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CEASE THE DISTRACTIONS, SEIZE THE MOMENT
Relevant for: Indian Polity | Topic: Parliament - structure, functioning, conduct of business, powers & privileges

and issues arising out of these

The government has issued two ordinances, Parliament has modified its rules to reduce the
salary and allowances of Members of Parliament and Ministers, and the Union Cabinet has
decided to cancel the Members of Parliament Local Area Development Scheme (MPLADS) for
two years. These measures are purportedly to save costs as the nation tackles the COVID-19
pandemic.

The cuts in salaries and allowances are a distraction from the real issue: are our
parliamentarians performing their constitutional roles during the crisis? Let us quickly consider
the impact of the cuts. The 30% cut in the 1 lakh per month salary and the 27,000 cut in office
and constituency allowances amount to savings of less than 5 crore per month. The cut in
sumptuary allowances for Ministers results in a total savings of 25,000 per month; yes, you read
that right. These amounts are immaterial for the Central government with an average monthly
budget of 2.5-lakh crore. Interestingly, the United Kingdom has increased the allowance for
Members of Parliament by £10,000 to help them manage extra costs of working from home.

Interactive map of confirmed coronavirus cases in India | State-wise tracker for coronavirus
cases, deaths and testing rates

During the crisis, Members of Parliament should be deliberating on the actions and policies to be
taken to manage the epidemic, and the costs and consequences of various alternatives. They
should also be trying to figure out ways to have committee meetings and even the meetings of
the full House through alternate mechanisms such as video-conferencing. For example, while
the U.K. has also implemented a lockdown, its Parliament is connecting all Members through
video-conferencing (by April 15) so that the session can resume virtually on April 21 after the
Easter break. The British Parliament has created a page on its website tracking all government
orders related to the pandemic, and its Secondary Legislation Scrutiny Committee is scrutinising
the orders. Other Parliaments are also working to fulfil their role as oversight bodies. The New
Zealand Parliament has formed an Epidemic Response Committee that will examine the
government’s management of the epidemic. This committee and other select committees are
meeting through video-conference.

The Indian Parliament adjourned on March 23, the day after the janata curfew, in view of the
pandemic. In the previous week, even as the crisis was unfolding, Parliament was debating the
establishment of a Sanskrit University and an Ayurveda institute, and that of regulatory boards
for aircraft, Indian Systems of Medicine and Homoeopathy. The Finance Bill was passed without
any discussion on the last day. There was no discussion on the possible implications of the
coronavirus epidemic and policy measures to tackle it — this was the week when the Prime
Minister made the first televised speech to the nation on the issue. Remarkably, there was no
recognition of the pressures on the Budget when it was passed that week.

Since then, Parliament has not held committee meetings. There have been no official
statements regarding the possibility of holding these through video-conference. Thus, the
government’s actions are going unchecked. In brief, Parliament has abdicated its role as the
elected body that checks the work of government on behalf of citizens. Instead, we get the
symbolic gesture of reductions in pay and allowances.

The cancellation of MPLADS for two years, on the other hand, is a welcome move. This scheme
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should not be resumed after the crisis. In financial terms, there are savings of nearly 4,000 crore
per year. While this is not insignificant, the larger benefit is that this will help Members of
Parliament focus on their roles as national legislators. MPLADS creates several issues of
accountability and jurisdiction. It impinges on separation of powers, both horizontally across
different organs of state, and vertically across different levels of governance.

Other than making laws, Members of Parliament have two key duties. They sanction the size
and allocation of the government budget. They also hold the government accountable for its
work, including that of spending funds appropriately. MPLADS brings in a conflict in both these
roles. It asks them to identify and get specific projects executed rather than to focus on policy
measures to achieve the same results and ensure that the government is implementing those
policies. It distracts them from allocating and monitoring the Union Budget of 30-lakh crore to
micro-managing the constituency fund of 5 crore. And since the financial audit of MPLADS is
done by the Comptroller and Auditor-General and further examined by the Public Accounts
Committee consisting of Members of Parliament, it adds another layer of conflict.

Editorial | For better use: On MPLADS funds

MPLADS is typically spent on capital works at the local level such as a bus stop, hand pumps,
school rooms, etc. These fall within the domain of the panchayats and municipalities. Members
of these bodies are elected to perform an executive role. MPLADS transforms the Member of
Parliament from a legislator looking at national issues to an executive solving hyper-local
problems. After all, if Members of Parliament spend a large part of their time on work that should
be done by local-level government, how would they have time to inform themselves while
making national laws and checking the work of the Central government?

The current crisis provides several opportunities for reform. For example, Parliament should
explore how technology can be used to improve its efficiency. Much of the daily paper work such
as filing questions and other interventions have been digitised while protocols and infrastructure
may be needed if meetings have to be held through secure video-conferencing.

Other issues such as pay and allowances for Members of Parliament need to be discussed. The
Members of Parliament should be provided with office space and research staff. They should be
compensated in line with their duties as national legislators. For example, the pay (1 lakh per
month) and allowances (1.3 lakh per month) pale in comparison to that of U.S. Senators (pay
$174,000 per annum plus allowances over $3 million per annum). At the same time, hidden
perks such as housing in central Delhi must be made transparent — few democracies provide
housing for legislators or civil servants; they are paid well and expected to find housing on their
own.

Coronavirus | Opeds and editorials

We need public debates on issues that impact the working of our legislatures. We need to
ensure that we have the right compensation structures to attract the best people to make our
laws and policies. We also need to hold them accountable for their work as national legislators,
i.e., the positions they took on various issues and how they ensured the government remained
accountable for its actions. Distractions such as MPLADS must be done away with. After all, a
representative democracy functions only as well as its legislatures do. And our freedoms are
safe only if we have a robust legislature and a fiercely independent judiciary.

M.R. Madhavan is President of PRS Legislative Research, New Delhi
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