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ACCOUNTABILITY IN GOVERNANCE   by S L RAO

Mr. George Fernandes has said that Ms Jayalalitha pressed him when she was the coalition partner of the NDA, (not Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu), to appoint Mr. Subramanyam as Chairman of the Unit Trust of India. The Finance Ministry of the Government of India duly made the appointment. Presumably, the purpose of this revelation just now is to associate Ms Jayalalitha with whatever wrongdoings can be laid at the door of the former Chairman of UTI.  If she can be associated with the mess, many people in the NDA government would be relieved.

During the Emergency, Mr. Fernandes rebelled against the government and is even said to have tried to blow up railway tracks in protest. Among the many thing that he and many of us did not approve of in those years, was the power of the “extra-constitutional authority”, a pseudonym in the newspapers for Sanjay Gandhi.  So what was this defender of freedom, human rights, accountability and good governance, doing by bowing to the wishes of an “extra-constitutional authority” in making appointments that were the prerogative of government? Was he not himself a bit of such an authority, since he had nothing to do with the Finance Ministry, not even being a member of the Appointments Committee of the Cabinet for this appointment?

In normal life, when one does not expect all one’s actions to be scrutinized for “extra-constitutionalism”, all of us suggest names to appointing authorities that we consider might be suitable, and they usually welcome suggestions so that they can choose from a large number of apparently suitable candidates. But these can only be suggestions, not demands, which have to be conceded under threats of blackmail. 

In any case, appointments to all jobs in government, and especially critical ones like the Chairmanship of UTI, must be of the most qualified persons. The appointment must reflect the best judgment of the concerned Ministry, which is in overall terms responsible and accountable for the functioning of that organization. The concerned Ministry is responsible for choosing a particular person for the job, and cannot blame anyone else, even as a response to blackmail. Mr. Fernandes obviously does not recognize that government appointments must not be made merely to please someone.

In parenthesis it might be noted that Mr. Subramaniam had decades of experience in the Indian financial sector, and was highly rated by those who worked with him including his superiors. Incidentally he is from Karnataka, not Tamil Nadu.

Obviously, appointments are not made in today’s India because a person is the most suitable for the job, but in response to pressure, pelf or in reciprocation. If SHO’s and Customs and Excise Officers can use different types of pressure for juicy postings, why must we not expect that to be happening with much more senior and influential appointments?

There is a great deal of hypocrisy in all this. Morality and ethics in governance are expected of others, not from oneself. There is no ideological or moral consistency. I recall seeing Mr Fernandes many years ago, when a strike by BEST drivers and conductors that he had called, was broken, and work was to be resumed the next day without any demands being conceded. He spoke of victory and without remorse. He strongly defended Morarji Desai in Parliament one day and the next morning was sworn in as an important Minister in the Cabinet formed by the breakaway Charan Singh group, a government that was product of a deal with Sanjay Gandhi. The same attitude enabled him to see nothing wrong in the role of his party officials as displayed in the Tahelka tapes. He typifies the attitude to accountability in governance of our leaders. Ram Manohar Lohia’s anarchist socialism has now affected all of them.

We must insulate such appointments that are in the hands of government, from these malign influences. An independent search committee, compulsory selection of one from a panel of two names submitted by the searchers and reasons on record as to why one was preferred will ensure that an Ms Jayalalitha cannot press for her candidate. It can also diminish the role of a messenger like Mr. Fernandes in doing her will. As owner, government must monitor performance and intervene only through the Boards of Directors or other supervisors when it is dissatisfied. In the case of UTI, it bent, according to Mr. Fernandes, to someone else’s will. Government then forgot to monitor performance.   (750)

