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Civil Society Magazine, 01 Feb 2008

Mr ROOTSHANDSOVER

Darshan Shankar favours transition even as FRLHT is poised for big leap

Rita and Umesh Anand

X months ago, Darshan Shankar began a process that took his colleagues at
he iconic Foundation for the Revitalisation of Locd Hesalth Traditions
HT) by surprise. He privately sounded them out on how they would
react to him stepping down from the post of director.

The normally placid and even-paced FRLHT campus outside Bangdore has
since, in its own quiet way, been coping with this intimation of impending
change. Taented scientists, foresters, taxonomists, researchers, computer
professionals and Ayurveda physicians work here on giving traditional
medicine modern meaning. Mogt of them were drawn to FRLHT because of
Darshan'svision and they stayed for the large reserves of positive energy that
the organisation thrives on.

FR_HT has done more for promoting Ayurveda and other traditional health
systems and bringing them within handshaking distance of western science
than any other voluntary organisation in its bandwidth. It hasbeen
instrumental in influencing national policy and has created awareness about
medicinal plants and folk healers. Perhaps most significantly, FRLHT has tried
to bridge the gap between traditional knowledge and the modern market for it
in integrative approaches to healthcare.

It is rare that heads of Indian voluntary organisations offer to demit office. In
Darshan's case, the decision to take early retirement was even more surprising
because FRLHT is at the acme of a success built with hard work, innovation and
much sacrifice over 15 years. Darshan has been a the helm al thiswhile. And
to go now would be to walk out of the spotlight just when he should be basking
in many watts of deserving glory,

Civil Societyfirst reported on Darshan and FRLHT in acover gory, "Meet Mr
Roots', in January 2004.

In the grand sweep that Darshan was able to institutionalise, FRLHT moved
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from working with communities to creating digital databases of plants,
documenting local knowledge, setting up a modern laboratory for validating
therapies and findly establishing an Ayurveda hospital.

The organisation legpfrogged from a city office in Bangdore in the nineties,
to a five acre campus on the fringes of the city. It now employs over ahundred
people and its departments are headed by skilled and personally secure
professionals who are empowered in their spheres.

Darshan, arobust but benign head in this flat hierarchy, could have
continued as director for life in such circumstances. But Darshan was adamant
that he has to go. At 56, it was time, he said, to hand over the directorship to the
second line. He could continue to be in the organisation to serve, but hewas
insistent that others should have the opportunity to lead.

And so with those first private chats began the process of consultation about
who that person could be. If it was someone from within, would he/she have
everyone's gpproval? Would it be possible to shift to a collegiate model of paths
chosen by consensus? Darshan has been ateam player, but he brought to the
founder-director's job an entrepreneurial edge. Would a successor be able to
wrest the same space, set the same tone?

Or was it necessary to replace Darshan with an outsider and make a clean
break? Perhaps an outsider would come with new energy and vision and put the
organisation on another trgjectory. May be abetter, more beneficia one than
Darshan has been able to define,

As it happened the choice fdl on someone from within. It was decided that
Additional Director DK Ved would take over. Ved isa mechanica engineer, by
training, aforester by profession and perhaps one of the country's most
knowledgeable experts on the geographica distribution of the 6,000 species of
medicinal plants of India. He has designed and devel oped multidisciplinary
medicinal plant databases in FRLHT. Darshan intends to be around in some
kind of emeritus role to make the transition smooth. But a new phasein
leadership would be clear to all. Ved will now assume office in March,
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However, even as consensus emerged severa stages remained before the
decision could be formdised. If the FRLHT team had talked it through, the
governing body remained to be consulted.

Darshan wrote to the redoubtable Sam PFitroda, chairman of FRLHT's board.
Pitroda had helped Darshan in critical ways when he had wanted to set up
FRLHT in 1993 and has continued to serve as chairman, nurturing the
organisation with strategic directions and his many connections.

Pitroda, who once fathered the technology missions and was a key advisor to
Raiv Gandhi, is now chairman of the Knowledge Commission and much, much
more. Pitrodawas often thrilled at what FRLHT had managed to achieve with
his moral support and strategic advice. He has helped by his opening a door
here or there. Darshan had gone to him as ayoung man with abigvisionin
search of abenefactor.

Once asked by aleading light of the NGO movement what he as a technocrat
was doing as chairman of an organisation working on traditional knowledge,
Pitroda responded: "Find me 100 other Darshan Shankars who are as serious
and committed to an idea and | will happily help open doors for them and be
chairman of their organisations."

Pitroda was okay with Darshan retiring if he redly wanted to, but he insisted
that the process of handing over would have to be structured. "It isaworld
class institution and not some pan shop that you can transfer to somebody
else" he said. A committee should oversee the transition, redefine roles and
responsihilities of the second and third level leadership and endorse a
successor. Darshan, he advised would have to hand over the mantle at a public
function so that the world could know of the change, Darshan's contribution
and FRLHT's many milestones.

More importantly, it was decided that FRLHT needed aformal transition plan.
Prof KRS Murthy former director of 1IM Bangdore who is on the FRLHT board,
was given the task of drafting such a plan. The ideawas to plot a path for the
future growth of the organisation o that it could keep up its momentum.
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Darshan had not only been abuilder of durable systems and a motivator of
people. He had also been a hugely successful fundraiser. He had worked to
create awider identity for FRLHT, connecting it with government and private
institutions across the globe. The transition plan needed to ensure that al this
was nhot thrown into jeopardy.

"When there is a change of leadership, beit in acompany or an NGO, itis
necessary to examinewhat is at stake and how achievements can be
consolidated. It is also the time to see whether a shift of gears is possible,”
Murthy told Civil Societyin Bangaore.

"Changeisinevitable. Even good," says Murthy. "But change needs to be
handled carefully. Darshan's strengths in bringing good people together,
providing a profile for the organisation, raising funds etc are essential for the
future of FRLHT. o, it is necessary that he continue in an advisory and
supportive capacity even as a new director takes over.”

Murthy observes that there are limitations to the roles that founders can play
beitin commercia entities or voluntary organisations. They mostly tire, lose
perspective and fal to make technological leaps. For instance, research shows
that in family owned companies, the business begins to wither by the fourth
generation. Professionals are then needed to take over. The challenge founder-
entrepreneurs face is when and how to hand over.

The criticism of Indian NGOs is that their founders tend to hang on for too
long. Organisations are built around individuals and tend to mirror their
persona whims and fancies. The promoter of a good idea grows rapidly in the
public eye, then plateaus and finadly hangs on at al costs because of the
insecurities associated with letting go.

Indian NGOs tend to pay little attention to structure and systems though
they use public money. They prefer self-regulation to more rigorous forms of
independent scrutiny There is a sense that transparency worries them unless

FRLHT's verdant campus






