n terms of the participants alone,
]tl'll: serminar on Indian democracy in
{Berkeley in May wirs something to
write home about. [t's hard to think of any
seminar outside India —even in India, for
that matter — which has brought together
s0 many distinguished people together.
Two Union ministers, a state minis-
ter, a former chief minister, some of the
better known citizen activists of India,
and a host of academics weighed in at the
Bancroft Hotel in Berkeley al a two-day
seminar on local governance and empow-

erment jointly hosted by the University of

California’s Center for South Asia Stud-
ies and the U5, nonprofit Foundation for
Democratic Reforms in India.

“India is unigque in history in having a
sustained democracy in a poor country with
a multi-ethnic, multi-culiural socety,” the
seminar’s organizers said in a statement.
"Today, its economic strength s also
widely recognized and celebrated. The
role democratic processes play in the
sustenance and ditfusion of this economic
strength into the wider reaches of Tndian
society is a central guestion that must be
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engaged. |n onder 1o Creale an environ-
ment 1n wihach such crucial queshons can
e discussed and alernabve solulons
oflered by politicians, policy makers,
':'m.-! W lenders, MNOChachvists, and schol-
ara, the Lenter 1o »outh Asia Stodes at
the University of California, H:'qu'I-;':-._
wpether with the Foundation for Demo-
cratic Retorms in India, are launching a
high=level annual seminar series hosted
on the Berkeley campus.”

Two dave of intense discusgion
imcluded Indian tederal Urban Aftairs
Minigter Jaspal Reddy, Panchavats Ha
Minister Mani Shankar Aivar, Kerala's
Finunce Minister Thomas lsasc and
former Madhya Pradesh Chief Minister
Dhgvigny singh. Activists included Arvind
Keynwal and Jayaprakash Narayvan. Info-
V8 Incoming CELy Erig IZi-.-rl::.:l.L rizhnan
was chimed in
this was,

Jomed

A slew of academics
after all, an academic semmar
in, many of whom have a worldwide
reputation

Ihe whaole scminar was open o the
il :i'||,, a1 RiCe I.||....,|‘|

T I 3
I'wi davs Of pressnlalionsg o

forh paiiionale IsCuiison, scholarly as
wesarmerils, and some dehatle, which clear
v brought out the reality of India"s suark
contrasts, [he rather chiched descnphon
of India a2 the band of the mussle amd the
mullock Cart. iof fumE Ul of ol Losh wide
of the mark cvien Loy

Motwithstanding ss blistering eco-
nomie growth and admimable réecord of
democracy, 118 rale i ||r||l.-cr|||r' [:,:I'-I::_'
EEMYIOES TEMmaIns ;||-||'|_,|j|_-;|_- and the ac-
countaki ity of public officials 15 mini-
il

Almast as interesting and intrigumg
as the seminar itself s one of its organiz-
g, | he Foundation Tor Democratic Re-
forms in India, Many of 13 kev members
are produgis of Silicon Valley whose
entrepreneiirial BEcess his led them on
i browder soci-economic goals

FOIRI was formed in 1998 “1o pro-
mote electoral, democraiic and gover
nanee reforms in Indsn,” seconding to an

announcement of FOR itsel€ "I Indw is

o emErge as 3 prospenous country whiere
all 1= citizens have the opportunity to de
velop ther tull potential, FIDR] believes
that such reforms are essential.”

FIRI cemtainlv has i1z work cut oul
Indians tend 1o bristle at |1|;:|'|j__l offered
nostrums from abroad — many Indian
activists wake a particularly dim view of
expatriates pontificating while they fight
on 1n the trenches back home.

From appearances, though, it seems
like FDEI sctivists have mastered the hi-
mility and grace 1o make a go of it — they
seem o be in touch with many activists
and the grassroots representation in this
SEMINar Wis Impressive.

Policymaking can be an unwicldy
beast, and it is unrealistic o expect any-
thing earthshaking to come out of a single
serminar. What this conference did was
set off a sober, substantive discussion on
local governance
the academic stuff was admitiedly pretty
heavy pomg for all but the most commat
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although some of

Former Medhipa Pradesh Clhiel Mindsler Digwiiay
Shitgh

Whether it will lead to something
mare endunng remains (o be seen

lhere'll be another seminar next
year, but will anything more substantive
corme out? It's a bit early to tell, but or-
ganizers should guard agamst this effort
ending up being all talk and no action. §
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