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Our Parliament Today 
Romesh Thapar 

THE other day, someone was 
suggesting that the only way 

to inject some reality into the de
bates taking place in Parliament 
was to organise a ' l iv ing newspaper 
for members. This should consist 
of unsigned petitions, memoranda 
and facts sent in by spirited citizens 
and officials. The material should 
be well displayed to assist MPs to 
take up issues which engage the 
at lent ion of the nation, A little 
publicity for this ' l iving newspaper', 
it is pointed out, would probably 
turn it into a unique democratic 
institution. The suggestion was 
warmly supported. Indeed, it was 
even argued that if Parliament 
considered such activity not in 
keeping with its dignity, President 
Radhakrishnan could find some 
way of making materials collected 
at his 'darbars' available to MPS. 

Without a doubt, such comments 

are excited by the barrenness of 
the debate in Parliament and the 
apparent incapacity of members to 
prepare their interventions in the 
tradition established by old stalwarts 
like Satyamurthi and Bhulabhai 
Desai in the pre-Independence days. 
True, membership of Parliament 
has become a profession for the 
non-specialists, but what prevents 
them from applying their minds 
to the problems under debate? It 
would be Interesting to make a 
survey of the reading habits of our 
MPs. Perhaps, like the civilian and 
army personnel of the Government 
of India, they rely on what they 
can pick up from various 'digests' 
and newspaper clippings? But 
even a study of these should yield 
some modicum of fresh ideas. 

Whether on defence matters, 
foreign policy or economic plann
ing, the same old cliches are re
peated and no one blushes at the 
repetition. Of course, when it 
comes to demanding attention or 
priorities for an industrial project, 
rai lway or other development, the 
MP concerned shows some know
ledge but even here there is a sur
prising lack of understanding 
about the planning process and how 
it should be inter-woven with local 

needs. The attitude of the govern 
ment front bench heightens the 
apathy; apart from the Prime 
Minister, the others are only too 
anxious to reduce 'question hour' 
to as tame an affair as possible. 
Wi th bolder, more competent men 
on the front bench, this situation 
would soon transform. But, then, 
such are the ways of democracy . .. 

'Red Lights ' and 'Green Lights ' 

The dullness of the debates natu-
ral ly encourages speculation about 
Cabinet reshuffles and such things. 
The Prime Minister, as usual, is 
tight-lipped and the assumption 
is that he w i l l spring the news on 
Parliament before it adjourns early 
next month, The speculation in
variably centres on T T Krishna 
machari. Unti l a few weeks ago, 
he was telling friends that he was 
'fed up' and would one day pack 
his suitcase and 'push off'. Now, 
he seems to have found his bear
ings as 'coordinator', 

Krishnamachari 's first speech in 
Parliament since joining the Cabi 
net did not succeed in clarifying 
the role he is expected to play as 
coordinator. In fact, he managed 
to create the unfortunate impression 
that he would not be answerable to 
Parliament because of the very 
nature of his behind-the-scenes 
coordinating activity between mini
stries. This is extraordinary, to 
say the least - but there was no 
one in the House to take up this 
question, not even the Communists 
who are away in Hyderabad trying 
to resolve the struggle for power 
wi th in their own party. 

Most members accepted Krishna-
machari's colourful thesis about 'red 
lights', and 'green lights', and how 
he would control and coordinate 
the switchboard. His cabinet collea
gues also seemed to accept the new 
role designed for them. A few 
back-benchers, handicapped by the 
bad acoustics of the House, picked 
up bits and pieces of the speech 
and came to the conclusion that 
T T K was about to take over the 
Railway Ministry from his friend, 
former Steel Minister Swaran Singh 

who seems fated to preside over 
'accidents'! 

Empire Builders, Big or Small 

Those in the Capital who consi
der themselves better informed 
have radically altered their earlier 
theory that T T K is taking Finance 
and Morar j i Desai is headed for 
Home. They now imply that a 
massive Ministry of Industries and 
Commerce is to be created for T T K 
which wi l l include the portfolio at 
present held by Subramaniam. The 
inanity of the speculation can be 
seen from the simple fact that 
Subramaniam, who has shown 
silent efficiency in tackling the 
challenges of public sector enter
prise, has been treated as if he 
were expendable. Clearly, only 
the headline-makers count in the 
Capital. 

It would be more appropriate if 
our imaginative political pundits 
applied their undoubted talents to 
the problem of the paralysis which 
grips the Union Government and 
its constituent ministries. Each 
Cabinet Minister has become a law 
unto himself and seeks to operate 
an 'empire' independent of the 
others. Frequently, the empires 
overlap causing friction, further 
paralysis and tremendous waste. 
For example, we cannot meet the 
power needs of a few growing 
industrial centres and argue that 
this is due to foreign exchange 
shortages, but we thr i l l to the 
possibility of an atomic power station 
being established at considerable 
cost in foreign exchange. Then 
again, power and transport facili-
ties have to keep well ahead of de
mand in a growing economy and 
need far-sighted planning but a 
host of ministries and authorities at 
State and Union level make deci
sive decision-making impossible. 
And now the Defence Ministry is 
building up a third industrial sector, 
totally independent of both the 
public and private sectors. nego
tiating alloy steel plants, breweries 
and what have you! As for the 
Planning Commission which does 
not seem to have a clue, it is be-
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ing rapidly reduced to an informa
tion desk' f rom which the flow of 
information has sunk to the thinnest 
trickle! This is the creeping jungle 
over which the Prime Minister 
reigns supreme. 

With conditions as they are, only 
Parliament can cut a path through 
this jungle. True, general apathy, 
reinforced by the orders of party 
whips, makes the task doubly diffi
cult. Then, there are the supporters 
of individual ministers, who, in the 
present struggle for power and 
vantage position, are wholly devot
ed to sniping at potential compete 
tors. Yet. unless MPs mobilise 
themselves to analyse this forgotten 
aspect of the general crisis, we 
might well be missing our only 
chance to salvage the efforts and 
achievements of the last 15 years. 

THE elections to Panchayat Sami-
tis the second tier in the 

Panchayati Raj set-up in Pun
jab towards the end of 1961 pro 
vided an excellent opportunity to 
assess the interest evoked by the 
proposed new administrative scheme 
for rural India. The Union Mini
stry of Community Development 
and Cooperation conducted a sur-
vey immediately after the elections. 
The survey records the response of 
the Panchs and Sarpanchs to the 
functions and responsibilities which 
have devolved upon them under 
Panchayati Raj and also throws 
some light on the composition and 
quality of the new leadership in the 
villages. The sample chosen for 
the survey extended over 300 villa
ges. 

A Gram Panchayat in Punjab. 
covers one or more villages with a 
total population of not less than 
500 persons. Every person entered 
as a voter in the electoral roll for 
the State Legislature is entitled to 
vote in the elections to Gram Pan-
chayats. There is a provision of 
co-option of a certain number of 
unsuccessful women and Scheduled 
Caste candidates who secure the 
largest number of votes, if a pre
scribed minimum number of 
Panchs from these sections of the 
population are not elected. 

Delhi Power Failure Probe 
Meanwhile, the citizens of Delhi 

are taking a lively interest in the 
investigation being launched into 
the power failure which disorganis
ed the capital for a month. Several 
reports' are promised, Probably, 

each wi l l negative the other so as 
to prepare the way for the transfer 
of guilty officials to more respon
sible positions. But very damaging 
'facts' are being publicised. Ap
parently, modern transformers do 
not burn out due to overloading, 
but only as a result of neglectful 
maintenance. During the crisis, the 
Delhi Electric Supply Undertaking 
(DESU) managed to create 15,000 
KW of power from unused or old 
equipment ' ly ing around'. We 
have also heard that DESU has 
never generated the maximum it is 

A Panchayat Samiti is constitute t 
for each Community Developmem 
Block. It consists of 

(i) 16 members elected by all 
Panchayats in the Block 
from among their mem
bers; 

(ii) 2 members elected by the 
co-operative societies in the 
Block; 

(iii) 1 member representing the 
market committees in the 
Block. 

Every Panchayat Samiti must 
have at least two women and four 
Scheduled Caste members. If the 
required number of women and 
Scheduled Caste members are not 
returned in the elections, members 
belonging to these section., are 
co-opted. 

Panchayat Samiti : the Linchpin 
A study of the Punjab Panchayat 

Sarnitis and Zila Parishads Act. 
1961, indicates that the Samilis 
occupy a more vital place in the 
new set up and are intended in due 
course to become the most power
ful organ of Panchayati raj in 
terms of functions, power and 
authority. Zila Parishads form the 
apex of the hierarchy but are de 
signed to play only a supervisory 
and co-ordinating role. Panchayat 
Samitis have the more important 
role of initiating policies and ex 

capable of. If these 'facts' are 
proved, there w i l l be ground for 
investigating other electricity under
takings in the country. 

Stories are also circulating of 
how certain roads where ministers 
reside were not included in the 
power shedding programme, and 
sometimes only symbolically. 
Whether the investigators wi l l go 
into these and related questions is 
a mool point, for did not the MP 
flats also receive special treatment? 
Anyhow, it is fa i r ly certain that 
the citizens of Delhi are not in a 
mood to accept 'wishy washy' re 
ports. Here's hoping that the mood 
wi l l prove infectious and create a 
ferment of thinking both inside and 
outside Parliament on the bigger, 
conditioning problems. 

ecuting development plans in the 
rural areas. 

That Panchayat Samitis have 
aroused interest among the people 
is evidenced by the fact that parti
cipation in elections to the Samitis 
appears to have been almost univer
sal, 94.3 per cent of the Panchs and 
Sarpanchs in the sample stated that 
they had voted in the elections to 
the Samiti. One reason for this 
commendable interest in the elec
tions may have been that the 
Panchs and Sarpanchs wanted 
their own friends or relatives to be 
elected (29.4 per cent of responding 
Panchs and Sarpanchs gave this 
reason). Only 13.3 per cent "were 
interested in electing capable and 
intelligent candidates". The Survey 
fully reveals the influence of caste 
in the village life. From among 
the responding Samiti members 
only 5.6 per cent could positively 
claim that the "caste factor did not 
operate'' in their election. As 
against this 29.9 per cent admitted 
that they were elected by the sup 
port of either their "own caste rnem-
mers" or members of their "own 
caste and other castes". 

The procedure for co-opting 
Harijan and women members in 
the Panchayat Samitis which is 
different from that followed in the 
case of Gram Panchayats ( in Gram 

Response to Panchayati Raj 

1373 

Qur Delhi Letter 


