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Preface

The present volume is intended to explore the profiles of our lawmakers
inside the shrine of democracy and beyond as they have been assigned by
the people of the country for the governance as well as welfare and security.
The West Bengal Social Watch (WBSW) and the Institute for Motivating
Self Employment (IMSE) have been engaged in the study and research on
the roots of democracy prevailing in the state over the years .

The state Assembly is answerable to the people for various aspect of
governance and formation of public policy. At the same time it reviews the
functioning of various government departments through the committee
system and other tools. WBSW and IMSE have only risen to the occasion
to fulfill the aspirations of people. The present study has also provided
some basic information about the House (15th Assembly) and how it works
during the period since May, 2011 to date. Report includes information on
the attendance of lawmakers, details of sessions and sittings held, working
hours of the House during 2012-13, questions answered and the number of
calling attention motions during the sessions among others over the same
period. The volume has also pointed out some deviations from
parliamentary practices.

Some encouraging revelations have also been found after an analysis of
data on lawmakers. One of them is the higher educational standard of
lawmakers, 65 per cent of them having a university degree. On gender
issue, ostensibly, only 11.5 per cent of total members of the House are
women. The present report also reveals another annoying feature. It is
found that more than one-third lawmakers are facing charges for criminal
offence.

On the functioning of the House in the last two years it had 43 sittings per
year on average. which is on the decreasing mode. Obviously, the rate of
work might be classified as one among the lowest strata. Moreover, two-
third answers to starred question are laid on the table, which is not a
welcome feature.
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The present volume is intended to explore the profiles of our lawmakers inside the
shrine of democracy and beyond as they have been assigned by the people of the
country for the governance as well as welfare and security. The West Bengal
Social Watch (W BSW) and the Forum of Voluntary Organisations-West Bengal
(FOVOWB) have been engaged in the study and rescarch on the roots of
democracy prevailing in the state over the years .

The state Assembly is answerable to the people for various aspect of governance
and formation of public policy. At the same time it reviews the lunctioning of
various government departments through the committee system and other tools.
WBSW and FOVOWB have only risen to the occasion to fulfill the aspirations of
people. The present study has also provided some basic information about the
House (15th Assembly) and how it works during the period since May, 2011 to
date. Report includes information on the attendance of lawmakers, details of
sessions and sittings held, working hours of the House during 2012-13, questions
answered and the number of calling attention motions during the sessions among
others over the same period. The volume has also pointed out some deviations
from parliamentary practices.

Some encouraging revelations have also been found after an analysis of data on
lawmakers. One of them is the higher educational standard of lawmakers, 65 per
centofthem having a university degree. On gender issue, ostensibly, only 11.5 per
cent of total members of the House are women. The present report also reveals
another annoying feature. It is found that more than one-third lawmakers are
facing charges for criminal offence.

On the functioning of the House in the last two years it had 43 sittings per year on
average, which is on the decreasing mode. Obviously, the rate of work might be
classified as one among the lowest strata. Moreover, two-third answers to starred
question are laid on the table, which is nota welcome feature.

In democracy, opposition parties should not feel deprived about tabling their
queries. According to our study, opposition members have been given lesser
chance than the ruling party members in raising a calling attention motion during
all the sessions.

The report also reveals much other startling information.  We hope the
stakeholders in this largest democracy of the world will find this endeavor as a
gainful base for further action,
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A Study on West Bengal Legislative Assembly
Executive Summary
Legislature is a very important institution of democracy. Its efficacy in

enriching the practice of democracy is directly proportional to the quality
of its debate on the floor of the House in respect of various issues ranging
from critical assessment of the functioning of the government to the
formation of public policy. Its activities in respect of evaluating the
functioning of various departments of government through the committee
system are also of great importance. The citizens have therefore the right to
know how their representatives are discharging their duties in the
Assembly. The present study is an attempt to provide some basic
information about the West Bengal Legislative Assembly and, in particular,
about the functioning of the present Assembly (15 Assembly), which was
constituted in May 2011.

The report gives a brief history of the West Bengal Legislative Assembly
and then proceeds on to provide information on various aspects of the 15
Assembly. suchas, party position in the Assembly. average asset of present
MLAs, their educational background, age group of members, gender
composition of the Assembly, pending eriminal cases against MLAs etc.
The report also provides information on the attendance of members, details
of sessions and sittings held in different assemblies of West Bengal,
working hours of the Assembly during 2012-13, questions answered in and
the number of calling attention motions discussed during 2012-13 session
of the Assembly. The report also contains critical analysis of some data,
including a brief analysis of certain instances of deviant parliamentary
practices.

The Annexure-I provides information on the details of business transacted
between May 2011 and March 2013. The Annexure-II of the report gives a
brief anal ysis of the questions placed before the Assembly up to the session
of June-July, 2012. Inaddition total listof MLA's in present Assembly-List
of Ministers with their portfolios - List of Standing Committees and
Selected Questions put forward and answered in the present session are
given in Annexure IIL IV, V & VL. 1



A Study on | 5th West Bengal Legislative Assembly

Introduction

The present study was undertaken by the West Bengal Social Watch
(WBSW) at the request of National Social Watch. Considering the
resources and time available for research, the scope of the study was kept at
a modest level. Its major objectives were (a) to provide certain basic
information about the history of the West Bengal Assembly and
composition of the current (15°) Assembly, including profiles of members
and (b) to make critical assessment of the functioning of the present
Assembly.

Limitation of the study: After undertaking the study, the WBSW was faced
with considerable difficulties in obtaining both historical and current data.
For obtaining current data the researchers had to depend upon applications
under RTI Act. Normal procedure of interacting with the Assembly
Secretariat for obtaining various data was not available. The problem with
seeking information under RTI Act is that one has to ask specific questions
to which sometimes vague answers are given. The scope of reframing a
question or asking supplementary questions on getting replies to the
original question is absent. For these one has to submit fresh application.
Obviously this cannot be a proper method to study a functioning institution.

Methodology

Considering these difficulties, the study had to depend a lot on secondary
source materials. The source includes previous studies done on state
assembly. Data also collected from the website as well as newspaper To the
secondary source data were added information obtained through
applications under RTI Act. The views expressed in this study on some
aspects of the functioning of the present Assembly are based on the data thus
oblained,



Historical Background

West Bengal Legislative Assembly has a long history, the origin of which
could be traced back to the early British rule. After Independence, the
Legislative Assembly was constituted with those members elected to it in
the elections held in 1946 (under the 1935 Act) from the constituencies
falling in West Bengal at the time of partition. This Assembly consisting of
90 members met for the first time on 21st November, 1947. It continued till
the new House was constituted under the Constitution of India with
members elected in the first general elections of independent India held in
1952. The new assembly first met on 18th June, 1952.

The Constitution had provided for bicameral Legislature for several states,
including West Bengal. Accordingly the West Bengal Legislative Council
was constituted on 5th June, 1952, with the members elected and
nominated under the Constitution. It was composed of 51 members.
After1956, the number of members in the Council rose to 75, as some new
areas were added to the state following the recommendations of State
Reorganisation Commission.

The Second and the Third Legislative Assemblies were duly constituted
after the General Elections in 1957 and 1962 respectively.

After the General Elections of 1967, the “United Front” comprising 14
political parties formed the Government, but soon it fell giving way to a
ministry that was formed by some parties who formed another Front. But
this Ministry could not last long and the State came under the President’s
Rule. The United Front Ministry was again formed after the mid-term
election in 1969. During the regime of the Second United Front Ministry,
the West Bengal Legislative Council was abolished with effect from the 1st
March, 1969. This Ministry also could work only for 13 months after which
again President’s rule was imposed.

In 1971 there was another mid-term election which returned a fractured
Assembly. However a Coalition Ministry was formed. But this
Government came to an end within 3 months of its coming into being.

~
=l



A Study on 15th West Bengal Legislative Assembly

Again President’s Rule was imposed in the State.

The Seventh Legislative Assembly was constituted after the General
Elections in 1972 and the Congress party again formed the Government.
The life of the Assembly was made 6 (six) years following a constitutional
amendment, but it was dissolved before its full term after the Lok Sabha
Elections in 1977, which installed a coalition ministry of several non-
Congress parties at the centre.

After the general elections of 1977, Left Front headed by the Communist
Party of India (Marxist) came to power in the State. The Ninth and Tenth
Assembly were duly constituted after 1982 and 1987 general elections
respectively. The tenure of the tenth Assembly was due to expire in May,
1992. But it came to an end before completing its full term, because it was
dissolved on the advice of the Council of Ministers to facilitate holding of
fresh Assembly Elections simultaneously with Lok Sabha Polls. The
Eleventh and the Twelfth Legislative Assembly were constituted in 1991

and 1996 after general elections. Following the resignation of Shri Jyoti
Basu from the Post of Chief Minister, another Ministry headed by Shri
Buddhadeb B hattacharjee was formed in November 2000.

The Thirteenth and the fourteenth Legislative Assemblies were constituted
after general elections held in 2001 and 2006 respectively.

As the above account shows, the Left Front led by CPI(M) _ a coalition of
Left parties - was in the ministry continuously during the full period of the
lives of 7 Assemblies from the eighth Assembly formed in 1977 to the
fourteenth Assembly formed in 2006. Election for forming fifteenth
Assembly was held in April-May 2011 in five phases. This election
dislodged the Left Front government 34 years after it came to power in
1977. In that sense it was a historic election. A coalition of two parties
namely All India Trinamul Congress (AITC) and Indian National Congress
(INC) led by Mamata Banerjee and her party AITC formed the ministry.
This Assembly has 295 members including one nominated member from
the Anglo-Indian community. The opposition consists of Left Front

4



consisting of Left parties and led by CPI (M). INC broke away from the
ministry in 2012 and this party also opposes the ruling party namely, AITC.
The fifteenth Assembly met for the first time on 30 May, 2011.

Composition of the 15" Legislative Assembly

All India Trinamul Congress (A1TC) dominates the 15" Legislative Assembly.
When this party formed the ministry in May 2011, it had Indian National
Congress (INC) as its partner, with whom it had pre-poll electoral alliance.
Another party namely Socialist Unity Centre of India (SUCI) was also the
electoral ally of the ATTC. But this party did not join the ministry. When the
ministry was formed by the AITC and INC with Mamata Banerjee as the chief
minister, it commanded a majority of over three-fourth of the total membership.
After INC broke away from the ministry in 2012 and occupied the opposition
bench, the strength of the combined opposition parties rose to a little over one-
third oI the total members of the House. Now AITC is the sole ruling party. With
its 184 members, the pariy commands nearly two-third majority in the House. A
party-wise composition of the present Assembly is given in Table 1.

Table 1: Party Position in 15 Legislative Assembly

Party Number of Members
All India Trinamul Congress 184
Indian National Congress 42
Communist party of India (Marxist) 40
All India Forward Bloc 11
Revolutionary Socialist Party (India) 7
Communist Party of India 2
Samajwadi Party 1
Democratic Socialist Party 1
Gorkha Janamukti Morcha 3
Socialist Unity Centre (Communist) 1
Independents 2
Total 294

Source: West Bengal Legislative Assembly
http://www.whassembly.gov.in/htmi/bpl.htm|
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Some information about the members of the

present Assembly
Assets of MLAS :

Association of Democratic Rights (ADR) and West Bengal Election
Watch have brought out some important data about the profile of the

members of the present Assembly. These are presented below.

Table 2 shows the average value of asset owned by an MLA. It will be seen
on an average, an AITC MLA owns assets worth Rupees 85.50 lakhs,
followed by INC MLA with Rupees 62.85 lakhs. A CPI(M) MLA’s
average asset value is Rupees 16.93 lakhs. On the whole, it seems that
MLASs of the present Assembly come from well off families, with average
asset value per MLA being Rupees 68.19 lakhs. It may also be mentioned

that ofthe top 20 rich MLAs, 18 belong to AITC and 2 to INC.

Table 2: Average asset of MLAs

Party analysed | Average value of
assets owned (Rs)

AITC 184 8550108

INC 42 6285573

CPI(M) 40 1693016

All India Forward Bloc 11 4369702

Revolutionary Socialist Party 7 3334315

CPI 2 1341469

Gorkha Janamukti Morcha 4 2831609

SUCI 1 1113648

Samajwadi Party 1 987247

All Parties 294 6818756

Source: West Bengal Election Watch 2011 report, P 7

http://adrindia.org/research-and-reports/state-assemblies/west-

bengal/analysis-mlas-west-bengal-2011-assembly-elections
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Educational background MLAs
Table 3 provides the educational background of MILAs. It is seen that 191 or
65% of MLASs are graduates or with higher educational qualification, while
those with education up to elementary level constitute 7% of the total
MLAs. 83 ML As (28%) have studied up to secondary or higher secondary
level. On the whole, this House seems educationally well equipped.

Table 3: Educational background of MLAs

Education Number of MLAs
Class VIII pass 19
Secondary level 32

Higher Secondary level 51
Graduate 75
Professional graduate 45

Post graduate 59
Doctorate 12

Others 1

Total 294

Source: West Bengal Election Watch 2011 report, P 13

http://adrindia.org/research-and-reports/state-assemblies/west-bengal/

analysis-imlas-west-bengal-2011-assembly-elections
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Age-groups of members are shown in table 4. It will be seen that the present

Assembly members are generally young in age. 224 members out of 290 or

76% of total members are at 60 years or below, concentration being in the
age group of 51-60 (43%) and 41-50 (22%),

Table 4: Age-group of members

Age-group Number of members
Up to 30 4

31-40 29

41-50 64

51-60 127

61-70 57

71- 80 12

Above 80 1

Total 294

Source: West Bengal Election Watch 2011 report, P 15
http://adrindia.org/research-and-reports/state-assemblies/

west-bengal/analysis-mlas-west-bengal-2011-assembly-elections
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Women in the Assembly
Table 5 will show that the present Assembly is dominated by male
members. Women's participation has been very low (only 12%).

Table 5: Gender composition of the Assembly

Party (No of Male | % of male Female | % of female
MLAs | members | members members | members

AITC 184 160 87 24 13
INC 42 38 90 4 10
CPI(M)| 40 35 88 5 13
AIFB 11 11 100 0 0

RSP 7 6 86 1 14
Others | 10 10 100 0 0

Total | 294 260 88 34 12

Source West Bengal Election Watch 2011 report, P-15
http://adrindia.org/research-and-reports/state-assemblies/west-bengal/
analysis-mlas-west-bengal-2011-assembly-elections
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Criminal background of Members

More than one-third of MLAs (102 out 0f 294) of the present Assembly are
facing charges for committing criminal offence. Number of MLAs of
different political parties having criminal cases pending with them is
provided in Table 6. The percentage of MLAs with pending criminal cases
is highest among those belonging to INC, AITC and AIFB in that order.

12



Table 6: Pending criminal cases against MLAs

Party Total Members | % of total Number of % of total

Number of with number of members number of

MLAs pending members with serious menhers of
criminal | of the party cases the party
cases pending
ag unst them
AITC 184 69 38 51 28
INC 42 17 41 11 26
CPI(M) 40 7 18 4 10
AIFB 11 4 36 4 36
RSP 7 1 14 1 14
Other 10 4 40 4 40
parties
& IND
Total 294 102 35 75 26
( Sowrce: West Bengal Election Wateh 20018 report, P 3)
Graph : 6
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Sessions and sittings in each Assembly

In table 7, details of sessions and sittings of all Assembly sessions from the
first (1952-57) to the on-going 15+ Assembly (2011 -) till April 2013 are
shown. The table reveals some interesting features. First, while the number
of sessions remains more or less the same. the number of sittings held
during the tenure of an Assembly is decreasing. From the first Assembly of
1952-57 through the 8+ Assembly of 1977-82, total number of sittings held
during their full terms hovered around a little more or a little less than 300
days. (Sittings of three short-lived Assemblies of this period are not taken
into account in this observation.). From 1982-87 onwards. average sittings
per Assembly during S-year terms range between 230 and 255 days. In one
term  1982-87 The assembly sat for 219 days only. Secondly, barring the
three short-lived Assemblies of 1960s and 1970s, average number of
sittings per session ranges generally between 20 and 25. This has come
down drastically to 10.5 days in the two-year performance of the on-going
15+ Assembly. Thirdly, up to 1982-87, average sittings per year ranged
between 57 days and 65 days. Thereafter, Assembly was sitting between 45
and 50 days per year. For the on-going 15° Assembly, average per year

(during the last two years) has been 43 days.

14



Table 7: Sessions and sittings held in different Assemblies of West
Bengal

Assembly| Period No of | Total no of Av sittings Av no of
sittings per
Sessions | sittings per year session (days)

Ist 1952 57 12 326 65.2 27.17
2nd 1957762 13 288 57.6 22.15
3rd 1962767 13 329 65.8 25.31
4th 1967768 4 30 30 7.5

(1 year

approx)
Sth 1969 70 3 73 54.75 24.33

(1 year

4 months)
6th 1971 71 1 10 10 10
(One month

23 days)
7th 1972 77 12 285 57 23.75
8th 1977_82 12 289 57.8 24.08
9th 1982_87 11 219 43.8 19.91
10th 1987791

(4 years

approx) 10 195 48.75 19.5
11th 1991 96 10 255 51 25.5
12th 1996_01 10 245 49 24.5
13th 2001706 12 239 47.8 19.92
14th 2006711 11 231 46.2 21
15th 2011 |82 years | 862 years 43 10.5

Sowrce: West Bengal Legislative Assembly Website

hup:/www,whbassembly. govan/htmi/bp L honl

15
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Sessions of the 15" Assembly

As table 7 shows, the 15 Legislative Assembly had held 8 sessions
between May 2011 and March 2013.

The sittings of the first sessions were spread over 9 days on May 30 and
June 13 17,24, 27 and 28. The second session was of 13 days’ duration
and it sat on August 11, 12, 16 — 19, 23 -26, 29 and September 1 and 2,

16



2011. The third session was held in December 2011 for 9 days on
December 12— 16, 19, 20, 22 and 23. The fourth session was of 13 days’
duration and was held on March 15, 16, 19, 20, 22,23, 24,26,27 30and
on April 2 of 2012. The fifth session was of the duration of 17 days and
was held on 15, 18 22,25 30 June and 2 5 July of 2012. The sixth
session was a short one and it sat for 5 days on 21 and 24 27 September
2012. The seventh session was also a short session having 7 days’ sittings
on 7 and 10 m- 15 December 2012. The eighth session sat for 12 days on
8,9,11 15,18 22March2013.

2011 2012 2013
Sessions Ist 2nd 3rd 4th Sth 6th 7th 8th
session | session | session | session | session | session | session|session
No. 9 13 9 13 17 5 7 12
Of days

Source- West Bengal Legislative Assembly

http/Swww.wbassembly.gov.in/html/bp 1 himl

The above account gives an idea of the number of sessions held and the
duration of each of them. An attempt has also been made to collect some
other information regarding duration of sessions, number of questions
allowed, calling attention issues discussed. number of bills introduced and
the reports of the committees placed. These are laid down below. But in the
absence of comparable data of previous Assemblies analytical review of
the data of the current Assembly could not be carried in depth.

Working time per sitting

Do the legislators spend enough time on deliberations? One of the
indicators to measure the time spent in the business conducted inside the
House of the Assembly is the working time per session. Table 8 provides an
idea about the time spent in each of the four sessions held in the

year 2012-13.
17
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Table 8
Working hours of the Assembly during 2012-13
Session Total Total working Average
Sittings hours (Hour/ working
(days) minute) hour per sitting
Sth 17 88.20 5.12
6th 5 20.15 4.0
7th 7 12.35 1.50
8th 12 57.35 4.50
Total 41 178.45 4.35
Graph : 8
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Astable 8 shows, during 2012-13 the Assembly worked on an average only
for 4 and a half hours per working day. Only 5" and 8" sessions worked
around 5 hours a day. In other sessions, working hours were less than 5
hours. It was shown in table 7 that the number of sittings per year is
gradually decreasing. If both the number of sittings and the working hours
per sitting go on decreasing, then it would indicate that the Assembly is

taking less ans less workload,
18



Questions

Questions are important instruments at the hands of the legislators not only
to elicit information about government's performance on various matters
of public importance, but also to hold the executive accountable to
legislature, Questions asked by members in the legislature may be of three
types: (a) short notice question, (b) starred question, (¢) un-starred
question.

A short notice question means nglo-Indian community. The of urgent
public importance. Such questions are answered orally. A starred question
means a question which is also to be answered orally by the minister in
charge ofthe subject. Supplementary questions can be put on such answers
with the permission of the speaker. An un-starred question means a
question on which a written reply may be given and no supplementary
question 1s permissible. Short notice questions are asked on exceptional
circumstances, The members generally submit starred and un-starred
questions and seck answers to them from the ministers-in-charge. Asking
questions and geiting replies from the treasury bench constitute an
important business of the legislature. Generally the first hour of a sitting is
devoted to questions and answers.

Giving proper replies to the questions of the members within reasonable
time is a measure of the efficiency of the government of the day:.

Table 9 gives an idea of the number of questions asked and the number of
questions answered, starred and un-starred, in the four sessions held in
2012-13. Since a question asked in one session is not necessarily
answered in the same session, there is hardly any relationship between the
questions asked and questioned answered. The latter may refer to the
questions asked in previous sessions. But from the total number of starred
questions answered, session-wise or during the whole year, one may draw
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a ratio of answers given orally or laid on the table. This figure is given in

parenthesis in the second row of table 9 from where it will be noted that of

the total answers to starred questions, only one-third answers were given

orally by the concerned ministers-in-charge. Two-third answers to starred

questions were laid on the table. This is not a good parliamentary practice,

because when answers are given orally on the floor of the House, members

get opportunity to ask supplementary questions, which is denied if answers

are laid on the table. However, it has not been possible for us to study the

time period taken for answering questions,

Table 9
Questions asked and answered in Assembly during 2012-13 sessions
S5th 6th 7th 8th Total
session | session | session | session
St questions 179 55 52 115 401
asked
questions 57(32) | 22(42) | 11(27) | 40(35) | 130(33)
answered orally
Questions 121 30 40 71 262
laid on the table
Un-starred 196 141 8 63 408
questions
answered

Source- Compiled from West Bengal LegislativeAssembly

http:// www.wbassembly.gov.in/ html/question.html
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Motion on calling attention to matters of public importance

To table a calling attention motion is an important instrument at the hands
of the members, particularly the oppesition members, to engage the
government in tackling some grave problems hurting the interest of the
public. Table 10 shows that in the four sessions of 2012-13, calling
attention motions were allowed 14 times. But 10 times, such motion was
raised by the ruling party members and the opposition members were
allowed to raise it for only 4 times. It may not be unreasonable to assume
that the opposition members have been given lesser chance than the ruling

party members in raising and discussing a calling attention motion,
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Table 10
Number of calling attention motions discussed during 2012-13
Sth 6th 7th 8th
session [ session session | session

Raised by 8 - 1 1
ruling party

Raised by 1 - - 3
opposition party

Total 9 - 1 4

( Sowrce: Computed from the Bulletins of West Bengal Legislative Assembly)

http://www.whassembly.gov.in/htm1/bp1.htm]
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Committees of 15" Assembly

There are as many as 40 committees of the present Assembly. Of them 16
are general committees, including three finance-related committees.
These committees are as follows.

Public Accounts Committce
Estimates Committee

Committee on public undertakings
Business Advisory Committee
Committee of Privilege

Committee on petitions

Committee on government assurance

Rules Committee
22



Committee on reform of committee system
Committee on subordinate legislation
Library Committee

House Committee

Committee on entitlement of members
Committee on women and children
Committee on papers laid on the table
Bidhayak elaka unnayan committee

® © © 9o o o © o

Apart from these general committees there are 24 committees, known as
Subject/Standing Committees, each devoting on one or more related
departments of the government. The purpose of constituting these
committees was to ensure legislative scrutiny of executive actions in a
more effective way. It deserves to be mentioned that formation of such
subject committees for ensuring more effective application of the principle
of accountability of the executive to the legislature was first innovated in
Kerala legislature and then adopted soon by the West Bengal legislature in
the mid- 1980s. The Lok Sabha adopted such Subject/Standing Committee

system after it was introduced in West Bengal Assembly.

Distribution of Ministerial Responsibilities and portfolios
a brief analysis

An analysis of the distribution of portfolios of the Ministers of Fifteenth
Legislative Assembly shows that it is not only unevenly distributed but
also subject to frequents changes since the take over of the new Ministry in
May 2011. For example the portfolios belonging to the present chief
Minister mneludes Home, Land and Land Reforms, Health and Family
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Welfare, Information and Cultural Affairs, Hill Affairs, Minority Affairs
and Madrasah Education, Personnel and Administrative Reforms. She was
also in change of Agriculture up to 08" June, 2011 and power up to 01"
August 2011. These two portfolios had been handed over to Shri Moloy
Ghatak (Agriculture) from 22" November 2011 and to Shri Manush Gupta
(power) from 01" august 2011 onwards. Shri Rabindranath Bhattacharya
was in charge of Agriculture in between the period from 07" July 2011 _ 21
November 2012. Before that Moloy Ghatak was in charge of the same
department from 8" June 2011  July 2011.

Next to C.M is Shri Partha Chaiterjee who is in charge of 5 Departments —
Commerce and Industries, Public Enterprise, Industrial Reconstruction,
Parliamentary Affairs and Information Technology. Very recently however
Chief M inister herselftook over the charge of Industrial Reconstruction.

The Department of School Education was at first conferred upon Shri
Rabindranath Bhattacharya up to 07" July 2011. Since then the charge has
been taken over by Shri Bratya Basu who was already in charge of Higher
Education. The Department of Technical Education and Training was
entrusted in the hands of Dr. Rabiranjan Chattopadhyay till 21" November
2012. Then it was shifted to Shri Ujjal Biswas from the very next day. Dr.
Chattopadhyay at present is in charge science and Technology and Bio-
Technology departments. Some Departments however remains constant
up till now such as Higher Education, North Bengal Development, Labour,
Food and Supplies, Women Development and Social Welfare, Consumer
Affairs, Finance and Excise, Environglo-Indian community. The of
Congress from the combined TMC _ Congress Ministry brought about
some changes in the distribution of some major portfolios. For example Dr.
Manas Ranjan Bhunia was in charge of Irrigation and Water ways and also
of Micro and Smalas Higher Education, North Bengal Development, Labg

with some others held by the congress ministers had to be reallocated. Out
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ofatotal list of 53 Ministers 39 are Ministers In charge and 17 Ministers of
State. (A comprehensive list of Ministers along with their respective
portfolios is being provided in the Appendix/Annexure at the end of the
Report). Apart from these Ministers, there are 24 Parliamentary
Secretaries who are entitled to salaries and some other privileges of the
Ministers.

Attendance of members of the Assembly
Data regarding attendance of members till the June-July, 2012 session

have been collected. During this period the Assembly had 63 days of
sitting. Table 11 gives a synoptic picture of attendance of members. This
table is based on the data of 290 members. Attendance figures of 4
members were not available, including that of the chief minister. It will be
seen that the attendance rate of members is very high. About one-fourth of
the members attended the proceedings for 95% to 100% sittings. Quite a
good number of MLAs attendeative Assembly had held 8 s members
attained 80% or above attendance rate. Thus nearly 68% members
recorded attendance of 80% or more sittings. For nearly 26% MLASs the
attendance rate ranges between 60% and less than 80%. On the other hand
asmall number of MLASs (18 only) attended less than 60% sittings.

Table 11: Attendance of members

Attendance Number % of the total number of
(% of 63 days) of Members members analysed (290)
95 - 100 ( 60-63 days) 70 24.14

80 <95 (50 359 days) 127 43.79

60 -<80 (38 _49 days) 75 25.86

Below 60% — 18 6.21

Total 290 100

Source: Computed from the Data obtained from West Bengal Legislative Assembly underRTI Act
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Even though the members of the present Assembly have registered good
record of attendance, complaints have been raised by the opposition parties
about very low attendance of the chief minister. It was mentioned earlier
that we have not been able to collect information about the attendance of 4
members of whom that of the chief minister is one. However, the main
opposition party, namely CPI(M) had mentioned in their web site
(http://www,cpimwb,org.in ) that up the September 2012 session the chief
minister was found to be present in the Assembly for only 20 sittings
(29.41%) out of a total of 68 sittings.

Instances of unhealthy parliamentary practices

Even though only two years have passed since the present Assembly was
formed, some instances of unhealthy parliamentary practices have become
visible.

On 11 December 2012, the Assembly witnessed unruly scene as MLASs of
Left Front and TMC got involved in a brawl inside the floor of the House.
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The fracas broke out when the Left Front moved an adjournment motion
over the state government’s alleged failure to curb chit funds in the state,
The demand for the motion was rejected by the speaker. Some Left Front
MLASs descended on the well of the House and started protesting against the
decision of the speaker. Then a scuffle began, as a result of which two Left
Front MLAs and one TMC MLA, one of whom was a woman, were
reported to have sustained physical injury. The injury of a Left Front MLA
was found to be quite serious and he had to be hospitalised.

The leader of the opposition had complained that the chief minister, who
holds at least six portfolios, including Home, Land and Land Reform,
Health and Family Welfare ete, did not care to answer most of the questions
asked. It was also mentioned that in the first 16 months (that is up to the
September 2012 session of the Assembly), 275 questions relating to the
departments of which the chief minister was minister in charge were asked.
But replies were received in respect of only 22 questions of which only 2
were starred questions.  The complaint could not be cross checked with
official data, since, as mentioned before, information on the questions asked
and replies given by the f the executive to the legislatd from the Assembly
Secretariat. However, this fact was published in several newspapers and
reported in the web site of the main opposition party
(hup:/www.cpimwb,org.in).

Discussions on the budget proposals of individual departments are an
important instrument at the hand of the members to review the activities of
the government relating to such departments. Sometimes for want of time,
guillotines are applied on budget proposals of some departments, which
means that no discussion is allowed on such proposals and the demands for
grants are put to vote straightway. But this is not a good practice and
therefore is resorted to if situation so demands. It is not applied in case of too
many departments and never in the cases of major departments. But within
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the course of last two years, West Bengal Assembly has applied guillotine
on the budget proposals twice in respect of some vital departments. After
coming to power in May 2011, the Government had guillotined budgets of
some important departments like Home Department, Health and Family
Welfare department, Land and Land Reform department (all headed by
the Chief Minister) and Panchayat and Rural Development department.
The same practice was repeated in the budget session of 2012. The
duration of the budget session was reduced suddenly without assigning
any valid reason and the budget of as many as 31 departments were
guillotined. These departments included all the 6 departments held by the
chief minister. Thus for two consecutive years, no discussion was
allowed before passing the budgets of several important departiments like
Home including Home (Police), Health and Family Welfare, Land and
Land Reform, Panchayat and Rural Development, Information and
cultural Affairs, Minority Affairs etc.
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Concluding Remarks

It is quite encouraging that the educational standard of the members of the
15 Legislative Assembly of West Bengal appears to be quite high, over
65% of them having a university degree. They are also comparatively
younger, 224 members out of 290 or 76% of total members are at or below
60 years ofage. A large numberofthem (43%)are in the age group of 51-60
and a little above one-fifth of them are in the age-group of 41-50. At the
same time it is quite disheartening to note that it is a male-dominated
House, women members constituting only 11.5% of the total members.
Another disquieting feature is that more than one-third of MLAs (102 out of
294) of the present Assembly are facing charges for committing criminal
offences. Class-wise, most of the members seem to be belonging to the
middle-income group.

The present study captures some aspects of the functioning of the Assembly
to which, it seems, deeper attention needs to be given. Firstly, it is seen that
over the years the numbers of sittings per year or per session are decreasing,
In the last two years, the present Assembly had only 43 sittings per year on
average. If it continues functioning at this rate, then it would be classed
among those Assemblies which worked least. Besides, average working
hour per sitting of the present Assembly is also low, as revealed in table 8.
Can one then conclude that the Assembly has been working less? It needs to
be probed further.

Secondly, questions are one of the instruments available to members to
ensure accountability of the government. Particularly important are the
starred questions which are required to be answered orally giving members
opportunities to ask supplementary questions. An estimate made by this
study shows that that of the total answers to starred questions, only one-
third answers were given orally by the concerned ministers-in-charge.

Two-third answers to starred questions were laid on the table. This is not a
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