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SUMMER OF 2010
I was surprised to see MS at the airport. I had no idea that he would
be there to receive me. He was wearing a smart business suit and
was waving frantically to catch my attention.

MS used to be my endoscopy technician and had retired from
service about 9 years ago. I had lost touch with him after that. He
used to be a nursing assistant and I can say that I had been
instrumental in his selection as an endoscopy technician. And I
had never regretted my decision. He was energetic, intelligent and
dependable. He proved to be a real asset to me in running my
endoscopy theatre. His liaison with the logistics department was
excellent and this was of great help to me in developing our
department. This was way back when I was still in service.

‘Hullo sir! Welcome to SGS!’ He held out his hand. It was
awkward because last time we had met, he had saluted me, as was
customary in the service. I shook hands with him and smiled.
‘Mohinder, it is such a pleasure to see you. What are you doing
here?’ I asked.

‘Sir, I have come to receive you!’ he said, as he escorted me to
his car and opened the door. This was the first time that I had got
an opportunity to sit in the latest edition of the Audi Q7. It was a
4-hour drive to the smaller town that we were headed for and as
he drove, he kept describing how good his car was.

I had come to this ‘rural’ medical college on the outskirts of a
remote town in one of the northern states for an inspection on
behalf of the Medical Council of India (MCI). I was not supposed
to take any favours from the college, but MS was an old friend and
taxis were difficult to come by. The MCI board had changed
recently, and many teachers from the Armed Forces Medical
College (AFMC) were being detailed for the MCI inspection. I,
too, had volunteered and about 8 days ago, I had received an e-
mail detailing me to inspect the ‘SGS Medical College’. I was still
wondering about the role of MS in all this when he volunteered,
‘Sir-ji, ye apna hi medical college hai (sir, this is our own medical
college).’

‘What do you do here?’ I wanted to know what exactly he did
in this medical college.

He laughed and said proudly, ‘Sir, I am the owner. SGS stands
for Shri Gurpeet Singh and that is my father’s name!’

My heart skipped a beat. I was pleasantly surprised. For a
moment, I forgot that I was there for an MCI inspection. ‘Oye,
Mohinder, heartiest congratulations. I am so happy and proud to
see your progress. Where did you get so much money?’

‘Sir-ji, one doesn’t need too much. Having worked with you at
AFMC, it was my dream to start a medical college here. This used
to be agricultural land and belonged to my father. I just had to
convince our local politicians, who were already known to my
family. I got all the permissions within a short time and many local
businessmen/industrialists also agreed to invest. I was able to
raise about `570 crore within a year. Now, after 6 years, I have
started giving profits to my investors. You will find that all our
facilities even go beyond the MCI requirements. In fact, they are

better than those in any other medical college.’
He was diplomatic enough to stop short of saying ‘better than

AFMC’ because he knew of my affiliations. He informed me that
before the designs of the buildings were planned, he had handed
over the MCI requirements to his architect and asked him to go
beyond all MCI requirements by 20%–25%.

He also impressed upon me that he, as the owner, never goes
out to receive anyone! It was a privilege reserved especially for
me, for ‘old time’s sake’. I was one of the three inspectors and his
dean would be going to receive the other two. I felt happy listening
to his success story and being given this exclusive treatment.

I said, ‘I am really impressed. How did you manage to learn so
much about setting up a medical college?’

‘Oh, sir, you just have to find the right people to do the job. And
I had so many retired professors from various medical colleges
helping me plan things. I have two very close friends—a lawyer
and a chartered accountant—who are with me on a profit-sharing
basis.’

He invited me to his place for dinner. I politely declined and
said that I would be staying with the other inspectors in a hotel in
a town nearby, as we needed to meet at dinner to plan out the next
day’s work. He appeared very confident about the inspection.

We were all impressed by what we saw the next day. The
college and hospital buildings stood side by side and were located
just outside the town. They were compact and constructed in a
tasteful manner. They fulfilled all the MCI requirements that
mattered. The facilities in the hostel were decent. There was a
central canteen which had different sections for the students and
faculty. The campus also housed compact studio apartments for
the faculty and most of these were occupied. It was good to see
young students bustling about in the corridors. As for the library,
it had the bare minimum of books but it provided Internet
facilities. We later went separately to check the various other
requirements, such as those pertaining to the staff and hospital.

I was struck by the fact that almost 45% of the staff members
were experienced professors who had retired from various medical
colleges. The remaining 55% were young teachers who had just
begun their careers. Surprisingly, there was no middle rung. Even
though the medical college was located in a remote area, most
people lived on the campus. A few, however, commuted from the
town nearby.

‘How do you manage to get all the staff?’ I asked MS at
tea-time.

‘Sir, we have a very efficient human resource (HR) department.
That man there, JP, is very hard-working and energetic. He is our
head hunter,’ he replied politely.

He pointed to an obscure figure amid the crowd, a man who
seemed embarrassed to be brought into the limelight. JP was a
short and plump man, with a perpetual smile on his face. He shook
hands with me with great enthusiasm and a smile that displayed
his tobacco-stained teeth, but did not utter a word. His face
remained with me for a long time.

The hospital was nearly full of patients. There was one thing I
found very peculiar. Most patients had been hospitalized just
1–3 days earlier and most were there for very minor illnesses, as
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if they had been hospitalized to fill the beds for the inspection.
MS had an explanation: ‘Normally, we charge people for

hospitalization. But this is a lean season. We had held two camps
in neighbouring villages a couple of days back and offered free
hospitalization for up to 7 days. We do this twice a year as a
promotional activity. People get to know of the facilities we
have.’

I also noted that their HR department showed at least two
doctors as being employed in the medicine as well as surgery
divisions to complete the number of medical officers required.
They thought we would not come to know as the documents of
these two broad divisions were being checked by different
inspectors. But when we sat together to compile our report, I
somehow caught on. I pointed it out to MS. He just smiled and
said, ‘How can they do it? There is no dearth of medical officers.
I will pull up my HR department.’

After the inspection, all three inspectors sat down to compare
notes. My friends were very impressed by the infrastructure. But
we agreed that in our report to the MCI, we would point out all the
deficiencies we had found (including the attempt to cheat about
the medical officers employed and the type of hospital admissions).
So, a suitcase of documents was sent to the MCI office for its final
verdict.

A few months later, MS rang up to thank me as he had got his
clearances. I did not make too much of that call and forgot about
the whole episode.

Three years later, the matter was to revisit me and my memory
of this incident would be raked up.

WINTER OF 2013
The following happened during a conference I attended at Pune
some time ago. I met a friend of mine, KP, who was a senior
physician and had retired from service. He was an excellent golf
player. We had worked together for some time a few decades
earlier. On most days, I used to be in the hospital and he on the golf
course. That day, we started out by enquiring about each other’s
life and health. I asked conversationally if he was working
somewhere.

He replied, ‘I am too old for a regular job. But I do work for 45
days in a year and get paid ̀ 6 lakh (` 600 000). The rest of the year
I play golf and sit at my home clinic.’

‘Very interesting! Is that some locum job?’ I asked.
His eyes twinkled mischievously. ‘No, this is a very special

job. Beyond your comprehension.’
I was wondering which job would allow you to work only 45

days a year. I ventured again, ‘Are you working as a consultant to
the government?’

His smile widened. ‘No, this is a proper professor’s teaching
job in a medical college in Bihar.’

I was still not sure what he meant, ‘Only for 45 days? Is the
college on strike?’

He continued to smile smugly. ‘No, I go to this college for 15
days at a time on three occasions in a year. If you ever want a
similar job, let me know. I will introduce you to JP.’

At that moment, the name JP sounded vaguely familiar, but I
was still far from understanding what KP was hinting at. So I
asked, ‘Who is JP? And what are you talking about?’

KP said, ‘I told you, it is beyond your comprehension. It is
meant for people like me, who want to enjoy life. Not for people
like you, who enjoy slogging!’

I said, ‘That name JP does ring a bell. Is he a short, plump man
with stained teeth?’

It was KP’s turn to be surprised, ‘So you know him! You have
risen in my esteem. I thought AC would never like to meet JP. The
two of you are like opposite poles of a magnet.’

I was curious. ‘No, I do not know him. But I think I saw him
when he was the HR manager of a medical college in a northern
state. Has he left that place?’

KP explained, ‘JP is not an HR manager. He is an event
manager!’

‘Event manager? What events does he manage?’ I asked.
KP laughed, ‘JP manages MCI inspections.’
‘What?’ I could not understand his meaning.
KP went on to explain, ‘JP manages MCI inspections for any

medical college that hires him. He is like a consultant and charges
a hefty fee. He has a good reputation and almost guarantees
clearances. He also has connections. I have already recommended
him to two of my friends who have recently opened a medical
college.’

I was perplexed. ‘KP, I am confused! How is an MCI inspection
in the ambit of an event manager?’

KP said, ‘An MCI inspection is an event that needs to be
managed. No private medical college can meet all the regulatory
requirements and make profits as well. So everyone cuts corners.
Event managers help medical colleges appear as if they have met
all the MCI requirements and hoodwink the inspectors into
believing that everything is perfect.’

I remembered my stint as an MCI inspector a few years ago. I
asked, ‘Please explain—how do they hoodwink MCI inspectors?’

KP said, ‘Take my example. JP has employed me for this
medical college in Bihar, where I would not like to live. So, we
strike a deal. I will go to this remote town for up to three MCI
inspections for 15 days at a time. My accommodation and travel
expenses will be taken care of by the college.’

I had several doubts. ‘Wouldn’t MCI inspectors come to
know?’

KP laughed. ‘JP is no fool. Though I live here in Pune, a small
but cute, furnished house has been allotted to me in the college
campus. My salary is being paid into my account in a local bank
on the campus. I am being allotted lectures and clinics, as per
schedule, for the benefit of the inspectors. All the paperwork is
being done perfectly. When I sign the contract, I get `1.5 lakh in
advance. Then they pay me `1 lakh after each visit. They expect
a maximum of three inspections of various kinds in a year, and I
am called for all of them. And the balance is paid at the end of the
year, when the contract has been seen out. So it is a win-win
situation. I get my money; I live here and get three paid holidays
in a year. And the college has a full professor for around 35% of
the cost of a professor’s salary.’

My real worry came out. ‘And who teaches the students?’
‘Well, they have young lecturers who work there genuinely as

teachers,’ KP told me. ‘And the 15 days that I stay there, I do take
classes to keep myself busy.’

I was horrified. I remembered the SGS Medical College
inspection. I had noted that 45% of the staff comprised old
professors, somewhat like the one I was talking to now. Were they
all employed in the way that KP described? If JP was involved, it
was bound to be so. I asked, ‘How else do they cut corners?’

KP replied, ‘You will have to meet JP to learn about that. And
I doubt that he will tell you anything important. It is, after all, his
trade secret. But I do remember one thing. Running a hospital is
an expensive business. Whenever I have gone to this college, I
have got the feeling that the hospital is running on a skeletal staff,
and has an occupancy of only about 5%–10%. But a full staff
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arrives, along with many patients, just a week to 10 days before an
inspection.’

Memories of my observations about the kinds of patients
hospitalized in the SGS Medical College flashed through my
mind. I felt miserable knowing that I had been made a fool of. It
now surprised me that this medical college had been given the go
ahead, despite the deficiencies pointed out in our report.

I decided to ring up MS to find out the truth. He did not deny
that JP was an event manager and not his regular employee. ‘But
we do not use his services any more.’

I asked, ‘Is that because you have learnt the ropes and can do
everything on your own now? What about your dream of
establishing a college as good as AFMC?’

‘Sir, I would like to run the college as honestly as possible, but
no senior faculty member wants to come and live here permanently.
Besides, I have to give people returns on their investment.’

That was his compulsion.
Where worldly matters are concerned, I have often been called

a ‘tubelight’. In slang, ‘tubelight’ refers to people who are dull in

terms of intellect, and who take longer than usual to understand
things, just as the average tubelight flickers for some time before
lighting up. It does take me too long to understand the devious
schemes of business people. It has now dawned on me that SGS
was one of many medical colleges that are run primarily as a
business. I shudder to think of how many more ‘event managers’
must be around. It is even more worrisome to think what kind of
education is being imparted in such medical colleges. Will doctors
graduating from such medical colleges be compassionate and
caring when they have hardly interacted with patients? Can
theoretical knowledge compensate for clinical experience? William
Osler had once said, ‘He who studies medicine without books
sails an uncharted sea, but he who studies medicine without
patients does not go to sea at all.’ Can we mould medical students
into expert sailors when they have never gone to sea? Only time
will tell.

(The characters and locations in this narrative are fictitious,
though the events and event managers are real.)
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