
  
  

Lateral Entry in Bureaucracy and the Reforms Needed
This editorial is based on “Lateral entry in UPSC will further distance marginalised from centres of power”
which was published in The Indian Express on 21/08/2024. The article brings into focus the government's
cancellation of lateral entry due to the lack of reservation quotas for SCs and STs, emphasizing the
ongoing tension between merit and social justice in government recruitment.

For Prelims: Public sector undertakings, International Monetary Fund, NITI Aayog, Precision farming,
India's 1991 economic liberalization, 2nd Administrative Reforms Commission.

For Mains: History of Lateral Entry Recruitments in India, Benefits of Lateral Entry in Indian Bureaucracy,
Challenges Related to Lateral Entry in Indian Bureaucracy.

The Indian government's recent decision to cancel the lateral entry process for government posts,
citing the lack of reservation quotas for SCs and STs, reflects the complex interplay of political factors,
social justice concerns, and historical context. While the government's commitment to social justice is
evident, the cancellation of the lateral entry process raises questions about the balance between merit
and representation.

The decision highlights the ongoing debate surrounding reservation policies and their role in ensuring 
equitable opportunities for marginalized communities. It also underscores the importance of
addressing the concerns of these communities and finding effective ways to promote both merit and
inclusivity in government recruitment.

What is Lateral Entry in Indian Bureaucracy?

About: Lateral entry into bureaucracy refers to the process of hiring experts from theprivate
sector, academia, or public sector undertakings (PSUs) for specific roles in the government.

This is in contrast to the traditional method of filling these positions through internal
promotions within the government.
These appointments are typically made at the levels of Joint Secretary, Director, or
Deputy Secretary.

Purpose:
To bring in specialized knowledge and expertise to address complex governance and
policy challenges.
To infuse fresh perspectives and innovative approaches into government functioning.

Appointment Process:
Candidates are hired on contracts, usually ranging from three to five years.
Extensions may be granted based on performance.
Specific academic qualifications and relevant professional experience are required.

Eligibility:
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Typically, candidates need at least 15 years of relevant experience in their field.
Requirements can vary depending on the specific post, seniority, and job profile.

What is the History of Lateral Entry Recruitments in India?

Early Instances (1950s onwards):
Lateral entry has been practiced since the time of Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru.
Notable examples include IG Patel, who started at the International Monetary Fund and
later became RBI Governor, and Manmohan Singh, who was a professor of international
trade at the Delhi School of Economics, was appointed as Economic Adviser to the
Ministry of Commerce in 1971.

Formal Recommendations (2005):
The Second Administrative Reforms Commission (ARC), chaired by Veerappa Moily,
formally recommended lateral entry.
The aim was to bring in specialized knowledge that traditional civil services might lack.

NITI Aayog Proposal (2017):
NITI Aayog released a three-year Action Agenda proposing lateral entry at middle and
senior management levels in the central secretariat.
This was echoed by the Sectoral Group of Secretaries on Governance.

Formal Recruitment Drives (2018-2023):
The central government advertised for lateral entry positions, initially only for Joint
Secretary roles.

Over 6,000 applications were received.
In 2019, 9 candidates were appointed to various Ministries and Departments.

Further rounds were announced in 2021 and two more in May 2023.
As of August 2024, a total of 63 appointments through lateral entry have been made
over the past 5 years, with 57 lateral entrants actively serving.

What are the Benefits of Lateral Entry in Indian Bureaucracy?

Infusion of Specialized Expertise: Lateral entry brings in domain experts with deep industry
knowledge, addressing skill gaps in the bureaucracy.

For instance, the appointment of R.V. Shahi as Power Secretary in 2002 led to
significant electricity reforms.

His private sector experience in power generation proved invaluable in
tackling complex sectoral challenges.

Similarly, Bimal Jalan's expertise in economic policy and Vijay Kelkar's experience
in fiscal reforms have made substantial impacts in their respective areas.

Bimal Jalan is credited with managing India effectively during the East Asian
financial crisis, strengthening its balance of payments, and driving extensive
financial sector reforms.
The Kelkar Task Force on indirect tax reforms, chaired by Vijay Kelkar,
suggested the introduction of a national-level GST.

This influx of specialized knowledge can accelerate policy formulation and
implementation in critical areas like emerging technologies, climate change, and digital
economy, where traditional civil servants may lack up-to-date expertise.

Enhanced Innovation and Efficiency: Private sector professionals often bring a results-
oriented approach and innovative problem-solving skills to government operations.

Their experience with cutting-edge technologies and management practices can streamline
processes and improve efficiency.
For example, lateral entrants in the Ministry of Electronics & Information Technology
could bring insights on AI implementation or cybersecurity measures that are current
with global best practices.

Unique Identification Authority of India (UIDAI) and ONDC are the brainchild of
Nandan Nilekani, the Co-Founder of Infosys Limited.

This cross-pollination of ideas can lead to more agile and responsive governance,
potentially reducing bureaucratic red tape and improving service delivery to citizens.

Bridge Between Public and Private Sectors: Lateral entrants can serve as effective bridges
between government and industry, facilitating better public-private partnerships and policy
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alignment.
Their understanding of both sectors enables them to craft more pragmatic and
implementable policies.
This can be particularly beneficial in areas like urban development or infrastructure,
where public-private collaboration is crucial.
By bringing in professionals who understand market dynamics, the government can design
more effective incentives and regulations, potentially leading to increased private
sector participation in national development initiatives.

Global Perspective and Best Practices: Professionals from multinational corporations or
international organizations can bring a global perspective to policy making.

This is increasingly important as India aims to enhance its global economic and
diplomatic standing.
For instance, in areas like climate change policy or international trade negotiations,their
insights could be invaluable.
This global outlook can potentially improve India's competitiveness and its ability to
navigate complex international agreements and partnerships.

Enhancing Policy Implementation: Lateral entrants with hands-on industry experience can
bridge the gap between policy formulation and implementation.

Their practical knowledge of sector-specific challenges and operational realities can
lead to more feasible and effective policies.
For instance, a professional from the renewable energy sector j oining the Ministry of
New and Renewable Energy could provide invaluable insights into the practical challenges
of scaling up solar or wind power.
This could result in more realistic targets, better-designed incentives, and more
effective regulatory frameworks, ultimately accelerating India's transition to clean
energy and meeting climate goals more efficiently.

Mitigating Bureaucratic Inertia: Lateral entry can serve as an antidote to bureaucratic
inertia and groupthink that sometimes plagues long-standing institutions.

Fresh perspectives from diverse backgrounds can challenge entrenched practices and
stimulate innovative thinking.
For example, a lateral entrant in the Ministry of Agriculture might bring new ideas
about precision farming or agri-tech solutions that traditional bureaucrats might not have
considered.
This influx of new ideas can shake up complacent departments, fostering a more
proactive and forward-thinking approach to governance.
Also, the presence of external professionals can create healthy competition, motivating
career bureaucrats to upskill and perform better.
It challenges the status quo and can lead to a more dynamic and performance-oriented
work culture.

Facilitating Major Economic Reforms: Lateral entrants can play a crucial role in designing
and implementing complex economic reforms.

Their understanding of market dynamics and global economic trends can be invaluable in
crafting policies that balance growth with social equity.
For instance, during India's 1991 economic liberalization, technocrats like Montek Singh
Ahluwalia, who had experience with international financial institutions, played key roles.
Their expertise could help navigate the intricacies of digital economy regulations, or
sustainable finance, positioning India more advantageously in the global economy.

What are the Challenges Related to Lateral Entry in Indian Bureaucracy?

The Reservation Conundrum: The absence of reservations in lateral entry positions has sparked
significant controversy.

Lateral entries are excluded from the reservation system due to the "13-point roster"
policy, which allocates job openings based on the quota percentage forSC, ST, OBC, and
EWS groups, calculated as a fraction of one hundred.
As per the Department of Personnel and Training (DoPT), each lateral entry post is
considered a "single post cadre," exempting it from reservation policies.
The recent cancellation of 45 lateral entry positions in August 2024 due to reservation
concerns highlights the gravity of this issue.
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This challenge strikes at the heart of India's social justice framework, potentially
undermining decades of efforts to ensure representation of marginalized communities in
decision-making roles.

Cultural Misalignment and Integration Hurdles: Lateral entrants from the private sector may
face significant challenges adapting to the unique culture and working style of
government bureaucracy.

The stark differences in pace, decision-making processes, and organizational
hierarchy can lead to friction and inefficiency.
For instance, a lateral entrant accustomed to quick decision-making might struggle with
the multi-layered approval processes typical in government.
This cultural mismatch could result in frustration, reduced effectiveness, and
potentially high turnover rates among lateral entrants, undermining the very purpose
of bringing in external expertise.

Resistance from Career Bureaucrats: The introduction of lateral entrants often faces
resistance from career bureaucrats who may view it as a threat to their career progression
and established power structures.

This resistance can manifest in various forms, from non-cooperation to active sabotage
of initiatives led by lateral entrants.
The perception that outsiders are being parachuted into coveted positions can create a
hostile work environment, hampering collaboration and effective governance.
This internal friction could potentially negate the benefits of bringing in fresh
perspectives and expertise.

Accountability and Performance Evaluation Challenges: Establishing effective accountability
mechanisms for lateral entrants poses a significant challenge.

Unlike career bureaucrats who are subject to established performance evaluation
systems, lateral entrants on short-term contracts may not fit neatly into existing
frameworks.
There's a risk of creating a dual system within the bureaucracy, potentially leading
to inequities and resentment.
Moreover, evaluating the long-term impact of a lateral entrant's contributions within their
limited tenure is challenging, making it difficult to justify the disruption to the
traditional system.

Potential for Conflict of Interest : Lateral entrants from the private sector may bring with them
potential conflicts of interest, especially if they return to their former industries after their
government tenure.

This revolving door between government and industry can raise ethical concerns and
public trust issues.
For example, a former executive from a tech company serving in a regulatory role and then
returning to the industry might face accusations of favoring their former sector.
Establishing robust ethical guidelines and cooling-off periods is crucial but challenging to
implement effectively.

Short-Term Focus vs. Long-Term Governance: Lateral entrants, typically appointed on 3-5
year contracts, may prioritize short-term, visible achievements over long-term structural
improvements.

This short-term focus could lead to policy inconsistencies and lack of continuity in
governance.
For example, a lateral entrant might push for quick policy changes that show immediate
results but may not be sustainable in the long run.
This approach could clash with the need for consistent, long-term policy-making essential
for tackling complex national challenges like poverty alleviation or climate change
adaptation.

Scaling and Sustainability Concerns While lateral entry has shown promise in limited numbers,
scaling this approach to a significant portion of the bureaucracy poses substantial challenges.

The current system, with 63 lateral appointments over five years, represents a tiny
fraction of the bureaucracy.
Expanding this significantly would require amassive overhaul of recruitment, training,
and integration processes.
There are also concerns about the sustainability of relying heavily on external talent rather
than developing internal capabilities.



What are the Major Reforms Needed in Indian Bureaucracy?

Meritocracy Makeover-Overhauling Recruitment and Promotion: The 2nd Administrative
Reforms Commission (2008) emphasized the need for a merit-based system, stating, "the
constitution of a Central Civil Services Authority is necessary to ensure autonomy and
objectivity in senior appointments."

Introduce regular assessment centers for promotions, focusing on leadership and domain
expertise.
Establish an independent Civil Services Board to oversee appointments and transfers,
reducing political interference.
This reform would ensure that the most capable individuals occupy key positions,
enhancing bureaucratic efficiency and effectiveness.

Specialization Synergy-Nurturing Expertise in Governance: There should be a deliberate
attempt to develop and nurture specialization in the civil services.

Create specialized cadres within the bureaucracy for sectors like technology, finance,
and healthcare.
Implement a system of mandatory domain specialization after 10 years of service.
Establish partnerships with top universities for continuous professional education of
civil servants.
This approach would create a more skilled and adaptable bureaucracy, capable of
addressing complex governance challenges in an increasingly specialized world.

Work Culture Transformation: To improve work culture and productivity in government
departments, the 2nd ARC recommends reducing hierarchical structures , modernizing
offices, and empowering officers with more decision-making authority.

It also calls for a leaner, more efficient government byabolishing the outdated 'babu'
culture.

Performance Paradigm-Result-Oriented Accountability: The Hota Committee (2004)
suggested, "A performance-based appraisal system should be put in place, replacing the present
system of confidential reports."

Implement a 360-degree feedback mechanism for performance evaluation.
Introduce key performance indicators (KPIs) for all senior positions, linked to departmental
goals.
Establish a system of performance-linked incentives and fast-track promotions.
This reform would shift the focus from process to outcomes, enhancing the overall
efficiency and effectiveness of governance.

Digital Transformation-Leveraging Technology for Governance: Implement a nationwide e-
governance platform integrating all government services.

Introduce AI and data analytics for evidence-based policy-making and
implementation.
Establish a Chief Digital Officer position in every ministry to drive digital
transformation. This reform would enhance transparency, reduce corruption, and improve
service delivery to citizens.

Reinforcing Accountability: The 2nd Administrative Reforms Commission emphasizes the
need for a multi-dimensional approach to accountability in public services.

It recommends two intensive reviews for government servants—one at 14 years to
assess strengths and shortcomings, and another at 20 years to determine fitness
for continued service.
If an officer is found unfit after 20 years, their service should be discontinued, with future
employment contingent on the outcome of these reviews.

Depoliticization of Civil Services: To maintain the political neutrality and impartiality of the civil
services, the 2nd ARC recommends including this aspect in the Codes of Ethics for both
ministers and public servants.

It also stresses the need for transparent recruitment processes and adherence to the
Supreme Court's directives to protect civil servants from political interference.

Conclusion

Lateral entry into the Indian bureaucracy can introduce fresh expertise and innovation but also faces
challenges like reservation, cultural misalignment, resistance from career bureaucrats, and
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conflicts of interest. Its success depends on balancing innovation with tradition, integrating lateral
entrants fairly, and preserving the strengths of the existing system. If implemented well, it could enhance
the civil service's diversity and responsiveness to India's governance challenges.

Drishti Mains Question:

Discuss the implications of lateral entry in the Indian civil services for governance, inclusivity, and social
justice. Also, what are the challenges posed by this initiative?

UPSC Civil Services Examination, Previous Year’s Question (PYQs)

Q. “Institutional quality is a crucial driver of economic performance”. In this context suggest
reforms in the Civil Service for strengthening democracy. (2020)

 

PDF Refernece URL: https://www.drishtiias.com/printpdf/lateral-entry-in-bureaucracy-and-the-reforms-
needed

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://www.drishtiias.com/printpdf/lateral-entry-in-bureaucracy-and-the-reforms-needed
https://www.drishtiias.com/printpdf/lateral-entry-in-bureaucracy-and-the-reforms-needed
http://www.tcpdf.org

