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  DREAM TEAMS IN GOVERNMENT by S L Rao

Every incoming President of the United States since Kennedy has entered office with policy papers on the major issues of the day. A few people, who they trust, help in the selection of office bearers for the new administration. Even if the appointees are not confirmed in office for long, the new President’s close advisors are able to help the administration take new initiatives.

Margaret Thatcher followed this model in the U.K., which now seems an accepted practice, with the Blair administration also entering with a strong PMO. These trusted advisors are also immensely competent in the ways of government or in some specialized area.

Among our Prime Ministers, Rajiv Gandhi was the first to try this model of having trusted outsiders in his PMO. But his advisors were strangers to politics and government, from the corporate or administrative worlds. They were nether skilled in the ways of politics or of government. When political problems started, Rajiv returned to the old political guard who he had begun by condemning. Government functions on procedures. Implementation demands knowing then and the permanent bureaucracy is the keeper of procedures.  

Finance Ministers around the world who successfully brought about revolutionary changes in economic policies, have usually been experts on the economy, and with like-thinking economic advisors and administrators. Dr Manmohan Singh was our best example. He created a team of outsiders in government, and kept close touch with experts and institutions, through commissioned research projects and conferences. In his first two years, he gave comprehensive cohesion to the economic programme of the new government. After him, P Chidambaram who inherited much of this team, also strengthened it. Unfortunately he was part of a ragtag coalition, which included destructive Communists, and seasoned opportunists seeking to use government for their private purposes. Despite the odds, he was able to achieve much, especially on tax structure and rates. 

In the present coalition, the Prime Minister brought in a team of like-minded intimates that he had developed his ideas with, over many years.  His successes can be attributed to his having such a team, some designated as Ministers, others in the PMO, and perhaps some outside. The nuclear explosions, the managing of the India-U.S. relationship, the massive road-building programme, new approaches to the public sector, the repeated attempts to normalize relationships with Pakistan, were possible despite disparate coalition partners, because the P.M. had this team. The PMO is an essential instrument for a Prime Minister in today’s complex world, and especially if the P.M. wants to introduce dramatic changes. To criticize its influence demonstrates ignorance of the complex process of policy formulation and implementation in government. Much thought is required, many deliberations, and a willingness to consider all possibilities with an open mind. At the same time, public opinion has to be prepared. None of this can be done in a fractious Cabinet of diverse political interests, and even less in a noisy legislative environment that is looking only for political advantage. The Prime Minister requires not only extraordinary political skills but also a team of dedicated, competent and low profile advisors, in his Office.

Unfortunately, this PMO, except for a while, when it inducted N K Singh, has never had skilful and knowledgeable economic expertise. Nor does the Finance Minister have a team of like-minded economic advisors, from academia or multilateral institutions. In the Narasimha Rao years, it was quite common to see the Finance Minister listening intently at seminars and conferences, and some of those ideas would find reflection in later policies. This was also the case with Chidambaram. Both read everything that came their way and were well informed about all aspects of a policy option. The present government depends far more on the economic bureaucracy.  

If we are to resume our halted progress, we need a Finance Ministry that has a clear vision for the future and a route map for getting there, not a checklist of wishes picked up from various visitors. It must have sound academic economic inputs, and talented people with varied experiences in India and elsewhere. It must search for and induct economic administrators with ideas about what is wrong with the system, and who do not accept the inevitability of its continuance. A strong PMO composed not of fixers but of experts is essential and should not be grudged. Every Prime Minister and his Finance Minister must have his own dream team. (740)
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