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It turns out that I could not have planned a less opportune moment to interview Ramalinga Raju of Satyam. A month before he was declared the biggest crook in Indian corporate history, I took a dawn flight from Delhi to Hyderabad to meet Mr Raju for a television programme I was planning on Satyam’s efforts in the area of corporate social responsibility or CSR. I had been pointed towards Satyam by a lady I met during a day spent judging the CSR activities of the Aditya Birla group. She told me that Satyam had taken the meaning of CSR to a remarkable new level, and since she had written a book on the subject, it aroused my interest. I arrived in Hyderabad too early for the interview, so found a nice South Indian restaurant in which to have breakfast and read up on my subject. Over idlis, dosas and delicious coffee I read through the pile of research I had downloaded from the Internet. Every article was filled with praise for Satyam, its founder and everything to do with the company. The only worrying detail was that the World Bank had banned the company on account of sharp practices. I ignored this since it has nothing to do with what I wanted to talk to Mr Raju about.
Research and breakfast over, I left for Satyam headquarters in Secunderabad which my driver told me would take at least an hour from the centre of the city. My driver was a talkative fellow with strong political views. He seemed to think that the Congress would lose the next election but added that one thing that might save it was the Arogya Shree programme. ‘‘See, you get this card,’’ he said showing me his, ‘‘and then if you have a medical emergency, you ring 108 and within half an hour an ambulance will come and help you. It is a wonderful programme because ordinary people now have access to the same healthcare as rich people.’’ On the way he pointed out an ambulance with 108 written on it and said that thousands of such ambulances were now operating across Andhra Pradesh. I did not know it then that this was one of Satyam’s ambulances.
It was part of the fleet of ambulances that operate under Satyam’s Emergency Management and Research Institute (EMRI) which before the scandal broke was considered among the best CSR efforts in the country. When I met Ramalinga Raju, the impression I formed was of a quiet, self-effacing man who was modest about his CSR achievements. ‘‘All over the world they have services of this kind, so we decided that we would do it here. In these days of cell phones and computers, it is easy to do.’’ As a result of the EMRI service, it is possible in a medical emergency in Andhra to have an ambulance reach you within half-an-hour fully equipped with para-medicos and emergency aid. The service has worked so well that States like Gujarat, Karnataka and Rajasthan have started using it.
In the end though, Ramalinga Raju will be remembered not for his corporate social responsibility but for his lack of it. No amount of emergency medical services can compensate for defrauding Satyam’s shareholders, and in these difficult economic times the last thing India needed was a mega-corporate scandal of this kind. Especially since most Indians believe that one of our biggest national problems is corruption.
When Madhu Trehan’s new book Tehelka as Metaphor arrived my desk last week, I thought it could not have come at a more appropriate time. It is about the Tehelka expose and Madhu has spent six years writing it because she wanted to do a real book about corruption in India and not a quickie. She explains why in these words. ‘‘Why is national honesty necessary at all for India to become a global player? Figure this: you get out of bed sweating because there has been no electricity all night because it has been stolen the streets around your house. You try to take a shower and there is not water, your neighbour has stolen water from your tank. You give your child a glass of milk that has been mixed with water and blotting paper. You drive your children to school in a car where the petrol has been adulterated or your driver has made a deal at the petrol pump. You are paying for more petrol than is in your car. Or, you drop your child to the school bus and pray, because you know the driver has no regard for speed limits or red traffic lights. Your child goes to the school where you have had to pay a bribe called donation to get admission.’’
Every Indian lives every day of his life dealing with corruption of this kind. But Tehelka was much, much more. It was about corruption in national security, in defence deals that involved senior army officers and major political figures. Instead of it leading to someone up there making a sincere effort to clean up the system, the journalists who worked for Tehelka were hounded at the Commission of Enquiry that was used as a weapon against them rather than the real culprits. At the time Tehelka broke I remember meeting Shanker and Devina Sharma whose lives where torn apart because Shanker had invested a small amount of money in Tehelka. Madhu analyses what happened with the persistence and sincerity of a good detective. The result is an important book, especially if we want to understand why after the terrorist attack on Mumbai, the thousands of angry citizens who gathered at the Gateway in protest directed their anger at our own politicians more than at Pakistan. It would not be untrue to say that if after the Tehelka expose serious efforts had been made at the highest level to eliminate corruption in matters of national security, we may not have seen Mumbai attacked in the way it was. A handful of highly motivated terrorists were able to hold India’s commercial capital to ransom for 60 hours because the institutions of national security collapsed at every level.
At the heart of what went wrong was corrupt, incompetent governance that may not have been so bad if the Tehelka expose had been taken more seriously. At the heart of what is wrong with most things in India is corruption from the pettiest, most mundane level to the very highest. This is why Satyam happened, this is why Mumbai happened, and this is why, as Madhu points out, India cannot be a global player.




