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Introduction
1.
Enormous technological advances, particularly in the field of information technology, have impacted every field of human endeavour, transforming our lives in an unprecedented manner. Working of Legislatures has been greatly transformed due to adoption of such technologies. As in the legislatures of the world’s advanced countries, information technology is widely used in the Indian Parliament. It has embraced new technology to bring greater efficiency to parliamentarians’ work inside the Chamber as well as in terms of connecting with their constituents. Presiding Officers continue to make several efforts with regard to efficient management of scarce legislative time so as to enhance the effectiveness of the Legislature. A number of innovative changes in the established norms and conventions have been made by the Indian Parliament in this regard from time to time. In recent times, certain innovative information technology tools have been put in place inside the Chamber of the Rajya Sabha, the Upper House of the Indian Parliament, which aim at effective time management of the House. This paper focuses on two such applications, which have the potential to bring about a perceptive change in the way parliamentary activities are carried on inside the House.

Time Management for Effective Functioning of the House

2. With a view to managing effectively the limited legislative time, technological know-how has been put to use over the past couple of years. Among various modes of debates, discussions and interventions in the House, the device of 'matters raised with the permission of the Chair' (what is commonly known as the ‘Zero Hour’) provides an important opportunity to the Members to highlight pressing issues affecting the lives of people across the country. Generally, the issues agitating the minds of the Members were so involved and the number of Members eager to raise the issues were so many, that often the 'Zero Hour' turned out to be not only long-winded but also less orderly and more difficult to manage. Several initiatives were taken in the past to regulate the Zero Hour, which, inter alia, included fixing the time limit of three minutes for those Members whose notices had been admitted by the Chairman to raise issues of urgent public importance. For this, a digital clock was installed in the Chamber to compute the duration of the three minutes with a countdown timer. After the stipulated time, the mike of the Member was automatically switched off through remote control. This system proved to be a success as Members followed the time restriction and were able to articulate their views within the available time. Thus, up to ten matters could be articulated within a period of less than half-an-hour.

3. Taking a cue from its success, newer information technology tools have been developed to effectively manage the time for other discussions and debates that take place inside the Chamber of the Rajya Sabha. Even the digital clock with countdown timer has been subsumed under an Integrated Talk Time Management and Display System, which has been recently put in place for time management during different discussions, including the Zero Hour submissions.

Integrated Talk Time Management and Electronic Display System

4. An Integrated Talk Time Management and Electronic Display System has been successfully installed in the Rajya Sabha. The system, in addition to the Zero Hour submissions, also covers Short Duration Discussion, Calling Attention, Discussion on the working of the Ministries, Discussion on Government Bills as well as Private Members’ Bills and Resolutions. The Rajya Sabha Secretariat has brought out a manual on this new system, which explains its operation in detail. In brief, the system is controlled by the Presiding Officer with the help of a touch screen PC placed on his/ her table. The information contained in the five lines on the touch screen is also displayed on the two LED boards installed on the two sides of the Chamber. The top of the touch screen shows the topic for discussion. The system consists of various modes depending on the type of activity going on inside the Chamber. For example, the ‘Zero Hour’ mode is switched on to operate in the Zero Hour. Accordingly, for the ‘Zero Hour’ mode, the first line of the Touch Screen shows the name of the Member who is speaking along with his party/ group affiliation. The Member’s division (seat) number is shown at the left side of the second line and a count down timer, in ‘minutes: seconds’ format, appears on the right side of the line. The time is displayed in the descending order from 03:00 (3 minutes) to 00:00 (zero seconds). The mike of the Member is automatically switched off when the timer reaches 00:00. The third line shows the party affiliation of the Member speaking and the fifth line shows the name of the Presiding Officer (namely the Chairman, the Deputy Chairman or the name of the Vice-Chairman). When the Chair calls the next Member to speak, his mike gets activated and the process is reiterated.

5. At the time of a discussion, such as General Discussion on the Budget or a Short Duration Discussion, or discussion on Bills, etc., the 'Discussion' mode is selected. Along with the topic selected, the touch screen shows the name of the Member who is speaking and his/ her party/ group at the time, his/ her division number, and the time taken in the form of a count-up timer. It also indicates, in appropriate cases, the total time allotted to the Member's party/ group and the time already consumed by earlier speakers of his/ her party/ group, if any.

6. As regards the Calling Attention, Discussion on Private Members’ Bills/ Resolutions, etc., the 'Member Speaking' mode is selected and the time consumed by the participating members is indicated individually, on the display board.

7. There is also a 'Pause' function button which has been provided to pause the timer in case of any disturbance in the Chamber. Once paused, the button changes to the [Start] button. The [Start] button should be touched after the interruptions are over. The timer starts from the time it was stopped. Further, by pressing the 'Message' button, a pre-recorded message can be displayed on the boards, such as 'House Adjourned till 02:00 p.m.', 'Prime Minister's Reply', etc.

8. The touch screen also has provision for only the Chair to view the time allotted and consumed by various parties/ groups at a given point of time by choosing the appropriate 'Party Time' buttons.

9. Further measures to upgrade the system are in progress.

Dashboard Application System

10. In order to assist the Chairman to effectively conduct the business of the House, a need had been felt for some time that information regarding Members, the location of their seats, party affiliation, States to which they belong, their involvement in the Question Hour in terms of asking Supplementary Questions, and other such data should be made available to the Chair. Another important consideration had been to streamline the process of allowing Supplementary Questions to the Members so that the Question Hour could be made more efficient and effective. The role of the Presiding Officer in giving opportunities to Members across the spectrum to ask relevant supplementaries is one of the notable features of the Question Hour. For example, a Member who has been permitted by the Chairman to put a supplementary question on the previous or the same day may not generally be given another opportunity during Question Hour on that day. In the Rajya Sabha, the Chairman has regulated the number of supplementaries to starred questions besides emphasizing the need for asking short and crisp supplementaries.

11. In such a scenario, access to relevant data in an organized and coherent format was thought to be of considerable assistance to the Chairman, who earlier had to rely on the information provided to him manually or had to seek the help of the officer(s) at the Table. Against this backdrop, a Dashboard Application has been developed and subsequently installed on the Chairman’s table in the Rajya Sabha Chamber. Data entry and updation required for the software are taken care of by the Secretariat through backroom operations. With the entire seating arrangement of Members, including their party affiliation and other personal details, displayed on the screen on the Chairman’s table, he is able to make informed selection of Members in giving them opportunities to ask relevant supplementaries.

12. On logging into the Dashboard Application, the opening screen displays a graphical presentation of the seating arrangement in the Chamber with the membership of different political parties indicated in different colours. The numbers mentioned on each coloured strip represent the Division Number assigned to each Member. These Division Numbers are pre-fed into the system and on clicking at a particular number, details of the Member, who has been assigned that particular seat, get displayed on the screen with the photograph of the Member, his/ her name, the State to which he/ she belongs, his/ her party affiliation and division number. Information regarding ‘Supplementary Question Status’ indicating the supplementaries asked by the Member during the previous sitting, during the current week and also during the current Session is displayed at the bottom of the window. It also shows the number of such questions asked by the Members belonging to the same political party. In case of a Member of the Council of States, who is a Minister in the Union Council of Ministers, the Supplementary Question Status Window does not contain any information other than the information concerning supplementary questions asked by the Members of his/ her party during the session.

13. The Seating Arrangement data is available in visual as well as list form. The task bar at the bottom of the screen shows the following options for seeking a list or graphical display of a set of Members:
· Party wise,

· State wise,

· Gender wise,

· Ministers in Rajya Sabha,

· Nominated Members,

· Supplementary Questions, and

· Council of Ministers.

14. When ‘Party Wise’ option is clicked, the ‘Select Party’ scroll down menu bar, containing names of political parties in the Council, comes on the screen. Upon selecting a party name, the screen shows the graphical layout of the seating arrangement of that particular party in a pre-designated colour. For example, Indian National Congress (INC) has been allotted the blue colour; so, the division numbers (seats) which INC Members have been assigned is shown in blue colour. On selecting ‘ALL’ in the ‘Select Party’ menu bar, the graphical layout of the entire Chamber in multi-colour can be seen, each colour indicating a certain party. The legend on the right hand corner of the screen shows the names of the various parties (in alphabetical order), their respective number of Members and the colour code by which they are identified in the software. The smaller parties, each represented by a few Members, have been assigned a single colour and are collectively indicated as ‘Others’.

15. Similarly, when the ‘State wise’ option is clicked, the scroll down menu bar gives the names of all the States, and on selecting a particular State, all the Members who have been elected from that State, belonging to different parties (indicated in different colours in the graphical presentation) gets displayed. The ‘Gender wise’ option generates a graphical display of the male and female Members in the Rajya Sabha belonging to various parties. In the same manner, information regarding Nominated Members and Members of Rajya Sabha in the Union Council of Ministers can be accessed.

16. The same information in the list form can be obtained by clicking on Seating Arrangement (List).

17. On the extreme left of the Task Bar, 'Report' option is there to facilitate the Chair to find out particulars about the business in the Chamber during a particular sitting or on a specific session/ date. When it is clicked, the List of Business, the papers to be laid on the Table of the House, the Part-I Bulletin containing brief record of the proceedings of the meeting of the Rajya Sabha on a particular day, the Part-II Bulletin issued for the information of the Members, synopses of the previous sittings, the Questions list, Ballot list, Minute book, Notices, Questions related information, Council of Ministers, etc. are accessible to the Chair.

18. The Chair may also read the References through the Dashboard Application. Facility has been provided to scroll page-wise or automatically setting the scroll speed.

19. The Hindi version of the Dashboard Application is also available.

Conclusion
20. It is generally acknowledged that howsoever developed the technology may be, it is ultimately a tool in the hands of the user and its success or otherwise depends on the way it is handled. In any Legislature the Presiding Officer acts as a referee and, whatever tools are placed at his disposal, it is ultimately his discretion and judgment to use them effectively. Same is the case with the utilization of information technology in the Rajya Sabha Chamber. A lot depends on the Presiding Officer, who can give a delicate human touch through his sense of fair play and discretion. For example, during a discussion, if a Member exceeds the time allotted to him, as displayed on the Board, the Chair can grant him extra time considering various circumstances. Similarly, the personal interaction which a Chairman has with the Members informs his choices when inviting supplementaries during the Question Hour. With the aid of the software, the Chair can now instantaneously access details about the Member and this information, combined with the acumen of the Chair can, no doubt, enhance the performance of the Legislature manifold.
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