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EMPLOYMENT IN GOVERNMENT by S L Rao

Once again there is talk of downsizing government. The contradiction between these promises and the bifurcation of Ministries is not recognized. Yes, we do employ too many people in government. At the Centre alone the establishment number is 3.45 million this year. But it has declined over the last two years, by about 1%. Expenditure on them is 8.5% of total government expenditures. But the average salary of these employees is Rs 9000 per month. Truly it is said, “If you pay peanuts, you will only get monkeys”. Not that people in our governments are of uniformly poor quality. Indeed, quite amazing that many dedicated, hard-working, imaginative and highly intelligent people continue to work so well for such poor compensation. They could earn a great deal more in private employment. For every such excellent government employee, there are many who are shirkers or worse.

Low salaries in government means low salaries in all enterprises and institutions owned or controlled by government. Whether it is IDBI, NTPC, BHEL, AIMS, IIT’s or IIM’s, the ceiling on the compensation to the best of their people is what the highest officers in government can earn. Low compensation severely constrains the choice of people and even more their retention as they gain experience. 

We need a VRS in government. It should be planned so that enough are left to get on with the work. But a VRS by itself without amalgamating Ministries and Departments and reducing their number, will not work. Whether any government in India, even by a single party, not a ragtag coalition, can do this, is questionable.

Responsibility must be defined for each individual, and he must be held accountable for performance. Performance must not be seen as a spending of budgets but of achieving defined objectives. Governments must learn from modern marketing management, and do pilot tests of schemes, that will help identify possible difficulties in implementation. 

It is in the areas of performance evaluation, identifying training and developmental needs, and promotions planning, that governments have miserably failed. The judiciary by upholding seniority against merit as criterion for objective promotions has helped to perpetuate mediocrity. Performance evaluations in government never rate anyone below ‘very good’ if not ‘outstanding’. In any case, when even people whose integrity has been suspect have been promoted on seniority, obviously these evaluations have no role in identifying candidates for promotion. That good people many times do get promoted is a tribute to the sagacity of seniors who take the decisions.

Why should we not throw open all vacancies at Joint Secretary level and above, so that at least all candidates if not outsiders compete through objective tests? The Australian department of foreign affairs and trade allows auctions of its people for vacancies. Each office is given the list of available people with their qualifications. All compensation has a substantial complement of incentives for achieving targets. Different offices therefore try to get the best people for themselves, even bidding higher compensation packages. There are some who do not get selected at all. We may not go that far, but at least ours must openly compete with each other.

The only politician who recognized the need for regular training was Chidambaram who made it compulsory for IAS officers. With his leaving that Ministry many years ago, training is almost a voluntary affair. Even when nominated, there is no compulsion to attend classes, no feedback on the performance of the participant in the programme and no connection between his background, the training given to him, and his subsequent posting.

Chidambaram innovated the National Management Programme in which mid-career (around ten years experience) officers from government and industry stayed together for twelve months in a residential business management programme. Governments no longer nominate officers to the NMP, because they do not understand is utility and do not have the money for the fees.

If the approach to training even of senior officers is so haphazard, how much worse must it be for other services and staff at lower levels? Is it surprising then that our governments are unable to implement programmes, and permit a lot of resources to be wasted, without the results being achieved?

Grand statements about downsizing and VRS only pay lip service to correcting a deep rot in our governments. This rot requires a holistic approach to recruitment, job description, goal setting, accountability, evaluation, incentives, training and development planning, and succession planning on merit. At present no government at the centre, states or local authorities practices these in an integrated manner. Till they learn how to do so, we can expect the odd maverick that performs excellently. Most do not. (780)        

