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Visionary engineer, B.P. Agrawal  
believes in creating innovative and 
replicable models of development to 
solve the many problems in India.

Text: Hiral Dholakia

Jerome H. Lemelson, one of U.S. 
history’s most prolific inventors 
and his wife Dorothy founded the 
Lemelson-MIT Program at the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
in 1994. Funded by The Lemelson 
Foundation and administered by the 
School of Engineering, the Foundation 
sparks, sustains and celebrates 
innovation and the inventive spirit. 
So when the Lemelson-MIT Progam 
announced Dr.B P Agrawal as the 
winner of the 2010 $100,000 Award 
for Sustainability, it added yet another 
feather to the cap of this master 
innovator whose non-profit venture 
Sustainable Innovations is improving 
lives of thousands in rural Rajasthan.  

A visionary social entrepreneur, 
Dr. B P Agrawal combines business 
insight with pioneering technologies 
and was chosen for the award for his 
community-driven rainwater harvesting 
system and mobile health clinics that 
“have the potential to improve the 
global public health system and better 
the quality of life of villagers.”
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Raised in a small farming village 
of Chhapoli in Jhunjhunu district, 
Rajasthan, Agrawal’s parents 
encouraged him to study science 
and technology from an early age. 
“My mother would read me Indian 
mythological stories. One day, she 
explained the difference between an 
animal and human being thus: “Every 
stray dog fills her tummy. Human 
being is one who fills someone else’s 
tummy”,” he says.  While “Science was a 
necessity, not a choice” as he puts it, his 
first interest was literature, especially 
Sanskrit. “In 1958, I authored my first 
article, Chaitra Chitran or beauty of 
rainy season, in Rashtradoot, a Hindi 
daily published from Jaipur. My mother 
would tell me: Knowledge is a wealth 
that no one can snatch or steal or tax.  It 
will always stay with you.” 

Youngest of eight siblings, Agrawal 
was always a bright student. He 
graduated from the local middle school 
with the highest grades in the history 
of the school and then left Chhapoli 
in 1957 to attend Shri Mahaveer 
Digamber Jain High School, Jaipur. 

“My brother and I rented a room 
and cooked our meals. I was told that 
arts graduates didn’t earn as much 
as engineering graduates did. Then 

“Every stray dog fills her tummy. Human being is one who fills someone else’s tummy.”

The award winning kiosk-based health “clinics” or Arogya Ghar won a second World Bank Development Marketplace Award in 2007. The clinics run by educated 
young women are meant to reach the needy and alleviate the shortage of trained medical staff. 

there was my science teacher, Sri Ram 
Dayal Gupta. He would draw amazing 
figures in multi color on the blackboard 
to explain scientific principles. And 
I would take copious notes; I had 
little money to buy books. Mr. Gupta 
noticed. He asked me to visit him at 
his home. I was scared: He may ask me 
to take after-school tutorial classes for 
Rs. 4 per month. My parents couldn’t 
afford four rupees. Instead, what he 
asked me was: Take whatever science 
books you need but I must see your 
name in the top 10 of the Rajasthan 
Board examination. Probably, Fifty 
thousand students took the high school 
examination in 1959.  How could I have 
failed him? I did not.”  

R. D. Gupta instilled the love of 
science and the choice was made. No 
other thoughts were ever entertained, 
thereafter. Agrawal went on to receive 
a degree in Control Systems at the 
Birla Institute of Technology and 
Science in India and later earned his 
Ph.D. in Engineering Science from the 
University of South Florida. Agrawal 
also completed a Management 
Executive Education Program at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s 
Sloan School of Management. 

For 20 years, Agrawal led research 

and development at Fortune 100 
companies including General 
Dynamics, ITT, GTE, and Hughes 
helping take new technologies 
successfully from lab to marketplace. 
During his time in the private sector, he 
received invention patents for single-
bit voice processing that ushered the 
digital revolution, an echo canceller 
that enabled voice traffic over satellite 
and self-healing modems. He founded 
Information Gateways, a voice 
processing –company, precursor of the 
voicemail and call center boom, and IU 
Bit, a health informatics venture. 

Agrawal transitioned from the 
corporate world to the non-profit 
world in 2003 after a casual dinner 
meet with a handful of colleagues 
and technologists led to a serious 
discussion. “In between the samosa 
bites, we bragged about donations to 
various causes in India. We indulged 
into the widespread pastime of solving 
India’s problems. Suddenly, a colleague 
thumped the coffee table and asked, 
“What difference would it make even 
if we were to give $100 million to 
India?” The conversation came to an 
abrupt halt. Everyone was silent. Soon 
the consensus emerged: “probably 
not much.” Then, what will make a 
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difference? That question sparked a 
thought: Demonstrate a replicable 
model to alleviate the perennial scarcity 
of drinking water scarcity. Harvest 
innovations for people. And the seed of 
Sustainable Innovations was planted,” 
he narrates.   

In 2006, his rainwater harvesting 
system, Aakash Ganga won a 
$200,000 World Bank Development 
Marketplace Award. Along with 
matching funds from the Rajasthan 
Association of North America, a 
network of reservoirs were designed 
to provide 10 – 12 liters of water daily 
per person to an entire village for a 
year; to-date, it has helped 10,000 
villagers in drought prone region gain 
access to clean water. Aakash Ganga is 
now being considered for large-scale 
implementation by the government 
of India. But the going certainly 
wasn’t easy. “We faced numerous 
challenges but the most difficult one 
was to unearth requirements that 
would make Aakash Ganga holistically 
sustainable — culturally, socially, 
economically, politically, institutionally, 
administratively, and technologically. 
These communities have little trust 
in public institutions. An attitude of 
resignation or helplessness pervades. 
Free water is considered an entitlement. 
We overcame these challenges by being 
patient, accepting India as it is, not 

getting frustrated and treating cultural 
traditions and social bonds as a “social 
capital.” We monetized the social 
capital to reduce project cost,” he says.    

Another award-winning 
development has been Agrawal’s 
kiosk-based health “clinics” or Arogya 
Ghar created with entrepreneur Atul 
Jain, founder and CEO of TEOCO, 
which won a second World Bank 
Development Marketplace Award in 
2007. The clinics, run by high school 
educated young women are inexpensive 
and have the ability to alleviate the 
shortage of trained medical staff and 
improve standardized treatment 
protocols for common ailments and 
preventable diseases in India. 

He founded Sustainable Innovations 
in 2007 to harvest innovations in 
engineering, entrepreneurship, business 
and social policies to build systemically 
sustainable social enterprises that 
can negotiate the difficult path from 
laboratory to market. 

Academic institutions, international 
bodies such as UNDP and corporate 
laboratories frequently invite Dr. 
Agrawal to speak on management 
of innovations and the Gandhian 
approach to sustainability. “In our 
day-to-day lexicon, development is 
measured by consumption. If a society 
consumes more it is called developed. 
Businesses want us to consume 

In 2006, his rainwater 
harvesting system, Aakash 
Ganga won a $200,000 World 
Bank Development Marketplace 
Award. With matching funds 
from the Rajasthan Association 
of North America, the system 
has helped 10,000 villagers 
gain access to clean water in 
drought prone region.

more and work more to support the 
consumption. Swami Vivekanand 
paraphrased sustainability as: West has 
mastered how much more man should 
want. East has mastered how little man 
needs. Should human development be a 
prisoner of consumption?” 

No wonder Aakash Ganga and 
Arogya remain his passions. Both are 
still in their infancy and need to be 
transformed into large-scale social 
enterprises or public private and 
community partnerships. “We are in 
process of setting up for-profit Centre 
for Social Enterprises (CSE) and non-
profit Sustainable Innovations Trust 
India (SSTI). These two organizations 
will work together to build a cadre 
of village-level social entrepreneurs 
and to expand access to safe drinking 
water and to deliver  health care at 
an extremely low cost. Shortly, CSE 
will approach social investors and 
corporate responsibility groups for 
equity investment. In contrast, SSTI will 
focus on public funds and community 
contributions. The Marwaris built 
rainwater-harvesting systems such as 
Bawari and Johad in their hometowns. 
Aakash Ganga is the modern version 
of the ancient rainwater harvesting 
practices. Sustainable Innovations urges 
them to sponsor Aakash Ganga in their 
native villages,” he says.  
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