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Overview 

Invited to open an office by the Nehru government in 1952, the Ford Foundation has been privileged 
to partner in India for 63 years. From our role in supporting the Green Revolution and food self-
sufficiency for India; to our investments in key institutions of higher education, administration, and 
planning; to contemporary support for efforts ranging from the preservation of India’s diverse 
heritage to the advancement of women and minorities, we have been honored to work with some 
of the most committed and dedicated individuals, organizations, and official agencies in the country.  
The foundation has invested hundreds of millions of dollars in thousands of Indian organizations 
through the years.

The ideas and efforts we support do not come from afar, but are identified and prioritized locally by 
the people and institutions of the country. The support we provide reflects a global mission of 
reducing poverty and injustice, strengthening democratic values, promoting international 
cooperation, and advancing human achievement.  

As the government of India has advanced an inquiry into the finances of an organization called 
Sabrang – a former Ford grantee, last funded in 2009 – the foundation has been drawn further and 
further into the national spotlight.  Despite decades of cooperation, trust, and goodwill, the Ministry 
of Home Affairs announced in April that Ford had been placed on a watch list for “anti-national” 
activity.  

Deeply respectful of the laws of the land, including the process now underway, the foundation has 
taken a very conservative approach in the media.  Behind the scenes, however, we have worked 
assiduously to open a channel with government, assure government partners of our intention to set 
things right, and to ensure in the meantime the continuance of our basic operations.   We have 
made clear that our aim is to work closely with authorities to clarify any area of question or concern 
and that, if the government suggests methods by which we can strengthen and improve our grant-
making processes, we will take swift and appropriate steps to incorporate them.  We are confident 
in our work and compliance with the law and look forward to a constructive outcome – but we 
understand there are real hurdles and that the process will take time. 

As a charitable foundation, everything we do is transparent and readily available on our web site, 
www.fordfoundation.org.  This includes a database showing where our funds go, and highlights from 
our rich history in India and in ten other regions around the world, including in the United States.



Background

For most of the past decade, the Ford Foundation operated quietly from its campus in Lodi Estate, 
known to the elite in government and elsewhere, but largely out of the national headlines.  That 
began to change in the highly charged run-up to the 2014 national election. During the early months 
of the year, the Ford Foundation was spotlighted in media stories about foreign influence in the 
country, both in mainstream and social media.  

Particularly called into question was the foundation’s support, several years earlier, for an NGO run 
by Arvind Kejriwal, who had formed a pro-poor opposition party in 2012. Despite the fact that 
foundation funding for Kejriwal and his NGO ended prior to the formation of his political party, the 
suggestion that Ford was involved in funding political activists found a home in social media and in 
right-wing traditional press.  The foundation took a restrained approach to the critique, which also 
asserted foundation links to the CIA during the Cold War.  

Immediately following the May electoral victory of Prime Minister Modi and the BJP, the Ministry of 
Finance – the foundation’s long-established “nodal” ministry – informed the foundation its grants 
must be pre-approved by government.  This was a return to prior practice, which in the years before 
2004 involved government pre-approval of Ford Foundation grants in India.  In the years between 
2004 and 2014, the foundation operated under revised rules that allowed it to make grants without 
pre-approval, as long as grant lists were submitted regularly for post-facto review. The return to pre-
approval in 2014 came with no specific explanation.

The foundation has operated in India under a memorandum of understanding signed with Prime 
Minister Nehru in 1952 and—unlike Gates and other donors—has never been asked to formally 
register its office or register under the law governing foreign donors, the Foreign Contribution 
(Regulation) Act, passed in 1976. Despite the return to grant pre-approvals – which in practice are 
submitted to the Finance Ministry directly by prospective grantee organizations, not by the 
foundation – the Modi government did not flag the question of our registration, restrict the 
foundation’s grantee list, or request other changes in its supervisory arrangement. 

Nor did it respond to foundation inquiries in the course of 2014 about shared priorities on which the 
two might work together, whether in urbanization, economic development, or the empowerment of 
women and girls—three areas in which the Prime Minister had signaled a strong commitment to 
reform.

Beyond requiring pre-approval for Ford grants, substantially delaying approvals and release of 
payments, the Modi government also expanded scrutiny of civil society groups initiated by the prior 
government. Media reported on extensive surveillance and interrogation of civil society 
organizations, especially Indian NGOs, by the Indian Intelligence Bureau (a counterpart to the F.B.I.).

Then, in December of 2014, the foundation learned informally that its funding of organizations run 
by a well-known Modi critic, Teesta Setalvad, had drawn the interest of police in the state of 
Gujarat.  Gujarat launched a criminal investigation of Setalvad and her NGO, Sabrang Trust, which 
received a foundation grant in 2009, and her media firm, Sabrang Communications, which received 
two foundation contracts in 2004 and 2006 to provide access to a media archive, training and other 
services for foundation grantees. The Sabrang investigation focused on alleged misuse of funds that 



Setalvad raised for a memorial project that the foundation was not involved with.  Foundation 
monitoring of its relationship with the two entities showed that our funds were properly spent for 
stated and permitted activities.

As Gujarat police pressed their investigation, they ordered the foundation to turn over internal 
foundation documents related to its funding for Sabrang. These documents included not only the 
foundation’s own papers, but copies of the original 2004 Sabrang proposal to the foundation, in 
which the organization used strong and accusatory language to describe the BJP-run government of 
Gujarat, including then Chief Minister Modi, in connection with deadly conflict between Hindus and 
Muslims in 2002. 

Although the foundation’s funds were stipulated for routine activities related to research, public 
education, an online archive, and the building of a network of organizations interested in advocating 
for improved communal harmony, the language included in the background portion of Sabrang’s 
proposal was very personal with respect to Modi’s potential culpability, and once in the custody of 
Gujarat police became a new center of focus – and eventually the source of another allegation of 
foundation meddling in political affairs. 

On April 13th, Times Now, a major Indian television network, ran a segment reporting that the 
Gujarat police had requested the Ministry of Home Affairs, which is the ministry in charge of FCRA 
enforcement, to investigate the Ford Foundation for inciting “communal disharmony,” acting in 
conflict with Indian’s national interest, and violating the rules governing foreign donors. Since that 
broadcast, the foundation has been on the front pages with regularity, and most of what the 
foundation knows about government actions has been learned through the media.

Current Situation

Neither Gujarati law enforcement nor any agency of the national government has formally 
contacted the foundation since. All allegations have come via the press, citing unnamed government 
sources. But the reputational effects on the foundation and its grantees have been significant. In the 
interim, the Indian government has de-licensed over 9,000 Indian NGOs, including Greenpeace 
India, alleging non-compliance with tax law or other laws governing charities. Because that list is not 
public the foundation has not been able to determine if any of its grantees have been delisted.

In addition, the foundation received a document, via a reporter, indicating that it had been placed 
on a “watch list” by the Ministry of Home Affairs, effective April 25th, and directing the Reserve Bank 
of India to require MHA pre-approval before crediting any funds from the foundation to any bank in 
India. Since learning of this action by the government the foundation has ceased all grant-making in 
India awaiting resolution of the issue. 

Citibank India has allowed payment of operating expenses from the foundation’s Rupee account 
without additional approvals and the foundation has sufficient funds to operate through the end of 
June.  However, Citibank has interpreted the watch list order to prevent inward fund transfers from 
Ford-NY to Ford India, effectively preventing the foundation from replenishing its local bank 
account, from which the foundation pays all of its Delhi staff and runs its operations, including its 
campus and facilities, in which the foundation also houses the offices of UNDP.  (Grants have always 
been paid directly from NY.)



To resolve the underlying problem with government, and to address the watch list issue and risk of 
legal or other escalation, the foundation has worked through its team in New Delhi and the 
intercession by foundation trustee Narayana Murthy, co-founder of Infosys, to reach out to the 
Prime Minister and key ministries, both Home Affairs and Finance, as well as the U.S. government. 

Our president, Darren Walker, has also written to PM Modi directly to request a meeting and 
assistance resolving the government’s concerns. The requests have stressed the foundation’s long 
history in India and its readiness to strengthen its review procedures and find common ground in 
terms of programmatic priorities. 

On May 21st, Murthy, Darren and Kavita Ramdas, the foundation representative in India, met in 
separate sessions with the PM’s Principal Secretary, the Finance Minister, and the influential 
Commissioner for Gujarat. Foundation vice president for program, Xav Briggs, is currently in India to 
seek further meetings to resolve the situation.

The foundation has engaged an international firm to assist with media monitoring and public affairs 
counsel, and has since engaged a prominent Delhi-based law firm to assist the foundation in 
responding to government requests and to prepare the foundation in the event any charges are 
brought against the foundation or its staff.

The foundation’s short-term objectives are to:

1. Regain the ability to transfer operational funds from NY to India so the foundation can 
continue to pay salaries and other operating expenses.  The foundation is working with 
Citibank in India and NY to clarify what is required to release the funds.  The foundation is 
also making arrangements with some partners in India to assist with the payment of 
essential operating expenses if necessary.

2. Prevent further escalation of the situation by, for example, the government bringing charges 
against the foundation or any staff members.  Foundation leadership is hopeful that the 
meetings Darren had last week are a sign that the government is unlikely to escalate the 
matter, although it is clear that a quick resolution is unlikely.

3. Open up channels within the Prime Minister’s Office, the Ministry of Home Affairs and the 
Finance Ministry to reach an accord on how to rehabilitate the foundation in the eyes of the 
government so the foundation can get back to work.

Analysis

Here is an assessment, based on latest insider accounts and insights, of what got us to this point:

 When the Gujarat police contacted Home Affairs, the Indian Intelligence Bureau also got 
involved and flagged Ford’s perceived transgressions in the Setalvad funding to the PM. It seems 
it was indeed the language accusing the state government and appearing to ‘take sides’ that led 
the authorities to conclude there was political over-reach by the foundation. That and the fact 
that they had been eager to find something on Setalvad, one of Modi’s worst critics, for some 
time. So the powers that be were inclined to interpret our past actions in that negative light.



 PM’s initial reaction seems to have been to send us packing, de-authorize us fully. IIB warned 
that it did not have strong enough evidence to justify that. The political team then began to 
calculate the risks of, say, an embarrassing defeat for the government in court.

 Thus the decision to place us on a watch list, a relatively standard move related to the treatment 
of Greenpeace and others.

 It is very possible that the interventions by the USG did not go down well at all, especially those 
carried out in public.  It was all delivered as very general concern, tied to respecting civil society 
and the usual American narrative about threats to democracy in other countries and how other 
governments should behave, not “we understand and respect your concerns about Ford, but it 
would be great to resolve this in ways that serve all our interests.”  Lack of subtlety and 
nuance—or at least none perceived. 

 Bureaucratic over-reach is an important part of the current conundrum, too. Even senior 
bureaucrats tend not to be sure what the highest-ups want, what would suffice in the way of a 
resolution. So the bureaucrats who operate the machinery lean toward the most conservative 
course until given some clear, unambiguous direction. 

 There is no reason to think that the Modi administration, including the PM himself, know exactly 
what would satisfy them. And this is hardly their top priority. It’s therefore reasonable to 
assume that government will let the very vagueness of the MHA directive make us sweat on the 
financial-operational front, knowing we have limited time. Why not let us feel the squeeze some 
more?  We need to change that calculus.

 Some advisors, however, suggest that the worst – in the way of official action – has been done 
by now. The points have been made, the financial squeeze is in place. From the government’s 
perspective, why risk defeat through formal charges, for example.

Elements of a Resolution

Against this backdrop, and the absence of any specific request or guidance from the government on 
a resolution, the onus is on the foundation.  We must diplomatically propose a face-saving way out 
for government.

Based on the best-available intelligence from those in a position of insight, we believe there are at 
least three key components to a resolution:

(a) The Ford Foundation offers some kind of apology for what we recognize to have been sloppy 
procedure in the offending Setalvad case – not a general pattern or practice by us.

(b) We willingly concede our 'exceptional' status, which dates back to an MOU signed with Nehru 
himself in an entirely different age (1952).  We propose to register formally, under appropriate 
Indian law, for example as the Gates Foundation did over the past 9 months. This would support the 
political and bureaucratic narrative that government ‘won’ something once it detected 
inappropriate behavior by a long-privileged American donor, and it would help remove the sense of 
undeserved special privileges that apply to Ford alone, not Gates or others.

(c) Tougher internal oversight: We outline some things we will do internally, over and above legal 
requirements, to avoid similar mistakes in the future. We strongly support such practices in 
philanthropy generally.



If we are roughly correct about the dynamics of the situation, we would welcome your thoughts and 
involvement.  Below we present one approach to consider.

Suggested Talking Points

I've taken note of the news coverage on the Prime Minister's first year in office and the unfortunate 
dust-up with the Ford Foundation, and I wanted to reach you and share my perspective, also offer a 
few ideas I think may be helpful. 

I think these ideas may serve both India's interests and those of the U.S., building on the good 
working relationship between the President and the PM.

I understand and respect the concerns that the Government of India has voiced with respect to 
some funding decisions years ago, following the violence and ensuing controversies in Gujarat. I'm 
familiar with the chain of events that led the Government to put the foundation on a watch list.

Looking at this situation, it would appear that a long and rudderless process driven only by the 
bureaucracy won't play out well. Your Home Affairs Ministry has made it all but impossible for Ford 
to operate although senior officials – including the PM's Principal Secretary – have assured the 
foundation's president and Narayana Murthy that India wants Ford to continue to operate in India.

If that's indeed to case, I have to say, unintended bureaucratic snarls could lead this to spiral in a 
direction that's very difficult to walk back. It would be a shame if India ended up in the tiny 'club' of 
nations that have forced the Ford Foundation to depart – Mugabe's Zimbabwe, Pinochet's Chile, 
Nigeria under military dictatorship.

I've spoken personally to the foundation's president, Darren Walker. He's very pragmatic, someone 
you can work with. He's also deeply dismayed at the mistakes at Ford that led to the investigation 
and then the watch list decision.

He has some ideas that he and Murthy could share quietly with the PM, for example:

The foundation apologizes for past mistakes in procedure, moves to register under appropriate 
Indian law so as to remove any sense of Ford Foundation 'exceptionalism' and shift to the kind of 
regularized status that other funders have obtained, and the foundation commits to strengthening 
internal procedures in ways that further ensure these past mistakes are not repeated.

If these kinds of elements worked for the government and supported the right narrative, you'd be in 
a position to reset with Ford and even make them a partner in a number of the PM's high-priority 
efforts, for example to change how India's cities develop, empower women and girls, and generate 
skills and employment rapidly and effectively.

Would you discuss this sensitive but important matter with the PM and share this outline of a 
possible resolution? I'd be pleased to speak with him and otherwise help move this toward a 
satisfying solution.

It's vital that the ministries – especially Home Affairs – get strong and specific direction from the PM.


