Getting NITI Aayog to work

It can play an effective role ininter-governmental coordination only if states see it as a non-partisan institution

edia reports about the

boyeottof thenineCon-

gress chief ministers

andthenon-attendance

of those non-UPA, non-
NDA ones—of Odisha, Tamil Nadu, Ut-
tar Pradesh and West Bengal—in there-
centlyheldmeeting of the NITI Aayogto
discuss the issue of land acquisition
doesnot come as asurprise. Onthe con-
tentious issue of land acquisition, on
which the main opposition party has
taken a contrarian view, the Congress
chief ministers are expected to play
hard-ball. However, the issue's scope
goes beyond just that. It has to do with
the trust and credibility of the institu-
tionand whatit canoffer to thestateson
a sustained basis. The Planning Com-
mission was tolerated by the states be-
cause it had the purseandcould patron-
ise the states by luring them with
promises of grants. They even got their
annual plans approved by the Flanning
Commission although it made little
sense for the Union gover nment to ap-
prove the plans of the states when the
Constitution demarcates the responsi-
bilitiesinter msof Union, state andcon-
current subjects. Indeed, coordination
in overlapping policies and their cali-
brationisimportant and it isdoubtful to
what extent the Planning Commission
succeeded inthis task. Inany case, NITI
Aayog does not have the patronage
purse, andalthough it is vested with the
responsibility of policy coordination
and promot ing cooperative federalism,
and the chief ministers are on its Gov-
erning Council, it is viewed essentially
asallnion government institution. This
underlines thebasic shortcoming inthe
presentinstitutional architectureof NI-
TIAayvogand it isimportanttomakecor-
rections if the Aayog has to play anim-
portant role in promoting
inter-governmental bargains, resolving
issues and coordinating policies be-
tween the Union and states inthe spirit
of co-operativefederalism.

The absenceof acredible institution
for inter-governmental bargaining and
conflict resolution, on the one hand,
and coordinating the policies of the
Union and states, on the other—one
that can accelerate economic growth
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and promote sustainable
developmental agenda

haslong been feltinIndian
federalism. The patriotic
euphoria after Indepen-
dence, the credibility and
trust in the leaders who
were in theforefront of the
Independence movement
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the common interests in
their dealings with the
Union government, have
failed inthistask.

The Cabinet Resolution
establishing the NITI
Aayog states that the
Aayog would promote,
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emergence of coalition

if these areas are in the

governments at both

Union and state levels, the

informal system of conflict resolution
could no longer succeed, underlining
the need for for mal institutional mech-
anism. The Sarkaria Commission on
Centre-State Relations recommenced
the establishment of the Inter-State
Council, but the institution failed to
take off as its location in the Union
home ministry robbed it of the sense of
non-partisanship and autonomy and
thefailuretoassign thedueimportance
to the institution undermined its sig-
nificance. The National Development
Council (NDC), created to coordinate
development plans, became mainly a
body wherethe state chief ministersde-
livered preparedspeeches. In the last 10
vears, there were only two meetings of
the NDC. Even the regional councils,
like the North Eastern Council, which
were created to collectively represent

state or in the concurrent

list. The subject of land is
in the concurrent List, and given the
contrarian stands taken by the ruling
and opposition parties, the government
perhaps thought that NI'TI Aayog is the
right forum to discuss the issuebeforeit
is debated in Pariament. Perhaps, it
was thought that assigning the respon-
gibility to the states, like in the case of
labour laws, is a strategic move as the
forees of inter-state competition might
create a “favourable” climate for land
acquisition. However, it remains to be
seenhow thepolicy willshape. The issue
complicated as it involves a variety of
interests representing land holders and
industrialists.

The most important issue, which the
NITI Aayog willhave todeal with, isthe
rationalisation of centrally-sponsored
schemes, The committee appointed by
the Aayog, with the chief minister of
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MadhyaPradesh as itschairman, isre-
ported to be finalising the report and
consolidating the number of schemes
to about 30. This comes in the wake of
the Union government reclassifying
the schemes in the Union Budget after
the 14th Finance Commission in-
creased the states’ share of taxes in the
divisible pool to 42% as compared to
32% by the previous commission. The
problem with this arrangement is that
thestates’ committee islikely to recom-
mendthe continuationof the same lev-
el of assistance, if nothigher. Thiswill
catch the Union government in a bind
because, acceptance of the recommen-
dation will erode its own fiscal space
and not accepting it will undermine
credibility of the process. Perhaps, the
Union  government should have
thought more seriously about imple-
mentingthe recommendationof the Fi-
nance Commission which recommend-
ed that the schemes should be designed
andimplemented withrepresentations
by the Union, statesand domaine xperts
inthespiritof cooperative federalism.
Inorder for the NITI Aayogtoplayan
effective role in inter-governmental co-
ordination and conflict resolution, the
states will have to see itas a non-parti-
san institution facilitating the process
by working with both Union and state
governments objectively Thisrequires
appropriate structure, status and trust.
It is important that the Aayog is given
statutory status and powers if it has to
function effectively. Unlike the Plan-
ning Comm ission, the NITT Aayog does
not havethe powers togivegrants and if
that is given, then it will only perpetu-
atethepatronagesystem. It can play the
roleof impartialarbiterand adviseron-
Iy when it is given the statutory powers
and status and the inter-state councilis
placed withinthe Aayog. Intheabsence
of this, it would be difficult to see the
Aayog effectively playing the role as-
signed to it and the states developing
confidenceandtrustinit.
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