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Q18

The Citizen's Charter is an ideal instrument of organisational
transparency and accountability, but it has its own limitations.
Identify the limitations and suggest measures for greater
effectiveness of the Citizen's Charters. (15).

UPSC Civil Services Mains 2018 - GS II - 15 marks - Transparency and e-Governance

Important aspects of governance, transparency and accountability, e-governance - applications, models,
successes, limitations, and potential; citizens charters, transparency and accountability and institutional and
other measures.

Core demand of the question

e The Citizen's Charter is an ideal instrument of organisational transparency and accountability,
but it has its own limitations. Identify the limitations and suggest measures for greater
effectiveness of the Citizen's Charters

Revision summary

Citizen's Charters publish service standards, time-limits and grievance paths.

India adopted them in 1997; Sevottam later tried to make them a quality model.
¢ Limits: usually not enforceable, poorly consulted, vague, unpublicised, unreviewed and
uncosted.

RTI alone does not make a Charter work; a clock without a penalty is a slogan.

Effectiveness needs public-service laws, SMART standards, local language, digital tracking
and independent audit.

Introduction

A Citizen's Charter is a public promise by an organisation of the standards, time-limits, and
grievance path for its services. India adopted the idea in 1997, drawing on the United
Kingdom's 1991 Charter programme, and DARPG issued guidelines later refined as the
Sevottam model. The instrument is ideal on paper because it tells the citizen what to expect. It
is weak in practice because most Charters are not law, not consulted, and not costed.

Body

Why it is an ideal instrument in design

e It names the service, the standard, the officer, and the time, which is transparency of process,
not only of files under the RTI Act.

¢ It creates a yardstick for accountability: delay can be measured against a published clock.

« It can shift an office from patronage to a client relationship, which is the governance idea
behind New Public Management, adapted to a constitutional welfare state.

¢ Combined with RTI, public-service guarantee laws, and online tracking, it can become a simple
social audit of the front office.
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Limitations

e Most Charters are not legally enforceable. A broken promise is rarely a cause of action unless a
State Public Service Guarantee Act or a sector regulator stands behind it.

e Drafting is often top-down. Staff and users are not consulted, so standards are copied from
another department and do not match actual capacity.

* Standards are vague ("as early as possible") rather than SMART: specific, measurable,
realistic and time-bound.

e There is usually no compensation or personal liability for delay, so the Charter has moral force
without a sting.

e Publicity is poor: the Charter sits on a website or a faded board; the citizen at the window
has not read it and the clerk does not train to it.

* Review is rare. Processes change, fees change, and the Charter is not rewritten. An obsolete
Charter is a transparency failure.

e Multiplicity and overlap with RTI manuals, departmental websites and call centres confuse
more than they inform.

¢ Charters cannot fix a missing budget, a vacant post, or a bad statute. They are a display of
standards, not a substitute for process re-engineering.

* In rural and multilingual settings, English PDFs exclude the user the Charter claims to serve.

* There is seldom an independent audit of whether the published time-limit is met. Self-marking
is not accountability.

Measures for greater effectiveness

* Give selected services a statutory backing through Right to Public Services laws, with deemed
approval, fines, and appellate officers, as several States have already tried.

* Consult citizens, frontline staff and user groups before the draft; publish the consultation note.

* Write SMART standards and a compensation rule for delay where the service is routine
(certificates, copies, refunds).

e Put the Charter on the wall, on SMS, and in local language; train every new clerk against it.

e Link the Charter to end-to-end process reform and digital tracking so the clock is a system
clock, not a slogan.

¢ Independent third-party audit each year, with results in the annual report and on the website,
in the Sevottam spirit of citizen rating.

* One grievance number with a time-limit that is itself a Charter promise; integrate with
CPGRAMS where Union offices are involved.

¢ Update the Charter when fees or law change; archive the old text so citizens can see what was
promised.

* Align Charters with budget heads: a promise of seven-day water connections without a pipe
budget is organised untruth, not transparency.

* Use the Second ARC advice: fewer, honest standards rather than a long pious list.

Flow diagram
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Citizen Charter -> Ideal published standards

Citizen Charter -> Limits not law vague no audit

Limits not law vague no audit -> Statutory RTS SMART standards

Statutory RTS SMART standards -> Compensation training third party audit

Compensation training third party audit -> Real accountability

Conclusion

The Citizen's Charter is an ideal transparency tool only when the promise is known, timed, and
enforced. Its limitations are non-justiciability, poor consultation, vague standards, no penalty,
and no audit. Effectiveness needs statute for core services, SMART standards, local-language

publicity, process reform, compensation, and independent review - a working Sevottam, not a
framed poster.

Facts & figures

1997 Chief Ministers' Conference

India's Citizen's Charter programme was launched following that conference, modelled on the UK
1991 idea.

DARPG / Sevottam

Union guidelines and a quality model (citizen charter, grievance redress, public-service delivery)
for ministries and departments.

Second Administrative Reforms Commission

Recommended enforceable, consultative Charters rather than decorative documents.

State Public Service Guarantee Acts
Several States made time-bound services a legal right with fines on designated officers.

RTI Act, 2005

Complements Charters by opening records; it does not itself punish delay against a Charter clock.
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