17 July 2004

To:
The Chairperson


National Advisory Council

Dear Mrs. Gandhi,

The National Advisory Council’s terms of reference are grounded in the assurances made in the Common Minimum Programme.  While many of these commitments are important, some are critical for the well-being of the socially and economically marginalized, and also for people’s participation in the process of governance.

The CMP begins with a solemn pledge: “to provide a government that is corruption-free, transparent and accountable at all times, to provide an administration that is responsible and responsive at all times”.  Many such pledges have been made before.  The credibility of the CMP depends on the ability of the government to translate this pledge into concrete action.

We believe that three immediate steps are essential to create a climate where the wide-ranging commitments of the CMP can be taken forward.

Right to Information: Transparency of government and the right to information are not merely linked to corruption but in fact affect the right to life and livelihood of the people.  It is a tool to fight the arbitrary use of power.  It is also crucial for ensuring the rule of law and the effective functioning of regulatory, development and service mechanisms.  It is in the interest of the people of India that an effective and far-reaching legislation be enacted, fostering people’s participation in governance and democracy.  The Freedom of Information Act needs to be strengthened and amended, and notified in the shortest possible time frame.  (See enclosures for details.)

Employment Guarantee Act: Guaranteed employment for all is essential to eliminate mass poverty and to protect people from the insecurities that put them at the mercy of the power structures.  The plan of action presented in the CMP begins with the statement that “the UPA government will immediately enact a National Employment Guarantee Act”.  If this step is delayed, the CMP will lose its credibility.  We suggest that an Employment Guarantee Act should be enacted within three months.  To facilitate this goal we are enclosing a draft National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, prepared by a group of concerned citizens for purposes of public discussion.  (See enclosures for details.)

Forced displacement: All acts of state terror against the people should come to an end.  This calls in particular for stopping brutal evictions of people from their land or homes, such as the eviction of tribal communities from forest land and forced displacement of project-affected people.  As we meet today, thousands of people are being forcibly evicted from their homes in Harsud (Madhya Pradesh) and elsewhere, using the most inhuman methods.  Lakhs of people have also been brutally evicted from “forest land” over the years.  Recent events suggest that the terror continues, despite the CMP’s promise that “eviction of tribal communities and other forest-dwelling communities from forest areas will be discontinued”.  A comprehensive rehabilitation policy needs to be urgently drawn up, aimed at avoiding all violence, minimizing displacement, and ensuring justice to displaced people.  (See enclosures for details.)
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