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When I joined the IAS Academy, the first lecture in Economics was taken by
Professor Ramaswamy. He said, "Congratulations. You are the best and the
brightest in the country. You have the privilege and opportunity for servicing the
people of India. Please remember that people of India are those "who are not in
IAS." Generally, the message was that we civil servants have to always think of

the common person.

On arrival in the State, I joined as Assistant Collector, Vishakapatnam. My
PA was a young man. I asked him his qualifications. He passed his matriculation,
except that he was a topper in the District. He could not afford higher education.
On that day I realised that being a boss does not mean that I am more intelligent

than my subordinate.

As Assistant Collector, I attended a Collectors' Conference. Some IAS
Officers made a comment about some Collectors saying that, "they are promoted to

IAS. Naturally, they cannot be as good". Immediately, I replied that "my father
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was a promoted IAS Officer. I know that he was better than me. The class

distinction between direct recruited and promoted does not make for good

administration."

During the first two years of service, I was transferred five times. Every time

it was because I had differences of opinion with the elected head of the Panchayat

Samiti and the elected head of Zilla Parishad while I was Chief Executive. 1

explained to the Chief Secretary that I was right and the elected representative was

not. The Chief Secretary told me, "Venu, I cannot transfer Samiti President; I

cannot transfer Zilla Parishad Chairman; so, I have to transfer you. That will avoid

tension." That is an important lesson which many of the civil servants fail to

appreciate. A transfer does not mean that the civil servant is wrong. In fact, at

least half the times, if not more, civil servant is right, but the government may not

have many options. However, I was lucky that the government protected the

service conditions. The responsibility of senior civil servants as well as political

leadership is to protect and encourage honest and efficient officers even when they

are compelled to transfer for political reasons.

My first independent charge was Sub-collector, Ongole. In my first

conference of the Tehsildaars, I reviewed the DCB statement, namely, Demand,

Collection and Balance. The demand contains arrears as well as current dues. 1



insisted that all the arrears should be cleared by specific date and there should be

no arrears or no balance to be collected by a specified date. At the end of the

review, one Tehsildaar got up and said, "Sir, I am retiring in one month. I have a

submission to make. There is demand, there is collection, there is balance; there is

fresh demand, there is collection, there is balance. Sub-collectors come, Sub-

collectors go. The DCB goes on", and then he sat down. That made me feel

humble because as young man I thought I can sweep everything clean. We can do

a lot in our time in a job, but not all that is necessary.

One day, in a discussion, a Revenue Board Member made an

unparliamentary remark. I reacted and said: "You should not talk like that." He

was visibly angry and said: "What"? Immediately, I responded: "I am sorry Sir, I

apologise". My humble submission is that you may not like to talk like that." He

laughed and said: "That is good." The lesson was that you should be humble when

you differ with the boss. The more you differ, the more you should be humble.

I was Secretary of the Rayalaseema Board. Funds were allotted for the

region and the political leadership wanted to take projects in their respective

villages. How do we introduce rationality? We prepared guidelines and arranged

their demands as well as the department's proposal in order of preference as per

the guidelines. Once we give an order of preference, it becomes difficult for



political factors to fight rationality beyond a point. As one goes down the list, those
that are overlooked will join to resist. Through analysis we will definitely avoid bad

options though we may not get first best results due to political reasons.

A Panchayat Samithi President wanted me to make a request for transfer on
genuine rounds, rather than his approaching. The reason: when politician
recommends, "it is political interference." When IAS Officer recommends, "it is

putting in a word."

Once I asked a friend in State Civil Service, why he feels that IAS are the
worst creatures? He denied that, and he said: "No Sir. They are not. Their wives

arel"

I was appointed as a Special Officer for separate "Jai Andhra agitation" in
1973. A Brigade was deployed. I was Liaison Officer between the Army and Civil
Administration. The Adviser to Governor asked S.P. about parading of CRP Jawan.
He denied. I confronted him with truth later. His response: "Sir, you know. When

very big people ask, we should not tell the truth."

I joined rather unwillingly, the Ministry of Finance in 1976, in a very difficult
job; I did not know much about IMF and World Bank then. I adopted a "hundred

day silence principle". I was dumb but with eyes and ears open. For 100 days, I



went on reading the files, including the linked files also. During this period, when
somebody asked for my name, I used to tell: "I will check up and let you know,
Sir." Then I was reasonably confident. Learning is good for us and that we are

learning makes other people careful in dealing with us.

I was the coordinator of Indian team negotiating with World Bank. Once a
negotiator from World Bank complained about Orissa Chief Engineer and said "I
cannot understand your English." I did not get annoyed. I told him: “that I am
happy.” So far we thought that we could not understand his English. Now that we
don't understand each other's pronunciation, we can have level playing field

negotiations.

In substantive terms I learnt that for good negotiations, we should start with
what we agree. That makes a pleasant beginning and positive start. Then, we
discuss only what can be negotiated. If we cannot negotiate something, we take it
to the end. Most of the time, the negotiators have to help each other in public

policy matters, to please their bosses.

I came back to Government of Andhra Pradesh in 1983. I had to lead a
discussion with Planning Commission about Andhra Pradesh plans. Planning

Commission insisted that we provide fully for all the on-going schemes. Then there



would be nothing left for new schemes. Out of frustration, I told the Planning

Commission, "If the people of Andhra Pradesh wanted on-going schemes, they

would have elected on-going government. Therefore, we have to accept re-

ordering of priorities. Is Government of India not re-ordering priorities even when

the government does not change? I am not saying that it is good to change

priorities, but sometimes it may be necessary. Otherwise, we should be able to

convince the political masters not to change the priorities."

In 1990, I went back to the Government of India as Joint Secretary; I was

in-charge of a complex subject, Balance of Payments. After reading all the manuals

of RBI on the subject I went to Bombay to the Reserve Bank of India. I met

officials at different levels and discussed and learnt from them. After sometime

when the crisis happened in 1991 and we had to sell Gold, I knew the problem, I

knew the people who could solve it and I could gather full coordination. There is no

hierarchy for learning.

As Deputy Governor, I told Governor Rangarajan that I was a bit anxious

before giving my first speech. He told me that after long experience, he still feels

anxious whenever he goes for a talk. Being anxious is helpful up to a point if it

encourages you to prepare well.



Once I sent a proposal to set up a separate debt office to Governor Jalan. He

called me and told me that he entirely agrees with me, but my proposal is based on

the assumption that the Government will contain fiscal deficit. However, he wanted

to know, what are the risks of the assumption being wrong, however small the

likelihood of the failure. Then I thought and I decided not to go ahead. On

important policy matters, however confident we are that we are right, we should

also think of the consequences of our being wrong before deciding to do the right

thing. At one level, micro level, one can take risks, but not at higher levels.

When I joined as Governor, I had a meeting with a few middle level officers

in Hyderabad. I asked them, “How many of you went to government schools?”

The answer was that most of them went to government schools. Then I asked,

“How many of your children are going to government schools?” The answer was,

very few. Similarly, I asked, “"How many of you went to government hospitals

when you were children?” Most of them said “yes”. “How many are going to

government hospitals now?” The answer was “none.” Then I told them that people

are by-passing government schools and government hospitals because the service

is poor. If the Reserve Bank also gives poor service, the people will by-pass

Reserve Bank also.



As Finance Commission Chairman, my task was to keep listening so that we

give a well informed award. We had to listen to representations / representatives

in 39 different languages. We passed the final test of success. The final test was

whether we made everybody equally unhappy since in any case we cannot make all

of them happy.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Before concluding, let me say something about All India Services. In India,

we have dual polity - Union and State. There are Civil Services for the Central

Government and there are Civil Services for the State Government. However, in

India there is a unique category called All India Services. They have been created

under a Constitutional provision. They are loyal to the State when working in the

State; they are loyal to the Centre when working in the Centre; but under all

circumstances, they are expected to be loyal to the Constitution. They are one of

the three unifying factors in the Indian federation, the other two being common

Judiciary and common Procedural Law. Therefore, there is a special responsibility

of All India Services. They wield power. However, power without knowledge is

liable to be ridiculed. Power with knowledge can be exercised effectively while

commanding respect. All India Services carry heavy fiduciary responsibilities.



My experience has shown that there are different skills required in different

jobs and at different levels. Enforcement of rule requires skills which are different

from making the rules themselves. Everyone is not good at everything.

Civil servants should improve their skills; if not, the activities will by-pass the

Government. Civil servants have to learn and improve their skills. Private sector

is knocking at our door, to occupy our space. The present and future generation of

Civil servants has to face competition for survival with dignity.

In my view, the most important responsibility for All India Services is to

improve the skills of large number of Civil Servants in India. They must improve

the systems and the conditions under which lakhs and lakhs of civil servants work.

They have to induce technological changes.

The All India service officers have to ensure that the level of efficiency in

services in the government is up to global standards. We must have civil services

of global standards if we want our private sector to be globally competitive. If we

want to have civil services of global standards, we need All India Services of global

standards.

Are we? In any case, we should be.

Thank you.



