FOR ECOPINION, ET OF MAY 14 2001, BY S L RAO.
SUCCESSION PLANNING IN GOVERNMENT

I have written and spoken on this subject many times in the past. But personal experience showed me that the reality was worse.

I was sworn in as Chairman of the Central Electricity Regulatory Commission on August 7, 1998, for a five year term or till I reached the age of 65. A search committee had selected me though my prior consent had not been taken. I had two and a half years in the job, and knew this from the outset. So presumably did all others concerned, the Minister of Power and his officers, the Department of Personnel, the Prime Minister’s Office, and many others who were part of the appointment process. The Electricity Regulatory Commissions Act of 1998 provides that the search process for a successor must start six months before the expiry of the term of the incumbent. So the search committee provided for in the Act should have been activated by July 2000.

I was in London on work in June 2000 and was invited to participate in an investors’ meeting with a team led by the then Minister, Mr Rangarajan Kumaramangalam. He asked me in the middle of a discussion on private investment opportunities in power in India, as to when I was to go. I replied that it was in January. He asked why I had to go and I said it was the law, to which he asked why the law could not be changed to let me continue. On my return I wrote to government and pointed out that the CERC was due to lose its Secretary in November 2000, a Member in December, and the Chairman (myself) in January 2001. There was likely to be a loss of continuity.

As of !st May, none of these appointments has been made. And this is despite full knowledge in government that these vacancies were to arise. I know of many others like me, in the public enterprises and in government, who have taken the trouble to caution all concerned well in advance of the need to begin searching for successors for forthcoming vacancies. All to no avail. At all times, there are innumerable vacancies left unfilled for months after the incumbent’s term has expired. It does not appear as if anyone in government is concerned or feels responsible.

Financial institutions, banks, large companies, top functionaries in the administration, all have this in common. When their term expires they might be asked to continue till a successor is appointed, or the position might be left unfilled. The cost of leaving such positions unfilled is enormous to the enterprise, government and society. 

In jobs for which a statutory term does not exist, the situation is even worse. People are appointed for short periods because it is the easiest thing to ask the next in seniority to take over, even if he has a short period before his statutory retirement. We can remember   

the Reserve Bank Governor and a State Bank Chairman, who both held office for a month or more. We have Cabinet Secretaries being appointed with hardly two years left in service. This tendency is now extending itself to other positions which government has to fill.

Why is it not possible to identify at least the 200 or so key positions in government that need continuity and ensure that they are filled in time? Why can not such positions be given guaranteed tenure, as in the Armed Forces? These tenures must be long enough for the incumbent to learn the job and make a difference in it, probably a five year term. In the case of public enterprises, the Boards of Directors should be made responsible for taking the necessary actions of search and selection in time. In the case of statutory bodies, the responsibility of initiating the process must rest with the body itself. 

Indian governments can learn from the best corporate management practice. People are evaluated not only by superiors but by colleagues and juniors below them. The evaluations are discussed with the concerned person. With governments, a person aggrieved with an evaluation could take it to Court. A way must be found to prevent this. As a person progresses up the ladder, he is identified for different positions and given the training and exposure required to prepare him for the position. By the time, candidates reach the point when they can be considered for top positions, the funnel would have narrowed and only a few would qualify. At this stage a Search Committee could objectively identify the most suitable candidate. A reform in the process of evaluation, search and selection for positions in government is essential if we are to achieve desired reforms in the economy. (790)   

