A charter for citizens
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IT would be cynical to ask of what worth to the ordinary citizen are the fundamental rights to freedom of speech and expression, to assemble peaceably and the like. He is concerned, the argument proceeds, with matters that impinge directly on his daily life; earning a living, to begin with, and providing a decent life to his wife and children. Tersely put, he is concerned with roti, kapra aur makaan .

It is trite to say that man does not live by bread alone. But the grim reality is that for most, life itself is a struggle and the state does not exactly go out of its way to make life any easier for the citizen. True enough that without fundamental rights he would be powerless. Nonetheless, something more is required institutionally to ensure accountability at all layers of public institutions.

Old though it is, democracy has not passed the age of child-bearing. It can yet give birth to new institutions and new remedies. The ombudsman ( mohtasib ) is one example; another is the evolution of public-interest litigation and the courts’ sensitivity to flaws in governance.

One such recent innovation is the Citizen’s Charter which the British government promulgated in 1991. Sir Christopher Foster, who taught at Oxford and served as adviser to many governments, hailed it as prime minister John Major’s “greatest achievement”. It reflects a new citizen-focused philosophy of administration and a participatory democracy which aims to provide new and lasting objectives for the public services. By codifying precisely in plain language the standards to which the public services must conform, the charter empowers the citizen. Those running the services are required to wear name-badges and give their names when answering the telephone, to aid identification and foster good relations between public services and their consumers.

Public transport, providers of electricity, hospitals, educational institutions – all the way from kindergarten to university – postal services, etc. are all required to draw up the standards and display them. The citizen-consumer learns what he has a right to expect, and can demand accountability if there is a lapse in meeting the standards.

Speaking in the House of Commons on July 22, 1991, prime minister John Major said, “I want the people of this country to have services in which they as citizens can be confident and in which public servants can take pride”. The charter establishes six principles of public services, namely established standards, information and openness, choice and consultation, courtesy and helpfulness, putting things right and, not least, value for money. The standards must be publicised and their implementation monitored. Hitherto an object of public administration, the citizen becomes its master; the one for whom the administration exists and functions.

The charter would be a futile exercise altogether if it was not backed by an effective complaints procedure in each of the services. The ombudsman is there to check maladministration generally. But the citizen must not be driven to seek his help or that of the courts. A swift inexpensive remedy to redress grievances must be available as part of the public service itself. Reasons must be given for a decision which affects the citizen’s rights. The result is a completely new culture of administration.

There was a suggestion that the small claims court should be empowered to enforce the charter. The minister for public service and open government, William Waldegrave responded “I do not want to be rude about lawyers, but if one can avoid getting too many lawyers involved in these redressal systems, so much the better”.

In recent months, India was rocked by a powerful agitation for an effective ombudsman. Coupled with it was the demand for a citizen’s charter. Introduction of a Lokpal Bill in parliament was followed immediately by introduction in December last of the Right of Citizen for Time-Bound Delivery of Goods and Services and Redressal of Their Grievances Bill.

It declares that “every individual citizen shall have the right to time-bound delivery of goods and provision for services and redressal of grievances”. Every public authority is required to publish a citizen’s charter specifying the category of goods supplied and services rendered by it, and the time within which the goods would be provided and the services rendered.

The contents of the charter are specified. It must mention (a) the details of all the goods supplied and services rendered by the public authority and the name of the person or agency through which such goods are supplied or services rendered and timings during which such services are supplied or services rendered; (b) the conditions under which a person becomes entitled for goods or services, and the class of persons who are entitled to receive such goods and avail services; (c) the quantitative and tangible parameters (including weight, size, frequency) of the goods and services available to the public; (d) complaint redressal mechanism including the time within which the complaint be disposed of and the officer of the public authority to whom such complaint may be made; (e) the name and addresses of individuals responsible for the delivery of goods or rendering of services; (f) any other functions, obligations, or service which the public authority is required or reasonably expected to provide.

An enforcement machinery will be established. An information and facilitation centre for efficient delivery of services and redressal of grievances will be set up. Every public authority will have as many grievance redress officers as are necessary. There is provision for appeal to a person or organisation outside the public authority. Each state will have a public grievance redressal commission as an appellate authority.

At the apex will be a central public grievance redressal commission. Full records will be maintained at all levels of decision-making. A grievance redressal officer will be liable to a fine for failure to perform and to dismissal from service if his action is mala fide.

The bill, when enacted, will go a long way towards ensuring good governance. But its educative value will be greater still. It will arouse public awareness.
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