Minutes of the Annual General Body Meeting of COMMON CAUSE held at Common Cause House, New Delhi on March 29, 2008.

Mr. Vikram Lal, President, chaired the meeting. He called the meeting to order at 11.00 A.M. As the quorum was not complete till 11.15 A.M., the meeting was adjourned for 15 minutes. The AGM was reconvened at 11.30 A.M. Only fifteen members attended the meeting. 

The Chairman welcomed the members and introduced the members of the Governing Council to them. Thereafter, he requested the Director, Mr. Kamal Kant Jaswal, to proceed with the items on the agenda. 

Consideration of the Annual Report and adoption of the Annual Accounts

The Director recapitulated the salient features of the Annual Report of the Society for the year 2006-07 and briefly apprised the members of the current status of the cases mentioned therein. The members expressed their satisfaction over the information presented and adopted the Annual Report and Audited accounts.

Appointment of Auditors for the year 2007-2008

The Director informed the members that the work of the Auditors has continued to be quite satisfactory. Thereupon, Mr. Lalit Narula proposed that they may be reappointed for the year 2007-08. The proposal was seconded by Mr. N. Ahuja.

Activities and Programmes

The Director stated that the Society continued to make use of the instrument of Public Interest Litigation (PIL) to seek redressal for the common problems of the public. In this context, he referred to the landmark judgment of the Supreme Court in the petitions filed by Common Cause and others challenging the constitutional validity of the device of including various laws in the Ninth Schedule with a view to avoiding judicial review. The Supreme Court has held that the laws included in the Ninth Schedule after the judgment in Keshavanand Bharti’s case are not beyond the pale of judicial scrutiny. The specific issue raised in our petition concerning the tenability of the Tamil Nadu law, which provides for reservation beyond  the ceiling of 50% set by the Supreme Court, will be decided by a bench consisting of three judges.. 

Referring to the progress in the implementation of the judgment of the Supreme Court on police reforms, the Director recapitulated the efforts made by Mr. Prakash Singh to ensure compliance of the directions of the Supreme Court by the States which have wilfully been defying them.  In this context, it was suggested that the Court should appoint a monitoring committee headed by a retired Chief Justice of India to keep a watch on the implementation of the Supreme Court judgment and expedite compliance of the binding directions of the Court by all concerned.  The Court appeared to be well-disposed towards the suggestion. It has asked for the views of the respondents in the matter.  In the meantime, efforts are being made to mobilize the public opinion in support of police reforms by enlisting the cooperation of the national media.  Common Cause is also lending support to the publication and dissemination of publicity material on police reforms.

The Director informed the members that pursuant to the judgment of the Supreme Court on maintenance of accounts by political parties, Common Cause has tallied the information gathered from the Election Commission of India and from the Income Tax authorities under the Right to Information Act and found that at least in a few cases political parties have been given the benefit of tax exemption in violation of the provisions of section 13 A of the Income Tax Act, 1961.  A legal notice has been served on the Income Tax authorities in this regard before drawing the attention of the Court to  the violation of its express directions in the matter.

Common Cause has also followed up the judgment of the Delhi High Court in the case of exploitation of teachers by recognized private schools of Delhi by invoking the provisions of the law of contempt of court.  The Directorate of Education of the Government of National Capital Territory of Delhi has had to take action against an errant school for violation of section 10 of the Delhi Education Act.  Transgressions by other schools, as and when reported to Common Cause, will be dealt with in accordance with the directions of the Court. 

The Director referred to the sustained efforts made by the Society in improving the system of dispensation of justice.  The backlog of cases in the courts has, however, continued to grow, resulting in denial of justice to millions of litigants.  Common Cause has now joined with other like-minded organizations and individuals to move the Supreme Court to secure compliance of the earlier decisions of the Court on the subject and spur the Government to take effective action on the recommendations of successive Law Commissions and other expert bodies that have deliberated on the issue. 

The Director also apprised the members of the initiatives of the Society to forge issue-based alliances with other civil society organizations in order to pursue objectives such as empowerment of Panchayati Raj Institutions, streamlining of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme and promotion of communal harmony.  Efforts have also been made to strengthen the research capability of the Society, encourage the build-up of domain    knowledge   and   set   up a  documentation  centre  and  library.       A  grant of  Rupees two lakh has been sanctioned by the Pirojsha Sonabhai Godrej Foundation for equipping the proposed documentation centre. 

After his presentation, the Director invited the comments and suggestions of the members on the activities and programmes of the Society.  The following points were made by the members.

Mr. G. L. Tandon welcomed the initiative for setting up a documentation centre and volunteered to contribute generously from his collection. Some other members also expressed their willingness to donate their books. The President suggested that the next issue of the Common Cause journal should carry an appeal to the members of the Society to contribute generously to the documentation center.

Mr Tandon also referred to the acute shortage of parking space in the Capital, which results in obstruction of the traffic and bad blood between neighbours. The problem is bound to get aggravated because of an exponential growth in the Capital’s vehicle population. It was felt that the problem calls for a sustained systemic improvement in public transport along with measures to discourage motorized personal transport, as well as construction of multi-level parking lots.

Mr. Mahender Singh made a forceful plea for legalizing euthanasia, a cause which was very dear to Mr H. D. Shourie.  The Director clarified that the writ petition filed by the Society in the Supreme Court only seeks recognition of the right to die with dignity and the freedom to refuse treatment involving the use of life support systems.  The petition has, in this context, suggested that people should be allowed to exercise this choice while in full control of their faculties by drawing up a ‘Living Will’.

Mr Mahender Singh also suggested that Common Cause should take up the issues relating to senior citizens with the public authorities concerned. In this connection, he referred to the inconvenience occasioned by insufficient time given by electricity supply companies for payment of their bills. Major Gen. J. P. Gupta informed him that the issue had been articulated in the past and that a notice of ten days was held to be adequate.  

Mr. N. Ahuja  doubted whether the man in the street would bother to exercise the option of refusing life support when the more pressing issue of disposal of his property after his death fails to motivate him to execute a will.  In this context, he recalled his sustained efforts since 1992 to educate the public about the importance of executing a will.  He also mentioned that the Delhi Development Authority requires a ‘No Objection Certificate’ from the close relatives of the testator before acting upon a will.  Provisions such as this discourage people from executing a will.  The Director requested Mr. Ahuja to share his correspondence with the DDA to Common Cause, so that the issue could be pursued by the Society. 

Mr. Prakash Singh cautioned that the optimism regarding constitution of a monitoring committee to ensure compliance of the directions of the Supreme Court on police reforms might be premature, as the respondents could be expected to spare no efforts to foil the move.  

Drawing attention to the problem of rampant encroachments on the roads and public ways by unscrupulous elements in the guise of places of worships, Mr Singh suggested that the Society should commission a survey of such encroachments which pose a serious traffic hazard in the Capital. 

Mrs. Madhumita Bhattacharjee felt that this was a very sensitive issue, which could easily be communalized.  

Dr. Divya Jalan was of the view that encroachments by religious establishments should be treated at par with other encroachments and dealt with without any bias. 

Maj. Gen. J.P. Gupta suggested that the issue should be deliberated upon in all its aspects in the next meeting of the Governing Council.  The suggestion was welcomed by the members.   

The meeting was concluded with a vote of thanks to the Chair. 

                                                                                                      (Vikram Lal)

                                                                                                         President

