
There’s a Complete Record of Padmanabhaswamy Temple Treasures 

It is better to re-
frain from taking 
a decision if all it 
does is reflect the 
decision-maker’s 
indecisive state of 

mind. Prime Minister Manmohan 
Singh’s belated decision to honour 
his promise to deliver an expan-
sive Cabinet reshuffle turned out 
to be yet another exercise in futil-
ity. He was under no obligation 
or compulsion to change the look 
and composition of his largest-
ever Council of Ministers. Yet he 
dropped seven and added eight. 
After the much hyped rejig, the 
average age of the UPA II Cabi-
net climbed from 60 t0 65. The 
new-look Government is neither 
younger in the biological sense nor 
more promising in terms of deliv-
ery. Unfortunately, re-engineering 
the Union Cabinet is perceived 

as the best road map for better 
governance. In practice, this has 
hardly ever worked. Most Cabinet 
expansions or contractions in the 
past have been motivated more by 
political expediency and less by the 
performance of individuals. Do the 
prime minister and the Congress 
party really believe that dropping 
ministers like Murli Deora, Mano-
har Singh Gill, B K Handique and 
Dayanidhi Maran will make the 
government smell like roses? Or 
by moving Salman Khurshid from 
water resources to law and Jairam 
Ramesh from environment to rural 
development, the Cabinet will look 
lily white? If such is the case, they 
have grossly underestimated the 
scrutiny skills of the Indian elec-
torate. From the nature of changes 
made in the Cabinet, it appears 
that the dropped ministers are 
responsible for the plummeting 
credibility of the Government and 
a collapsing economy. It wasn’t 
even a game of musical chairs as it 
lacked the consistency of musical 
notes. Of the 32 Cabinet ministers, 
only two were shuffled. No minis-
ter handling infrastructure or the 
economy was moved. Did Man-
mohan Singh chose to retain S M 
Krishna—whose performance as 
foreign minister is pathetic—bow-
ing to his decency, age, Savile Row 
tailoring and an Oxbridge accent? 

It was clear that a once-great econ-
omist-turned-politician-turned-
prime minister, beaten down by 
scams, has decided to follow the 
beaten path.

For the past few weeks, estab-
lishment spin doctors have been 
hinting at a major overhaul to 
improve the prime minister’s 
personal image. Subtle hints were 
dropped about inducting new 
blood that was raring to deliver 
on many fronts. Admittedly, the 
economy is in a terrible shape. 
Inflation has almost crossed dou-
ble digits. Global confidence in 
the India Story is fast evaporat-
ing. Foreign Direct Investment 
has fallen by over 30 per cent: 
from $27.3 billion in 2008 to 
just $19.42 billion in 2011. Even 
the outflow of FDI from India is 
in sharp decline, which means 
Indian industrial barons dare 

not continue their global acquisi-
tion spree. According to figures 
released by the government, the 
index of industrial production 
plunged to a mere 5.6 per cent in 
May this year, as against 8.5 per 
cent during the same month last 
year. Even the growth of car sales 
was restricted to 1.62 per cent last 
month—the lowest ever during the 
past 27 months. No infrastructure 
sector is doing well. For exam-
ple, the construction of national 
highways today has declined to 
less than 6 km per day as against 
11 km in 2004 during the NDA 
regime. The petroleum sector has 
failed to live up to expectations. 
Finally, the number of people 
living below the poverty line has 
risen despite the nation growing 
at an average of over 8 per cent.

The UPA Government’s pathetic 
image is not due to the bad per-
formance of those who have been 
shown the door, it is entirely due to 
policy paralysis and aimless politi-
cal drift. When Pranab Mukherjee, 
the government’s most productive 
asset, is diverted to handle over 

50 Group of Ministers appointed 
by the prime minister to resolve 
vague issues, it is the finance 
ministry that ultimately suffers. 
If Mukherjee is sent to deal with 
troublesome UPA allies, hostile 
opposition parties and truculent 
civil society leaders, obviously he 
will not have the time or energy 
to mentor India’s economic ad-
ministration. No wonder, the gov-
ernment now doles out Rs 8,000 
crore per day as interest on the 
money it has borrowed from the 
people. Government expenditure 
has risen from Rs 5 lakh crore in 
2004 to over Rs 1,250 crore dur-
ing the current fiscal year. If the 
prime minister and the Congress 
President are unable to handle 
political problems, Mukherjee 
should’ve been drafted as the 
Working President or Vice Presi-
dent of the Congress, and a full-

time economist like Montek Singh 
Ahluwalia should’ve been ap-
pointed the finance minister. HRD 
Minister Kapil Sibal was doing an 
outstanding job by pushing badly- 
needed education reforms. For 
the past five months, he has been 
saddled with fire-fighting on the 
government’s behalf, leaving the 
education ministry at the mercy of 
babus—and both his ministries are 
suffering. Even Home Minister P 
Chidambaram is not comfortable 
at home. Though, he has done a 
commendable job, Chidambaram 
would, perhaps, make a better de-
fence minister or external affairs 
minister. No doubt, the prime 
minister has chosen new faces, 
clear of any taint or political infir-
mity, but none of these can reverse 
the economic downturn or save 
the Government from daily judi-
cial scrutiny. With no big message 
emerging from the Cabinet read-
justment, it is clear that the prime 
minister lacks the will to shed the 
Non-Productive Assets (NPAs) of 
the UPA government.

 prabhuchawla@newindianexpress.com

Often in India, situations arise when we ask 
ourselves why we did not plan for this ear-
lier? Take the case of shortage of teachers, 
skilled workers, civil engineers and tech-
nicians. We find ourselves in perplexing 

situations because we were so involved in sorting out 
day-to-day problems that we had no time to think for the 
future. We did not invest in creating more institutions, 
more IITs and IIMs, more ITIs and suddenly we are dis-
covering a big gap between demand and supply. Leave 
aside shortage of manpower, we are now experiencing 
huge gap in infrastructure, whether it is roads, ports, 
urban transport airports or power. In defence, we find 
ourselves unable to arm ourselves to combat China. 

We are doing fire-fighting every day, which could have 
been avoided if some organisation had been separately 
asked for analysing future problems and their solutions. 
In no Union ministry or state governments do we have 
an organisation devoted to the task of drawing out a fu-
turistic scenario. If the government cannot do it, it must 
fund think-tanks to do so. It is absolutely necessary to 
have a clear vision of the future in all areas if we have to 
ensure a holistic and inclusive growth.

In this regard, we can take a leaf from a parliamentary 
initiative in Finland. In 1992, the Parliament of Finland 
called the government to submit a report on the coun-
try’s long-term futuristic development options. The 
next year, it appointed a temporary committee to study, 
analyse and recommend policies for the future, and in 
2000 the Committee for the Future was converted into 
one of the permanent committees of the Parliament. 
This committee has 17 members, who represent dif-
ferent parties. It neither 
prepares legislation nor 
reviews the government’s 
budget proposals. Unlike 
other standing commit-
tees, it is no ministry to 
interact with except the 
prime minister’s office. Its 
main work is to conduct an 
initiative, generating dia-
logue with the government 
on major future problems 
and means to solve them. 
The government has to submit a Report on the Future 
during each electoral period and then the Committee for 
the Future prepares the response of the parliament on it. 
It also commissions studies from research institutes to 
assess social impact of technological development. 

During 2003-07 electoral period, the committee took 
up several special futuristic issues dealing with Finnish 
information society, public health care, human security 
and social capital in view of future risks for children and 
young people. These issues are relevant to every coun-
try, including India, which is evolving at a rapid rate and 
needs to be prepared for the emerging scenarios of the 
future. The global environment is changing. We need to 
examine the impact of these changes on our economy 
and how we should restructure our policies to meet the 
requirements of the future.  

Indian Parliamentarians will do well to emulate the 
Finland Parliament’s example, which has been de-
scribed as one of the outstanding political acts of the 
21st century and an especially meritorious example of 
parliament-related innovations anywhere in the world 
by the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU).

If a committee for the future could be set up by the In-
dian Parliament and its report deliberated upon in both 
the Houses, it would make our members conscious of the 
changing environment and make them more effective 
partners in development. It would also make our gov-
ernment think of the future. Perhaps the corresponding 
ministry for this committee could be the Planning Com-
mission, which is mandated to deal with such issues. This 
would enable a constructive dialogue for the future be-
tween the parliamentarians and the government. It may 
be argued that all parliamentary committees must look to 
the future and deal with future-related matters pertain-
ing to their respective sectors. But growth in the workload 
of committees entrusted with legislative tasks means that 
very little time has been left for futures work.

The writer is former secretary general of Rajya Sabha

A few days ago, the Enforcement Directorate 
(ED) issued a showcause notice to M/s Ed-
isalat which had made investments in M/s 
Swan after the latter had been issued tele-
com licences by the then minister A Raja. In 

the notice, Edisalat has been asked to explain why a fine of 
Rs 7,100 should not be imposed on it for violating the For-
eign Exchange Management Act (Fema)—enforced by the 
finance ministry through the ED. It is the direct responsi-
bility of the ministry to ensure that the provisions of Fema 
are not violated, and in case violations do take place, such 
violations are punished. Raja as telecom minister did one 
very smart thing. He kept the prime minister apprised of 
every decision he took with regard to the issue of telecom 
licences which are at the centre of the controversy today. 
All these letters are now in public domain. I would like to 
draw the readers’ attention to a letter which Raja wrote 
to the prime minister on November 7, 2008, when the 
telecom controversy was at its peak. He begins this let-
ter with: “Kindly recall my meeting with you on 4.11.2008 
along with Hon’ble Finance Minister in connection with 
3G spectrum auction and one time spectrum charges for 
2G”. He goes on to say “during the discussion you advised 
me to meet the press to explain the policy and rules being 
adopted in granting new licences and spectrum allotment 
in accordance with the TRAI recommendations. Accord-
ingly, I addressed the issues in the press conference today 
and explained the related issues, including dilution of 
shares, as explained by the Finance Minister, of M/s Swan 
and M/s Unitech who are the new licencees”. He also en-
closed a copy of the press note for the “kind perusal” of the 
prime minister. 

The press note is even more explicit. It says “regard-
ing sale of shares by Swan and Unitech it is clarified that 

the foreign companies have entered into agreement to 
subscribe to the new equity shares of the company. No 
shares of the founding promoters of the companies have 
been sold. Hence, the question of windfall gain or for that 
matter any gain for the promoters does not arise. In the 
case of Swan Rs 3,500 crore approximately is proposed 
to be inducted into the company. Similarly, in the case of 
Unitech Rs 6,000 crore approximately shall be inducted 
by the foreign partner in the company. This is as per FDI 
policy of the government and these transactions are going 
to result in infusion of above FDI in to the country”. The 
press note goes on to say “the valuations being quoted are 
‘post money’—it reflects the value of the funds applied 
to the business and not the value of the licence or spec-
trum”. Then in bold letters it adds “this matter has been 
discussed and clarified with the Finance Minister”. 

Almost three years have passed since Raja wrote this 
letter. The prime minister’s reply to all his letters was a 
mere acknowledgement which in this case was sent on 
November 17, 2008. Was the finance minister, in whose 
company Raja had met the prime minister on Novem-
ber 4, unaware of this letter? Can he claim that he was 
unaware of the press note issued by Raja in which he had 
clearly mentioned the advice given to him by the finance 
minister? How could Raja assert in his letter that the in-
vestments were as per the FDI policy of the government? 
And if this is indeed true, how has the ED issued the no-
tice to Edisalat for violating Fema? Will a super-intelligent 
person like P Chidambaram explain his role in all this? 

The BJP has alleged and rightly so that Chidambaram 
is neck deep in the telecom scam and his role must be 
investigated by the CBI. He responded by question-
ing the intelligence of the BJP spokespersons. When 
you can’t contradict facts, you raise irrelevant issues as 
Chidambaram is doing in this case. Obfuscation cannot 
save Chidambaram. He must come clean.
  The writer is a senior BJP leader and former finance minister
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The offerings of gold and 
gems to Padmanabhas-
wamy, valued in billions, 
are not anonymous. 
Records of the gifts have 
been properly docu-

mented for centuries. Padmanabhas-
wamy temple archives contain several 
hundred bundles of palm leaf manu-
scripts called “churunai”, each bundle 
containing one lakh manuscripts of 
documents detailing the day-to-day ad-
ministration and events of the temple. 
These documents are in Malayalam, 
Tamil, and Koleluttu scripts. It is esti-
mated that there are 3,000 bundles of 
records, meaning that the total number 
of palm leaf documents would be about 
30 crore! Unfortunately, these have not 
yet been deciphered and published. 
The few that have been published so far 
show systematic recording and docu-
mentation of gifts to the temple which 
would give enough information to fix 
the date, even the type of donors, of this 
huge wealth in the temple treasury. 

In early 15th century (1425 AD), the 
then King Vira Ravi Varma constructed 
a record room in the temple compound. 
Another record (1486 AD) says that 
two categories of accountants were ap-
pointed—one, Karana-kanakkan, an 
accountant or caretaker for legal docu-
ments; the other, Pandara-kanakkan 
for maintaining accounts of valuables 
and jewels. The duty of the Pandara-
kanakkan was to write and preserve 
day-to-day accounts of the temple and 
also maintain correct account of the 
temple treasury and the revenue col-
lection. It was all very strictly done.

It is now known that in 1931 there 
was an effort to open the vaults of the 
main cells in the temple. They could 
not be opened; the attempt was aban-
doned. But a few other rooms were 
opened, and inventories prepared. 
Therefore, the present wealth consist-
ing of treasures, jewels, gold image, 
coins, vessels and the rest belong to 
an earlier period. There is yet another 
record of 1874, which registers and 
seems to suggest that a great number 
of gifts were pouring into the temple 

through pilgrims like Sankaracharya, 
who offered kanikkai (offering). The 
record also says the Hindu representa-
tives of Mohammed Ali Nawab of Arcot 
and the British government, besides the 
rulers of Kashi, Nepal, Vijayanagaram, 
Kashmir, Mysore, Gwalior, Cochin, 
Kozhikodu, Pudukkottai and others 
had paid homage to Lord Padmanabha 
during that period. It shows that the 
donors representing all of India have 

visited the temple, a unique record of 
national integration. It is likely that the 
treasures now being inventoried were 
presented mostly between 1700 and 
1900. One of the great personalities 
who gifted enormous wealth was the 
illustrious Rani of Travancore, Gowri 
Lakshmi Bai, early in the 19th century. 
In addition to these offerings, it is seen 
that the revenue realised from the tem-
ple land and other possessions, meant 

for meeting the expenses of the temple 
services, were also turned into valu-
ables and kept in the treasury. 

It is clear that the rulers of Travan-
core protecting the Padmanabhas-
wamy temple have taken adequate 
measures almost from the 12th century 
onwards to safeguard and administer 
the wealth of the temple. This is what 
has preserved the Lord’s wealth. It is 
not unlikely that documents about the 
wealth after 1900 are also available in 
some of these churunai bundles. Signif-
icantly, nowhere is there any mention 
or suggestion that the king’s treasures 
could have been kept in the temple for 
safety as has been surmised. Accord-
ing to 11th century Chola inscriptions, 
which ought to be the Agama tradition 
applicable to all Agama temples, it is 
not permissible to bring an outsider’s 
property inside the temple. 

The foremost need, therefore, is 
to put a batch of youngsters under 
competent directorship and get these 
manuscripts digitised and transcribed 
in modern characters. This temple, 
which follows Vedic tradition, had a 

great Rig Vedic school that existed for 
over 500 years but was closed down 
about 40 years ago, when the temple 
lands were taken away under the land 
reform programme. This remarkable 
school had preserved the Vedic tradi-
tion from 15th century and had pro-
duced two of Kerala’s two tallest and 
outstanding scholars, namely, Naray-
anan Nambudri, who wrote Tantras-
amuccaya, a book on architecture, 
and Narayana Bhattathiri who wrote 
Narayaneeyam, a book on Lord Guru-
vayurappan. Bhattathiri ’s work bears 
the testimony to the ethos of Kerala’s 
devotion and Nambudiri’s is the basic 
text of Kerala’s architecture. There 
must be only 15 survivors from the last 
batch of students, all above 70. 

What should be done now to bring 
this tradition back alive? A small 
amount of money can revive a great de-
votional tradition, the principal drive 
that promoted such gifts of wealth, 
and, more important, preserved it with 
the highest integrity and honesty.

The writer is former director, Tamil 
Nadu Department of Archaeology
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Was Chidamba-
ram unaware 
of the press note 
issued by Raja 
in which he had 
mentioned the 
advice given to 
him by the FM?

India will do well 
to emulate the 
Finland example 
to set up a 
committee to 
analyse and rec-
ommend policies 
for the future.

No doubt, the prime minister has chosen new faces, 
clear of any taint or political infirmity, but none of 

these can reverse the economic downturn or save the 
Government from daily judicial scrutiny.

REUTERS/B MATHUR 
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