closer to each other,
The need was felt because the industry could not
find enough skilled manpower coming out of the
portals of the universities. However, major
effort has been directed towards training process
maintenance engineers or those who could

engage in repetitive work. There has hardly been.
any effort in the direction of producing knowl-

edge creators and problem solvers. Qur country
would soon need manpower to fulfill the

demands of the industry in this domain also..

That would require emphasis to be laid on
application-oriented research and it would
demand funding at a large scale.

A common refrain of the academia has been that
Indians are keener to contribute to their parent
institutions abroad than helping develop Indian
universities or research institutions. The involve-
ment of the local communities and individuat phi-
lanthropists in the development of Indian univer-
sity system is conspicuous by its absence. But,
they are not totally to be blamed because they find
no tangible benefits in supporting the universi-
ties and research institutions at home,

Therefore, Indian universities and research
institutions need to carry out some introspection,
They need to realise, as has been stated by Prof
Yashpal, that a university is a place where new
ideas germinate, strike robts and grow tall and
sturdy. The ideas and knowledge so generated
have to be of benefit to society and mankind to

gain recognition from various stakeholders. Tt- -

could be said that they are social institutions like
places of worship on which society leans so
heavily. Therefore, their activities have to be of

The community and the academia need to ]olntly discuss their problems and take up
time-bound research projects that could help achieve better quality of life

direct relevance to society.

For examp]e. the wnderground aqulfers in the’
Malwa region of northern India have been badly
poliuted due to indiscriminate use of pesticides
and chemical fertilisers.. Excessive pumping
out of water has resuited in lowering of water
table. It is true, that these have been unintend-

‘ed consequences of the development process

labeled as the Green Revolution. But despite the
problem having been in the public domain for
the last more than a decade, the academic fra-
ternity has done precious little to come up with
solutions to remedy the situation. Similarly,
hosiery and bicycle manufacturing are the major
industries in Ludhiana but none of the techni-
cal institutions in the region has taken up any
worthwhile research projects to develop these
sectors. Sports industry in Jalandhar, mini steel
plants in Mandi Gobingarh and foundries of
Gurdaspur and Batala regions have received no
support from the academia in the form of inno-
vations resulting in product development or
cost reductions, One notable exception has been
the involvement of Punjab Agricultural Univer-
sity to usher in the Green and White Revolu-
tions. In such an environment, it is unfair to
expect the community and the industry to pro-

vide funding support to academic institutions.”

The government has neither the resources to
fund nor the perception and patience to nurture
the university system at the scales envisaged.
Therefore; our communities and ‘the industry
need to change their mindset. They need to be
patient to get the intended results from the

O . T

research activities undertaken by universities.
There could be no instant results, and moreover,
not every research prOJect undertaken may
result in positive outcomes. Our industry seems
to have realised it and considerable hcadway
has been made in this direction. The need is for
the communities to get involved in the affairs
of universities and sponsor research projects
that are relevant to local conditions.
The\c:;gmmunity and the academia need to
jointly discuss their problems and take up time-
bound research projects that could result in bet-

*ter quality of life, result in product develop-

ment, reduce input costs and focus on the day-
to-day problems of communities. Further, our

'national psyche would need to undergo a major

change and instead of major charities being
dirccted towards building religious institutions,
the focus has to shift towards education and
research. There have been monetary contribu-
tions by society in the field of education, but the
research institutions have been generally
deprived of this benefit. One reason could be
the long gestation period for tangible results to
be visible. Another reason could be the Iack of
commitment by the academia towards research
activities. We need to take concrete steps to
bring all the stakeholders together,” * *° '™

Our industry, communities and the academia
need to work together and in symphony to
make India a strong knowlcdge society.-

LR —

The writer is Vice-Chancellor, Chitkara
University, Himachal Pradesh
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With shuttle programme ending, fears of decline at NASA

William J. Broad

ASS the National Aeronautics and
pace Administration (NASA) pre-
pares to launch its last space shuttle —
ending 30 years in which large teams of
creative scientists -and engineers sent
winged spaceships into orbit — it is fac-
ing what may be a bigger challenge: a
brain drain that threatens to undermine
safety as well as the agency’s plans.

Space experts say the best and bright-
est often head for the doors when rocket
lines get marked for extinction, damp-
ening morale and creating hidden
threats, They call it the “Team B” effect.

“The good guys see the end coming
and leave,” said Albert D. Wheelen, a
former aerospace executive and Central
Intelligence Agency official. “You're left
with the B students.”

NASA acknowledges the effect and its +,

attendant dangers. It has taken hun-
dreds of steps, including retention bo-
nuses for skilled employees, new perks
like travel benefits and more safety
drills. Through cuts and attrition in re-
cent years, the shuttle work force has
declined to 7,000 workers from about
17,000. .

“The downsizing has been well man-
aged and has achieved an acceptable lev-
el of risk,” said Joseph W. Dyer, a retired
Navy Vice-Admiral and the chairman of
NASA’s Aerospace Safety Advisory Pan-
el. After a slow start, “NASA and its in-
dustry partners did a genuinely excellent
job” in planning for the shuttle’s retire-
ment, he said, But he conceded, “There’s
added risk anytime you downsize.”

Atlantis’ flight; the future -

Nobody is predicting problems for the
coming flight of the Atlantis, the 135th
and last launching in the shuttle pro-

ramme. The event is scheduled for Fri-
day, July 8, at the Kennedy Space Center
in Florida, before an estimated one mil-
lion spectators.

After that, there is little glory to look
forward to. NASA has been forced to
cancel the big missions that capture pub-
lic attention and attract top talent, and
frustrations have bubbled to the surface
within the agency.

Not cnly has the shuttle programme
been scrapped, but so has Constellation,
which would have sent Americans back
to the moon. Astronauts have been
steadily leaving the agency.

At the direction of the Obama admin-
istration and Congress, NASA is instead
developing a large new rocket to send
deep into space. But ne destination has
been selected, and money is tight. NASA
is alsc trying to nurture a commercial
industry that will loft astronauts toward

d T e
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LOSING ITS WAY? As NASA prepares for the last space shuttle launch,

of Atlantis, seen here at Cape Canaveral, there are fears of a brain

drain that threatens to undermine safety as well as the agency’s plans.

— PHOTO: AP

the stars. But the ventures, which in-
volve partnerships with private-sector

companies like SpaceX and Boeing, focus |

on hardware development and so far
have no declared goals beyond low orbits
around the planet. The shuttles did that
for decades, starting in 1981.

In an interview last week, Charles F,
Bolden Jr., NASA’s Administrator and a
former astronaut, said he had no mis-
givings about the last shuttle flight, and
he heaped praise on the agency’s work
force. !

“Do we have concerns about morale?”
he asked. “Yes, we always do. Do we have
concerns about the welfare of our work-
ers? Yes, we always do.”

But Mr. Bolden, a retired Marine
Corps general, said his workers were ex-
cited not only about the Atlantis mission
but also about a range of new endeavours
atboth the space agency and its commer-
cial partners. .

“We're trying to help our people stay
in the aerospace industry, if not in NA-
SA,” he said while denying any paralys-
ing loss of talent. “We’re capturing the
brainpower.”

_And he flatly rejected the idea that th
agency had lost its way.- )

The setbacks

“We're not adﬂﬁ," he said. “And the
vision is not gone. And we have a plan.

We have a very sound plan.” ,

History has offered some bleak les-
sons, with tons of wreckage testifying to
the danger. Experts say the Team B ef-
fect contributed to disasters in the
mid-1980s and late 1990s that destroyed
more than a dozen rockets, wiped out
billions of dollars in satellites and threw
the nation’s unpiloted space programme
into turmoil. The two catastrophes of the
space shuttle programme — in 1986 and
2003, which killed 14 astronauts — had
more to do with design flaws and man-
agement failures than with depleted
ranks of experts.

NASA officials say close examinations
of failures and problematic retirements
have made the agency smarter. “We
went out and looked at who has done this
well-— and who has not,” said Bryan D,
O’Connor, NASA’s Chief of “Safety and
Mission Assurance, -

“There could be something we mis-
sed,” he added. “But I feel pretty confi-
dent about the last flight — it’s going to
be just as safe as any we've ever had, if
not more so, with just as good people.”

In January, the Aerospace Safety Ad-
visory Panel reached a somewhat differ-
ent conclusion in its annual report. It
warned that “the lack of a defined mis-
sion can negatively affect work force mo-
rale” at NASA, and said the agency’s own
field centres portrayed the loss of big
missions as having already “increased
the potential for risk.”

Future azmbitions might also suffer,
the panel warned, because a lack of vi-
sioriary goals can undermine “the ability
to attract and maintain the necessary
skill sets needed for this high-technology
venture.”,

In May, the dissatisfaction erupted at
the Kennedy Space Center. Michael D.
Leinbach, the launching director for the
Atlantis, went off-message with col-
leagues after conducting a safety drill for
the coming flight.

“The end of the shuttle programme is
a tough thing to swallow, and we’re all
victims of poor policy out of Washing-
ton,” he told his launching team, accord-
ing to nasaspaceflight.com, a news site.
“I'm embarrassed that we don’t have
better guidance,”

Mr. Dyer, the chairman of Aerospace
Safety Advisery Panel, said the inquiries
of his own team suggested that the shut-
tle work force remained dedicated to do-
ing the best job possible.

But after years of investigating the
darker moments of the shuttle pro-
gramme, he admitted to personal unease
about its end. .

“I'll breathe more easily,” Mr. Dyer
said, “after the last flight.” — © New
York Times News Service
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