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Miracles do happen. Few and far 
between perhaps, but when they 
do, particularly in the area of public 
governance, it seems like a clarion 
call for the citizen and other elected 
representatives to wake up and take 
notice. A few months ago, Mumbai 
witnessed the civic polls to elect 
ward corporators. A total of 227 
corporators were elected. It is not 
officially declared but it seems many 
newly elected corporators asked the 
BMC administration if it could set up 
parameters and standards for the 
functioning of corporators against 
which their performances during the 
tenure can be judged or ranked. Lo 
and behold, the Legislature asked 
the Executive to set up accountability 
standards for them too!

This, indeed is a miracle!

Why are elected representatives 
asking for an accountability system for 
themselves? Sure they were prompted 
by the Performance Year Book that 
Praja Foundation had brought out early 
this year for the erstwhile corporators 
of BMC. The appraisal had been done 
keeping in mind the constitutional 
role and responsibility of the elected 
representatives and the opinion of 
their electorate. The ratings of the 
Corporators were based on: 

(a) Data accessed through RTI on 
attendance of Assembly sessions, 
number and type of questions  raised, 
use of discretionary funds, etc. 

(b) Personal interviews with 28,707 
citizens of Mumbai conducted by an 
independent market research agency to 
investigate the views of citizens on their 
elected representatives. 

While 60% weightage was given to 
the performance of the corporators 
as defined by the BMC guidelines, 
garnered primarily through RTI, 40% 
weightage was on the perception of 
an MLA among the citizens of his/her 
constituency. The differential weightage 
between performance and perception 
made the ranking more credible and 
balanced. Clearly corporators saw 
value in the fairness and non-political 
bias of Praja’s appraisal system. Those 
who ranked on top even used our report 
card for their electoral campaigns. 

But is Praja’s report card the only 
trigger for them to ask the BMC 
to devise an appraisal system for 
accountability? I hope not. Based 
on the reactions to our report card, 
it is obvious to us that the majority of 
corporators and the candidates who 
participated in the elections had little 
clue about their role and responsibility 
as an elected representative to the 
BMC. Very few corporators know 
or understand the entire scope and 
range of their civic responsibilities as 
an elected representatives. Our Report 
Card actually worked as a primer in 
explaining to them the extent to which 
they can participate responsibly as an 
elected representatives. 
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But I also believe there are other subtle 
forces at play here. The candidates 
are aware that the voter of today is 
becoming increasingly smart. Slogans, 
promises and platitudes alone won’t cut 
the ice with them. They need to not only 
do some good work for their constituents, 
they also need to showcase their work 
to their constituents. They understand 
that more than anything they first need 
credibility in their constituencies and 
only then can they hope for gaining 
esteem that will translate into votes.

The point is that our democratic process, 
our constitution, our systems and process 
have relied on just one parameter to 
evaluate ER’s accountability. And that 
is the vote from the public. In an ideal 
world, where percentage of polling is 
close to 100 % and where the electorates 
are literate, sane, rational, level headed 
people, that is a mighty fine system. 
But in a country like ours, reliance on 
only one parameter of voting every 4 
or 5-years leaves a lot to be desired in  
governance accountability. 

And here comes in the larger debate 
on accountability. Governments  as 
well as elected representatives need 
clear achievement objectives and 
fundamental rules included in their 
performance. They also need to state 
their intentions, objectives and results of 
what they want to achieve. Value-related 
standards for service are now a norm in 
the private sector and  being developed 
in many governments across the world. 
The task now is to forge the standards for  
performance reporting.

In their role of ensuring public 
accountability, our elected 
representatives need to agree on 
what accountability means and the 
standards reasonable to expect. Public 
accountability is the obligation to 
answer publicly for the discharge of 
responsibilities that affect the public 
in important ways. First, we need 
to distinguish responsibility from 
accountability. Responsibility means 
the obligation to act. Accountability 
means the obligation to answer for 
one’s actions. The accountability 
obligation implies overall disclosure 
standards that include stating the 
rationale for proposed action, the 
intended achievement and how it is to 
be brought about, the results, and the 
learning gained and applied.

I believe we should start applying the 
five fundamental standards of public 
accountability not just to the executive 
but also the legislature. The logical 
first standard is: “Intention”, Elected 
Representatives must state publicly 
their rationale for their intended action. 
Before they nominate themselves to 
electoral candidature, they have got to 
declare publicly their intention behind 
their candidature. This can be set out in 
an “equity schedule,” made simple and 
clear enough for citizens and public 
interest groups to understand what is at 
stake for whom.

The second standard should be to 
state their “Achievement objectives”. 
What they want to achieve for their 
constituents during their tenure needs to 
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be stated right at the beginning. Specific 
achievement objectives constitute 
the “critical success factors” for the 
goals they have set out to achieve. 
The achievement objectives need to 
be an overall macro plan, which also 
needs to include micro plans that will 
promise  specific time based plans and 
programmes with commitments that can 
be tracked. 

The third standard needs to be 
“Performance standards”. This must be 
implemented on the programmes that 
they had stated in their “Achievement 
objectives”. The quickest way to 
establish how accountable an elected 
representative plans to be is to ask, 
“What are your  performance standards 
for what are you trying to achieve?” If 
the elected representative belongs to 
the party that runs the government, the 
performance standard should be even 
more stringent, and should  include an 
evaluation process of the “Achievement 
objectives” made before the elections. 

Elected representatives from 
the opposition should state the 
disagreements and/or consent with 
the government-run programmes and 
they ought to get a sign-in from the 
government for their own constituency-
related micro programmes, stated before 
the elections which the government 
would be obliged to implement. This is 
what will bring out the standards that 
can benchmark performances of the  
elected representatives. 

The fourth standard is the  
“The Performance Review and Results”.
It should be made mandatory for the 
elected representatives to give a yearly 
Performance Review and Results report. 
This report should be in addition to 
the usual financial statements that the 
Government brings out .

The fifth standard is the least discussed 
“Learning Gained”: Representatives 
must state the learning gained from 
performance and how it has been 
applied. Since modern organizations 
need to become “learning 
organizations,” accountability for 
innovation and learning can help 
strengthen the learning effort. Given 
that elected representatives are now 
expected to innovate rather than to 
simply follow rules, the learnings 
gained while performing their assigned 
tasks will go a long way in creating 
new norms of accountability for all. 
Solving health, education, welfare and 
other civic and social justice problems 
with less money is an example of the 
need to share learning. 

Sure, the premise itself requires a great 
deal of deliberation and discussion. It 
calls for a national debate among the 
four estates of our democracy. Should 
the Executive that is itself tainted 
be allowed to set up accountability 
standards for the Legislature? Or should 
independent professional bodies be 
allowed to set up such measurement 
parameters that can be the template 
for ranking of the Legislature by a 
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committee made up of the Executive, 
Legislature and the Judiciary. These are 
issues to be considered and thrashed 
out in debates. 

To come back to the origin of this 
argument, it yet remains to be seen 
if the BMC will implement any 
accountability standards for the elected 
representatives. Probably not. But the 
very fact that elected representatives  
have started considering the importance 
of their performance being rated is in 
itself a significant achievement to set the 
accountability cat among the pigeons. 
Hopefully, they have inadvertently 
brought a much-required debate to the 
cusp of the national agenda. This alone 
is a miracle. One can only hope it gains 
momentum over the days to come.
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