FOR ECOPINION OF JUNE 11 2001 BY S L RAO:

VALUE OF TIME

We are accustomed to and condone, the delayed arrivals of Ministers to meetings, many times, without even an apology. We curse ourselves every time for inviting them, but repeat the mistake again. There is an element of sado-masochism in this, as also some social climbing, as we can boast that we met such important persons. We have two standards, one for “people like us”, and another for political leaders. Even those who are not yet at that height, but only aspiring to be recognized as such, acquire these standards. Donning the appearance is for them, the first step to achieving the reality! To these we could add many top officials in government. It is when this behaviour is emulated by one of those who till recently was “like us”, that we do not know what attitude we should take. 

Such people obviously value their time differently from that of other more “ordinary” people. They weigh the different opportunities for the use of their time, and even if a new and apparently better opportunity comes up later, they take it, discarding the previous commitment. The valuation of the time is in the intangibles of contacts, networking, and being seen in proximity to someone more powerful. The loss of goodwill, contacts and networking because of discarding the prior commitment is of much less value than the gains from the new opportunity for using the same time.

In working life, these choices have a financial cost, and would therefore be made after evaluating the cost, not instinctively, as do politicians and others of that ilk. The same ‘leader’ on the payroll of a moneybag or industrialist, with who he has an engagement, would keep the commitment, for fear of losing the financial support. Perhaps a price in money terms is a way to enforce the discipline of keeping appointments and in time, on our new and emerging leaders.

Hinduism has at times been blamed for nurturing this attitude to time. It is more likely to be a symptom of a rural mindset in an urban environment. But even the farmer can be extremely conscious of time when he needs to be, for example when he wakes up at 200am every day in season to hopefully switch on the pump for the possibility that the electricity has come. “I.S.T.” is a common excuse for one of us who is late. But the most chronic latecomers are transformed when they join a well-run business.

However, time overruns leading to cost overruns are a common feature of almost all government projects. We pay commitment fees for international loans, but we do not draw on them. We lay foundation stones that remain so for long, without any construction. Work when started, does not progress smoothly, but splutters along. Almost never has a government committee completed its work on time. Someone pushes those like the Asian Games that do, like the powerful son of a Prime Minister. The flyover projects in Madras and Bombay were completed in time. The ones in Delhi and Bangalore with no powerful, high-level, champions, were not.  

Some industry leaders have made extra profits because they understood that more time literally means more money. Gita Piramal describes the attitude of the Ambanis to project completion. They would rather pile more resources into completing a project that was hit by some delays, and earn the money from the resultant early production because of timely or early completion. 

Delays in India are not due only to failures of management and lack of systems. They are more often a result of inadequate cash. The project is started but disbursements do not coincide with the completion of each stage. Everything is held up, and workers wait for work to resume. Cost overruns and protracted negotiations for their approval, cause further delays. 

An important reason for the speedy progress, despite major surprises during execution, of the Konkan Railway project was that the funds had been planned and identified. So is the case with the Japanese bridge over the Jamuna and of the NOIDA toll bridge project. In these and other such projects, the value of time was well understood.

 Until our leaders learn to respect time, and particularly that of others, we will continue to manage an urban and modern economy with a rural mindset.  (721)  

