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OPINION
Relevant for: Governance in India | Topic: Role of Civil Services in a democracy esp. after Globalisation

This year, the central government launched the ‘Transformation of Aspirational Districts’
programme, for the development of districts with below average socioeconomic indicators.
Moreover, senior officers have been allotted districts to monitor and support. Welcome as this
attention to field-level governance is, does it address the core problems that bog programme
delivery at the field level? In fact, have the problems of field administration been understood at
all, before implementing this solution?

Consider a district administration case study finding: it turned out that the district collector (DC)
was the chairperson of a startling 75 committees in total, and member or member secretary of
another six, a whopping total of 82. These committees, spread across 23 departments, were
formed as per central and state government directives. They addressed a sweeping array of
subjects: planning, law and order, price fixation, staff recruitment, tribal welfare, promotion of
industry etc.

The initial impression that this finding generates of the DC, is that of an administrative
superman, exhibiting the traits of Fleischer’s cartoon character with a twist: a mind faster than a
spreading crop disease, energy greater than a politician’s during elections, and an ability to take
complex administrative decisions in a single meeting. But subsequent analysis revealed that the
DC was human after all: committee meetings were postponed often, and issues remained
pending. If there was a law and order problem, the recruitment of the Anganwadi workers came
to a halt, the recruitment committee chair—the DC—being unavailable. Why then, does the DC
chair this kaleidoscope of committees?

In fact, the DC’s extensive committee-chairing is akin to a patchwork quilt: a desperate cover up
for the basic weaknesses of field administration. In the study, only seven of the 82 committees
really needed the DC as chair: two for overall coordination, and five to implement laws to protect
women, children etc. In contrast, 25 committees simply monitored departmental schemes, which
already prescribed activities in detail, indicating a fundamental problem in programme
implementation.

Tardy programme implementation is usually a consequence of inadequate manpower and skills
at the grassroots. A DC-chaired committee to implement a programme serves as a ‘high priority’
signal from the government. That particular programme usually speeds up, not because of the
DC’s magical powers, but because of their ability to provide temporary solutions, especially like
the mobilization of personnel from other departments. Many departments lack the complex skill
composition needed in programme implementation. For example, state drinking water
departments may hire only engineers, but their programmes also require planning, finance and
community mobilization skills. Similarly, our vast health and schooling systems function without
administrators specializing in these areas. The DC provides these skills from elsewhere. But this
‘effectiveness’ lasts only till the next important programme comes along, when the DC’s
attention shifts.

The DC’s popularity as committee chair is also an attempt to whitewash ‘departmentalism’ and
to disempower local governments. There are more government departments in India than most
other countries—36 in the district in this case study—and each department guards its territory
keenly. Since subjects are split across many departments, constant coordination is required.
Additionally, though panchayats are responsible for socioeconomic development as per law, in
practice, state governments have not empowered them. As a result, many committees, which
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should be the domain of Panchayats, are chaired by the DC.

Another impetus for the proliferation of DC-headed committees is excessive centralization, as no
official below the district level is empowered enough to be an effective coordinator. Not only are
Panchayats disempowered, but the authority of the sub-divisional magistrate, an agent of the
DC at a sub-district level, is weak. Thus, many tasks which can be performed below the district
level need to be brought to the district level. Extreme faith in hierarchy exacerbates the problem.
DCs belong to the Indian Administrative Service (IAS), fashioned as a ‘superior’ service, while
other district officials usually belong to state services. Consequently, the DC becomes an
authoritative figure, even though other officials may understand their specific subjects better.

Finally, the ubiquity of DC-chaired committees is a consequence of the increase in corruption in
the last three decades. Until the early 1990s, most IAS officers tended to be honest, while
corruption grew exponentially in various other departments. At this time, appointing the DC as
committee chair became a way to rein in corruption. Thus, the DC was introduced to chair 14
committees for subjects such as sanctioning loans and other benefits, appointing and promoting
staff, making purchases etc. However, this check may not be effective any more, as corruption
has now made significant inroads into the IAS as well. Though a fair number of IAS officers still
act with integrity, there are many who don’t. The latter’s enormous power enables them to rake
in more money than anyone else.

All in all, DC-chaired committees are nothing more than patchwork quilts to cover up
fundamental administration problems: lack of appropriate human resource, disempowerment of
local governments, hierarchical working, centralization and rent-seeking. But the quilt is
inadequate, as no human being can do justice to 82 committees. It would be more meaningful to
address the core problems of field administration.

Rashmi Sharma is a former IAS officer.
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OPINION
Relevant for: Governance in India | Topic: E-governance - applications, models, successes, limitations, and

potential incl. Aadhar & Digital power

Ever since India took unambiguous steps towards a comprehensive data protection law, many
have projected that excessive focus on privacy will stall the growth of the innovation economy.
Positioning privacy regulation as an impediment for data-driven innovation, however,
fundamentally misinterprets the notion of privacy.

Privacy actually engenders trust, and is, therefore, key to unlocking meaningful innovation. Any
thoughtful regulation that enhances trust will also redirect innovation toward privacy-protecting
practices. A lot of innovation in today’s digital economy is driven by access to high-quality data.
This is a trend that we see in sectors ranging from healthcare to finance, and from the gig
economy to government services. For example, Uber would be unable to provide a seamless
customer experience without access to customers’ location and payments data. Innovations
such as Retina Risk, which helps identify risk for sight-threatening damage to the retina, relies
on access to healthcare data. Companies such as Destacame and Tala use alternative sources
of data (such as utility repayment rates and length of phone calls, respectively) to provide
access to credit for previously excluded populations. In recognition of such potential, the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has recognized that “data-
driven innovation forms a key pillar in 21st century sources of growth”.

Informational privacy does not mean curtailment of access to personal data. Instead, it provides
complete control to the individual about how her data is used. This means that she should know
what data is collected, who holds it, how long they have it, and how it is used. Privacy also
means providing her inalienable rights over her data—the rights to access, rectify, or recall
information; to be forgotten, to data portability, and to object to processing, among others. Such
agency can coexist with the ever-increasing volume of data processing. In particular, technology
can provide the means for privacy-respecting innovations to take place. For example, some
start-ups globally are creating tools such as consent dashboards and user-controlled data vaults
that can increase data sharing and privacy at the same time.

In fact, data privacy is not just a principle that should be met, but is a key driver for innovation. It
plays a market-building function by creating trust among market participants, thereby increasing
participation in the digital economy. Quite simply, many users would only share their data if they
feel confident that a business would manage it effectively. The innovation economy will be
denied valuable data if it cannot gain people’s confidence. We saw this unfold in the US, when
stronger privacy protections coupled with adoption subsidies led to higher adoption of health
information exchanges than with subsidies alone. Similarly, researchers found that an
improvement in Facebook’s privacy features in its early days made personalized advertising
more effective, not less. These examples and others demonstrate how governments and
businesses can create the right privacy environment for data-driven businesses to flourish.

Some will argue that privacy creates friction in the exchange of data and, therefore, slows down
innovation. This can occur in some cases, especially during the early stages of adoption of a
product. For example, in the US, privacy regulations that restricted a hospital’s release of patient
information reduced adoption of electronic medical records by more than 24%. Electronic
medical records allow healthcare providers and receivers to move their data more easily.
However, because patient-centered privacy protections limited certain data from moving within
the system, hospitals had less incentive to invest money in transforming their systems.
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This example does not, however, weaken the case for privacy. Whether privacy regulations
enhance or impede innovation ultimately depends on the specifics of the regulation. Examining
how US states adopted different approaches to protecting patients’ genetic privacy, researchers
saw how a policy can be designed to both promote innovation and protect privacy. In this case,
they found that limiting re-disclosure without consent encourages the spread of genetic testing,
whereas requiring informed consent deters it. Therefore, the regulatory environment needs to be
nimble and react rapidly to advances in technology.

Technological gains should not come at the expense of privacy. Privacy is a fundamental and
inalienable right. Regulation should not try to balance innovation and privacy, but instead
promote appropriate innovation that is based on respect for privacy and user control. And history
shows us that industry can respond well when this is the case. When the European ePrivacy
Directive reduced the efficacy of online ads by 65%, the impact was much lower for ads with
striking visual content or interactive features, and ads featured on specialized content websites.
The best designs often depend on constraints, and privacy regulations can be an invitation to
data-driven businesses to deliver the best solutions for all.

As long as we create regulation that is predictable, context-dependent, nimble and fair, there is
no reason to believe that regulation will impede innovation. In fact, trust will create the right
environment for greater participation in the digital economy, thus strengthening businesses and
innovators.

Improvement in Facebook’s privacy features made personalized advertising more effective

Subhashish Bhadra is investment principal at Omidyar Network.
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HAMSTRINGING THE RTI ACT
Relevant for: Governance in India | Topic: Important aspects of Governance, Transparency & Accountability incl.

RTI

The Right to Information (RTI) Act, operationalised in October 2005, was seen as a powerful tool
for citizen empowerment. It showed an early promise by exposing wrongdoings at high places,
such as in the organisation of the Commonwealth Games, and the allocation of 2G spectrum
and coal blocks. However, it now faces multiple challenges.

The Act, path-breaking in many respects, did not give adequate authority to the Information
Commissions to enforce their decisions. Besides awarding compensation to an applicant for any
loss suffered, the commissions can direct public authorities to take the steps necessary to
comply with the Act, but are helpless if such directions are ignored.

True, if an officer fails to fulfil his duty, the commission can either impose a maximum penalty of
25,000 or recommend disciplinary action against him. However, this deterrent works only when
the piece of information lies at the lower levels; it is ineffective in many cases where information
relates to higher levels of government. Implementation of decisions taken by the commissions,
therefore, remains a weak link.

 

The recently proposed amendments to the Act would, instead of strengthening the hands of
commissions, weaken them. The government proposes to do away with the equivalence of the
Central Information Commissioners with the Election Commissioners on the ground that the two
have different mandates. The underlying assumption that transparency is less important for a
democracy than holding of free and fair elections is preposterous.

The government also proposes to replace the existing fixed five-year tenure of the Information
Commissioners with a tenure as may be prescribed by it. This would make the tenure a largesse
to be bestowed by the government. This would be detrimental to the independence and authority
of the Information Commissions.

The Act struck a balance between privacy and transparency by barring the disclosure of
personal information if it has no relationship to any public activity or would cause unwarranted
invasion of privacy. However, the Justice Srikrishna Committee has proposed an amendment
that would broaden the definition of ‘harm’, restricting disclosure of personal information even
where it may be clearly linked to some public activity.

The Central and State Information Commissions have been functioning with less than their
prescribed maximum strength of eleven because governments have dragged their feet on
appointing commissioners. For instance, the Central Information Commission (CIC), currently
having seven members, will have only three by the end of the year if no appointments are made.
This leads to delay in disposal of cases, which is compounded by the backlog in the High
Courts, where a number of decisions of the commission are challenged. This happens invariably
in cases concerning the high and the mighty. For example, the CIC’s decision in 2007 to cover
Indraprastha Gas Ltd. under the Act was stayed by the Delhi High Court, and the stay continues
to operate.

The clogging of the RTI system is also because a number of applicants, usually disgruntled
employees of public institutions, ask frivolous queries. Their applications have unfortunately
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continued to exist alongside those of numerous RTI activists who have done commendable
work, often risking their life and limb.

Further, Section 4 of the RTI Act requires suo motu disclosure of a lot of information by each
public authority. However, such disclosures have remained less than satisfactory. Thus, the CIC
has had to repeatedly direct regulators of the banking sector to disclose information on the
wrongdoings of banks, so as to enable the public to make informed choices about their dealings
with various banks.

In one case, the CIC had to direct the disclosure of the list of private persons who travelled with
the Prime Minister, at government expense, during his foreign visits. Such information should
have been disclosed suo motu by the government.

The RTI Act continues to render yeoman service in providing information to citizens. Though its
aim is not to create a grievance redressal mechanism, the notices from Information
Commissions often spur the public authorities to redress grievances.

Thirteen years of the Act’s functioning have given us enough experience to hold a public debate
on making it more effective. However, if the issues listed above are not addressed, this sunshine
law will lose its promise, particularly in terms of ensuring transparency at higher levels of
governance.

The author is a former diplomat and a former Central Information Commissioner. Views
expressed are personal
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BBNL KEY FOR IMPLEMENTATION OF BHARAT NET
PROJECT -MANOJ SINHA

Relevant for: Governance in India | Topic: E-governance - applications, models, successes, limitations, and
potential incl. Aadhar & Digital power

Ministry of Communications

BBNL key for implementation of Bharat Net project -Manoj
Sinha

Posted On: 15 OCT 2018 12:48PM by PIB Delhi

The new corporate office of Bharat Broadband Network Limited (BBNL) in East Kidwai Nagar,
New Delhi was inaugurated by Minister of State for Communications (Independent Charge) and
Minister of State for Railways, Shri Manoj Sinha today. Addressing the members of the press
and media immediately after the inauguration, the Minister said – “BBNL has played a key role in
leading the successful implementation of the BharatNet project fordigitally connecting all
2,50,000 Gram Panchayats (GPs) in the country. The objective of this flagship project of our
Government is to facilitate the delivery of e-governance, e-health, e-education, e-banking and
other services to citizens in every part of our country, on a non-discriminatory basis. We have
completed approximately 50% of the project, and the remainder is targeted for completion by
March 2019.”

 

The new BBNL corporate office has been taken on a 30-years lease from the Ministry of Urban
Development, through NBCC (India) Limited. The total office space area is 36,597 sq. ft., with a
designated area where students from academic institutions can get a glimpse of BharatNet. Smt.
Aruna Sundararajan, Secretary (Telecom), who was present on the occasion, added – “The
consolidation of BBNL operations in this new office has come at the right time – when the focus
of the organization is expanding from implementation, toalso cover critical areas such as
utilization and maintenance of the BharatNet infrastructure.”

 

About BharatNet:

PhaseI: The target of completing 1,00,000 GPs under phase-I of BharatNet was achieved in
December 2017.

●

Phase ll: BharatNet Phase-II is planned to connect the remaining 1,50,000 GPs,using an
optimal mix of media, by 31 Mar, 2019. Phase II is being implemented through three models
– state-led model, CPSU model, and private sector model.

●

Further, provision has been made for Last Mile Connectivity in all 2,50,000 GPs through
viability gap funding. Every GP shall have on an average five WiFi Access Points (APs),
including 3 APs (on average) for public institutions such as educational centres, health
centres, post offices, police stations, etc. A tender for provisioning of WiFi services has been
floated by BBNL, after consultation with TSPs and ISPs, for wider participation.

●

BharatNet is being utilized by BSNL, CSC SPV, TSPs and ISPs for delivery of services at●



cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

Gram Panchayats. BSNL has provisioned WiFi hotspots at 1,742 GPs and FTTH
connections at 13,513 GPs in various states. As part of project implementation, BBNL has
provided for provisioning of an FTTH connection by BSNL at every GP of Phase I, for a
period of one year, to provide an experience of broadband services to the people at the GP
level. Such connections have already been provided to 70,238 GPs.
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