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“Disruptive Teams” by S L Rao

   The Indian cricket team has something in common with the UPA II government. Its squabbles  after ‘whitewashes’ in England and Australia are similar to UPA II Ministers talking at cross-purposes, making public comments damaging to party and government,  and with many who are arrogant and authoritarian. Some regard themselves as potential Prime Ministers, not unlike the swashbuckling Virender Sehwag who “plays his own game”, for himself, and not for the team, but imagines he should lead it.

  Since Mrs Indira Gandhi’s rule, the Congress has discarded anyone who appears to be a prospective challenger to the ruling family. The present rulers learnt a bitter lesson when Mr Narasimha Rao marginalized them after he became Prime Minister. In their next chance, they did not want any established politician as Prime Minister. Manmohan Singh was obviously not chosen by the family for his scholarship, integrity or popular esteem. He had absolutely no political credentials and would therefore be subservient to the family. He has played his role as required. 

   This has been to the disadvantage of the country. In the first UPA, the dependence on a lively and demanding CPI-M in the coalition, kept Congress Ministers in check. Even then Mamata Banerjee acted as Cabinet Minister for Bengal, not India. Her populism and generosity to Bengal brought railway finances to a new low. The CPI-M prevented reformist initiatives. The nuclear deal with the USA, regarded by the Congress as a triumph, was approved by Parliament because the government was enabled to buy votes to get a majority in Parliament. This scandal was never investigated and the guilty brought to trial.  

UPA II without the CPI-M albatross round its neck was expected to allow freer government functioning. This was not to be. Mamata as Chief Minister was a worse uncontrollable loose cannon. She damaged the improving relations with Bangladesh, interfered in criminal charges against AMRI hospital, rape complaints, and infant deaths in hospitals. Her populist bias ensures that Bengal continues the decline into penury. 

The Prime Minister as head of government permitted DMK allies to use telecom licenses for depriving the nation to their vast personal advantage. His brilliant lawyer Ministers sought to crush a mass agitation led by Anna Hazare and Ramdev by intrigue and the might of the law, followed by unlawful police actions. Ministers challenge the Election Commission. The party does not discipline Ministers who announce policies such as communal reservations, President’s rule, etc. Decisions that appear to violate the federal nature of the Constitution, or others like FDI in retail that affect states are announced without consultation with state governments. 

The list of uncoordinated government actions, lack of discipline, arrogance in dealing with state governments or the public, authoritarian behavior, and unwillingness to own up to wrong decisions, are hallmarks of leadership UPA II in party and government.

   Apart from numerous scams that stole vast funds from the nation, mismanagement of finances is the worst symptom of disruptive government in UPA II. Fiscal deficit at record levels, the current account deficit also at an extremely high level, fluctuating currency and stock markets, dependence on volatile foreign funds, double digit inflation for two years with no perceptible action by government, vast social welfare programmes poorly implemented, enormous leakage of funds in government expenditures on social welfare as well as infrastructure, inability to disinvest in public enterprises, the list of failures in UPA II is endless. 

   Basic reforms have not happened. For ten years the Companies Act has been awaiting amendment. Each new Minister has his own ideas and the bill goes back to a Parliamentary committee. The unique identity number was an imaginative way to identify welfare beneficiaries and minimize waste and theft in welfare programmes. The Home Ministry tried to take it over and in a compromise, both UIDA and Home Ministry will deal with half the country each! FDI in retail was foolishly touted as the great reform measure to transform agriculture, control inflation, add to employment and bring in foreign direct investment. States were not consulted and the measure was frozen. In his early days the Prime Minister talked wisely of imperative administrative reforms. After eight years he has still to deliver them. Black money, money laundering, illegal funds held abroad (estimated by CBI at $ 500 billion) continue to accumulate. Agricultural productivity is among the lowest in the world for most crops, with no corrective actions by government. Coal and gas of which we have ample reserves are mismanaged and supplies are short, causing disruptions to power and fertilizer production. Infrastructure is in bad shape but investment execution is weak. Education is in a mess-with shortages in quantity and in quality at all levels. Health services especially for the poor are bad, and expensive. 

   The essential problem is that we do not have a team running government. There is little coordination between party and government. The parties in the coalition do not have a minimum agreed programme. There is little consultation with state governments. The party and government appear to lack communication and the party has little understanding of economic issues. 

Teams get built by common purpose and cohesive leadership. The UPA II has neither. Each team member acts  on his own. Disruption is the norm. (882)        

