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Last month, two gourmets
shared the world’s most
expensive hamburger at a

London restaurant. They weren’t
too impressed. It tasted meaty. But
there was an odd absence of fat and
the texture was more like cake than
steak. However, the developer of

the burger, physiology professor
Mark Post of Maastricht University
and his moneybags, Sergei Brin of
Google, were well-satisfied with the
proof of concept. 

The meat was completely lab-
grown from a culture of cow muscle
stem cells. Brin put up around
$330,000 to fund the experiment,
which started in 2011. The stem
cells were taken in a biopsy sample
from a cow’s shoulder and then cul-
tured in sterile lab conditions to
create thin strips of muscle tissue.
The stem cells received nutrients
by being dunked in foetal bovine
serum, drawn from calf foetal
blood. Some 20,000 strips of tissue
were required to generate about 140
grammes of meat — that is, enough
for one burger patty. 

Post heads one of several groups
of scientists experimenting with

growing meat cultures in labs. Since
stem cells are present in every ani-
mal, this technology could be adapt-
ed to grow pork, chicken, mutton
or lamb, or more exotic things such
as caviar or shark liver. In theory,
one biopsy could provide enough
stem cell material to easily grow
20,000 tonnes of lab meat. 

Post says he has to work on
adding fat (imagine cooking zero-
fat meat), colour and texture into
his meat cultures. Fat is easy
enough since he can use stem cells
taken from fatty tissues or allow
stem cells to grow into fat. Colour
involves introducing myoglobin,
the natural substance which gives
meat its colour. Texture will be
tricky since it will mean minia-
turised civil engineering, building
edible support “skeleton walls” for
stem cells to grow on, rather than

developing it in thin strips. Another
major material cost is expensive
bovine serum; so, he is also looking
at alternative nutrients. 

No animal was harmed in the
process of growing the meat. This is
one key reason why Brin, who is an
animal rights activist, was interest-
ed in funding the experiment. The
animal rights group, PETA (People
for the Ethical Treatment of
Animals) has a standing offer of $1
million for the first viable lab-
grown chicken meat. 

The other big reason for scientif-
ic interest is environmental. The vast
majority of human beings are car-
nivorous by preference. Estimates
suggest that only about 500 million
out of the world’s 6 billion-odd peo-
ple are vegetarians. The demand for
meat is rising as incomes improve
around the world and a more car-
nivorous population will have a large
environmental impact. 

Animals consume more
resources than plants and they
have a bigger carbon footprint.
Studies indicate if lab-grown meat
could be scaled up, this could be
much more environmentally sus-

tainable than normal methods of
rearing animals. Kilo for kilo, pro-
ducing meat in the lab expends far
less energy and it also requires less
by way of food and water
resources, as well as reducing
methane emissions. 

A study sponsored by New
Harvest, a non-profit cultured meat
group, was conducted by
researchers from Oxford and
Amsterdam University. It claims
cultured meat production requires
60 per cent less energy, and results
in 95 per cent lower greenhouse gas
emissions, and 98 per cent lower
land use compared with conven-
tional production in Europe. 

An independent study pub-
lished in the Environmental Science
& Technology Journal claims that
lab-grown beef uses 45 per cent less
energy, emits 96 per cent less in the
way of greenhouse gases and
requires 99 per cent less land com-
pared to global practices. Since 70
per cent of agricultural land is
devoted to raising feedstock ani-
mals, this has the potential to cause
a tectonic shift in farming meth-
ods and land use. 

Note, this is not genetically-
modified meat — or rather, it need
not be. Post did his experiments
with organically-reared normal
cows, without introducing any
unusual non-bovine genes. Apart
from lower environmental impacts,
a lab process has far more control in
many ways. 

It can reduce or increase specif-
ic chemicals in the tissue culture
as desired to reduce cholesterol and
so on. It is also easier to prevent
contamination from tapeworm etc,
and to insulate from the various
bacteria and viruses that common-
ly cause botulism, salmonella, bird
flu, mad cow disease, swine-flu and
encephalitis. 

However, stabilising lab
processes and adapting them for
different animals and scaling up
from proof-of-concept will take a
while. Also, it is unclear what
exactly gives a specific kind of
meat its specific taste, texture etc.
Inducing attractive lab-meat
flavours could turn into an art,
rather like brewing micro-beers or
producing specific wines. 

It will take massive investments

to scale up to commercial levels. It
may take over a decade before costs
can come down to reasonable lev-
els. Various forms of food and drug
controls would also have to be
passed in various nations before
lab-meat could be commercially
marketed as well. 

There would also need to be
clever marketing to sell the product
to the public at large. The carni-
vores among us would need to be
convinced that lab-meat is safe, val-
ue for money and tastes good.
There is the intriguing possibility
that vegetarians could put this on
their menu since there are few
apparent ethical reasons to avoid
eating lab-meat. 

There will, of course, be other
ethical issues for the religious if this
becomes a mainstay on supermar-
ket shelves. Does lab-meat qualify
as halal, kosher, or vegetarian? One
can see Jewish Talmudic scholars
and Islamic hadith experts debat-
ing this. Also, can a devout Hindu
eat lab-beef or a Jain sample lab-
meat without feeling queasy?
These will be points for philoso-
phers to ponder.

Serving lab-grown meat

> CHINESE WHISPERS

Unique authority

Unique Identification Authority of India
(UIDAI) chief Nandan Nilekani (pictured) may
be planning a transition to politics but he still
displays the instincts of a corporate executive
when it comes to his target audience.
Nilekani was speaking at an industry forum
this week and when the floor was opened up
for questions, someone from the audience
started relating his woes about a wrong
address entry during the Aadhaar enrolment
process that UIDAI is implementing. Nilekani
tried to intervene by telling him about the
various ways in which the error could be
rectified but to no avail. Finally he said, “Give
me your card and I will follow up on it.” Then
he laconically added for the benefit of his
amazed audience: “Customer service, yaar”,
and earned some thunderous applause. 

A ‘helping’ hand

National Spot Exchange Ltd investors are
desperate to find a good Samaritan who can
offer some help to recover their money. One
investor with a few crores stuck in the
exchange got in touch with a senior police
official working in one of the iconic buildings
in Lutyens’ Delhi to seek his help for an
appointment with the power player whose
security he oversaw. Without trying to
understand the issue or offering any solution,
the official started crunching numbers. He
said he would take a cut of 25 per cent and, of
this, 20 per cent had to be paid in advance.
“For the rest, I’ll tell you when and where,”
he said without batting an eyelid. The
investor understandably retreated but he is
keen to tell this story to whoever he meets
these days.

Serve and volley
As luck would have it, later in the question-
and-answer session, a corporate executive
rose to ask a question and Nilekani
immediately recognised him as a service
provider of the UIDAI. Even as the person was
introducing himself, Nilekani told him to get
the issue regarding the wrong address
rectified (see above) along with a couple of
others that had cropped up during the
session. The executive immediately obliged.
Will Nilekani be able to replicate this speed of
service in his political life as well?

India first
This refers to the editorial “The IAS flies
abroad” (September 18). This is a surprising
concession by the government given the fact
that India is facing a foreign exchange crunch
and the much-vaunted claim to develop India
as a medical tourism hub. Our medical insti-
tutions have state-of-the-art facilities avail-
able within the country. Many nations are
looking to India for treating their patients due
to the high costs of treatment in their own
country. Major insurance companies of the
UK, Europe, the US favour India due to quali-
ty care, English language skills and lower
costs. The UK has recently taken a stand that
some patients maybe referred to India due to
lower costs. Hospitalisation charges have
soared elsewhere and according to recent fig-
ures the average daily cost of a hospital stay in
the US is $4,287. According to the report
“Medical tourism set to be in the pink of
health” (August 22), India, with a current mar-
ket share of nearly three per cent, is perceived
to be among the fastest-growing markets

Some of our presidents and prime minis-
ters had their treatment in India and did not
go abroad even though they could have done
so. Around 850,000 tourist’s visited India in
2011 for medical treatment. The government
is sending a wrong signal on the expertise
and competence of our doctors and this
shows a lack of faith in the ability of the
Indian medical fraternity. Apparently it has
succumbed to the powerful bureaucracy. And
lastly, why should our defence personnel be
denied this dispensation?

H N Ramakrishna Bangalore

A matter of cost
Apropos the editorial “The IAS flies abroad”
(September 18), it is not a shameful but a
criminal act by the government to allow
members of Parliament, ministers and sen-
ior bureaucrats to get treatment abroad at
the taxpayer’s cost when it has failed to pro-
vide even basic health care facilities to the
common man. No politician or bureaucrat
should be entitled to treatment abroad at
public cost of an ailment that can be treated
in India. Those who wish to take treatment
abroad should pay from their own pocket.
Only critical cases that are incurable in India
should be allowed to get treatment abroad in
super specialty hospitals approved by the
government of India. If they take treatment
in other hospitals where the cost of treat-
ment is higher than that of approved hospi-
tals, they must be entitled to only 
partial reimbursement of the 
amount equivalent to the cost in the
approved hospitals.

M C Joshi Lucknow

Extending the perks
This refers to the editorial “The IAS flies
abroad” (September 18). The idea behind the
latest perk of medical treatment abroad grant-
ed to the senior Indian Administrative Service
(IAS) officers may ostensibly be to “keep them
going as long as possible” under the assump-
tion that their services are valuable to the gov-
ernment. However, pragmatism may dictate
that this perk should, if at all, be granted to
younger officers because they have many
more years of service left than the top level
officers. But if that sounds too “pragmatic”,
then the government may as well extend this
perk to all the IAS officers.

Kishor Kulkarni Mumbai

> LETTERS
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> HAMBONE BY MIKE FLANAGAN

QUANTUM LEAP
DEVANGSHU DATTA

It might have lower environmental impact but scaling up production
will require massive investments and global clearances

Corporate attempts at doing any-
thing other than business are
seen with suspicion. This partly

stems from the melding of two view-
points – the first, widely held not only
by political leaders and bureaucrats, but
also by common people, is that “wel-
fare and development is the job of the
government”. The second is the apho-
rism credited to Milton Freidman —
“the business of business is business”.
You combine these two beliefs and any
attempt at a company trying to do devel-
opmental work can be met with scepti-
cism, at the least and cynicism at worst. 

To make matters worse, there is
ample evidence that many companies,
sometimes well-known ones, “engage
in rampant robbery” (ERR), colluding
with politicians and bureaucrats, to
maximise profits. Some are responsible
for destroying the environment, be it
through the reckless construction of
hydro-power dams in the Himalayas
by the Jaypee Group or mining in the
pristine forested areas inhabited by
tribals by Vedanta. Land grabbing in
the name of special economic zones
(SEZs) or regular projects showed the
insensitivity of companies and political
leaders and bureaucrats to the interest
of local communities. It met with stiff
local opposition to the point where not
only  did Reliance have to abandon its
biggest SEZ in Raigad, Maharashtra but
even the Tatas had to leave Singur, West
Bengal. In the backdrop of this type of
behaviour by companies, people
become cynical and, thus, companies
need to do something about restoring
their collective credibility. Therefore,
companies should embrace rather than
resist the new provision in the
Companies Act, 2013 that requires
them to spend two per cent of their
profits on corporate social responsibil-
ity (CSR) activities.

The late 20th century taught the

world of business a lot. Company after
company from the global Fortune 500
list learnt, usually after several nasty
experiences, that fooling consumers,
trampling over communities in the
neighbourhood of their factories, ignor-
ing or buying their way around the host
country government regulations and
polluting the environment, all in the
name of “maximising shareholder val-
ue” was a recipe for disaster and, in fact,
destroyed shareholder value. Starting
with pioneers such as Ray Anderson of
Interface Inc, the world’s largest car-
peting company that went from being a
major contributor of non-bio-degrad-
able solid waste in 1994 to 100 per cent
recycling in a few years, CEO after CEO
have been crossing the floor and telling
Mr Friedman what they hear from
activists, that “the sustainability of
business is sustainability”.

In India too, corporate behaviour is
changing. While many companies are
engaged in “just public relations” (JPR),
printing colourful brochures and news-
paper ads extolling the odd dispensary

or a bus-shelter they
financed, even JPR has
become more imagina-
tive and user-oriented.
Recently, to celebrate the
opening of its 11,000th
branch, the State Bank of
India gifted electric fans
and drinking water
devices to 11,000 needy
schools. But there is seri-
ous work happening as
well. ITC Ltd, Coca-Cola, Pepsi and
Hindustan Unilever are just some exam-
ples of companies that have made a
huge turnaround with respect to
resource and energy use. ITC has also
reached out to millions of farmers
through its e-Choupal network and
enabled them to get better prices for
their produce. Its support of non-gov-
ernmental organisations (NGOs) in live-
stock development helps increase milk
production. Hindustan Unilever Ltd
(HUL) has built a whole new channel
for distributing consumer products to
smaller villages through the network of

Shakti Ammas, who are
women retailers of HUL
products. The Tata Steel
Rural Development
Society works for rural
development around the
company’s plants. SRF is
well-known for running
the Shri Ram Schools
but also supported
watershed development
in a big way around its

factory. There are many other compa-
nies doing good CSR work in their own
areas such as Hindalco, NTPC and Excel
Industries. Of course, many of these
efforts also create goodwill, save costs or
help build new markets for the compa-
nies. This adds to profits, but it also con-
serves the environment or creates some
other social benefit. 

Completely arms’ length philanthro-
py is practiced by the Tata Trusts, which
together give out over ~500 crore a year
from the post-tax profits of Tata Sons
Ltd, the holding company of the group,
for developmental activities that have

absolutely no connection with the Tata
companies. It will take a long time for the
majority of Indian companies to reach
the level of disinterested giving of the
100-year-old Tata philanthropies, but
meanwhile, companies can engage in
genuine CSR activities by funding good
NGOs. The latter enables companies to
support valuable activities in which they
may have no internal competence, such
as rural development, health care, edu-
cation and vocational training.

One fear that has been expressed is
that many companies will use the CSR
money to fund politicians’ front NGOs, to
buy favour from them. Though this is a
genuine fear, it can be obviated by ensur-
ing the creation of a list of credible NGOs.
Indeed, the CII Industry-Civil Society
interface, has already started doing so.
But fears of misuse should not hold CSR
back. Companies badly need to restore
their collective creditability and this is a
golden opportunity for them to do so.

The author is founder and CEO, Basix Social
Enterprise Group

The new provisions in the Companies Act, 2013 are a good opportunity for corporate India to move beyond ‘Just Public Relations’

The journey from ‘ERR’ to CSR

One fear that has been
expressed is that many
companies will use the
CSR money to fund
politicians’ front NGOs,
to buy favour from
them. Though this is a
genuine fear, it can be
obviated by ensuring the
creation of a list of
credible NGOs
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