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Structure of the presentation

•Historical evolution of the office of the District Officer
•Early principles of good governance and the role of DC
•Unity of command as an essential element of good governance
•Measurement of governance?
• Institutionalisation of good governance : the suggestion of an Index



Pre-British Administration: Mauryan

• I: Mauryan Empire: 
•Emperor>Mantrins>amatyas

•Departmental heads:  trade, agriculture, finances, forestry, textile
•Regional: sthanikas, gopas, gramikas
•Civil servants selected by examinations/loyalty, integrity

Higher
Intermediate
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Pre-British Administration: Sultanate

•2: Delhi Sultanate
•Civil servants given territorial control in exchange for soldiers and 

revenue: This became hereditary.

•Wazir head of administration with 3 main sections; revenue 
collection, military, spies, etc



Pre-British Administration: Mughal

• Land grant system
•Mansabdari: 33 categories of command.
• Subehdar: equivalent to a District Collector: head of provincial 

administration;
• Further divided into mahals, parganas.
• Jagirdar system: land allotted in lieu of payment: troops to be provided
• Admin system: sipah saar; faujdar, quazis, kotwal
• Sher Shah Suri: Sikandri Gaj, qabuliyat and patta
• Todar Mal and Akbar built on this



The British arrive
•31st December 1600: charter of the British East India Company 
    signed by Queen Elizabeth: 

• “for the honour of our nations, the wealth of our people..” 

•Mughals gave permission to William Hawkins to trade (1615)
•1639: Madras 
•1661: Bombay
•1690: Calcutta
•Hierarchy of posts created for commercial activities

Set up 
regional 
offices



The administrative hierarchy of the EIC

•President
• Sr Merchants
•Merchants
• Factors
•Writer
•Apprentice

•They were paid a paltry amount
•But profits from the trade were 

assigned to them
• From about 1650 to 1757: a 

purely mercantile relationship: 
trade was paramount. 
•The EIC officers were themselves 

in debt to local banias



The seeding of an Empire

• Battle of Plassey in 1757
• Siraj-ud-Daula was defeated by 

Robert Clive
• 1765 Mughal Emperor Shah Alam 

II: gave EIC diwani rights to collect 
taxes from the peasants
• The Emperor agreed to recognize 

all EIC rights in the country
• Bengal, Orissa and Bihar under EIC
• Non-revenue powers remained 

with Nawabs of the Mughals



Governance Structure of EIC

•Board of the Company in London
•Court of Directors
•Presidencies: Madras, Bombay, Calcutta
•Committee at Presidency level to monitor (2 members+ Company 

staff)
•Presidencies divided into provinces and divisions, each under 

provincial council, headed by senior Company officers
•Commissioner at regional level
•Collector in the district



Collection of Land revenue: some principles

• State is the supreme owner of Land
• State is manifested through the presence of the monarch. 
• In lieu of rent levied from the tenant, the state protected him from 

marauder. 
• Intermediaries removed.
•Extensive records had to be kept for this purpose.
• Soil quality / crop/ value of crop produced: to arrive at rent payable
• From Sher Shah and Todar Mal to the British 



Land revenue: some principles (contd)
• State demands tax on the produce of the land (originally 30%)
• Land is given on tenancy and rent to cultivator
•Cultivator will pay a rent in lieu of rights on land
•Protection of tenancy by state
• Systematic survey and measurement of all agricultural land
• Standardisation of rent based on quality of land

•The Principle of revenue governance:
•Reasonable tax        title granted over land        peace established



Three systems of land revenue

•Ryotwari: Annual survey and determination of rent directly paid to 
the government: continues till today across the country
• Zamindary system/ Cornwallis’s Permanent settlement: land rent 

settled once and for all
•Mahalwari: regional determination of payable amount 



When trade and governance combine

• Initial history of the EIC was shameful and extortionate 
•Oversight by Resident and Select Committee
• Supervisor to be in charge of revenue collections
• Surveyor’s post renamed in 1772 by Warren Hastings as Collector
• First principles of governance espoused by Harry Verelst



Early principles of good governance: Vereslt
• First Principles of governance: (Harry Vereslt)
• You will stand between the peasant and oppression
• You will be his refugee and the redresser of wrongs
• Let access to you be easy
• ‘Aim at no undue influence yourself; and check it in all others”
• Integrity, disinterestedness, assiduity and watchfulness
• Avoid all interested views by commerce or otherwise while on service
• Your activity and advice will be vain, unless confirmed by example
• Depend on none where you yourself can possibly hear and determine

• Be minutely just and inflexibly straight (Henry Roberdeau, 1805)



Warren Hastings creates the Collector, 1772

• “Do not laugh at the formality with which we have made a law to 

change their name from supervisor to collectors. You know full well 

how much the world’s opinion is governed by names. They were 

originally what the word supervisor imports, simply lookers-on, 

without trust or authority. They became collectors and ceased to be 

lookers-on.” 



Consolidation of Governance 
in the  office of the Collector
•1786: district systems set in place: geographical units under 

Collectors
•35 districts set up initially under District Collectors
•Combined in one man the powers of Collector, Civil Judge and 

Magistrate with almost unfettered powers
•Experimentation with the Collector system: finally settled in 1858 

when the Crown took up control

• “The District Officer was a semi-absolute monarch, ruling over a 
territory as extensive in area and population as some of the smaller 
countries of Europe”  



British India at the height of its power

• 250 districts: each divided into 3-4 
sub-divisions: 
• further split into tehsils

• 4-5 districts were under the oversight of a 
Commissioner

• Land revenue provided the empire with 40% of 
its revenues, other heads being excise, salt, 
opium. 

• A curious situation: through Collectors were 
officials employed by the crown, it was they 
who upheld the peace and brought justice to 
the people. Indian officers faced the moral 
dilemma of serving a foreign master



Steevens, 1899: The image of a District Officer 
•At the desk sat the Presence – British rule incarnate in a young man in 

long boots and a green water-proof khaki shooting jacket, clean 
shaven, with an eye and a mouth and a chin. Thus he rules, by himself, 
his kingdom of 5000 square miles and 800,000 souls…he is in the habit 
of dismounting by the wayside before a semicircle of dark faces 
muffled in shawls against the bitter air of surprise – he inspects the 
village registers, checks the cattle census returns, … and goes over to 
the new village meeting house… through all this primitive hospitality, 
primitive corruption, primitive joy and sorrow, moves the Father and 
Mother of District, granting, refusing, punishing, fostering. Respected, 
feared and trusted to his 800,000, he is Omnipotence.  I should have 
mentioned that he is thirty-six years old and has been at this kind of 
work for six years. 



Some quotations : the Indian view

• It may be safely said that there are as many rulers as there are 
districts in the country…. These, called Collectors…are often 
capricious and regulated by nothing, but their own whims and 
fancies. These (nearly three hundred men), form an almost secret 
corporation, the most powerful in the world. They are required to 
find a fixed minimum of revenue; they are therefore often found to 
be the most unscrupulous in their dealings with the people” 

Gandhiji, 1934
•  “The ICS, with which we are unfortunately still afflicted in this 

country, is neither Indian, nor civil, nor a service.” Jawaharlal Nehru



Today: The District Officer’s place in Government
• .
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Today: The Many Faces of the District Officer (contd)

Revenue Officer: Manager of Land
• Tenancy
• Tenure
• Rent
• Land Acquisition
• Revenue court work
• CPR
• An eye over all other kinds of land

• Decides on revenue land disputes
• Supervises work of Sub-Divisional 

officers and Tehsildars
• Chief Revenue Officer: assessment, 

collection and recovery of land rent 
dues



Today: The Many Faces of the District Officer 
(contd)

• Keeper of the peace

• District Magistrate
• Preventive Sections of the Cr.P.C
• Arms licenses
• Jails
• Crisis Management 
• Elections
• Census

• Supervises the work of executive 
magistrates in the district: ADMs, 
SDM,s Tehsildars
• Coordination with Police
•Maintenance of law and order
• Preventive sections of the CR.P.C
• Supervision of jails
• Licenses or arms and ammunitions
• Appointment of public Prosecutors



Today: The Many Faces of the District Officer (contd)

•Development
•District Development Officer
•Coordinates between all depts.
•Problem solver

Coordinates the work of all 
departments in the district;
Oversight of all state and central 
developmental programs.
Redressal of grievances of the 
people
Proposes new projects 
Coordination between political 
representatives in the district



Today: The Many Faces of the District Officer (contd)

• Interface between the political 
and the executive
•Eyes and ears of the 

Government
•Keeping balance between 

political groups
• Interaction with civil society
•Grievance redressal

•He is called upon to arbitrate in 
matters of unrest and conflict
•Balance of political parties in the 

district
•Developmental programs can be 

taken up in consultation with the 
political reps
•Balance between PRI structure 

and MLA/MP structure



District Collectors well known for innovation

Prasant Nair, DC Kozhikode District, Kerala
1. Operation Sulaimani: A participatory project to address Hunger
2. Tere Mere Beech Mein: waste management at Kozhikode beach
3. Yo Appooppa: care of the elderly

Mir Mohammed Ali, DC Kannur, Kerala
Kannur was the first plastic free district in the country 

P Narahari, Madhya Pradesh
Outstanding wok for the disabled

Saurabh Kumar, DC Dantewada, Chattisgarh
1. Youth initiatives in conflict-ridden district
2. Cash less village post-office in Palnar



District Collectors well known for innovation 
(contd)

K Vasuki, DC Trivandrum, 
Green initiatives, flood relief Armstrong Pame, Manipur

100 km Road construction by crowd funding

Shashanka Ala, DC Lawngtlai, Mizoram
“My School My Farm” Initiative to make 
  ICDS centres self-sufficient

Awanish Sharan, DC Kabirdham, Chattisgarh
Bike ambulances to quick medical aid for tribals



The District Officer Today
• At the centre of governance in the district
• He/She is the State Government at the district level
• Head of revenue administration and courts 
• Leads the battle against Covid
• Key officer on floods, drought, fires, and other disasters
• Conducts all elections as District Electoral Officer
• Grievance redressal officer
• Coordination between departments
• Law and order and maintenance of peace
• Politics and Society between elections (APU):
“The District Collector continues to experience high levels of trust”: 



Collector’s role in Good Governance

• For good governance to succeed, the Collector’s role is essential.  
• Security of tenure.
•Role of Collector and SP to be defined better.
•He must be vested with greater powers.
•Wider oversight and authority over departments
•Expand discretionary authority w.r.t development for immediate impact.
•With wider powers must come greater accountability.
•He must be judged by measurable performance indicators.



Can we institutionalize of good governance?

• Individual initiatives to be commended, but excellence must be 
institutionalized
•Create a data based objective criterion for adjudging performance of 

the Collector.
• Focus on what can be achieved in a District
•The way forward has been shown by Himachal Pradesh: The District 

Good Governance Index (DGGI)
•Based on the Public Affairs Index created by PAC, Bangalore



District Good Governance Index (DGGI, HP)
Themes: 
• I: Essential Infrastructure: 
• II: Support to Human Resources: 
• III. Social Justice:
• IV. Women and Children: 
•V: Crime, Law and Order:
•VI: Environment:
•VII: Transparency and Accountability: 

7 themes

18 focus subjects

45  indicators



DGGI: Themes, Focus Subjects, Indicators
Theme I: Infrastructure 

• 1.Power: 
• i. percentage of houses electrified, 
• ii. per capita consumption

• 2.Water: 
• iii. Households with access to safe 

potable water 
• 3.Roads: 

• iv. surfaced roads as % of total roads;. 
• 4. Housing: 

• v. Pucca houses as % to total; 
• vi. slum pop. as % of total pop.
• vii. % households with toilet 

Theme II: Human Resources

• 5. Education: 
• viii. % SC enrolment out of total SC 

target population;
• ix. % ST enrolment out of total ST target 

population; 
• x. Retention rate at primary level; 
• xi. Transition rate for upper primary to 

secondary level; 
• xii. % children 6-14 in private schools; 
• xiii. % children 6-14 not enrolled; 
• xiv. learning levels 3rd to 5th std; 
• xv. learning levels 6th to 8th std; 



DGGI: Themes, Focus Subjects, Indicators
Theme II: Human Resources (contd)
.
• 6. Health: 

• xvi. IMR; 
• xvii. Population served by 

allopathic doctor; 
• xviii. Full immunization
• xix. % deaths registered online; 
• xx. sex ratio at birth; 
• xxi. Percentage of pregnant 

women anemic

Theme III: Social Protection 

• 7. PDS:
• xxii. Allocation and offtake of grain

•  8. Social Justice
• xxiii. % pension beneficiaries of pop above 60
• xxiv. % households without land
• xxv. Incidence of crimes against SC/CT

•  9. Minority Welfare 
• xxvi. Minority Children getting scholarships

• 10. Employment
• xxvii. Average employment in days from MNREGA
• xxviii Average wage rate per day
• xxix. Women participation in labour force



DGGI: Themes, Focus Subjects, Indicators (contd)

Theme IV: Women & Children 
• 11. Children: 

• xxx. Crimes against children; 
• xxxi. Percentage of beneficiaries 

under ICDS; 
• xxii. Child Sex ratio, 
• xxxiii. % Malnourished children
• xxxiv.  % severely malnourished 

children
• 12. Women: 

• xxxv. Institutional Delivery, 
• xxxvii. Male-Female Literacy Gap

Theme V: Crime
• 13. Violent Crimes: 

• xxxvii. rapes per 1000 pop.; 
• xxxviii. murder per 1000 

pop. , 
• xxxix dowry deaths per 1000 

pop

• 14. Atrocities: 
• xl. Atrocities against women

Women



DGGI: Themes, Focus Subjects, Indicators (contd)

Theme VI: Environment: 
• 15. Environmental violations: 

• xli. notices issued under 
Environment Act, Water and Air 
Act

• 16. Forest Cover:
• xlii. Percentage of area 

increase/decrease

Theme VII: Transparency and 
Accountability

• 17. Transparency
• xliii No. of Services given 

under E-Governance Plan

• 18. Accountability
• xliv. No of ACB cases 

disposed as a % of cases 
registered
• xlv Social Audit under 

NREGA: % of GP covered



Methodology

•Only government data in the public domain
•Data collection    standardization    Index (0-1)     weighted index 

aggregated weighted index,    ranks: 

• Institutionalised by Govt of HP
•Ranks 2018 Ranks 2019
• (1) Shimla Bilaspur
• (2) Kullu Mandi
• (3) Hamirpur Hamirpur



Thank you
•Questions: 

mathew.ck@outlook.com



Some quotations:

• It seems to be that the maintenance of the position of the District 
Officer is absolutely essential to the maintenance of the British rule in 
India: Sir James Fitzjames Stephen, 1872
• “The position of the Collector has remained a classic example of 

unclassified, unconsolidated, diffused responsibility that seems to be 
one of the marked features of the Indian administrative system”: 
Dwarka Das. Role of Higher Civil Service in India.1958
•Have few officers, work them hard, hold them responsible and trust 

them: that is the only way to secure capable and honest 
administrators:  Sir Charles Lucas, 1913



Some quotations (contd)

•Upon his energy and personal character depends ultimately the 
efficiency of our Indian government. His own special duties are so 
numerous as to bewilder the outsider; and the work of his 
subordinates, European and native, depends on the stimulus of his 
personal example: William Hunter, about 1890.
•The arrangement by which the local executive authority is 

concentrated in one man has worked well and is well suited to the 
needs and predilections of the people…they understand and 
appreciate there being one man who an hear their complaints, who 
can give orders to the local staff, and who can see that they are 
carried out. O’Malley, 1965



Some quotations (contd)

•Their every word is a command, every sentence a decree, accepted 
willingly with trust in their judgment and fairness…I can see no period 
when they (the Indians) can dispense with the guidance and the 
assistance of this small nucleus of the British Civil Service… in India. .. 
They are the steel frame of the whole structure : Prime Minister, 
Lloyd C George, 1922 
• “There was gradually springing up a race of administrators around 

whom the old commercial traditions did not cling and who brought to 
their work not only a sound intelligence but purer moral perceptions  
and higher sense of what they owed to the people of India.” Sir John 
William Kaye. 



Some quotations (contd)
• “A Collector of strong and sympathetic character and with the gift
 of insight may gain the strongest hold over the affections and   
imagination of the peasantry, and tales of his sagacity and good deeds 
will be told in remote villages after his name has ceased to be borne in 
the civil list of his province.” Imperial Gazetteer, 1909.

•He may, sometimes, when overburdened with work grumble that he 
has the life of a dog, but he knows that he does the work of a man. 
O’Malley, 1965


