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COMBATING CORRUPTION by S L Rao

Win Chadah is dead. And so goes a key player in the long drama of the Bofors trial. Ironically, vociferous politicians who agitated against agents in defence deals had only a few weeks earlier permitted the use of agents. A government fell because of Bofors. What can we do about corruption? 

We must get rid of the sanctimonious hypocrisy that rules discussions and actions on corruption. It rails against it but will not permit the law to bring Prime Ministers and others as well as all administrators, under automatic investigation. Nor will it permit a speedy trial process and heavy penalties.

Defence deals, like the import of fertilizers and many others, require agents. Agents are not always bribe-givers, but are salesmen, available to answer queries as they arise and push the cause of the principals. Like lobbyists in the USA, they must be registered after investigation into their background, with a code of conduct and penalties for violation. The USA has rules for hospitality and gifts accepted by government officials. There still are corrupt officials, but fear of being caught prevents many more. We need to stop officials from accepting hospitality or gifts. The cozy relationship between top naval officers and an ex-Chief who is a top sales agent should never have been countenanced. There must be disclosure of employment of near relatives as well.

The publishing of names of officers and politicians under investigation by Mr. Vittal is a brilliant idea and must be emulated for bank loan defaulters, politicians fighting elections, and other public figures. 

There are well-meaning individuals who think that mere public crusades can eradicate corruption. They misread the public mind, as the elections in Bihar and repeatedly in Tamil Nadu and other states have shown. We must enable the public to be more conscious of what they can do about corruption.

We tend to look for scapegoats first instead of minimizing losses. If we had gone after Harshad Mehta’s assets, which he had claimed were ample to pay all dues, we might have got the money. Wrongdoing could have been tackled through the Courts afterwards. Similarly with Ketan Parekh. But the moral satisfaction of putting a wrongdoer in jail diverts us. Similarly with Dhabhol where in our self-righteousness, we insisted on a judicial enquiry when the first priority was to deal with the situation of high tariffs and Enron’s desire to sell out. 

No political party has seriously pursued corruption cases against politicians. They know that their money is also dirty. We need transparency, whether in defence deals or others. Whistle-blowers must be encouraged, protected and rewarded, so that every politician or official indulging in deals is afraid that some peon or stenographer will blow the whistle on him. 

It was common to be waitlisted for seats on Indian Airlines until a few minutes before the plane’s departure. But on boarding one saw that the plane was half-empty. In both rail and air travel, tickets would be available in the ‘black’. In IAC the problem has disappeared and diminished in the railways. Computerization of reservation systems took away the temptation resulting from discretionary power. Competition in airlines compelled transparency.

Property tax and sales taxes are evaded on a massive scale everywhere. Bangalore introduced a self-assessment scheme that has boosted tax collections and substantially reduced corruption and harassment. Simil. A value added tax is expected to significantly reduce opportunities for evasion and therefore for corruption. If income-tax collection had been fully computerized we would get much more compliance and less corruption. But vested interests have allowed it to proceed at a snail’s pace for over six years. Thus, getting government out of business, encouraging competition, eliminating discretionary authority except in a process of open consultation, automatic investigation, summary trials and exemplary punishments, with maximum publicity about wrong doings, can help to reduce the enabling conditions that make corruption possible. Corrupt beneficiaries put obstacles to making systems less corruption-prone. Procedures for investigation and trial are too cumbersome and must be simplified. We need more citizens’ groups like Common Cause of H D Shourie in Delhi or Agni in Mumbai to mobilize public opinion and need concerned professionals like economists, accountants, managers, lawyers, to investigate and suggest changes in systems and procedures. We need not be helpless and compliant in the face of corruption. (720) 

