Dear Friends,

I have been meaning to write to you and share my experiences in the National Advisory Council (NAC), ever since I joined the NAC in June 2004. However, the first few months have been very hectic as we were trying to explore the possibilities that institutions like the NAC opened up and also testing the seeming constraints. This was also a time when many of us worked hard at getting the NAC to put its weight behind various progressive measures like the Right to Information and the Employment Guarantee Acts. As I consider myself a representative of various progressive and grass roots movements, in the NAC, it is now time to take stock and to share with all of you what I see as the potential for future action. 

The NAC gets its mandate from the order of the Government of India setting it up, wherein its functions are described as follows:

a) To monitor the progress of the implementation of the Common Minimum Programme;

b) To provide inputs for the formulation of policy by the Government and to provide support to the Government in its legislative business.

In short, the NAC has a mandate to be involved in ensuring that the Common Minimum Programme (CMP) is properly implemented, that policy and law is properly formulated. This is, clearly, a very wide mandate, especially given the width of coverage of the CMP. 

Unfortunately, neither the NAC secretariat nor the NAC members have the wherewithal to independently cover such a wide mandate and are, therefore, critically dependent on civil society groups and movements to support them. For example, the NAC sent to the government, in August 2004, suggested amendments to the Freedom of Information Act 2002. The NAC’s recommendations were mostly based on the suggestions sent in by the National Campaign for People’s Right to Information, which in turn had consulted a large number of RTI activists before formulating these suggestions. Similar was the case with the employment guarantee act. 

However, for the NAC to meaningfully take up the issues raised by groups and movements, these issues must be addressed comprehensively and in a manner such that they can be directly taken to the NAC for consideration. The NAC members do not, on their own, have the time and facilities, and often the knowledge and wisdom, to be able to prepare the sorts of notes that the NAC requires to seriously examine the issue. The NAC works on the principle of consensus and, therefore, it is not enough to be able to address the concerns of some of the members, concerns of all the members have to be addressed and enough background has to be provided to ensure that even those members who are not familiar with the issue being raised can get enough from the documentation provided to be able to make an informed decision.

Therefore, as a member of the NAC I would welcome from groups and movements guidance on how we can better fulfil our mandate. I would welcome notes on issues that need to be taken up at the NAC and where the NAC can play a progressive role. However, these notes must be comprehensive and self-contained.

The NAC also has a problem in dealing with issues that require immediate action. The NAC usually meets once a month and the agenda for each meeting is decided well in advance. If an issue has to be listed in the agenda, it has to be brought up in an earlier meeting and a slot found in a subsequent meeting. Therefore, the process takes at least two months, sometimes more. It is also difficult for the NAC to agree to intervene in matters that are clearly outside its mandate. For example, the NAC has found it difficult to respond to individual petitions regarding specific instances. It finds it much easier to take cognisance of petitions from groups and movements regarding policy matters or issues affecting a large number of people. Though the functioning of the NAC itself must be a subject for discussion both within and outside the NAC, till a different consensus emerges, we are committed to work in this manner.

Just as the encouragement and support that I got from all of you was the basis for my agreeing to serve on the NAC, so will it be the basis for my continuation on the NAC. Therefore, I write to you to request you all to continue your support and to keep in mind the constraints that I have described above. 

