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PARLIAMENTARY SCRUTINY ON THE BACK BURNER 
Data show that the government is losing sight of Parliament’s primary role —  

discussion and reconsideration 
There must be triumphant laughter in the resting places of those who argued in the 1940s that 

India is not suited for parliamentary democracy. Their reasons varied from the political culture to the 

proverbial social diversity of India, or even the Gandhian idea of swaraj that were construed as not 

easily amenable to forge representative institutions characteristic of parliamentary democracy. 

 

Providing the lead 

At the same time, there were others who forcefully defended the appropriateness of 

parliamentary democracy for India on grounds of representativeness, responsiveness and 

accountability. They argued that the wielders of power have to continuously demonstrate their 

responsiveness to public interest on a day-to-day basis in this dispensation; that even a small 

minority can play a significant role, and that those who wield public power would be subject to a 

close audit of their actions at the level of their constituencies. 

There is a running thread across the Constituent Assembly Debates that Parliament at the 

Centre and legislatures in the States would be the key institutions around which parliamentary 

democracy in India would revolve. While the State legislatures in India have tended to largely imitate 

Parliament, without evolving an institutional culture of their own to this end, much rested on 

Parliament to provide a lead in this regard. While there were a few buds of hope in this regard at 

times, they seem to be withering far too early. 

 

Committee system 

Over the years, the Indian Parliament has increasingly taken recourse to the committee system 

(as its counterparts did elsewhere). This was not merely meant for house keeping, to enhance the 

efficacy of the House to cope with the technical issues confronting it and to feel the public pulse, but 

also to guard its turf and keep it abreast to exercise accountability on the government. 

Some committees such as the Estimates Committee and Public Accounts Committee (that even 

go back to the colonial period) have a commendable record in this regard. The executive in 

independent India, irrespective of the parties in power, was not very disposed to committees of 

scrutiny and oversight, sometimes on the specious plea that they usurped the powers of Parliament. 

This was far from the case. They were guardians of the autonomy of the House: the committees of 

scrutiny and oversight, as the case with other committees of the House, are not divided on party 

lines, work away from the public glare, remain informal compared to the codes that govern 

parliamentary proceedings, and are great training schools for new and young members of the House. 

In the discharge of their mandate, they can solicit expert advice and elicit public opinion. The 

officialdom in India has often attempted to take cover under political masters to avoid the scrutiny of 

committees. Besides the standing committees, the Houses of Parliament set up, from time to time, 

ad hoc committees to enquire and report on specific subjects which include Select Committees of a 

House or Joint Select committees of both the Houses that are assigned the task of studying a Bill 

closely and reporting back to the House. 

Some faultlines 

While there is much to commend about the routine working of the parliamentary committee 

system in India, it has not been creative or imaginative. The presiding officers of the Houses who had 

to give up leadership in this regard have tended to imitate changes and innovations done elsewhere 

(such as in Britain). The chairman of the Rajya Sabha, being the Vice-President of India, cannot 

probably distance himself much from the stance of the Cabinet, but even when it comes to the Lok 

Sabha, very few Speakers, with exceptions such as G.V. Mavalankar, P.A. Sangma and Somnath 

Chatterjee, have taken cudgels with their party leaders to uphold the autonomy of the House. 
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However, ground was broken in 1993 when 17 Committees (later increased to 24) of 

Parliament, the Departmentally-related Standing Committees (DRSCs), drawing members from both 

Houses roughly in proportion to the strength of the political parties in the Houses, were set up. 

They were envisaged to be the face of Parliament in a set of inter-related departments and 

ministries. They were assigned the task of looking into the demands for grants of the 

ministries/departments concerned, to examine Bills pertaining to them, to consider their annual 

reports, and to look into their long-term plans and report to Parliament. 

 

A gradual marginalisation 

It is important to point out that committees of scrutiny and advice, both standing and ad hoc, 

have been confined to the margins or left in the lurch in the last few years. Data by PRS India brings 

this out eloquently. While 60% of the Bills in the 14th Lok Sabha and 71% in the 15th Lok Sabha were 

wetted by the DRSCs concerned, this proportion came down to 27% in the 16th Lok Sabha. 

Apart from the DRSCs, the government has shown extreme reluctance to refer Bills to Select 

Committees of the Houses or Joint Parliamentary Committees. The last Bill referred to a Joint 

Parliamentary Committee was The Right to Fair Compensation and Transparency in Land Acquisition, 

Rehabilitation and Resettlement (Second Amendment) Bill, in 2015. Some of the most momentous 

Acts of Parliament in recent years such as the radical overhaul of Article 370 that revoked the special 

status of Jammu and Kashmir and divided the State into two Union Territories were not processed by 

any House committee. 

Given their large-scale implications and the popular protests against them, the three Bills 

related to agricultural produce and the three labour Bills that overhauled conditions of work, terms 

of employment, grievance redress and social security in the monsoon session of Parliament were 

cases that definitely deserved to be scrutinised by Select Committees of the Houses. But the 

government used its majority in both the Houses of Parliament and steamrolled the Bills (with hardly 

any discussion), amid the predictable din and noise that a fragmented Opposition could mount. 

 

Setting aside a culture 

There is no dearth of scholarly literature to suggest that the committee system has greatly 

enhanced the capacity of Parliament to carry out its mandate. So, why has the ruling dispensation 

neglected this? 

One of the reasons given at this point in time is the novel coronavirus pandemic and the 

urgent need to enact safety measures. The argument of urgency seems spurious given the fact that 

some of the most controversial Bills introduced in the House, such as relating to labour and the farm 

sector, were vehemently opposed by the groups concerned and clearly aimed at market reforms. If it 

is urgency, then the Women’s Reservation Bill, on which there was a broad consensus in the House, 

should have come up upfront. 

Clearly, this regime is not disposed to a reflection and reconsideration of Bills proposed in the 

House. It does not seem to believe that the primary role of Parliament is deliberation, discussion and 

reconsideration, the hallmarks of democratic institutions, but a platform that endorses decisions 

already arrived at. Further, what is ominous is the encroachment into the powers of a State that 

some of these bills reflect, and the reinforcement of the central authority they portend. 

 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 scrutiny (noun) – examination, inspection, 

investigation. 

 back burner (noun) – delayed consideration 

of an action; A state of being  postponed,  

deferred or given lower priority. 

 forge (verb) – form, create, establish, set up. 

 on the back burner (phrase) – having low 

priority. 

 lose sight of (phrase) – pay no attention to, 

fail to consider, be lax about. 

 triumphant (adjective) – victorious, 

successful, winning. 
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 parliamentary democracy (noun) – a system 

of government in which citizens elect 

representatives to a legislative parliament to 

make the necessary laws and decisions for 

the country. 

 proverbial (adjective) – well known, famous, 

traditional. 

 diversity (noun) – the state/condition of  

having  many different types of people. 

 construe (verb) – interpret, take, understand, 

take to mean. 

 amenable to (adjective) – receptive, 

responsive, reactive. 

 representative institution (noun) – 

parliament;  Parliaments are increasingly 

being recognized world-wide as playing a 

crucial role in the achievement of democracy 

and good governance. Indeed, it is 

parliament’s traditional responsibility to 

debate and pass legislation that provides a 

legal framework for good governance and 

the rule of law. 

 characteristic (noun) – attribute, feature, 

quality, aspect. 

 appropriateness (noun) – rightness, aptness,  

propriety, suitability, usefulness. 

 ground (noun) – reason, factor, basis, 

rationale, premise. 

 accountability (noun) – responsibility, 

liability,  answerability. 

 wielder (noun) – holder of power or 

influence. 

 dispensation (noun) – system, organization, 

arrangement. 

 play a part/role (phrase) – contribute to, be 

instrumental in, be a factor in. 

 wield (verb) – exercise, exert, be possessed 

of, have/hold, command. 

 be subject to (verb) – at risk of, open to, be 

affected by. 

 audit (noun) – inspection, examination, 

scrutiny, assessment.  

 constituency (noun) – territory, region, area, 

place (from where a representative is elected 

by voters to a legislative body. 

 thread (noun) – theme, subject, subject 

matter, direction. 

 revolve (verb) – think about, consider, reflect 

on, deliberate on; go round. 

 evolve (verb) – develop, progress, advance. 

 rest on (phrasal verb) – be based on, depend 

on, be dependent on, rely on. 

 in this regard (phrase) – in connection with 

the aspect/consideration/point referred 

earlier. 

 at times (phrase) – sometimes, occasionally, 

from time to time, now and again. 

 wither (verb) – diminish, dwindle, lessen, 

weaken; waste. 

 recourse to (noun) – resort to, make use of, 

use, utilize (of something). 

 counterpart (noun) – equivalent, equal 

(person); fellow, peer. 

 merely (adverb) – only, simply, just. 

 efficacy (noun) – effectiveness, efficiency, 

power/ability to give estimated results. 

 cope with (verb) – deal with, grapple with, 

handle/manage. 

 confront (verb) – trouble, bother, burden. 

 feel someone’s pulse (phrase) – find out the 

general mood or opinion of. 

 abreast (adverb) – up to date with, informed 

about, familiar with. 

 commendable (adjective) – admirable, 

praiseworthy, laudable. 

 the executive (noun) – the executive is a 

branch of government which enforces the 

law as written by the legislature and 

interpreted by the judiciary. 

 irrespective of (adjective) – notwithstanding, 

 without regard for, regardless of. 

 disposed (adjective) – willing, inclined, 

prepared. 

 oversight (noun) – supervision, surveillance,  

administration, management. 

 specious (adjective) – seemingly correct, 

misleading, deceptive, false. 

 plea (noun) – appeal, request. 

 far from (phrase) – not, not at all, nowhere 

near. 
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 usurp (verb) – take over, appropriate, seize. 

 autonomy (noun) – independence, freedom; 

self rule. 

 glare (noun) – public attention, public notice, 

commotion. 

 proceedings (noun) – events, activities, 

affairs. 

 solicit (verb) – ask for, request, appeal 

to/supplicate. 

 elicit (verb) – obtain, bring forth, bring 

out, extract, evoke. 

 officialdom (noun) – civil service officials as a 

group, administrative officials, bureaucracy. 

 take cover (phrase) – protect/shelter 

/safeguard oneself. 

 besides (preposition) – in addition to, apart 

from. 

 (Parliamentary) Standing Committee/ 

Parliamentary panel (noun) – it is a  

committee (consisting of Members of  

Parliament) constituted usually on an annual 

basis to enable detailed consideration/ 

discussion on all bills (all proposed laws). 

 set up (phrasal verb) – establish, start/begin, 

inaugurate, create. 

 from time to time (phrase) – sometimes, 

occasionally, now and again. 

 ad hoc (adjective) – relating to something 

needed/necessary to be done after an 

unpleasant/bad thing happened; 

emergency, makeshift, improvised, 

impromptu, unprepared. 

 parliamentary select committee (noun) – 

‘parliamentary select committee’ can be 

formed for a specific purpose, for instance, to 

deliberate on a particular bill. Once the Bill is 

disposed of, that select committee ceases to 

exist. 

 faultline (noun) – a divisive issue; a 

difference of opinion. 

 imaginative (adjective) – insightful, 

resourceful. 

 presiding officer (noun) – The Speaker (of 

the Parliament/Legislative Assembly). 

 inter- (prefix) – between. 

 give up (phrasal verb) – abandon, forgo, 

renounce, relinquish, discontinue. 

 probably (adverb) – most likely, in all 

likelihood, all things considered, perhaps. 

 stance (noun) – point of view, opinion, 

standpoint. 

 take up the cudgels (phrase) – begin to 

support someone/something strongly. 

 uphold (verb) – support, confirm, justify;  

maintain, strengthen. 

 break ground (phrase) – do something 

beneficial. 

 envisage (verb) – foresee, predict, forecast. 

 pertain to (verb) – concern, relate to, be 

connected with. 

 marginalisation (noun) – an act of 

making something as insignificant/ 

unimportant. 

 point out (phrasal verb) – identify, mention, 

indicate, draw attention to. 

 standing (noun) – status, reputation, social 

position. 

 leave in the lurch (phrase) – to abandon or 

leave someone (without help and protection) 

in a difficult situation; leave helpless, leave 

stranded, let down. 

 bring out (phrasal verb) – disclose, 

reveal, expose, become known. 

 eloquently (adverb) – expressively, 

revealingly,  significantly, indicatively. 

 reluctance (noun) – unwillingness, 

 disinclination, hesitation, backwardness. 

 joint parliamentary committee (noun) – ad 

hoc (temporary) Committees appointed for a 

specific purpose (to examine irregularities 

and aberrations, if any, and the 

consequences therefore in the 

implementation of Government decisions 

and policy prescriptions) and they (JPCs) 

cease to exist when they finish the task 

assigned to them and submit a report.  

 compensation (noun) – payment, 

repayment, settlement (for loss/damage).  

 acquisition (noun) – obtaining, 

acquiring/procuring, appropriation. 
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 transparency (noun) – clarity, 

straightforwardness, openness, honesty, 

unambiguity. 

 rehabilitation (noun) – the action of bringing 

(someone or something) back to a normal. 

 momentous (adjective) – significant, 

important, serious, crucial/critical. 

 radical (adjective) – thoroughgoing, 

thorough, comprehensive, complete/total. 

 overhaul (noun) – reorganization, 

restructuring, rearrangement. 

 revoke (verb) – cancel, repeal/reverse, 

abrogate, nullify. 

 given (preposition) – considering, taking into 

account, bearing in mind. 

 implications (noun) – consequence/outcome, 

ramification, repercussion. 

 produce (noun) – agricultural products as a 

whole. 

 overhaul (verb) – rebuild, remodel, rework, 

restructure, revamp. 

 grievance (noun) – complaint, problem, 

objection/protest. 

 redress (verb) – set right, rectify, correct, 

regulate/regularize. 

 scrutinise (verb) – examine carefully, inspect; 

investigate. 

 steamroll (verb) – compel, coerce, oblige, 

impel. 

 hardly (adverb) – barely, only just, narrowly, 

slightly. 

 amid (preposition) – in the middle of, 

surrounded by; during. 

 din (noun) – uproar, outcry, clamour, 

commotion. 

 fragmented (adjective) – divided, splintered, 

split, separated, disintegrated. 

 mount (verb) – increase, grow, rise, escalate. 

 set aside (phrasal verb) – rule against, 

nullify, dismiss, reject, annul, overrule, 

overturn. 

 scholarly (adjective) – thorough, detailed, 

well researched, studious. 

 literature (noun) – publications, reports, 

studies, relevant works. 

 carry out (phrasal verb) – conduct, perform, 

execute. 

 spurious (adjective) – bogus, fake, not 

genuine. 

 vehemently (adverb) – forcefully, 

passionately, or intensely. 

 consensus (noun) – an idea or opinion that is 

shared by all the people in a group, 

agreement, concurrence. 

 come up (phrasal verb) – transpire, emerge, 

happen, occur (in the course of time). 

 upfront (adverb) – openly, frankly, candidly, 

forthrightly. 

 regime (noun) – government. 

 reflection (noun) – serious thought,  

consideration, contemplation, deliberation. 

 deliberation (noun) – consideration, 

thought/thinking, contemplation, discussion. 

 hallmark (noun) – distinctive feature, 

indication, sure sign. 

 arrive at (phrasal verb) – achieve, attain, 

reach, accomplish (a conclusion/decision). 

 ominous (adjective) – threatening, 

menacing, unfavourable, unpromising, 

gloomy. 

 encroachment (noun) – infringement,  

intrusion, invasion, trespass, violation. 

 reflect (verb) – represent, display, show, 

demonstrate. 

 reinforcement (noun) – strengthening, 

augmentation, fortification, bolstering. 

 portend (verb) – indicate, signal, foretell, 

augur. 
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