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I
n 1996, a $10-million prize was created. Any pri-
vately-funded team could win it if it could build
and fly a three-passenger spacecraft into the

Earth’s orbit within two weeks. A little-known
team, Scaled Composites, did this and was invited
by one of the world’s richest men, Richard Bran-
son, to be a partner in his space tourism company,
Virgin Galactic. This single $10-million prize in-
spired 26 international teams to invest more than
$100 million, giving birth to today’s private space
industry.

Since then, the X prizes, as they are called, have fo-
cused on addressing mega problems in the fields of
healthcare and energy. They focus on innovation
in sensing tech and genome sequencing, earth-
quake predictions, mining asteroids and so on.

“We are looking specifically at problems that will
not be easily solved otherwise...and that philan-
thropists are willing to pay for,” says Peter Dia-
mandis, chairman of The X Prize Foundation ––
the non-profit that designs these high-profile pub-
lic competitions to solve humanity’s greatest chal-
lenges. The bigwigs who not only donate their
money but also determine prizes include the likes
of Tata Sons Chairman Ratan Tata, Google Co-
founder Larry Page, Tesla, PayPal and SpaceX Co-
Founder Elon Musk, technology pioneer Naveen
Jain, Hollywood film-maker James Cameron (of
Titanic and Avataar fame) and several others.
Companies involved include Nokia, Cisco, Qual-
comm and Google. Approximately $25 million have
been awarded in prizes while another $50 million
worth of prizes are in the works.

And now, the X Prize Foundation, is looking to
launch an approximately $4.5-million-X Prize in
India by the year-end. Not only would this be the
first X Prize outside of the US, it would also be the
first country-specific X Prize.

“X Prize India will become our headquarters for
that part of the world. Apart from India, it will be-
come our centrepiece for Africa, China and the
Middle East,” Diamandis, told The Economic
Times. “The goal will be to design, open and launch
prizes for the developing world.”

Although his exact role is not known, Tata will be
a key figure and trustee of X Prize India. “Tata is a
trustee of X Prize and a major benefactor for the
creation of X Prize India. We hope that Mr Tata will
be actively engaged after he retires. His exact invol-
vement is yet to be disclosed,” Diamandis told ET.

When contacted, Ratan Tata’s office refused to
comment on Mr tata’s involvement in this project.

Apart from Tata and Jain, other trustees and ben-

efactors of X Prize India include business tycoons Pa-
resh Ghelani and Atul Jain. Naveen Jain, an X Prize
Foundation Trustee, and participant, will be among
the lead co-chairpersons of X Prize India. One of his
companies, Moon Express, is competing for the Goo-
gle Lunar X Challenge.

“We live in unpredictable times where problems are
unique. Experts can always improve things but can
rarely come up with disruptive solutions that will
change things in ways it has never been done before,”
he says. “A tremendous amount of talent exists in In-
dia. But the problems –– like education, sewers, clean
water, local electricity, Internet connectivity, health-
care –– are equally large as well,” Jain told ET.

“Solutions to these massive problems often exist in
India itself, but in isolation.”

X Prize hopes to find solutions to these problems. 
Don Johnson, a member of the Elastec/American

Marine team that won the oil cleanup X Challenge,
which came in the wake of the horrific BP oil spill,
says, “The thrill of the competition cannot be under-
stated. Irrespective of whether you win or not, you are
generating a one-of-its-kind think-tank out there,” he
says. (Of the 350 teams that participated, several have
formed companies and have licensed their ideas to big
companies.) The Elastec/ American Marine team had
built a breakthrough oil skimmer that could pick up
4,670 gallons of oil per minute with 89.5% efficiency ––
something that no giant oil company, including BP or
Exxon, had built.

Elastec/American Marine might be a leading manu-
facturer of oil spill and environmental equipment,
but X Prizes are open to everybody. In fact, one of the fi-
nalists for the same prize was a much-sought-after tat-
too artist called Fred Giovannitti. Oliver Kuttner has
spent a great deal of his life as a commercial real es-
tate developer. 

But in 2010, his team Edison 2, wowed the world and
outshone several leading automobile makers, when
they built a small passenger car that not only gave a
mileage of 100 miles per gallon but had also reduced
emissions by almost 2.5 times. This was for the Pro-
gressive Insurance Automotive X Prize –– a competi-
tion aimed at inspiring a new generation of super-effi-
cient but practical green vehicles to help combat
climate change and oil addiction. The goal was to
build a car that’s four-wheeled, seats four passengers,
has a range exceeding 200 miles and gains 0-60 in less
than 15 seconds. Kuttner and his team won the first
prize –– a hefty $5million. Their company is now in the
process of scaling up their prize-winning solution
and selling it to mainstream auto manufacturers who
can manufacture it either as a gasoline car or as a hy-
brid.
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WHY HAS LBS NOT BEEN DEPLOYED YET?

In the fall, Toronto resident Pearl
Chen placed quarter-size stickers on
the 30 or so spice containers in her
kitchen. Now, whenever she taps her
Samsung smartphone against a bot-
tle of turmeric, say, the device does a
Google search for recipes featuring
the spice. “I can scan it and get ideas
for what to cook,” says Chen, 31, foun-
der of Karma Laboratory, a technolo-
gy startup focused on education. She
sees the stickers as a way to squeeze a
bit more utility from everyday ob-
jects, which usually “just stand there
and don’t say very much”.

Chen is an early adopter in the
world of programmable tags, pieces
of paper or plastic that sell for a few
bucks apiece and communicate with
gadgets via a short-range radio tech-
nology known as near field commu-
nication, or NFC. They can be cus-
tomised to trigger an action on any
phone with an NFC chip: Tap the
phone against a tag on a business
card to automatically download con-
tact information, for instance, or tap
a tag on your nightstand to set the
morning alarm. “It’s convenient,”
says John Devlin, an analyst at ABI

Research.
NFC tags are gaining a following as

the number of smartphones able to
scan them skyrockets. This year, re-
search firm IHS iSuppli (IHS) ex-
pects that manufacturers of smart
devices will ship nearly 21 million
NFC-enabled handsets in the US and

186 million worldwide, up from 93
million last year. According to press
reports, Apple is considering adding
an NFC chip to the new iPhone ex-
pected this fall, which would give the
technology a significant boost. The
tags are available from independent
websites, and ABI estimates that by
this year-end there will be about 10
million of them in the United States
as major mobile companies begin
marketing them as a must-have fea-
ture. Earlier this year, Sony began
selling $20 SmartTags that can
change the volume or launch news or
weather apps on the company’s Xpe-
ria phone. 

In the past month, Samsung started
selling TecTiles, a $15 package of five
NFC tags, in T-Mobile and Sprint
stores and will soon make them avail-
able on Amazon.com. Some of the
tags come already programmed to do
a specific task, while others require
users to download an application to
customise each tag with one of sever-
al dozen possible actions.

Tagstand, which sells NFC tags and
develops the software to programme
and manage them, was founded a

year ago and now employs seven
staffers. Its revenue tripled over a
three-month period to $30,000 in May,
the company says, and Tagstand ex-
pects to be profitable within six
months. “We think the opportunity
is massive,” says Chief Executive Of-
ficer Kulveer Taggar, a Brit who uses
NFC tags to check into the location-
based service Foursquare at his box-
ing gym. Tagstand has sold about 1
million NFC tags in the past year, and
in June the company released a mo-
bile app that simplifies the tag-pro-
gramming process.

Some of NFC’s biggest advocates
are event planners, who hand out spe-
cialised gear integrating NFC tags
that can be scanned at stations set up
around a venue. In May, a third of the
attendees at the Manhattan Cocktail
Classic, held at the New York Public
Library, used NFC-enabled bracelets
that were linked to their e-mail ad-
dresses. As partygoers sampled the
hundreds of cocktails available, they
could tap their bracelet against NFC
readers to have recipes sent to them.

(Reprinted with permission from
Bloomberg Businessweek)

Smartphones Get Extra Kick with NFC Chips

When the Geneva-based Méde-

cins Sans Frontières (Doctors

Without Borders) won the Nobel

Prize in 1999, it promptly com-

mitted the prize money to catalyse an ecosystem of

drug research and treatment mechanisms for ne-

glected diseases. Unni Krishnan Karunakara,

MSF’s international president, an alumnus of Man-

galore, Yale and Johns Hopkins Universities, has

personally driven the initiatives in Africa, the South

Caucasus and Brazil. In an interaction with Naren

Karunakaran,he dwells on the World Health Orga-

nisation’s (WHO) recent proposal for a global con-

vention on health R&D that mandates all countries

to allocate 0.01 % of their GDP to research drugs,

vaccines and diagnostics, relevant to developing

countries. Excerpts:

Why is the proposal for an R&D Convention fac-

ing opposition when it is agreed that the exist-

ing pharma model is broken and needs fixing?

No country is prepared to claim that there isn’t a

problem; the debate is now concerned with estab-

lishing the best way of responding to it. The US is

very clear that only voluntary initiatives should be

pursued. The US also didn’t want binding commit-

ments, which is in stark contrast to their push for

binding treaties on intellectual property such as the

Anti-Counterfeiting Trade Agreement (ACTA) and

the Trans-Atlantic Partnership Agreement. The

public position of the EU was that they needed more

time, which is a delaying tactic; but a number of EU

countries are now reviewing their position. Big

pharma is essentially hedging their bets; in public,

they have agreed that more money and new ap-

proaches are needed, but they say they are not yet

certain whether a Convention is the right move.

How will India benefit from the Convention?

Countries like India stand to gain a lot from such a

Convention since they have the ideal industrial

base to take advantage of increased investments in

low cost R&D. India has been a keen advocate for ac-

cess to affordable treatments and has often chal-

lenged the gaps in the biomedical R&D system. It

was disheartening that developing countries did

not present a more united front (at the recent World

Health Assembly that debated this issue.) India

must speak out in public support of the Convention

and make this part of the BRICS discussions.

The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation which sup-

ports many projects on neglected diseases

wields influence on global processes, but is re-

fusing to acknowledge this initiative; Why?

The Foundation’s silence on this is inconsistent;

they should make their position clear. One crucial

aspect of the R&D Convention is the idea that gov-

ernments are primarily responsible for priority set-

ting, funding and norm-setting. In the absence of an

R&D Convention, priorities are set on an ad hoc ba-

sis by those who finance particular projects, in-

cluding the Foundation. The status quo affords the

Foundation considerable power. There may also be

concerns about where the funds raised would go to,

and whether the funds would continue to go to

Foundation-supported initiatives. However, the

convention does not preclude some funds contin-

uing to be used to fund multi-donor approaches.

As the private sector and Big Pharma are in-

creasingly beginning to partner with govern-

ments on drug access and research, they may

begin to influence policies to their benefit. How

do you see this trend panning out?

Whether it is good or bad depends on the terms of

any deals made. Governments do need to be vigi-

lant about the real costs of such an approach. For in-

stance, we think the Advanced Market Commitment

(AMC) for pneumococcal vaccines is a form of cor-

porate welfare. We are concerned about the terms

of ARV voluntary licences that are now being signed

between drug companies and generic manufactur-

ers. These are secret bilateral deals and have anti-

competitive terms and exclude countries. On access

to existing drugs, one of the critical factors is to en-

sure that governments retain the ability to ensure

access. This includes resisting the pressure from

companies and their home governments to extend

and deepen monopolies that prevent price low-

ering generic competition, either through bilateral

trade deals such as the ongoing EU-India FTA, or

lobbying to amend Indian law to introduce data ex-

clusivity and weaken key public health safeguards.

We were encouraged to see the first compulsory li-

cence issued in India by the patent controller. For

future R&D, the idea of a binding convention is for

governments to reassert their responsibility when

it comes to R&D needs of developing countries.

India to Benefit Much from
Convention on Health R&D
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