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A transformative movement

Drawing strength from asymmetry!

Oasis Movement, which started engaging with J&K government in 2016 to train 
resource persons for educating children, has now proliferated to multiple states

Discovery of a new protein, PgfA, could be targeted for the development  
of new anti-TB drugs; writes Kuldeepkumar R Gupta

The Oasis Movement 
began on a small scale. 
The first engagement 
with the government 

was in Jammu & Kashmir in 
2016-2018. It was result of 
an amazing synergy between 
some of the finest IAS officers 
like Shaleen Kabra (Principal 
Secretary, School Education, 
J&K), Shah Faesal (Director, 
School Education, Kashmir) 
and Saugat Biswas (SPD, SSA, 
J&K), who sincerely believed 
in helping students holistically. 
This unfurled Oasis Life Camps 
and Oasis Friendship Camps 
(Jyotirdhar workshops) in the 
schools of J&K.

In just one year, the trans-
formative impact of Jyotird-
har workshops on around 150 
heads of schools across Jammu, 
Kashmir and Ladakh created 
a ripple effect. Many Oasis 
programmes were rolled out, 
not just for students, but also 
for parents and families of 
beneficiaries. 

I had personally witnessed 
one of these camps while vis-
iting Leh during my tenure as 
Secretary, School Education 
and Literacy, Government of 
India, and was amazed at the 
energy and the impact this 
camp had generated. How-
ever, there were challenges in 
the store. While programmes 
and modules could be repli-
cated, facilitation of authentic 
transformation in people was 
voluntary, intangible, slow and 
a long-drawn process. Oasis 
needed to prepare a pool of 
local facilitators to reach out 
to maximum children. Without 
appropriate balance between 
quality and quantity, scaling 
would have been elusive.

Good words spread and, 
soon, in late 2019, the Gujarat 
government signed an MoU 
with Oasis to take Jyotirdhar 
programme to school heads, 
teachers and students. Unfor-
tunately, the pandemic stalled 
the momentum.

 In 2020, founder trustees of 
Oasis publicly announced the 
succession plan. This included 
two segments. One was the 
handing over of the manage-
ment of Oasis Trust to a team 
of young trustee-elect while 
hand holding them through 
intensive leadership education. 
The other adventure was foray-
ing into national expansion of 

the Oasis Movement through 
public-private partnerships. 
This partnership crystalized 
in the form of an arrangement 
between  ‘Jyotirdhar’  (with 
Govt. Education Dept for 
school heads) and ‘Pay it For-
ward’ (with founders of NGOs/ 
social sector). The approach 
was largely non-commercial. 

The objective was to gift the 
culture of character education 
— the education of the heart 
— to fellow organisations by 
sharing Oasis’ processes and 
programme content with their 
senior leaders. In turn, it would 
lead to cascading a value-based 
culture of integrity and giving, 
not just across their own organ-
isations but also to their ben-
eficiaries in various segments 
of society.

In light of the Covid-19 
restrictions, Oasis began the 
initial experiment in early 2021 
in Gujarat through a new ini-
tiative, ‘Pay-It-Forward’. Fifty-
seven leaders from more than 
20 credible non-profits, work-
ing in different sectors with 
a focus on rural, child and 
women development, joined. 
Amid the pandemic, they 
reached out to hundreds of 
children and women in their 
respective sectors.

Building on the earlier suc-
cesses, in 2022, along with Guja-
rat, the model was replicated in 
Madhya Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, 
Telangana and Delhi-NCR with 
more than 60 partners. It is an 
ongoing process which is now 
being extended to Odisha, Kar-
nataka and Rajasthan.

In January 2022, a team of 
Oasis founder members began 

this journey from Hyderabad, 
Telangana. They met a gen-
uine educator Navin Mittal, 
IAS, Commissioner, Colle-
giate Department. The proj-
ect’s vision was cleared on that 
day itself. A workshop series 
for selected 30 NSS college rep-
resentatives — one from each 
district across Telangana — 
was finalized. The idea was to 
engage with the youth in social 
entrepreneurship and nation-
building by sensitizing these 
participating NSS officers. Over 
the year, three residential work-
shops have been organized.

Eventually, this one PPP 
led to multiple MoUs and pilot 
projects across seven different 
states/UTs including Telangana, 
Kerala, Karnataka, Gujarat, 
Jammu & Kashmir, Rajasthan, 
and Tamil Nadu while such 
MoUs with three other states 
of Madhya Pradesh, Odisha 
and Meghalaya are on the anvil. 

Oasis has introduced need-
based, diverse and customized 
pilot programmes as well as 
partnership MoUs in each state. 
In Kerala, it is a one-year proj-
ect for 25 educators of Kerala 
State Civil Services Academy, 
who are taking the programme 
down to young student aspi-
rants.  Based on this success, a 
model of Telangana Misaal is 
now being formulated for col-
lege students in Kerala.

The education depart-
ment of Karnataka displayed a 
very heart-warming response. 
A holistic model of two-year 
partnership begins with Oasis 
Jyotirdhar sensitization work-
shop for 35 DYPCs represent-
ing each district. They will be 

instrumental in identifying a 
select batch of 35 potential lead-
ers from principals across the 
state that will undergo Oasis 
programmes. This will facili-
tate programmes for more than 
6,000 students through training 
of 100 teachers as key resource 
persons in the first phase. 

The next significant MoU 
on a similar holistic model was 
recently signed with the J&K 
school education department, 
with a larger outreach, espe-
cially to girl students of KGBVs. 
It entails sensitizing workshops 
for all senior officials and core 
team members of SLA, SCERT 
and education departments to 
harmonize their engagement 
with the Oasis project. With 
the help of the pool of avail-
able trained resource persons, 
the entire programme is aimed 
to create a core team of 40 proj-
ect facilitators and 150 KRPs 
across 20 districts, and influ-
ence 10,000 students over the 
next two years. It also includes 
leadership training of the core 
team and 100 youth leaders at 
Oasis Valleys, Gujarat. 

Post the Covid-19 pan-
demic, Jyotirdhar’s MoU with 
GCERT, Gujarat, has also now 
been reactivated to prepare 250 
KRPs across the state, with a 
large number of teachers ben-
efitting from the programme 
over the next two years. The 
first phase will reach 15,000 
students directly. 

This PPP venture was a win-
win situation for Oasis. In states 
like Tamil Nadu, where Oasis 
conducted sensitizing work-
shops for a select batch of head-
masters of government schools 

across the state, it not only cre-
ated an inroad but also became 
a huge learning experience for 
Oasis facilitators. 

For government schools 
in larger states like Rajasthan, 
Oasis has customized a pilot 
programme with special focus 
on girl students in the Mewar 
region. With the support of 
officials of Samagra Shiksha 
and education department, in 
the first phase, a three-day Life 
Camp festival was organized in 
the rural/tribal parts of Chit-
torgarh and Udaipur districts. 
557 students participated in 15 
such camps engaging around 
24 youths from Oasis team and 
10 teachers from schools and 
NGOs as resource persons. A 
similar project MoU for pro-
grammes on character educa-
tion for school students is in 
the process of being finalized 
with the Lok Shikshan San-
chanalaya, Madhya Pradesh 
government. The focus of this 
pilot programme will be on the 
Indore region, and will engage 
150 school heads and teachers 
to be trained as KRPs to benefit 
5,000 students through Oasis 
programmes. 

In early 2023, Oasis plans to 
engage with the governments in 
eastern regions of Odisha and 
Meghalaya.

A path-breaking develop-
ment that emerged recently was 
an MoU of Oasis with Centre 
for Good Governance, Gov-
ernment of Telangana, with 
the inspiration of a retired 
IAS officer K Skandan. ‘Self-
Governance for Good Gover-
nance — Education of Heart for 
Authentic Leadership’ envisions 
influencing the bureaucrats and 
government officials, especially 
the young, to lead a change in 
the systemic interventions with 
a value-basis of integrity and 
accountability.

Oasis has accomplished 
what it did on account of the 
support it managed to get 
from outstanding officers 
like V Vigneshwari and APM 
Mohammed Hanish in Ker-
ala; Ritesh Singh and BB Cauv-
ery in Karnataka; Navin Mittal 
in Telangana; Usha Kakrla in 
Tamil Nādu and Alok Kumar 
in J&K. They present a wonder-
ful example of public-private 
partnership in the true spirit 
of Nexus of Good.

Views expressed are personal

This is in reference to the news report, “Chinese tried 
to intrude, our troops sent them back: Rajnath”. It’s 
heartening that Indian troops thwarted an attempt by 
the Chinese PLA to unilaterally change the status quo 
in the Yangtze area of Arunachal Pradesh’s Tawang 
sector on December 9 as defence minister Rajnath Singh 
has informed the Lok Sabha on Tuesday. The Tawang 
confrontation is the first major clash between Indian 
and Chinese troops since the one near Rinchen La in 
eastern Ladakh in August 2020. It’s no coincidence 
that the Tawang clashes happened just days after 
India and the US held military exercises close to the 
LAC. China does not want the US to interfere in its 
relationship with India, but it is not doing enough itself 
to defuse tensions on the ground. Ironically, Chinese 
provocations are drawing India closer to America. In 
fact, Beijing’s aggressive tactics don’t spare any nation 
with which it has territorial or maritime disputes. For 
instance, Japan is locked in a dispute in the East China 
Sea over Senkaku Islands. Chinese naval and aerial 
assets regularly harass Japanese defences around its 
islands. But just as Tokyo remains firm on its territorial-
maritime position, New Delhi should do so. Second, 
India needs to take these misadventures seriously not 
only in terms of national security concerns but also in 
view of its overdependence on Chinese imports. China is 
India’s second largest business partner (after the US) as 
trade between them had peaked at USD115.83 billion in 
2021-22. The ‘Make in India’ initiative needs a big push 
to put the country on a firm footing to resist Chinese 
machinations.

Tuberculosis (TB) 
kills more humans 
than any other dis-
ease caused by an 

infectious agent. Every year 
around 10 million people get 
infected with TB, and 1.4 mil-
lion die because of it across the 
world. TB patients are treated 
with a cocktail of four anti-
biotics which target different 
processes in the TB-causing 
bacterium. Though an effec-
tive TB treatment is available, 
it takes at least six months for 
the treatment of drug-sensitive 
TB. Moreover, in recent years, 
there has been an increase 
in the cases of drug-resis-
tant TB, which can take up to 
two years for the treatment. 
Such a prolonged treatment 
also causes several side effects 
such as weight loss, nausea, 
blurred vision, jaundice etc. 
Moreover, some TB patients 
may stop taking the medica-
tion because of side effects or 
lengthy treatment duration. 
This might cause the relapse 
of the disease and give rise 
to drug-resistant TB. Hence, 
there is an immediate need for 
effective TB treatments involv-
ing reduced pill burden and 
significantly shorter duration. 
TB is caused by the bacterium 
Mycobacterium tuberculo-
sis, which belongs to a larger 
group of bacteria called myco-
bacteria. Interestingly, the lep-
rosy-causing bacterium also 
belongs to this group. The bac-
teria responsible for Buruli 
ulcer and tuberculosis in 
birds and cattle also belong to 
mycobacteria group. Humans 
and chimpanzees are closely 
related species in terms of their 
DNA sequence. Likewise, the 

bacteria belonging to myco-
bacteria group have a very 
similar genetic material. Con-
sequently, these closely related 
species have nearly identical 
physiological processes such 
as growth, division, and cell 
wall structure.

One way to develop novel 
therapeutics for TB treat-
ment is to specifically target 
the indispensable proteins that 
are responsible for growth of 
Mycobacterium tuberculosis. 
Mycobacteria, like other bac-
teria, multiply by a process of 
binary fission, also known as 
cell division. In this process, 
the bacterial cell first grows for 
a certain time to increase its 
size by making new cell walls 
and cellular contents such as 
proteins, DNA, RNA etc. After 
the doubling of cellular con-
tents, the cell divides in the 
middle to produce two daugh-
ter cells of equal size. Mycobac-

teria are rod-shaped bacteria, 
and they grow by adding new 
cell wall material at their poles. 
Hence, they exhibit the phe-
nomenon of polar growth. 
Interestingly, one pole of the 
mycobacteria grows faster 
than the other pole. The fast-
growing pole is called the old 
pole, while the slow growing 
pole is called the new pole. 
Because of this anomaly in 
the polar growth, the cell divi-
sion produces two daughter 
cells of unequal cell lengths. 
The fast-growing pole or old 
pole produces a longer daugh-
ter cell, while slow-growing 
pole or new pole produces 
a shorter daughter cell. This 
phenomenon is referred to 
as asymmetric cell division, 
which produces variability in 
the size of cells in an otherwise 
genetically identical popula-
tion. The heterogeneity in cell 
size imparts each cell differ-

ential susceptibility to antibi-
otics. Cells become sensitive 
to one kind of antibiotics and 
are resistant to others. Conse-
quently, the variability caused 
by asymmetric cell division is 
partly responsible for the long 
duration of TB treatment. The 
asymmetric cell division is 
controlled by a protein called 
LamA. When the gene encod-
ing LamA protein is deleted 
from the genome of mycobac-
teria, the cell division becomes 
relatively symmetric, and cells 
easily get killed by antibiot-
ics. However, molecular mech-
anisms of asymmetric polar 
growth caused by LamA are 
still not known.

To answer this question, a 
team led by Indian origin sci-
entist Kuldeepkumar R Gupta 
in the laboratory of Hesper 
Rego at Yale University School 
of Medicine used genetic, bio-
chemical and microscopy 
approaches. The team dis-
covered an unknown protein 
which interacts with LamA and 
assists it in carrying out asym-
metric cell division. The team 
found that LamA guides this 
newly discovered protein called 
polar growth factor A (PgfA) 
to the fast-growing old pole. 
In the absence of PgfA, the old 
pole stops growing and cells 
eventually die. They also found 
that the cell death is caused 
by the destruction of the pro-
tective cell wall in the absence 
of PgfA. Through a series of 
experiments, Gupta and team 
subsequently showed that PgfA 
helps in the transport of a cell 
wall building block from inside 
of the cell to the site of cell wall 
synthesis at the poles.

Two out of four antibiot-

ics used to treat TB target the 
cell wall of Mycobacterium 
tuberculosis. This cell wall 
structure is also conserved in 
other mycobacterial species. 
The mycobacterial cell wall is 
unique as it has multiple lay-
ers made up of sugars, pep-
tides, and lipids. Apart from 
asymmetric cell division, this 
multi-layered cell wall is also 
partly responsible for the 
extreme antibiotic resistance 
shown by TB-causing bacteria. 
Thus, asymmetric cell division 
combined with unique cell 
wall structure confer myco-
bacteria a distinctive ability to 
withstand a very harsh antibi-
otic treatment. Discovery of 
PgfA connects the two impor-
tant processes of cell division 
and cell wall synthesis in clin-
ically important mycobacte-
rial species. By targeting PgfA, 
one can target Achilles’ heel 
of mycobacteria. Hence, PgfA 
represents a very viable target 
for the development of anti-TB 
drugs. Moreover, these drugs 
can also be used to treat other 
mycobacterial diseases since 
processes governed by PgfA 
are conserved across myco-
bacteria. The study has been 
published in the journal ‘eLife’, 
which is an open-access jour-
nal for members of the pub-
lic. The title of the study is ‘An 
essential periplasmic protein 
coordinates lipid trafficking 
and is required for asymmetric 
polar growth in mycobacteria’.

The writer is currently an 
associate research scientist  

in the Department of  
Microbial Pathogenesis at  

Yale University School of Med-
icine, New Haven, USA.  
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— KHOKAN DAS, KOLKATA via email

The variability caused by asymmetric cell division is partly responsible 
for the long duration of TB treatment

EDITORIAL
Deliberate power play

Amid political uproar in the Parliament, Union 
Defence Minister Rajnath Singh asserted that 
Indian troops have foiled the Chinese attempts 
to “unilaterally change the status quo” in 

the Yangtse region of the Tawang sector in Arunachal 
Pradesh. Though no casualties have been reported, sol-
diers on both sides have suffered minor injuries. The 
unprovoked transgression by the Chinese troops has come 
to the fore even as the border dispute arising out of the 
lethal Galwan incident has not subsided yet. The several 
rounds of talks carried out to date have remained largely 
inconclusive. It needs no recall that in October last year, 
troops from both sides were engaged in a similar conflict 
in the area between Bum La and Yangtse. The large num-
ber of Chinese troops and their use of sticks and stones, 
instead of arms, clearly indicate that the transgressions 
are strategically planned. The apparent intent is to exert 
military pressure without technically violating the agreed 
norms around the use of arms. China, with heavy infra-
structure and large deployment of troops on their side, 
appears to challenge India on both fronts — the western 
front of Ladakh region and the eastern front of Arunachal 
Pradesh. As is known, China already claims almost the 
entire state of Arunachal Pradesh. Even though the Yang-
tse region was identified as a contested region way back 
in the early 1990s by a Joint Working Group (JWG), 
the assertion from the Chinese side has intensified only 
recently. With India and China sharing a long 3,488-km 
Line of Actual Control (LAC), interspersed with as many 
as 25 contested regions, the chances are that our asser-
tive neighbour may open multiple fronts in the future. 
Apart from the western and eastern LAC, a fair bit of 
contested regions lie in the middle belt as well, border-
ing Himachal Pradesh and Uttarakhand. Furthermore, 
the recent Chinese aggression can also be contextualised 
around the 18th edition of the annual Indo-US joint mili-
tary exercise — Yudh Abhyas — in Uttarakhand’s Auli 
region. China was evidently rattled by the exercise, term-
ing it to be an “interference” in the Indo-China relations 
by the United States. China also alleged that the joint 
military exercise was a violation of 1993 and 1996 peace 
agreements. India had refuted Chinese claims by clarifying 
that the exercise was carried out 100 km away from the 
LAC. Unleashing frequent territorial and military threats 
for every now and then strategic and geopolitical reasons 
doesn’t augur well for the two most powerful nations of 
Asia. The only effective answers to such trends could be 
either a diplomatic dialogue or competitive build-up of 
infrastructure and troop deployment in contested regions. 
In a way, both these strategies are complementary to each 
other. Diplomatic dialogues between India and China 
have been quite slow in delivering results, and even failed 
in many instances. This is understandable as diplomacy 
is usually time-consuming. As far as build-up of troops 
and infrastructure is concerned, though far behind, India 
is fast catching China. Arunachal Pradesh, in particular, 
has attracted special focus of the Indian government. The 
government announced multiple connectivity projects in 
the north-eastern region. The 2000-km Arunachal Fron-
tier Highway — running parallel to the LAC — deserves 
special mention, as it has evidently irked the Chinese dis-
pensation. When it comes to deployment of troops, dur-
ing the recent Yangtse transgression, Indian soldiers were 
outnumbered by that of China but they fought valiantly. 
Heavy deployment of troops and infrastructure along the 
border may avert the domination of one nation by the 
other, as also the large-scale casualties, but are not sustain-
able solutions. In the long run, this will only lead up to 
the culmination of tensions. It will certainly be counter-
productive for India to persistently focus a large chunk of 
its resources along the border. India is already pestered by 
Pakistan on the western front. While strong military pres-
ence along LAC has now become an imperative for India, 
it cannot solely depend upon it. Diplomatic finesse is the 
need of the hour. Back home, opposition parties have 
come down harshly upon the government. Their argument 
is that by outrightly rejecting the presence of Chinese 
troops in Indian territory, the government has legitimised 
their transgression. Most importantly, by disengaging — 
and not de-escalating — after every transgression, China 
might be getting hold of parts of Indian territory. In the 
disengagement process, both sides are forced to step back 
while the advance might have been made by one particu-
lar side.

The entire 
programme 
is aimed at 
creating a 
core team of 
40 project 
facilitators and 
150 KRPs across 
20 districts, and 
influence 10,000 
students over the 
next two years
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