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ETHICS OF CORRUPTION

It says something about our progressive acceptance of corruption in public life that it is now possible for the President of a political party in government, to say that she did not take money for herself, only for the party. This is the acceptable new morality. There is no questioning about the source of the funds; nor any self-doubt about what is to be done in return for the money. The justification is that everyone is doing it. After all my party has to have money for meetings, elections, workers, etc.

This has also been the justification by businessmen bribing their way to information, licenses, permissions, clearances, tax avoidance and evasion, etc., to speed their work and gain advantage in the market. The business justification is that if they did not do it, their businesses might not grow, and even collapse. Somebody else would do it anyway.

What began as collection of funds for the party, soon and inevitably, got increasingly diverted to the individual. How else to explain the relative well being of so many in politics, without any other saleable skill? The ostentatious life styles of the well paid and the wealthy must also have stimulated desire for emulating them. The unworldly ethics of Gandhiji, followed by the cynical application of it by Nehru and others created a climate which forced politicians to make money by other means to fight elections and maintain their political standing, and live in reasonable comfort. It was Nehru who ostentatiously took a large cut in his salary as Prime Minister, followed by the members of his Ministry. Even to day, the salaries of Indian Ministers are ludicrously low. Either they are personally wealthy like the Maharajas and industrialists in politics, or, they have to find other ways to supplement their low salaries. Over time, many perquisites came to be added: large houses that were sub-let in whole or part, free milk, dhobi service, etc for the privilege of housing in the outlying quarters, free electricity and telephone calls, free air and rail travel with generous ceilings, lavish tax free foreign exchange allowances on overseas travel, and entitlements of commodities and services in short supply like gas and telephone connections, etc. Payments also began by those seeking reliable information to friendly M.P’s for asking questions in Parliament for a price.

We must also not fool ourselves by arguing as some do, that it is the influx of the uneducated and rural peasantry that has brought about such deterioration as we see to day. The principal actors in the takelka film disprove this argument. It might help to behave like a bucolic peasant, but even Laloo PrasadYadav has a post graduate degree. 

The accounts appearing in the media about the number of people who have to agree before any defense purchases, should normally leave no room for any single individual to influence a decision in one direction. But it appears that commissions and underhand payments have been endemic in defense purchases. The system however, appears to  ensure that there is little qualitative difference between an item which has a large corruption content, and another which was rejected. The price that the country pays for this mercy is that there is enormous delay in the taking of decisions. This is apart from the higher price because of these payments. It is possible that the order might have gone to the high paying seller, even if he had made no payment. Is it likely that there is now a cozy circle of defense suppliers, agents and buyers, whose interest lies in continuing the corrupt payments? Their consciences can be clear that they are not buying duds, only paying more of the country’s resources for these purchases.

Is there a way out of this cozy and virtuous circle? On the supply side we need much more openness and public scrutiny of the alternatives being considered in any defense purchases. Secrecy for security reasons cannot be a limiting consideration. In the USA for example, private analysts compare one weapons system with another, and have as much information, if not more, than the purchasing personnel. On the demand side we must introduce   professionalism into politics. Party workers must be paid decent wages. There must be avenues for promotion in political parties. Ministers must be paid enough to be beyond temptation. Punishments for transgression must be speedy and exemplary. Political parties must be compelled, like companies, to publish their accounts in time, disclosing all their donors. Government funding to political parties for fighting elections must be devised. And all agents and lobbyists must be registered so that they can at least be identified. (793)  
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