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This is an account of the discussion and of the subsequent correspondence with Mr SD
Sharma of the Lok Sevak Sangh/Transparency International India (the LSS/TII) about the
progress made with the project on Citizens' Charters initiated with the help of PTF
(Partnership for Transparency Fund).

Present at the meeting were Mr SD Sharma, Working Chairman Emeritus, who was the main
spokesperson, and his colleagues Dr.SK. Agarwal, Vice Chairman, and A.C.Talwani,
Honorary Secretary; and myself, Jenny Carter. Mr Sharma was very much in control. He
expressed his gratitude to PTF for the support and funding he had received.

First, Mr Sharma spoke about the Citizens’ Charters that had been introduced and
developed since 1997, when the DPAR and PG (Union Department of Administrative Reforms
and Public Grievance) had started promoting the use of citizens’ charters in those offices with
the most interaction with the public. (An undated document states that “till about a year ago,
68 Central government organizations and 333 State-level organizations claim to have issued
their citizens’ charters”.) These include offices like the public sector banks, the Department of
Excise, the Delhi Development Agency (DDA) and the Post Office.

Overall, public awareness and attitudes are improving but, said Mr Sharma, it is slow. He felt
that although the agencies had accepted and in most cases acted on the concept of citizens’
charters, the charters themselves were in many cases still defective and needed to be
revised. Many of the agencies had the charters posted on notice boards or ready to hand out
as pamphlets, and awareness had greatly increased, but the quality of the documents was
variable, and carried only a moral not a legal commitment to citizens’ rights. The services
offered were listed, and the time-frames for action were stated, but there was no commitment
to redress the complaints, nor, above all, any system of penalties on the officials for failing to
fulfil the promises in the charter. So a start had been made, and awareness improved, but in
practice the aggrieved citizen was still not getting his complaint redressed or compensation
paid, and the offending officials were still getting away with giving unsatisfactory service. The
improvement in mind-set, that the citizen is there to be served, and not to be treated as a
nuisance or a source of extra funds, has not yet become a reality. While the administration
has been willing to sign up to citizens’ charters, it has not taken the step of agreeing to
effective penalties written into the charters, which would make the agencies and the officials
accountable and give the charters real bite.

There have, however, been useful and promising contacts with the Delhi administration,
under Sheila Dikshit, Chief Minister, who is sympathetic to the aims of the project. (Mr
Sharma had decided that it would make sense to concentrate on Delhi, since it is right here,
and is the seat of government.) The Public Grievance Commission of Delhi (PGC), the
statuary body set up some three years ago, has her support, but “still needs prodding”. Now
with the new administration, there may be a better chance of progress. Meetings are being
planned to discuss the implementation of measures to enforce the citizens’ rights.

The post of head of the PGC is usually filled by selecting the retiring Chief Secretary of Delhi.
The current head of the PGC is Shailja Chandra, said to be a good appointment (MFC). PGC
has now written to LSS/TII to suggest a conference to discuss these issues. “If the citizens’
charter is violated, what is the Public Grievance Commission for if it can’t take it up and give
relief?” After the meeting, LSS/TII hopes for action towards implementation of the charters,
and towards an agreement to include in them a clause providing for recompense and speedy
corrective action for the complainant (enforceable without recourse to law), and a penalty for
the officer responsible, making him/her personally accountable. This should have a deterrent
effect — “prevention is better than cure.”



Mr Sharma gave an example to show why public awareness needs to be improved: a woman
who had paid into a Employees Provident Fund had not received her dues. The office had
recommended the payment in May, but she was still not getting satisfaction. She “happened
to hear of” the LSS/TII, and they took up her case. But “happening to hear is not good
enough.” Agencies must take a proactive role in creating public awareness.” The use of
public announcements would increase awareness, but the agencies fear that they would then
be flooded with requests, and feel they must still make arrangements to handle the enquiries
(e.g. computers installed). Meanwhile the Chief Minister wants LSS/TII in the picture because
complaints would quickly overwhelm their own capacity to deal with them.

The Lok Sevak Sangh is therefore proposing to establish a computer-based “on-line”
grievance point, with a computer operator to run it, where citizens can register the complaints
that they have failed to have redressed by the agency concerned, and undertakes to vet the
complaint and forward the deserving cases to the PGC for further action. LSS would press
the PGC to look into the case and to take the public servant to task for any failure. Thus the
LSS agent would help the PGC by sorting out the genuine cases from the unworthy, and
would give the complainant much stronger backing for the case, which any individual would
be unable to press so effectively on her/his own.

| asked whether the ultimate aim would be for the PGC to manage the whole process on its
own without the intervention of the LSS/TII, but this was not decisively answered.

For further information on the functioning of the Citizens’ Charters, | asked my South
Indian driver, Mr Jaya Kumar, as a more typical user of the Delhi agencies, to pay a visit to
some of them and enquire about their Citizens’ Charters, to see what response he met with.
Here are some of his findings:

The agencies he visited were the Income Tax Department, the Public Works Department, the
Labour and Immigration Ministry, Food and Supplies, the Department of Excise,
Entertainment and Luxury Tax, the DDA, Electricity, a clinic, a post office and a public bank.

The Income Tax Department had a clear and simple document on the notice board. It gave a
list of its commitments to the public, and of the citizens’ own duties. There were no copies to
take away, but there was a public relations officer, who sent him upstairs to see the Assistant
Commissioner of Coordination — a helpful person, who asked Mr Jaya Kumar who had sent
him. Mr Jaya Kumar, who for the validity of the enquiry had been told only to tell if asked,
then mentioned the Lok/Sevak Sangh and Transparency International India. The Assistant
Commissioner then gave instructions for the Charter to be taken from the wall and a
photocopy made. They were “quite pleasant and polite”, and they claimed that they were
printing more to give out to the public, but that people were not demanding to see the charter.
(Attached.)

The Public Works Department told Mr Jaya Kumar that they were busy and to come back at
3.30. At that time he met an official who also asked where he came from, and made a copy
of the LLS/TII letter heading. He then printed out a copy of their charter statement from the
PWD/Delhi government website. This seems still to be in embryonic form (attached).

Labour and Immigration Office. The official said that they didn’t have any charter, and
suggested trying their e-mail address, but didn’t know what it was. There was nothing visible
on the walls.

Food and Supplies/Ration cards. There was a framed copy of the Charter on the wall, but no
copies to hand out. Mr Jaya Kumar arrived at 2.00pm, but up to 3.00 there was no-one at
reception, and no information. A sign said that the lunch hour was from 1.30 to 2.00. The
watchman said that the official had gone somewhere, and to wait. The second security guard
suggested he should go upstairs. There he found a more senior official who with some
reluctance told him that copies would be available after a month. This official also asked
where Mr Jaya Kumar had come from.




The Delhi Development Authority (DDA) (see further comments below*) has a charter both in
English and in Hindi (attached), with a clear statement of their time schedule for the
transactions, and a statement of the right to redressal through requesting a grievance card.
There was a copy of the charter (in Hindi) on the wall, but it was hidden underneath a
calendar. The enquirer was told to come back at 2.15, and when he did so, the official had
copies to hand him. The copies had already been there, but the right official had to be there
to give them to him. Outside the DDA are the offices of advocates who offer for a fee to take
clients through the procedures, do the affidavit for them and expedite their transactions,
saving them from standing in the queues. This is seen as a service worth paying for. Mr
Jaya Kumar said he was unaware of “touts”.

The Department of Excise, Entertainment and Luxury Tax has a charter, with a statement of
procedures and time limits, and website and e-mail addresses. The explanation of their
operations is in formal language (with words like ‘dove-tailing’) not easily understandable by
the ordinary citizen.

Electricity Department. Five or six counters in different rooms, with the public coming and
going all the time, but no charter. The front desk official told the enquirer, not politely, to go to
another office (in Nehru Place, on the outer ring road of Delhi); his sector had nothing.

The medical clinic had a Directorate of Health Services folder giving a list of important phone
numbers, places to go for medical help, and guidelines in case of illness or emergency. It
also listed people to contact in case of grievance, but it was not a citizens’ charter and gave
no commitments.

The public bank had no document, but told Mr Jaya Kumar to try at another office. The Post
Office at Jorbagh said that two years ago they had had an official who was working on the
charter, but he had been transferred. They gave a website address for more information.

Conclusion: Most of the offices had a charter of some sort, even if only on their website. In
many cases, the official said that there was no demand from the public to see the Charter;
but even if members of the public knew to ask about the charters, they would find the officials
at the front desk who interact with the public were often unaware of the charters, and passed
the enquirer on to higher officials, who were sometimes unavailable or asked the enquirer to
come back later. If pressed, most of the offices had someone who knew about and in some
instances was able to produce a copy of the charter. Top officials try to help but the lower
officials are more often brusque - don’t know and don’t care.
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*On the subject of the_ DDA (Delhi Development Authority), Sharma was more upbeat.
Notorious for its abuses, it has now begun to improve. Thanks partly to pressure from NGOs
and individuals, and partly as a result of increasing computerization, there have been
improvements. Plots are designated for certain usage, houses and flats are built and then
allocated or sold on, so there was ample opportunity for corruption, especially under the
leasehold system. “Delay is a big tool of corruption” — for example, it could take a couple of
years to convert a flat from leasehold to freehold. This delay evaporates for those willing to
pay an extra sum.

The DDA citizens’ charter states, for example, that those wishing to convert their leasehold to
a freehold, once their documents are correctly submitted and the fees paid, will have their
transfer documents within 90 days of application. In a recent case, the transfer was indeed
completed within the 90 days and Mr Sharma believes that there has been an overall
improvement.



Another cause of improvement is likely to have been the raiding of the DDA offices (some
sixteen months ago) and the seizing of documents which led to charges of criminal
conspiracy against the lower level employees (registered in April 2003), and the filing (on July
15" 2004) of charge-sheets against the “top brass”, (the then Vice-Chairman of DDA, a
property dealer, and an employee of the NDMC (New Delhi Municipal Corporation). In
addition a Delhi High Court judge had to resign and was arrested.

Another reason for the improvement (as described in an article in The Hindu,16th July 2004,
under the headline “Winds of change in the good old DDA”) is the increasing use of
computers and information technology. “Though the coming in of computers... in areas of
housing, land disposal, allotments, and receipt and dispatch of letters at the reception had to
some extent minimized public interface with the personnel and therefore reduced allegations
of corruption... it was felt that the purview of information technology... should be made more
comprehensive.”

Computerization emerges as the most useful tool against corruption. Land records are
being computerized; and the Railways have improved with the introduction of computerized
information and booking facilities. For example, there has always been a “minister’s quota” in
train seats, which are only released on the last day, to be given to customers on the waiting
list. Itis still possible to pay your 350 rupees to obtain these seats ahead of those on the
waiting list, but with computerization, this kind of dealing becomes more transparent.

From the press: “A senior DDA official told The Hindu that many of the key areas related to
accessing of individual files or making of payments remained manual, but that “the top
leadership and administration is now inclined towards optimum use of IT” - to make online
payments possible, and provide people access not only to general information but also to
their individual files, enabling them “to see the status of their cases”. “This would help
minimize corruption by reducing public-personnel interface.” DDA has also embarked on an
ambitious Land Management Information System, which with the help of satellite imagery and
digitized maps...enables officials to get relevant information on properties...and help the
public gain quick access to this information.” ... "These measures would also change the
image of the civic body.”

This article and many others like it suggest that the media is still playing a useful role in
keeping up public awareness of the problems of corruption and coercion. ““Our anti-
corruption work does find mention in the press from time to time.”

On the effectiveness of LSS’s People’s Lok Pal Commission and of the Indian Citizens’
Vigilance Committee and the measures they have taken, Sharma reports:

“We now have a firm commitment by the newly elected central Government to proceed with
the Lok Pal Bill (Parliamentary Ombudsman), as they have included it in their CMP
(Common Minimum Programme), for ensuring the implementation of which the Government
has set up a large organisation.” Mr Manmohan Singh has recently stated that even the
posts of Prime Minister and President should also fall under its purview, a matter which until
now has been an obstacle to agreement. If this Lok Pal does come into being, it would
render the People’s Lok Pal Commission and the Indian Citizens’ Vigilance committee
redundant, and would be the culmination of decades of campaigning.

DODDSSSSSSSSSSSSSODDSODDODODODOOOSSDSDDDDDIDO>>>>>>>>>>>>

The following is a general evaluation of the work LSS/TII are doing.

Confidential evaluation. Much of the above speaks for itself, showing as it does the
difficulties in making any headway against the entrenched attitudes and vested interests that




Mr Sharma and his colleagues have been battling for so long. My impression, without going
into the accounting aspects, is that the PTF funding has been put to good use. He and his
team are clearly dedicated and idealistic, without being unrealistic, and they understand all
too well what they are up against. They are chipping away at a mountain. Much of what they
are doing seems to meet with repeated disappointment or only partial success. But this
partial success is important, because it is forcing politicians to give open support to the
principles encapsulated in documents like the Citizens’ Charters and the Right to Information,
and the press and the opposition are quick to point out any failures to act on those principles.
To be effective, that slow chipping away has to go on, even if the whole system is not yet
aboutto collapse. This seems to deserve support.

The insertion of compensation clauses in the charters and other practical improvements that
LSS/TIl is pressing for with the Delhi administration seem to be well worth supporting.
Although the ordinary populace is not yet really aware of the Citizens’ Charters, a few cases
effectively pursued and then reported in the press would give more them more prominence,
and interest and demand might then rise.

Under the leadership of Manmohan Singh, probity and citizens’ rights are being given more
prominence. Whether the statements issued will result in practical improvements remains to
be seen. My general impression is that public demand for probity and openness is on the
rise, especially among the Delhi middle classes. The fatalistic “nothing we can do about it”
attitude is perhaps the greatest obstacle, in addition to the hurdles put up by those who have
benefited from the system. That is a good reason to support the work of those like LSS/TII,
who have never given up trying to do something about it.
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Acronyms:

NCT: National Capital Territory (Delhi).

LSS/TII: Lok Sevak Sangh/Transparency International India.
PTF: Partnership for Transparency Fund.

DPAR: Union Department of Administrative Reforms.

PGC: Public Grievance Commission.

DDA: Delhi Development Authority.

NDMC: New Delhi Municipal Authority.

BJP: Bharatiya Janata Party (ruling party of India until

ousted by the Congress Party at the last election).
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