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WHY SHOULD ANYONE WORK FOR GOVERNMENT? By S L Rao

When government, from the 1950s, began to play an increasing role in the economy, people wondered why it was assumed that it would necessarily be fair, just, equitable, and ethical. Government is like any other institution run by people. These people exercise the powers for the government. They would not be free of the human vices of greed, venality, envy, etc. What was done to Michael Mascarenhas demonstrates that at least some people in government are no different from those in other institutions. 

Air India was at one time, among the world’s great airlines, with a boutique image of exotic airhostesses, excellent service, cleanliness, good food, timely performance and a reasonably good safety record. Then came Morarji Desai, who decided that septuagenarian J.R.D.Tata had held the top position for long enough. He peremptorily dismissed Tata. The airline has been in decline ever since.

JRD was committed to Air India. He had personally selected many of the employees.  He was the charismatic leader who had unquestioning acceptance. He set the high standards by which it lived. Being a small airline, his personal touch was everywhere. We cannot say whether his continuance in further old age with an expanding airline would have enabled him to maintain his touch. The fact was, that it deteriorated after him. In the more than 25 years after he was sacked, Air India has had only two internal candidates who rose to become Managing Director -M/s Appuswamy and Mascarenhas. Both knew the company from the inside and personally knew most of the people in it. They were well regarded in the company and in the travel industry. The four non-bureaucrats recruited to the top position, did not know the airline business and the Air Indians. The company showed reasonable results under them mainly because of reasons like the captive market with government business, export cargo (government kept other airlines from increasing capacity), locking out competition from profitable passenger routes, the preference of Indians for a familiar ambience, insurance receipts, and creative accounting. A few Joint Secretaries (and Secretaries), Civil Aviation, also managed to get themselves nominated by compliant Ministers as Managing Directors and Chairmen. Heading an international airline added glamour to their profiles, gave them the power to grant favours, big and small, not to mention personal benefits, like overseas travel, generous allowances and a lifetime thereafter of free international travel. 

The civil aviation bureaucracy persuaded each Minister in the 1990’s that it was desirable to keep the airline in government ownership, and under the management of civil servants who would be amenable to Ministerial requirements. One outsider who became CMD, at least brought superlative management skills to a business that was new to him. The others did not. Nor did the bureaucrats who had neither business skills nor knowledge of the company. In typical sarkari durbar style, they formed cliques around themselves, of pliable Air Indians. Air India became a divided house. 

The combined and differing self-interests of this troika of the bureaucracy, politicians and internal cliques, led to the downfall of the last insider to reach the top-Mascarenhas. He was popular because he stood up for the airline’s interests. When government started disinvesting in public enterprises he recognized that the future survival of Air India depended on moving out of government ownership and control. When he espoused this view as Managing Director, he was in direct conflict with the troika. They removed him but the CBI has exonerated him.

Mascarenhas is not the first and will not be the last manager in a public enterprise to be toppled because he did not subserve to the views of such a combination. It has happened to other high performing managers as well. 

Government ownership with control exercised by the bureaucracy and its political masters, will repeat this in other public enterprises as well. The solution is to distance public enterprises from control over the enterprise, leave it to an independent Board to exercise control, and appoint top management on merit and preferably from within the company. For this, long-term succession planning is essential. Now that there is no suitor to buy control of Air India, government has to retain ownership. If Air India is not to sink, bureaucrats and politicians must give up control over it. They must forego the perquisites, privileges and powers due to control over this public enterprise. But our Cadillac communists and suborned socialists in politics do not want to permit this because of not “selling the family silver”, protecting the “oppressed” workers, and vague ideas of  “national security”. The real reason may well be the comfort, privileges, perquisites and powers arising  from retaining control. (775)    

