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Why did the Prime Minister’s Office intervene and withdraw the
advertisement regarding lateral entry for different positions in government?
What is a spoils system and how does it work?
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The story so far:

What is merit versus spoils system?
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. The merit system is aimed at building career bureaucrats
who are expected to function without any political leanings and provide independent
advice to the incumbent political executive.

At present, out of more than 2.8 million
federal government posts, only around 4,000 senior posts are directly appointed by the
President.

What is lateral entry?

specialised knowledge and skills into governance.

What are the pros and cons?
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However, it has its own set of significant limitations.(iedomaiiexXpeitiseand

What can be the way forward?

Notable lateral entrants in the past have been appointees at the secretary level which is
the highest position in government departments. At this level, the lateral entrant will
be capable of influencing policy decisions. Their performance will also be subjected to
greater scrutiny. Even if appointments are to be made at more operational levels of JS,
Directors and DS posts, it should be in line with public policy.

In his book The Tyranny of Merit, political philosopher Michael Sandel discusses the
flaws of placing too much emphasis on merit without pursuing equity. Hence,
appointment at these levels should coalesce technical competence with reservation and
social justice. Therefore, the intervention from the PMO in the recent episode is
welcome.

Autonomy of career bureaucrats is essential for their effective functioning. This
includes reasonable independence with respect to postings, tenures and transfers. In
this regard, as per Supreme Court judgment in the T.S.R. Subramanian case (2013), Civil
Service Boards headed by top bureaucrats should be effectively constituted and
strengthened at the Centre and States.

Rangarajan. R is a former IAS officer and author of ‘Polity Simplified. Views expressed
are personal.
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