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PREFACE 

s a dedicated public health professional with over two 

decades of service, I have had the privilege of working 

alongside some of the most inspiring figures in the field. My 

journey has been deeply influenced by individuals who have 

demonstrated unwavering commitment to the health and well-

being of underserved communities. One such individual is Dr. (Prof.) 

Atul Kotwal, whose exemplary contributions to public health have 

been a beacon of inspiration for many, including myself. 

Born on July 10, 1983, in a modest village in Pudukottai 

district, Tamil Nadu, to parents who were school teachers, I was 

instilled with the values of education and service from an early age. 

After completing my MBBS, the devastating impact of the Tsunami 

disaster steered me towards specializing in Preventive and Social 

Medicine, leading to an MD in Community Medicine in 2011. My 

passion for serving the community further led me to obtain a 

Fellowship in HIV Medicine from CMC Vellore in 2012.  

Throughout my career, I have been actively involved in 

various public health initiatives, including serving as a Program 

Officer under the National AIDS Control Organization (NACO) and 

later as a Regional Coordinator for Tamil Nadu, Puducherry, Kerala, 

and Andaman Nicobar. My work has encompassed organizing over 

500 health camps, supporting educational empowerment for 

underprivileged children through 100 tuition centers, and 

distributing essential supplies during disasters.  

In July 2018, I was appointed as a Member of the National 

Commission for Protection of Child Rights (NCPCR), Government of 

India, focusing on Child Psychology and Sociology. In this capacity,  
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I have conducted more than 250 health camps for orphaned 

children across Tamil Nadu and Puducherry and have traveled 

extensively across the country to advocate for child rights and 

protection.  

The decision to author this book stems from a profound 

admiration for Dr. Atul Kotwal's relentless dedication to public 

health. His leadership as the Executive Director of the National 

Health Systems Resource Centre (NHSRC) and his contributions to 

health policy planning, primary healthcare, and epidemiology have 

significantly shaped India's healthcare landscape. Through this 

book, I aim to illuminate his journey, challenges, and achievements, 

offering readers an inspiring narrative of a visionary leader whose 

work continues to impact millions. 

It is my hope that this book not only chronicles Dr. Kotwal's 

remarkable career but also serves as a source of motivation for 

aspiring public health professionals and anyone committed to 

making a difference in society. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sincerely, 

Dr. R. G. Anand 

MBBS, MD, MHA, FHM, PDCR, LLB, LLM 
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

r. R. G. Anand is a dedicated public health expert, 

humanitarian, and advocate for child welfare, whose life and 

work exemplify the power of commitment and service. With a 

career spanning decades, he has left an indelible mark on the lives 

of countless individuals, particularly children and marginalized 

communities. 

Dr. Anand’s journey began in the humble surroundings of a 

village in Pudukottai district, Tamil Nadu. Born to parents who were 

schoolteachers, he imbibed the values of education, hard work, and 

compassion from an early age. These early lessons became the 

foundation of his life’s mission: to serve those who are often 

overlooked by society. 

After earning his MBBS degree and an MD in Preventive and 

Social Medicine, Dr. Anand pursued a Fellowship in HIV Medicine 

at Christian Medical College, Vellore, and later obtained a Bachelor 

of Legislative Law (LLB) to champion the cause of child protection. 

His academic pursuits reflect his belief in combining medical 

expertise with legal and policy advocacy to address healthcare 

challenges holistically. 

Dr. Anand’s professional journey is as remarkable as it is 

inspiring. In 2012, as a Program Officer with the National AIDS 

Control Organization (NACO), he played a critical role in reducing 

mother-to-child HIV transmission rates in Tamil Nadu. His efforts 

contributed to achieving a zero-transmission rate, a milestone in 

India’s public health history. Later, as a Member of the National 

Commission for Protection of Child Rights (NCPCR), he traveled 
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across the country, conducting over 250 health camps and 

safeguarding the rights of vulnerable children. 

Beyond his professional accolades, Dr. Anand is a champion 

of grassroots change. He has organized over 500 free medical 

camps, supported the education of thousands of underprivileged 

children, and launched innovative programs like "Samvedana," a 

tele-counseling initiative during the COVID-19 pandemic that 

provided solace and guidance to children. 

Dr. Anand’s philosophy is rooted in the belief that healthcare 

and education are fundamental rights, not privileges. His vision is 

one of a society where every child, regardless of their 

circumstances, has the opportunity to thrive. Through his work 

with organizations like WHO and UNICEF, he has amplified this 

vision on a global scale, collaborating with international leaders to 

implement sustainable healthcare solutions. 

Recognized by numerous awards, including the World Book 

of Records acknowledgment for his disaster management efforts, 

Dr. Anand remains grounded and driven by a simple yet profound 

principle: “True success lies in the lives we uplift.” 
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C H A P T E R  1  

HUMBLE BEGINNINGS 

he story of every remarkable leader often starts with a 

foundation built on values, resilience, and ambition. Dr. (Prof.) 

Atul Kotwal’s journey is no different. Born into a family that valued 

education and service, Dr. Kotwal’s early life was shaped by the 

nurturing influence of his parents and his surroundings. 

Raised in a household that emphasized the importance of 

discipline and duty, young Atul imbibed the principles of 

perseverance and empathy from an early age. His parents, both 

educators, instilled in him a love for learning and a commitment to 

helping others. These early lessons became the bedrock of his 

personal and professional life. 

A Scholar in the Making 

Excelling academically, Atul’s curiosity and drive led him to 

pursue a career in medicine. But for him, becoming a doctor was 

never about prestige—it was a calling to serve humanity. His 

formative years saw him actively engaging in community initiatives 

and lending a helping hand wherever needed. Teachers and peers 

often remarked on his unwavering focus and his remarkable ability 

to lead by example. 

Military Influence and Core Values 

Inspired by the discipline and resilience of the armed forces, 

Dr. Kotwal pursued his medical studies at the prestigious Armed 

Forces Medical College (AFMC), Pune. This decision marked the 
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beginning of a transformative journey. AFMC not only honed his 

medical expertise but also reinforced values such as leadership, 

adaptability, and service above self. His time at AFMC was filled 

with both academic excellence and rigorous training that prepared 

him for the challenges that lay ahead. 

Through his formative years, Dr. Kotwal's humility and 

unwavering sense of purpose became evident. Whether it was 

excelling in the classroom, taking part in field exercises, or 

mentoring peers, he exhibited a blend of intellect, compassion, and 

resolve that set him apart. 

A Calling Beyond Self 

What set Dr. Kotwal apart from an early age was his deep 

belief in collective welfare. He envisioned a life not confined to 

personal achievements but driven by the impact he could create in 

the lives of others. This vision became the compass that would 

guide his remarkable career. 

 

 

  



By Dr. R. G. Anand - MBBS, MD, MHA, FHM, PDCR, LLB, LLM • 3 

 
 

3 
 

C H A P T E R  2  

THE CALL TO SERVE 

 r. Atul Kotwal’s career path was guided by an innate desire to 

serve humanity at its most vulnerable points. After completing 

his medical training at the Armed Forces Medical College (AFMC), 

he embarked on a remarkable journey that not only highlighted his 

clinical acumen but also demonstrated his resilience, courage, and 

leadership. 

Service in the Armed Forces 

Upon his commissioning as a medical officer, Dr. Kotwal 

found himself immersed in the unique challenges of military 

medicine. The role demanded more than just treating wounds—it 

required unwavering commitment, presence of mind in crisis 

situations, and the ability to lead in extreme conditions. 

During his time in the armed forces, he earned respect not 

only for his medical expertise but also for his dedication to his unit 

and the soldiers under his care. His colleagues often recounted 

stories of his calm demeanor during high-pressure situations, 

where lives depended on split-second decisions. 

His exceptional service did not go unnoticed. Dr. Kotwal was 

honored with the Sena Medal for Gallantry and the Vishisht Seva 

Medal (VSM) for his distinguished contributions. These accolades 

not only underscored his bravery and skill but also exemplified his 

willingness to put service above self. 

D 
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The Transition to Public Health 

While excelling in his military career, Dr. Kotwal recognized 

a larger calling—improving health systems and making quality 

healthcare accessible to all, especially underserved populations. 

His experiences in the armed forces exposed him to the stark 

disparities in healthcare access, reinforcing his belief in the need 

for systemic reform. 

Guided by this conviction, Dr. Kotwal pursued an advanced 

specialization in Preventive and Social Medicine, completing his 

postdoctoral fellowship in Epidemiology. His academic pursuits 

were driven by a singular goal: to combine his clinical expertise 

with research and policy to address critical public health challenges. 

A Visionary Leader in the Making 

Armed with a profound understanding of health systems and a 

deep sense of purpose, Dr. Kotwal’s transition into public health 

marked the beginning of a new chapter. He was determined to make 

a lasting impact on India’s healthcare landscape. Whether in the 

military or in civil society, his guiding principle remained the 

same—service to the nation and its people. 
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C H A P T E R  3  

EXPANDING HORIZONS 

fter years of dedicated service in the armed forces, Dr. (Prof.) 

Atul Kotwal set out on a path to broaden his expertise and 

make a larger impact in the realm of public health. His transition 

from a decorated military doctor to a pioneering public health 

expert was fueled by a vision to strengthen health systems and 

make healthcare accessible and equitable for all. 

Advanced Studies and Specialization 

Dr. Kotwal’s pursuit of higher education was not driven by 

a quest for accolades but by a commitment to finding innovative 

solutions to complex health challenges. He embarked on 

postdoctoral studies in Epidemiology at the Clinical Epidemiology 

Unit at the All India Institute of Medical Sciences (AIIMS) and 

furthered his knowledge at the Centre of Social Medicine & 

Community Health at Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU), New Delhi. 

These institutions, known for their rigorous academic 

environment and focus on interdisciplinary research, provided him 

with the tools to bridge the gap between policy, research, and 

implementation. His time at AIIMS and JNU shaped his approach to 

evidence-based public health policy, emphasizing data-driven 

decision-making and community-focused healthcare. 

 

 

A 
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Learning from Global Perspectives 

Dr. Kotwal’s commitment to improving health systems 

extended beyond national boundaries. He took on international 

assignments, including serving as an advisor to the Government of 

Botswana. This experience exposed him to the challenges faced by 

developing nations in building sustainable healthcare systems. 

His role in Botswana involved working closely with 

government officials, health professionals, and local communities 

to develop strategies for combating communicable diseases and 

strengthening primary healthcare. This global experience further 

broadened his understanding of health inequities and reinforced 

his belief in the need for contextual, community-centered solutions. 

A Pioneer in Interdisciplinary Research 

One of Dr. Kotwal’s distinguishing traits was his ability to 

integrate multiple disciplines—clinical medicine, epidemiology, 

policy research, and social sciences—to create holistic solutions. 

His research focused on key areas such as primary healthcare, 

urban health, and the evaluation of health programs. He published 

extensively, contributing over 170 research papers that became 

valuable resources for policymakers and academics alike. 

His contributions were not limited to academia; they served 

as blueprints for action in healthcare planning and policy. His 

research on epidemiology and health systems provided crucial 

evidence for strengthening healthcare delivery mechanisms at both 

national and regional levels. 

 



By Dr. R. G. Anand - MBBS, MD, MHA, FHM, PDCR, LLB, LLM • 7 

 
 

7 
 

Bringing Knowledge Home 

Equipped with a wealth of global knowledge and research 

experience, Dr. Kotwal returned to India with a renewed mission: to 

apply the best practices he had encountered abroad to the Indian 

healthcare system. He envisioned an India where primary 

healthcare was robust, affordable, and accessible to even the most 

marginalized communities. 
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C H A P T E R  4  

GLOBAL INFLUENCE 

r. (Prof.) Atul Kotwal’s work in the international arena 

showcased his ability to navigate complex global health 

challenges while remaining rooted in his commitment to 

community well-being. His role as an advisor to the Government of 

Botswana was a significant milestone, allowing him to apply his 

expertise to a new cultural and healthcare context. 

A Role Beyond Borders 

In Botswana, Dr. Kotwal took on the responsibility of 

strengthening the country’s public health infrastructure, 

particularly in combating infectious diseases such as HIV/AIDS and 

tuberculosis. His role involved close collaboration with local health 

authorities, policymakers, and frontline health workers to 

implement evidence-based interventions. 

One of his key achievements was the development of 

integrated community health programs that focused on preventive 

care and early diagnosis. He advocated for empowering local 

communities by training healthcare workers and building capacity 

at the grassroots level. His emphasis on localized, sustainable 

solutions earned him respect and admiration from both his peers 

and the communities he served. 

 

 

D 
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Cultural Adaptation and Leadership 

Navigating the challenges of working in a foreign nation 

required cultural sensitivity and adaptive leadership. Dr. Kotwal’s 

ability to listen, learn, and lead by example enabled him to build 

strong relationships with stakeholders and implement effective 

health programs. 

His work in Botswana was not just about addressing 

immediate healthcare needs—it was about building a resilient 

health system that could withstand future challenges. He believed 

in the importance of long-term impact over short-term fixes and 

worked tirelessly to ensure that the strategies he helped design 

would remain effective even after his tenure ended. 

Global Recognition and Lessons Learned 

Dr. Kotwal’s contributions to global health earned him 

recognition from international organizations and policymakers. 

However, for him, the true reward was the positive change he 

witnessed in the health outcomes of the communities he served. 

His time in Botswana deepened his understanding of the 

universality of health challenges and the importance of context-

specific solutions. 

The lessons he learned from this experience became 

invaluable as he transitioned into his subsequent roles in India. He 

returned with a broadened perspective on health equity, resource 

optimization, and the importance of community involvement in 

healthcare delivery. 
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Returning with a Purpose 

When Dr. Kotwal returned to India, he carried with him the 

insights gained from his international work and a renewed 

determination to strengthen India’s public health system. His 

global experience reinforced his belief that innovative approaches, 

collaborative leadership, and a focus on prevention were essential 

for building a healthier nation. 

Dr. Kotwal’s ability to transcend borders in his pursuit of 

better healthcare systems. His global influence was not merely 

about contributing to another nation’s development—it was about 

refining his vision for creating sustainable, inclusive health 

solutions that could be applied universally. 
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C H A P T E R  5  

 ARCHITECT OF PROGRESS 

ransforming a When Dr. (Prof.) Atul Kotwal returned to India, 

his career took a decisive turn as he began contributing directly 

to the nation’s public health policies and programs. He assumed 

pivotal roles in the formulation and implementation of 

transformative health initiatives that strengthened the foundations 

of India’s healthcare system. 

The National Rural Health Mission (NRHM) 

One of the most significant milestones in Dr. Kotwal’s 

career was his involvement in the National Rural Health Mission 

(NRHM)—an ambitious government initiative aimed at improving 

healthcare delivery in rural India. Tasked with addressing 

disparities in health services, the NRHM focused on primary 

healthcare, maternal and child health, and access to essential 

medicines and diagnostics. 

Dr. Kotwal’s role in the NRHM involved conducting rigorous 

assessments of rural health systems, identifying gaps, and 

developing strategic solutions to bridge these gaps. His expertise 

in epidemiology and community health allowed him to design 

interventions that were both evidence-based and people-centric. 

Planning and Shaping the XI Five-Year Plan 

During his tenure as OSD (Public Health) in the Planning 

Commission of India, Dr. Kotwal played a critical role in shaping 

T 
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the XI Five-Year Plan (2007–2012). This plan prioritized inclusive 

growth and laid the groundwork for major health sector reforms. 

Dr. Kotwal’s contributions were instrumental in 

strengthening public health financing, developing comprehensive 

primary healthcare models, and promoting health equity. He 

worked tirelessly to ensure that health policies were aligned with 

the needs of vulnerable populations, emphasizing community 

engagement and participatory governance. 

His holistic approach to planning addressed not only the 

clinical aspects of healthcare but also the social determinants of 

health, such as education, sanitation, and nutrition. This 

comprehensive vision underscored the interconnectedness of 

public health and national development. 

Pioneering Urban Health Initiatives 

Recognizing the growing healthcare challenges in rapidly 

expanding urban areas, Dr. Kotwal was a key figure in 

conceptualizing and developing urban health initiatives. He 

championed the idea of Urban Primary Health Centers (UPHCs) to 

cater to the needs of urban slum dwellers, who often lacked access 

to basic healthcare services. 

His innovative approach combined preventive care with 

affordable outpatient services, aiming to reduce the burden on 

tertiary hospitals and provide timely care at the community level. 

The urban health mission became a blueprint for addressing 

healthcare challenges in cities across the country. 
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Leadership with Vision 

Throughout this period, Dr. Kotwal demonstrated 

exceptional leadership, bringing together stakeholders from 

various sectors, including government agencies, NGOs, and 

international partners. His collaborative approach fostered a sense 

of shared purpose and accountability among all stakeholders. 

His ability to navigate bureaucratic hurdles, manage large-

scale projects, and inspire multidisciplinary teams earned him 

widespread respect. Dr. Kotwal’s work during these formative years 

laid the foundation for many of the health reforms that continue 

to shape India’s healthcare landscape today. 

A Legacy in the Making 

Dr. Kotwal’s transformation from a visionary planner to an 

architect of progress whose contributions continue to resonate 

across the public health sector. His work on the NRHM, the XI Five-

Year Plan, and urban health initiatives exemplifies his commitment 

to building a more resilient and inclusive healthcare system. 
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C H A P T E R  6  

LEADING NHSRC TO EXCELLENCE 

n 2020, Dr. (Prof.) Atul Kotwal assumed the role of Executive 

Director of the National Health Systems Resource Centre 

(NHSRC), an apex technical assistance body under the Ministry 

of Health and Family Welfare. His appointment marked the 

beginning of a new era for NHSRC, as he set out to enhance its 

impact on health system strengthening across the nation. 

A Vision for Transformation 

From the outset, Dr. Kotwal’s leadership was characterized 

by a clear and transformative vision: to build a more equitable, 

efficient, and accessible healthcare system. He believed in data-

driven policies, community participation, and the integration of 

cutting-edge technologies to address public health challenges. 

Under his guidance, NHSRC became a hub for innovative 

projects in areas such as health technology assessment, primary 

healthcare, and health policy research. His strategic focus extended 

to improving the efficiency of the healthcare delivery system while 

ensuring that marginalized populations were not left behind. 

Key Initiatives and Achievements 

1. Strengthening Primary Healthcare through Health and 

Wellness Centers (HWCs) 

One of Dr. Kotwal’s flagship initiatives was scaling up the 

implementation of Health and Wellness Centers (HWCs) under the 

I 
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Ayushman Bharat Scheme. HWCs were designed to provide 

comprehensive primary healthcare, including preventive, 

promotive, and curative services. 

Dr. Kotwal emphasized the importance of preventive 

healthcare and health education at the community level, ensuring 

that HWCs became more than just treatment centers—they became 

pillars of holistic health promotion. 

2. Health Technology Assessment (HTA) 

Recognizing the potential of evidence-based decision-

making, Dr. Kotwal led the expansion of Health Technology 

Assessment in India (HTAIn) to support policy decisions related 

to healthcare interventions and technologies. This initiative helped 

policymakers prioritize cost-effective solutions, optimize resource 

allocation, and ensure the sustainability of public health programs. 

Through HTAIn, Dr. Kotwal played a key role in ensuring 

that life-saving interventions reached underserved communities, 

making healthcare more inclusive and impactful. 

3. Urban Health and Human Resource Capacity Building 

Dr. Kotwal’s commitment to urban healthcare reform led to 

the establishment of new frameworks for Urban Primary Health 

Centers (UPHCs), designed to address the unique challenges posed 

by rapid urbanization. 

He also prioritized capacity building through 

comprehensive training programs for frontline healthcare workers, 

ensuring that they were equipped with the skills and knowledge 

needed to deliver high-quality care. His emphasis on training not 

only improved service delivery but also empowered healthcare 

workers to become leaders within their communities. 



Guardian of Health: Dr. Atul Kotwal’s Vision for a Healthier India • 16 

 
 

16 
 

Response to Health Crises 

During his tenure, Dr. Kotwal demonstrated exceptional 

leadership during major public health crises, including the COVID-

19 pandemic. He led NHSRC’s efforts to support state and district 

health authorities with strategic guidance, epidemiological 

modeling, and operational frameworks to strengthen their 

response efforts. 

Under his direction, NHSRC played a pivotal role in 

coordinating the establishment of COVID-19 care facilities, 

ensuring the availability of medical supplies, and disseminating 

accurate information to the public. His leadership during this 

period exemplified resilience, adaptability, and an unwavering 

commitment to public service. 

Collaborative Leadership 

Dr. Kotwal’s collaborative approach was a hallmark of his 

leadership at NHSRC. He believed in fostering partnerships across 

sectors, engaging government agencies, academic institutions, and 

NGOs to drive collective action. His ability to build consensus and 

inspire collaboration made NHSRC a key driver of health system 

innovation and reform. 

A Lasting Impact 

Dr. Kotwal’s leadership at NHSRC left an indelible mark on 

India’s healthcare system. His efforts to strengthen primary 

healthcare, promote evidence-based policies, and build resilient 

health systems continue to influence public health outcomes 

nationwide. 
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C H A P T E R  7  

OVERCOMING CHALLENGES 

he journey to transforming healthcare systems is rarely linear, 

and Dr. (Prof.) Atul Kotwal’s path was no exception. 

Throughout his career, he encountered numerous challenges, from 

bureaucratic constraints to public health emergencies. However, it 

was his resilience, innovative thinking, and ability to unite diverse 

stakeholders that helped him overcome these obstacles and turn 

challenges into opportunities for progress. 

Navigating Bureaucratic Complexities 

Public health reforms in a country as vast and diverse as 

India often involve navigating complex bureaucratic frameworks 

and decision-making processes. As a leader in the Planning 

Commission and NHSRC, Dr. Kotwal faced the challenge of aligning 

the priorities of various stakeholders, from government officials to 

healthcare providers. 

Rather than viewing bureaucracy as a hindrance, he 

approached it as an opportunity to foster dialogue and 

collaboration. By promoting transparency, engaging stakeholders, 

and presenting data-driven solutions, he was able to build 

consensus and drive critical reforms. His ability to communicate 

complex ideas in simple, actionable terms earned him the trust of 

policymakers and grassroots implementers alike. 

 

T 



Guardian of Health: Dr. Atul Kotwal’s Vision for a Healthier India • 18 

 
 

18 
 

Resource Constraints in Public Health 

Limited financial and human resources are a recurring 

challenge in public health systems. Dr. Kotwal’s ability to optimize 

available resources became one of his defining strengths. He 

championed cost-effective interventions, such as Health 

Technology Assessment (HTA), to prioritize investments in 

solutions that delivered maximum impact. 

He also advocated for strengthening the health workforce 

by implementing targeted training programs that empowered 

frontline healthcare workers to perform multiple roles, thereby 

improving service efficiency in resource-limited settings. 

Addressing Health Emergencies and Crises 

One of the most significant challenges during Dr. Kotwal’s 

leadership at NHSRC was the COVID-19 pandemic. The sudden 

onset of the pandemic tested the resilience of health systems 

worldwide, and India was no exception. Dr. Kotwal led NHSRC’s 

efforts to provide rapid support to state and district health 

authorities. 

He coordinated the establishment of emergency response 

frameworks, helped optimize the distribution of critical medical 

supplies, and provided epidemiological models to guide decision-

making at various levels of government. His strategic leadership 

during this unprecedented crisis reinforced NHSRC’s role as a pillar 

of support during national emergencies. 
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Overcoming Political and Social Barriers 

Public health initiatives often face resistance due to political, 

cultural, and social factors. For example, implementing health 

programs in urban slums or rural areas sometimes encountered 

skepticism or distrust from local communities. 

Dr. Kotwal addressed these challenges through community 

engagement and advocacy. He understood that trust-building was 

essential for the success of any health initiative. By involving local 

leaders, conducting community awareness campaigns, and 

ensuring that programs were culturally sensitive, he fostered a 

sense of ownership among beneficiaries. 

Personal Resilience in the Face of Adversity 

Leadership roles often come with immense pressure, and 

balancing professional demands with personal well-being is no 

small feat. Despite the demands of his roles, Dr. Kotwal maintained 

a reputation for being approachable, empathetic, and composed 

even in the most stressful situations. 

His ability to lead with empathy inspired his teams to stay 

motivated during difficult times. He fostered a culture of mutual 

respect and collaboration, which not only improved team morale 

but also enhanced the effectiveness of program implementation. 
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Turning Challenges into Opportunities 

For Dr. Kotwal, challenges were not roadblocks but stepping 

stones to innovation and improvement. His ability to think 

strategically, adapt to changing circumstances, and inspire others 

to stay committed to the mission of public health defined his 

leadership style. 
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C H A P T E R  8  

MENTORSHIP AND KNOWLEDGE 

SHARING 

ne of the defining traits of Dr. (Prof.) Atul Kotwal’s career is his 

commitment to mentorship and the dissemination of 

knowledge. Throughout his journey, he has nurtured countless 

students, public health professionals, and policymakers, instilling 

in them the values of integrity, evidence-based practice, and public 

service. His contributions to knowledge-sharing have not only 

shaped individual careers but also strengthened the fabric of 

India’s healthcare ecosystem. 

A Mentor with a Purpose 

For Dr. Kotwal, mentorship was never just about sharing 

expertise—it was about empowering individuals to become leaders 

in their own right. Whether working with young medical students 

or senior public health officials, he approached mentorship with 

humility, patience, and a genuine desire to help others grow. 

His mentees often describe him as an insightful guide who 

encouraged critical thinking and innovation. He believed in leading 

by example and instilled in his students the importance of lifelong 

learning and staying connected to the communities they serve. 

 

 

O  



Guardian of Health: Dr. Atul Kotwal’s Vision for a Healthier India • 22 

 
 

22 
 

Contributions to Academic Excellence 

Dr. Kotwal’s academic contributions are prolific, with over 

170 research publications to his name. His research covers a broad 

range of topics, including epidemiology, health systems, primary 

healthcare, and health technology assessment. His work has been 

published in reputed national and international journals, making 

him a respected voice in the field of public health. 

His studies on the evaluation of public health programs 

have provided invaluable insights for policymakers and program 

implementers, helping them make informed decisions. His research 

continues to be widely cited and serves as a reference point for 

academic institutions and government agencies alike. 

Building Capacity through Training and Workshops 

Recognizing the importance of skill development, Dr. Kotwal 

has been instrumental in organizing training programs and 

workshops for public health professionals. He has conducted 

numerous capacity-building initiatives focused on: 

• Health system strengthening 

• Epidemiological research and data interpretation 

• Health policy formulation and implementation 

His training sessions are known for their practical approach, 

combining theoretical knowledge with real-world case studies. 

Participants often leave these sessions equipped with actionable 

insights and a deeper understanding of how to navigate public 

health challenges. 
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Advocating for Evidence-Based Policy 

One of Dr. Kotwal’s core principles is the integration of 

research into policy-making. He has tirelessly advocated for the use 

of scientific evidence to guide public health policies and program 

design. His work at NHSRC and in other advisory roles has 

emphasized the importance of continuous monitoring, evaluation, 

and feedback loops to ensure that health programs remain relevant 

and effective. 

By creating platforms for knowledge-sharing between 

policymakers, researchers, and practitioners, Dr. Kotwal has 

bridged the gap between academia and governance, making public 

health interventions more impactful. 

Shaping the Next Generation of Leaders 

Dr. Kotwal’s influence extends beyond his direct mentees. 

Through his lectures, publications, and collaborations, he has 

inspired an entire generation of healthcare professionals to think 

holistically, act decisively, and lead with compassion. His legacy as 

an educator and mentor is evident in the careers of those he has 

guided, many of whom have gone on to become leaders in their own 

right. 

Knowledge as a Catalyst for Change 

For Dr. Kotwal, knowledge is not meant to remain confined 

to academic institutions—it is a tool for societal transformation. He 

firmly believes that empowering people with the right knowledge 

can drive systemic change and improve health outcomes at all 

levels. 
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Dr. Kotwal’s role as a mentor and thought leader whose 

contributions to knowledge-sharing have strengthened India’s 

healthcare landscape. His ability to inspire, educate, and empower 

others underscores the profound impact that one individual can 

have on the collective progress of a nation. 
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C H A P T E R  9  

PUBLIC HEALTH IN THE FACE OF 

CRISIS 

ublic health crises are defining moments for any healthcare 

system. They test the resilience of institutions, leaders, and 

communities. For Dr. (Prof.) Atul Kotwal, these moments became 

opportunities to exemplify his leadership, strategic thinking, and 

unwavering dedication to safeguarding public health. 

The COVID-19 Pandemic: A Global Emergency 

The COVID-19 pandemic was one of the most significant 

public health crises of the 21st century. As the Executive Director 

of NHSRC, Dr. Kotwal found himself at the forefront of India’s 

battle against the virus. The pandemic posed unprecedented 

challenges—overburdened hospitals, a lack of medical supplies, 

and the urgent need for coordinated national and state-level 

responses. 

Under Dr. Kotwal’s leadership, NHSRC quickly mobilized 

resources to provide technical and operational support to health 

authorities across the country. Key initiatives included: 

• Developing guidelines for the establishment of COVID-19 

care centers and isolation facilities. 

• Assisting with epidemiological modeling to predict 

infection patterns and allocate resources accordingly. 

P 
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• Supporting the roll-out of telemedicine services to ensure 

continuity of care for non-COVID patients. 

His emphasis on real-time data analysis and evidence-based 

decision-making helped strengthen India’s healthcare response 

during a time of immense uncertainty. 

Strengthening Health Systems During Crises 

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, Dr. Kotwal had been 

involved in addressing various public health emergencies, 

including outbreaks of infectious diseases such as H1N1 influenza 

and dengue fever. His approach was always proactive, focusing on 

preparedness, rapid response, and resilience-building. 

He advocated for creating robust public health infrastructures 

that could withstand future crises. His work in this area included: 

• Expanding primary healthcare networks to improve early 

detection and response. 

• Establishing protocols for managing disease outbreaks at 

the community level. 

• Enhancing training programs for frontline workers to equip 

them with crisis management skills. 

Collaboration and Coordination 

One of the biggest challenges during health crises is 

coordinating efforts across different agencies and sectors. Dr. 

Kotwal’s collaborative leadership style was instrumental in 

fostering partnerships between government bodies, international 

organizations, and NGOs. His ability to bring diverse stakeholders 
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together ensured that crisis management efforts were cohesive and 

effective. 

During the pandemic, he worked closely with state 

governments to implement localized solutions tailored to the 

unique needs of different regions. This decentralized approach 

helped mitigate the spread of the virus and ensured that 

communities received timely support. 

Crisis Communication and Public Trust 

Effective communication is a cornerstone of public health 

crisis management. Dr. Kotwal understood the importance of 

transparent, consistent communication in building public trust. He 

championed initiatives to provide accurate information to the 

public, combat misinformation, and promote adherence to safety 

protocols. 

He also emphasized the role of health education in crisis 

prevention. His efforts to raise awareness about preventive 

measures such as vaccination, hygiene, and early reporting of 

symptoms contributed to greater community resilience during 

health emergencies. 

Lessons Learned and the Road Ahead 

For Dr. Kotwal, every crisis presented valuable lessons for 

improving public health systems. He believed in the importance of 

post-crisis evaluations to identify strengths, weaknesses, and areas 

for improvement. His commitment to continuous learning and 

adaptation ensured that each experience contributed to building a 

stronger, more resilient healthcare system. 



Guardian of Health: Dr. Atul Kotwal’s Vision for a Healthier India • 28 

 
 

28 
 

In his reflections on the COVID-19 pandemic, Dr. Kotwal 

often emphasized the need for global solidarity, investment in 

public health infrastructure, and the empowerment of local 

communities. His vision for the future includes a world where 

health systems are not only prepared to respond to crises but also 

equipped to prevent them through robust preventive care. 
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C H A P T E R  1 0  

INDIA’S HEALTHCARE ROADMAP 

r. (Prof.) Atul Kotwal has long championed the vision of a 

robust and equitable healthcare system for India. His extensive 

experience in public health, policy-making, and system 

strengthening has made him a key architect of strategic roadmaps 

for the future of healthcare. This chapter outlines Dr. Kotwal’s 

vision for transforming healthcare delivery and highlights the key 

pillars that he believes will shape the future of healthcare in India. 

Strengthening Primary Healthcare 

At the heart of Dr. Kotwal’s vision is a strong foundation of 

primary healthcare. He has consistently emphasized the need to 

expand and enhance Health and Wellness Centers (HWCs) to 

deliver comprehensive primary care services. This approach 

prioritizes: 

• Preventive and promotive healthcare to reduce the burden 

on secondary and tertiary care facilities. 

• Access to mental health support, maternal and child health 

services, and chronic disease management at the 

community level. 

• Community health education to empower individuals to 

take charge of their well-being. 

D 
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Dr. Kotwal believes that primary healthcare should serve as the 

first line of defense against public health challenges and play a 

pivotal role in health promotion and disease prevention. 

Digital Health Transformation 

As a proponent of innovation, Dr. Kotwal envisions a healthcare 

system that harnesses the power of digital health technologies to 

improve service delivery, data management, and patient outcomes. 

Key initiatives he supports include: 

• Expanding telemedicine services to bridge the gap between 

healthcare providers and patients in remote areas. 

• Implementing interoperable electronic health records 

(EHR) to streamline patient data and improve care 

coordination. 

• Leveraging AI-powered health analytics to monitor disease 

patterns and predict public health trends. 

For Dr. Kotwal, digital health is not just about technology—it is 

about creating a more accessible, efficient, and patient-centric 

healthcare system. 

Human Resource Development 

A strong healthcare system requires a skilled and motivated 

workforce. Dr. Kotwal has advocated for comprehensive capacity-

building programs for healthcare workers at all levels. His 

priorities include: 

• Strengthening training programs for community health 

workers and paramedics. 
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• Enhancing leadership development initiatives for health 

administrators. 

• Providing ongoing professional development opportunities 

to ensure healthcare workers are equipped with the latest 

knowledge and skills. 

Dr. Kotwal believes that investing in human resources is crucial 

for delivering high-quality healthcare services and fostering a 

culture of excellence and accountability. 

Health Equity and Social Determinants of Health 

Dr. Kotwal’s healthcare roadmap places a strong emphasis on 

health equity and addressing the social determinants of health, 

such as education, sanitation, nutrition, and housing. He envisions 

a healthcare system that: 

• Reduces disparities in health outcomes between rural and 

urban populations. 

• Ensures that marginalized communities have access to 

affordable and high-quality care. 

• Integrates health initiatives with broader social welfare 

programs to address the root causes of health inequities. 

For him, health equity is not just a policy goal—it is a moral 

imperative. 
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Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) 

Recognizing the potential of public-private partnerships, Dr. 

Kotwal supports collaborative models that leverage the strengths 

of both sectors to improve healthcare delivery. His approach to 

PPPs includes: 

• Partnering with private hospitals and diagnostic centers to 

expand access to specialized care. 

• Collaborating with technology firms to develop innovative 

healthcare solutions. 

• Engaging NGOs and civil society organizations to 

strengthen community outreach and health education 

programs. 

These partnerships, he believes, can play a critical role in filling 

gaps in service delivery and enhancing the overall resilience of the 

healthcare system. 

Health System Resilience and Crisis Preparedness 

A key lesson from the COVID-19 pandemic is the importance of 

building resilient health systems that can withstand future crises. 

Dr. Kotwal’s roadmap emphasizes: 

• Strengthening public health surveillance systems to detect 

and respond to disease outbreaks early. 

• Developing emergency response frameworks that enable 

rapid mobilization of resources during health crises. 

• Investing in research and innovation to improve diagnostic 

capabilities and vaccine development. 
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Community Engagement and Ownership 

For Dr. Kotwal, the success of any healthcare initiative depends 

on the active participation of the community. He advocates for a 

bottom-up approach where communities are involved in the design, 

implementation, and evaluation of health programs. His roadmap 

includes: 

• Establishing community health committees to foster local 

leadership. 

• Promoting community-based health interventions that 

reflect local needs and cultural contexts. 

• Encouraging citizen feedback mechanisms to ensure 

accountability and continuous improvement. 

A Vision for a Healthier India 

Dr. Kotwal’s healthcare roadmap is not just a policy 

framework—it is a vision for a healthier, more resilient, and 

inclusive India. His approach integrates innovation with 

compassion, emphasizing that healthcare is not merely a service 

but a fundamental right that must be accessible to all. 
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C H A P T E R  1 1  

WORDS OF WISDOM 

hroughout his illustrious career, Dr. (Prof.) Atul Kotwal has 

embodied the principles of leadership, service, and innovation. 

His philosophy on life and public service is a source of inspiration 

for anyone aspiring to make a meaningful impact in their chosen 

field. This chapter captures the wisdom he has shared with 

colleagues, students, and the public, offering readers insights into 

the mindset and values that have guided his journey. 

Leadership Rooted in Service 

One of Dr. Kotwal’s core beliefs is that leadership is not about 

power or recognition—it is about responsibility and service. He 

often emphasizes that true leaders are those who prioritize the 

well-being of their communities and empower others to reach their 

full potential. 

“A leader’s success is not measured by individual 

accolades but by the strength and resilience of the 

people they serve.” 

His leadership philosophy encourages collaboration, humility, 

and a commitment to the greater good, reminding future leaders 

that public service is a noble calling that requires both courage and 

compassion. 

 

T 
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The Power of Evidence-Based Decision-Making 

A staunch advocate of evidence-based policies, Dr. Kotwal 

believes that data and research are indispensable tools for driving 

meaningful change. He has often highlighted the importance of 

using evidence to inform decisions and improve health outcomes. 

Advice to Future Public Health Professionals: 

• Invest time in understanding the needs of the population 

you serve. 

• Rely on data to design interventions but remain adaptable 

to on-the-ground realities. 

• Continuously evaluate and refine programs to ensure long-

term effectiveness. 

Perseverance in the Face of Adversity 

Throughout his career, Dr. Kotwal has faced numerous 

challenges—from health crises to bureaucratic hurdles—but his 

resilience has always been a defining trait. He views setbacks as 

opportunities for growth and innovation. 

“Every challenge presents an opportunity to rethink, re-

strategize, and rebuild stronger. Adversity is not the 

end—it’s often the beginning of progress.” 

His message to aspiring leaders is clear: resilience, 

adaptability, and a solutions-oriented mindset are essential for 

overcoming obstacles and achieving lasting impact. 
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The Importance of Empathy in Healthcare 

For Dr. Kotwal, empathy is at the heart of effective healthcare. 

He has consistently stressed the importance of listening to patients, 

understanding their concerns, and addressing their needs with 

respect and compassion. 

He often reminds healthcare providers that: 

• Compassionate care can make a significant difference in 

health outcomes. 

• Building trust with patients is as important as delivering 

medical interventions. 

• Empathy is a skill that must be nurtured through active 

engagement with communities. 

“Healthcare is not just about treating diseases—it’s 

about caring for people.” 

Lifelong Learning and Continuous Improvement 

Dr. Kotwal’s commitment to lifelong learning is a cornerstone 

of his professional ethos. He encourages public health 

professionals to stay curious, seek new knowledge, and remain 

open to diverse perspectives. 

• Pursue continuous professional development to stay 

updated on emerging trends and innovations. 

• Embrace interdisciplinary collaboration to develop holistic 

solutions. 

• Never stop questioning, innovating, and improving. 
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“The world of public health is ever-evolving. To create 

lasting change, we must be willing to grow, adapt, and 

learn with it.” 

Leaving a Legacy of Purpose 

For Dr. Kotwal, success is not defined by titles or accolades 

but by the legacy of positive change one leaves behind. He has often 

urged leaders to reflect on the impact of their work and to strive 

for contributions that will outlast them. 

“Our actions today shape the world of tomorrow. Strive 

to create something meaningful—something that will 

continue to serve others long after you’re gone.” 

A Message to Future Generations 

In his closing reflections, Dr. Kotwal shares a message of 

hope and encouragement: 

• Believe in your ability to make a difference. 

• Be fearless in the pursuit of justice and equity. 

• Lead with integrity, resilience, and an unwavering 

commitment to service. 
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C O N C L U S I O N  

CONCLUSION 

Dr. (Prof.) Atul Kotwal’s journey is a testament to the power 

of vision, dedication, and resilience in transforming lives and 

systems. From his humble beginnings to his extraordinary 

achievements in public health and policy, Dr. Kotwal’s life reflects 

a deep commitment to service and an unyielding belief in the 

potential of healthcare to bring about social equity and progress. 

Through his leadership in the armed forces, his global 

contributions, and his pivotal role at the National Health Systems 

Resource Centre (NHSRC), Dr. Kotwal has demonstrated that real 

change is possible when driven by purpose and executed with 

integrity. His efforts have strengthened the foundations of India’s 

healthcare system, improved health outcomes for millions, and 

inspired a generation of healthcare professionals to follow in his 

footsteps. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



By Dr. R. G. Anand - MBBS, MD, MHA, FHM, PDCR, LLB, LLM • 39 

 
 

39 
 

ANNEXURES 

Annexure 1: Timeline of Milestones in Dr. (Prof.) Atul 

Kotwal’s Life and Career 

1. Academic Achievements 

o MBBS and MD from Armed Forces Medical College 

(AFMC), Pune 

o Postdoctoral Fellowship in Epidemiology at AIIMS and 

JNU 

2. Military Service Milestones 

o Commissioned as Medical Officer, Indian Army 

o Awarded Sena Medal for Gallantry 

o Awarded Vishisht Seva Medal (VSM) 

3. Key Public Health Contributions 

o Advisor to the Government of Botswana 

o Contributions to the National Rural Health Mission 

(NRHM) 

o Development of Urban Health Mission framework 

o Key role in the XI Five-Year Plan (2007–2012) 

4. NHSRC Tenure 

o Appointed as Executive Director of NHSRC (2020) 

o Leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic 
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o Expansion of Health and Wellness Centers (HWCs) 

under Ayushman Bharat 

5. Publications and Research 

o Over 170 research publications in national and 

international journals 

o Key studies on epidemiology, health technology 

assessment, and primary care 

Annexure 2: Selected Speeches and Interviews 

• Speech at the National Health Conference (2021): 

"Strengthening Primary Care for a Resilient Future" 

• Interview with Public Health India: Insights on crisis 

preparedness during the COVID-19 pandemic 

• Keynote Address at the Global Health Forum: “The Role of 

Community Participation in Healthcare Delivery” 
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APPENDIX 

Appendix 1: Glossary of Terms 

• Epidemiology: The study of the distribution and determinants 

of health-related events in populations. 

• Health Technology Assessment (HTA): The systematic 

evaluation of the properties and impacts of health 

technologies to inform policy decisions. 

• Health and Wellness Centers (HWCs): Facilities established 

under Ayushman Bharat to deliver comprehensive primary 

healthcare services. 

• Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs): Collaborative agreements 

between public sector entities and private organizations to 

achieve public health goals. 

Appendix 2: List of Collaborators and Contributors 

• Government Organizations: Ministry of Health and Family 

Welfare, Planning Commission, State Health Departments 

• Academic Institutions: AIIMS, JNU, AFMC 

• International Organizations: WHO, UNDP, Global Health 

Alliance 

• NGOs and Civil Society Partners: Organizations involved in 

urban and rural health outreach initiatives 
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