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Introduction

Governance refers to decision-making and the process by which power is exercised to utilise economic and social resources for development. The process of governance encompasses the political, social and economic aspects of life, which have impacts at various levels – individual, local, regional, national or global.

Governance is overarching with many dimensions and including institutional and political manifestations. Conventionally, governance is the way the state and its various institutions negotiate and mediate with people, markets and civil society, through laws, policies, regulation and finance. 

The concept of governance has grown over the last 15 years to go beyond the conventional arena of the nation-state or government. Market forces as well as civil-society processes and citizen initiatives have increasingly started influencing the process of governance today.

Governance involves (1) the State, which is responsible for creating a political, legal and economic environment conducive for building individual capabilities and encouraging private initiative; (2) civil society, which facilitates the mobilisation of public opinion and peoples’ participation is economic, social and political activities, and (3) the market, which is expected to create opportunities for people.

There are multiple perspectives, perceptions and approaches to governance. Often it is the techno-managerial, institutional or policy dimensions of governance that get more attention. The discourse on governance has grown as a parallel discourse to that of civil society, human rights and globalisation. Such a discourse often privileges local governance and global governance as a corollary of economic globalisation and the neo-liberal policy framework. 

Many Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) strongly believe that governance is not just the effective management of economic resources. It is also about human rights, an obligation to be accountable by the public actors, people’s participation, access to information, and freedom, which includes media freedom.

A useful approach to examine the issues of governance, whether they be restricted to political, economic or civic governance or looked at holistically, is to view governance as the process of intermediation involving a continuous interplay of three elements, each representing a specific set of deliberate arrangements- 1) Institutions (adopted or created arrangements like local government institutions), 2) the Delivery Mechanism (including the executive apparatus adopted or evolved by the institutions such as departments, district administration etc) and 3) the Actors (who act within the framework to deliver).

Good Governance: An Obligation to be Accountable

Accountability is one of the key elements of governance. Citizens have the right to demand accountability and public actors have an obligation to be accountable to its citizens. This is a fundamental principle of democracy and a keystone of a growing movement around the world that focuses on strengthening capacities within government and civil society to make public institutions more responsive to citizens. Public Accountability is a key requirement of good governance. Accountability can be defined as the obligation of power-holders to account for their actions and behavior.

Greater accountability is perceived as one of the advantages of good governance. Traditionally, in a parliamentary system, political accountability of the executive is to the voters through elected assemblies. Administrative and legal accountability of the executive branch is exercised through administrative procedures and the law courts. But if decision-making and implementation is now to be shared with interests of private sector, it may become difficult to fix political responsibility. 

Democratic governance underlines the spirit of a contract – that rulers and people were bound to each other by reciprocal obligations. In other words, it established the “basic bargain” between the government and its citizens – a quid pro quo that entails accountability of the government to the citizens in lieu of the authority vested in it by the citizens.

In fact, accountability lies at the heart of a democratically governed society. The concept of accountability, together with the institutions through which the concept is articulated and implemented, is perhaps the single most important factor that controls holders of political and public administrative power, including financial and fiscal power.

The traditional public administration paradigm and the traditional paradigm of democratic accountability had fit well together. Accountability relationships were expected to be clear, linear and hierarchical. People would elect their political representatives, these representatives would debate and develop public policies; the administrative apparatus would implement each policy in the most efficient manner through a process of delegation of tasks and sub-ordination, and the political representatives would oversee and audit the work of the administrators and the use of public funds. However, there is now a new approach that has emerged in which citizen actively engage in holding those in power accountable for their actions, decisions and behavior called social accountability 

A New Approach towards Building Social Accountability

Social accountability (SAc) can be defined as an approach towards building accountability that relies on civic engagement, i.e., in which it is ordinary citizens and/or civil society organisations who/which participate directly or indirectly in exacting accountability. Mechanisms of SAc can be initiated and supported by the state, citizens or both, but very often they are demand-driven and operate from the bottom-up.

SAc is a form of democratic accountability. It can be defined as “Public Accountability through Civic Engagement”. In other words, it is the process by which accountability is exacted from power holders through direct or indirect citizens action and engagement.

It refers to a broad range of actions and mechanisms that citizens, communities, civil society organisations and independent media can use to hold public servants and public and private service providers accountable. Traditionally, these have included protests, demonstrations, campaigns etc. But in recent years, attempts have been made, particularly by civil society organisations; to apply social accountability mechanisms in a systematic manner. Different instances of gradual, albeit grudging, acceptance of such mechanisms by the State and evidence of better public performance through the use of such mechanism have lent credence to the need for greater use and institutionalisation of social accountability mechanisms within the governance process. There is need for greater efforts to bridge supply-side and demand-side accountability of local governments to improve service delivery to communities

Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere

Public sphere is a domain where multiple stakeholders (social forces, interest associations, private sector operators, religious organisations, pressure groups etc) interact to ensure that those who govern are responsive to the concerns and legitimate demands of the governed. Understandably, an empowered civil society has the responsibility for holding both the public sector and the private sector accountable for their actions and the potential consequences these actions may entail for society. A vibrant public sphere, therefore, is at the heart of any prudent multi-stakeholder democratic governance regime. The public sphere denotes specific institutions, agencies, practices. However, it is also a general social horizon of experience, which need to be created in which everything that is actually or seemingly relevant for all members of society is integrated. 

Changes in the laws, technologies and structure of the media are transforming public life  around the world. These changes affect not only the ways in which media content is delivered, via digital broadcasting, the Internet, and other new channels—but more fundamentally the ways in which we understand the world, communicate with each other, and participate in public discourse. Advances in digital technologies, the concentration of media ownership, the privatisation of communications infrastructure, and the expansion of intellectual property regimes are underlying features of this global transformation. 

The rise of advertising and public relations has made it vital for the government to control public information in the interest of the market forces. Public opinion is formed with the help of institutions like the media, publicly accessible courts, elections, etc. The modern means of mass communication through its transnational agents has brought the public sphere to the international arena, taking up issues ranging from the local culture specific contexts to the global political arena transcending the national boundaries. 

Media in the modern days can be another weapon of the ideology for its propagandist interventions, and in order to restore the autonomy of the media, both in an economic and cultural sense, and ensure rationality rather than power to operate, democratic processes have to be revitalised in both political and cultural spheres. Of course media now extends to the internet, and this new extension challenges the thought of the public sphere. The dichotomy is that the internet does enhance democracy by bringing more information to public scrutiny. 

Power of Information in Empowering the People

Democratic freedom cannot be guaranteed under conditions where the basic characteristics of political democracy are stifled. Information enters the debate on governance at this point, basically from three perspectives: the freedom of speech, organisation and freedom of the media. Citizens cannot be free, if the every channel used for enhancing basic democratic freedom is denied. In this respect, denying the opposition access to the mass media and the right to seek, receive and impart information gives the government in power huge advantage over its adversaries. Curtailment of these basic freedoms directly impacts on citizens right to freedom of opinion and expression and information. 

Second, the right to seek and receive information is part and parcel of human rights. The freedom of expression, an essential value in any democratic society is enshrined in international law. For example, Article 19 of the Universal Declaration on Human Rights (UDHR), binding on all States as a matter of customary international law, guarantees the right to freedom of expression in the following terms:

Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes the right to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart informa​tion and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.

Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and its twin Article 19 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), guarantee:

· an unfettered right to hold opinions;

· a right to express and disseminate ‘any information or ideas’;

· a right to have access to media; and

· a right to seek and receive information and ideas.

To that extent Article 19 prohibits States from interfering with the enjoyment of these rights, requiring them to take practical steps to ensure freedom of expression. This includes legislative or other regulatory frameworks, as well as ‘practical’ positive measures, for example through the establishment of public communication centres. What is at issue here is not access to information per se, but also “equitable” access to information, including government-held information. It is obvious that access to government-held information is the foundation stone for democracy and public participation as an inseparable agency in ensuring governance accountability. Such access is difficult to obtain where legislative frameworks, review mechanisms for implementation are absent. It is the basis of social accountability.

The plea here is not for piecemeal access to information, but for deliberately and systematically integrating information in the debate on fundamental public issues, into an accessible source. Freedom to receive and impart information on government performance as well the respect for the freedom of journalists and information providers and granting them the right not to disclose their sources, except preaching professional ethics, is a fundamental governance issue. Information is essential for ensuring better governance practices. Without information it is difficult to conceive how to obtain reliable knowledge on the performance of government, right to protection journalists and sources, the media's access to information and the ability to communicate that information to the public. Using the power of information to empower citizens cannot be overstated. 

Democracy revolves round the basic idea of citizens being at the centre of governance- rule of the people. We need to define the importance of the concept of freedom of the press from this fundamental premise. It is obvious that the main reason for a free press is to ensure that citizens are informed. If this is one of the main reasons for the primacy given to the freedom of the press, it clearly flows from this that the citizens' right to know is paramount. Also, since the government is run on behalf of the people, they are the owners who have a right to be informed directly. 

Feasibility and efficiency of SAc Mechanisms

In many countries accountability mechanisms are not in place, and there are limited opportunities for civil society groups to participate in policy debates. However, there are examples where social mobilisation has been successful in pushing issues onto the political agenda. The initiatives in the Asia and Pacific region arise from a mix of forces, conditions, and motivating factors. The three main motivating factors are increased development effectiveness, improved governance, and empowerment. SAc contributes to increased development effectiveness through improved public service delivery and better-informed policy design. SAc initiatives can also lead to empowerment, particularly of the poor. Initiatives can also be classified based on their financial, performance, and political or democratic accountability frameworks. 

It is important to work simultaneously on both the supply and the demand sides of the accountability equation. SAc mechanisms should strengthen and complement the oversight role of conventional mechanisms rather than undermine or replace them. Introducing social audits (a process that collects information on the resources of an organization, then analysed and shared publicly in a participatory manner), for example, should be combined with efforts to strengthen the government’s auditing functions and initiatives to make accounting and procurement systems more transparent.

SAc mechanisms should be used as a strategy to improve the performance of local governments and local governance, rather than a way to blame or fix responsibility and punish local officials. The critical message to the governments is that SAc mechanisms are an important public management tool to improve performance. They provide feedback on areas where performance is unsatisfactory, puts pressure on local officials to fulfill their obligations, and create opportunities for citizens to engage in problem solving. It also helps the public to understand the constraints under which local government work and therefore creates more trust.

An important incentive for local governments to engage in SAc is that it could help attract local economic investments, and help increase local revenue mobilisation. Other types of incentives include facilitating access to additional central government funds, which can be conditional based on local governments meeting minimum criteria for transparency and accountability.

Many SAc tools are already built into the national legislation on sub national government. The problem is that these tools are not operationalised. Examples include legal provisions on public hearings and meetings or citizen oversight bodies such as the Gram Sabhas (village councils) in India.

A good understanding of the implementation context is critical for introducing SAc mechanisms. The disposition of local government authorities towards SAc (their attitudes, behavior, values, and receptivity) will influence the selection of the entry point and the mechanism for SAc. If the government is suspicious of citizen oversight, it is probably better to start with mechanisms that are less confrontational (such as participatory budgeting- a process through which citizens participate directly in the different phases of the budget formulation and monitoring of budget execution). In contrast, the more receptive the local government is towards public scrutiny, the greater the opportunities to introduce deeper SAc measures (e.g., social audits). It is not recommended to introduce SAc shortly before local elections.

It is important to start with local governments that have a minimum level of commitment to act upon the input provided by SAc initiatives so that citizens see that there is a pay-off in their efforts. If well publicised, there can be a significant demonstration effect of pilot activities. Pilot activities conducted by civil society organisations in more adversarial contexts are also of great value in promoting policy reform. While the experience of exposing corruption in local governments in Rajasthan was conducted with only a few local governments, the publicity of its success has been an important factor in the adoption of freedom of access to information laws in about 16 states in India. 

Another key concern of groups that use SAc mechanisms is the government’s budget. A policy is only as important as the resources committed to it. If no funds are reserved for it, the official objective is rendered meaningless. However, crafting the budget is not a mere academic exercise, as it is subject to the interplay of political pressures. Various stakeholders within the state maneuver to control and influence budget funds, thus the groups promote budget advocacy and monitoring to encourage public spending that is transparent, pro-poor, and socially responsive. 

Governance: Indian Context

In the last few years, issues of good governance have been receiving considerable attention in political discourses in India. In fact, the term good governance is used so widely now that it is coming to replace in popularity that other buzzword of the Eighties and the Nineties, such as civil society. 

During the last two decades of the 20th century, the governance debate has been propelled by the decline in the state capabilities, particularly its financial resources. The ideological shift towards economic liberalisation, the market and individualism posed a major challenge to the state. This shift meant that the state has to redefine its role in society, if it were to maintain an effective role. As the only institution entrusted with the collective public good, its steering function entails concerted public-private action instead of perceiving of the private sector as adversary. 

It is claimed that reforms could help to lift developing countries like India out of the morass of problems in which they have been stagnating. The kind of problems generally identified would include bureaucratic delays and inefficiency, corruption, poor quality public services and the delays in the delivery of justice. No state can afford to be less than efficient in a globalising environment and good governance is a necessary condition for attracting capital and maintaining stable growth. Political leaders now frequently talk about the need for the state to encourage private capital initiatives, and the need to build capabilities rather than redistribute wealth. Some State Governments in India have adopted a stakeholder approach according to which the service providers, which provide public services, would be held responsible to their end users, or consumers, provided of course, latter pay for the services. 

It is commonly recognised that corruption, which has become a universal phenomenon, unless kept in check, can undermine the finest of systems. It eats into the very vitals of the civic society and directly vitiates the relationship between the citizen and the state, which in modern times must conform to the status of a welfare state. However, the common man feels that there is lack of political accountability – its criminalisation, ‘compulsions’ of coalition politics, and systemic weaknesses in corruption/grievance redressal machinery are the most important reasons for sustaining corruption in the country. Further, it is perceived more as a result of monstrous greed allowed sanction by corrupt politicians and a weak, apathetic and unaccountable government machinery – each reinforcing the other. The existing anti-corruption institutions are also not very effective as they are under the control of the politicians, lacking real teeth and powers, and do not have the strength of officers with impeccable integrity. Besides, these institutions face problems with regard to paucity of staff and vacancies, etc. 

It is argued that corruption can be curbed by systematic changes in governance through introducing participation, transparency, accountability and probity in administration. The right to good governance is also considered as an essential part of the citizen’s rights that one can expect from the government. Accordingly, a number of initiatives have been taken by the government to incorporate citizen’s concerns as inputs in the formulation of policy as well as in the quality and reliability of services. These can be brought through various tools, including the Citizens’ Charters, Right to Information, e-Governance, Report Cards and Social Audits. Besides, each department has now developed its public grievance redress mechanism by appointing a senior officer as in-charge of ‘Grievances’ with the powers to call for files/papers relating to grievance.

Generating Genuine Demand with SAc Mechanisms 

Role of RTI Act in India

The Right to Information (RTI) Act 2005 is a law enacted by the Parliament of India giving Indians access to Government records. Under the terms of the Act, any citizen of India may request a department of the Central Government, State Government, or a Public Sector company or bank for information on almost any question related to the department or company's functioning. The Act also requires government bodies to publish certain specified information on their web sites. While the RTI Act is widely heralded as a tool to contain corruption in public life, it is also significant for its affirmation of the basic principle of the government's accountability to its people. RTI also underscores the idea that democratic governance requires an informed citizenry, and that a lack of transparency in government works to conceal the operation of vested interests against the public interest. By facilitating the public's participation in governance, RTI could potentially lead the way to a truly participatory democracy. The entire RTI movement in India was initiated by the civil society.   

RTI Act, 2005 legislated by the central government is seen as a landmark development in Indian governance and administration. It is already proving to be a revolutionary move, which will carry India forward. This legislation certainly falls in the category of revolutionary laws as it fundamentally alters the normative basis of secrecy in Indian governance and administration, which has been a legacy of British colonialism in form of suppression and non-disclosure of information under the cover of ‘Official Secrets Act (1923)’. Suppression of information was very natural in the colonial administration, guided by this asymmetrical power relation. Under this norm, seeking some information engendered suspicion and if at all any information was given that was a favour.


A major anomaly as to politics and administration in post-independent India is that administrative reforms have lagged far behind political empowerment. There is a strong mismatch between sentiments of public and notions of bureaucracy. So this difference of inspiration and lack of public accountability makes the bureaucracy respond slowly or negatively towards public causes. In fact, reduced public accountability creates such a secretive environment, which suppress information or pass information selectively as a favour.


RTI Act comes as a paradigm shift as it completely opens up the system and invites public to see whatever it wants to see and the system has to show. The access to information not only reforms administration but it also empowers the public. It empowers the public to ask any information and it leaves officialdom traumatised. Officialdom could not think that such legislation could be enacted. It was just unprepared for it. They just do not know how to respond to it as it is being considered most radical law in the world with regard to information seeking. Now the administration has also come under public scrutiny. In a way, administration has become directly accountable to the public. Information has been so broadly defined that public can ask any question except some security and sovereignty-related matters. Information-seeker cannot be asked why he or she wants information. This legislation has ended asymmetrical and undemocratic power relationship between the administration and the public in one stroke. The power relationship has been made to tilt in favour of the public.


Impact of RTI Act as a SAc tool
This act is proving to be the biggest mobilising factor. People have started rushing and seeking information of their interest, which has been so dear and vital to them. This Act has forced administration to show respect to democracy. Bureaucracy is not finding itself able to withstand the public pressure. This Act has brought megalomaniac bureaucracy down before the public and taken away its sense of being powerful. RTI Act not only ensures democratic elements in administration but it is also expected to improve efficiency and increase promptness and speedy action in administration. 

This act has ushered in new hope for the entire nation. The enthusiastic use of the RTI Act by the citizenry to reveal scores of wrong or delayed actions by the public authorities, promised the beginning of an era of true participatory democracy. Passing of the Act has sent shivers down the spine of the bureaucracy. 

As per the Corruption Perception Report (September 2007) of the Transparency International (TI), India has improved its position in the comity of nations in terms of integrity as it is ranked 72 among 180 countries in the corruption index this year.  It was at the 70th position among 163 countries last year. Accordingly, India's integrity index has marginally improved to 3.5 in 2007 from 3.3 a year ago on a scale of 10 points. This significant improvement is attributed to the implementation of RTI act in the country. 


Access to information is creating an enabling environment in generating genuine demand with various social accountability mechanisms and strongly supporting the effective implementation of various social accountability tools, which in turn is resulting in enhancing the transparency and accountability in the service delivery.   

Learning from the use of SAc Tools 

Assessment of the Mid-Day Meal Scheme in Rajasthan, India

The National Program of Nutritional Support to Primary Education, commonly known as the Mid-Day Meal Scheme (MDMS) was launched in India in August 1995. The MDMS covers all students in primary schools run or funded by Government throughout the country. While initially the MDMS provided 3 kilograms of food grain per student per month, on November 28, 2001, India’s apex court, the Supreme Court, directed all State Governments to provide cooked mid day meals instead of raw food grains. The State of Rajasthan started implementing the MDMS throughout the State from July 2002. 

CUTS Center for Consumer Action, Research & Training (CART), Jaipur undertook a pilot project in partnership with the World Bank to evaluate the implementation of the MDMS in 211 schools in Chittorgarh district of Rajasthan. The pilot was also expected to develop and test a methodology that could provide regular user feedback to service providers, which would be useful in better implementation of the MDMS in the State.

A combination of two SAc tools, namely the Participatory Expenditure Tracking Survey (PETS) and the Citizen Report Card (CRC) were used in this study. The PETS was used to gather information regarding budget allocations, budget transfers and expenditure, while the CRC was used to generate citizen satisfaction scores on the management and delivery of the MDMS in schools. School going children and their parents were surveyed for this purpose. Other stakeholders like teachers, cooks and local government officials were also engaged to collect relevant information. Separate questionnaires specially designed for the survey covering all aspects of the MDMS were used to gather both quantitative and qualitative data through detailed semi-structured interviews. The pilot study was initiated to design and test CRC and PETS as tools of SAc, and it succeeded in establishing that not only do these tools used in tandem provide an deep understanding of a range of issues, but also can successfully engage the community and provide solutions which if implemented can go a long way in improving service delivery. 
Impact of the Assessment in Generating Demand

The dissemination of the key findings from the survey triggered a number of administrative actions by the local government at the district level and by the state Government such as timely transfer of funds, improvement in quality of food grains, improvement in basic infrastructure, increased involvement of teachers and parents etc., which ultimately resulted in enhancing the efficiency of service delivery. 

Use of various SAc tools to do an assessment in a systematic manner generated a huge genuine demand by the civil society and the Government from all over the state. The Department of Rural Development, Government of Rajasthan formally requested CUTS CART to do similar exercise in MDMS in other districts of the state and even in other sectors too. 

This demand resulted in CUTS CART taking up another pilot to assess the National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (NREGS) in Rajasthan, in active collaboration with the Government of Rajasthan and in partnership with the World Bank. NREGS is a scheme designed to provide for the enhancement of livelihood security of the households in rural areas of the country by providing at least one hundred days of guaranteed wage employment in every financial year to every household whose adult members volunteer to do unskilled manual work.
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