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Q    Your career has been very admirable. Do share the 
highlights of your journey so far.

A. My career is a clear reflection of my persona and my 
personal circumstances. To be honest I never planned my 

career. I just allowed it to unfold. Decades ago when I started my 
career in the IT domain, it was Information technology all the way 
for the world. Everybody left India, at least most of friends and 
colleagues did. I am speaking about mid 80s. I stayed back here 
as my father, a brilliant IAS officer used to tell us that coming up 
in India is way more difficult than in any other country ‘Are you 
ready for the India challenge’? He used to say. I took the ‘India 
challenge’.

 This ‘patriotic thread’ is seen from the choice of my subjects, 
themes, assignments in my career. When I transitioned from IT 
to Cities and Urbanization, it was to infuse ‘New Age Thinking’ 
into cities. I was perhaps one of the few in the country who 
spoke about ‘Branding Cities’ Benchmarking services, ISO type 
of standards for Municipal Corporations, Citizen Partnership, 
Corporate Partnership for livable cities, Sentiment analysis tools, 
Predictive Policing Protocols using BIGDATA and SMART CITIES 
much before others did. The first Keynote Address on BIGDATA 
in the country was mine – it was at Microsoft campus in 2011. My 
article on PPPP (Public Private People Partnership) and Citizens 

w
w
w
.asindia.in

JA
N

U
A

R
Y

 2019

Every city has to be seen 
through the prism of its unique 
economic, environment and 
demographic realities.
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 The kind of infrastructure that 
changes the life of a resident 
of Tokyo is a lot different from 
what constitutes life-changing in 
Stockholm.

 Every city has to be seen through 
the prism of its unique economic, 
environment and demographic 
realities. 

 We at Foundation for Futuristic 
Cities have initiated the first ever 
‘India Infrastructure Dialogue’ 
in India. Our first event was at 
Hyderabad in June 2018. I wish 
that readers take this format, 
negotiate with their city leadership 
to institutionalise these dialogues 
across the country.

I am very happy about the 
progress Smart Cities are making 
in India BUT I think these cities 
have to Rethink Infrastructure.
The global trend in infrastructure 
provision today is ‘holistic’ – 
basically a systems approach for 
Universal Infrastructure

Karuna Gopal, 
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as Brand Ambassadors have been 
published way back in 2003.

 So it was always ‘Thought 
leadership’ that excited me. 
Another thing perhaps that has 
been consistent in my career 
is ‘Ambassadorship’. I always 
felt that I am India’s greatest 
ambassador whenever I travelled 
abroad. It started when I went 
on a Rotary GSE Scholarship to 
the United States in 1991. I was 
barely 24 years then. I gave many 
public speeches there mostly on 
India and our Constitution. I was 
interviewed by some American 
newspapers and all through the 
stay I felt I was representing my 
country. 

Q. We have been following the Smart 
Cities progress. Is there anything 
else the cities can do differently?

A. I am very happy about the progress 
Smart Cities are making in India 
BUT I think these cities have to 
Rethink Infrastructure.

 The global trend in infrastructure 
provision today is ‘holistic’ – 
basically a systems approach 
for Universal Infrastructure. But 
in Indian cities infrastructure 
planning over the years has been 
anything but holistic. Construction 
of water & sewerage infrastructure, 
roads, flyovers is mostly about 
building ‘Hard Infrastructure’ 
without much thought going into 
shaping the same for sustainability. 

 In a world that is speaking against 
‘siloed’ thinking, Indian Cities with 
their ‘transport only’ ‘water only’ 
planning are quite regressive I must 
say. Today, countries and cities 
are approaching Infrastructure 
planning differently. They are 
taking a ‘holistic systems’ view 
of the city and its infrastructure 
requirements. Physical 
infrastructure is being planned 
along with ‘soft’ infrastructure as 
both are seen as twin requirements 
for future. 

 Let me tell you what this soft 
infrastructure is: Soft infrastructure 
is basically Governance – It is 
about reforms, it is about fixing 
institutions. Like how a typical 
software program helps a computer 
perform, the soft infrastructure 
drives the performance of physical 
infrastructure.

 There is no point going in for 
marquee water supply sewerage 
infrastructure if the ‘UTILITY’ 
managing that infrastructure is not 
top class. The leadership, human 
capacity, technology deployment, 
CRM, SCADA, the digital assets, 
billing and collection efficiencies, 
vendor management, citizen 
feedback and partnership have to 
be in place too.

 By just investing in hard 
infrastructure and neglecting the 
soft infrastructure we will be just 
‘fixing the pipes’ and not ‘fixing 
the institutions’.

 Indian cities should perhaps 
learn from their global peers – 
The remarkable economic growth 
of cities in China has been 
attributed to their astonishing 
network of “hard” infrastructure, 
like roads, power stations, and 
communication networks etc. But 
today as the world is watching, 
on IMF advice China is forced to 
rebalance its ‘skewed’ growth by 
investing in ‘soft infrastructure’. In 
other words China is forced to take 
a ‘hard look’ at its institutional 
governance. 

Q. Will the common man be able to 
understand the large spectrum of 
heterogeneous solutions involving 
different types of advanced 
technologies? If yes then how?

A. A common man is not meant 
to understand advanced 
technologies. He is expected to 
just be the end-user and enjoy 
them. Much like when a common 
man undergoes ‘robotic surgery’ he 
need not know the procedure. He 
is just expected to get better.

Q. What is your advice to the 
readers? 

A. In recent years, there has been 
a dramatic shift in the way 
politicians and planners are 
reimagining Cities around the 
world. ‘Infrastructure Dialogues’ 
are becoming quite popular 
these days – these are events 
where government discusses 
infrastructure decisions with 
key stakeholders of the city. This 
is where City priorities can be 
mutually agreed upon.

 This is where City – Centricity can 
be established.


