Cry for Reform at UC Berkeley
Seminar on Indian Democracy

M Academic seminar
as gripping asa Bolly-
wood blockbuster

By ASHFAQUE SWAPAN
‘Special to India-West

BERKELEY, Calif. — Big ce-
lebrmes, passion, even a bit or
argument and drama — a recent
seminar on dermocracy here was
at times as gripping as a Bolly-
‘wood blockbuster, but at the end

ofthe day, it was also an academic
| seminar, with top experts on |
; 5 India presenting densely argued, |
mxmﬂmﬁmumwmwmmm UC  thoughtful papers on the state of
India at UC Berkeley. (Ash e i
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spoken former Madhya Pradesh

[Cont. from page A1/ Digvijay Singh, Infosys CEO Kris  Aiyar's equally articulate celcbra-
local in the world's and some of the  tion of the achievements in local  Chief Minister Digvijay Singh,
largest. demncwcy: India’s best known activists like  empowerment, and Berkeley — much praised for his role in

‘Twounion ministers, Panchaya- Jayaprakash Narayan and Arvind  development economist Pranab  implementing local self-govern-
i Raj Mi Aiyar  Kejriwal, hostedlast  Bardhan’s eloquent i
and Urban Affairs Minister Jaipal  month, was about asstarstudded  of the stark contrasts in India,  while Thomas Isaac, the cerebral,

Reddy, were on hand who were
responsible for the very opie the
iwo-day seminar addressed, “Local
government and empuwenuem"
Add to that Kerala Finance Min-
ister TM. Thomas Isaac, former
Madhya Pradesh Chief Minister

isit gets. In fact, it was the sort of
gathering one is hard pressed to
find even in India.

Between the reformist zeal
of IAS bureaucrat-turned gover-
nance activist Narayans blister
ing eritique of local governance,

attendees had an opportunity to
gain a thorough insight into the
state of in India.

bespectacled Kerala finance min-
isterand architect of one of India’s

‘The nuts-and-bolts-challenges
of local empowerment were
discussed by people who had ac-
tually been there: the gentle, soft-

programs, presented his fake on
the challenges to local govern-
ment.

In the wrap-up session, public

interest legal activist Rajeev
Dhavan added a dash of color
with his flamboyant, rapier wit,
not even sparing the organizers.
“The purpose of a conference is
to plan the next conference,” he
quipped, quoting British novelist
wid Lodge.

In one of most compelling
presentations of the seminar,
Narayan offered a damning in-
dictment of the present state of
governance in India.

“Is anybody running India?”
he thundered. “We have a clas-
sic system of alibis...because
authority is completely divorced
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Eerala Finance Minister Thomas
aac

from accountability in the coun-
try, because power has become
dysfunctional in India.

National — U.S.

In an i “passioned jeremiad
with historical an-

pepperc
ccdotes . satistical figures,
Narayar 1 the audience of an
inciden 9%, when in Brit-
ishIné 2. Das, the newly
electe. - of Calcutta, asked
thegow  ~to let him appointa

commiss. ..er, He refused to ac-
cept the governor’s suggestion of
appointing a member of the elite
Indian Civil Service and instead
appointed a *27-year-old young-
ster,” who did an outstanding
job. When the commissioner was
in jail due to participating in the
freedom struggle, Das demanded
— and got — from the colonial
government permission for the
youngster, later to be celebrated
as Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose,
10 oversee city files.

“That's what happened in 1924.
Eighty-three years later, there is
not a city in India, let alone great
cities like Kolkata or Delli or

[Camt. on page A46]

Former Madluya Pradesh Chief Min-
ister Digvijay Singh
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{Cont.from page A%4]
tumbai or Chennai, not even a
-grade municipality which would
callowed to have its own execu-
ve. It as simple as that.”

He threw a challenge at the au-
lience, *I dare this group here to
«ame the mayor of any onecity of

n good stead, he said. Leaders

Naoroji and Jawaharlal Nehru
zame up from city politics. “They
became national leaders because
they worked in the local govern-
ments effectively, and because
local governments were schools
of democracy in that early phasc,”

Today hessld, There nadeep
crisis in govenance.”

“Theroiano good govemancein
India, even in the so-called good
governments,” he said. “The heart
of the matter is political reform,”
Narayan said. “As long as we
have autocratic political parties,
as long as we have Kleptocratic
politics and bureaucracy . . . it
would be completely wrong to
expect local governments will be

UC Berkcle chancalor Robert Birgnnus oelsomes ltendees o the seminar
Local e or Raka Ray

on Indian

Foundation for Democratic Reforms in India board member Venktesh Shukla

looks on.

empowered.”

‘What was to be done? His an-
‘swer was blunt. “Ultimately the
tizenry must take

Panchayati Raj minister, who sees
alot to be proud of.

“What we have actually suc-
ceeded in doing — to put it in a

kash Narayan ot the seminar on
9

Indian tocal government. (Ashfaque Swapan photos)

Tndia of which approximately
238,000 are in rural India, he
said.

“In these 238,000 local institu-

“True to his word, after 17 years
asanelite bureaucrat and 10 years
a3 a government reform activist,
Narayan has started a party, the
Lok Satta Party.

However, the situation isn'tall
that bleak, according to Aiyer, the

izing the greatest experiment in
democracy that has ever taken
place in history or to be taking
place anywhere in the world,”
he said.

India has in place around

50,000 institutions of local self-
governance in rural and urban

tions .

open democratic process that i at

least as transparent as any similar
the world .

“Contrast (that) with a recent

of Nagaland in 2002 changed the

system and made the salaries

of health officials, education

dependent on the local village
it

10 less than 3.2 million elected
ey

‘presentatives.”

Aiyer did concede um there
are problems. “We have
Tor atitutions of devoltion: he
said. “We don't have a design for
devolution.”

India’s complex reality is such
that shortcomings and achieve-
mens st tolve heelc byjowl,
and 1iC Berkeley economics Prof.

Venktesh Shukla looks on.

Pranab Bardhan made that point  attendees to the two-day seminar,
with feeling. Jointly hosted by the U.S. non-
India is a vibrant and resilient  Beforms in India.
democracy, but let me add to “Today, India is a model for
at the local level, India. success. ; as
stillis not a democracy” he said.  we celebrate these economic
“Except in three o four states, i~ successes, it's we
most of India at thelocal level we  remember that India's real suc-
have local " cess — and we hope these two
Bardhan said that economic are connected —isin
growth provided only a partial ~ a ibrant democracy across so
of India. “Many of us are
carried away by the euphoria,
. he said. “We of-

Malnutrition statistics for In-
dian children was worse than
ub-Saharan Afri

is really.
contribute to the debate which
is happening in India with regard
to political reforms, and bring
like this together.

immediately improved.” In fact,

school performance improved

50 much that lot of poor people

mo\ed their kids back 1o private
school

erd.h-n said the conference’s
focus on local government was
timely. “We've taken an important
stepin the right direction.”

Earlier, UC Berkeley chancel-
Tor Robert Birgeneau welcomed



