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F ONE is writing on 
the 12th Five Year Plan 
(2012-17), corruption 
is an odd issue to pick.  
After all, Planning 
Commission is not 

perceived as an organization that 
has done a great deal of work on 
corruption.  However, corruption 
is an important and topical issue.  
A Google search on Planning 
Commission’s website shows there 
are several hundred studies (341 
to be precise) that have referred 
to bribery and corruption. The 
Approach Paper to the Twelfth Five 
Year Plan has just been finalized 
and there is acknowledgement 
there too. 

That acknowledgement requires 
a longish quote. The Approach 
Paper states, “Poor governance 
leads to corruption, both petty 
and large, both of which corrode 
the moral fabric of the society. 
Large scale corruption occurs 
either because of mishandling of 
government contracts, or because 
discretionary decision making in 
some areas is used to the advantage 
of some. Corruption undermines 
the legitimacy of the system in 
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the eyes of the public and reduces 
potential for achieving efficiency 
through competition. Corruption 
surfaces in many forms, all of 
which erode the confidence of the 
citizen in the quality of governance. 
They range from petty corruption 
associated with getting permissions 
that should be routinely available, 
large scale corruption associated 
with faulty procedures for handing 
large contracts and also corruption 
arising from discretionary decision 
making. However, public perception 
of corruption as a pervasive problem 
has increased. This is in part 
because of greater awareness and 
increased transparency (e.g., the 
Right to Information Act) and also 
the operation of a vigilant Press, 
especially the electronic media. …
The view that economic reforms 
have bred corruption is not correct. 
Many reforms, such as the abolition 
of industrial licensing and import 
licensing have actually ended 
corruption in areas where it was 
earlier widely prevalent. However, 
rapid economic growth has caused 
sharp increase in the value of 
scarce resources, e.g., minerals, 
spectrum, or land and as long as 
these are allocated on the basis 
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of discretion exercised in a non-
transparent manner, the likelihood 
of corruption increases. It is the lack 
of reforms in these areas to reflect 
the needs of the situation that is 
the real source of the problem. We 
must aim at preventing corruption 
through further simplification 
of procedures for delivery of 
public services introducing greater 
transparency in public procurement 
processes. We must also strengthen 
mechanisms for dealing with 
corruption after it occurs through 
institutions such as the Lokpal and 
Lokayuktas. Corruption associated 
with government contracts can 
be minimized by restructuring 
g o v e r n m e n t  p r o c u r e m e n t 
processes. An Expert Committee 
has recommended enactment of a 
National Public Procurement Act 
in line with international practice 
in many countries. UNCITRAL 
has recently published a new 
model Public Procurement Law, 
replacing its earlier model law 
published in 1994. The Government 
has announced its intention to 
put a suitable law in place along 
these lines as soon as possible…
Corruption in the interface between 
the aam aadmi and the government 
is a common source of public 
unhappiness. It is vital that systems 
for delivery of public services 
should be made citizen-friendly and 
time-bound. This requires reforms 
in the implementing agencies, 
including in the State Governments 
where most of the public services 
are delivered at the grassroots level. 
Information and Communication 
Technology (ICT) can play a major 
role in achieving these results. 
A citizen’s charter which lays 
down the quality standards in 
delivery of services will help 
greatly. Perceptions of public 
services and quality of governance 
can be measured and evaluated by 
independent institutions in terms 
of citizens’ report cards or social 
audits through surveys focusing on 
levels of satisfaction from public 
services as perceived by citizens.”

There are several elements in 
this longish quote and let us focus 
on the ones that deal with petty 
corruption, that is, corruption 
associated with the delivery of 
public goods and services. That 
there is greater awareness about 
petty corruption is probably true 
and examples can be given about 
countervailing pressure, directly 
and indirectly.

First, there is the central Right 
to Information (RTI) Act, enacted 
in 2005. This followed State-level 
laws enacted in Tamil Nadu (1997), 
Goa (1997), Rajasthan (2000), 
Karnataka (2000), Delhi (2001), 
Maharashtra (2002), Assam (2002), 
Madhya Pradesh (2003) and Jammu 
and Kashmir (2004) and followed 
the movement spearheaded by 
Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathana 
(MKSS) in the 1990s.  While 
reservations have legitimately 
been expressed about quality of 
information disseminated through 
RTI applications and the exclusions 
permitted and there are instances 
of RTI activists actually having 
been murdered, there have been 
several successes because of RTI.  
However, the performance of RTI 
does vary across States.  Public 
Cause Research Foundation’s RTI 
Awards are not quite a ranking of 
States.  Nevertheless, this shows the 
inter-State variations.- 

Second, there have been citizens’ 
charters, an initiative launched in 
1997.  They resulted from a Chief 
Ministers’ Conference in May 1997, 
where an “Action Plan for Effective 
and Responsive Government at 
the Centre and the State Levels” 
was adopted.  Citizen charters 
aren’t only about the Central 
government and its ministries and 
departments.  They also extend to 
State governments.  In 2007, the 
Public Affairs Centre, Bangalore, 
undertook a review of these citizen 
charters and the overall finding 
was as follows. “Most government 
agencies seem to have viewed 
implementing a Citizen’s Charter 

simply as an exercise in drafting 
a short document rather than an 
opportunity to fundamentally 
institute systemic changes to 
improve service delivery quality 
and increase accountability.”  States 
like Andhra Pradesh and Tamil 
Nadu tended to perform better.  

Third, States like Karnataka have 
had a Lokayukta.  The Karnataka 
Lokayukta Act was passed in 1984. 
The first Administrative Reforms 
Commission, which submitted a 
report in 1966, had recommended 
that anti-corruption Ombudsmen 
should be set up at the Centre and in 
the States.  This would be called the 
Lokpal at the Centre and Lokayuktas 
in States.  Other than Karnataka, 
Lokayuktas, or their equivalents, 
exist in Andhra Pradesh, Assam, 
Bihar, Chhattisgarh, Delhi, Gujarat, 
Jharkhand, Haryana, Himachal 
Pradesh, Kerala, Madhya Pradesh, 
Maharashtra, Orissa, Punjab, 
Rajasthan, Uttarakhand and Uttar 
Pradesh.  However, State-level 
Lokayuktas have been set up under 
State-specific legislation.  This 
means that there is no centralized 
template and powers of Lokayuktas 
vary widely.  This also largely 
explains why Lokayuktas haven’t 
made a systemic difference, 
success being contingent on the 
individual who has been appointed 
as a Lokayukta.  Very few have 
undertaken suo motu investigations.  
There are also problems with 
the Lokayukta’s powers.  Some 
areas are outside Lokayukta’s 
jurisdiction.  The recommendations 
of Lokayuktas are not mandatory 
and Lokayuktas do not have the 
power to punish.  In parallel with 
Lokayuktas in States, there was 
supposed to be a Lokpal at the 
Centre and several Bills (1968, 
1971, 1977, 1985, 1989, 1996, 
1998, 2001, 2005, 2008) have 
lapsed and haven’t yet led to the 
enactment of a Central legislation. 
The success of any such institution 
is contingent on it being independent 
of government, including the 
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selection process.  Hong Kong’s 
Independent Commission Against 
Corruption (ICAC), established in 
1974, is a case in point.

Fourth, there might be a law 
for protecting whistleblowers 
soon.  More specifically, this is 
the Public Interest Disclosure and 
Protection to Persons Making 
the Disclosure Bill, which has 
been approved by the Cabinet.  
There have been high-profile 
instances of whistleblowers like 
Satyendra Dubey and Shanmughan 
Manjunath being murdered, though 
Shanmughan Manjunath was not 
quite a whistleblower.  Countries 
like USA, UK, Australia and 
New Zealand have laws to protect 
whistleblowers.  

Fifth, there have been initiatives 
like the zero rupee note, created 
by a NGO named 5th Pillar.  These 
are meant for public servants 
who demand bribes for public 
services.  These have evidently been 
successful in reducing corruption in 
cities like Chennai, Bangalore and 
Hyderabad.  In similar vein, there 
has been the “Jaago Re” campaign 
of Tata Tea and Janaagraha and the 
Ipaidabribe campaign. 

Sixth, there have been initiatives 
like the Citizen Report Cards of 
Public Affairs Centre, Bangalore. 
The use of citizen report cards has 
led to improvements in the quality 
of service delivery and reduction 
in corruption.  The Centre for 
Innovations in Public Systems 
(CIPS) at ASCI (Administrative 
Staff College of India, Hyderabad) 
has also experimented with such 
ratings.

Seventh, Madhya Pradesh was a 
pioneer in enacting a Public Service 
Guarantee Act in 2010. For some 
public services (birth certificate, 
caste certificate, domicile certificate, 
water supply through taps, khasra 
copies and death certificate), this 
piece of legislation has time-lines 
for delivery.  If there is a delay 

in delivering the service, a fine is 
imposed on the relevant officer.  
Jammu and Kashmir, Rajasthan, 
Chhattisgarh, Himachal Pradesh, 
Delhi, Uttar Pradesh and Punjab 
have followed suit and there may 
also be a Central law along similar 
lines.

Is it true that with reforms, 
these petty kinds of corruption 
have declined?  On balance, this is 
probably true, except in instances 
where fresh public expenditure 
has provided newer avenues 
for corruption. MGNREGS is 
an example. But is it invariably 
the case that public monopolies 
have been eroded, offering choice 
and private sector delivery, 
monopoly being a prerequisite for 
systematizing corruption?  That is 
certainly not the case and choice 
is often restricted to richer and 
urban India.  The countervailing 
pressure by civil society changes 
the demand, triggering pressure for 
better quality of public goods and 
services.  However, supply-side 
changes require civil service reform.  
Despite several recommendations 
about what should be done, 
nothing has significantly changed 
on this.  Nor have there been 
any improvements on the anti-
corruption legal machinery.  More 
importantly, the interface between 
the citizen and the government, 
for petty kinds of corruption, is 
at the level of the local body, not 
at the level of the Centre or the 
States.  Supply-side changes require 
improvements in the channel of 
supply.  Who determines what these 
public goods and services are?  
Who determines how resources 
are devoted to these?  With 
proper decentralized planning and 
devolution of powers to local bodies, 
such questions should be answered 
by local bodies.  However, they 
continue to be determined centrally 
and countervailing pressure has 
succeeded in demanding more (and 
better) from local body officials, 

who are often inadequately placed 
to cater to these needs.  

Not long ago, Kaushik Basu, the 
Chief Economic Adviser, created 
a flutter by writing a paper which 
suggested that, for some types of 
bribes, the giving of bribes should 
become legal. He meant harassment 
bribes, bribes paid for goods and 
services that people are entitled 
to. For such kinds of corruption, 
there is an oft-cited formula that 
has a lot of validity. Corruption 
= (Monopoly + Discretion) – 
(Accountability + Integrity + 
Transparency). “The most cited 
causes of corruption include: (1) 
the absence of rules, regulations, 
policies and legislation; (2) weak 
systems of enforcement; (3) weak 
systems of oversight (i.e., the 
absence of a watchdog institution); 
(4) lack of accountability; (5) lack 
of transparency; (6) lack of checks 
and balances in the system (e.g., 
institutional weaknesses in the 
legislative and judicial systems); 
(7) lack of integrity; (8) monopoly 
of power; (9) high degree of 
discretion; (10) low salaries; (11) 
high rewards compared to risks; and 
(12) low detec tion rate.”  Therefore, 
the antidote to corruption also 
follows.  First, there is an issue 
of reforming the civil services, 
including codes of conduct, salaries, 
entry and promotions and laws 
against corruption that are credible.  
Second, this implies the existence of 
independent anti-corruption bodies.  
Third, the monopoly in providing 
public services can be ended by 
enabling private sector delivery, 
since many such public goods and 
services are no longer instances 
of market failure.  Fourth, public 
procurement needs to become 
much more transparent.  Fifth, 
countervailing pressure must be 
created by civil society, which 
in turn, requires awareness and 
dissemination of information.  Only 
a few of these pre-conditions have 
been met so far. q
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