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Victory, warning

Germany’s mandate for Angela Merkel represents both continuity and challenge
TOI Editorials

The European Union can heave a sigh of
relief that Angela Merkel’'s Christian
Democratic Union has emerged as the
single largest party in German elections.
But the task of cobbling together an
alliance remains, and the challenge posed
to the liberal Western order from far-right
tendencies is far from receding. Merkel’s
steadying influence on the EU from one
crisis to the next marked her out as a
leader who wouldn’t give up on the waning
appeal of multilateralism. From bailing out
Greece during the European debt crisis,
admitting nearly one million Syrian
refugees that took the pressure off other
EU countries, and then steadying EU after
Brexit, Merkel can rightfully stake claim as
the preeminent Western leader of our times - given that the US and UK appear to have turned their backs
on globalisation and no longer seem to care for a rules-based international liberal order.

But Germany’s path towards more purposeful interventions will be hindered by the rise of far-right
tendencies characterised by nationalism and anti-immigrant sentiment on home soil. Their manifestation
in a country that successfully effaced its Nazi past makes it incumbent upon the two main parties,
Christian Democrats (CDU) and Social Democrats (SPD), to energetically tackle the reasons for their
diminished vote shares. Already, SPD has decided it will not be part of another CDU-led
government.While this will complicate Merkel’s task of finding new alliance partners it will ensure that
the far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD) does not emerge as the primary opposition party. The CDU-
SPD alliance in the previous government created a vacuum in the opposition on key issues like refugee
policy, that allowed AfD to grab political space on the right.

Central to Germany’s continued prosperity is Eurozone stability which ensures a steady market for its
exports. In French President Emmanuel Macron, Germany has an able ally who wishes to push key
reforms that strongly interlink EU economies. The likes of Russian President Vladimir Putin and
nationalists like France’s Marine Le Pen - even perhaps US President Donald Trump - would like to see
them fail. Merkel personifies steadiness, continuity and cooperation when Trump and UK Prime Minister
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Theresa May lead their countries towards more isolationist and protectionist positions and President Xi
Jinping selectively deifies global trade on China’s terms. But Merkel faces challenges at home, where her
first task will be to craft a credible coalition government.
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PM’s pro-poor pitch on power holds promise
ET Editorials

Power flows from the barrel of the
gun, said Mao Zedong. Prime Minister
Narendra Modi would appear to
believe that political power for a
second term of his government would
flow from the power grid. At the
extended meeting of the BJP National
Executive, Modi outlined a vision
building a power sector that would
light every lamp in every home in
every hamlet, and fire up every hearth
as well, and the country would turn
f power surplus, preferably from
R renewable sources, the sun in
‘f ) particular. The speech did not hold out
L any great promise of new investment
that would reverse economic deceleration but did underline the PM’s commitment to the poor of the
country and his efforts to alleviate their distress in sector after sector, focusing, in particular, on energy.

The PM’s grasp of the energy sector and of detail in every sub-sector is commendable. He dwelt not only
on new energy-saving products and technologies, and on the new thrust on renewable energy, whose
costs are coming down virtually every passing day, but also on the macroeconomic benefits of slashing
expensive oil imports, both through substitution of hydrocarbon energy by renewable sources and by
means of saving energy. While he spoke of the need to curb greenhouse gas emissions, he acknowledged
the reality that India would continue to use hydrocarbons and coal as major energy sources. But he
committed to make these sectors work more efficiently and transparently, as via coal auctions. He
outlined the upgradation undertaken in power transmission, although India is yet to adopt the ultra-high-
voltage transmission technology that allows China to generate power efficiently and far removed from its
population centres.It would have been appropriate if the PM had also used the occasion to call upon the
people to pay for the power they consume and told politicians to stop patronising power theft. For, it is
this change in the political culture that the power sector needs far more than any financial reengineering
of bankrupt distribution utilities represented by the Ujwal Discom Assurance Yojana (UDAY).
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Generalist vs specialist

A nuanced process of active but careful cadre management should inform lateral
entry into IAS

Gulzar Natarajan , Duvvuri Subbarao

In an earlier article (‘The case for lateral entry’, IE, August 9), we made a case for an institutionalised
system of lateral entry of mid-career professionals into the IAS. We argued that lateral entrants will not
only bring in much-needed external expertise into the government but will also challenge the regular
recruit IAS into continuous self-improvement. But such self-improvement will not happen automatically;
the government will have to institute an incentive structure, devote greater attention to career
management and provide opportunities for specialisation. How the government should approach this
task is the thrust of this article.Arguably the biggest question confronting the IAS is its lack of
specialisation. The IAS was modelled on the colonial era Indian Civil Service as a generalist service to
deliver the core functions of the state — collect taxes and maintain law and order. The challenge of
development in a large, populous and impoverished country was probably not on the radar screen when
the IAS was designed. But it soon became apparent that this development task would become central to
public administration, especially at the state level. The IAS adapted to these changing dynamics by
retooling itself as a “development agent”, and on the whole acquitted itself quite creditably.
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As economic reforms deepened and the state started yielding to the market, the nature of administration
changed, demanding domain knowledge, especially at the policy level. This raised questions about the
role and relevance of the IAS. Two views emerged.The first is the argument that the best leadership is
provided by generalists who have a breadth of understanding and experience. Specialists, no matter how
competent, tend to have a tunnel vision and are not equipped to take a broader view. Sure, domain
knowledge has to feed into policy-making, but that can be accomplished by domain experts advising the
generalist leader in decision-making. In this worldview, a good IAS officer can head the Department of
Agriculture as competently as she would the Department of Shipping.The opposing view is that the IAS,
as generalists, tend to over-weigh their experience of the process and form over understanding of policy
content. Only someone who has learnt the subject from the trenches, as it were, can provide competent
leadership in a functional area. Having the IAS head specialised areas is an inefficient arrangement.This
debate has frowned upon moderation. But there is no need to look for binary solutions. The complex and
interconnected nature of policy-making demands that specialist expertise has to go with generalist
experience. Notably, the Constitution Review Commission 2002 suggested the “need to specialise some of
the generalists and generalise some of the specialists”. That seems to be a wise dictum for the way
forward.That raises the challenge of managing specialisation. When does an IAS officer start to specialise?
How will the system be operationalised?The private sector’s example is instructive. There, young
professionals are typically recruited in specialised areas and they rise to generalist leadership positions
negotiating their way up the hierarchy. What we have, or should have, in the public sector is in fact its
reverse. Young recruits join the IAS as generalists, acquire breadth and then go on to acquiring depth.

The first decade of an IAS’ career is typically spent in field postings with responsibility for policy
execution which hones her administrative and people management skills, apart from imparting
invaluable understanding of ground realities. From there an IAS graduates to policy formulating
positions, at the centre and state levels. This transition provides the ideal marker for beginning to
specialise — combining the soft skills they have learnt with the hard skills of a specialised
domain.Managing specialisation can be a complex challenge. How much specialisation should there be?
How should officers be allocated among the specialisations? What should be the weightages for
expressed preferences and revealed competencies? Once allocated a specialisation, how should an
officer’s career be managed?A starting point can be to categorise ministries broadly into three groups —
welfare ministries, regulatory ministries and economic ministries since experience suggests that each of
these categories demands broadly similar behavioural attributes and aptitudes. A couple of principles
should inform the process.First, allocating officers across specialisations cannot, and should not, be
reduced to a formula. It is best to work the system flexibly, allowing specialisation to emerge gradually
through a process of deliberate iteration at the mid-career level. This will facilitate officers in specialising
as they move up the hierarchy based on their revealed aptitude and performance record. Because the
system needs to be flexible, it places the onus on the government to make it predictable and
transparent.Second, specialisation need not be mandatory. Some IAS officers may prefer to remain
generalists. Indeed, the system too is always in need of some generalists. One of the tasks of cadre
management will indeed be to match the supply and demand across specialisations and generalists.

Once they are allocated specialist positions, officers should be afforded opportunities to deepen their
domain knowledge through study and training. Also, since IAS officers are recruited at a young age, they
hardly ever experience the government from the outside. They should, therefore, be allowed, even
encouraged, to work outside the government, preferably in a non-governmental organisation for a few
years, irrespective of their area of specialisation. This is bound to make them more useful and relevant
civil servants.This effort to optimise generalist experience with specialist domain expertise should apply
to lateral entrants as well. Just as regular recruits are required to specialise, lateral entrants should be
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required to “generalise” through field postings so that they have an opportunity to dirty their
hands.Giving the IAS an optimal blend of breadth and depth is a complex challenge. The way forward lies
in eschewing binary solutions and embracing a nuanced, iterative process of active but careful cadre
management.
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