The flame must be kept burning despite the odds

Empowering Law Enforcers

If corruption is to be rooted out, our police must be freed from political interference

Hard our forefa-
thers shown fore
sight In two areas,
wewotlld have been
a different couniry
today, First, popu-
lation control and,

second, professional, independent
and accoun table policing.

Since lamnotanexpert on the
first i=sue, i am focussing on the
second one - policing,

[ recall what attracted me
inatinctively topolicing when i was
growing up. More than once, 1 saw
my father approached for help in
dealing with the corrupt police
svatem. Problems such as false
arrestsor the rismarole of lodging
a theft report were common. T re
callvividly how my millkmaid usecd
to come crying to our honse every
fime her husband was falselv
detained on trumped-up charges.
For releasing hirm, the police wonld
dermandmoney Itused to anger me
without limit. Iwanted toruntothe
police stationtoundo theinjustice,

Whatgot tome was the extentof
discretionary and unaccountable
power the police in India could
exercise. What macde it even worse
was that if that same power was
correctly deploved, it could have
provided justice to so many suffer-
ing people. 1 was not alone in this
belief. There were several others
then andnow—who servewith mis-
sionary zeal. The country is full of
people who want to dedicate themmn-
selvesto thegood of thepeople But
the system does not enable them.

There is clear evidence that
corruption in our system 1s an
epidemic today This country has
nearly 160 million cops in 35 state
ani Union territory police forces
this number includesspecial units
such as anti-corruption bureaus,
economic offence wings, vigilance
departments and the like — and
over 13,000 police stations. Bui
despite this entire infras tructure,
when didwe hearof anv top politi-
cal leader, civil servant, police
officer or corparate chief booled
for corruption by the local police?
Do we really mean to say none of
the ‘known’ scams which made
news n the past could have besn
detected by the state polica?

We are talkiing of over 64 vears

Dating back to

Independence, the
political class, backed by
the civil services, has
not allowed the police
to be independently
accountable. It has
maintained control over
it for political purposes

of policing of mndependent India.
This long recard of failure raises
a laundry list of questions, Why
cotld the local police not detect,
investigate, arrest and successfil-
ly prosecute the concerned power-
ful people themselves? Why did
the senior courts — either suo
motn or by citizens’ initiatives

have to intervens? What was



happening before the Right to In-
formation Act less than six vears
ago? Was there no corruption
then? Did noneof the bureaucrats
and police chiefs know what was
going ont And if they knew, what
did thev do? If they didn'tdo any-
thing, why not? Has anyone besn
punished for non-performance?
Even though we are living
n a democracy our governance
systems enslave the police. Thers
i= a constant external exercise of
power aimed at controlling per-
sonmel entirely by taking over
decizions todowith appointments.
transfers, suspensions,  promo-
twons and even reappointments
after retirement. The situation is
such that to lodge an FIR against
anyone important requires the
specific approval and support of
the highest political authorities,

Why has this happened and
what 15 the soluticn?

Dating bacl to Independence,
the pohtical class, backed by the
civil services, has not allowed
the police to be independently
accountable. It has maintained
control over it for political pur-
poses; thatis why it has notamenid-
ed the Police Act of 1861 which
perpetuates political and bureau-
cratic controlover the police,

Supreme  Court  judgments
declare  that the police are
accountable to law — and they are
right. But between the law and the
police 15 a whole class of powerful
people. These people block and
malke decisions that, by right, the
police should be making, They
malethe policerank and file sub-
servient. There arenotableexcep-
tions to all this, of course, butin

general this includes the police
leadershipaswell

While the Indian police is
not mdependent as a system,
some ndividuals within it are.
And so. unless the system is
cleansed, these individuals will
continue tofight andfade away

If the current ant-corruption
movement has to take root, two
things need to be done urgently
Omeisto free the police from politi-
cal and bureaucratic control. Let it
b governed by a state police seeou-
rity commission board. compris-
ing the state home mimster, chief/
home secretary, leader of the oppo-
sition, a few civil society represen-
fatives and the director general
af police as member secretary
Perhaps the Supreme Court coulid
ensure the implementation of its
own judgment i letter and spirit.

Uniil police headquarters are
made strictlv accountable to the
law andoverseen by independent,
nentral hoards, state police will
remainmere onlookers to corrup-
tion of which they may well have
full knowledge, The perception
of police neutrality and trust-
worthiness hasto be re-establish-
edviaempowerment, bothwithin
theservice and cutside.

The Lokpal with Lokavulktas
needs to work 1n tandem with a
rejuvenated police, with assured
legal protection to whist leblowers,
and even reward schemes in
place. If thatisdome, wemayseea
moral revolution in this country
within our lifetimes.

The wriker is o social acifvisé and
former policeafficer.



