
Public Governance 

The present era of economic reforms accentuated with liberalisation, privatisation and 

globalisation (LPG) is striving to move societies and nations to near perfect competitive 

environments. Every facet of activity of industry, trade, society and nations is undergoing change. 

The serious balance of payment crisis in 1991 triggered the economic reforms. We opened up 

channels for the flow of financial capital and technology. 

Prior to the global economic era, controls and regulations, bureaucratic delays, poor quality in the 

services provided by the government, overburdened judicial system and mounting tax burden to 

offset the overall inefficiency of governance generally characterized the period and more so in the 

developing countries. All the competing forces, whether in industry or in services, also being 

local, were subject to the same vagaries and disadvantages. The stunted growth with mediocre 

productivity and competitiveness would have continued if the protected markets had continued. 

In 1970s and later, most of the developing countries were reeling under heavy external debt 

burdens while globally, the forces of market driven economy had started propelling the 

development. Economies of various countries opened up to various degrees. In the new era, if 

the internal constraints of governance inhibit the competition and growth, then it is no longer a 

preferred place for investments and the investor looks for an alternate country. The borderless 

economy has thus made good governance an imperative for any country and is no longer a 

choice. 

Definition of public governance 

Typically, any government with a planned economy and centralised control has an elaborate 

administrative system. This public administration also came to be called as public management to 

bring in the fact that management is more than administering rules. 'Governance' is widely used 

now, both in public and private sector, in characterising and relating global and local 

arrangements and informal and formal relationships. Like many other intuitive terms, precise 

definition of governance is seldom attempted. A working definition is: "Governance is a broader 

notion than government, whose principal elements include the constitution, legislature, executive 

and judiciary. Governance involves interaction between these formal institutions and those of civil 

society". Another definition explains its content as the regime of laws, administrative rules, judicial 

rulings, and practices that constrain, prescribe, and enable government activity, where such 

activity broadly denotes the production and delivery of publicly supported goods and services. 

The new economic era has greatly extended the scope of the term Public Governance. 

Expectations 

Historically, the governments, particularly of developing countries, in their anxiety to guarantee a 

welfare state kept increasing the administrative machinery to plan, implement, control and review. 

The bloated bureaucracy was a self-defeating force with its own sluggishness and lack of co-

ordination. The inefficiency of system meant a higher expenditure to the Government and 



dissatisfaction to the citizens. The growing resentment, supplemented by the forces of market 

economy forced the governments to introspect their ways of functioning. 

The concept expressed in the quote of Peter Drucker, "Nothing is so useless as doing efficiently 

that which should not be done at all," started taking roots. Many countries initiated downsizing the 

government by withdrawing from many areas of activity, which could be contracted out or could 

be carried out in partnerships with other agencies. The relevance of 'steer, not row' was 

increasingly realised. Privatisation and corporatisation took place with the government retaining 

only the core areas of activity. 

This small government is expected to give the best of service, with the best of management 

technique found in private sector. The provision of services through private sector does not 

abdicate the government of its responsibility but brings with it the many regulatory regimes for the 

various utilities. Regulation is seen as the new border between the state and industry. 

Economic competitiveness 

Government should work for the economic prosperity by creating an environment of stability and 

be aggressive enough to attract foreign investments. Government's role is to provide a stable 

macroeconomic and social condition. Government should provide a corruption free administration 

with minimal intervention. It should be fast responsive to the changes and be flexible enough. The 

focus should be on quality, speed and transparency. 

With the rule book getting thinner and the bureaucratic hierarchy getting lighter, the society 

expects a prompt and just response from the government for all its requirements and grievances. 

Transparency is a key factor for foreign investments and other transactions. Effective governance 

relies on effective storing and dissemination of information within the government as well as 

across the society. IT has made this expectation easier to be fulfilled. 

Customer orientation 

If public governance should perform in par with the practices of the best of private sector, it is 

natural that citizens become its customers. It is ironical that the citizen, paying the taxes and 

financing the government should languish for a favour from bureaucracy even in a normal 

transaction. The measure of faith and satisfaction that a citizen shows in the government would 

indicate the degree to which foreign community would also trust the system. The early reforms to 

our public administration started immediately after our independence. We initiated many steps to 

transform public administration into a more evolved system because the then public 

administration meant no more than administering by rules. This 'Rule by the Book' legacy of 

public administration from the British Rule, nevertheless, provided a good structure for our self-

governance. This inherited system was designed by British to suit them in terms of collection of 

revenue and civil order. The independent India added the elements of the constitution, adult 

franchise based electoral system and legislature. We did recognise the need for streamlining and 

upgrading the administrative system in keeping up with the changing demands of the emerging 

society of the independent nation and initiated many efforts. 



In 1998, a commission on review of administrative laws was formed for the repeal of obsolete 

acts and laws. The five year plans also recognised the need for necessity of change and 

improvements in the administrative system for achieving national goals of economic and social 

development. Invariably all the plan documents contained suggestions for improving the 

administrative system. Thus, since independence there have been many administrative reforms. 

In the post 1991 era, there have been many more changes almost in all areas of governance; yet 

the results of the post-reforms period is a mixed one. We need to go a long way in toning up our 

governance. 

Measure and manage 

Even in the chosen areas of activity, to provide better output per input of cost, it is necessary to 

devise measurements of process parameters as well as results. We may recall a popular quote 

"If you can't measure it, you can't manage it". Benchmarking of similar processes across various 

countries or even across various states would result in meaningful comparisons, which would 

help in taking remedial measures. In the absence of comparisons, it is not improbable that 

complacence or even slothful ignorance would set in. 

In the present competitive era, it is important to acquire a global mind set in our activities. We 

have to realise that even to win locally, we are actually competing globally. In the area of 

performance measurement, it is relevant to mention the World competitive Index. The poor 

ranking of India in this survey amongst 49 countries is disappointing. We should initiate such 

measurements and analyses in as many areas as possible to compare ourselves across 

countries as well as among states within the country. Without a yardstick, there is no 

measurement; without measurement, there is no control. Public debate on Public Governance 

There is a genuine lack of awareness of the philosophy, content and methodology of public 

governance. It is very important to have debate amongst politicians, bureaucrats, public and 

private enterprises, NGOs, various interested groups and intellectuals from general public so that 

as a nation we could come in grips with the reality and act appropriately. 
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