FOR “Financial Express” 

“NATIONAL ADVISORY COUNCIL-A REVIEW-a double-edged sword” 

by S L Rao 

This year is the third of UPA II. It is eight years after UPA I came to power. UPA’s most useful innovation is also about that old. The NAC (National Advisory Council) has had considerable impact in improving the lives of many people and won the elections in 2009 for the UPA. The NAC has been imaginative in the service of the people. The schemes it developed have also added to corruption. They are probably the single important reason for sharply increasing the fiscal deficit.  

   The NAC was not a political body. It was the first attempt in India to sensitize government on major social issues and their resolution. Its schemes were to benefit large deprived groups in the population. Its members are reputed social scientists, many with grassroots experience in action, and workers from non government organizations. They brought live concerns and possible solutions before the NAC. This was the first time that such people could quickly and directly influence government policies. 

This was because the NAC enjoyed immense authority since Sonia Gandhi, President of the Congress Party was Chairperson. It is to her credit that she created such a body and followed its advice. The NAC’s recommendations were invariably followed by government. The short period when she did not chair the NAC also saw its disappearance from national policy making. 

   The Congress party benefited immensely from implementation of NAC devised programmes. These included the Right to Information, National Employment Guarantee Scheme, the Jawaharlal Nehru Urban Renewal Mission, Bharat Nirman, and Right to Education. 

  Other legislation that resulted from NAC deliberations may not have had as much of an impact. Ideas from the NAC like the Lok Pal Bill, Land Acquisition, Relief and Rehabilitation of displaced people, recognition of the rights of traditional forest dwellers, have been mired in controversy, and divided the party, country and Parliament.

The RTI was a major contribution to transparency in governance in India. RTI has opened information that has led to many prosecutions of politicians and shed a bright light on government functioning in its nooks and crevices. However, governments, especially at the Centre and in Congress led states, are finding it intrusive and seek to dilute it. RTI must be so institutionalized that it cannot be challenged. 

  Nobody can dispute that the social schemes passed by legislation or are under consideration were necessary. Where they failed was in incorporating foolproof mechanisms for their implementation. Schemes costing thousands of crores were introduced nationally with nil or negligible testing to identify problems that could arise in implementation. No comprehensive institutional and procedural solutions to control them were devised. This is where governments must learn from the experience of the corporate sector. 

   Managements of companies have developed methods to replicate in a limited geographical area, rather than nationally from the outset, the launch of a new product, a product change or advertising. These ‘test markets’ are selected so that they are sufficiently insulated from other markets to allow the implementation of the proposed full marketing programme. One general learning from such tests is that the effort put in a test market cannot be replicated to that extent on a wider scale. Evaluations must discount test market results from what can be expected nationally when the effort will be more diluted. Techniques are available to project these test results to a national scale. It is only after learning lessons from such test marketing that a decision is taken to launch in more markets and the support that will be required.

   In contrast, all development interventions with huge expenditures behind them are launched by governments and by ngos in India without such essential pretesting. In many cases, parameters (specific ‘outcomes’) are also not defined for evaluating success. 

   Another universal problem with all Indian social welfare programmes is  lack of accountability of the implementing bureaucracy and individual bureaucrats. Potential beneficiaries do not demand their dues. Research shows for example that in the public distribution system for food grains, edible oils, kerosene, ‘janata’ cloth (at one time), perhaps half or two-thirds of the intended beneficiaries were reached. The rest was diverted to the open market for a large profit and with collusion by the implementing bureaucrats. 

   Field studies show this with programmes initiated by the NAC-the NREGA as prime example. Or auxiliary nurses-cum-midwives are rarely available on location in the villages assigned to them. Teachers are absent. Hot mid-day meals are not served to children. Agricultural extension workers from agricultural universities rarely visit farmers to advise them on new methods to improve productivity. The benefits of NREGA do not reach many households. When they do, they get work for a fraction of the 100 day entitlement. 

    The NAC is aware of these problems. Yet it pushes grand and high-expenditure social welfare schemes. The NAC must develop institutional structures and procedures for honest implementation and accountability of the implementer bureaucrat. NAC’s coverall solution is ‘social audits’ but it cannot identify who can do it. Indeed, monitoring and evaluation manuals must accompany all NAC schemes 

NAC social schemes are necessary. But the absence of detailed implementation structures and systems leads to much of the money being diverted. This makes NAC’s schemes a double-edged sword.   (877)

