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Conferences, symposia, and seminars are an integral part of academic and corporate 
agenda of any organization, big or small, and of any country aspiring to project itself 
as knowledge megacentre of the world. With its large R&D infrastructure and huge 
scientific manpower, it is no different for India. Whether or not such events serve a 
useful purpose is sometimes debated. Critics may call them “jamborees” or “fairs”, 
yet a large majority of scientists still (in the age of internet) consider these assemblies 
essential for their update, professional growth and recognition. The younger lot looks 
forward to such meetings as opportunities to interact with their peers, and the older to 
their friends. Although no formal data is available, it would be a fair guess that each 
active scientist attends at least half a dozen conferences / symposia in a year. 
Interestingly, almost every scientific organization, institute or university department, 
considers it necessary to organize one such exercise of its own, at least once in a year 
or two.  
 Who pays for it? The public of course! The organization of a conference, or 
attending it as a delegate, requires resources. Government departments and research 
institutes have their own system of granting permission and with it the funds, for their 
scientists to travel and participate in meetings. The universities and colleges rarely 
have resources of their own for this purpose. The brave hearts who decide to stick 
their necks out to organize a conference / symposium have to apply for funds to a 
plethora of central agencies such as UGC, DST, DBT, CSIR, ICAR, ICMR, DRDO, 
DOS and MOEF in New Delhi, or their counterparts in the respective state 
governments. For participation too the faculty look at the organizers for travel 
expenses as internal funds are either not available at all, or provided only once in two 
to four years. Unlike in the west, private / corporate support is lacking or meager, 
except in some disciplines such as medicine and information technology. 
 Thus, availability of financial support significantly regulates, if not serves as a 
license / permit system. Who organizes the conferences / symposia, and with what 
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frequency and scale, and who participates in these meets depends on the ability to 
manage the funds. The question, therefore, is: Can the procedures and patterns of 
funding of conferences / symposia by government agencies be more equitable, 
transparent and conducive to upgrading their standards, which are at present usually 
abysmally low.  
 Is it useful attending a conference? Opinions would differ, but even though 
information now commands fewer premiums (because of the internet) interaction and 
personal contacts are important for average scientist. It is interesting to note that in 
their new schemes for promotion of scientists/teachers, UGC, ICAR, ICMR and other 
scientific agencies now accord specific credits / points for attending or organizing 
conferences / symposia. This is expected to generate greater enthusiasm and response 
for scientific events. 
 What are the common organizational shortcomings? Mostly the call for 
participation / papers comes only a few months before the dates of the conference. 
This is often so even for the international meets. A majority of events are crowded in 
the winter months, even in places where weather is good round the year. The printed 
circular is still regarded obligatory, but it is largely occupied by names of members of 
the advisory committee, who are all eminent scientists in the field but most are not 
even likely to attend, and the organizing committee, a seniority wise list of faculty of 
the host organization. All papers received are accepted even if not relevant to the 
theme of the conference. Generally, the older scientists are invited for the oral 
presentations and the younger for poster presentations. Presentations are too often 
repetitive, innovation and originality being not given much attention. Poor time 
keeping is common, as senior speakers always exceed the allotted time and younger 
ones are not given the promised slot. There can be problems with the acoustics and 
visual aids too. However, the bright side is that the organizers spare no personal 
efforts to make everyone comfortable, bonhomie prevails, the organizers beg a pardon 
for any shortcoming, and the delegates leave fully satisfied. Recommendations are 
made but ignored by those who matter. Proceedings are rarely brought out as the key 
speakers do not contribute their write ups, and others who commit to write do not 
meet the deadlines. 
 Can sponsoring agencies help in improving standards? Yes, it is possible if these 
can draw up a common code of good practices for themselves and the stake holders. 
Why can’t there be a common format of application for grant of funds? This would 
reduce initial drudgery and paperwork. The applications should reach, preferable 
online, at least six months before the event, accompanied by an open circular/ 
announcement, session-wise program, list of anticipated participants, and financial 
requirements with justification. A website should be already operational, with 
possibility of electronic communication and submission of abstracts/papers. The 
sanction order should be issued at least three months in advance, and the sanctioned 
funds transferred electronically no less than two months before the conference/ 
symposium. Most important, the quantum of fund allocation must go up in line with 
the escalating cost of travel, food, accommodation and services. A distinct budget 
head to meet the cost of travel, stay and registration of young scientists and students, 
selected on the basis of the merit of their submitted paper, will be encouraging to the 
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section that can benefit most from such meets. Finally the funding agencies should 
consider and respond to the recommendations made following discussions in the 
conferences. 
 Conferences/ symposia/seminars help in creating good speakers, keen listeners 
and forceful discussants. A well-organized meet is also a lesson for others in the art of 
event management. Looking at their undeniable academic value, we need to invest 
more efforts and resources for achieving high scientific standards of such scientific 
gatherings. 
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