
PM Passing the Buck to 
Pranab Far too Often

Is it a distaste for confrontation, or simply lack of time? 
The suspension of Prime Minister Manmohan Singh’s 
practice of reviewing the functions of various ministries 
has come back to bite him. The soul searching going 
on in South Block on how UPA II has been caught in 
a quagmire of controversy has concluded that, had 
Singh continued his periodic review of the ministries, 
the 2G and other scams could have been averted. With 
the boss out of the way, all Central ministers and their 
secretaries have been enjoying full freedom, exercising 
total control over the decision-making process. Rajiv 

Gandhi started the practice 
of reviewing the perfor-
mance of ministries; every 
quarter, he and his aides in 
the PMO would grill Cabinet 
colleagues on their targets 
and failures. This was con-
tinued till the fag end of the 
UPA I. Since Manmohan 
Singh believes in giving total 
autonomy to his ministers, 
no decisions were taken by 
some ministers while others 
indulged in malpractices. 
For example, during UPA I, 
the Prime Minister chaired a 

high-powered Committee on Infrastructure which used 
to meet quite frequently to review various projects. But 
it has either become dormant or doesn’t exist at all. It 
is not surprising that most infrastructure projects are 
either languishing, or are trapped in corruption. In ad-
dition, the Prime Minister has evolved another mecha-
nism of self defence—that of passing the buck to his se-
nior colleague Pranab Mukherjee. Most of the complex 
decisions which are usually taken by the concerned 
minister in consultation with the Prime Minister, are 
now Mukherjee’s responsibility; he currently chairs the 
Empowered Group of Ministers which has more than 
50 members. As the countdown for the next elections 
begins, the Prime Minister is under pressure to restore 
a credible system of accountability rather than let the 
buck move from one table to another.

�

Democracy of the Unelected 
There was a time when it was considered the worst 
kind of sin to appoint a Prime Minister or a Chief Min-
ister who wasn’t chosen by the people. Not anymore; 
leading a government without winning an election has 
become a virtue. Recently, Maharashtra Chief Minis-
ter Prithviraj Chavan joined this elite club, by getting 
himself elected to the Legislative Council in his state. 
The six-month period that mandates a chief minister 
has to become a member of either House of the state 
Legislature is to expire on May 6. Instead of getting an 
assembly seat vacated, Chavan forced a member of the 
Legislative Council to resign, in order to avoid the heat 
and dust of contesting an election. Chavan is now the 
third chief minister after Mayawati in Uttar Pradesh 
and Nitish Kumar in Bihar to hold office through such 
means. The practice of appointing a non-elected leader 
became popular after Prime Minister Manmohan 
Singh avoided contesting the Lok Sabha polls, although 
he could have won from any part of the country. No 
wonder those who secure the mandate of the people 
don’t respect their leaders, only fear them.

�

War on Graft Has a Past Tense
While the investigations into the 2G and CWG scams 
are yet to be completed, various government agencies 
have started to investigate other deals involving the 

Ministries of Civil Avia-
tion and Surface Trans-
port. The new ministers 
don’t want to be caught 
napping and they have 
instructed their officers 
to put on record all pend-
ing complaints regarding 
contracts awarded to 
various contractors for 
further scrutiny. Because 
of the fake pilots scandal, 
the Ministry of Civil Avia-

tion is under intense scrutiny. But the ministry and its 
other wings are looking at other tainted deals. Vayalar 
Ravi, Union Minister for Civil Aviation, a former trade 
union leader who is highly trusted by the Congress 
High Command is under instructions to change the 
elitist character of the civil aviation sector and break 
the nexus between a few corporate honchos and the ba-
bus. He is particularly looking at the role of some babus 
who first facilitated various sweetheart deals and later 
joined private aviation companies. However, some in 
the government feel the whole exercise is meant to put 
the heat on former aviation minister Praful Patel. Simi-
larly, new Surface Transport Minister C P Joshi is look-
ing at all the old contracts granted by his predecessor 
Kamal Nath, including some of the lucrative Express 
Highways contracts that ministry officials feel have led 
to a huge loss of revenue to the National Highways Au-
thority of India.

�

The Great Diplomatic Carnival
Not only will the face of the top bureaucracy in Delhi 
change this summer, but India will have new diplo-
mats in place, in many crucial capitals of the world. 
While Prime Minister Manmohan Singh continues 
to seek suitable replacement for India’s ambassador 
to Washington, Meera Shankar, who retires in July, 
he has chosen new envoys to important nations like 
Thailand, Indonesia, Saudi Arabia and Poland. While 
Hamid Ali Rao goes to Saudi Arabia, the PMO has 
chosen Anil Wadhwa for Bangkok, Gurjeet Singh for 
Indonesia and Monika Mota for Poland. Since disar-
mament is likely to become an important issue, Su-
jatha Mehta, currently serving in the Prime Minister’s 
Office, goes off to Geneva to represent India. These 
changes are a precursor to many crucial top-level 
changes in South Block which will follow only after a 
Cabinet reshuffle by the end of May.

RACE COURSE ROAD
PRABHU CHAWLA

Gender violence has become a central issue in 
global discourses, where even the UN Secretary 
General Ban Ki Moon has set up a Network of 
Men Leaders to combat it. Endorsed by patriar-
chal structures, whether of the family, state or 
society, violence has become a normal part of 

our daily lives. It is a shame that it is endorsed by many, a fac-
tor which undermines our dignity and freedom as women.

Women, in fact, are subjected to violence even before they 
are born. Census 2011 has been an eye opener. Though the na-
tional figure shows a seven point improvement in the general 
male-female sex ratio, in 0-6 years, there has been a dramatic 
decline of 13 points, pointing to sex-selective births.

Sex-selective birth is not only about misuse of technology, 
but also about our low status, and deep-rooted prejudices that 
we as women face throughout our lives. The latest data show 
that in India, the prevalence of physical or sexual violence 
ranges from six per cent in Himachal Pradesh to 59 per cent 
in Bihar, and rape continues to be the fastest-growing crime in 
India. Though strangers are involved, it is usually perpetuated 
by people who are supposed to protect women.

I was in Delhi on April 11, when TV channels and newspa-
pers carried the news of rape of a young girl, first by a relative, 
and then, when she was trying to escape, by those from whom 
she asked for assistance. It also became a media circus with 
every detail being made public.

In a recent workshop in Poonch district of Jammu and Kash-
mir, the mention of domestic violence by me, drew a fierce 
response that it did not happen in ‘our’ society. Violence, espe-
cially domestic, always invites this reaction, in every meeting I 
have attended, locally or globally. It has been hidden by society 
for so long, that it is taking a long time to emerge into the open.  
Unfortunately under this pervasive violation in India, women 

and the girl child are in great-
est danger from those who 
should be protecting them—
their family.

Societal violence is an en-
demic part of our life. The 
recent increase in honour kill-
ings of young couples by khap 
(caste) panchayats, has got 
official backing from Naveen 
Jindal, a ruling party MP. The 
khap panchayats are invoking 

tradition and custom, but underlying their decision, as in the 
case of dowry, is usually their opposition to women’s right over 
inheriting property.

One issue which still remains on the backburner of civil soci-
ety, is its response to street violence violating women’s dignity. 
It includes passing comments, ‘accidental’ touching, stalking 
or ‘flashing’, in public spaces where women walk. When some 
men do have the courage to protest it, they face physical vio-
lence including death.

The zone of violence is ever increasing. The latest crimes 
committed against women are through cyberspace, such as 
cyber-stalking and harassment, making unwanted calls or 
sending sexually explicit SMS or MMS. Sometimes women 
allow men to record intimate moments, and these are used 
against them when they want to break a relationship. It raises 
issues of ownership over the image, and using the private in 
the public, when they were not meant to. This crime is touch-
ing many women, and unfortunately very young girls using 
social networks.

There is thus a circle of violence which engirdles women and 
targets even those above eighty years and newborns, widows 
and women with disabilities. This happens as often, boys and 
young men are taught to equate masculinity with the use of 
violence and dominance over women. Besides, the culture 
of violence that surrounds us, makes any violence, including 
gender violence, an acceptable part of life. If gender violence 
is to be eliminated, we need to challenge powerful patriarchal 
structures and discrimination against women in all forms.

The writer is fmr. director, Women’s Studies, Utkal University

Behind the Veil: Violence 
and the Indian Woman
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Public-Government Debates 
Need Balance and Proportion

ABHISHEK MANU SINGHVIOPINION

For those of you who came of age after 
1991, let me tell you what happened two 
decades ago. In the aftermath of the Gulf 
War and the spike in global oil prices, In-
dia’s forex reserves dwindled to $896 mil-
lion by June 1991, barely enough to cover 

15 days of our import bill. On July 24, 1991, then Finance 
Minister Dr Manmohan Singh, in a path-breaking budget 
speech, abolished industrial licensing and opened up the 
economy to competition, including foreign investment. 
Two decades later, India is the second largest growing 
economy in the world, clocking nine per cent growth, a 
beacon of hope in a world still to recover from the global 
financial crisis of 2008. Crude is on the boil again as West 
Asia struggles to contain political strife. As for our foreign 
exchange reserves, they stand at $300 billion. 

The reforms of 1991 may have been precipitated by a cri-
sis, but the paradigm shift in India’s policy was promoted 
by a careful consideration of policy which has unleashed 
the entrepreneurial energy of millions of Indians. This will 
eventually transform the lives of a billion people. In the 
last 20 years, India has emerged as an IT powerhouse, a 
manufacturing hub and a service sector giant. 

Reforms 2.0 must be guided by clarity of vision and 
transparency of action. We must rigorously put into prac-
tice the wisdom of 19th century British politician William 
Gladstone: “The purpose of a government is to make it easy 
for people to do good, and difficult to do evil.” Our policies 
should be clearly defined and programmes must ensure 
effective outcomes. Essentially, we need protection from 
discretionary arbitrariness and promotion of rule-based 
clearances. A sustainable environment for investment, 
that leads to far-reaching growth, must embrace agricul-
ture, manufacturing and services, and create opportunities 
for employment and entrepreneurship on a massive scale.

Over the next decade-and-a-half, 12 million young In-
dians will be in the job market every year. Our agriculture 

sector cannot absorb the aspirations of our youth; nor can 
our service sector accommodate the poorly educated and 
inadequately skilled. It’s the manufacturing sector that can 
take in unskilled, semi-skilled and highly skilled. To boost 
manufacturing, we have to expedite single window clear-
ances for those who comply with procedures, ensure better 
coordination among ministries to eliminate multiple and 
selective interpretation of rules, and promote greater use 
of IT to avoid duplication while speeding up approvals.

One of the biggest challenges is the pressure on land. In-
dia supports 17.5 per cent of the world’s population on 2.4 
per cent of its land. Our population density has increased 
from 325 persons per sq km in 2001 to 382 persons per sq 
km in 2011. Urbanisation is a natural consequence of a shift 
from agrarian to industrial societies. We will not be able to 
preserve all our farmland—we need land for infrastructure 
and industry, schools and colleges, housing and hospitals, 
parks and playgrounds, and then some. Going forward, we 
have to evolve newer models of urban planning that inte-

grate the economy with its energy needs, work areas 
with residential housing and easy commuting.

The Land Acquisition Reform Bill needs to ad-
dress the interests of all stakeholders—current 
owners and prospective buyers. When development 
leads to displacement, we should offer our people 
partnership and participation—let us be liberal in 
providing compensation for land, annuity for life, 
rehabilitation for the displaced, cash for contingen-
cies and skills for lifelong employability. If we can 
turn adversity into opportunity for local communi-
ties, their resistance will get transformed into sup-
port for the projects. 

The cost of indecision and inefficiency is huge 
and can often make the difference between survival 
and sustenance. Over a third of our population is 
vulnerable to hunger and malnutrition; we need to 
improve our governance and service delivery. In the 
last two decades, we have pulled millions of people 
out of poverty. In the next two decades, we must 

eliminate not only poverty but hunger, and educate our 
people to live with dignity and realise their true potential. 
The task before us is huge and the government cannot do 
it alone. Public-private partnership has to be strengthened 
across the entire spectrum of social infrastructure, espe-
cially in education and healthcare. This must serve users 
while protecting interests of investors. These models must 
not under-serve or exploit the potential beneficiaries. 

We must lead our people out of poverty and into pros-
perity. An American president once said, “The US is rich 
because our roads are good, and not that our roads are 
good because we are rich.” Roads are about movement and 
mobility—social and economic, that comes with access to 
opportunity, education and employment. It’s time to take 
the high road, by building roads on a war footing. It is the 
first step towards integration of people on the margins of 
society with the mainstream of our economy.

Naveen Jindal is the Congress MP from Kurukshetra

Clarity Must Guide Reforms 2.0 
NAVEEN JINDALOPINION
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CENSUS 2011 SHOWS 
WOMEN FACE 
VIOLENCE BEFORE 
BIRTH. THERE’S A 13 
POINT FALL IN THE SEX 
RATIO IN THE 0-6 YEARS 
GROUP, INDICATING 
SEX SELECTIVE BIRTHS

The Lokpal Bill 
debate is a reflec-
tion of the good, 
the bad and the 
ugly of Indian so-
ciety itself. First, it 

reflects the vibrancy of Indian de-
mocracy, the all pervasive nature 
of the media, the total transpar-
ency of discourse and a legitimate 
disgust with omnipresent corrup-
tion. It demonstrates the strength 
of civil society and the existence of 
pressure-valve-releases for pent 
up anger and frustration, in stark 
contrast to the absence of such 
institutional fora in several other 
countries.

Second, it shows how a debate 
regarding substance—the content 
of the Lokpal Bill—can danger-
ously slide into a debate about 
procedure, i.e. how to go about it. 
In the ultimate analysis, whether 
a drafting committee is notified 
in the gazette or not, whether its 

proceedings are vid-
eographed or not, and 
whether its chairman 
should or should not be 
a minister—should not 
indefinitely derail, delay 
or obstruct the actual bill and the 
debate about its content. Fortu-
nately, statesmanlike concessions 
from the Government prevented 
that from happening.

Third, all stakeholders will have 
to show extraordinary maturity if 
the committee is to complete its 
work within a reasonable time. 
There are several provisions in 
the Jan Lokpal version of the bill 
which are unlikely to be acceptable 
to the Government. Equally, there 
are some, where the Government 
would have to show flexibility. 
Naturally, these are decisions to be 
ultimately taken by the Commit-
tee. The short point I am making at 
this stage is that, unless and until 
flexibility and a spirit of accommo-
dation animates all sides, there are 
likely to be walkouts, disruptions 
and derailment of the Commiittee 

itself, thereby further delaying the 
Act. Let us hope that this doesn’t 
happen. Otherwise, the last few 
weeks would only have been a de-
bate about a debate, with the latter 
never taking place.

Fourth, the events of the last few 
weeks also reflect an intolerance 
towards a contrary point of view—
whatever be the issue—on the part 
of both the media and civil society. 
Contrarians were shouted down, 
interrupted, insulted, cut short, 
given less time and generally ridi-
culed. Both the press and civil soci-
ety is to squarely blame for this. On 
this score, they were were guilty of 
undermining the very values and 
virtues which are their bedrock 
i.e. free and fearless debate in a 
democratic, transparent manner. 
Voltaire became the casualty—an 
inversion of his dictum: “if I dis-
agree with you, I will ensure that 
you do not get a chance to air your 
views or complete your sentence”, 

held sway. This bodes ill for the 
future, and the media in particu-
lar must rectify this, by acting as 
a strict umpire, holding the scales 
even, allowing an even balance of 
opportunity, even for the most dis-
agreeably contrarian view, instead 
of being the agent provocateur, the 
inciter or conspirator.

Fifth, the whole issue raises a 
larger, more complex, dilemma. 
There is no doubt that several de-
mands made by civil society, and 
some conceded by the government, 
do not meet the exacting standards 
of constitutional law, statute, pro-
cedure, precedent or practise. No 
government has agreed to joint 
legislative drafting committees; 
no such practise can be allowed 
to become a regular precedent; to 
receive inputs from diverse quar-
ters is a totally different issue from 

joint drafting; the sovereignty of 
neither Cabinet, Parliamentary 
Committee nor Parliament itself 
can be pre-fettered by any joint 
drafting committee, its decisions 
cannot be binding, and so on. Yet 
some demands were conceded 
not only because the government 
wanted to get on with the main is-
sue, but also because some people 
amongst civil society (Anna Hazare 
is certainly one of them, though the 
same cannot be said about several 
others attached to his movement) 
evoke respect, and a feeling that 
their principal end is desirable 
and laudable—even if the means 
to attain it may infringe upon legal 
principle and political practise. 

But my point is different. This 
time we may have set a wrong prec-
edent but given it to a few (not all) 
good people actuated by unselfish 
motives. Will the same question-
able principle or bad practice, next 
time round, become a destructive 

weapon in the hands of 
less decent people. That 
is the meaning of the le-
gal catchphrase—hard 
cases should not be al-
lowed to make bad law.

Finally, the main debate about 
the nitty gritty of the actual clauses 
has not yet started—neither in the 
Committee, nor in this article. That 
is the real challenge. The simple 
formula which should be a polestar 
for both officials and civil society 
representatives in that future exer-
cise, comprises five words: sense of 
balance and proportion. They have 
to prevent, cure and minimise, if 
not eliminate corruption, but they 
have to be constantly aware of the 
need to provide safeguards to those 
who may become victims of false 
campaigns. They also have to en-
sure that it is not possible to abuse 
the remedy they propose—thus 
making it worse than the disease. 
Let us all hope for the best. 

The writer is a lawyer and 
Congress party spokesman

SOME DEMANDS WERE CONCEDED BY THE 
STATE BECAUSE CERTAIN PEOPLE IN CIVIL 

SOCIETY EVOKE RESPECT, EVEN IF THEIR MEANS 
MAY HAVE INFRINGED LEGAL PRINCIPLES

RAVI CHAUDHARY


