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June 3, 2010
Dear Sonia ji

Now that the National Advisory Council (NAC) has been reconstituted under your chairpersonship, it seems opportune to suggest some agenda for its consideration.

During its previous tenure, NAC pushed for several important legislations—Right To Information, Right to Employment Guarantee, Forest Rights, etc. These have already begun to have some impact on improving the lives of the poor and the marginalized. In the interim, Right To Education has been enacted by parliament recently, and it is understood that a Food Security Bill is under preparation.

Laudable as all these entitlements are, the ordinary Indian, most importantly the poor Indian, does not get to access most of these rights or entitlements. In fact, we have a vast plethora of rights and entitlements on our statutes; the difficulty is that the governmental machinery meant to deliver these rights and entitlements just doesn’t function.

It is precisely this failure of delivery of such rights, as for example enshrined under PESA (where the Gram Sabha in tribal areas is empowered to determine the use of all natural resources under its jurisdiction), that the ‘menace’ of Maoist violence has gripped our tribal youth. Isn’t it then important for NAC to take on its agenda the methodology for delivering rights, entitlements and basic development to tribal areas of India, thereby reducing the potential of internal civil war likely to be aggravated through militaristic options?

A corollary to the above is what the Hon’ble Prime Minister reiterated a few weeks ago on the importance of empowering panchayati raj institutions to deliver development and to counter the forces of violence. Late Shri Rajiv Gandhi’s dream became a constitutional reality nearly 18 years ago with the passing of the 73rd and 74th amendments. Can NAC take on itself the agenda to ensure that this constitutionally mandated sphere of local governance is made effective in the letter and spirit of that dream? Such an agenda then suggests that NAC propose a set of interventions to make possible the first-ever elections to panchayats in Jharkhand, before further Maoist violence finds huge support among tribals there.

This line of work by NAC may also lead it to look at the ineffectiveness of municipalities to deliver any services to the urban poor, especially in the nearly 4,000 small and medium towns of this country. Can NAC propose a set of interventions to ensure that delivery of urban services to all citizens happens in a transparent and accountable manner?

Before NAC gets busy proposing further entitlements, can it apply itself to the reality that less than half the annual budgetary allocations on flagship, centrally-sponsored schemes is spent during any year? What is the point of increasing allocations on health, education, housing, sanitation, water, etc, when what is presently allocated is not even utilized? The same scenario exists for earmarked budgetary allocations meant for the welfare of women, SCs/STs, minorities and other weaker sections of society.

It is precisely this systemic failure of governance which results in a GDP growth in India at 9% per annum while improvements in HDI are not even 1% per annum.

I think NAC can play a very crucial role under your leadership in bringing the agenda of governance reforms to the center-stage. During UPA-I, the Second Administrative Reforms Commission made a series of comprehensive recommendations to reform the institutions, structures, procedures and processes of governance from local to national levels. Political and official vested interests are ensuring that such governance reforms remain unattended. This is where NAC can assert itself to center-stage these governance reforms so that different ministries and agencies of the government can act upon them.

It is the ‘last mile’ delivery of basic services and justice that will realize existing entitlements for all Indians—‘aam’ or otherwise. Legislating new rights without ensuring that existing ones are delivered in letter and spirit will not reduce further alienation of citizens from the government.

NAC under your leadership has the opportunity to take on this ambitious agenda; the window of opportunity may not last too long.
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