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The Report of the Inquiry Committee set up by Action Aid India to Inquire into 
the Allegation of Caste Discrimination as alleged by Mr. Karthik Navayan 

  
 
Introduction 
 
An Inquiry/Enquiry Committee (EC) was set up to inquire into allegation made by Mr. Kartik Navayan 
working in the Hyderabad office vide his email dated 26th June 2013 marked to many staff in India, 
around International about caste discrimination and his employment. Detailed correspondence 
through email by Mr. Navayan and the concerned staff /people at various levels in the Action Aid 
offices is on record.   
 
TOR of the Enquiry Committee  
 
- Look into the concerns raised by Karthik Navayan relating to his appointment as Field Officer 

against the advertised position of Programme Officer and the responsibilities assigned to him   
- Find out whether there has been any flaws in his recruitment/appointment and other processes 

that followed.  
- Find out whether his allegation relating to discrimination at work place, because he is a Dalit, are 

genuine 
- Review the communication Karthik Navayan wrote to Senior Management Team on 26th January 

citing work place discrimination and subsequent communication on 2nd Feb 2013.  
- Review if any norms, values and code of conduct of the organization were broken with regard to 

the trail of communications that followed immediately after Karthik Navayan wrote his last mail on 
June 26, 2013 to everyone in ActionAid India, ActionAid International  and outside. 

 
Enquiry Process 
 
The EC members consisting of Mr Martin Macwan, Ms KumKum and Mr Samarendra Behera facilitated 
by Mr Vijay Naugain were scheduled to meet in Hyderabad on 12th September 2013 in order to carry 
out the inquiry proceedings. Ms KumKum expressed her inability to join the due to personal reasons 
and agreed that the team goes ahead without her. The EC Members had telephonic conversation and 
agreed on the process. The complainant and other colleagues in Hyderabad Regional Office were 
informed in advance about the enquiry process.  
 
The following members met in Hyderabad Regional Office on 12th Sept 2013: (1) Mr. Martin Macwan; 
(2) Mr. Samarendra Behera; and (3) Mr. Vijay Naugain. Mr. Macwan was requested to be the convenor 
both on the grounds of seniority and being the external person on the EC. The other two team 
members were from the Action Aid. 
 
The EC adopted following process: 
 

1. The committee members had read all the correspondence as mentioned earlier on the subject. 
2. The EC gave a full and uninterrupted individual hearing to Mr. Karthik Navayan. It was ensured 

at the end whether he had been able to freely say all he wanted to say and he said he had 
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done so. 
3. The EC met Dr Sagari who was on both the interview panels as the Selection Panel member 

when Mr. Navayan was interviewed. 
4. The EC individually heard Mr. Raghu, the Regional Manager of Hyderabad Regional Office. 
5. The committee heard Ms Indira the staff of Action Aid who was traveling with Mr. Navayan on 

the field visit. Mr. Raghu was asked to be present during this meeting. 
6. A joint meeting of Mr. Navayan, Mr. Raghu and Ms. Indira was held.  

 
Except for the meeting with the member of the Selection Panel, Dr Sagari, all other meetings 
mentioned above were audio taped with the knowledge and consent of the concerned persons. 
 
In a capsule, the matter at hand was the following.  
 
Action Aid had advertised for two posts of Program Officer for its Hyderabad office, one being the 
regular post and the other being a time bound, temporary post. Mr. Navayan had applied for the latter 
post. The selection committee had ranked him as second on the merit list. Later, Action Aid through its 
officer Mr. Raghu had a telephonic conversation with Mr. Navayan to inform him that he was not 
found qualified for the post of the Program Officer. However if he was willing, looking at his potential, 
Action Aid was ready to offer him the post of the Field Officer, which in the structure of the 
organization is of a lower rank than the post of the Program Officer. The offered post was for six 
months but later was extended for the whole year. Mr. Navayan agreed to the same. According to Mr. 
Navayan, he was given the hope that there will be opportunity in the future for him to grow in the 
organization which he understood that he would be promoted to the post of the Program officer. The 
organization denies having made any promise as there is no such policy in the organization nor anyone 
is empowered to make such a promise to an incumbent. Mr. Navayan had at least on three or four 
occasions pursued his wish to be upgraded or promoted to various colleagues. After a year the new 
post of the Program Officer was approved on the structure and was advertised against which Mr. 
Navayan too  applied. In fact in order to ensure that Mr. Navayan could apply for the post his term was 
extended for a short time. During the selection process Mr. Navayan was not found to be qualified for 
the post. Mr. Navayan felt he was discriminated on the basis of caste, and he had specified following 
seven incidents as the basis for his allegation: 
 

a) Although he had applied for the post of the Program Officer, he was offered the post of the 
field officer, which he perceived as 'the post was downgraded in his case'. Mr. Navayan felt that 
although he had the previous experience that was required for the post, the same was not 
considered. 

b) He was promised to be promoted, but at the end he was not. 
c) There was an incident when on the return journey from the field visit, when the driver had 

asked Mr. Navayan to get down from the vehicle and find a transport since the vehicle was 
heading to a different direction. Mr. Navayan asked his senior colleague in the vehicle and she 
too asked him to take another transport. Mr. Navayan said that he was not informed 
beforehand of the plan for return journey and his colleague had spoken to him in the language 
that was curt. Next day Mr. Navayan had spoken to the driver who informed him that the 
vehicle had taken the college for shopping. 

d) On another occasion, Mr. Raghu, Regional Manager of Hyderabad Regional Office had asked 
Mr. Navayan to switch off the A.C. And the light and move to the work station of another 
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colleague to save energy since three people were working in three different rooms. While Mr. 
Navayan saw nothing wrong in the logic he felt at the odd with two facts; i.e, he was asked to 
move to another office and not the other two and secondly the third Programme Officer who 
continued to work in his room was not asked to move together with the other two. 

e) Mr. Navayan felt that ever since he had submitted a critical feedback regarding Ms Indira to the 
Country Office, as part of annual performance appraisal process, she had changed the 
framework of his report as part of her critic. Mr. Navayan's draft report therefore had done 
several rounds of feedback which made him feel odd. 

f) Mr. Raghu, as felt by Mr. Navayan, did not recommend his promotion but he did the same in 
the case of another woman, Ms. Lavanya in the same office. 

g) Mr. Navayan also had to share that Dr Sagari on the interview panel did not ask him any 
question during the first interview and whenever he was replying looking at her she made 
gestures to him to turn to Mr. Raghu. 

 
Key Findings of the Enquiry  
 
All the points raised by Mr. Navayan was dealt with by the Committee. The following was found, 
observed and concluded by the committee in relation to each subject. 
 

1. Mr. Raghu recommended promotion of Ms. Lavanya and did not do the same in the case of Mr. 
Navayana:  It was verified from the office record as well as from the clarifications sought from 
Mr. Raghu in the presence of Mr. Navayan that Mr. Lavanya was not the staff of ActionAid. She 
was commissioned as a consultant for a project of another organization awarded to Action Aid. 
Her rise in her earning was as per the contract signed by her and Mr. Raghu did not have any 
determining role in the matter. 
 

2. During the joint meeting with Mr. Navayan, Mr Raghu and Ms Indira, the facts emerged were 
that though the living place of Mr. Navayan was on a slight detour, the office vehicle had picked 
him up in the morning en route to the field office. However Ms. Indira had a meeting on return 
from the field office with Mr. Raghu and hence had to reach the office. For this reason Mr. 
Navayan was asked to find another transport. When Mr. Navayan said he would take a bus 
home Ms. Indira had asked him to take an auto for his better convenience. Mr. Navayan had at 
the end accepted that the way it was explained to him now, if the same had been explained to 
him then, he would not have felt bad.  
 

3. The fifth issue listed above, on the clarifications and deeper inquiry face-to-face during the 
joint meeting revealed the following. Ms Indira said that Mr. Navayan's feedback on her 
performance was taken positively by her as is the case with others. The document being 
prepared by Mr. Navayan was important to the Action Aid office and therefore it was a routine 
exercise that the document passed through various checks and often the help of consultant 
was taken. This was done in all cases. 

 
4. During the joint meeting as well as the individual meeting with Mr. Raghu the issue listed as (d) 

was inquired into. Mr. Raghu said that he was always conscious about saving energy and 
therefore he had asked Mr. Navayan to move to the other workstation. On many occasions he 
himself moves with his laptop to the common sitting area of the staff to save energy. Mr. 
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Raghu said that before he went down for lunch he had the habit to go to all the rooms and 
switch off all the lights and fans that were not used by anyone.  
 

5. The committee was not comfortable to deal with the allegation Mr. Navayan had raised about 
Dr. Sagari who served the interview panel on both occasions as external expert. The committee 
had during its meeting with Dr Sagari, had asked her if she remembered the details about the 
interview where Mr. Navayan had appeared. She remembered the details. She said that she 
had known about the human right work of Mr. Navayan and therefore had respect for him. 
However in the interview there are many factors that the panel has to look into  and had to 
finally conclude the merit list. The exercise is not always that easy. She remembered that 
during the first interview Mr. Navayan was found having potential but unfortunately during the 
second interview though with his experience he was expected to perform better, he did not 
come to the level. On being asked whether it was appropriate to offer someone a different 
level of post for which neither a person has been interviewed and the post has not been 
advertised, she said it was a very important question and needs to be thought through. She 
had not thought about it. She said that the caste background of Mr. Navayan was not 
considered as a ground for his appointment and the interview panel looked only at the 
common ground for all candidates. The committee found Dr Sagari very frank and open. She 
had received the committee warmly and replied to all the questions. 
 

6. During the joint meeting as well the individual meeting with Mr. Raghu, the issue of a promise 
being made to Mr. Navayan for his promotion was inquired into. Mr. Raghu said that on his part 
he had never promised and he was clear that such system did not exist in the organization. It 
was true however that at various level people had conveyed to Mr. Navayan that opportunities 
and scope for further progress was always there in the organization. As the history of the 
Organization goes there are several incidents of people who hold the top post in the 
organization had started their career as either field or program officers. However, no promise 
'to promote' was made to Mr. Navayan since he was not empowered to do so in the 
organization. Mr. Navayan said that he had perceived what he was told as the 'promise'.  

 
7. The committee felt that the issue, the most important, so far as the present allegation of 

discrimination is concerned, was rooted in the fact that although Mr. Navayan had applied for 
the post of the Program Officer that was advertised, he was offered the post of the Field 
Officer that was neither advertised for nor Mr, Navayan was interviewed for. Mr. Raghu did 
accept that caste background of Mr. Navayan was considered as the ground for his 
appointment. Mr. Navayan's entry in the organization fitted the bill for social diversity. Action 
Aid has a policy which 'encouraged SC/ST/OBC to apply'. The committee wanted to know from 
Mr. Raghu that while Mr. Navayan was not found suitable for the post of the Program Officer, 
he was found to have potential and therefore encouraged to apply again for the post of the 
Program Officer and in such circumstances what special measures were taken by the 
organization to ensure that Mr. Navayan's potential can grow while he served the organization. 
It was told to the committee that no such special measures were taken although he was 
provided all opportunities to attend to internal and external trainings that were held during 
this time and that he proposed to attend. It was brought to the notice by the committee that 
Mr. Navayan had agreed to the post of the Field Officer after reading all the necessary 
documents and he had the choice not to accept the offer made to him for the post of the field 
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officer. Mr. Navayan agreed that he had willingly accepted the post of the Field Officer but 
although he had the choice to reject the offer he had accepted the same on two ground, i.e. 
'hope for better prospect in the future' and his own 'compulsion'.  

 
Concluding Remarks 
 

1. The Committee found that broadly the following have been the grounds for the 'feeling' of 
discrimination by Mr Navayan. 
 
a) Although it is done with good intention to provide opportunity for a potential candidate, it 

would have been proper had AA not appointed Mr. Navayan as a Field Officer, a post that 
was not advertised and a post for which Mr. Navayan was not interviewed.  

b) Action Aid India has a policy for social diversity whereby candidates from socially 
marginalized communities are encouraged to apply. However there is no policy to be seen 
in action, at least and specifically in the present case, where the organization had made an 
attempt to develop special measures to ensure that the potential of candidate from such 
socially marginalized communities can grow. The policy of social diversity has to be well 
thought out and must meet its logical ends. When we accept the fact that certain 
communities are at a social disadvantage it is logical that a special measure or additional 
support is required for such candidates to ensure their growth. 

 
2. It is clear from the inquiry that there is no 'caste discrimination' as alleged by Mr. Navayan 

 
3. Mr. Navayan has labeled personal allegation on Mr. Raghu and said during the inquiry that he 

did not 'trust' him. It was found by us that Mr. Raghu is equally hurt by such allegation. Mr. 
Raghu and Navayan has known each other earlier and participated in common programs. This 
is a clear case of absence of communication giving rise to miscommunication and not of caste 
discrimination. 
 

4. It was not fair nor appropriate on the part of Mr. Navayan to write about the issue to stake 
holders of the Action Aid in India as well as other parts of the world when there is a clear policy 
for grievance redressal in the organization. Also, the email guidelines (ref page 36 of HR 
Handbook 2008) clearly states that “On the part of the staff it is expected that the accounts 
(read as Email account) are managed and operated with a great deal of care and caution, giving 
no room for any embarrassment to self, colleagues and the organization. The email is a channel 
for effective communication and therefore demands a great degree of discipline to ensure that 
staff operate as per the stated values of the organization.” 

 
Submitted by the Enquiry Committee for necessary Action by the Management of ActionAid India 
 
S/d   
Martin Macwan, Convenor & External Member on the EC 

Samarendra Behera, Internal Member on the EC 
 
Facilitated by: Vijay Naugain, Senior Manager-OE  
Dated: 26th Sept 2013 


