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MAHARASHTRA

Education as Business
A number of decisions taken by the Maharashtra government
relating to higher, especially technical, education have no
educational merit. They are intended only to swell the coffers of the
privately-controlled educational institutions. The latest among
these decisions is that to raise the so-called NRI quota in
engineering colleges from 5 to 15 per cent.

J V DESHPANDE

‘Business of the government is
business’, candidly observed an
American president many decades

ago. Judging by the numerous actions of
the Congress-NCP government since it
came to power in Maharashtra, the busi-
ness of the state government seems to have
become education. This may be shocking
but is not surprising considering that half
a dozen ministers in the present govern-
ment are educational overlords, each con-
trolling several institutes of higher learn-
ing in the state. Many actions taken by
the state government recently have no edu-
cational merit. They will not help either
the students or their guardians but will
directly help swell the coffers of privately
controlled educational institutes.

The proposal of the Maharashtra govern-
ment to increase the quota for the non-
resident Indian students from 5 per cent to
15 per cent in engineering colleges was the
latest of such decisions. The proposal was
challenged in the high court and was
nullified by it. But given the concern that
the present government has shown for the
financial well-being of the educational shops
run all over the state by the political heavy-
weights, it remains to be seen how long the
effect of the high court ruling will last.

It was not too long ago that degree-level
education in engineering in Maharashtra
was imparted only by government-run or
government-aided engineering colleges.
There were less than a dozen such insti-
tutes in the seventies, taking in about 2,000
students every year. Despite a very large
increase in the number of students aspiring
for higher education, there was hardly any
increase in the number of these colleges
or in the number of seats available in them.
Like other institutes of technology in the
country, the students in these colleges paid
only nominal fees, covering not even a

fraction of the cost of their education. With
the explosion of the student population in
the seventies and eighties, the number of
meritorious students aspiring for higher
technical and medical education also in-
creased phenomenally. The needs of the
state and the country for technically quali-
fied personnel also increased substantially
in the same period (as also the emigration
of qualified graduates). The facilities for
training such personnel were thus grossly
inadequate. Yet the government of Maha-
rashtra steadfastly refused either to expand
existing colleges or start new ones, always
giving paucity of funds as the excuse.

The setting was thus ideal for an entirely
new branching out of the licence-permit
raj, this time in the sphere of higher edu-
cation. The model was already available
in the neighbouring states of Karnataka
and Andhra, the governments of which
had freely allowed opening of numerous
privately-owned technical and medical
colleges. The last two decades have seen
a sudden and rapid expansion in the
facilities for engineering and medical
studies in Maharashtra, as well as in the
facilities for many other professional courses
such as pharmacy and architecture, and
even in colleges of education. Almost all
of them are opened and operated by
politically powerful educational entre-
preneurs. In the true spirit of the licence-
permit raj, the helping hand of the state
government was available to many of these
institutes at their launching and later.

Often, land was made available to the
proposed institutes at nominal or no cost.
Teachers in government institutes were
permitted to work extra time in these
institutes. The formal notice period for
starting a new college was often cut short,
in some cases dispensed with altogether.
The authority of a university to supervise
these institutes to ensure that they provide
the minimum facilities to their students

was severely curtailed. Even the latest
decision about enhancing the NRI quota
to 15 per cent was taken in violation of
the mandatory six-month notice period for
any change in admission rules.

Many of the new medical colleges were
started without any clear arrangements with
a hospital for practical training of students.
In fact, some of the colleges are located
with no hospital in their vicinity. The new
class of educational barons could easily
persuade state and municipal authorities
to let them use government or municipal
hospitals for their private enterprises, thus
bypassing the far less lucrative line of
running a public hospital. The govern-
ment, often consisting of the same persons
or their close political associates, readily
obliged, instead of using public hospitals
for strengthening and enlarging the state-
run colleges.

As of today, there are about a hundred
such engineering colleges alone, give or
take a few, while the number of govern-
ment-run or aided institutes remains the
same, namely, about a dozen. Among other
things, this has brought about a little-noticed
but grave distortion of the education sys-
tem in the state. Each of these institutes
is represented, directly or indirectly, on the
various academic bodies of a university.
The actions of these bodies are necessarily
influenced by this presence. Quite often,
the requirements of good education or the
interests of students are conveniently
ignored in the university bodies when these
conflict with interests of the profit-
motivated educational barons. In many
respects, the supposed autonomy of a uni-
versity has merely provided a cover for shiel-
ding these goings-on from public scrutiny.
Recently, when the vice-chancellor of
Shivaji University tried to bring a modi-
cum of discipline in the activities of some
of these educational barons, not only they
but even the MLAs and state ministers
came down heavily upon him.

Large as the number is in Maharashtra
of privately-controlled professional and
technical colleges, their number is still
nowhere as large as the number of sugar
cooperatives in the state. This juxtaposing
is not facetious. In Maharashtra today,
particularly in the rural areas, power and
pelf flows as much through the medium
of sugar and other cooperatives as through
the control of educational institutes. Fur-
thermore, for a person not overly burdened
with conscience or ideals of educational
excellence, pickings on the side are seen
to be as easy in running a college as in
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running a cooperative factory or bank. No
wonder that everybody who is anybody got
on the bandwagon of educational entre-
preneurship. It is true that a few good insti-
tutes have also come up in the past two
decades. But by and large, with an obliging
government and pliant universities, a whole
new class of educational shops has sprung
up in Maharashtra, generally without much
educational infrastructure or adequate
number of teachers. The current intake of
the various engineering colleges is close
to 30,000 per year, a far cry from the
situation prevalent only a few years back.

There is no mystery as to how so many
colleges could sustain themselves finan-
cially, when government could not afford
any expansion of the aided colleges. In the
first few years of their existence, there was
near laissez-faire in these institutes in the
matter of admissions. The number of seats
in each college was decided by the uni-
versity and the government. They were
given no grants by the government but
more importantly were also subject to no
restraint in respect of admission of stu-
dents. A student with low merit but with
high ability for paying fees could thus
easily find a seat in some college or other,
quite often with an under-the-table pay-
ment. The student was happy, the manage-
ment was happier and the universities and
the government looked on with benign
disinterest. This veritable bonanza for the
founders of these institutes continued for
about a decade till it assumed scandalous
proportions. Finally, in the early nineties,
not on any initiative of the government but
due to the intervention of the courts, the
privately run colleges were also brought
within the fold of the statewide merit list
of the students.

All colleges, including the aided col-
leges, are now constrained to admit stu-
dents only from a common, statewide list
of students prepared according to merit.
The structure of fees has also undergone
a change. Every college will have about
50 per cent of the seats classified as ‘free’
seats (which in reality are not free). The
remaining seats are described as ‘payment’
seats. The fees for a free seat is over
Rs 14,000 (inclusive of various charges)
and for a payment seat over Rs 50,000.
These seats are given out according to the
ranking in the statewide merit list, free
seats of course being snapped up first by
the rank-holders. The government-run and
the government-aided colleges have only
‘free’ seats. The level of fees is supposed
to ensure that a college is financially viable.

A fee of Rs 14,000 is a far cry from what
a student paid in the seventies and it is a
mystery why the politicians in power did
not think of this earlier and expand the
government-aided institutes.

Some of the privately run colleges did
utilise well the earlier free run in the matter
of collections that they had for about a
decade and put their colleges on a sound
financial and academic footing. But even
today a majority of colleges are shoddily
run, with no academic standing of their
own and with a less than savoury reputa-
tion for probity in financial matters. There
was another convenient catch. From among
the ‘payment’ seats, college managements
were allowed a 5 per cent management
quota and in addition another 5 per cent
was reserved for the wards of non-resident
Indians. For a majority of the college
managements, these 10 per cent of the
seats, making over 3,000 seats altogether,
formed what may be called the ‘creamy
layer’ of the admissions. They were essen-
tially within their gift and as such fetched
handsome rewards to them. A ward of an
NRI was supposed to pay not just the
standard fees of a payment seat but some
3,000 in US dollars and another $1,000
as development charges. At today’s
rates, the equivalent would come close to
Rs 1,50,000. Moreover, if there were not
enough NRI applications, the vacant seats
did not come into the general pool but were
left to the management to fill, which were
then filled from among the local applicants
at the management’s discretion. Interest-
ingly, a student admitted in the NRI quota
was charged at the NRI rate, even when
he was a local.

It is thus not difficult to understand why
college managements wanted enhancement
of the NRI quota. By a sudden notification
issued in April, the state government
granted their request and increased the
NRI quota from 5 per cent to 15 per cent,
which led to widespread indignation,
agitation and court cases. The high court
has now stayed the notification. A similar
petition against enhancing the NRI quota
in medical admissions is to be taken up
by the courts this month.

With such proliferation of new technical
and medical colleges, the law of dimin-
ishing returns has already set in. For about
30,000 seats available, there were only
about 22,000 applications from local stu-
dents last year. The position is expected
to be similar this year too. This is so because
some of these colleges have such a poor
reputation that local students often prefer

to enrol for a degree in basic sciences
rather than enter such a college for engi-
neering studies of dubious quality. There
is greater attraction to a student for a degree
in, say, computer science or chemistry
from a good college than an engineering
degree from a second rate college. In fact,
many of the second rate colleges survive
these days almost entirely because of stu-
dents from other states, mainly from the
north, where educational facilities con-
tinue to be dismal. Interestingly, there seems
to be no dearth of potential students from
Bihar or UP who are ready to shell out even
Rs 1,00,000 or more for a degree, any
degree, in engineering.

It passes all comprehension why even
a single seat should be reserved for the
wards of NRIs in the technical and pro-
fessional courses in Indian colleges and
universities. Yet this quota has now
become a norm not only in Maharashtra
but in Gujarat and in other states also.
What makes the situation really absurd is
that there are not many takers for these
seats from genuine NRI wards. For over
1,800 seats available in the NRI quota in
the engineering colleges in Maharashtra
last year, there were less than 100 appli-
cations. Against this background, the move
by the government to suddenly raise this
quota to over 4,000 was nothing short of
preposterous. In practice, the seats under
this heading are used as yet another devise
to fleece the needy student, by effectively
charging him Rs 1,00,000 or more for
his education.

According to a survey by an official
committee, a majority of these colleges
spend about 10,000-12,000 rupees per
student. They work without a full comple-
ment of teachers. In fact, in a majority of
them only about 60 per cent of the faculty
positions are filled. A fact-finding and
costing committee of the government had
arrived at the figure of Rs 22,500 as a
break-even figure for the fees per student
if 75 per cent faculty is in place. These and
similar other figures were revealed by the
government only after the high court forced
its hand. According to a costing carried out
by a student organisation, taking into
account the various legal sources of in-
come that a ‘non-aided college’ has, it
should clear about 80 lakh rupees per year.
The intake on the side that is not shown
in the books by the management is of
course extra.

The conclusion is thus inescapable that
the government’s proposal, now stayed
by the high court, was intended only to
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increase the ‘profitability’ of the educa-
tional shops that are run by the numerous
ministers and their cronies. It was devoid
of any academic merit nor justified by the
needs of the situation. A far more honest
course would have been to create yet
another tier of ‘payment’ seats for which
the fees are even higher than Rs 40,000.
But evidently, honesty does not come easily
to those political leaders and educational
barons for whom hypocrisy has become
a way of life and professional success. The
more shocking part is that many education-
ists also seem to be quite willing to be part
of this charade. Even though the
Maharashtra government is thwarted for
the moment by the decision of the high
court, it can be safely predicted that some
other device will soon be put in place to
achieve the same end.

The time has surely come for a thorough
review of the question of financing of
higher education, or education at all levels
for that matter. There is no denying that
a good many educational institutes today
are reeking of shady dealings. The govern-
ment needs to take effective and im-
mediate steps to put a stop at least to the
more rampant malpractices. As one such

remedial measure, all colleges may be com-
pelled to make available to public (and not
to a government department alone) their
audited profit and loss account. Under the
present arrangement, a college stands to
gain substantially if it works with less than
the full complement of teachers. The rules
regarding fees and grant in aid have to be
structured in such a way that there will be
a strong disincentive to the management
to keep faculty positions vacant. This may
introduce a degree of variation in the fees
but will also bring out the academic cre-
dentials of each college. A medical college
must be compelled to run its own attached
hospital.

It is necessary to question the present
rationale of giving grant-in-aid to educa-
tional institutes. For example, under the
present rules, no new institute is given any
aid for the first five years of its formation.
If the government is keen on spreading
education, would it not make better sense
to have the rule the other way round? After
all, a well-established institute has pre-
sumably made its reputation and should
stand on its own legs, without any aid from
the state. Such institutes may be allowed
to raise their fees, within reason.

Not only have the educational facilities
to be created to cater to mass needs but
they also have to be made accessible to
all the deserving students. This can be
better achieved by dealing directly with the
students than by subsidising institutes.
Government may reduce or completely
stop its grants to schools and colleges but
at the same time put together an Educa-
tion Finance Corporation, on the lines of
a housing finance corporation, to make
available loan scholarships to every
deserving candidate.

These are just a sample of reforms
that can be immediately put into effect,
without forming any expert committee
to study the problem in depth. Many
more ways of reforming the educational
scene are available. But they will
become relevant only when Maharashtra
has a government that is more concerned
about carrying out meaningful reforms
and less about the profitability of the
numerous institutes which the senior
members of the ruling parties are them-
selves running, either directly or through
proxies. At present any possibility of
the state having such a government
seems remote. EPW


