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India’s VIP Culture

Forget Lincoln’s definition of democracy. India’s government is of VIPs, by VIPs and for
VIPs

Ramesh Thakur, [ The writer is Professor of Public Policy, Australian National University ]

Last week, the Madras high court ordered the National Highways Authority
of India to separate ordinary citizens from VIPs at toll gates, with a
dedicated lane for the latter. Of course, high court judges are included in
the list of VIPs. The court held it to be ‘disheartening’ and ‘very
" unfortunate’ that judges are ‘compelled to wait in the toll plaza for 10 to 15
~ minutes’.

NHAI decided to challenge the directive. One might have expected the
judges to be rather more concerned that more than a million cases have been pending in 24 high courts
across India for over a decade. According to CJI Dipak Misra, the total backlog of cases at all levels of the
judiciary is a staggering 33 million! The impact of this delay should weigh a bit more heavily in the minds
of the learned judges while they leave matters of administration in the hands of the executive branch of
government.

What is telling about the directive is the VIP mentality that has become part of the DNA of India’s ruling
elite. Contrary to Abraham Lincoln’s famous definition of democracy, India has a government of VIPs, by
VIPs and for VIPs. They do what they can, the people suffer what they must. In the heyday of European
empires, colonial masters ruled imperiously over conquered subjects. During the Raj, the British class
system fused seamlessly with India’s caste system to entrench social divisions even more rigidly.

After independence, India proudly declared itself a sovereign democratic republic and added the word
‘socialist’ in the Constitution. The central tenet of the four words taken together - sovereign, democratic,
socialist, republic - is the sovereignty of the people. Politicians and officials are their servants. But as in
other self-described socialist and communist paradises, India’s ruling elites captured all the privileges
while the disempowered populace was saddled with poverty, scarcity and general misery.

The elite moved into the newly-vacated opulent bungalows of Lutyens’ New Delhi, even as the growing
mass of destitute citizens lived in slums that sprang up along the city’s outskirts. Gradually political office
became the fastest route to miraculous wealth acquisition and conspicuous consumption. In time the
brazenness of privileged behaviour spread to an all-encompassing sense of entitlement as the political
and bureaucratic elite, in that order, began to act like feudal overlords over citizens.

The more that the quality of public services (health, education, infrastructure) decayed and institutions
were degraded and corrupted, the greater was the distance between the lifestyle of the closed circle of
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the elite and ordinary citizens. Inevitably this morphed into the VIP culture that Indians by and large
detest with a depth of contempt, anger and resentment that is difficult for foreigners to fathom.

The Congress party bears particular responsibility for this sorry state of affairs as the party of
government in New Delhi and most states after independence. One of the great attractions of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi'’s election winning slogan of good governance in 2014 was it promised to restore
the rightful balance in relations between citizens, officials and politicians. “Twas not to be. In this as in
most other respects, the gap between boastful rhetoric and actual practice remains distressingly wide:
the 56-inch chest has been overshadowed by a 96-inch tongue.

Modi has tried to lead by example in some respects and is not in the least bit ostentatious himself. Nor
has he given any indication so far of abusing his office for private gain or mistreating citizens. But this
was the defence that his predecessor Manmohan Singh adopted without success: that the sea of
corruption in which so many of his ministers were drowning was no indictment of his performance, for
he himself was squeaky clean.

Similarly, although Modi himself has not been seduced by the VIP culture, he has failed to assert himself
against those from within his and allied parties who have very publicly abused their offices. Perhaps he
did learn the trick of bathing with a raincoat from Dr Saheb after all.

An obvious display of VIP culture that strikes foreign visitors is the list, in full public display at airports, of
more than 30 categories of VIPs exempt from pre-boarding security screening. And how else other than a
deeply instilled VIP culture do we explain Shiv Sena’s MP Ravindra Gaikwad’s air rage last year when he
boasted he’d used his slippers to hit a 60-year old Air India staffer 25 times?

In a civilised country Gaikwad would have been expelled from the party, charged with assault and lost his
seat. The party would have moved quickly to apologise to the attendant and the people and promised that
such appallingly thuggish behaviour is neither condoned by nor acceptable to the party. But not in India’s
corrupted political culture. Instead, Shiv Sena threatened to disrupt air travel. The Centre capitulated to
this mobster-like blackmail and ordered Air India to take Gaikwad off the no-fly-list. Throughout the
highly publicised episode, Modji’s silence was as eloquent as his predecessor’s on maha-scandals.

Compare this to a notorious incident in Pakistan - supposedly a less robust democracy - where on 15
September 2014, former interior minister Rehman Malik held up a plane for two hours. When he finally
boarded, angry passengers harangued him and refused to let the plane take off until he had been thrown
off. A passenger uploaded a video of the incident to YouTube. Two weeks later he was sacked from his
unrelated job but not before his video was widely shared and praised by a public sick to death of
Pakistan’s VIP culture.

Date: 04-09-18

Playground Fair
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A fundamental right to sports can take us towards a gender inclusive society
Arpan Tulsyan

[ watched many groups of boys and girls playing run-and-chase games, and traditional games like kho-
kho and hopscotch on a school playground. Additionally, several boys were practising stunts in the
classroom. One thing however, was marked - girls played much less. Many of them were just walking
around, chatting at the boundaries of the playground or sitting in classroom indulging in physically
passive play.

The teacher from this primary school in Delhi had a simple enough explanation involving the families,
while carefully denying herself any role. “You know the girls do a lot of household chores before coming
to school. Maybe this leaves them with less energy to play at school. We must not force and tire them
further,” she said. In another school, which was all girls, teachers repeatedly asked girls to run slow. “I
don’t want them to injure themselves, you see,” reasons the teacher. “I have asked them not to climb
frames as their panties can be seen when they climb up. This makes them giggle and joke about it,” she
added, almost apologising for the display of immodesty by her female students.

When the same building turned into an all boys school in the afternoon, teachers seemed to care much
less. A boy fell down and injured himself, but their teacher dismissed it as normal, “This is everyday
routine. What to do with higher energy levels of boys and their preference for aggressive play styles.”
When one boy complained about another ridiculing him after losing a game, she asked the former to slap
the latter in retribution and settled the score. Neither of the three schools had any systematic sports
training or equipment or a sports teacher. Girls’ participation was limited even in informal recreational
play during recess, whereas boys were allowed free play, but not guided into any sporting spirit.

Recent school surveys, including the 8th Annual Health and Fitness Survey (2017-18) by EduSports,
report that more girls than boys have unhealthy BMIs. They also find that girls have lower body strength
and stamina when compared to boys. Our policy discourse on promotion of sports in schools started off
with an aim to address India’s underperformance in global competitions. Nation’s first sports university
was set up in Manipur and Khelo India programme was launched to identify and nurture sporting talent.
The focus, however, progressively shifted to recognition of sports as a subject which must be taught in
schools for holistic development of all children.

Under the Samagra Shiksha scheme, government committed itself to fund sports equipment in all 11.5
lakh government schools. Finally, on July 31, government confirmed plans to introduce sports as a subject
in the CBSE curriculum from next year on. The final push has come from a PIL accepted by the Supreme
Court on August 21 which argues the need to include sports as a fundamental right. This is an opportune
time to consider how sports can also help us build an inclusive society. If the court decides in favour of
the PIL, it will give an impetus for re-examining disparities of access in sports education. It will then not
just be about winning medals but also about promoting physical fitness and gaining attitudes like
teamwork, perseverance and discipline, which children can integrate into their everyday lives.

For girls, who are the largest proportion of our disadvantaged children, universal sports participation can
help in multiple ways. First, it will help them in claiming space in the school as well as community
playgrounds. Secondly, society will slowly accept the notion of girls running fast, shouting out loud,
getting dirty, falling and rising again and so on. Thirdly, sports participation will build girls’ self-image,
contribute to development of strategic thinking, competitive spirit, a sense of agency and leadership
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skills. Those who progress further will gain from better exposure, extended social networks and
mentoring. Some programmes using sports as strategy to advance women’s rights have already shown
the way. The Goal project by Naz Foundation uses sports curriculum to teach life skills, and Changing
Moves Changing Minds project by the British Council uses sports to dispel gender stereotypes among
both girls and boys. A fundamental right to sports education may thus present to us the prospects of
achieving other development goals, like gender equality, by drawing synergies between them.
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For a shift in gear

There has to be a change from focussing only on managing natural disasters to
improving resilience

Feroze Varun Gandhi is an MP representing the Sultanpur constituency for the BJP

Kerala’s unique topography — of coastal plains and rolling hills between the Arabian Sea and the
Western Ghats — is vulnerable to several natural hazards, landslides, flooding and coastal erosion being
the most common. Incidents of flooding have become frequent, aided by human intervention. In the
massive flooding the State faced recently, more than a million people were displaced and had to be
housed in relief camps. The conservative estimate of losses has been put at X21,000 crore. While the
Madhav Gadgil-led Western Ghats Ecology Expert Panel had recommended the gradation of the Western
Ghats into three eco-sensitive zones, with significant restrictions or outright bans on construction and
mining activities, this was not acceptable to the State government.

Vulnerable country

India is prone to disasters. About 70% of its coastal areas are prone to tsunamis and cyclones, about 60%
of its landmass vulnerable to earthquakes, and 12% of its land to floods. Multi-storied housing is booming
in urban India, built on a framework of beams, pillars and brick walls. With parking spaces prioritised at
the ground level over structural stability, retrofitting is urgently needed, despite the significant costs.
Most Indian houses are made of brick masonry walls, with fire/unfired bricks and stones, and yet few if
any undergraduate civil engineering courses consider these materials, focussing instead on reinforced
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cement and concrete. Earthquake engineering is taught as a specialisation at just a few universities,
leading to a serious shortage of retrofitting-trained civil engineering manpower.

The gaps

Yet, risk management is still in its infancy. In the case of Kerala, in 2003, the Home Ministry had proposed
the formation of specialist teams to manage disasters using four battalions from the Central Industrial
Security Force and Indo Tibetan Border Police. Kerala was required ‘to identify a State-level training
institution’ for the purpose. The project has been forgotten. It has been the same response, even after the
Ockhi disaster when the Centre proposed forming a special team and funding.

We are far behind even in forecasting disasters that occur annually. Even now, after the Kedarnath floods
in 2013, Uttarakhand still has few if any Doppler radars to provide early alerts about cloudbursts and
heavy rain. There are few guidelines on construction in flood-prone regions, or even a map of safe zones.

Few States have prepared emergency action plans for the over 5,000 large dams in India, with reports of
just 200 dams having been covered so far. Inflow forecasts are available for around 30 reservoirs and
barrages (there are over 4,800 such structures). Mitigation projects for upgradation of the observatory
network have barely commenced. The effectiveness of the National Disaster Response Force (NDRF) has
been hampered by a shortage of trained manpower, training, infrastructure and equipment, which
prompted the Comptroller and Auditor General to highlight the National Disaster Management
Authority’s performance in projects such as vulnerability assessment and mitigation projects of major
cities as “abysmal”.

We need to revise the norms for disaster relief in India. Each State and district has different costs for
labour and construction, making the idea of a uniform amount for relief redundant. In Kerala’s Kuttanad
region, one of the earliest affected by the floods, the specified compensation of around 392,000 for a
completely destroyed house offered was seen to be inadequate (Paul George, Scroll, August 28). Current
disaster norms do not differentiate between States, offering, for example, the same amount per unit for
disaster relief in Bundelkhand as in Goa. Such practices are bound to lead to an inadequate recovery.

On the ground

Disaster norms are also skewed more towards rural areas, focussing on agriculture, fisheries, livestock
and handicrafts from a relief perspective. Typically, after a disaster, revenue officials are responsible for
visiting affected areas and identifying people for relief, in turn offering scope for misuse and corruption.
In addition, any disaster relief will typically exclude anyone living in an unauthorised area. Such norms
also exclude share-croppers and agricultural labourers, while focussing only on small and big farmers.
The former are also the ones excluded from the rural credit market, while facing significant risk from
agricultural uncertainty. Finally, unlisted disasters which are not neatly bucketed in the specifications
under the Calamity Relief Fund are restricted to a relief of 10% of the fund’s annual allocation.

Moving forward
Planned urbanisation can withstand disasters, a shining example being Japan which faces earthquakes at

regular intervals. The India Disaster Resource Network should be institutionalised as a repository for
organised information and equipment gathering.
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India needs a strong disaster management agency. Disaster preparedness should be focussed on meeting
the immediate contingency, implementing a conceptual, long-term rehabilitation strategy while
maintaining an ethnographic understanding. It must be built on anticipatory governance, emphasising
studies that embed foresight and foster citizen awareness. The NDRF must fill its vacant specialist
positions while being given better control over transfers and deployment of its personnel. Without such
reforms, only the Indian Army and paramilitary forces can remain first responders, and States will
continue to cry out for relief. Perhaps, it's time to move on from being focussed only on managing natural
disaster emergencies to improving resilience.
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