Mains Practice Question

Case Study

You are the District Collector of a rapidly urbanizing district. A large government housing project is under
construction to provide affordable homes to economically weaker sections. The project is being executed
by a private contractor under a public-private partnership (PPP) model.

One evening, a section of an under-construction residential block collapses, leading to the death of five
workers and injuring many others. A preliminary investigation suggests that poor-quality construction
materials were used. Further, it is revealed that the project approval process had several irregularities,
including the violation of environmental clearance norms and unauthorized expansion beyond the
sanctioned plan. The project was approved under the tenure of your predecessor, who is now a senior
bureaucrat in the state government.

As you begin an in-depth inquiry, you receive immense pressure from multiple stakeholders. Senior
officials advise you to avoid implicating your predecessor, arguing that it could tarnish the administration's
reputation. The contractor, a politically well-connected businessman, offers you a lucrative post-retirement
consultancy role in exchange for diluting the report. Additionally, local political leaders, citing the urgency
of providing housing to the poor, urge you to let the project continue despite the lapses. Meanwhile,
workers' unions and civil society groups demand strict action against those responsible.

1. Identify the ethical dilemmas in this case and analyze them using relevant ethical theories.

2. What course of action should you take to ensure accountability while balancing the interests of all
stakeholders?

3. What policy recommendations can help prevent the recurrence of such infrastructure failures?
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Introduction:

An under-construction government housing project collapses, resulting in five worker deaths.
Investigations reveal poor-quality materials, irregular approvals, and violations. The current District
Collector faces political pressure, bureaucratic influence, and bribery attempts, while civil
society demands accountability. The key challenge is balancing justice, safety, and project continuity.

Body:
1. Ethical Dilemmas and Their Analysis:

= Conflict Between Truth and Organizational Loyalty
o The investigation may expose the role of a senior bureaucrat, potentially tarnishing the
administration's reputation.
o Deontological ethics (Kantian duty-based ethics) emphasizes that duty to truth and
justice outweighs institutional loyalty. Concealing wrongdoing would compromise
administrative integrity.



o Virtue ethics (Aristotle) suggests that a just and courageous officer should act with
honesty, even if it means going against powerful figures.
Integrity vs. Personal Gain
o The contractor’s offer of a post-retirement consultancy position is a clear case of bribery
and conflict of interest.
o Gandhian ethics emphasize selflessness and moral courage in public service, rejecting
personal gains at the cost of public welfare.
Rule of Law vs. Expediency
o Political leaders argue for continuing the project despite violations, citing the urgency of
housing for the poor.
o Legal positivism mandates that laws and regulations must be followed regardless of
perceived benefits. Overlooking violations could lead to more collapses and loss of life.
o Social contract theory (Rousseau, Locke) suggests that governance must be based on
fairness and justice, ensuring public trust in the system.
Accountability vs. Political Pressure
o Political leaders and senior officials pressurize the officer to shield influential figures
involved in irregularities.
o Deontological ethics stress that shielding the guilty erodes public trust and justice.
o Machiavellian pragmatism might suggest balancing inquiry and political interests, but
ethical governance requires prioritizing truth over political expediency.
Humanitarian Concern vs. Long-term Safety
o While housing is a pressing need, substandard construction endangers future residents.
o Gandhian trusteeship model advocates responsible development, ensuring both social
welfare and ethical governance.

2. What course of action should you take to ensure accountability while balancing the interests of all
stakeholders?

= Immediate Crisis Response (First 24-48 hours)
o Rescue & Relief
e Personally visit the site to oversee rescue operations and ensure medical aid for
the injured.
e Announce compensation for the deceased workers’ families and the injured as per
government norms.
o Public & Media Management
¢ |ssue a transparent public statement acknowledging the incident and promising
an impartial inquiry.
e Prevent misinformation by appointing an official spokesperson to handle media
queries.
o Ensuring Safety & Preventing Further Damage
e Order an immediate structural audit of the entire project to check for risks.
e Halt all construction temporarily, but allow essential safety reinforcements
to continue.
= Independent & Targeted Investigation
o Forming a Neutral Inquiry Committee
» Constitute a high-level investigation team with:
¢ Independent structural engineers to assess the construction quality.
* Legal experts to review project approvals and contractual obligations.
¢ Senior administrators (from outside the district) for neutrality.
o Ensuring Accountability Without Bureaucratic Fallout
e Focus the inquiry on systemic failures and procedural lapses rather than
directly targeting individuals, but hold responsible officials accountable if
proven guilty.
e Request a state-level vigilance team to review past approvals without personal
bias.
o Action Against Contractor & Violators
* If found guilty, initiate legal proceedings against the contractor for negligence
and potential criminal liability.
¢ Blacklist the contractor and recommend barring them from future government



projects.
¢ Direct the local administration to file FIRs under relevant laws if corruption or
fraud is established.
= Handling Political & Bureaucratic Pressure
o Managing Pressure from Senior Officials
* Instead of direct confrontation, | will highlight the risks of shielding past
mistakes, emphasizing that covering up negligence could lead to further legal and
public backlash.
o If resistance persists, escalate the matter tactfully to the Chief Secretary or
State Vigilance Commission to ensure neutrality.
o Dealing with the Contractor’s Bribery Offer
* Reject the post-retirement consultancy offer firmly and document the
incident for potential legal action.
e Warn the contractor that continued interference will lead to stricter actions,
including potential criminal charges for bribery.
o Balancing Political Interests & Public Needs
e Engage local political leaders and emphasize that ensuring accountability does
not mean halting the project entirely—instead, it will ensure long-term
benefits.
e Offer a revised project timeline to reassure stakeholders that the housing scheme
will continue without safety risks.
= Ensuring Safe Continuation of the Housing Project
o Fixing the Project Without Total Scrapping
e Allow construction to resume only in cleared areas while high-risk sections
undergo rebuilding.
e |f necessary, hire an alternative contractor for remaining work to ensure quality.
e Appoint a third-party quality monitoring agency to oversee future construction.
o Strengthening Worker Safety & Labor Rights
 Mandate better safety measures, including protective gear and proper worksite
supervision.
e Set up a grievance redressal mechanism for laborers to report violations
without fear of job loss.

3. What policy recommendations can help prevent the recurrence of such.infrastructure failures?

= Strengthening Construction Quality Standards
o Mandatory Third-Party Quality Audits:
e Implement independent third-party structural audits at three critical
phases—foundation, mid-construction, and completion.
e Audits should be randomized and digitalized to prevent manipulation.
o Use of Certified Construction Materials:
» Enforce QR-coded tracking of materials (cement, steel, sand) to prevent
substandard supplies.
e Establish state-run testing labs for sample verification before use.
o Stringent Safety Certification for Contractors:
e Introduce mandatory licensing for government contractors, renewed based on past
project performance.
¢ Create a national contractor rating system based on project history, quality, and
safety compliance.
= Overhauling the Project Approval and Monitoring Process
o Transparent Digital Approvals & Compliance Checks:
e Implement GIS-based project tracking systems to prevent unauthorized
expansion.
¢ Use blockchain-based records for project approvals to ensure transparency and
prevent tampering.
o Environmental & Safety Compliance as a Non-Negotiable Step:
* Strengthen environmental clearance mechanisms with Al-based risk
assessments for large projects.
* Create real-time dashboards accessible to the public for tracking environmental



compliance.
o Periodic Structural Integrity Checks for All Government Projects:
¢ Mandate post-construction safety inspections every 5 years, especially for
public housing and high-risk structures.
e Establish a district-level Infrastructure Safety Review Board to conduct
annual evaluations.
= Institutional & Legal Reforms for Better Accountability
o Fast-Track Prosecution for Negligence & Corruption:
¢ Amend laws to introduce time-bound investigations and trials for infrastructure-
related fraud.
e Enforce strict liability laws on contractors and officials found guilty of negligence.
o Independent Infrastructure Ombudsman:
¢ Set up a state-level infrastructure ombudsman to handle complaints of
construction violations.
e The ombudsman should have the authority to blacklist firms and recommend
criminal action.
o Whistleblower Protection for Reporting Irregularities:
e Strengthen whistleblower anonymity mechanisms for engineers, workers, and
officials to report safety lapses without fear of retaliation.
e Offer monetary incentives for reporting major fraud in public projects.
= Leveraging Technology for Real-Time Monitoring
o Al & loT-Based Smart Monitoring Systems:
* Use loT sensors embedded in structures to detect stress, cracks, and material
degradation in real-time.
¢ Implement drone-based construction inspections for high-risk and large-scale
projects.
o Mobile App for Public & Worker Complaints:
e Launch a public grievance redressal app where workers and citizens can report
unsafe construction practices.
e Reports should trigger an automated site inspection if flagged multiple times.
= Labor Welfare & Safety Regulations
o Mandatory Insurance & Compensation for Construction Workers:
e Enforce compulsory life and accident insurance for all laborers working on
public projects.
e Make contractors legally responsible for providing safety gear and training.
o Strict Penalties for Safety Violations:
e Introduce graded penalty structures, where repeated safety violations lead to
license suspension for contractors.
* Increase workers' representation in safety committees for large infrastructure
projects.
= Reforming Public-Private Partnership (PPP) Models
o Performance-Based Contractor Payments:
e |nstead of lump-sum payments, link contractor payments to independent
quality certifications at each stage.
e |Introduce financial penalties for substandard work and reward high-quality
execution.
o Transparent Bidding Process with Public Oversight:
* Use Al-based algorithms to detect collusion and manipulation in tendering.
¢ Mandate citizen and civil society participation in monitoring large PPP projects.

Conclusion:
The case demands a balanced approach that ensures justice for the victims, accountability for

negligence, and the safe continuation of the housing project. A transparent investigation, strict
legal action against those responsible, and improved oversight mechanisms will prevent future lapses.
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