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On amending the cooperative societies Act 

• The Bill to amend the Multi-State Cooperative Societies (MSCS) Act, 2002, was 

introduced in the Lok Sabha recently.  

• Opposition parliamentarians alleged that the Bill’s provisions encroached upon the 

rights of State governments, demanding that it be referred to a Standing Committee. 

Multi-State cooperatives: 

• According to the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA), cooperatives are people-

centred enterprises jointly owned and democratically controlled by and for their 

members to realise common economic, social and cultural needs and aspirations.  

• Multi-State cooperatives are societies that have operations in more than one State — 

for instance, a farmer-producers organisation which procures grains from farmers from 

multiple States.  

• The board of directors are from all the States these collectives operate in and control all 

the finances and administration. There are close to 1,500 MSCSs registered in India 

with the highest number being in Maharashtra. 

The issues with the cooperative sector: 

• The independent and autonomous character of cooperative societies was to be crucial 

in their functioning. However, the inclusion of cooperatives in the planning process as 

development instruments made the sector an avenue for dispensing patronage to the 

supporters of ruling political parties.  

• Moreover, the policy of State governments to contribute to the share capital of the 

cooperatives enabled governments, “in the name of public interest” to directly intervene 

in the working of cooperatives which are legally autonomous.  

• Notably, the potency of cooperatives as an apparatus of political control can be seen in 

States such as Maharashtra, Kerala, Gujarat, parts of Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Madhya 

Pradesh and West Bengal.  

• Besides, MSCSs were formed to ease the operation of collectives throughout the 

country. On the contrary, MSCSs are facing issues regarding trust, which is the very 

basis of cooperation. This has brought MSCSs under multiple controls from the Centre.  

Key provisions of proposed amendment: 

• To plug the “loopholes” in the MSCS Act, the Centre introduced a Bill seeking to 

amend the 2002 law for more “transparency” and “ease of doing business”.  
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• The amendments have been introduced to improve governance, reform the electoral 

process, strengthen monitoring mechanisms and enhance transparency and 

accountability.  

• The Bill also seeks to improve the composition of the board and ensure financial 

discipline, besides enabling the raising of funds in multi-State cooperative societies. 

• The Bill provides for the creation of a central Co-operative Election Authority to 

supervise the electoral functions of the MSCSs.  

• It also envisages the creation of a Co-operative Rehabilitation, Reconstruction and 

Development Fund for the revival of sick multi-State co-operatives societies. This fund 

shall be financed by existing profitable multi-State co-operative societies which will 

have to deposit either ₹1 crore or 1% of the net profit into the Fund.  

• In order to make the governance of multi-State cooperative societies more democratic, 

the Bill has provisions for appointing a Cooperative Information Officer and a 

Cooperative Ombudsman.  

• To promote equity and facilitate inclusiveness, provisions relating to the representation 

of women and Scheduled Caste/Tribe members on the boards of multi-State cooperative 

societies have also been included. 

Challenges: 

• Objecting these amendments, Congress said in Parliament that the Bill may lead to “the 

concentration of power of the Centre”, which could impact the “autonomy” of MSCSs 

and create potential for “misuse”.  

• Notably, the constitutional domain of States in regulating cooperative societies was 

upheld by the Supreme Court last year when it struck down a part of the 97th 

Constitution Amendment. 

 

What are the existing laws on religious conversions? 

• In post-independent India, Odisha became the first State to enact a law restricting 

religious conversions, which later became a model framework for other States.  

• Odisha’s 1967 Act provides that no person shall directly or indirectly convert any 

person from one religious faith to another by force, inducement or any fraudulent 

means.  
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• Later, Madhya Pradesh brought in the Madhya Pradesh Dharma Swatantraya 

Adhiniyam (1968). This Act added a provision distinct from the Odisha law, requiring 

whoever converted any person, to intimate the District Magistrate that such a 

conversion had taken place. Failure to do so would attract punishment and fines.  

• Subsequent Acts in other States over the past two decades see identical provisions. 

• Since 2017, multiple States enacted or revised their anti-conversion laws, restricting 

religious conversions on the additional ground of marriage, supposedly to curb what 

has been described as “love jihad”. For instance, the Uttar Pradesh Prohibition of 

Unlawful Conversion of Religion Act, 2021, says that a marriage would be declared 

“null and void” if the conversion is solely for that purpose, and those wishing to change 

their religion after marriage need to apply to the District Magistrate.  

Have these laws been challenged? 

• The Himachal Pradesh High Court in 2012 struck down certain provisions of the State’s 

2006 law restricting conversions, holding them “unconstitutional”.  

• The Court said that the individual converting their faith also enjoyed their right to 

privacy and the provision to give a month’s prior notice to the District Magistrate 

violated this right.  

• In 2021, the Gujarat High Court stayed some provisions of the Gujarat Freedom Of 

Religion Act, 2003, which the State amended in 2021 to add the grounds of marriage 

to prohibit conversions. This year, the Madhya Pradesh High Court also held certain 

provisions of the MPFRA unconstitutional.  

• In November last year, the Allahabad High Court allowed several interfaith couples to 

register their marriages despite not having sought the DM’s approval. 

 


