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Sonia is Cong's Prime candidate
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notneeded at all. Congress on

Monday disowned the con-
cession Ms Sonia Gandhi was ac-
cused of having made on Sunday
over the leadership of the next
non-NDA coalition. Worried
over the “misinterpretation” of
Ms Gandhi's speech where she
was seen by few as having agreed
not to insist on the leadership of
the “secular” alliance, the party
leadership on Monday got
spokesperson S. Jaipal Reddy
‘0 dump the alleged formulation
1s waste.

Even though Mr Reddy took
he line that the issue of leader-
hip could be sorted out among
hose who are going to be the
iarts of the “secular” alliance, his
hrust was on quelling the per-
eption of a climbdown on the
>adership question. Mr Reddy
sfused to pledge support to the
hird Front and stressed the par-

IT was a darification that was
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ty’s preference, disregarding Mr
Mulayam Singh Yadav’s reserva-
tions, for a pre-poll understand-
ing. He also seemed to dare oth-
ersin the “secular” camp toname
anybody who could match
Ms Gandhi’s claim to lead the
alliance.

Mr Reddy made it clear that
party would take the field pro-

The Ecomomic Times

jecting Ms Gandhi as its choice for
the prime ministership, scotching
the impression generated on
Sunday that the party could leave
the leadership question to be de-
cided after the polis.

“Sonia Gandhi is the Congress
party’s prime ministerial candi-
date,” Mr Reddy said in response
to a volley of questions over Ms
Gandhi’s purported willingness
to make way for others in the
race for the top job.

Asked whether the party
emerging as the single largest
group in the polls will be a
claimant for the leadership, he
said “this question will be settled
by the parties concerned through
talks.” Many in the political cir-
cles feel that the disclaimer was
not needed since Ms Gandhi did
not make the concession in the
first place. At the root of the con-
fusion was Ms Gandhi’s state-
ment on Sunday in Mumbai that
the issue of the prime minister-
ship should be left for the people
to decide.
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BJP makes fun

of leadership
debate
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BJP on Monday leapt at the Con-
gress’ flip-flop over the leader-
ship of the non-NDA alliance,
hurling a “where is the vacancy”
taunt at the adversary. Reacting
to Congress’ resiling from Ms So-
nia Gandhi’s so-called concession
on the leadership issue, the BJP
spokesperson said the Congress
was wasting its energy in an un-
necessary pursuit.

“Congress or Congress-led
coalition will have no problem
as to who will be the Prime Min-
ister since Atal Bihari Vajpayee
will once again be the Prime
Minister. People will take the
right decision,” said Mr Prakash
Javadekar.




Congress will not impose its
leadership on others: Sonia

'@ ‘Like-minded parties must set aside differences’

By Mahesh Vijapurkar k 9

| MUMBAI, DEC. 28. Giving a further push to
i the idea of a coalition to “defeat anti-secu-
. lar forces” in the next elections, the Con-
. gress president, Sonia Gandhi, today said

the party did not and would not impose its

~ leadership on others. She told like-minded

parties that “we must set aside all our dif-
ferences to put up a compact alliance.”
“Who gets to be the Prime Minister will
be decided by the people. The Congress
does not and will not impose its leadership

. on others and say who should head which

party,” she told newspersons just before he

- left for New Delhi after a two-day visit to

this city where she got the party into elec-
tion mode. She said it was entirely an in-
ternal affair of the Congress as to who
should lead the party.

Ms. Gandhi said the party had not in-

© terfered with, nor does it intend to in the

future, the internal affairs of other parties

| because it was “unfair” to do so.

Earlier this year in Shimla, Ambika Soni,

| AICC general secretary, had more or less
. suggested that those who wanted to join

- would have to accept Ms.

the Congress in an anti-NDA alliance
Gandhi’s
leadership.

When Ms. Gandhi’s attention was drawn
to the Nationalist Congress Party presi-
dent, Sharad Pawar’s statement that his
party was willing to set aside the issue of
“foreign origin,” she said: “I am not aware
of Pawarji’s statement.”

Asked whether the foreign origin issue
had become irrelevant, she said: “It is for
the people of the country to decide.

Several parties, including the NCP, have
had reservations about Ms. Gandhi leading
a coalition to fight the BJP-led grouping.

e

The NCP has, however, said that “conten-
tious issues” could be set aside.

At one point, Ms. Gandhi conceded that
the issue of a merger between the NCP and
her party could be discussed, though no
such a proposal existed. That response,
however, only went to underscore her
thrust that differences on other issues
should not come in the way of fighting the
BJP-led National Democratic Alliance.

The involvement of the Congress in
Jammu and Kashmir, Bihar, Maharashtra
and Meghalaya in sustaining secular gov-
ernments, according to Ms. Gandhi, was a
signal for the future and already her party
was holding talks with several others to
achieve a unified, secular opposition. She
said that setting aside their differences, the

-
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Congress and the NCP was in Government
in Maharashtra.

Ms. Gandhi said she had been meeting
Mr. Pawar in Parliament and at home. Spe-
cifically on the issue of a coalition, “we will
certainly have to meet. We are already to-
gether in the Government” here and some
of the Congress leaders in Maharashtra
had been in touch with him. But on more
pointed references to the Samajwadi Party
and the Bahujan Samaj Party, she conced-
ed that the situation was rather “fluid.”

After a fairly impressive rally held here
yesterday, Ms. Gandhi exuded optimism
about bringing the other parties into a
broad coalition. She even went on to speak
frankly on the reasons for the wins and the
losses in the recent Assembly elections in
which the Congress secured only Delhi.

If in Delhi the party retained the Gov-
ernment because of the anti-incumbency
factor at the Centre, in Rajasthan, good
work got washed out by five years of diffi-
cult drought. The Congress also

failed to match the BJP’s aggressive pub-
licity campaign and, from these, the party
was learning its lessons and preparing for
the challenges ahead. Social infrastructure
and empowerment in Madhya Pradesh did
not seem to match the expectations of the
people.

Ms. Gandhi said that during her lead-
ership the party’s rank and file had maxi-
mum freedom and the party was not
excessively centralised. In Punjab, Gujarat
and Kerala there were difficulties, but the

various elements of the organisation
would have to work together. On Vidarbha,
she said her party was ready to provide a
coordination committee just as was given
to Telengana The issue of statehood was
still being discussed.
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THE DECISION OF thée” Cong igh com-
mand to drop disciplinary actlon against the
rebels in Kerala led by the former Chief Minis-
ter, K. Karunakaran, seems to be the result of a

~ pragmatic approach to the faction-ridden af-
. fairs of the party in the State. After having se-
- cured the victory of the official candidate in the
' recent Rajya Sabha election, the high command

could have acted tough against the 20-odd
MLAs still owing allegiance to Mr. Karunakaran.
But the AICC president, Sonia Gandhi, appears

"to have factored in the long-term interests of

the party in choosing to let off the MLAs with a

-warning. Although there would have been no
" immediate danger to the Antony Government

even if all the rebel MLAs deserted the party, the

. Congress leadership wanted to use the oppor-

-

tunity of acting from a position of-strength to
make a call for unity. Any attempt to punish the

" dissident MLAs, who had defied the high com-
- mand and voted for the rebel candidate in the

Rajya Sabha poll, would only have precipitated
the crisis in the Kerala unit of the party. With
the dissidence now kept down to controllable
levels, there was nothing to be gained from
forcing the hand of Mr. Karunakaran. However,

~ credit is also due to the Kerala Chief Minister, A.
. K. Antony, who pleaded for leniency in dealing
~with the supporters of Mr. Karunakaran, his

arch-rival in the party. Obviously, he too saw no
point in paving the way for a split. Especially
since the prime objective of holding out against
the factional pressures from Mr. Karunakaran
had already been achieved.

Also, by divesting Ambika Soni of her charge
of Kerala in the organisational reshuffle, the
high command sent a message of reconciliation
to the Karunakaran loyalists. Ms. Soni did not
endear herself to the dissident group by her
handling of the crisis prior to the Rajya Sabha
poll. Although the tough attitude adopted by
her was partly necessitated by the crisis period,

7 B
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in the present phase, when the empfhasis is on
reconciliation, Ms. Soni would have been a lia-
bility in Kerala. With Ahamad Patel being given
charge of the State, the dissidents have the
chance to make a fresh beginning and rebuild
bridges with the AICC. The high command also
spared the KPCC president, K. Muralidharan,
the son of Mr. Karunakaran. Although Mr. Mu-
ralidharan did not openly flout the high com-
mand’s directives, there were indications that
he was torn between loyalty to his father and the
need to maintain unity in the ranks. Not surpris-
ingly, Mr. Muralidharan was asked to rise above
factional pressures “no matter how strong they
may be”. The high command was adopting a
definite strategy in dealing with the dissidents.
It will do what it must to quell open defiance of
the leadership. Nothing less, but also, more im-
portantly, nothing more than what it must.
Obviously, at the end of the crisis, the rebels
have a lot to reflect upon. Many of them owe
their political career to Mr. Karunakaran, and
there is a binding factional loyalty. But, going by
the current round of brinkmanship played out
by Mr. Karunakaran, there is a case for the fac-
tion exerting pressure from within. The rebel |
leader would serve not only the party’s, but also

his faction’s cause better by curbing the sense

for misadventure fuelled by petty personal rival-
ries. As for the party high command, which han-
dled the crisis with both firmness and
understanding, this is no time for complacency.
Having done the right thing by forgiving the dis-
sidents, it should not forget that the factional
differences in the State unit have only been pa-
pered over. If serious efforts are not made to
address the issue of factionalism, keeping in
mind the past experience, it would only be a
matter of time before Mr. Karunakaran comes
up with another grievance. And next time, the
options would be fewer. o
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Congress Doldrums

I%a;uaraj plan 2003 gives Sonia
7\\ \ 14 chance to overhaul party-, e

Resounding electoral reversals. Bitter factional feuds.
Deepening differences with coalition partners. A
leadership in the midst of its worst crisis of confidence.
For the Congress, the past few weeks have been a case of
the old Murphy’s law: ‘If anything can go wrong, it will’.
Admittedly, many of the woes facing the Congress are not
new. The spectre of dissidence in particular is perhaps as
old as the party itself. But seldom in the past have
the rebels seemed so brazenly defiant and the high
command so powerless to deal with them. Admittedly, the
anti-Amarinder mutiny in Punjab may never resemble
the great Kerala rebellion of the last few months — thanks
to the passage of the new Anti-defection Bill in the
Lok Sabha — but it has severely dented the party’s
prospects. Meanwhile, in Maharashtra — perhaps the key
battleground as far as the Congress’s chances in the next
general elections are concerned — it remains saddled
with a coalition which looks more incoherent and
dysfunctional with each passing day. Ironically, even in
Delhi, the only state where the party managed to buck
the anti-incumbency groundswell, the architect of the
victory, Sheila Dikshit, was made to wait for a week, and
drop a key minister, before being sworn in a second time.

Clearly, this is not the way of a party that is hanging
together, much less one that is trying to regroup in the
face of adversity. Given this, the role of the high command
and, in particular, of party president Sonia Gandhi, is
all important. While no one can argue with Ms Gandhi’s
attempt to give the Congress a new organisational style
and culture — with greater autonomy to regional satraps
and a general hands-off approach — the current crisis
suggests that it’s time for a course correction. If rampant
dissidence and ideological confusion is the inevitable
price of decentralisation, then it is a price too heavy to
pay. In retrospect, it was either too naive or too ambitious
for Sonia to think that she could so easily rewrite the rules
of the old Congress game. A creature of habit, India’s
grand old party is too used to the idea of top-down
authority to cherish autonomy. In this context, the mass
resignations by party office-bearers over the weekend —
in the nth re-enactment of the old Kamaraj plan in
Congress history — gives Sonia her last great chance.
She can either choose to lead from the front by going
in for complete organisational overhaul or retreat
behind a veil of pious gopsensualism by appointing
yet more committees. /ae

—
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Mumbai, Dec. 23: After braving
a barrage of allegations about
involvement in the stamp paper
scam, Maharashtra deputy chief
minister Chhagan Bhujbal today
resigned over an attack on a tele-
vision channel’s office here.

A group of around 50 supp-
orters of the Nationalist Con-
gress Party (NCP) ransacked Zee
Television Network’s office for
showing a programme critical of
their leader, Bhujbal.

The deputy chief minister re-
signed owning up “moral re-
sponsibility” for the vandalism,
the kind of which Mumbai is not
unfamiliar with. Though it ap-
peared that he was using the op-
portunity to step down without
eggall over hisface, Bhujbal den-
ied that his decision was related
to the stamp paper scandal.

“Even when I was not a min-
ister, I was heavily critical of any
such attacks on the media or Op-

THE TELEGRAPH
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posmon parties. Now when [ am
the home minister of the state...
it is my responsibility to give
protection,” he said.

Under pressure to get rid of
Bhujbal, NCP chief Sharad
Pawar quickly called a news con-
ference te emphasise the resig-
nation was not related to the
scam. “An attack on the media is
avery serious issue,” he said.

The Opposition, which pic-
ked Bhujbal for target practice
in the just-concluded winter ses-
sion of the Assembly, was not
buying this version, though.

Narayan Rane of the Shiv
Sena said: “He resigned because
otherwise he would have been
arrested.... He is lying even on
his way out.”

Rane had waved a letter in
the Assembly purportedly writ-
ten by an inspector, now behind
bars for involvement in the
scam, pointing a finger of accu-
sation at Bhujbal.

This was followed by the law-
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yer of Abdul Karim Telgi, the
mastermind of the scam, firing
the same allegation in Delhi last
week.

It was clear that Bhujbal had
become a liability for the govern-
ment but, at the same time, quit-
ting over such allegations would
have meant accepting them to
betrue.

Now it seems the attack on
Zee, in which 10 persons were
hurt with two in hospital, sat
heavier on his conscience than
the weight of a scam that is at
least as big as Rs 3,000 crore and
could be 10 times that amount.

The deputy chief minister’s
supporters descended on the net-
work’s Andheri office, angry at
Zee News reports on the scam
and a programme on Alpha
Marathi, which is a satire called
Ghadla Bighadla.

On Sunday night, it showed
a match-up in which Mr Arm-
strong (English for Bhujbal) was
a puppet character.

708



Flurry of resignations in

Amblka Soni-led camp

R

Son \;a pulls

/)'ﬂ

Cu

ains on

quit show

OURSPECIAL
CORRESPONDENT

New Delhi, Dec. 21: Congress
president Sonia Gandhi tonight
drew the curtain down on a sur-
prise resignation drama staged
by the dominant Ambika Soni
camp in the AICC to divert atten-
tion from the debate on the
party’s poll reverses.

Under pressure to own up re-
sponsibility for the debacle, the
clique led by Soni, the most pow-
erful AICC general secretary
over the last couple of years, set
off a flurry of resignations from
their AICC positions as well as
from the working committee.

“The party president rejected
the offer of resignations of CWC
members in the AICC set-up
and asked them to continue to
work for the party,” a spokesman
said, confirming the belief that
the move did not have Sonia’s
blessing.

Other than Soni, those who
had resigned included the Con-
gress president’s political secre-
tary, Ahmad Patel, and Kamal
Nath, a general secretary.

They sent their resignation
letters to the party chief who
had said on December 7 that she
would “give a thought” to re-
vamping her AICC team.

Party treasurer Motilal Vora
and another general secretary,
Mukul Wasnik, both identified
with the Soni camp, followed
suit. Vora said they resigned
from their party posts and the
CWC “to enable Soniaji to recon-
stitute her team”.

Spokesperson Anand Shar-
ma, however, said in a statement:
“As and when the reorganisation
is considered and required at an
appropriate time, the same shall
be communicated to the media.”

The resignation moves came
ahead of the second meeting of
the CWC to discuss the poll
shock. The meeting was to have
been scheduled immediately
after a five-member committee
headed by Pranab Mukherjee
submitted its report, expected
shortly.

A mass resignation might
have deflected attention from fix-
ing responsibility. Indeed, since
the resignations were also from
the CWC, there was a question
mark over it meeting at all to ex-
clusively discuss the defeat.

“The Soni camp also tossed up
the idea of convening the AICC
by the middle of next month,
which, too, would have shifted
focus from a debate on the poll
results to organising the session.

Under attack for having
presided over the loss in Madhya
Pradesh, Rajasthan and Chhat-
tisgarh, the Soni camp succeed-
ed in rustling up a number of
resignations. Vilasrao Desh-
mukh, a working committee
member holding charge of
Chhattisgarh, sent his following
a call from Patel, who was per-
suading Vayalar Ravi, a general
secretary who was away in Ker-
ala, to do the same.

Mohsina Kidwai, a general
secretary not associated with the
camp, was apparently angry, but
she, too, sent in her papers.
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“Development pIank masks communal forces’ hatred’

Sonia sings secular
song to wo

STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE g !

NEW DELHI, Dec. 13. — The shad-
ow of her party’s humiliating defeat
in the recent Assembly polls hung
on the Congress president’s first
prominent public engagement since
the results, with secularism of the
Nehruvian kind making a strong
comeback in her speech to the fac-
ulty and students of Aligarh
Muslim University today.

Ms Sonia Gandhi also argued that
the BJP didn’t have a development
and governance plank, and made a
strong pitch for allies. Without nam-
ing the BJP, Ms Gandhi said: “Let
no one be misled by the mask of
modernity and social justice fre-
quently presented by the communal
forces... they remain wedded to their
agenda of hatred and divisiveness.”
With eyes on the next year’s Lok
Sabha election and keeping in mind
the party’s now-desperate need for
allies, Ms Gandhi called upon “all
" secular ax}progressive forces to join

SRR —

' hands .

o

7\31 [

.{and) together defeat those
who subvert our Constitutional val-
ues behind a reformist veneer”.

Ms Gandhi delivered her speech
at a seminar on “Nehru and
Nationalism”, organised by the
AMU'’s Centre for Nehru Studies in
the university complex. On her
first visit to AMU ever, she told the
large gathering that her husband
Rajiv Gandhi and her mother-in-
law Indira Gandhi could never
come to AMU. The family patriarch
Jawaharlal Nehru, she noted, had
visited the university last time in
October 1963. The Congress chief
paid her tribute to Nehru, saying:
“More than anyone else (of
Mahatma Gandhi’s team) it was
Nehru who laid the foundations of
the modern Indian nation-state
resting on the rule of law and the
Constitution.” She listed five ele-
ments of Nehru’s vision of Indian
nationalism — parliamentary dem-
ocracy, secularism, planning and
industrialisation, modern science

allaes

and technology and the foreign pol-
icy of non-alignment.

Ms Gandhi singled out “secular-
ism as the Nehruvian pillar’
which, she said, has come under
“most severe attack” in recent
years. “The assault on secularism
continues unabated and takes
many forms”, she said. “Textbooks
are being rewritten, institutions of
excellence are being subverted,
scholars are being hounded, and
minorities are being targeted”. She
quoted Nehru: “If any person rais-
es his hand to strike down another
on the ground of religion, I shall
fight him till the last breath of my
life, both as the head of the govern-
ment and from outside.”

AMU was part of “India’s intellec-
tual and social renaissance in the
late 19th century,” Ms Gandhi
said, adding the university had
become a “symbol of repudiation of
the two-nation theory”.

B Pranab may gain, page 10
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Heptullah leaves House in a huff after Sibal wisecrack

Walkout boot on the other foot

y-

\ '6\\ OUR SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT F The Congress’ Pranab Mukherjee—had spoKken against
i Parmar’s resolution. Sibal then sent a chit to the deputy
New Delhi, Dec. 12: Najma Heptullah today stunned the chairperson seeking an opportunity to speak. After

Rajya Sabha by playing the role of the Opposition in the
House she was presiding over.

The deputy chairperson of the Rajya Sabha walked
out in a huff after an argument with her own party
colleague Kapil Sibal, bringing into sharp focus the

waiting for some time during which the ruling coalition’s
members spoke, Sibal stood up and said: “After you have
| allowed everyone to speak, give me a chance also.”

The subtle sting — the lawyer in Sibal is known for
such surgical strikes — touched a raw nerve in Heptullah

distance that has grown between her and the Congress Heptullah and opened the flgodgates.

over the last two years. “This is an insinuation. You are always arguing. This is
The abrupt — as well asunparalleled — departure not your courtroom. You cannot argue with me. Itisa

came at the end of a long and acrimonious debate between the habit with you,” exploded Heptullah, usually a picture of poise

BJP and the Congress over information and broadcasting and charm. “I am not chairing the House. I am going to adjourn

minister Ravi Shankar Prasad’s remarks against Sonia Gandhi the House,” she said and headed for the exit.

on the Ajit Jogi tape scandal. As she strode out, members on both sides of the House stood
After the members settled the issue, the House erupted a up in disbelief. Congress veterans like Manmohan Singh,

second time over a resolution that the BJP’s Kripal Parmar Mukherjee and Ambika Soni gathered around Sibal. In the

planned to seek a ban on religious conversions. The matter came bustle, a few other Congress members went up to Sibal and shook

up during a discussion scheduled every Friday afternoon on hands with him.

private bills and resolutions. CONTINUED ON PAGE 6 )

* Heptullah
> FR'QI?MAPA%FI / 4 //

For several minutes after Hep-
tullah stormed out, the members
waited in the House, wondering
whether it was in session or
had been adjourned for the
day. For the House to be ad-
journed, an explicit announce-
ment has to be made, usually by
the presiding officer — in this
case Heptullah.

The suspense ended but with-
out Heptullah when the House
secretary-general, Yogender Na-
rain, made the mandatory an-
nouncement: “The House is ad-

journed till Monday.”
(It is well known in political
I circles that there is no love lost
between Heptullah and the Con-
gress high command headed by
Sonia Gandhi.

Several Congress leaders feel
that the Rajya Sabha deputy
chairperson, who has been in the
House for more than a decade, is
tilting closer to the BJP. Another
reason for scepticism among the
Congress faithful is her rapport
with Sharad Pawar, a known
Sonia-baiter.

The Congress was reluctant
to give her a fresh lease of life in
the Rajya Sabha. Rubbing sait
into the wound, the party chose
not to back her for the Vice-Pres-
ident’s post when it fell vacant.
Heptullah had stopped attending
party meetings for the last

THE TELEGR AP ' two years.
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“BJP'S ‘PARTISAN ATTITUDE’ ATTACKED

l".,

logl s action can

~ be condoned:

By K.V. Prasad

NEW DELHI, DEC. 9. The Congress
president, Sonia Gandhi, today
expressed anguish over the de-
velopments in Chhattisgarh in-
volving the former - Chief
Minister, Ajit Jogi, and said his
act of handing over the letter of
support “to a splinter group of
Bharatiya Janata Party MLAs
cannot be condoned.”

“In the face of a clear verdict
of the people and the fact that
he had ceased to be the leader
of the Congress Legislative Par-
ty, he should never have written
the letter he did to the Gover-
nor, expressing the support of
the Congress legislators for the
splinter group of BJP MLAs,”
Ms. Gandhi told the general
body of the Congress Parlia-
mentary Party here.

Having acted swiftly against
Mr. Jogi after the audio tape
controversy erupted, Ms. Gand-
hi said that on the other allega-
tions, the party was for a
thorough and impartial investi-
gation. The Chhattisgarh Gov-
ernment had already handed
over the probe to the Central
Bureau of Investigation.

She said the Congress Gov-
ernments in Chhattisgarh, Mad-
hya Pradesh and Rajasthan
were the victims of a strong an-
ti-incumbency sentiment de-
spite their acknowledged track
record of achievement in
growth and welfare. It was nec-
essary to draw “appropriate les-
sons from our defeat” and
prepare for the many challenges
ahead.

Taking objection to the man-
ner in which the BJP leadership
had conducted the poll cam-
paign, Ms. Gandhi said that it
saw a “new low being reached”
and alleged that the Prime Min-
ister, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, had
never been so “blatantly parti-
san or condoned corruption so
brazenly.” She alleged that both
he and his Cabinet colleagues
had propagated “many false-
hoods” and, contrary to claims,
the Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh and the Vishwa Hindu
Parishad were very much part of
the BJP campaign.

Turning to the problem in As-
sam and the killings of labour-
ers from Bihar in the State, Ms.
Gandhi alleged that one of the
National Democratic Alliance

CBI files case against Jogi, son-

NEW DELHI, DEC. 9. The Central Bureau of Investigation today regis-
tered a case under the Prevention of Corruption Act against the
former Chhattisgarh Chief Minister, Ajit Jogi, and his son, Amit
Jogi, for allegedly trying to bribe BJP MLAs after the recent As-

sembly elections in the State.

An FIR was filed before a designated court against Ajit Jogi,
Amit Jogi and the Congress MP, P.R. Kunte.
However, Mr. Jogi tonight described the case registered by the

CBI as “baseless” and “false”.

Hours after the CBI filed an FIR in the case, Mr. Jogi said, “The
truth will/co‘ﬁ'ne out if an impartial inquiry is conducted into the

matter,”— PTI
/’
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partners had also stoked vio-
lence in Mumbiai on the issue of
employment to the locals. She
said the Assarn and Bihar Gov-
ernments had moved swiftly to
restore social peace and harmo-
ny. In the context of the north-
east, she warned that with the
toppling of the Congress Gov-
ernment in Arunachal Pradesh,
the party would have to be “ex-

tremely watchful” about what
the BJP was doing in the region.

‘PM must make
statement on PSUs’

On the Chief Vigilance Com-
missioner’s meeting with Mr.
Vajpayee with regard to the
functioning of Public Sector
Undertakings, she demanded
that the Prime Minister make a
statement. The Government
should take “visibly credible
steps” to ensure that the com-
mercial and managerial auton-
omy of the PSUs was fully
respected and that the Minis-
ters did not ignore the recom-
mendations of the CVC.

Referring to the fake stamp
paper scam, she said the BJP’s
claim that the Congress was op-
posed to a CBI inquiry was false.
She recounted the steps taken
by the Karnataka Government
in the case.

The Government had dubbed
the Dilip Singh Judev tapes
“fabricated” and it had to be
watched whether the CBI would
be allowed to probe the matter
in a free and fair manner.

Ridiculing the “outpouring of
self-congratulations” from the
NDA on the economic front, she
said that despite the claims, un-
employment continued to
mount. On foreign affairs, she
welcomed the peace ‘initiatives
between India and Pakistan.

1 0 DEC M08



"JOGI NOT ALLOWED TO ATTEND

Time for party
to look forward,
Sonia tells CWC

\\WyKV Prasad v

NEw DELHI DEC. 7. The Congress
today rallied behind its presi-
dent, Sonia Gandhi, and its
Governments voted out of pow-
er in Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pra-
desh and Rajasthan, while
brushing aside the BJP’s claim
of promoting development.

Ms. Gandhi included herself
among those responsible for the
debacle in the three States and
announced that a group of lead-
ers would go into what was dis-
cussed for over seven hours at
the Congress Working Commit-
tee meeting here and prepare a
report within 10 days. The focus
would be to gear up the Con-
gress for the challenges ahead
— the elections to the Lok Sab-
ha and the Assemblies due next
year.

Although the tape controver-
sy relating to the former Chhat-
tisgarh Chief Minister, Ajit Jogi,
came on the eve of the meeting,
the party said there was no dis-
cussion on the subject. It clar-
ified that Mr. Jogi was
suspended from the party for
having handed over a letter of
support without “due author-
isation” of the central leader-
ship. Mr. Jogi, who was not
allowed to attend the CWC, was
afforded an opportunity to state
his case before some senior
leaders later.

Ms. Gandhi set the tone at the
meeting of the extended Work-
ing Committee suggesting it
was time for the party to look
forward and prepare for the
challenges ahead instead of en-
gaging in a round of pointing
fingers.

In its resolution, the CWC ex-
pressed confidence that the
Congress under the leadership
of Ms. Gandhi would rise tg the
accasion to meet.the chalfen:

gﬁmm

with courage and conviction
and that in this exercise all the
“right-thinking progressive and
secular forces will support the
endeavours of the Congress.”

Having affirmed its faith in
the party leadership, the CWC
noted that “failure or success in
an election is a part of the politi-
cal process... However, we must
draw appropriate lessons and
identify the reasons for the set-
back to take corrective
measures.”

The party alleged that “vulgar
display” of financial resources
indulged in by the BJP and the
deployment of the RSS and VHP
cadres may have paid electoral
dividends, but given the track
record of these organisations in
spreading the communal virus,
the emerging electoral trend
was a matter of grave concefn
which, if not checked, was
bound to pollute the political
system. “It is ridiculous on the
part of the BJP to claim that it
won these elections on the slo-
gans of development and good
governance. A party having a
monumental record of promot-
ing communal disharmony and
discord and fanning sectarian-
ism cannot claim that suddenly
development has become its
primary agenda,” the resolution
noted.

Later, interacting with press-
persons, Ms. Gandhi said that
while there was no question of
accepting the offer of resigna-
tion by the AICC general secre-
tary, Ambika Soni, she would
consider revamping the organi-
sation in due course.

On the criticism that the in-
ability of the Congress to ally
with secular parties may have
cost it dear, she said the party

4had gone by the judgment of its
Chief e issue.
on Page 11
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" SONIA WITHDRAWS PROTECTING HAND

Cornered Jogi
stands isolated

CL Manoj in New Delhi

Dec.
complements on-tape to Mr Ajit Jogi, the
man who has emerged as the fastest and
most ambitious racer in the slippery
Congress power-track in the recent time,
stands completely isolated in the party
and appears to be heading for political
oblivion, at least for the time being.

After the action-filled night, the former
Chhattisgarh chief minister arrived here
this morning, reiterating his ‘innocence’,
threatening legal action against those
who “framed him”, reposing faith and
hope in the Congiress Ieadership. But Le
appears to have lost the greatest source
of his strength and success — the protec-
tive hand of Mrs Sonia Gandhi.

Even as Mr Jogi had filed a mercy plea
before the Congress high command, the
party leadership, especially Mrs Gandhi,
appears smoothly distaiicing him as part
of a two-pronged strategy; for the politi-
cally indefensible act of Mr Jogi’s alieged
on-tape act. Secondly, the party is deftly
using its ‘firm and timely action’ against
him as a political tool to defend itself
against the mounting BJP and NDA
attack and to paint before public the con-
trast ‘between the Congress and the
Judeo-defending BJP”.

Mr Jogi today said he had not discussed
with the leadership before giving the let-
ter of Congress support. He also accept-
ed the leadership’s decision to suspend
him saying it would show the difference
between the Congress and the BIP.
Adhering to the principle of natural jus-

A

]
o blame-game: Sonia
NEW DELHI, Dec. 7. — Even though Mr Dig-
vijay Singh, Mr Ashok Gehlot and the state
Congress presidents of Rajasthan, Madhya
Pradesh and Chhattisgarh, like Mis Ambika
Soni, today owned up responsibility for the
election debacle and offered their resignations
at the seven-hour CWC introspection session,
Mrs Sonia Gandhi turned down their offers,
saying it wasn't the time for “blame-game” but
“to focus on future tasks”. — SNS
Details on page 4

tice, Mrs Gandhi today set up a commit-
tee comprisiitig Mr Pranab Mukherjee, Dr
Manmohain Singh and Mr Ahiied Patel,
to allow Mr Jogi to present his case
before them. But Mrs Gandhi refused to
give Mr Jogi an audience despite his
repeated efforts. Finally, he had to seitle
for a brief meeting with Mr Ahmed Patel
in the morning where he was told not to
come to attend the CWC mceting. The
CWC, as a strategy, decided to skip the
Jogi affair, as the three-member commit-
tee has been asked to submit the report
within 10 days. Mr Jogi appeared before
the committee late this evening.

Earlier, Mrs Soni refused to speak
much on the episode saying Mr Jogi has
been suspended and the committee will
hear his version. However, she said-‘it was
regrettable’ that leaders of the NDA gov-
ernment were taking credit for the sting-
operation. Sources said as soon as the TV
channels aired the Jogi tapes, a hugely
embarrassed Mrs Gandhi asked Mrs Soni
to fax him the suspension order and make
it public.
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CWC focus on/damage control

MOHAN SAHAY
STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE

NEW DELHI, Dec. 6. — With
the Congress going deeper into
crisis with the Ajit Jogi
bribery scandal, the whole
agenda of the CWC meeting
tomorrow has turned upside
down. What was billed to be a
brainstorming session to take
stock of the severe poll revers-
es would now be an immediate
crisis management exercise.
As for the poll debacle, the
Congress will blame the script
and not the heroine. The CWC
meeting, sources said, will reaf-
firm “full faith” in Mrs Sonia
Gandhi and will blame, among
others, some of the speeches
that were written out for her

dunng the campaign. In one
Rajasthan speech, for instance,
Mrs Gandhi had said “govern-
ment cannot be run by poetry”,
an obvious reference to the
Prime Minister. Congress lead-
ers now say such remarks did
not go down well with the elec-
torate. Some other “negative”
speeches are also being high-
lighted to drive home the point
that the party chiefs speech
writers, not the poll managers,
had done in the Congress.

The speech writers are cer-
tain to take the fall along with
losing chief ministers. Sources
said the CWC would take the
view that since all CMs were
given a virtual carte blanche
on the selection of candidates,
they’ll have to accept a “large

share” of the blame‘ All three
defeated CMs — Mr Digvijay
Singh, Mr Ashok Gehlot and
Mr Ajit Jogi — were sched-
uled to attend the CWC meet-
ing. But Mr Ahmad Patel,
Congress’ chief’s political sec-
retary, tonight said Mr Jogi
would not attend the meet.

One leader, considered not
close to 10 Janpath, said anti-
incumbency could be adopted
as the clinching explanation
“even though everyone knows
that’s not the whole story”.
Leaders seeking a more radi-
cal reappraisal say organisa-
tional rigidities should be ad-
dressed. Another issue being
talked about is the absence of
regular AICC brainstorming
sessions.
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pressure 10,
remove PCOx\
chief in Kerala

Saroj Nagi
New Delhi, December 6

THE AICC is coming under pres-
sure to remove K Muraleedha-
ran as Kerala PCC chief to en
able the party to repair the dam
age in the state unit ahead of th
2004 Lok Sabha polls. _

The party is also getting recon:;
ciled to the idea of a possible split’
should Muraleedharan’s removal
induce his father K.Karunakaran
to float a separate outfit to
achieve his objective of removing
Chief Minister A K. Antony. The
issue is expected to come up in
Sunday’s CWC meeting.

Meanwhile, a section believes
that Karunakaran has a greater
potential to damage the party
from within by sabotaging the
party’s prospects in its winning
seats. But, they feel, as a leader of
a separate outfit, he wouldn’t get
the Congress’ votes. His own sup-
porters are reportedly wary of
his plans to join forces with the
CPI (M), with the number of “his
MLAs’ slipping from 27 to 19.

Muraleedharan’s removal is
sought on the ground that the
PCC must function as part of the
AICC. “We can’t have a PCC
chief who thinks of floating a
new outfit and aligning with the
CPI (M) The authority of the
High Command has to be assert-
ed,” said a leader.

In a day of hectic consulta-
tions that spells some corrective
action soon, Congress chief So-
nia Gandhi met UDF convener
QOomen Chandy and Muraleed-
haran separately. On Friday
night, she spoke to Karuna-
karan, now in hospital. Antony,
too, called on the ailing leader.

Pranab Mukherjee, Ahmed
Patel and R.K. Dhavan held a se-
ries of meetings with Kerala
leaders to resolve the crisis
stemming from Karunakaran’s
demand for Chief Minister A.K.
Antony’s ouster, even as pres-
sure mounted for removing
K.Muraleedharan as KPCC
chief. Antony, meanwhile, called
on Karunakaran in hospital.

THE HIDUSTAN TIMES 9 DEC M1
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r Ajit Jogi seemed to have been his own worst
M enemy. When awareness dawned on the Con-

gress, especially after the exit polls, that the
party was less the target of the voter’s projected lack of
faith than the chief minister, it came too late to be ef-
fective. The Congress was not a patch on the Bharatiya
Janata Party in the matter of campaigning in these as-
sembly elections. The only exception was perhaps
Delhi, where the BJP was comparatively low-key. In
Chhattisgarh, the BJP threw everything it had into the
battle of rhetoric, banners and slogans and, amazingly,
Mr Jogi and his men failed to see what was coming.
Their confidence made the Congress campaigning in
the state somewhat lackadaisical. For a chief minister
who has obviously raised the hackles of just too many
people by his abrasive style, this was suicidal.

It is difficult to say, though, what could have saved
the Congress. Mr Jogi had been efficient, it is true, in
different ways. Early in his tenure, he had successfully
split the state BJP. The party has since considered him
its “wiliest” foe. But Mr Jogi has also improved roads,
reduced the state’s administrative expenses, doubled
seats in engineering colleges, seen to the building of
three excellent hospitals — in other words, his develop-
ment record for the newborn state was not bad at all.
Unfortunately, this kind of multi-faceted efficiency is
plagued with inbuilt problems. Now he is facing a
bribery charge and has been suspended from the Con-
gress, both consequences of his aspiration to efficien-
cv. The leader of the tribal segment had begun to lose
credibility ever since he was accused of forging his
tribal identity. Tribal politicians did not even want
him as leader of the opposition before his suspension.
Another sin that grew on him was the promotion of his
family, especially his son. The minority chief minister,
tribal and Christian, managed to lose his party voters
rather than gaining them. His personality cult and co-
terie favouritism, conducted in true feudal spirit, neu-
tralized much that he represented and the good things
he did. Add to this his party’s usual bungling, and the
Congress’s fate was sealed. It even messed up the
favourable fallout of Mr Dilip Singh Judeo’s exposure.
The BJP not only got away with claiming that Mr Jogi
had engineered a frame-up, but it also succeeded in cre-
ating a sympathy wave for the Hindutva man who spe-
cializes in fulminating against Christians. The ex-
tremist threat, especially in Bastar, fizzled out during
polling day, the simmering hostility against Mr Jogi
did not. '
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~"Showcause slapped for code abuse

Sonia fh

X

es 1nto

\\\\EC thunder

OUR BUREAU

New Delhi, Nov. 18: Sonia
Gandhi has tasted the feared
whiplash of J M. Lyngdoh,
who has asked the Congress
why its recognition as a na-
tional party should not be
suspended or withdrawn.

The showcause was slapped
after the Election Commission
concluded that Congress presi-
dent Sonia and Chhattisgarh
chief minister Ajit Jogi had “vi-
olated” the model of conduct by
using state government aircraft
during campaigning.

It said an aircraft and a helic-
opter owned by the government
had been used by Sonia, Jogi and
Madhya Pradesh Speaker Shri-
nivas Tiwari in violation of its
specific directives.

The panel noted that Sonia
had used the helicopter on Octo-
ber 10 to travel from Chhattis-
garh’s capital Raipur to several
places, including Sriperumbu-
dur, where her husband Rajiv
Gandhi was assassinated. The
model code came into force from
October 6.

The showcause notice, made
public after a full poll panel mee-
ting chaired by chief election co-
mmissioner Lyngdoh, has been
sent to the Congress headquarte-
rs at 24 Akbar Road.

The violations are clubbed
under Section 16A of the Electi-
on Symbols (Reservation and Al-
lotment) Order which mandates
suspension or withdrawal of the

recognition of a political party if

THE TELEGRAPH

Sonia Gandhi with Ajit Jogi at Raipur airport on Tuesday. (PTI)

it fails to follow the commis-
sion’s “lawful directions”.

The commission has asked
the Congress to reply to the no-
tice within seven days. “If the
party does not reply in seven
days, it will be presumed that
the Congress has nothing to say
in the matter and the Election
Commission will take appropri-
ate -action without further
reference to the Congress,” the
notice added.

The Congress asserted that
Sonia had “definitely not used”
any of the Chhattisgarh govern-
ment aircraft ever since the
model code of conduct went into
force. AICC media secretary
Tom Vadakkan said that on the
contrary, Sonia was “absolutely
correct” in her travel itinerary
after the code came into force.

About Jogi, he said: “We have

just received the notice from the
Election Commission and we are
cross-checking it.”

The commission said it had
received “several” complaints
that aircraft belonging to the
state government were being
“misused” for campaigning by
Congress leaders.

The commission has found
that state government aircraft
have been used on and after Oc-
tober 6 up to November 12 as
many as 10 times.

The commission recalled
having declared that there would
be an absolute ban on the use of
aircraft owned by a state or hired
at state cost for any reason, in-
cluding security, and no excep-
tion would be made, except in
the case of the Prime Minister.
The rule was set to ensure a
level-playing field for all parties.
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~ Cong may upset Mulayam

L gVt OV

Our Political Bureau

-
T NEWDELHI 17 NOVEMBER 7/

OLDING back its guns, the
H Congress, on Monday, assidu-

ously avoided a confrontation
with Samajwadi Party until chief min-
ister Mulayam Singh Yadav retraced
his steps to “clear the misunderstand-
ing,” by washing his hands off the affi-
davit filed on behalf of the UP govern-
ment in the Babri Masjid case.

The Congress move — even as it
maintained that “it had been prepared
toreview its support for SP, irrespective
of the consequences” had Mulayam
backed the affidavit — indicatesitsre-

bowing Mr Yadav out of the “secular”
spectrum.

Party leaders here pointed to the at-
tack against Mr Yadav on Monday
morning by Congress state unit func-
tionaries as evidence of the party’s in-
tention to resist any dilution of its com-
mitment to fight BJPIn fact, party
managers sought to explain that Con-
gress would have gained had Mulayam
stood by the affidavit.

Contending that the action would
have exposed SP’s vital links with BJE,
they projected that this would have re-
sulted in Muslims deserting SP.

“Tt would have vacated the secular
space

rhe Economu' Times

| forCon-

er Babri affidavit

gress. We are rather unhappy that Mr
Yadav has retraced his steps, we were
happy with the development earlier,”
an AICC functionary said.

The tall talk notwithstanding, it is
evident that Congress would have
liked to take no such step since it would
have alienated a party as important as
SP. Mr Yadav could prove to be the vi-
tal ladder for Ms Sonia Gandhi's climb
to the Prime Minister's chair in the
post-poll scenario.

The party has been enduring Mu-
layam Singh — notwithstanding his
refusal to back Ms Gandhi’s prime min-
isterial claims — because of the widely
held perception that SP was able to
form a government in UP because of
help from BJP.

———
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‘Telgi scam won't affect poll

prospects

Saroj Nagi v\(\f D\\

New Delhi, November 15
CONGRESS PRESIDENT Sonia
Gandhi on Saturday said the
fake stamp paper scam would
ot be an issue in the forthcom-
ing Assembly elections even as
the BJP intends to make it one.
The scam, spread across six
states and several years, howev-
er, appears to be rocking the Con-
gress-NCP coalition in Maha-
rashtra.

But when asked if the scam
would affect the Congress ad-
versely in the polls, Sonia
replied: “Why should it affect the
forthcoming elections? Our
stand is very clear. All those in-
volved need to be brought to
book.”

The Congress president, who
stressed that no protection
should be given to those guilty of
the criminal operation, was
speaking to newspersons during
the Iftar party she hosted on Sat-
urday.

The first VVIP Iftar of the sea-
son, Sonia’s get-together was a
low-key affair, with most leaders
of the non-NDA parties invited
to it unable to make it because of
the forthcoming Assembly elec-
tions. BSP’s Mayawati, SP’s Mu-
layam Singh Yadav, NCP’s
Sharad Pawar and Left leaders
like H.S. Surjeet and A.B. Bard-

Sonia Gandhi

han were noticeable absentees
though Rashid Alvi (BSP) and
Amar Singh (SP) were present.
Another noticeable absentee was
Priyanka Vadra. As were the TV
cameras, which were not allowed
into the venue.

With Iftars no longer making
a strong political statement, the
Congress chief’s informal inter-
action with scribes gave an
inkling of the fluidity of the
present political scenario. The
Telgi scam seems to have added
to it, with the Congress caught in
a piquant situation on its efforts
to put the BJP on the mat on the
PSU unit. The Congress, which
said it would petition the Presi-
dent on Saturday to help get the

, says Congress

names of the ministers seeking
undue favours from the PSUs,
held back its decision. “We are
waiting for the Prime Minister’s
response (to our demand),” So-
nia said to a query.

While the party has called
for a parliamentary probe into
the matter, its chief minister in
Karnataka rejected a CBI probe
into the stamp paper racket. Ac-
cording to Sonia, he felt the state
investigating authorities were
doing a competent job. She indi-
cated Maharashtra would take a
similar view but said it was for
the chief minister to decide.

The Congress president was
confident of her party’s good
performance in the polls to the
four states ruled by it. On MP,
she said she would go—as she
did in 1998— by Chief Minister
Digvijay Singh’s assessment that
the party would win. But she was
non-committal on the question
of possible snap polls to the Lok
Sabha.

She dubbed the possibility of
a tie-up with the BSP as ~futur-
istic” and saw the situation as
“fluid” for a pre-poll under-
standing with the Left in
Andhra. She declined to answer
any questions on the crisis in the
Congress unit in Kerala and said
that the process of discussion
was on over demands over the
Telengana issue.
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“Cong reopens list of 120 names :

HT Correspondent
New Delhi, November 5

PRESSURE FROM the rank and file, as
well as senior party leaders, forced the
Congress to reopen the list of 120 names
reportedly shortlisted by the Manmohan
Singh-led five-member screening panel
for Rajasthan. The committee, which met
for three consecutive days, will now offer
an additional and alternative name for all
the 200 Assembly seats.

Unless the panel completes the task,
the exercise might spill over to Thursday.
The final list will be prepared at the No-
vember 7-8 meeting of the Central Elec-
tion Committee, chaired by Sonia Gand-
hi. The party may, however, withhold an-
nouncing about 15-20 names till the last
“for tactical reasons”.

The decision to offer alternative
names for all the seats came in the wake
of protests over “leaks of names of se-
lected candidates” even as the screen-
ing panel was still vetting the biodatas

. and the CBC had yet to meet. At anoth-
er level, it would allow the party to jug-
gle with its candidates keeping in mind
who the BJP fielded.

But this has further extended the se-
lection process. The Pradesh Election
Committee, which normally sifts bio-
datas and recommends names, had
passed on the responsibility to the screen-
ing panel. By giving alternative names,
the panel, too, has now transferred the re-
sponsibility to the CEC.

Notwithstanding this, the Madhya
Pradesh pattern is expected to be fol-
lowed in Rajasthan, too, with only one
member of a political family being al-
lowed to contest. Accordingly, senior

THE HIDUSTAN TIMES

W Playing it safe

@ Screening panel will now offer an
additional and aiternative name
for all the 200 Assembly seats

® The final list will be prepared at
the November 7-8 meeting of the
Central Election Committee,
chaired by Sonia Gandhi

® The party may, however, withhold
announcing about {5-20 names
till_ the Iast} for tac_ticalv_reasorv_lg___

® The Congress might also juggle
with its candidates keeping in
mind who the BJP fields

® The party, meanwhile, has turned
to dinner diplomacy to solicit the
support of party leaders from
Rajasthan over ticket distribution

leaders, like Nawal Kishore Sharma and
Parasram Maderna, are said to be opting
out in favour of their sons.

According to Ambika Soni, AICC gen-
eral secretary in charge of Rajasthan, the
party would, in comparison to 1998, field
more new faces, women and candidates
from the minority community. The party
had, for instance, fielded 16 women last
time of whom 13 had won.

With the BJP fielding its chief minis-
terial nominee Vasundhara Raje from
Jhalapatan, the Congress could consid-

Sonia Gandhi

er changing its sitting legislator and
first-timer Mohanlal Rathore with a
“stronger” candidate to pin her down.

to rally the other castes
ajputs.

The Congress, meanwhile, has turned
to dinner diplomacy to solicit the cooper-
ation of senior party leaders from Ra-
jasthan over the distribution of tickets
ahead of the party’s crucial Central Elec-
tion Committee meeting on Friday.
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‘Sharma convicted,

faces life or de

\

Times NEws NETWOR Q £ ,ﬁ\
.2

(%
New Delhi: A city court on Monday
o held former Youth
Congress leader
i Sushil Sharma
guilty of Killing
his wife, Naina
Sahni, and burn-
ing her body in the

tandoor (oven) of
a restaurant here
on July 2, 1995.

The sentence,
which could be a
life term or a death sentence, will be
announced on Wednesday. Besides
pronouncing Sharma guilty, addition-
al sessions judge G.P. Thareja held his
accomplice and restaurant manager,
Keshav Kumar, guilty of conspiring
with Sharma to dispose of Sahni’s
body in the tandoor of Baghiya
~ restaurant at Ashok Yatri Niwas. Ku-
mar, who has been in jail for eight
years, may get a life sentence.

)

Sushil Sharma

ath"\’

{ \\—'\

The court, however, acquitted the
other three accused—Jai Prakash
Pehlwaan, Rishi Raj Rathi and Ram
Prakash Sachdeva—of charges of
harbouring Sharma for lack of evi-
dence. Mr Thareja also directed the
chief metropolitan magistrate to
prosecute Gujarat cadre IAS officer
D.K. Rao, then resident commission-
er of Gujarat Bhavan, for harbouring
Sharma after the murder.

Thareja also asked the chief secre-
tary of Gujarat Bhavan to take ap-
propriate administrative steps for
“dereliction of duty” by employees
here. After the murder, the police
said, Sharma went to Jaipur, Mum-
bai and then to Chennai and got an-
ticipatory bail.

>
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Pawar-less Congress

O} Sonia will g;Iways be a question maﬁ'k

ven if Maharashtra’s Congress-Nationalist Congress

Party (NCP) government survives the partners’ mutual
threats, the problem won’t go away. Worse, for the Cong-
ress, it will grow as election tempo builds up and may
assume unsolvable status post-general elections, If Sharad
Pawar, running a government with the Congress, can use
rhetoric as strong as “imported leadership” when referring
to Sonia Gandhi, the hope that other Opposition leaders
will keep quiet must be considered unrealistic. Indeed, with
the exception of two former chief ministers, who have had
the distinction of running their states to the ground, no one
in the Opposition seems to have a unclouded view of Ms
Gandhi’s leadership. Jyoti Basu and Laloo Yadav however
cannot by themselves put the Congress back to power in the
Centre. That means the Congress will forever be a hostage
to prospective and actual coalition partners sniping at its
leader. Or it must, as it is threatening the NCP, ditch all
allies and go it alone. But suppose the Congress over-
comes all these and wins the next Lok Sabha polls, at
which point Ms Gandhi will become the first foreign-
born Prime Minister of a democracy of one billion people.
Will her, and her party’s, troubles be over? Hardly.

She will be vulnerable on every national security issue —
that may or may not be fair, but that is how politics
is. Plus, as Prime Minister, Ms Gandhi simply will not be
allowed the medieval grand seclusion that she enjoys as
Congress president. It is a harsh but true assessment of Ms
Gandhi that questions about where she was born get
stronger every time she speaks. In a rambunctious
democracy, the putative ruling party should not be looking
at a prime ministerial candidate like that.

But, of course, the Congress will learn only through
dreadful experience. The fall of the Maharashtra govern-
ment, if it happens, should be counted as one. Congress-
NCP differences have appeared over issues other than those
directly linked to Ms Gandhi’s leadership. The NCP did
not follow the Congress line on boycotting George
Fernandes in Parliament. It had strong reservations over the
Congress-sponsored no-confidence motion. Pawar’s
partymen kept away from the Solapur byelection
campaign, contributing partially to the BIP’s big win in
-the Lok Sabha seat. Pawar is also looking at keeping his
base in Maharashtra intact and expanding elsewhere and
he reckons coming too close to the Congress may not
help. He also knows that he has less to lose from losing
the Maharashtra government than the Congress. For
the latter, the loss of this politically and political fund
raising-wise key state months before the general
elections will be a huge set back. The Congress will
have made the point about its leader, but only at the cost
of the party.
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Cong -NCP alliance under strain

By Our Special Correspondent

NEW DELHI, OCT. 12. The standoff
between the Congress and the
Nationalist Congress Party over
Sonia Gandbhi'’s foreign origin is-
sue appears to have cast a shad-
ow on the working arrangement
between the two parties in
Mabharashtra, with some leaders
even talking about a break-up of
the alliance.

" The Congress MP from Mah-
arashtra, Suresh Kalmadi, todav
openly demanded that the Con-
gress snap its ties with the NCP
and go it alone. Mr. Kalmadi,
who is the treasurer of the Con-
gress  Parliamentary  Party,
charged that the NCP chief,
Sharad Pawar, was in touch
with the BJP and that the NCP
workers were keen on joining
the Congress.

The AICC has taken seriously
Mr. Pawar’s statement that the
Congress had an “imported”
leadership. The party general
secretary, Ambika Soni, today
said: “Congress workers across
the country were agitated over
the remarks and the Maharash-
tra unit chief’s ultimatum to the
NCP and statements of other
State leaders was a manifesta-
tion of this.”

The NCP said it saw no rea-
son to revise its stand on Ms.
Gandhi’s foreign origin, with its
general secretary, Tariq Anwar,
stating that the Congress was
aware of the NCP stand at the
time both parties decided to
join hands and run a coalition
government in Maharashtra.

“The Congress%{then not

imposed any condition that we
should drop or change this
stand,” Mr. Anwar told The
Hindu.

He felt that the threat held
out by the Maharashtra Con-
gress unit was an election-ori-
ented rhetoric.

Congress-NCP relations turn-
ed bitter after the recent electo-
ral reversal in the Solapur Lok
Sabha byelection. Party leaders
accused the NCP of not putting
its weight behind the Congress
candidateand charged that Mr.
Pawar had deliberately re-

po-\ \O
frained from paigning.

Congress sources said Mr. Pa-
war raising the “foreign origin”
issue in the run-up to the As-
sembly elections to five States
was important, especially since
he maintained all along that it
was an issue relevant only for
the Lok Sabha polls.

The Congress is seeking to re-
tain power in Madhya Pradesh,
Chhattisgarh and Rajasthan,
and the NCP has announced its
decision to contest in all these
States.

Setback to antiBIJP

forces: Page 11

Pawar toughens stand

NEW DELHI, 0CT. 12. The NCP chief, Sharad Pawar, today rejected
the Congress ultimatum to abandon the issue of the AICC
president, Sonia Gandhi’s foreign origin and said it was free
to take any decision, including snapping its ties with the NCP

in Maharashtra.

A day after the Maharashtra Congress chief, Ranjit
Deshmukh, asked the NCP to rethink its stand on Ms.
Gandhi’s foreign origin or face the withdrawal of the party

from the Democratic Front coalition, Mr. Pawar told reporters
in Shirur that there was no question of giving up the issue or
diluting his party’s stand on it.

He said:

“We sincerely feel that our country with a population of
100 crores has enough competent leaders to rule it and we do
not need any foreign leader. We had to leave the party and
form the NCP because we dared to raise the issue of Sonia’s
foreign origin.

“As long as they want to run the DF Government, we will
run it. If they don’t want to run it, we have no problems.”

Reacting to Mr. Pawar’s remarks, the Maharashtra Chief
Minister, Sushilkumar Shinde, said the NCP, as a partner in
the ruling coalition, must desist from speaking against “our
top leadership”. — PTI

THE HINDU
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NCP

s for

o 2\10
Soriia, defiés

Cong deadline

Congmen skip meet with Pawar

Times NEws NETWORK
AND AGENCIES

Pune\Mumbai: Unfazed by the
Congress’ ultimatum to clarify
on the issue of Sonia Gandhi’s
leadership, Nationalist Con-
gress Party chief Sharad Pawar
reiterated on Sunday that the
NCP would never accept a per-
son of foreign origin as Prime
Minister and dared its coalition
partner in Maharashtra fo re-
linquish power by pulling out of
the alliance.

On Saturday, state Congress
chief Ranjit Deshmukh had
asked the NCP to clarify its
stand on Sonia Gandhi’s lead-
ership in seven days. He
warned that

if Ms Gand- S {TT N (VT LR{=0)

hi's leader-

Congress and that the NCP
was ready to accept their lead-
ership. Mr Pawar also indicat-
ed that if required, the NCP
was ready fight the forthcom-
ing elections in the state on its
own. He said Ms Gandhi’s for-
eign origin would be a major
poll issue for his party.

Backing up Mr Pawar, his
close aide and NCP spokesman
Praful Patel said there was no
question of his party giving
any clarification or tendering
an apology for its stand on the
issue of Ms Gandhi’s foreign
origin.

“We do not have to give clari-
fication to anyone. If the Con-
gress feels that it should not
stay in govern-
ment (in Ma-
harashtra), it

ship was not
acceptable to
NCP, it should
relinquish
power in the
state.

Mr Pawar
said the NCP
had entered
into an al-
liance with the

. Congress in the staté to ensure

that communal forces did not
come to power, but “both parties
reserve the right to criticise one
another at the national level”.

“We are still firm on our
stand that no individual of for-
eign origin should become the
country’s PM,” he said;
adding, “If the Congress does
not agree with our stand it
should step down from power
in Maharashtra.”

He was speaking to news-
men at Shirur, near Pune, after
inaugurating a hospital. Apart
from NCP leaders, CWC mem-
ber Vilasrao Deshmukh and
deputy leader of the party in
the Lok Sabha, Shivraj Patil,
were scheduled to attend the
function. However, they stayed
away.

Mr Pawar said there were
“many senior leaders” in the

i has a right to
& that decision,”
he said.
Meanwhile,
chief minis-
& ter Sushilku-
mar Shinde
. on  Sunday
Shara asked the
d Par . NCP to desist
S from making
remarks against the Congress’
top leadership. “We are run-
ning a coalition government
in Maharashtra and the NCP
should respect our party lead-
ership. They should think be-
fore making any statement
against our leader,” Mr Shinde
said." )
On the other hand, Congress
parliamentary party treasurer
Suresh Kalmadi favoured
snapping the party’s alliance
with the NCP and said it was
the “right time” to do so.
However, deputy CM and
senior NCP leader Chhagan
Bhujbal struck a conciliatory
note and advised Congress-
men to do a serious introspec-
tion on the longevity of the
Congress-NCP tie-up and en-
sure that “communal parties”
like the BJP, Shiv Sena did not
come to power in the state.
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TCBI charges
Ajit Jogi?
)wth forgery

elhi: I embarrass
ing develop-

ent for
Chhattis-
garh chief
minister Ajit
Jogi ahead
of state as-
¥ sembly elec-
tions, the
CBI on Tues-
day filed a
chargesheet against him for
“dishonestly or fraudulently”
using a forged document to
tarnish the image of Intelli-
gence Bureau and the Central

Ajit Jogi

government.

orders.

J ed ahead of the elections.

The CBI had registered a
case on April 2 this year on
receipt of a complaint from
the cabinet secretariat alleg-
ing forgery of a document
under the code name “Black
~ Sea”, purportedly issued by
. the Intelligence Bureau relat-
r ingto the acquisition of mov-

able and immovable proper-

ties by the chief minister.

A CBI spokesman said Jogi-
on March 29 had met the spe-
cial director of IB. On March
31, he sent a semi-official let-
ter to Prime Minister Vajpay-
ee enclosing a copy of a note
alleged to have been initiated
by the IB which contained
signatures of the agency's

special director.

Investigations revealed
that the document produced,
used and circulated by Jogi
was a forged one and the al-
legations made by the ac-
cused against the Centre

were false. p1i

THE TIMES CF npja

A day after the Election
Commission announced the
poll schedule for Chhattis-
garh, the investigating
agency filed the chargesheet
in the additional chief met-
ropolitan magistrate’s court
at Karkardooma here alleg-
ing that Jogi had committed
offence under Section 471 of
IPC (using a forged docu-
ment as genuine one). The
chargesheet would come up
before the designated court
on Wednesday for taking
cognizance and further

As opposition parties like
BJP and NCP bayed for his
blood, Jogi ruled out his res-
ignation saying the CBI ac-
tion was politically motivat-

g OC!
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Party puts Shinde in the line of fire

A T N NETWORK
(\\ IMES NEWS ﬁ\

New Delhi: The blame-game in
the Congress in Maharashtra in
the wake of the Solapur by-elec-
tion defeat, viewed from here af-
ter PCC chief Ranjit Deshkumh
met party chief Sonia Gandhi,
appears to have acquired a gov-
ernment versus party organisa-
tion turn, not to mention the in-
evitable Maratha vs non-
Maratha twist.

Mr Deshmukh ridiculed sug-
gestions being made in party cir-

cles that “Maratha consolida-
tion”—both NCP leader Sharad

Pawar and Mr Deshmukh are

Marathas while chief minister
Sushilkumar Shinde is not—had

cost the party dear.

After his “very good” 30-
minute meeting with Ms Gandhi,
Mr Deshmukh sought to contra-

Solapur singe

Sonia Gandhi S. Shinde

dict Mr Shinde’s earlier com-
plaint to the party chief that the
Lok Sabha seat could have been
won had Mr Pawar campaigned
for the polls. The NCP’s nominee,
Mr Deshmukh pointed out, had
lost his deposit when the party
contested the seat on its own in
1991. “Therefore, this could be
one of the factors, but not the

-of the government? He said it

only one,” he told reporters.

He contended that the party
organisation was in no way re-
sponsible for the Solapur deba-
cle, but declined to comment on
whether “surgery” was needed
at the government level in view
of the bypoll outcome. Mr Desh-
mukh said he had presented a
“factual report” to Ms Gandhi
about the bypoll outcome and
that the state Congress could not
be held responsible,

Was it then the responsibility

was for the AICC to decide.

He, however, refuted the view
that the Solapur verdict could be
repeated elsewhere in the state.

Meanwhile, the party high
command has set up a high-level
committee to inquire into the”
facts and circumstances le
to the Solapur defeat.

THE TIMES OF INDIA
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Press Trust of India
New Delhi, September 2

IN A two-pronged strategy
against the BJP-led coali-
tion ahead of elections, the
Congress will launch a ma-
jor agitation programme in
the country and party pres-
ident Sonia Gandhi will
tour extensively by road
and rail to “expose the most
corrupt” NDA government
at the Centre. The agitation
programme could even in-
clude “rail rokos” and “ras-
tarokos”, but AICC general
secretary Oscar Fernandes
said the form of protest
would be finalised over the
next few days.

Fernandes has, infact, al-
ready sent a circular detail-
ing the agitation plan to
party units in the states, in-
cluding frontal organiza-
tions, to organise dharnas,
demonstrations and picket-
ing outside government of-
fices as part of the Jan Ja-
gran Abhiyan. While the
circular also spoke of a one-
hour “rail roko” on Sep-
tember 22 and “rasta roko”
on September 30, he said on
Tuesday that the exact pro-
gramme of the agitation
was yet to be decided.

Sonia Gandhi
Mobilising the masses

In the circular, Fernan-
des spoke of the need to ex-
pose the “most corrupt gov-
ernment” as also its “hol-
low promises” in view of
the possibility that the Lok
Sabha elections could also
be held any time early next
year after the Assembly
polls in five states.

Highly placed party sou-
rces said Sonia’s country-
wide tour programme was
being given finishing touc-
hes and would be her-first

THE HIDUSTAN TIMES

Cong plan
corruption

such major exercise to
reach out to the people
close on the heels of the
Shimla conclave, which
spoke of the coming togeth-
er of the secular forces to
defeat the BJP. The proac-
tive Congress stance comes
in the backdrop of the no-
confidence motion against
the Vajpayee government
in the Lok Sabha recently,
where the main Opposition
party had expressed dissat-
isfaction over the BJP-led
coalition’s response on var-
ious issues, like national se-
curity and defence pre-
paredness.

“We’ve drawn up issues
of non-performance and
corruption. These issues
need tn be taken to the peo-
ple”, Fernandes said in the
circular. These program-
mes should not be “sym-
bolic” but, “if need be, par-
ty workers could court ar-
rest”, he said.

Stating that the frontal
organisations should be on
the forefront of the agita-
tion, Fernandes said party
workers — throughout the
agitation programme —
should explain the issues

involved and demand ac
tion against the gy

. 3 SEP M0




Sonia calls CWC meet

Y

Aug. 27. - Wary of the po-
litical pitfalls with Mr Mu-
layam Singh Yadav ready
to take over the reins in
Uttar Pradesh, and faced
with internal inputs fa-
vouring a tacit- under-
standing with the BSP in
the coming Assembly elec-
tions, Mrs Sonia Gandhi
will convene a meeting of
the CWC to firm up the
party’s electoral strategy,
party sources said.

At the moment, an un-
enthusiastic Congress lea-
dership is stuck with its
public commitment to
back Mr Yadav, but not
many Congress leaders will
shed sincere tears if Mr
Yadav loses out in the race,

A large number of Con-
gress leaders are actually
wary of Mr Yadav forming
a government. They feel
once it happens, the Con-
gress will be pushed be-
hind the the shadow of the
Yadav-dominated SP,
which is also a competitor
for the Muslim and Tha-
kur vote-bank. This, they

feel, could effectively ar--

rest Mrs Gandhi’s “revive
UP Congress” mission.
Secondly, these leaders
feel a Mulayam govern-
ment /ceﬁld help the BJP

T STATESHAP

Mrs Sonia Gandhi

revive itself in Uttar Pra-
desh by. playing Opposi-
tion politics. They feel the
SP and BJP have always
been “mutually catering
agencies” through their
extreme rhetoric against
each other. Therefore, the
AICC is extremely wary of
the reports that the BJP
“is not actually opposing”
Mr Yadav’s efforts to form
the government, coming
soon after the “pro-BJP”
role he played during the
no-trust motion debate.

- These leaders feel un-
like Mr Laloo Prasad Ya-
dav, the SP supremo can-
not be a trusted ally in
Delhi given his “alleged
ties with NDA leaders”.
Mr Yadav’s open truck
with Mr Kalyan Singh is
also a matter of “secular
discomfiture” for the Con-

on Uttar Pradesh.y

gress. But the A{CC is un-
able to publicly distance it-
self from Mr Yadav “now”
for fear of being accused
of jeopardising the “secu-
lar” opposition unity. 1t is
also wary of how some of
the party MLAs and some
recent Thakur entries

“(anti-BSP) .into the party

would respond.

Buit the Congress chief
ministers of Madhya Pra-
desh, Chattisgarh, Delhi
and Rajasthan, where
polls are due very soon,
have conveyed to Mrs
Gandhi that the BSP’s Da-
lit base in these states
could be a “valuable help”
in fighting the BJP in the
year-end elections. Many
of them like Mr Ajit Jogi
visited Delhi yesterday, fa-
vouring a “tacit” under-
standing with the BSP for
the Assembly polls.

It may not be possible
for the Congress to “for-
mally” tie up with the BSP
so soon for Ms Mayawati’s
spat with Mrs Gandhi and
her daughter in Amethi,
her role in hijacking the
Congress MLAs and her
till-recent ties with BJP.
But many Congress lead-
ers feel making overtures.
to the BSP could “gift”
the partya “formidable al-
liance partner” at the na-
tional level in future.



TUESDAY, AUGUST 19, 2003

CONGRESS AND DISSENT 4\

N
v

THERE COULD BE two explanations for the de-
cision of the veteran Maharashtra Congressmen,
Vasant Sathe and N.K.P. Salve, to form a new
party, the Vidarbha Rajya Nirman Congress
(VRNC). The first, and less flattering one, is that
the decision was taken against the backdrop of
next year’s State Assembly election and timed to
permit the newly formed party to make the most
of its statehood-for-Vidarbha poll platform. The
second, and more long-term explanation, is that
the split in the Maharashtra Congress is a result
of the party high command’s persistent refusal
to take a firm stand on the creation of a new
Vidarbha State. There is truth in both these ac-
counts. The short-term political ambitions of the
Sathe-Salve combine do not wipe out the fact
that they and other Congress Vidarbha leaders
have run a long and frustrating campaign to per-
suade the Congress leadership to get moving on
the statehood demand. These frustrations be-
came even greater after the 1999 State Assembly
elections, which put the Congress in power
thanks to a post-poll arrangement with the Na-
tionalist Congress Party (NCP). Moreover, the
creation of Uttaranchal, Jharkhand and Chhat-
tisgarh only served to firm up sentiments about
statehood in the Vidarbha region.

This is the second revolt over the issue of
statehood that the Congress high command has
had to deal with in recent times. In Andhra Pra-
desh, four Congress MLAs from the Telengana
region resigned from the party in protest against

the high command’s unwillingness to constitute

a separate Pradesh Congress Committee for the
region. The resignations were later denied, but
significantly the MLAs belonged to the Congress
Forum, a pressure group within the party that
was formed three years ago to mobilise support
for a separate Telengana State. With the Telugu
Desam Party being opposed to bifurcating And-
hra Pradesh, there is a section within the State

W

unit of the Congress that believes\advocating
statehood for Telengana will be an electorally re-
warding poll strategy. Following the Vidarbha de-
velopment, the Telengana Congressmen have
come under fresh pressure and decided to give a
sort of ultimatum to Sonia Gandhi on the state-
hood issue. '

With the Telengana Rashtra Samiti calling for a
coalition of regional groups engaged in cam-
paigning for smaller States, it may not be pos-
sible to ignore this issue for much longer in the
electoral context. The Congress has been tradi-
tionally resistant to the creation of smaller States
but the recent developments in Vidarbha and Te-
lengana may force it to take a more sympathetic
view. A high-powered committee headed by the
senior Congressman, Pranab Mukherjee, was
constituted a few years ago to study the viability
of smaller States, but one of the grouses of the
Congress leaders from Vidarbha is that the Com-
mittee has been dragging its feet over the sub-
mission of its report. Not surprisingly, the
Congress high command has attempted to
downplay the happenings in Vidarbha and Te-
lengana, portraying the former as one led by
weak and ineffectual leaders. Two revolts of
course do not add up to a full-fledged rebellion.
However, the recent developments in Arunachal
Pradesh (where Congress MLAs defected en
masse to join hands with Gegong Apang), Chhat-
tisgarh (where the Congress veteran, V.C. Shukla,
quit to form a unit of the NCP) and Kerala (where
endemic factionalism has reached a new stage)
have been bad news for the party. This is partic-
ularly so since Assembly elections will be held in
five States later this year and general elections
are due in 2004. With the Bharatiya Janata Party
showing no signs of political rejuvenation, the
Congress seemed to have much going in its fa-
vour a few months ago. For the party, the recent
developments are fairly serious cause for worry.
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- Cong. bracing
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By Our Special Correspondent
NEW DELHI, AUG. 16. The Congress
held a strategy session today
ahead of -Monday’s motion of
no-confidence moved by its
leader, Sonia Gandhi, against
the Vajpayee Government in
Parliament and identified the
thrust areas to pillory it.

As the principal Opposition
party, the Congress is clear that
. the use of the ultimate weapon
in its armoury is aimed at ex-
posing the all-round “failures”
of the Bharatiya Janata Party-
led National Democratic Alli-
ance Government.

The party emphasised that
the exercise was not a “game of
numbers” but intended to con-
vey the people’s anguish and
anxiety over the manner in
which the Government had
been functioning.

“In a democracy, no-confi-
dence is the last weapon before
the Opposition parties to ex-
pose the Government and its
failures,” the party’s chief spo-
kesperson, S. Jaipal Reddy, said.
Ms. Gandhi is likely to meet the
leaders of like-minded Opposi-
tion partie}on Monday to fine-

W= AINDD

. for battle

tune the strategy.

The party has not yet resolved
the issue of boycott of the De-
fence Minister, George Fer-
nandes. It was indicated that
the issue could figure in the
meeting of the Opposition par-
ties and decided on the floor of
the House.

The Opposition has been
boycotting Mr. Fernandes for
over 18 months and the Gov-
ernment plans to field him as a
speaker from its ranks.

The Congress Chief Whip,
Priya Ranjan Dasmunshi, later
said that the Government had
been a total failure and the Con-
gress would point these out
during the debate. .

Issues related to internal se-
curity, financial mismanage-
ment, plight of the farmers and
farm sector, the foreign policy
and defence preparedness
would be focussed.

Asked whether the Congress
would utilise the opportunity to
launch its election campaign,
Mr. Dasmunshi retorted that
each and every word of the
Prime Minister, Atal Behari Vaj-
payee’s Independence Day
speech was election-oriented.

17 AUG 23



" Parliamen ary norms violated:

< \“’7
By Neena Vyas YQ()

NEW DELHI, AUG. 14. Opposition
and ruling party members con-
tinue to trade charges on the
political controversy related to
the Public Accounts Committee
report even as this has led to the
tabling of the no-confidence
motion against the Government
by the Leader of the Opposition,
Sonia Gandhi. -

The Bharatiya Janata Party
has charged the Opposition
with not respecting the ruling of
the Chairman of the Rajya Sab-
ha and “observations of the
Speaker of the Lok Sabha” (un-
derstood to have been made at
a morning party leaders’ meet-
ing) against a debate in Parlia-
ment on this issue. The
Congress has said that all par-
liamentary norms have been vi-
olated as the PAC is one of the
important parliamentary com-
mittees through which the Gov-
ernment’s spending is put
under a microscope. The Oppo-
sition has also disputed the au-
thenticity of the “so-called
observations of the Speaker be-
ing circulated by the BJP” when
nothing has been stated in the
House.

There y/gfaring contradic-

tions in at the two sides are
saying. ile the BJP today
started a létter campaign — it
claims to have collected 10 let-
ters from 10 PAC members to be
sent to the Speaker disassociat-
ing themselves from the PAC re-
port presented to Parliament on
August 6 — some Opposition
members alleged that the BJP
was pressuring MPs to do this. It
has also been said that it is
against all parliamentary norms
to be present and give consent
to the contents of a report, and
then “disassociate” with it.

Some PAC members said the
committee had its last meeting
on July 31 with Buta Singh in the
chair. Nineteen of the 22 mem-
bers were present and of these
four wanted the finalisation of
the report to be delayed, a re-
quest which was turned down
by the chairman. Then began
the process of reading the draft
paragraph by paragraph and fi-
nalising it unanimously. At dif-
ferent points three of the four
PAC members who wanted the
finalisation delayed suggested
some changes in the wording of
some paragraphs. Apparently,
the suggestions were accepted
and carried out.

“After this if they disassociate

themselves with ? eport it
amounts to total mockery of the
entire committee system,” said
one MP from a party “friendly”
to the BJP speaking on condi-
tion of anonymity.

Jaipal Reddy (Congress) said:
“We condemn the pressure be-
ing brought upon NDA mem-
bers of the PAC to write letters
to the Speaker indicating their
disassociation with the PAC re-
port tabled in the House. It
amounts to gross violation of all
parliamentary norms, naked
downright abuse of parliamen-
tary process. At this rate parlia-
mentary committees will not be
able to function at all.” Som-
nath Chatterjee (CPI-M) said
the “real agenda of the Govern-
ment was to Cover up corrup-
tion and denigrate the
parliamentary system.”

Another twist to the contin-
uing drama was given by the
Parliamentary Affairs Minister,
Sushma Swaraj. Although the
BJP has been demanding for the
last several days that records of
PAC meetings leading up to the
finalisation of the report be laid
in the House to make all things
clear — a demand which the
Opposition has been making
vociferously saying the papers

Cong.

will prove who is right — today
Ms. Swaraj disassociated the
Government from the BJP de-
mand.

She said that “the Govern- |

ment has not responded to the
Opposition demand for tabling
of records of PAC meetings ...
do not know what Mr. Malhotra
has been saying on behalf of the
BJP.”

‘With the PAC issue now over-
shadowed by the no-confidence
motion — during which the Op-
position plans to raise several
issues related to the Kargil War
defence purchases — the morn-
ing meeting of party leaders
called by the Speaker to discuss
the PAC stalemate did not yield
much.

It witnessed a spat between
the chief whip of the Congress,
Priya Ranjan Dasmunshi, and
his BJP counterpart, V.K. Mal-
hotra.

Mr. Dasmunshi virtually
charged Mr. Malhotra with
speaking daily on a subject on
which he could have no authen-
tic information since he was not
a member of the PAC.

He challenged the BJP and
the Government to lay all re-
cords of PAC meetings in the
House and expose the truth.

15 AUG 2003
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\’!0 By K.V. Prasad S Q,

NEW DELHI, AUG. 9.The Congrgss
president, Sonia Gandhi, today
launched a frontal attack on the
Vajpayee Government over the
denial of documents to the Pub-
lic Accounts Committee of Par-
liament in connection with
defence deals.

It was for the first time in p
liamentary history that g4
Government had refusg
provide information and
ments on defence deals
important committee, she satd

and wondered what could OHQ{\
expect from a Government'*:

“which did not respect its mar-
tyrs and, instead, collected
kickbacks on coffins for them.”

Addressing a public rally on
the occasion of the August
Kranti Divas in East Delhi, Ms.
Gandhi virtually launched her
party’s election campaign in
the capital where Assembly
elections are due this year-end.

Ms. Gandhi said that it was
only when elections were
around that the Bharatiya Jana-
ta Party raked up the Ayodhya
issue under the impression that
reality would be relegated to the
background. ‘“Perhaps these
people want to pull the wool
over the eyes of the Lord. I just
want to say Hey Ram, save the
country from such bhaktas who
were destroying your values

A £
The Congress president,
Sonia Gandhi, at a Congress
rally in New Delhi on
Saturday. — AP

(maryada)”. Ms. Gandhi said
that Government policies in the
past four years had made the
life of the common people diffi-
cult and “lowered the country’s
prestige”. “Bragging about
one’s achievement” was not
enough, people wanted to see
for themselves the benefits of
the government’s programmes.

There was failure on all
fronts, she said. A Government

WX AINDD

1+ sHey Ram, save the country
oY from such bhaktas’:

‘Sonia

“drowned ip . corruption and
greed” could not realise the
ground realities of life, she said.
“A Government more focussed
on sticking to power could
hardly bother about the strug-
gles of the people’s daily life.”
“How can you expect justice

from a government which

forces.¢he CBI to save its Minis-
ters,'sdl§p asked.

The ' reference apparently
was to the recent Opposition
charge that the CBI had “drop-
ped”’ the conspiracy charge
against the Union Ministers,
L.K. Advani and Murli Manohar
Joshi and others in the Ayodhya
demolition case. She accused
the Government of “conspiring
to topple” a duly-elected Con-
gress Government in Arunachal
Pradesh.

Earlier, Ms. Gandhi’s politi-
cal secretary, Ahmed Patel, re-
ferred to the BJP’s ‘Parivartan
rally’ scheduled for Sunday to
be addressed by the Deputy
Prime Minister, L.K. Advani. He
said the only change the BJP
leader was working on was to
replace the Prime Minister, Atal
Behari Vajpayee.

The rally is aimed at creating
an awareness among the youth
of the sacrifices made by the
freedom fighters and the role
played by the slogan ‘Do or Die’,
given on this day in 1942, in
achieving Independence.

10 AUG 23



_Jaipal junks Advani idea,

Pranab not averse e 94

OUR SPECIAL

CORRESPONDENT

parliamentary elections.

been discussed by

New Delhi, Aug. 2: The Con-
gress today spoke in different
voices over deputy Prime Minis-
ter L.K. Advani’s proposal for
synchronising Assembly and

In the capital, the party’s
chief spokesman virtually
dismissed Advani’s suggestion,
saying the BJP leader was
prone to indulging in “semi-aca-
demic speculation”. The idea,
S. Jaipal Reddy said, had neither

Cong differs

on combined
poll proposal

The deputy Prime Minister
had said that five years in gov-
ernment “have made us intense-
ly conscious” of the fact that the
ruling party remaining in a
continuous election mode was a
“serious handicap” for good
governance,

In Calcutta, Congress Work-
ing Committee member Pranab
Mukherjee contradicted Reddy.
He said a discussion was on
at the political and apolitical
level on whether a mechanism
could be evolved on the basis
of a political consensus to hold
simultaneous Lok

the Atal Bihari Vajpay-
ee cabinet nor the
National Democratic
Alliance.

ing these trial balloons
without ever following
them up with concrete
action or proposition,”

“Advani keeps float-

Reddy said, adding that
proof of a proposal lay
in political will and not
in “loud thinking”.

“If Advani is so

pared for it, he asserted.

state elections.

keen on synchronisation, his
government should advance
(the) Lok Sabha polls to Novem-
ber, when Assembly polls of five
states are scheduled,” Reddy told
reporters. The Congress is pre-

Reddy’s reaction came in re-
sponse to Advani’s statement
earlier in the day that the gov-
ernment was holding informal
consultations with allies and
Election Commission members
on synchronising central and

Sabha and Assembly
polls.

“Every year, there is
one election or the
other. And in view
of elections, the gov-
ernment always can’t
take hard decisions,”
Mukherjee told re-
porters.

“This would benefit

Jaipal: Out the country’s economy
of synch by way of saving the

huge expenditure in-
volved in conducting the elec- !
tions,” he added.

Mukherjee felt the govern-
ment was within its constitu-
tional right to hold early
elections to the Lok Sabha, but
could not compel a state govern-
ment to hold simultaneous par-
liamentary and Assembly elec-
tions where the five-year term
of existing Assemblies had not
expired.

Reddy declined to comment
on the views of his party
colleague.

YME TELEGRAPW
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@forts to save

“Mithi Ministry

By Our Special Correspondent

NEW DELHI, JULY 29. Maintaining
. its offensive against the move to
topple the Mukut Mithi Govern-
ment in Arunachal Pradesh, the
Congress today released its cor-
respondence with the Centre
warning about the activities of
the National Socialist Council of
Nagaland (Isaac-Muivah) in the
region.

Releasing copies of the let-
ters, the party chief spokesper-
son, S. Jaipal Reddy, said the
correspondence showed the
Congress  president, Sonia
Gandbhi’s concern over the “des-
tabilising effect” of the peace
process the Centre was engaged
in with the Naga group. The
State Government had also for-
warded a copy of the Assembly
resolution which reflected its
concerns in this regard.

The party, Mr. Reddy said,
had sought an appointment
with the Prime Minister, Atal
Behari Vajpayee, for the day but
it had not materialised.

Ms. Gandhi's letter to the
Deputy Prime Minister, L.K. Ad-
vani, on April 23, 2003 referred
to his assurance with regard to
the activities of the NSCN (I-M)
and that the territorial integrity
of the existing States would not
be disturbed as part of any
peace process.

She suggested that steps be
taken to address the concern of
States in the northeast. They in-
cluded a more rigorous imple-
mentation of the ground rules
for the ceasefire with the NSCN
(I-M), especially in Nagaland,
deployment of a dedicated force
for the Assam-Bhutan border
and sanctioning additional
forces for specially protecting
the national highways, particu-
larly in Manipur.

In a letter to the Prime Minis
ter on July 14, the Arunacha
Pradesh Chief Minister, Muku
Mithi, drew Mr. Vajpayee’s at-
tention to the purported state-
ment of the Minister of State for
Home, Swami Chinmayananda,
suggesting that there was no
need for the State Government
to  carry  anti-insurgency
operations.

“The State Government is
carrying out anti-insurgency
operations under the specific
written orders and advice of the
Home Ministry. All operational
decisions are taken in a coor-
dinating group constituted by
the Home Ministry and com-
prising all relevant Central
agencies. No Central agency nor
the Home Ministry has ever ob-
jected to any operational deci-
sion,” he said, adding that if the
Minister's statement was cor-
rect, why was he undermining
his own Ministry. He also
sought to know whether the re-
cent denial of forces for oper-
ational purposes was for this
reason.

Meanwhile, the party object-
ed to Mr. Vajpayee’s remarks at
the conference of the Comp-
troller and Auditor-General. It
said his suggestion to alter the
existing auditing methods was
“highly improper”.

No Prime Minister in the last
five decades had “tendered
such advice” to a constitutional
body such as the CAG, Mr. Red-
dy said.

While the framers of the Con-
stitution had put an embargo
that no one occupying the post
be considered for any appoint-
ment, the BJP-led NDA Govern-
ment had “subverted” the
institution by appointing the
former CAG chief, T.N. Chatur-

radl -
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“NCP won't merge

Times News NETWORK

Mumbai: The Nationalist
Congress Party won’t merge
with the Congress, NCP MP
and working committee mem-
ber, A.H. Rizvi, said on Friday.

“The NCP was formed by
Sharad Pawar four years ago
not only on the issue of Con-
gress president Sonia Gand-
hi’s foreign origin,” said Mr
Rizvi, the president of the Ut-
tar Pradesh unit of the NCP.
“The other important issue
raised by him was the one
pertaining to the lack of in-
ner-party democracy in the
Congress. As long as this is-
sue is not resolved, there isno
question of the NCP merging
with the Congress.”

However, he justified the
NCP’s decision not to raise
the issue of Ms Gandhi’s for-
eign origin. “The primary
task before all secular and
democratic forces right now
is to defeat the machinations
of the communal Sangh Pari-
var,” Mr Rizvi said.

“Organisations of the Pari-
var, like the Vishwa Hindu

S. Pawar

S. Gandhi

Parishad, are trying to po-
larise the country on totally
communal lines so that the
Bharatiya Janata Party may
reap political dividends dur-
ing the coming -elections.
This is a dangerous game be-
ing played by the Parivar,
which will strike at the very
root of Indian democracy.
Hence, we decided to drop the
foreign-origin issue and join
hands with the Congress to
defeat communal organisa-
tions.”

He added, “This was not
the situation four years ago,
when Mr Pawar formed the
NCP. At that time, Ms Gand-
hi’s foreign origin was very
much an issue.”

However, he wondered how
Ms Gandhi would be able to

YHE TRES OF INBIA

fulfil her\;mbltion of becom-
ing the prime minister. “In
UP, which has 80 Lok Sabha
seats, the Congress is organi-
sationally in very bad shape,”
Mr Rizvi said.

“It is riven with factional-
ism. In the past, the Muslims
and dalits provided a power-
ful political base for the Con-
gress. But now many of the
Muslims are with the Sama-
jwadi Party, led by Mulayam
Singh Yadav, and dalits are
with the Bahujan Samaj Par-
ty, led by chief minister
Mayawati. In fact, many Mus-
lims and dalits are now veer-
ing towards the NCP, which
has units in 55 of UP’s 72 dis-
tricts.”

However, an alliance of the
SP, Congress and NCP could
give the BJP-BSP combine a
tough fight, he said. The
BJP’s rank and file is unhap-
py with the party’s support
for the Mayawati ministry, he
said.

Meanwhile, the Maharash-
tra Pradesh Congress Com-
mittee is adopting a wait-and-
watch attitude vis-a-vis the

with Cong’

NCP, whose spokesperson
Vasant Chavan on Thursday
cleared the way for an elec-
toral alliance by publicly
dropping the controversy
about Ms Gandhi’s foreign
origins. Mr Pawar is current-
ly abroad and is expected to
hold formal talks with the
Congress leadership in Delhi
later this month. He already
had an informal interaction
with Ms Gandhi in Delhi a
few weeks ago.



- Quota question

/> Congress's dangerous populis

The most important outcome of the Congress’s three-day
strategy camp in Shimla’s salubrious surroundings is
not the long apology for a manifesto obediently cheered by
delegates. Nor is it Sonia Gandhi’s arguably first attempt
to project herself as the prime ministerial candidate. Or
the clear signal to build alliances. The honour goes to the
Congress’s conclusion at the meeting that social progress
needs another set of reservations — in the private sector
and in the judiciary. The sheer irresponsibility of the move
is shocking, .

The Congress hopes to put the BJP on the defensive and
take the game away from caste parties like the Rashtriya
Janata Dal, the Samajwadi Party and the Bahujan Samaj
Party, at one stroke by extending quotas beyond gover-
nment jobs and governmeént-funded education. The others
may be forced to follow-on or, horrors, go one better. The
prospects for Indian society, Indian economy and Indian
modernization are as clear as mud. First, the private sector
will see an erosion of a fundamental right, to hire whom it
sees fit. Amending the Constitution will raise the question
of validity of the procedure adopted. Second, quotas
almost tend to exclude the best.

Government has no problem with that. But why should
the private sector suffer? Third, this will inevitably mean
political interference in private sector hiring practices
since politicians will seek to advance their candidates.
Fourth, the selection of judges is problematic enough,
without adding caste as another merit suppressor. In any
casc Lord Chief Justice Anand flatly contradicted
President KR Narayanan when he went so far as to
advertise his views on the subject and brought discredit
upon his high office. The Congress should be ashamed to
be reducing politics, even by Indian standards, to such
a low.

Could this dangerous proposal be a sign of the
Congress’s realization that incumbency disadvantage
notwithstanding, the NDA has an edge? Is that also why
the Shimla meeting has all but buried economic reforms as
a party agenda? Dr Manmohan Singh was at Shimla but
was not part of the cabal that currently formulates
Congress’s economic positions. Populist social and
economic policies have won party elections before but it
does not mean it can do so again.

Congress strategists are claiming a 10 per cent increase
in national vote share which will see the party through in
the 2004 general elections. That does not mean that there
is any basis for such a dramatic improvement; it is purely a
mathematical calculation. An outline of a general election
campaign is already visible. The Congress trashes reforms
and promises all manner of goodies, the BJP either
responds in full populist mode or combines populism with
temple talk. Whoever wins, we’ll have to hope they don’t
implement all their promises. '

=
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_GRAND OLD PARTY OF INDIA DONS BATTLE GEAR TO WREST POWER

" Sonia keen to stitch upa

coalition for 2004 LS Vpolls

Cong relives
«garibi hatao

Swaraj Thapa

\[
B ’ﬁmﬁ"ﬁm@%

NWRAPPING a' mas-

terplan for the 2004

Lok Sabha elections
that puts premium on politics
of coalition, Congress presi-
dent Sonia Gandhi on
Wednesday issued a public ap-
peal to secular formations to
come together in evolving a
strategy to “combat commu-
nalism and religious funda-
mentalism and ensure the de-
feat of the BJP and its allies”.

At the end of the three-day
long deliberations here, Ms
Gandhi also put her seal of ap-
proval to the six-page Shimla
Sankalp, which, with its sharp
pro-poor focus, clearly read
like a election manifesto and
demonstrated that the Con-
gress plan of action rested on a
combination of social engi-
neering and populist promises,
while attacking the BJP chiefly
on security and non-gover-
nance. Announcing that it was
ready to face national elections
any time, the document assert-
ed thata nationwide campaign
Jan Jagran Abhiyan would be
launched to “expose the BJP
led NDA government’s com-
prehensive and glaring failures
on security defence, commu-
nal harmony, economic
growth, social welfare, ‘good
governance, foreign policy and
probity and transparency in
publiclife”.

Sonia Gandhi’s appeal to
secular parties, however, wasa
clear indication of party’s limi-
tations in taking on the BJP on
its own. While reiterating the
party line on coalitions formu-
lated at its Bangalore plenary
session, there seemed to be an

‘and Kashmir as

a/tmudlnal change on the part
of the Congress over being ac-
commodative towards other
non-BJP political formations.
“Last month at Srinagar, [ was
asked about our stand on coali-
tions and I had said that we
have an open mind. While re-
iterating all this, let me now
add that the prevailing situa-
tion in the country makes it in-
cumbent on all secular forces
to intensify their efforts to
evolve a strategy for combating
communalism and religious
fundamentalism,” she said.

_ Swaraj Thapa

T SHIMLAS JULY

UTTING reforms in the
backseat for now, the
Congress has adopted a
pronounced “pro-poor” agen-

That the Con-
gress had un-
dergone a
change of heart
on the issue of
alliances  was
further sought
to be empha-
sised by project-
ing its partner- #
ship with the g
PDP in Jammu

an example of
its flexibility on fg
coalitions. Ms
Gandhi had in-
dicated in her

da. This has
been done with
an eye on
the  coming
2004 Lok Sabha
elections.

The tactical
shift was evi-
dent on Wedn-

Sankalp — the
political docu-
ment that was
framed after a
three-day
brainstorming

inaugural ONAMission: Congress  session here —
speechon Mon-  president Sonia Gandhiin ~ which  identi-
day that the de-  Shimla on Wednesday. ~ AFP fied a clutch of
cision to let the initiatives  for

PDP lead the government had
been a difficult one to take.

The preparedness to enter
into pre/post poll alliances also
underscored the party’s ac-
ceptance of its unflattering sta-
tus in Uttar Pradesh, Bihar,
Tamil Nadu and West Bengal
and a grudging acknowledge-
ment that revival plans for the
party in these states was not
a priority anymore at the
moment.

the underprivileged like reli-
able power, food security, lib-
eral loan regime, social insur-
ance in unorganised sector
and exploring scope of job
reservations in private sector
as its “core priorities.”

The move not to have asep-
arate panel to discuss econom-
ic matters also seemed to be
deliberate, so that controver-
sies on contentious aspects
like disinvestment could be

[he Economic Times

avoided. Pro-reformists in the
party were vehement in their
rejection of this assessment.

They argued that the Con-
gress had outlined the pro-
poor focus in its agenda with-
out jettisoning reforms or
even setting it aside.

“There’s no inconsistency
when we say that we are with
the poor,” a party leader said.
He pointed out that the Shim-
la document laid emphasis on
the party’s ability to “integrate
pro-poor  policies,  pro-
grammes and perspectives
with the concerns and aspira-
tions of the middle classes and
entrepreneurs.”

He said the document reé
erated its approval and en-
dorsement of the liberalisation
and reforms policy initiated by
the Rao government in the
early '90s.

The defence notwithstand-
ing, the accent on populist
measures was indicative
enough to suggest that re-
forms will not be a priority for
now. The party promises reli-
able power, cheaper credit,
better seeds, assured irrigation
and remunerative prices to
farmers all over the country.
Implementing this however,
so far, has not been possible
without offering continuing
subsidy to the farm sector. Un-
interrupted power, too, is

more or less seen as ay elec-
tion promise.




Sonia invites secular

o)

parties to join hands

By Javed M. Ansari

SHIMLA, JULY 9. The Congress
today appealed to all secular
parties to joins hands to
ensure the defeat of the BJP
and its allies, virtually laying
the foundation for an alliance.

In her address at the end of
the three-day Congress
conclave here, the party .
president, Sonia Gandhi, said:
“The prevailing situation in
the country makes it
incumbent on all secular
parties to evolve a strategy for
combating communalism and
religious fundamentalism, and
for ensuring the defeat of the
BJP and its allies.”

The six-page Shimla
‘sankalp’ (resolution), read out
to the delegates by the AICC
secfetary, Selja, invited all
“progressive thinking men and
women, institutions, and
political movements,” who
share the party’s concerns and
its vision to join hands in the
ideological and electoral battle
ahead.

The thrust of Ms. Gandhi’s
speech was an attempt to rally
the party cadre for a
prolonged ideological and
electoral battle against the BJP
and its allies. Conscious of the
fact that the issue was
agitating the minds of the
partymen, she dwelt at length
on the issues in an attempt to
clear the ambiguities.

The Congress president,
Sonia Gandhi, raising her
hand in favour of a 14-point
political charter “against the
forces of communalism and
fundamentalism”, on the last
day of a three-day strategy
session in Shimla on
Wednesday. — AFP

The natural progression in
the party’s views on the issue
was unmistakable. At
Pachmarhi it hedged its bets,
while at its plenary session it
indicated its willingness to
forge alliances. “The party will
be prepared to enter into
appropriate electoral or

coalition arrangements wit
secular parties,” it had said in
Bangalore.

In her concluding remarks,
Ms. Gandhi sought to remove
any ambiguities that may have
existed on the issue.The
party’s appeal to secular
parties was nuanced — the
underlying message was that
the proposed alliance would
have to be a Congress-led
alliance, and under the
leadership of Ms. Gandhi. The
message was implicit in the
formulation on the issue in
the Shimla resolution: “We
now seek the support of the
people to bring India back on
the path of progress with the
Congress under the leadership
of Ms. Sonia Gandhi.”

Turning to the Ayodhya
issue, Ms. Gandhi made it
clear that the party favoured a
solution through the court.

“We are not against the
facilitation of a negotiated
settlement among the parties
to the dispute, but the
settlement must have
complete legal sanction,” she
said. On Kashi and Mathura,
she reiterated the Congress’
commitment to the Protection
of Places of Worship Act, 1992,
which freezes the status of all
places of worship other than
Ayodhya as on August 15,
1947.

Opportunism, says BIP; Left
says ‘no’: Page 11

10 J0L 103
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SHIMLA, JULY 7 q

’ ONGRESS prcsxdent Sonia
‘ Gandhi today staked her claim
for the prime miinistership by im-
plying that she has the requisite political
experience to push the party to power at
the Centre, theway she didin 15 states.
Clearly seeking to counter the political
seniority of Prime Minister A.B. Vajpayee,
Sonia, in her inaugural speech at the

Shimla conclave today, talked of how she .

has turned the party around in the five
yearsof her tenure — from six Chief Min-

istersin 1998 to 15 Chief Ministerstoday.

She chose to highlight her decisionfora
Congress-PDP coalition government in J-
K as an example of her political acumen
and maturity.

“The past five years have been a
tremendous learning experience for me
and T should say I am still learning,” she
added. Stressing that she has the support
of the grassroot-level workers, Sonia said:
“All along, it has been my desire to give re-
spect and voice to the karyakarta (worker)
across the country. I have been over-
whelmed by the af.fectiop that has been
showereduponme.”

Interpreting her achievements as the
“collective contribution” of party workers

- at all levels, she hinted at the backing she
enjoys from leaders.

Seeking to clear the air on the charges

.made by senior party leaders that she re-
mains surrounded by her coterie, Sonia
said: “There is never any shortage of ad-
vice on any subject. I listen to all of them.

consult my colleagues. They are peopleof

wide experience. We maynot always agree

NDIAN EXPRESS

In Shimla, on Monday. Express photo

butIdosecka consensus. Ulmnately the
decision ismine.”

“By nature, I not only want to do the
right thing but I also want to do a thing

right,” she said, adding: “It was not easy,
for example, to decide what to do when
the government was being fogmed inJ-K

¢ight months ago. But I took inspiration.

from what Rajivji did in Punjab and As-
sam in 1985 and in Mizoram in 1986 and

dwdedforamalmonmthelargermterest

of ourcountry.”

Soniawas clear on the xssu&stobe dis-
cussed during the conclave, probably an-
ticipating that the meet may turn into a
stage for internecine war. Her apprehen-
sions could stem from the dissent in Kerala,
Orissa, Tamil Nadu, and the pre-election
squabbling in poli-going states of Madhya
Pradesh, Rajasthan, Dethi and Chhattis-
garh. “I would encourage all of you toex-
press your views frankly. But I must stress
that we are here to deliberate onideas, not
to discuss individuals. This is a time for in-
trospection and honest interaction, all of
which should finally point to a political
plan of action,” she said.

Speaking later, chief party spokesper-

son Jaipal Reddy said Sonia would lead |

the partyinto elections. “The idea of ques-
tioningher leadershxp doesnot arise inthe
minds of partymen.”

On why Sonia dld/not mention the
Prime Minister in her inaugural speech
when she made a scathing attack on the

- NDA Government, Reddy said: “We do

not have to name Vajpayee. Like in the
case of the Congress, the buck stops with
the party president, in case of the NDA
Government, the Prime Minister is re-
sponsible for all the issues.”

Speaking earlier, senior party leader
Salman Khurshid had said that when the
Congress says the BJP’s time is up, “it ac-
tuallv means that Vajpayee’s time isup.”

8 JuL 2m3

ma flaunts her own progress report

1 Discussion paper offers formula
to woo minorities, women, tribals

KOTKNE’ELIMA
SHIMLA, JULY 7

—YHE Congress has de-
cided it would need a

10 per cent positive
swing in the votes in the next
Lok Sabha elections to form
government at the Centre on
its own. The party hopes to
achieve this bywooing the mi-
norities, tribals and women.

In one of the most signifi-
cant opinions at the Shimla
conference, the discussion pa-
per on election preparedness
states that the economic re-
forms have not paid dividends

“to the party. “The middle-to-

upper -income. bracket, who
have been the biggest gainers
under economic reforms, are
the classes most distanced
from the Congress,” the pa-
per states. “That is the reason
why economic reforms have
not paid the Congress the po-
litical dividend it deserves for
having initiated themn.”

The paper has also
analysed, seat-wise, how the

' party can improve on its pre-

sent tally of 111 seats in the
Lok Sabha. “In the 1999 Lok
Sabha elections, the Congress
lost 132 seats by under 50,000
votes, 77 of which were lostby

* under6 per cent of the votes

polled. We should concen-
trate on these constituencies,”
it says. The party has identi-
fied two categories of seats,
one of those in favour of Con-
gress and those against Con-
gress. “A-large number-of
these seats fall in tribal areas.
There isawave of resentment
in the tribal areas running
south from Nepal to the Te-
lengana region of Andhra
Pradesh,” the paper notes,
adding that new initiatives
must be taken.for develop-
ment of tribals.

- It also suggests that con-
stituency-wise task forces,
with state and central level
leaders, should be formed to
work on these vulnerable
scats. Fifteen per cent minor-
ity vote is returning to the
party fold and therefore, “a
secular line, combined with a
detailed programme of affir-
mative action in security,
identity, education and job,
would be the best way of gar-
nering minority support.”

"Focus would also be on
women. “With'a woman
president at the helm, show-
ingsensitivity towomen issues

~will increase the women’svote

for the Congress.”
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Sonia, PM meet, dlffel‘ on Iraq

Times News NETWOR“

New Delhi: Differences between the
BJP-led government and the Con-
gress over the deployment of Indian
troops in Iraq persisted even after an
hour-long meeting between Prime
Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee and
Congress president Sonia Gandhi on
Sunday.

Both sides agreed that there was
need to consult various political par-
ties and also hold discussions with
the countries neighbouring Iraq, a
suggestion made by the Congress.
However, the two parties were still
divided regarding the command the
troops would function under. The
Congress insisted that they be sent
under the aegis of the United Na-
tions only.

The government did not make any
commitment on this demand and
other issues. It merely said that the
final decision would be taken in the
“best national national interest”.

Mr Vajpayee reportedly told Ms
Gandhi that the government had not
taken any decision as yet about the

sendlng the troops to Iraq he PM
had invited the Congress pres1dent
in response to her letter to him in
which she had opposed troop deploy-

ment in Iraq.
External affairs minister Yash-
AFP}

Sonia Gandhi meets the PM at his
residence on Sunday to discuss the
deployment of indian troops in Iraq.

want Sinha, who briefed reporters
after Sunday’s meeting, did not say
anything about sending troops un-
der the UN umbrella. He merely
said: “The decision will be taken in
the best interest of the nation.”

He also said that the government
would arrive at a decision only after
consulting “interested political par-
ties, all ruling NDA members and
countries in the region”.

K. Natwar Singh, who too was
present at the meeting, told re-
porters that the Congress had asked
the government to consult all politi-
cal parties and important countries
neighbouring Iraq before taking any
decision.

Besides Mr Singh, Ms Gandhi was
accompanied by senior party leader
Manmohan Singh at the meeting.
The PM, on the other hand, was as-
sisted by finance minister Jaswant
Singh apart from Mr Sinha and na-
tional security adviser Brajesh
Mishra.

Meanwhile, a team from the US
will on Monday discuss with Indian
officials the exact role the proposed
peacekeeping force is slated to play
in Iraq. The decision to send the
team was taken by President George
W. Bush during an unscheduled
meeting with deputy PM LK. Ad-
vani in Washington last week.

16 JUN 103



Panchmar 1i to S

LL the Congress

seriously try to

form a govern-

ment at the Cen-

tre this time, given the deve-
lopments at its chief minis-
ters’ conclave in Srinagar?
The party has taken an ideo-
logical and political detour,
albeit a practical one, to
cover the distance between
Panchmarhi, where it held
its brainstorming session a
few years ago, and Srinagar.
The Congress’s three-day
Panchmarhi session was ob-
viously meant to establish
Sonia Gandhi as the abso-
lute leader of India’s
“Grand Old Party”. But the
conclave’s confusing signals
on coalition politics has
given people reason to bel-
ieve that without quality
mass leadership and a deep
understanding of ground
realities, it was difficult to [
prove one’s leadership pot-
entials. Perhaps because of
that very reason, Sonia Gan-
dhi had at the Panchmarhi
session dismissed coalition
politics as a “passing phase”
without delving into the cau-
ses that had made it almost
an unavoidable political

\

strategy. The Congress’s
“aim at returning to power
on its own steam” in the
near future, as Sonia Gandhi had told the
Panchmarhi session, was actually an unrea-
listic assessment of the prevailing political
and socio-economic situation. She saw no
difference in the present-day Congress and
the party of yesteryear. What she had for-
gotten was that as an heir to the anti-colo-
nial movement, the Congress had had the
advantage of forming a common platform
with a variety of interest groups. The Con-
gress had fought for the end of colonial
rule and post-1947 it worked towards grea-
ter self-sufficiency. In the years just after
independence, the absence of electoral
issues and other forces had helped sustain
the umbrella politics of the Congress.

At Panchmarhi, the Congress — still
under the delusion — refused to accept
reality and thus failed to have a focus in its
political agenda. The unicentric focus of
Indian politics was evident till perhaps the
Seventies, after which the spotlight was
both on national and regional issues. The
emergence of regional parties and power

--groups poses a challenge to national par-

ties. The new middle class, a product of
greater economic freedom, has usurped
the role of urban upper castes and now do-
minates the new power groups. Hence, re-
gional development is no longer a secon-
dary issue. The power group, cutting across
the caste barrier to a certain extent, now
realises that its political potential and the
scope for improving its economic status
are the reasons why regional economic and
social development has been prioritised in
political parties’ agenda.

For 50 years after 1947, the Congress

had been pre-occupied with national iss-
ues, paying little heed to change in
society’s priorities. Meanwhile regional
forces were strengthening their bases -
helped by the rank and file of established
parties joining provincial groups, that
ensured them a larger share in power
politics. The prospect of more regional
development grew with the emergence of
more groups. With the spread of economic
development and education even the
“lower caste” Hindus became politically
assertive — with the Mandal Commission’s
recommendations on reservation giving
them social recognition.

The influential middle-class, enjoying
economic prosperity and undergoing
socio-cultural transformation thanks to
liberalisation, too tended to join forces
with the regional groups. No wonder, we
see the emergence of leaders such as
Mulayam Singh Yadav, Laloo Prasad
Yadav, Kanshi Ram and Mayawati.

By rejecting the importance of coalition

‘politics, Sonia Gandhi: proved that the

Congress had either not understood the
phenomenon or was still uncomfortable
with its mechanism. Also, after going it
alone for almost a century, the Congress
may have thought it below its dignity to ac-
cept political allies to run a government.
Leaders in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar took
advantage of Sonia Gandhi’s stand by kee-
ping Mulayam Yadav and Laloo Yadav out
of any coalition. Such Congress leaders
didn’t represent either the new class or the
splinter interest groups, and thus became
redundant. In 1994, ND Tiwari, on the

Sonia Gandhi addresses a meeting of Congress leaders in Srinagar on 30 May. The conclave gains imnce because of the
elections in four states — Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh and Delhi — and the 2004 Lok Sabha polls. — AFP

pretext of rejuvenating the Congress in UP,
opposed a tie-up with the Samajwadi Party
and demanded the dismissal of the then
Mulayam government. In 1995-96, Jiten-
dra Prasad voiced his opposition to Mula-
yam Yadav. It was only Sharad Pawar, then
a Congress leader, who at a Nagpur meet-
ing said a Congress-SP tie-up would be in
the interest of both the parties. Pawar wan-
ted the Congress to help Mulayam Yadav
form a government, and in return expected
the SP leader to support the Congress
when it withdrew support to the Deve
Gowda government at the Centre. More
or less, that framework existed till 1998,
There’s no doubt that among the then
Congress leaders, Pawar was the only one
in touch with reality and steered the Con-
gress to a grand victory in the Lok Sabha
elections in Maharashtra by forging an
alliance with SP and the Republican Party.
After the Panchmarhi session, it became
evident once again that the Congress was
still not interested in taking a cue from
Pawar. The Congress’s rigidity helped the
BJP consolidate its upper-caste vote bank,
the BSP strengthen its hold over Dalits and
the weaker sections and Laloo Yadav and
Mulayam Yadav garner Muslims’ support.
The last blow to the Congress’s single-
party rule hope was dealt in Narendra
Modi’s Gujarat. After that only the party
realised its “folly” and readily agreed to
forge an electoral alliance with Mufti
Mohammed Sayeed in Jammu and
Kashmir, We all know what the result was.
With four states scheduled to go to the
polls later this year and the next Lok Sabha

nagar

The Congress should reahse that the days of single-party
rule are over in India. The sooner Sonia Gandhi accepts
this, the better it will be for the party, says SK SADAR NAYEEM

elections just over a year
away, the Congress at its
Srinagar conclave appeared
ready to shed its
Panchmarhi baggage. It's
not averse to having a “wor-
king relationship” with other
parties, it seems that the
party has for the first time
come to terms with the new
developments both in
principle and practice. But
till now the Congress’s
coalition politics is far from
clear. The elections to
Madhya Pradesh,
Rajasthan, Delhi and Chha-
ttisgarh assemblies are cruci-
al for the Congress because
it’s in power in all the four
states. And the results will
determine the leverage it
can actually exercise vis-a-vis
coalition partners. That
makes it imperative for the
Congress to seek the pre-
poll alliance route, like the
BJP, to political success. The
BIJP has tasted more success
than the Congress in
coalition politics ~ perhaps
the party’s new avatar (from
Jan Sangh) in the coalition
era of had a lot to do with
that. It scored over the
Congress by putting a
reconstructed coalition in
place even after the fall of its
government in 1998. And if
the Atal Behari Vajpayee-led NDA
government remains in power for another
year, which is very likely, it will become the
first coalition to complete its five-year
term. If that happens, the credit should be
Prime Minister Vajpayee’s. For he made
the BJP realise the change in the process
of defining the political interest groups,
prompting the party to accept the coalition
mechanism. To achieve that goal, the BJP
put even its pet issues on the backburner
and declared that the “national agenda of
governance” would be the basis of its poll
pledge, adopted as NDAs manifesto to
remove all irritants in ties with its allies.
Here, Vajpayee played the most important
role, for he made his allies accept the
coalition as a long-term, instead of a short-
term, political solution. Vajpayee was a
minister in the country’s first coalition
government in 1977 and knows why its and
later-day coalitions have failed. He knows
that earlier coalition governments at the
Centre had been based either on anti-
Congress or anti-BIP sentiments, and not
as a long-term political option. -

But now if the Congress can come to
terms with coalition politics and work
sincerely towards new political equations,
it can rejuvenate itself and put an end to
the possibility of another third front. A
Congress-led coalition is the only force
that can challenge the BJP-led NDA. Such
a choice, no doubt, is desirable in a large
and strong democracy like India.

(The author is a commentator on current

affairs.)
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TUNG by the pro-Hindutva
testimonial lavished on for-

mer party president and
prime minister PV. Narasimha
Rao by the Kanchi
Shankaracharya in the presence
of Ms Sonia Gandhi on Sunday,
the Congress, on Monday, strug-
gled to make light of the embar-
rassment and put the controver-
sy behind it.Notwithstanding the
stir created by Ms Gandhi's move
to share the dais with Kanchi
Shankaracharya Jayendra
Saraswati, the party was at pains
to stress that nothing much
should be read into his state-
ments, particularly his praise for
MrRao on the Ayodhya incident.
“It was a religious function
where the Congress president
happened to be present. The
Prime Minister as well as other
dignitaries were also present,”
party spokesperson Anand Shar-
ma said.The spokesperson par-
ried questions on the observa-

The Economic Times

“Congress tries to
Shankaracha’s

SoNIA: CHECK YOUR STAND

tions made by the
Shankaracharya, especially his
compliments for Mr Rao for not
coming in the way of the installa-
tion of the Ram Lalla idol at the
disputed site in Ayodhya.

Clearly ill at ease over the im-
plications of the statement, all
that Mr Sharma could say was:
“Sharing the dais does not mean

Qlute
praise

sharing a similarity of views.”

Ms Gandhi’s aides insist that
the meeting was a strictly apoliti-
cal affair but the incident has now
attracted charges that the party
was still pursuing its soft Hindut-
va line.However, a senior leader
considered to be close to the party
president contended that the par-
ty would have come under an at-
tack even if Ms Gandhi had shied
away from the function.

“The invitation had come from
the organising commiittee cele-
brating the 50th year of the as-
cension of the Shankaracharya. If
Ms Gandhi had refused, it would
have been projected into another
controversy,” he said.

When it was pointed out that
the Shankaracharya’s opinion
usually conformed with that of
the Sangh Parivar, party leaders
maintained that its views had
neverbeeninfluenced oramend-
ed by participation in a religious
function. “Our position on the
Ayodhyaissue is well known. We
are for a solution coming from
court,” Mr Sharma said.

10 JUN 2003



Jaggi murder: NCP
s ' leader’s charge

N
\o By Our Staff Correspondent \,\6)

NEW DELHI} JUNE 6. The controversy surrounding the killing of the
Nationalist Congress Party’s Chhattisgarh unit treasurer, Ram Av-
tar Jaggi, further deepened with the party leader, Vidya Charan
Shukla, today alleging that police had “planned” the surrender of
an industrialist, Yahya Debar in the case.

- Addressing a press conference at Raipur today, a day after the
police lodged an FIR against him for laying siege to the police
station and “forcing” the SHO to register an FIR against the Chief
Minister and his son, the NCP leader said that Mr. Debar, (elder
brother of Ejaz Debar who is the NSUI president) was a busi-
nessman and his “surrender” would make the killing look like
business rivalry. The brothers are said to be closely associated with
the Congress and the Chief Minister, Ajit Jogi, and his son.

Talking to The Hindu from Raipur, Mr. Shukla said police had
lodged a counter FIR against him for ‘stealing the mobile phone of
the Station House Officer’. Mr. Shukla said it was ridiculous to say
that party workers laid siege to the police station and compelied
the SHO to lodge another FIR against the Chief Minister and his
son. “The police cannot cancel the complaint of Jaggi's son. Only
the court is empowered to do so. The complaint has to go as a
supplementary statement along with the first FIR whoever lodged
it,” he said.

Meanwhile, Mr. Jogi said that he was open to a CBI or judicial
inquiry. At the same time, he expressed confidence in the function-
ing of the State police. “We are hopeful that the culprits would be
nabbed soon and the truth would be out,” he said.

Bandh observed

A bandh was observed the State condemning Jaggi's killing.
Sponsored by the NCP and supported by the Bharatiya Janata
Party, the bandh was successful. All major centres remained
closed.The NCP and the BJP have been demanding a CBI enquiry
into the incident and the resignation of the Chief Minister.

Meanwhile, the AICC general secretary, Ambika Soni, made it
clear that there was no move to order a CBI probe. The central
leadership of the party had been assured by Mr. Jogi that the real
culprits would be arrested in a day or two, she said.

oWz HINDN -7 JUN My
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// FROM PACHMARH] TO SRIRI GAR .

BY REWORKING ITS approach to alhanczs at W st made a virtue of

the national level, the Congress appears to have
begun to come to terms with the need to agree
on sharing power at the Centre with smaller
parties before building a broad secular coalition
against the BJP. At the Srinagar conclave of
Congress Chief Ministers, the AICC president,
Sonia Gandhi, expressed a readiness to align
with like-minded parties both at the Centre and
in the States to take on the multiparty National
Democratic Alliance led by the BJP. Although
the Congress is part of coalition governments in
Kerala, Maharashtra, Bihar and Jammu and
Kashmir, until now the 1998 Pachmarhi con-
clave of the party, which viewed coalition poli-
tics at the Centre as a transitory phase, was the
reference point in all discussions of national-
level pre-poll alliances. Without doubt, the new
line would make the Congress a more attractive
ally for parties such as the Samajwadi Party and
the Rashtriya Janata Dal. In Uttar Pradesh and
Bihar, the SP and the RJD have emerged as the
principal opposition to the BjP-led alliance,
and an overbearing attitude would have fetched
the Congress no political dividends. The Left
parties, too, would be more comfortable with a
Congress that sends out accommodative sig-
nals. Although the Congress is still the main
opposition to the Left parties in West Bengal,
Kerala and Tripura, there is scope for coordina-
tion at the national level as both the CPI (M)
and the CPI recognise the need for a secular
alternative to the BJP. Even in Tamil Nadu,
where the two major regional parties, DMK and
AIADMK, have been included in the Union
Council of Ministers by the BJP at different
times, the Congress could use the carrot of coa-
lition to reach advantageous electoral agree-
ments. In effect, the “yes-to-alliances” line
helps the Congress upgrade itself from the third
or worse position in some States and directly
mount a nationwide challenge to the BJP.

But even now, the Congress seems to see coa-
litions as a “necessary evil”. The BJP, in con-

TV STATESHAD

ed to form coalmons
by stating before the 1999 Lok Sabha election
that it would form a coalition government even
if it obtained a majority of its own. The BjP
masked its need for alliances by speaking of giv-
ing expression to regional aspirations in its coa-
lition. For too long, the Congress associated
coalition governments with instability. Howev-
er, over the years, its own experience has proved
it wrong. The Congress was unable to form for-
mal pre-poll alliances in Maharashtra, Bihar
and Jammu and Kashmir, but in partnership
with smaller parties — NCP, RJD and PDP — it is
now able to provide a stable Government in
these States. Kerala remains the only instance of
a Congress-inclusive Government formed on
the basis of a formal pre-poll alliance. But, by
talking of the possibility of allying with the SP
and the RJD, the Congress is reconciling itself to
anon-Kerala model of alliance. Unlike in Kerala,
where the Congress is the dominant partner, the
party would have to settle for the junior partner
status in both Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. The
post-poll experience in Maharashtra, Bihar and
Jammu and Kashmir has apparently made the
Congress realise the importance of being more
accommodative in alliance formations before
the election.

Lost in this change of line is the decision of
Ms. Gandhi to let the Chief Ministers and the
PCC presidents finalise the details of the alli-
ances. Actually, this marks a welcome departure
from the high command-centric affairs of the
Congress. One of the reasons for the decline of
the Congress is indeed the alienation of the de-
cision-making high command from the ground
realities of the States. It is but natural for the
Congress, which is now beginning to under-
stand the importance of the smaller, regional
parties in providing an alternative to the BJP, to
also concede the value of its own State units and
regional chieftains. The years separating Pach-
marhi 1998 from Srinagar 2003 do not seem to
have been wasted at all.
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‘Sonia backs Centre’s peace move

v
By M. Saleem Pandit \

Times News NETWORK ) lo

Baramulla: Reiterating her stand
on supporting the Centre’s peace {ni-
tiative with Pakistan, Congress pres-
ident Sonia Gandhi said on Sunday
that her party believed bilateral
problems could be resolved only
through talks and not through the
gun.

Addressing an impressive public
rally organised by the Congress-Peo-
ple’s Democratic Party combine
here on Sunday, Ms Gandhi compli-
mented the people of Jammu and
Kashmir for defeating subversive
forces by participating in the state
~~--mbly polls in large numbers. “It

was a victory for democracy in the
country,” she said.

Recalling how the people of the
state had observed a three-day gen-
eral strike against the killing of 24
Kashmiri Pandits in Nadimarg in
Pulwama district in March, she said,
“The people exhibited their secular
bent of mind at that time.”

Criticising the prevalent gun cul-
ture, the Congress chief lamented
that the people of Kupwara and Bar-
mulla had suffered the most due to
terrorist violence during last 15
years. However, it was to their credit
that they had faced it courageously.

Ms Gandhi stressed that the com-
mon minimum programme drawn at
the time of formation of the coalition

gove? nfent wme “adhered to in

order to usher in a new beginning in
the state.

She said the chief ministers of the
Congress-ruled states would reserve
quotas in medical, engineering and
other technical institutes for the af-
fected people from the state.

She also distributed appointment
orders to the next of kin of several
militancy-hit victims in the district.
The move was perhaps prompted by
the widespread publicity given to a
similar action by thes PM at a public
rally in Srinagar last month.

Earlier in the day, the police de-
tected and defused a landmine just
500 metres away from the venue of
Ms Gandhi’s public raily.
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SRINAGAR, MAY 31. In an une&n-
biguous enunciation of her par-
ty’s stand, the Congress
president, Sonia Gandhi, today
said that her party was more
than willing to enter into alli-
ances with like-minded parties,
both at the Centre and in the
States to defeat the BJP-led NDA
Government. The details of the
alliances would be left to the
Chief Ministers and the party
chiefs. ‘

Speaking to presspersons at
the conclusion of a two-day
Congress Chief Ministers’ con-
clave here, Ms. Gandhi answer-
ed a range of queries on
coalitions and alliances, India-
Pakistan relations, the Kashmir
issue, the reservation issue and
on when her children would
join politics. She said her party
was working closely with the Sa-
majwadi Party and Ajit Singh
and this could translate into an
electoral alliance in Uttar
Pradesh.

From grudging recognition to
open acceptance, the Congress
today appeared to have covered
the distance regarding working
with like-minded parties and
the need to build a bulwark of
secular parties to take on the
NDA. Significantly, she indicat-
ed that in the States where the

By Javed M. Ansari

party was weak such as Tamil
Nadu, the Congress would be
open to the idea of an alliance.

On Friday night, the party
held an extended strategy ses-
sion focussed on the States go-
ing to the polls. The broad
strategy appears to be not to al-
low the BJP to polarise the pol-
ity and to focus on the
development work undertaken
by her party-ruled State Gov-
ernments.

Today, Ms. Gandhi sounded
bullish about her party’s pro-
spects. “We "are in a very good
position in these States and if
the Governments and the State
units can work together, we will

Q/A Cong. keen on alliances: Sonia

surely do well.” The anti-in-
cumbency factor would be suc-
cessfully tackled.

The Rajasthan Chief Minister,
Ashok Gehlot, came in for
handsome praise at the con-
clave. Ms. Gandhi compliment-
ed his tough stand against
forces trying to destabilise the
social fabric and the drought-
relief measures taken by his
Government.

Denouncing the Sangh Pari-
var, Ms. Gandhi said the Con-
gress would spare no effort in
confronting these forces. She al-
50 took pains to deny that some
of her party Governments were
trying a “soft Hindtitva” ap-

&

proach. “There is no such thing,
itis a phrase coined by the BJP,”
she said.

The Congress president also
lent support to Mr. Gehlot’s
proposal for reserving seats for
the economically poor among
the “upper castes”.

On Kashmir, she reiterated
her party’s stand in favour of a
dialogue with all shades of
opinion.

Supporting the Prime Minis-
ter, Atal Behari Vajpayee’s ini-
tiative for resuming the peace
process with Pakistan, she,
however, regretted that the
Government spoke in several
voices on the issue.

Naidu’s poser to Sonia

By Our Special Correspondent

CHENNAI, MAY 31. The Congress president, Sonia
Gandbhi’s criticism of the Vajpayee Government’s
handling of the Kashmir crisis is “highly objec-
tionable”, according to the BJP president, M.
Venkaiah Naidu.

“It is only criticism for the sake of criticism.
This is not expected of the leader of a mature
party which had been in power for over four dec-
ades in the country,” Mr. Naidu told the media
here today.

At Friday’s conclave of the Congress Chief
Ministers in Srinagar, Ms. Sonia Gandhi had said

that the Vajpayee Government lacked “clarity
and consistency” in dealing with the Kashmir im-
passe. Rebutting the criticism, Mr. Naidu asked if
Ms. Gandhi Was saying that Pakistan was not at
all responsible for the Kargil conflict and the fail-
ure of the Lahore and Agra peace initiatives and
that the Vajpayee Government ought to be
blamed.

Referring to her remarks that the door to peace
with Pakistan should always be kept open, Mr.
Naidu asked if India should not fight Pakistan
even if it intruded into the country and did an-
other Kargil. There was no rationale in Ms. Gand-

hi's argument. /
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K. SUBRAHMANYA { C

Srinagar, May 31: After yester-
day’s pat for acting against VHP
leader Praveen Togadia, Ra-
jasthan chief minister Ashok
Gehlot today picked up more ac-
colades as Congress president
Sonia Gandhi endorsed his gov-
ernment’s decision to earmark
14 per cent reservation for the
economically weaker among
upper castes.

At anews conference to mark
the conclusion of the fifth two-
day conclave of Congress chief
ministers, Sonia not only en-
dorsed Gehlot’s quota move but
also reinforced his demand be-
‘fore the Centre for a constitu-
tional amendment to enable his
government to implement the
upper caste quota.

The Congress chief dis-
agreed with deputy Prime Min-
ister L.K. Advani’s proposal to
set up a commission to look into
the issue of quotas for the eco-
nomically backward classes
(EBCs). There was no need for a
commission, she said, adding
that an amendment would be
enough.

She did not think there was
anything political in Gehlot’s
move. The Congress has been ad-
vocating upper caste quota for
over 10 years, she said, referring
to the then P.V. Narasimha Rao
government’s aborted decision
to grant 10 per cent reservation
to the EBCs. Even the Congress
election manifesto for last year’s
Assembly poll in Uttar Pradesh
had promised it, she added.

Sonia’s endorsement of
Gehlot’s move came as a virtual
dismissal of Madhya Pradesh
chief minister Digvijay Singh’s
proposal yesterday for a diversi-
ty law to promote private sector
employment for SCs, STs and
other backward classes. Digvijay
had seen no merit in focusing on
PSU and government jobs as the

-“Gehlot’s quota gets
w Sonia blessings

Sonia Gandhi at the news conference in Srinagar. (PTI)

availability of such jobs was
shrinking.

It also meant that the party
did not favour general secretary
Vayalar Ravi’s proposal, made at
the conclave earlier today, favo-
uring areservation policy for the
private sector. Making his pres-
entation on employment and lab-
our reforms, Ravi even proposed
that the Congress chief minis-

ters could initiate necessary leg-
islation in their respective states
in this regard.

However, senior party leader
Salman Khursheed told report-
ers that the conclave did not dis-
cuss the issue of reservation in
the private sector.

“We only discussed reserva-
tion in PSUs and the govern-
ment,” he said.
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I ‘New turn in Pak
' policy vindicates
Congress stand’

TARIQ MIR & KOTA NEELIMA
SRINAGAR, MAY 30

MONTH after Prime
Minister A.B. Vaj-
payee extended “the
hand of friendship” to
Islamabad from the Valley, Con-
gress president Sonia Gandhi
slammed the BIP-led NDA Gov-
ermnment for its Pakistan policy
terming it as “lagking clarity, consis-
tency and conviction,” :

Atthe fifth conclave of the Con-
gress Chief Ministers here on the
banks of the picturesque Dal Lake
atthe heavily guarded Sher-i-Kash-
mir International Convention Cen-
tre, Sonia said the Centre’s stand
on Pakistan “vacillated from one
extreme to other.”

While the broad focus of her
speech was aimed at chalking out
the electoral strategy for the forth-
coming Assemnbly polls, the Con-
gress president used the opportu-
nity to hit out at Government’s
blow hot blow cold policy on Islam-
abad. However, she made it clear
that her party would continue sup-
porting the Centre on matters re-
lating to national security and cross-
border terrorism in J-K. “In spite of
these glaring contradictions, we
have extended our broad and sus-
tained support to Centre on mat-
ters of national security, cross-bor-
der terrorism and India-Pakistan
relations,” she said. .

Asserting that the Congress be-
lieved in keeping the doors of diplo-

Sonia Gandhi addresses
macy and windows of dialogue with
Pakistan open, Sonia termed re-
cent overtures to Pakistan as vindi-
cation of her party’s principled
stand. “We were attacked bitterly
for this position by the BIP during
all recent Assembly election cam-
paigns,” she said.

"Touching orfthe economic con-
dition of the state, Sonia said; “I
Taid out our policy on J-K which
was also highlighted in our mani-

festo and later formed part of the

joint programme of action we drew
up with the PDP. We are deter-
mined to be catalysts for this trans-
formation,” she added.

* Admitting that unemployment '

isof special concern, she said youth
of the state need jobs on a massive
scale and her party is sensitive to
the gravity of the problem. “Some-
time back I had requested our CMs
to explore how more seats in pro-

) \Y

party CMs at Srinagar on Friday. Express

3 ! U‘g‘\_, ?m3

fessional educational institutions
can be offered to youth of J-K and
to children of migrants from the

state. Allour CMs have made gen- -

erous offers and Iwish to make par-
ticular mention of Punjab, Maha-
rashtra, Rajasthan and Madhya
Pradesh,” Sonia said.

Assuring the people about the

_implementation of the joint pro-

gramme of action, Sonia said the
common minimum programme
serves as an article of faith for the
state government and they are de-
termined to ensureé that it succeeds
in fulfilling the mandate of the peo-
ple. She added that despite differ-
ing with BJP ideologically, they
would work in a spirit of construc-
tive cooperation with the Centre.
Describing the conclave as hav-
ing profound significance, Sonia
said J-K represents the quintes-
sence of Indian secularism. Refer-

5

Pphoto by Javeed Shah
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ring to elections held in the state
seven months back, she said people
defied threats to give a resounding
answer to the enemies of secular
democracy. “Our presence here
reciprocates in some small mea-
sure, the faith they reposed in our

democratic process and through it

their desire to be equal participants
in the national endeavour. Our
presence here is a reflection of how

. deeply we feel for them for their «
. painand suffering,” Sonia said.

Talking about the urgency of the
dialogue, she said her party believes

in the need to engage with all sec- -

tions of society. “The dialogue ad-
dress the legitimate grievances of
all sympathetically. The substarice
and style of this dialogue should in-
spire confidence that process of
reconciliation has begun in right
earnest. Peace is indivisible. To-
gether let us make it sustainable.”

 policy

Congress to
press for
upper caste
reservation

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE
SRINAGAR, MAY 30

WITH an eye on the upper caste
votebank, which has been eluding
the Congress, the party plans to step
up pressure for a Constitutional
amendment for reservation for the
poor among the upper castes with-

- outcutting into other quotas.

The issue was first raised by Ra-
Jasthan Chief Minister Ashok .
Gehlot when the State Cabinet ap-
proved a proposal on May 21 for 14 |
per cent reservation to the poor,

- among the upper castes,

" Saying he agreedwith Gehlot on
the concept, Madhya Pradesh Chief
Minister Digvijay Singh pointed out,
“Reservation for the poor among
the upper castes isnot the issue. The
issue is that no Gavernment can en-
act alaw on this without a Constitu- ~
tional amendment. At the same
time, political parties must decide
Whether itis desirable to have sucha
reservation policy.”

“I feel that there is no harm if
without encroaching on the quota of
SC/STs and OBCs, there can be
reservation for the poor among the -

:upper castes,” Singh, whe is here to

attend the Congyess Chief Minis- -
ters’ conclave, added. Singh said his
government is drafting a proposal
for reservation in the private sector.

NOIAN EXPR".



Assurance on reform, talks with Pak

Sonia sets policy
agenda for poll;

K. SUBRAHMANYA

Srinagar, May 30: Sonia
Gandhi today unveiled her
party’s agenda for national
governance, flagging off the
campaign for the general
election next year.

In her 25-minute opening
speech at the fifth chief minis-
ters’ conclavé here, the Con-
gress president spelt out her
views on foreign policy and eco-
nomic reforms but avoided any
direct reference to the poll.

On top of a nascent agenda
for alternative governance was
Sonia’s foreign policy outline on
ties with Pakistan, though she
put it in the context of Prime
Minister A.B. Vajpayee’s latest
initiative to de-freeze relations.

“The doors of diplomacy and
the windows of dialogue with
Pakistan should always be kept
open and active,” she said. The
Opposition leader also support-
ed the renewal of political, eco-
nomic, cultural, educational and
sporting ties with the western
neighbour.

Sonia adyacated further eco-
nomic reforms to make the na-
tional economy “domestically
productive and globally competi-
tive”. She perhaps found it neces-
sary to give the assurance to do-
mestic industry, the markets and
foreign investors in the light of
her party’s increasing criticism
of the Vajpayee government’s re-
form agenda.

At the same time, Sonia em-
phasised that the Congress was

Sonia

committed to the welfare of the
poor and the downtrodden who,
according to critics, have been
the losers in the reform era.

She spelt out the Congress’
plans to strengthen agriculture,
revitalise economic growth, pro-
mote investment, create employ-
ment, enforce fiscal ma-
nagement and draw up an effec-
tive food-for-work programme to
provide security to the poor. The
NDA’s policies have failed on all
these fronts, Sonia asserted.

With as many as 15 states

under Congress rule, Sonia

asked her chief ministers to
shield the party from any poten-
tial anti-incumbency worries in
their states. Each chief minister
needs to “identify a few flagship
successes he wants to highlight
and project as a unique contribu-
tion, from a political point of
view”, she said.

Determined not to leave any
potentially positive reform

plank to the BJ P, she adv1sed the
chief ministers to explore possi-
bilities of legislation at the state
level to downsize ministries.

The Congress president took
credit for getting a “categorical
assurance” from deputy Prime
Minister L.K. Advani that “the
territorial integrity of the exist-
ing states in the Northeast will
not be disturbed as part of any
peace process”. She urged the
Centre to take all necessary
steps to improve law and order
in the region.

Sonia iterated her party’s
commitment to work for the re-
turn of normality in Jammu and
Kashmir, where she is holding
this conclave. She asked the chief
ministers to reserve seats in edu-
cational institutions for youth
from the state and to help prom-
ote tourism, which was the main
source of income in the past.

The Congress president was
scheduled to sit down with the
chief ministers and other party
colleagues for a post-dinner ses-
sion to plan the strategy for the
Assembly elections in five states
— Madhya Pradéstt, «Ra-
jasthan, Chhattisgarh an Mizo-
ram — in November.

She patted Rajasthan chief
minjster Ashok Gehlot for
clamping down on the VHP’s
hate campaign in the state. In
what is seen as a mild censure of
Madhya Pradesh chief minister
Digvijay Singh’s recent advoca-
cy of soft Hindutva, she said:
“Let us not look to what is elec-
torally expedient.” P

-
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Our PoIltlcaI Bureau
NEW DELHI 28 MAY

ESPERATE to get even

with the BJP-BSP al-

liance in Uttar Pradesh
and, for this purpose, forge a
broad Opposition alliance, and
also to keep his flock of MLAs
away from the prying eyes of the
leaders of the BSP-BJP alliance,
Rashtriya Lok Dal chief and for-
mer Unjon minister Ajit Singh,
on Wednesday, met Congress
president Sonia Gandhi.

On a day of fast-moving de-
velopments, the western Uttar
Pradesh leader met Ms Gandhi at
her residence on Wednesday
evening, and remained closeted
with her for about half-an-hour.
The meeting, sources in the RLD
pointed out, was part of Mr
Singh'’s ongoing efforts to bring
the Opposition parties together
in UP with the aim of seeking the
1 ouster of the Mayawati regime.
Officially, RLD sources main-
tained that Mr Singh had met Ms
Gandhi to invite her for his fa-
ther, the late Charan Singh’s
death anniversary function.

The meeting was preceded by
the resignation of the five RLD
ministers from the Mayawati

SINGH: UNITED WE STAND

government. The development
is a precursor to the forma] with-
drawal of support to the coalition
government in UP.

Despite the fact that Ms
Mayawati, who has of late
emerged as the principal tor-
mentor of Opposition parties,
having succeeded in splitting the
Congress and the Apna Dal and
weaning away a sizeable section
of independent legislators, is
away on a foreign tour, specula-
tion was rife that as many as sev-
en of the 14 MLAs belonging to
the RLD were in touch with the
BJP’slegislature party leader and
state urban development minis-
ter, Lalji Tandon.

19 MY 293

it meets Sonia, to fq
\ strong Opp()smon

Undeterred by these reports,
Mr Singh took the initiative of
meeting Ms Gandhi in his search
for a broad Opposition unity to
take on the might of the BSP-BJP
alliance in the state. Inmediately
after resigning from the Union
Cabinet, the Jat leader got in
touch with the Samajwadi Party
duo of Mulayam Singh Yadav-
Amar Singh and the Rashtriya
Kranti Party chief and former UP
chief minister Kalyan Singh to
seek their support in fighting the
BSP-BJP combine.

Unfortunately for him, the
demise of Mr Yadav's wife soon
after has kept the Samajwadi
Party supremo away from any
form of political activity. He's
now likely to arrive in the capital
only on Friday. Till then, ali at-
tempts to bring the Opposition
parties together will have to be
put on hold.

Keen to avenge his humilia-
tion at the hands of the central
BJPleadership, it’s clear that Mr
Singh will, in the days to come,
go all out to attain his end. He
doesn’t have much time, as any
delay on this countis likely to put

his teamn of MLAs that mu
more vulnerable to attacks
the BSP-BJP combine. p

Che Economic Times
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THE DEGISION OF the Con igh com-
mand to drop disciplinary action against the
rebels in Kerala led by the former Chief Minis-
ter, K. Karunakaran, seems to be the result of a
pragmatic approach to the faction-ridden af-

. fairs of the party in the State. After having se-
- cured the victory of the official candidate in the
" recent Rajya Sabha election, the high command

could have acted tough against the 20-odd

- MLAs still owing allegiance to Mr, Karunakaran.

-

But the AICC president, Sonia Gandhi, appears
to have factored in the long-term interests of
the party in choosing to let off the MLAs with a
warning. Although there would have been no
immediate danger to the Antony Government
even if all the rebel MLAs deserted the party, the
Congress leadership wanted to use the oppor-
tunity of acting from a position of-strength to
make a call for unity. Any attempt to punish the

- dissident MLAs, who had defied the high com-

mand and voted for the rebel candidate in the
Rajya Sabha poll, would only have precipitated
the crisis in the Kerala unit of the party. With
the dissidence now kept down to controllable
levels, there was nothing to be gained from
forcing the hand of Mr. Karunakaran. However,
credit is also due to the Kerala Chief Minister, A.
K. Antony, who pleaded for leniency in dealing
with the supporters of Mr. Karunakaran, his
arch-rival in the party. Obviously, he too saw no
point in paving the way for a split. Especially
since the prime objective of holding out against
the factional pressures from Mr. Karunakaran
had already been achieved.

Also, by divesting Ambika Soni of her charge
of Kerala in the organisational reshuffle, the
high command sent a message of reconciliation
to the Karunakaran loyalists. Ms. Soni did not
endear herself to the dissident group by her
handling of the crisis prior to the Rajya Sabha
poll. Although the tough attitude adopted by
her was partly necessitated by the crisis period,

7
BUT DON’T FORGET.

in the present phase, when the emphasis is on
reconciliation, Ms. Soni would have been a lia-
bility in Kerala. With Ahamad Patel being given
charge of the State, the dissidents have the
chance to make a fresh beginning and rebuild
bridges with the AICC. The high command also
spared the KPCC president, K. Muralidharan,
the son of Mr., Karunakaran. Although Mr. Mu-
ralidharan did not openly flout the high com-
mand’s directives, there were indications that
he was torn between loyalty to his father and the
need to maintain unity in the ranks. Not surpris-
ingly, Mr. Muralidharan was asked to rise above
factional pressures “no matter how strong they
may be”. The high command was adopting a
definite strategy in dealing with the dissidents.
It will do what it must to quell open defiance of
the leadership. Nothing less, but also, more im-
portantly, nothing more than what it must.
Obvjously, at the end of the crisis, the rebels
have a lot to reflect upon. Many of them owe
their political career to Mr. Karunakaran, and
there is a binding factional loyalty. But, going by
the current round of brinkmanship played out
by Mr. Karunakaran, there is a case for the fac-
tion exerting pressure from within. The rebel
leader would serve not only the party’s, but also
his faction’s cause better by curbing the sense
for misadventure fuelled by petty personal rival-
ries. As for the party high command, which han-
dled the crisis with both firmness and
understanding, this is no time for complacency.
Having done the right thing by forgiving the dis-
sidents, it should not forget that the factional
differences in the State unit have only been pa-
pered over. If serious efforts are not made to
address the issue of factionalism, keeping in
mind the past experience, it would only be a
matter of time before Mr. Karunakaran comes
up with another grievance. And next time, the

options would be fewer. o

o
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Cong polls 0

HT Correspondent
New Delhi, April 25

AMID SPECULATION of
an imminent AICC shake-
up, Congress president So-
nia Gandhi has decided to
hold the CPP executive ele-
ctions on May 8.

Filing nominations for
the posts of one treasurer,
three secretaries and an
18-member executive — 12
from the Lok Sabha and
six from the Rajya Sabha
— will get over on May 2.
Senior leader R.N. Mirdha
will be the returning offi-
cer for the polls, which will
elect members for a two-
year term.

But while revamping
her AICC team, Sonia may
recruit some additional
hands and “rationalise”
the distribution of portfol-
ios; keeping in view the ne-
xt round of assembly and

e

L

LIKELY CHANGES

o Instead of a drastic CPP overhaul, Sonia
may recruit an additional gen secretary
and ratmnahse pom‘oho dlstrlbunon

She IS Ilkely to gwe anew |mpefus to UPW
where there’s a demand to involve Rahul
and Pnyanka in actlve polmcs _

° There s Bihar, where the state umt
wants to snap ties with RJD & Gujarat,
. where the Hindutva forces battered it

o The reshuffle is expgcted to set the
stage for a change in the PCCs too.
Jharkhand has an acting state unit
president. In Chhattisgarh, the party is
likely to go for a change to take on a
possible threat from VC Shukla,

ka Soni, for instance, holds
charge of trouble torn Ker-
ala and Congress-ruled Ch-
hattisgarh, Madhya Prade-
sh and Rajasthan where ele-
ctions are due this year, as
well as of the Media depart-
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ment. Vayalar Ravi looks af-
ter Andhra, Karnataka and
Maharashtra where assem-
bly and Lok Sabha polls will
coincide. Sonia is also like-
ly to give a new impetus to
the party’s functioning in

nMa

Gujarat.

nwhlle Congress
Sp! kesperson Jaipal Reddy
accused the NDA govern-
ment of entertaining fina-
ncial bids on the disinvest-
ment of HPCL and BPCL
before taking Parliament
into confidence and dema-
nded a discussion under a
censure motion to exploit
the differences within the
NDA on the issue.

He said only the 183 BJP
members backed disinvest-
ment, while 304 MPs, inclu-
ding from BJP’s allies, like
the Shiv Sena, Trinamool
Congress, the TDP and the
DMK, were against it.

Another 58 members
have yet to spell out their
stand.

The Congress, however,
remained non-committal
on the proposed amend-
ment to the anti-defection
Bill and the Constitution
Amendment Bill to limit
the size of the ministries.

HE HINDUSTAN Thak>




_Sonia lends Kerala unit a

THIRUVANANTHAPURAM, April 20.
— Efforts are underway to rescue Kerala
Congress from arguably its worst-ever crisis
with KPCC President Mr Muralidharan
reaching the capital to meet Mrs Sonia
Gandhi. He will be joined tomorrow by his
father Mr K Karunakaran.

The meeting was fixed after the Congress
president had a discussion with Mr Karuna-
karan on Saturday over the phone. Mrs
Gandhi has reportedly been advised by
Kerala chief minister Mr AK Antony to put
things in perspective and not to precipitate
a crisis which may threaten his government.

The massive buildup which reached its

9 1177 203

a ear,
climax with M% ?akain S rebel candl—

date polling 26 voies in Rajya Sabha elec-
tions was allowed to'subside, despite persis-
tent demands for'action against both Mr
Karunakaran and Mr Muralidharan. If
there is any disciplinary move against ‘the
rebels’ led by Mr Karunakaran, it would in-

‘corporate- Mr- Muralidharan as well, not-

withstanding his ‘neutral’ image.

The two AICC general secretaries from
Kerala, Mr Vayalar Ravi and Mr Ramesh
Chennithala, are pressing for action. They
have the support of Mrs Ambika Soni who is
in charge of Kerala. But AICC observers Mr

- RK Dhawan and Mr Azad, who came to

Kerala, prefer a moderate approach. Mr
Karunakaran, however, appears ready for
the next round of battle.
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Sonia assails Centre’s .
stand on Iraq crisis M /

JABALPUR, APRIL 13. The
Congress president, Sonia
Gandhi, today attributed the
reluctance of the NDA
Government in condemning
the United States action
against Iraq to its “past
prejudices”

“The NDA Government is
suffering due to its past
prejudices and that is the sole
reason behind not taking any
strong stand against the U.S.
President, George W. Bush,”
she told presspersons in an
informal chat on arrival at the
Dumna airport here from the
Kanha-Kisli National Park.

The Congress, she said, had

bright prospects in the coming

Assembly elections in Madhya
Pradesh, Delhi, Rajasthan and
Chhattisgarh. Ms. Gandhi was
given a rousing reception by
party workers here. Later, she
left for New Dethi along with
the party general secretaries,
Kamal Nath and Ambika Soni.

The Madhya Pradesh Chief
Minister, Digvijay Singh. said
the large turnout at Ms.
Gandhi's meetings at
Bukshwaha, Beohari and
Mandla on Saturday indicated
that the Congress would come
out with flying colours in the
polls. On the issue of the
senior Congress leader, V.C.
Shukla, joining the Nationalist
Congress Party, Mr. Singh
said, “He (Mr. Shukla) has the
habit of changing parties and
it will not affect the Congress
in Chhattisgarh and Madhya
Pradesh”.
Meets Uma Bharti’s
brother

Mr. Singh said the
suspended BIP legislator,

The Congress presldent Sonla Gandhi, escorted by Seva Dal workers before addnesslng a
news conference in Jabalpur on Sunday. — PTI

Swami Prasad Lodhi, brother
of the former Union Minister,
Uma Bharti, met Ms. Gandhi
on Saturday at Bakswaha.

He, however, refused to
divulge details of the
deliberations. Also, he did not
comment on the possibility of
Mr. Lodhi joining the
Congress.

“Discussions are in progress
regarding the selection of
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candidates for the coming
Assembly election,” he said.

Visits villages

Earlier, Ms. Gandhi visited
four villages in Mandla district
to see the development works
being carried out there.

She visited Aroli, Kutwahi,
Sargaon and Borachhapri
villages by road and spent
abour three hours amony the

tribals, official sources said in
Bhopal.

She enqguired about the
various schemes being
implemented for the
development of the villages.
particularly about the schools,
the sources added.

She was accompanied by
Mr. Singh and the State
Congress chief, Radhakishan
Malviva. P UNI
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Kerala Cong. crisis'"

By Qur Special Cotrespondent

NEW DELHIAPRIL 17, The Congress leadership today
vontinyed to deliberate on the courseof action to
be adopted in the wake of the developments in its
Keralaunit. = :

The AICC general secretary in charge of the

Stéte. Ambika Soni, and the two observers, Gu-

lam Nabi Azad and R. K. Dhawan, have made
some recommendations to the Congress presi-
dent, Sonia Gandhi,

The Congress president had asked the two ob-
servers and Ms. Soni to study the report sent by
the KPCC chief, K. Muralidharan, besides inputs
received from other sonrces, and suggest the
course ol actionto be adapted. At the end of their
consullations,. the leaders said their recommen-
dations. wére made “Keeping in mind the dis-
cipline and unity of the party””. :

Mr. Muralidharan sent a detailed three-page
report last night in which he has sought to ab-
solve himself of any responsibility for the devel.
opments: He has reportedly argned that hie did all
that was ‘asked for by the high commiand and
ensured the victory of the official candidates. He
is also reperted to have pointed put that not only
did he expel the rebel candidate, he had also di-
tected the MILAs to vote for the official candi-
dates. The ceniral deadership, however, does
appear to be unhappy with him,

However, the leadership is treading cautiously,
considering the overall impact that its actions
may have ot the party and the Government in
Kerala, Emerging from their meeting this eve:
ning, Ms. Soni, Mr. Dhawan and Mr. Azad em-
phasised. the fact that “it is a political issue that
has to behandled tactiully, keeping both the long
term andd short term interests of the parry in

URHA"TTHE three leaders are expected to meet
the Congress president on Friday morning, “It is
now up to the Congress president t decide; she
nay accept our recommendation or amend it

Ms. Soni said, refusing to reveal the course of

action they have suggested.

The Congress leadership has to address the
twin issues of indiscipline and safeguarding the
State Government from any adverse impact. it

wants o actin a manner that shows that it does |
not condone indiscipline, without precipitating |
matters: The bottom line, according to Ms. Soni, |

would be to strengthen the party.

CPI{M] to keep off issue

By Our Special Correspondent

NEW DELHL, APRIL 17. The CPI(M} bas decided 1o
adopta passive posture with regard to the politi-
cal crisis being faced by the A X, Antony-led Unit-
ed Democratic Fromt (UDF) Governmen: in
Kerala,

With the official Congress camp having sur-
vived the rebellion during the recent Rajya Sabha
elections, the CPHM) now prefers 10 keep a
distance.

Briefing correspondents after a two-day polit-
buro meeting here, the CPI{M) general secretary,
Harkishan Singh Surjeet, said the party’s objec-
tive was not to bring down the Antony Govern-
ment, which was best left 1o the party concerned,

The Rajya Sabha poll results came around the
time when the polithuro was in session. Had the
senior Congress leader, Karunakaran’s candidaic
pulled it off, the CPI(M) would have had to swing
into action,

WE HINDL,
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ing at the leader of the dissident faction, K. Kas

ended for the moment what could have been a
long crisis phase for the Kerala unit of the Con-
gress. But only for the moment. After having

cramped the space for inner-party squabbling,

Ms. Gandhi still ensured enough room for dis-
senters to patch up and return to the main-
stream, but the past record of Mr. Karunakaran
does not raise hopes of any lasting compromise.
In the endless battle against his rival in the party,
the Chief Minister, A.K. Antony, Mr. Karunaka-
ran has always appeared ready to frontally take
on the AICC high command. The Rajya Sabha
elections might be out of the way, but Mr. Karu-
nakaran, going by his recent staterents, can be
expected to find new opportunities to come up
with real or imagined grievances.

Ever since he was displaced as the Chief Minis-

ter in 1995, he has been on a collision course -

with the AICC high command, not gyer ques-
tions of ideology, but over issues.of accommo-
dating his family members and faction loyalists
in the party organisation or in the seat distribu-
tion for Assembly, Lok Sabha and Rajya Sabha
elections. Not surprisingly, whatever the politi-
cal gloss he might put to his actions, Mr. Karu-
nakaran is being seen as putting family and
faction above the party. And, ironically, it'is Mr.
Antony, on the political ascendant with the full
backing of the party high command, who is com-
ing through as the victim of the factional wars of
the Congress, and not Mr. Karunakaran, the man
on the wane. The last time Mr. Karunakaran trig-
gered a similar crisis was over the ticket distribu-
tion for the 2001 Assembly election when his
daughter, Padmaja Venugopal, did not figure in

'DISSIDENCE

. the candidates list. On that occasion, the party

stiohal - M@xcommand though ¢learly unhappy with his
wars in Kerala §eems to have been vindicated by
the victory of the official nominees of the partyin
the Rajya Sabha. elections. By actmg ﬁrmly ,
tvel cand : LoV .

ways, met him halfway, accommodating many.of
his supporters but keeping Ms. Padmaja Venugo-

pdout. Even so, after the Assembly elections, she

: person of the Kerala Tourism De-
ent Corporation in apparent recognition

- of muble-cmﬁng potential of the Karunak-
nakaran, the AICC president, Sonia Gandhi,

aran faetion. Actually, Mr. Karunakaran could
not have much to complain about. He managed
tomakehis son, K. Muralidharan, the KPCC pres-
ident. By repeatedly giving in to the combination
of threats and blackmail from the senior leader,
the high command would only have engendered
indiscipline in the party ranks. In recent months,
even his son veered away from the confronta-
tionist politics of Mr. Karunakaran who was turn-

ing out to be the voice of the opposition within
the ruling party. During the latest crisis, Mr. Mu-
ralidharan, despite pushing his own personal
agenda in the faction-ridden politics of the State,
did his best to stall disciplinary action against his
father. But; he could have continued to side with
Mr. Karunakaran only at the risk of compromis-
ing his own position as KPCC president. It is to

_the eredit of the AICC high command that at least

Mr. Muralidharan was made to see the dangers of
letting the party be held to ransom by Mr.
Karunakaran.

The future course of events would be dictated
by the strategy to be adopted by Mr. Karunak-
aran. But the landslide victory obtained by the
United Democratic Front means that even if all
the supporters of Mr. Karunakaran in the As-
sembly, 27 on last count, withdraw support, there
would be no real danger to the Antony Govern-
ment. Another misadventure would not do him
or his faction any good. In such a scenario, what
might look like a half-measure on the part of the
high command — expelling the rebel candidate
but sparing the faction leader and the dissident
MLAs — could turn out to be good strategy.
Keeping the party together without yielding)to
the pressure tactics of factional leaders. /)
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Even at the risk of being accused
labouring the point one must retu
the painful subject of what can o1
called this country’s seemingly
incurable holiday mania. A huge
majority of Indians has just enjoy
five consecutive holidays and is
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doormat. No wonder, therefore,
what we are going through at pr
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the victory of the official nominees of the party in

the Ra;ya S:Lblm elez:tmm« By actmg ﬁrm}v
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( tﬁm, K. Karu-

nakaran, the AICC president,
gded for-the: moment what cauld have been a

long crisis phase for the Kerala unit of the Con-

gress. But only for the moment. After having
cramped the space for inner-party squabbling,
M, Gandhi still ensured enough room for dis-
senters to patch up and return to the main-
stream, but the past record of Mr. Karunakaran
does not raise hopes of any lasting compromise.
i the endless battle against his rival in the party,
the Chief Minister, AK. Antony, Mr. Karunaka-
ran has always appeared ready to frontally take
on the AICC high command, The Rajva Sabha
elections might be out of the way, but Mr. Karu-
nakaran, going by his recent statamems, can be
sapected to find new cppermmtxes to come up
vith real or imagined grievances.
tiver since he was displaced as the Chief Minis-
ter in 1995, he has been on a collision course
wi} the AICC high command, not over ques-
tions of ideology, but over issues of accommo-
dating his family members and faction loyalists
in the party organisation or in the seat distribu-
ton for Assembly, Lok Sabha and Rajva Sabha
clections. Not surprisingly, whatever the politi-
val gloss he might put to his actions, Mr, Karu-
naxkaran is being seen as putling family and
faction above the party. And, ironically, it is Mr.
Antony, on the political ascendant with the full
backing of the party high command, who is com-
ing through as the victim of the factional wars of
the Congress, and not Mr. Karunakaran, the man
on the wane. The last time Mr. Karunakaran trig-
sered a similar erisis was over the ticket distribu-
don for the 2001 Assembly election when his
daughter, Padmaja Venugopal, did not figure in
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Sonia Gandhi,

the candidates list. On that occasion, the party
high command, though elearly unhappy with his
ways, met him halfway, accommedating many of
his supporters but keeping Ms. Padmaja Venugo-
palout. Even so, after the Assembly elections, she
was made chairperson of the Kerala Tourism De-
velopment Corporation in apparent recognition
of the trouble-creating potential of the Karunak-
aran faction, Actually, Mr. Karunakaran could
not have much to complain about. He managed
to make his son, K. Muralidharan, the KPCC pres-
ident. By repeatedly giving in to the combination
of threats and blackmail from thé senior leader,
the high command would only have engendered
indiscipline in the party ranks. In recent months,
even his son veered away from the confronta-
tionist politics of Mr. Karunakaran who was turn-
ing out to be the voice of the opposition within
the ruling party. During the latest crisis, Mr. Mu-
ralidharan, despite pushing his own personal
agenda in the faction-ridden politics of the State,
did his best to stall disciplinary action against his
father. But, he could have continued to side with
Mr. Karunakaran only at the risk of compromis-
ing his own position as KPCC president. It is 10
the credit of the AICC high command that at least
Mr. Muralidharan was made to see the dangers of
letting the party be held to ransom by Mr.
Karunakaran,

The future course of events would be dictated
by the strategy to be adopted by Mr. Karunak-
aran. But the landslide victory obtained by the
United Democratic Front means that even if all
the supporters of Mr. Karunakaran in the As-
sembly, 27 on last count, withdraw support, there
would be no real danger to the Antony Govern-
ment. Another misadventure would not do him
or his faction any good. In such a scenario, what
might look like a half-measure on the part of the
high command — expelling the rebel candidate
but sparing the faction leader and the dissident
MLAs — could turn out to be good strategy.
Keeping the party together without yielding 1o
the pressure tactics of factional leaders.
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Cong expels rebel candldate

L‘ By Our Special Correspondent ‘,{9{*\

NEW|DELHI, APRIL 9. In a bid to send out a strong
message to the Karunakaran faction of its Kerala
unit, the Congress today decided to expel the
Kasaragod District Congress Committee presi-
dent, Kodoth Govindan Nair, from the party for
six years for “refusing to withdraw” from the Ra-
jya Sabha elections from the State, despite the
party president, Sonia Gandhi, asking him to do
S0.

The' decision was taken after the senior Con-
gress leader, K. Karunakaran's refusal to with-
draw Mr. Nair from the contest which had kicked
up a storm within the party unit. However, there
is no move as of now to rein in or issue a show
cause notice to Mr. Karunakaran for triggering
the crisis.

Even as the State PCC president, K. Muraleedh-
aran, told presspersons that the expulsion deci-
sion had been taken by Ms. Gandhi, senior
leaders maintained that the Congress president
had left it to the two general secretaries — Ambi-
ka Soni, in-charge of the State, and Oscar Fer-
nandes who is responsible for organisational
matters -— and the KPCC president.

The expulsion order issued by Mr. Muraleedh-
aran said the disciplinary action was being taken
according to the party constitution. Mr. Mura-
leedharan has also written to all party MLAs, di-
recting them to vote for the official candidates,

‘ayalar Ravi and T. Balakrishna Pillai.

Soon after issuing the letters, Mr. Muraleedh-
aran spoke to Mr. Karunakaran and Mr. Nair.
With Mr. Karunakaran sticking to his guns, Mr.

o APR 2M3
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Nair told the KP(% presxdent that he would obey
the senior leader’s directions.

That he had reservations about resorting to
disciplinary action was something Mr. Mura-
leedharan did not try to hide. “I cautioned the
Congress president about the consequences of
such action when I met her last evening, but she
insisted that stern action ought to be taken. Also,
she said: we will face the crisis.”

-On whether Mr. Nair’s expulsion was intended
to be a warning to Mr. Karunakaran, he said: “He
is not someone who can be threatened easily”. As
PCC president he would not recommend action
against Mr. Karunakaran, he said to another
question. As for action against MLAs who vote for
Mr. Nair, the issue would be addressed after poll-
ing.

This was confirmed by senior leaders who
maintained that the MLAs who proposed and
signed Mr. Nair's nomination papers did not war-
rant similar disciplinary action as of now as they
had supported his candidature prior to the day of
withdrawal. “After that it is the responsibility of
the candidate to pull out when the party has an-
nounced its official candidates.” Add to this the
fact that Ms. Gandhi had on Tuesday specifically
told Mr. Muraleedharan to ask Mr. Nair to with-
draw from the contest.

While an observer would be sent from Delhi to
monitor the elections, the AICC view is that the
State leadership “is capable of ensuring the victo-
ry of the official candidates”.

As for the allies in the Congress-led UDF Gov-
ernment, Mr. Muraleedharan said it was custom-
ary for them to vote with the party.

7
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RAJASTHAN RALLY / SHOW OF WOMAN POWER

Sonia blames NDA Govt. for

‘HM

By Sunny Sebastian K/\O -

SUMERPUR (RAJASTHAN), APRIL 4. The Con-
gress president, Sonia Gandhi, today
blamed the BJP-led Government at the
Centre for the farmers’ plight. Growing
costs of farm inputs, coupled with declining
productivity and non-remunerative prices
were driving them to desperation and even
resort to suicide, but the Government was
doing nothing to help them; she said at a
farmers’ rally in this south-west Rajasthan
town in Pali district.

Ms. Gandhi was in Rajasthan for the sec-
ond time in a span of 20 days to launch the
World Bank-funded Rajasthan Water Sector
Restructuring Project (RWSRP) at Jawai
Dam, near here. The occasion looked more
like a political rally and the turnout, espe-
cially of village women, was impressive.

In fact, women mostly from the districts
of Pali, Jalore and Sirohi, formed more than
50 per cent of the crowd that had come to
listen to the 17-minute speech of Ms.
Gandhi.

Barring the Chief Mlmster, Ashok Gehlot,
all others on the dais were women — Sonia
Gandhi, her political adviser, Ambika Soni,
the Rajasthan PCC(I) president, Girija Vyas,
the Rajasthan Deputy Chief Minister, Kam-
la, and the State Forest Minister and local

MLA Bina Kak. And, they did not miss the
point in their speeches. It was a show of
woman power all the way.

Ms. Gandhi said the Congress would re-
peat a Himachal in Rajasthan in the coming
elections. The Gujarat results were passe.
“The divisive policies of the BJP had been
rejected by the people of Himachal Pra-
desh. I am hopeful that in the days to come
Rajasthan also will do the same.”

Ms. Gandhi spoke on water conservation,
the need to launch a nationwide campaign
on water, the plight of the farmers who
would be hit most when water gets scarce
and the lack of grassroots-level consulta-
tions when the policies concerning farmers
and rural people are made. Referring to the
problems of cane growers in Uttar Pradesh,
she said the farmers were better taken care
of in the Congress-ruled States.

“As long as farmers are unhappy, the na-
tion cannot be happy.” She recalled the
words of Jawaharlal Nehru that “all things
can wait, but agriculture cannot.” The par-
tymen discussed grassroots-level issues at
bloc-level and the suggestions made there
were being looked into.

Progress monitored

Ms. Gandhi told the audience that she
was maonitoring the progress of the Con-

rakmg up non-issues 1

ie Chief Minis-

ters for hisaab (detalls) t regular mtervals
she said.

Ms. Gandhi referred to the Centre’s “un-
sympathetic attitude” towards the drought-
affected people of Rajasthan. “You know
the efforts being made by your Chief Minis-
ter pleadmg for &igance from the
Centre,” she o d assured that the
party would ki ressure on for more
Central assistance. The Centre should con-
sider the case of all States with a sense of
justice and fairplay.

“It should be like parents looking at their
children. No one should be discriminated
against”.

The BJP and its allies were blaming the
States in order to hide their own shortcom-
ings, Ms.Gandhi said, adding that to divert
the focus from the real issues they were rak-
ing up communal and emotional issues.

“The NDA Government is anti-farmer
and anti-poor. It is a Government which
generates unemployment.”

Mr. Gehlot said the Central assistance to
Rajasthan was inadequate.

The next three months would be crucial
for the State in terms of drought relief.

Dr. Vyas, Ms. Kamla and Ms. Kak said the
people wanted to see Ms.Gandhi as the
Prime Minister.
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/ﬁ'aq war is against global
,/’9\\

nE ap\"laws, says Sonia Qfﬁ

By Our Special Correspondent

NEW DELHI, MARCH 30. The
Congress president, Sonia
Gandhi, today said the U.S.-
led war on Iraq “is against all
international laws and
conventions”.

This is the second time in
as many days that she has
spoken out against the war.

Addressing a party rally
here, she said the Congress
was in favour of a peaceful
resolution of the conflict
through the aegis of the
United Nations.

“A just and honourable
solution acceptable to all
parties must be found through
the U.N.,” she said. She also
expressed her party’s solidarity
with the people of Iraq.

“Congress Iraq ke begunah
longe ke saath hai. (The
Congress is with the innocent
people of Iraq.) They are being
made to suffer for no fault of
theirs and are the worst
sufferers of this catastrophe,”
Ms. Gandhi said.

She was also critical of the
position taken by the NDA
Government on the war and
regretted that India had lost
its voice on such issues at the
international fora. Ms. Gandhi
had spoken out against the
war during her inaugural
speech at the national
convention of her party’s
block presidents on Friday.

The Congress president, Sonia Gandhi, at the “Bharat
Rally” at the Ramlila Ground in New Delhi on Sun o
The party leader, Kamalnath, is at the " %

extreme left. — Photo: S. Subramanium

The issue also figured
prominently in the discussion
on the international situation,
at the two-day convention.

of the AICC’s foreign affairs
department, Natwar Singh,
criticised the NDA
Government’s inability to
reflect the sentiments of the
people on the Iraq war.

The CWC member and head
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Q\,Q’ \Hﬁ A CREDIBLE PROBE NEEDEDW,\O

IN THE ALREADY politically volatile State of
Gujarat, the murder of a former BJP Minister,
Haren Pandya, a strong critic of the Chief Min-
ister, Narendra Modi, in broad daylight in a
busy locality raises disturbing questions about
security and the law and order situation. Al-
though Mr. Modi sought to deflate criticism
by straightaway asking the Centre to institute
an inquiry by the Central Bureau of Investiga-
tion, the killing of his prominent rival within
the ruling party should provide enough am-
munition for the Congress Opposition. Inves-
tigations are yet to make any headway, but
while the Congress is throwing a mixture of
innuendo and allegations at Mr. Modi, the
State Government is going to the other ex-
treme of ruling out the possibility of the killing
being a “political murder”. And, the BJP, the
VHP and other Hindutva forces are trying to
portray the murder as part of “jehadi” killings.
All these only underscore the need for a quick
‘and impartial probe by the Central agency to
put at rest all doubts in the public mind about
the killing of a high-profile leader.

Although Mr. Pandya had slipped off from
the centrestage of Gujarat politics after he was
denied the ticket in the Assembly election at
the instance of Mr. Modi, he still symbolised
the resistance to the Modi brand of politics
within the State unit of the BJP. His differ-
ences with Mr. Modi might have flowed from
an intense political rivalry rather than any ide-
ological dispute, but Mr. Pandya, a confidant
of the former Chief Minister, Keshubhai Patel,
another anti-Modi face in the BJP camp,
showed the capability, when it mattered the
most, to take on the hate politics of Moditva.
He was widely believed to have been the Min-
ister who appeared before an independent tri-
bunal probing the Gujarat riots and exposed
the complicity of the State machinery in the

systematic violénge against the minorities. The
controversy over his appearance before the tri-
bunal finally led t0 his resignation from the
Modi Cabinet in August 2002. Indeed, this cost
him his Assembly constituency too in the year-
end election, as Mr. Modi managed to keep
him out of the electoral race despite his enjoy-
ing the backing of the BJP high command. The
murder happened when he was about to be
made a member of the party’s national exec-
utive. The new post would have taken him
away from Mr. Modi's sphere of influence
even while serving as a reward for his adher-
ence to party discipline during a difficult
period.

Apart from acting as a check on Mr. Modi,
Mr. Pandya had also alienated powerful sec-
tions in the State during his tenure in the
Keshubhai Patel Ministry. In June 2000, he act-
ed tough following a violent conflict between
two major cable television operators even at
the risk of inviting the wrath of a ministerial
colleague. At that time too, he had threatened
to resign, but Mr. Patel persuaded him to stay.
And, subsequent to the January 2001 earth-
quake, he detained a few powerful builders
holding them responsible for the collapse of
some buildings. Without doubt, Mr. Pandya
had more than his share of enemies during his
years as a Minister in Gujarat. And, although
Mr. Pandya had not communicated to the
State Government any threat perception, the
withdrawal of his personal security has also
become a matter of controversy. Several theo-
ries have been floated about his murder.
Whether a CBI inquiry is instituted because of
the suspected involvement of inter-State gang-
sters, or because of the need to enhance the
credibility of the investigations, it is imperative |
to probe the murder from all angles in a trans-
parent and credible manner.
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"/Advani sees ‘terrorist
hand’ in Pandya murder

\/‘9 \By Manas DM@?"Q'

AHMEDABAD, MARCH 27. Even as
police are still groping in the
dark for clues to the murder
here on Wednesday of the for-
mer Gujarat Minister of State
for Home and Revenue, Haren
Pandya, the Deputy Prime Min-
ister, L.K. Advani, today said he
suspected the involvement of
terrorists and underworld dons.

Both Mr. Advani and the BJP
national president, Venkaiah
Naidu, ruled out any “political
motive” behind the murder of
Mr. Pandya.

“It is absurd to think about
any political angle in the mur-
der,” Mr. Advani said while Mr.
Naidu lambasted the Congress
for bringing politics into such a
tragic incident.

Mr. Pandya’s body was cre-
mated here this afternoon in
the presence of Mr. Advani, Mr.
Naidu, the Union Ministers,
Kashiram Rana, Arun Jaitley
and Harin Pathak, the Chief
Minister, Narendra Modi, his
Cabinet colleagues, the former
Chief Minister, Keshubhai Pa-
tel, and a host of his supporters
and BJP workers.

The Pradesh Congress presi-
dent, Shankarsinh Waghela,
and some other Congress lead-
ers also visited Mr. Pandya's
residence to pay homage.

The Gujarat bandh call given

by bo& ishwa Hindu Par-
ishad and jthe State Congress
protesting the killing evoked a
partial response.

Mr. Modi, who had forced
Mr. Pandya to resign from his
Cabinet last year and was also
instrumental in denying him
the BJP ticket for the December
Assembly elections, again had a
tough time when he reached
Mr. Pandya’s residence today.

Mr. Pandya's supporters
booed and heckled him but the
presence of Mr. Advani saved
the situation. Mr. Advani also
visited the spot of the crime
near Law Garden after calling
on Mr. Pandya’s family mem-
bers at his residence and later
held meetings with senior po-
lice and Government officials
at the circuit house.

He later denied that the State -

Government had withdrawn
the security cover for Mr. Pan-
dya. Mr. Advani said Mr. Pan-
dya himself did not want the
security cover but following the
incident, he had asked the
State Government to draw a list
of people who might need se-
curity cover. Apparently sus-
pecting a “terrorist hand”
behind the murder, Mr. Advani
said the unfortunate incident
had proved that the mafia-ter-
rorist nexus was still strong in
the State,

CBI team leaves: Page 11
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Pandya murder
a brutal act of

terror' Advani

Times New. h}'rwom(

Ahmedabad: Deputy Prime
Minister L.K. Advani de-
scribed the killing of former
Gujarat  minister Haren
andya as a bhrutal act of
terrorism’.

Dismissing allegations
that “political rivalry”™ was
the reason for the Killing, he
drew parallels between Mr
Pandya’s killing and the re-
cent massacre in Kashmir
where 24 Pandits were killed.
“In the last one week there
have been two instances of
terrorism which have rocked
the nation . first the Kashmir
killing and then the Killing of
Pandva in Ahmedabad,” Mr
Advani said while address-
ing the media at the Law Gar-
den, the spot where Mr
Pandya was shot.

Mr Advani said that he
had been closely following
the investigations. On being
asked as to whether he was
inquiring into why the for-
mer minister was denied a
security cover, he said. 1 am
closely scrutinising all as-
pects”. The deputy PM said
he had been informed that
even as a minister he pre
ferred to move around freelv.
“He (Pandya) had his own
wavs." he said.

Chief minister Narendra
Modi remained quiet during
the press briefing and looked
visibly uncomfortable.Mean-
while, the police managed to
obtain the description of the
“hired assassin” and the
manner in which the murder
was carried out from a tone
eye-witness,

The eye-witness—an ab-
solute illiterate from UP
who was opening his shop
near Law Garden at around
7.40 a.m. on Wednesday said
that he saw Mr Pandya park-
ing his car and just when he
was about to roll up the win-
dow next to the driver’s seat,
a man in his mid-twenties
walked up and fired some 5-6
rounds inside the car He
then half-walked, half-ran to-
wards a waiting vehicle.

He also admitted that he
was aware of the vietim's

The day after

¢ Political rivalry not
reason for murder, says
Advani

¢ Police get eye-
witness description of
incident, assassin

® 0.32 mm bore
revolver used

e CBl team arrives
from Delhi

et o

identity and had heard the
gunshots. The assailant was
wearing “black pants and a
dark open shirt” and was al-
most clean-shaven.

“We are in the process of
creating  a  computerised
sketch of the assailant based
on this description.” a top of-
ficial told this paper on
Thursday:

He said the murder bhore
the stamp of a highly skilled
professional Killer and that
initial investigations indicat-
ed that it could have been o
‘supari” killing.

Earlier, BJP president M.
Venkaiah Naidu told re-
porters that the possibility of
the involvement of the Da-
wood gang had prompted a
CBI probe into the murder.

On Thursday evening. a 21-
member team from the spe-
cial crime branch of the CBI
led by joint director S.P. Sri-
vastava flew in from New
Delhi to take over the investi-
cation.

Meanwhile the day-long
bandh called by the Congress
and the VHP evoked a partial
resnonse in the atate
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Haren Pandya

dA

‘News s«vies .

ANDHINAGAR, March 26. — Gujarat’s
fgrmer MoS for home Mr Haren Pandya
{(32) was shot dead today outside the Ah-
edabad Law Garden.
He was found with multiple bullet
ipjuries in his Maruti car around 11 a.m.
4nd taken to VS Hospital, where he was
eclared “brought dead”. Emergency
octors had even tried
cardio-respiratory §
resuscitation. By noon |:
it was certified that the
BIP leader and former
RSS and Bajrang Dal
activist had been assas-
sinated. A doctor said:
“There was a large
wound in the neck and
some other wounds on §#
the right side of the
body. His clothes were §
drenched in blood.”

A post-mortem has
confirmed that five
bullets had been fired on
Mr Pandya. There was a
bullet mark on the front
wind-shield of the car
too. Mr Pandya was shot
at point-blank range. He
is believed to have been

_left unattended for over an hour, before ..
being recognised and taken to the hospital,
The car was parked facing a wall and all the
windows, with dark film, were rolled up
except for the one next to the driver’s seat. A
Hero Honda motor cycle, parked next to the
car, remained unclaimed. Police are trying to
find out the motor cycle's owner.

Immediately after Mr Pandya’s death was

217 MAR 2@3

wshot dead

AnearrelahveofHafean

beside the body at his residence in

Ahmedabad on Thmsday. — AFP

oVn, chief n}r Mr Narendra

Modi visitgd the hospital. Later he met
officials in \Gandhinagar and the state was
put on “red-alert”. Home secretary Mr K
Nityanand announced a CBI inquiry after
the Opposition demanded Mr Modi’s
resignation. Security in the city has been
beefed up too with the RAF being deployed
and police intensifying their search at all
public places, including bus depot, railway
station, a:rport and other exit points, said
Mr Nityanand,

Former chief minister
Mr Keshubhai Pate! and
Mr Suresh Mehta and
- other senjor BJP leaders
visited the hospital.
Shops in the vicinity
were closed fearing
“trouble. Mr Pandya’s
body was taken to his
home after 5 p.m. The
cremation will be held
tomorrow  morning.
} Deputy Prime Minister
Mr LK Advani and BJP
B president Mr Venkaiah
| Naidu are expected to
» attend the cremation.

Mr Advani has asked
central  intelligence
agencies to assist the
investigation into the
kxllmg after intelligence

w thatundefworld  don
im'dgang ‘could have a role in
the kmmg Mr Advani has refused to

speculate on who could be behind the killing,
“We are leaving for Ahmedabad tomorr-
ow to attend Pandya’s funeral,” Mr Naidu

Turn to page 2
More reports on page 4
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“No question of qulttmgo Mayawati

By Our Special Correspondent

NEW DELHI, MARCH 7. The Uttar Pradesh
Chief Minister, Mayawati, today called on

e Deputy Prime Minister, L.K. Advani,
and discussed the ‘video tape’ episode.
Home Ministry sources said that Ms. May-
awati told Mr. Advani that the Samajwadi
‘Party (SP) had timed the release of the tape
— allegedly showing her asking the BSP
MLAs and MPs to share kickbacks from the
MP and MILA local area development
schemes with: the party — to coincide with
an attempt to split her party.

The Samajwadi Party, she told Mr. Ad-
vani, had hoped that the outcry over what
she called the forged tapes would create the
momentum needed to “‘propel” BSP MLAs
across the floor in sufficient numbers.
Sources close to Mr. Advani said that the
controversy would die down. It was seen as
a political issue with no impact on either
the arithmetic of Parliament or the out-
come of the Assembly elections slated over
the next six months.

Talking to waiting newsmen after the
meeting, Ms. Mayawati said there was no

question of her tendering her resig atlon
She had instituted an investigation into
“misuse of official funds”, including the
Chief Minister’s discretionary fund at the
time when the Samajwadi Party was in
power.

If the inquiry indicted the SP leader, Mu-
layam Singh Yadav, her Government would
take stern action against him. “He will not
be spared,” she said. She accused the SP of
being “desperate” following the defeat of
its no-confidence motion against her Gov-
ernment. She insisted that Mr. Yadav
should “publicly apologise” for the
“forged” and “edited” videotape.

The U.P. controversy was the subject of
yet another heated exchange between the
Opposition and the Treasury benches in the
Lok Sabha today. The SP moved a privilege
motion against Ms. Mayawati on the
grounds that she had accused MPs of mak-
ing money through their discretionary con-
stituency funds.

Though the Speaker, Manohar Joshi, dis-
allowed the privilege motion, the issue was
the subject of a high-decibel exchange be-
tween the SP and the BSP, with the BJP

-1 ;>

playl a supporting r ulayam Singh
Yadav and Ramjilal Sumdn raised the issue
as soon as the House met, saying that the
U.P. Chief Minister had cast aspersions on
members of Parliament.

Mr. Yadav alleged that threats were being
held out to arrest him under POTA and the
houses of his relatives were being raided.

The BSP MPs, led by Rashid Alvi tookup
the cudgels on behalf of Ms. Mayawati and
described the allegations as false.

Heated exchanges erupted between the
two sides and the Speaker had a tough time
trying to bring order.

The issue figured again soon after zero
hour and this time round the SP MPs sat in
the well of the House to press their de-
mand.

The BSP MPs also moved to the well
shouting slogans. However, an ugly scene
was averted with ruling party MPs prevail-
ing upon the BSP MP’s to resume their seat.
The Opposition is planning to petition the
President, seeking his intervention.

The Congress has already sought an ap-
pointment with the President.
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Saffron spin on Ayodhya excavation order

Precedent could

be set: Ka

O\ Farind

3

STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE

LUCKNOW, March 8. — Uttar Pradesh
BJP chief Mr Vinay Katiyar today wel-
comed the Allahabad High Court order
for excavation around the disputed site
in Ayodhya and said it could set a prec-
edent with people making similar de-
mand at other disputed historical sites.
“The High Court order to carry out exca-
vations to resolve the long standing dis-
pute needs to be welcomed... it could set a
precedent with people demanding excava-
tion of the historical sites to prove their
claim,” Mr Katiyar said while addressing
the inaugural session of the party’s two-
day working committee meeting here. ~
In the same breath, the BJP leader

urged the Muslim community to “hand .

over” the disputed area to Hindus for
the construction of a Ram temple, im-
plying — though not articulating — a
threat of sorts.

The Allahabad High Court on March 5
had ordered the Archaeological Survey
of India to undertake excavation of the
disputed site to ascertain whether a tem-
ple existed at the place where Babari
Masjid was built.

Without naming any community, the
BJP leader also called for stern measures
to control the rising population and said
religious considerations should not come
in the way of implementation of family
planning programmes in the country.
“When religion is not a consideration in
other countries for ‘implementing family

(pﬁyar

hy is 1t being treated as one in
our country, he asked, apropos of noth-
ing in particular. Mr Katiyar claimed
that though his party was leading the
NDA at the Centre, it had not deviated
from its policy on the demand for a Uni-
form Civil Code, the scrapping of Article
370 and a ban on cow slaughter.

In Delhi, the CPI-M took up the cudg-
els on behalf of those opposed to the
court order, describing it as “unwarran-
ted” given the fact that the Bench is
hearing the title suit regarding owner-
ship of land. A staternent issued by the
party’s politburo said the order would
only exacerbate the situation and that
the disputed sites at Mathura and Vara-
nasi — which the VHP claims as temples
— would be targeted for excavation.

“It will not be possible for the ASI to
excavate and come to any conclusion rel-
evant to the title deed suit. Neither will
it be possible to ascertain whether there
was originally a Ram temple in the area,
which has.seen hundreds of temples be-
ing constructed over the centuries,” the
statement added.

And in Chennai, former prime minister
Mr VP Singh added his tuppence worth
to the political controversy generated, by
pitching for an all-religion research cen-
tre to be built at the disputed site in
Ayodhya. Addressing a press conference
here, Mr Singh said he was of the opin-
ion that the disputed land should not be
given to any of the parties engaged in lit,
igation for the possession of the land.
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/ c @Saffron South, 4,

ssembly by-elections — especially in the southe n
states and particularly when the contestant is not
a chief minister seeking election to the House —
rarely draw attention elsewhere in the country. The
Sattankulam assembly by-poll in Tamil Nadu was no
exception to this rule, not least because commentators
were preoccupied with the Congress-BJP power play in
Himachal Pradesh. Consequently, the significance of
the Sattankulam election has yet to be grasped. It was a
landmark contest and one of the most bitterly-fought
elections in recent years. Sattankulam was one of the
last Congress strongholds in Tamil Nadu. By storming
it, the AIADMK notched up its fifth consecutive
by-election success in the past two years — a record that
would be the envy of both the Congress and the BJP.
This was, perhaps, the first assembly by-election where
the DMK did not field a candidate, and chose to back the
Congress, though not openly The BJP too joined
the high-stakes battle by throwing its weight behind
J Jayalalithaa’s AIADMK.

More than the DMK or the Congress, it is the BJP that
is most embarrassed by the thumping victory of the
ATADMK, which did not so much as acknowledge
the BJP’s ‘unsolicited’ support. Though it was trounced,
the Congress at least had the saving grace in that the
DMK did not openly proclaim its support; the DMK’s
campaigning was restricted to asking people not to vote
for the ATADMK. Without doubt, Ms Jayalalithaa is not
only the all-round winner but has forged ahead of the

- BJP in cultivating and capitalising on Hindutva
vote-banks in Tamil Nadu. This should alert those
who assume that the appeal of Hindutva is restricted
to what is called the ‘cow belt’. Hindutva forces are
not confined to the north, nor to the familiar faces of
the sangh parivar; they are emerging in different forms
not only in Tamil Nadu but also in Kerala, Karnataka
and Andhra Pradesh. While the BJP itself has made
significant headway in these southern states — and is
preparing to take on its present-day allies, like the
TDP, through the appointment of M Venkaiah Naidu as
party chief — there are other brands of saffron also
blossoming. The Congress, despite its electoral success-
es in the north, needs to do some hard re-thinking about
its dalliance with ‘soft Hindutva’, not least with refer-
ence to the south. Or it will be swallowed up in the many
saffronised shades springing up across the country.
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Soma sees saffron in red | hastion

. EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE
i KOLKATA, FEBRUARY 10

N HER first-ever rally at the Brigade
Parade Ground as Congress president
this afternoon, Sonia Gandhi dipped
into history to hold the Marxists in
Bengal responsible for bringing the BJP into
power at the Centre. But in the red bastion,
the thrust of her speech was more on the saf-
fren as she described the entire BIP leader-
ship as thoroughly “corrupt”. She avoided

- any reference to Mamata Banerjee of Tii-

namool Congress.

“BIP’s sole agenda is to cling on to power
at any cost and for that they are ready to
make any sacrifice,” she said in Hindi. She

| charged the BJP for injecting poison into the

_Indian society, using religion as its weapon.

' According to her, the status quo on Ayodhya

should be maintained as long as the court ver-

- dictis not out.

The Cangress president said the BJP has

| neither the vision nor the direction to un a

great country like India, “It was surviving on
false promises and opportunism,” she added.
Sonia accused the CPI(M) of joining hands

with this communal-outfit 14 years ago. “In-

their tirade against Indiraji and later against

. Rajivji, the CPI(M) joined hands with these el-

ements,” she said.
Referring to the state’s present financial cri-
sis, Sonia said it has now become difficult for

; the government to even pay its employees.
. There is high incidence of atrocities against

women in Bengal and scores of Congress sup-

© porters have been murdered, she said, urging
i the Congressmen to fight back.

State Congress president Pranab Mukher-

; jee and other leaders like Somen Mitra and Pri-
* yaranjan Das Munshi however, however, could
" notresist a dig at Mamata Banerjee.

Without naming the Trinamool chief, they

. said it was disgraceful that some leaders from
i Bengal were too keen on a Cabinet berth and

waited for days in Delhi to get an appoint-

: ment with BJP leaders. The National Con-

gress iytoo big a party to be weakened by such

' leaders, theysaid.

1 1 FER M

Corigress chief Sonia Gandhi with party leaders at the rally in Kolkata on Monday. Reuters

i CPM rebel MP basks in Opp attention

SANTANU BANERJEE
KOLKATA, FEBRUARY 10

WHILE the state CPI(M) leadership has
preferred to remain silent and left it to district-
level leaders to showcause rebel Lok Sabtha MP
Radhika Ranjan Pramanik for his recent utter-
ances against the party, the Opposition parties
have already begun showing an interest in the
recent developments.

While he has decided neither to quit the
party nor as an MP, Pramanik seems to be en-
joying all the attention that he has been getting
from different quarters.

" As expected, Trinamool Congress leader Ma-
mata Banerjee met Pramanik, sitting Lok Sabha
MP from South 24 Parganas district, at his resi-
dence yesterday and the hour-long meeting has
atready fuelled political speculations. “We have
enjoyed a long relationship and I respect the vet-
eran politician,” Banerjee told The Indian Express
here this afternoon. While she refused to divulge
details of the meeting, she said: “I agree towhat he

was trying to do. And happenslowly.”
 Pramanik had earlier met with leaders of the

Party for Democratic Socialism (PDS), a party

formed by a breakaway CPI(M) group two

MP said that “I would ignore the showcause no-
tice served by the party a few days back. Iwill not
reply to the notice.”

Admitting that PDS general secretary Samir

he said that he told Putatunda he’s not joining the
PDS or any other party as of now.

“We discussed political issues but we didn’t
ask him tojoin us,” said Putatunda.

The state CPI(M) leadership, however, has
maintained silence over the recent develop-
ments. According to sources, the party headquar-
ters had sent its men to collect a cassette from a
local TV channel where Pramanik reiterated his
charges of “misuse of the MPLAD fund for the
coming panchayat elections by party leaders at
the district level and the organisation being run
byanundemocraticcoterie.”

NDIAN EXPRES.

; she said. “When the @
years back under Saifuddin Chowdhury. The :
CPI(M) in their rally so

i partytoitsworkers.”
Putatunda met him at his residence on Saturday, :

i party—to ask him not ;
i toimpose water tax, yesterday said: “Itis a shame

I Didi threatens
bandh over hike
In power tariff

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE
KOLKATA, FEBRUARY 10

UPPING the ante against the West Bengal
government, Trinamool Congress leader Ma-
mata Banerjee threatened toslap a 72-hour Ben-
galbandhif the government did not clarify its po-
sition on power tariff,

- The threat comes at a time when the Left
Front constituent Revolutionary Socialist Party
(RSP)blasted its main ally CPI(M) openly on the
1law and order situation in a rally yesterday. Baner-
jee also toak a swipe at some Congress leaders
who had suggested that the Trinamool Congress

{ “mustsnapits tieswith the BJP-led NDA toforge a
i broader anti-BJP and CPI(M) front.”

“It’s too late in the day to prove us wrong
when we say that there’s no difference between
the Congress and the CPI(M) in West Bengal or
at the national level,”

RSP criticised the
bitterly, the Congress
couldn , which exposed the

Banerjee, who met
Mayor Subrata Mukher-
jee — a member of her  }

that the state government refused to appeal to
the Supreme Court against the decision to do

: awaywith power cross subsidy. The government

must bring out a white paper on this and on the
additional security charges being imposed on
electricity consumers.”

Banerjee had earlier sought an assurance-
from Mukherjee that the Kolkata Municipal Cor-
poration (KMC) would not ifnpose'anywater tax.
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~DESHMUKHS OUT

New CongreSs\set-up' aharashtra

T°S now official. After days of uncartainty arash-
tra chief minister Vilasrao Deshmukh has been
replaced by Sushil Kumar Shinde. Having been chief
minister for three years, Deshmukh was in no mood to
relinquish the position, but pressure from dissidents,
coalition partners and a desire to revamp the state set-
up in time for the 2004 Assembly elections finally got the
\ better of him. And like all the other “disciplined soldiers”
of the Congress party he bowed to the wishes of the High
Command, after a show of resistance sufficient to earn
him brownie points later.

Deshmukh’s term was dogged by dissidence and there
have been three earlier attempts to dislodge him. In
December 2000 party dissidents moved against him but
the revolt fizzled out; the following year his government
was again in trouble when during the Malegaon riots his
deputy was unable to control the situation; and in 2002
the Shiv Sena and BJP tried to topple his government
when the Peasants and Workers Party withdrew
support. Deshmukh won the no-confidence motion by
just seven votes.

But 2003 changed all that. While no official reason has
been given for Deshmukh’s removal except for the
alleged need to change the state Congress organisation,
a variety of factors have been working against him in
recent times. Maharashtra is now in a serious financial
crisis, tottering under a huge debt burden. Many sugar
mills have shut down and others have defaulted on gov-
ernment-backed loans and are awaiting action from
banks. The large cotton industry in the state is in a
similar mess. There have been a spate of suicides by far-
mers who were unable to repay loans. “Non-perfor-
mance” is a charge hurled at Deshmukh by his detrac-
tors — but that is not unusual. The Congress has in fact
become very jittery after the Gujarat poll fiasco.
Narendra Modi’s huge public rally in Mumbai last week
has made the Congress even more nervous. Not wanting
to take chances on a chief minister who has so many
enemies, they would like to put things in place long
before D Day.

The state Congress chief Govindrao Adik has been a
major thorn in Deshmukh’s side, not allowing him to let
the government work closely with the party. But it is
strongly rumoured that Adik is on his way out too.
Shinde’s Dalit credentials and closeness to NCP leader
Sharad Pawar have gone a long way in his being finally
appointed. Shinde had come close to the top seat three
times earlier, but on each occasion he appeared to lose
out at the last moment. The Congress knows that the
Dalit vote is vital in Maharashtra and with BJP having
appropriated Dalits in Gujarat, they do not want a
repeat performance in Maharashtra. Shinde will be the
state’s first Dalit chief minister. The other important
factor is the Maratha vote-bank, which is why there is
every possibility that Adik will be removed and replaced
by a Maratha leader. Deshmukh will no doubt be appea-
sed. What remains to be seen is whether the Congress’
forward planning reaps any dividends. Shinde has his
work cut out. ya /

19 JAN 2003
THE STATESAA



/MﬁARASHTRA GETS FISST DALIT CM

Shinde succeeds
" Deshmukh

MUMBAI, Jan. 16. — Mr
Sushil Kumar Shinde will
be Maharashtra’s new chief
minister. He was today
elected leader of the Con-
gress Legislature Party in
the state. The CLP passed a
one-line resolution ratify-
ing Mrs Sonia Gandhi’s
choice to replace Mr Vilas-
rao Deshmukh. Mr Shinde,
who will be the state’s first
Dalit chief minister, is like-
ly to be sworn in tomorrow.
His name was proposed by
Mr Deshmukh and secon-
ded by MPCC chief Mr Go-
vindrao Adik.

Mr Deshmukh said he
was “very happy for his
friend Sushilkumarji” and
reaffirmed their together-
ness through thick and thin.
Senior party leaders, who
were vying for the top post
till yesterday, were a picture
of bonhomie this afternoon
in the presence of the AICC
observers. The CLP passed

g T

HEADS THEY ALL WIN: Mr Vilasrao Deshmukh (right) gets a hug

from Mr Sushil Kumar Shinde in Mumbai on Thursday. — AFP

a resolution moved by Mr
Rahidas Patil “authorising
Mrs Gandhi to take a final
decision on the matter”.

Mr Vayalar Ravi, Mr Pra-
nab Mukherjee and Mr Gu-
lab Nabi Azad met Mr
Deshmukh in the morning,
They also met leaders of the
NCP, Peasants and Workers’
Party, Janata Dal (Secular)

ol il K

1 @ i £l 8 detouiehi

and the Bharip Bahujan Sa-
maj Party. Eleven Inde-
pendents pledged support
for the new chief minister.
In a statement, Mr
Shinde said he would strive
to reduce the state’s debt
burden. The government
and the party should work
together to fight communal
forces in the state. VZ

17 JAN 2m3



1f Deshmukh g0es,

[ ]
so will
‘ t? i By Mahendra Ved ( /\
SXM’/J&@TIMES NEWSc:\lETWORK \\\ \

New Delhi: The Congress leadership ¢n
Tuesday let it be clearly known that it in-
tends to be even-handed in dealing with Ma-
harashtra affairs in that if chief minister Vi-
lasrao Deshmukh goes, so does his principal
critic, PCC chief Govindrao Adik, for the
sake of “cohesive functioning”.

The only difference, a top party func-
tionary said, was that while a successor to
Deshmukh would be found as early as possi-
ble, Adik may be retained for a brief period
and given a choice of being absorbed in the
next cabinet.

As the central leadership decided on the
three observers to attend the Congress Legis-
lature Party meeting in Mumbai on Wednes-
day, the name of Sushil Kumar Shinde was
being mentioned as Deshmukh’s successor.

Shinde attended the party’s Central Elec-
tion Committee meeting, but there was no
one-to-one meeting with party president So-
nia Gandhi, officials present said.

The task of “taking in a wider canvas”, as
party general secretary in charge of Maha-
rashtra, Vayalar Ravi, put it, has been en-
trusted to Ravi and two other stalwarts,
Pranab Kumar Mukherjee and Ghulam Nabi
Azad. They are scheduled to leave for Mum-
bai Wednesday morning. While Ravi and
Mukherjee will fly out from here, Azad's
schedule was uncertain as fog prevented him
from arriving here, forcing him to take a
train from Jammu.

It was Adik’s turn to be summoned to 10.
Janpath, Gandhi’s residence on Tuesday
morning. In a drill identical to that carried
out by Deshmukh on Monday, he met her and
then met Ravi. He later told reporters that he
had “not been asked to resign”, but would do
so “if asked”.

The scene shifted from here to Mumbai on
Tuesday itself. The Congress was talking to
NCP leaders who were relaying everything to
their chief, Sharad Pawar, now abroad. Ravi
said the entire drill would take a little more
than a day and the observers would then re-
port back to Gandhi.

Still tentative in its approach and keen to

Adik: Cong

Sonia summons
Gehlot for talks

Delhi: Congress president Sonia
Gandhi’s summons to Ra-
jasthan chief minister
Ashok Gehlot on Tuesday
fuelled speculation about
more changes.

AICC general-secretary
Ambika Soni said Gehlot
was called for consulta-
tions on the reported dis-
content in the state unit of
the party over his leadership.

Recently, a three-member team com-
prising Soni, Pranab Mukherjee and P
Shiv Shanker had visited Rajasthan in the
wake of the party’s debacle in the three as-
sembly byelections and dissatisfaction ex-
pressed over Gehlot’s leadership.

The team also held consultations with
the Congress leadership in the state. e

Ashok Gehlot

give a democratic facade to the change, the
three observers may talk to each of the 74
Congress MLAs and then attempt a collective
interaction to gauge their minds.

This has been the Congress drill while at-
tempting a change. But the next stage, of
sending in a name from New Delhi, was be-
ing hotly denied. “The exercise is not being
controlled from here,” insisted a senior par-
ty functionary.

Party sources said the choice for the two
posts and the method of making it would re-
main unconnected in that while the CM
would have to be somebody acceptable to the
other alliance partners, particularly the NCP,
the PCC chief of necessity would have to be
somebody who can carry the partymen along
and prevent these very allies, besides the op-
position BJP and Shiv Sena, from poaching
on the party’s support base. )

@ SeeEdit: Beyond Maharashtra, Page 14 /

15 JAN 203
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Congress looks to save face in N-E “t \
Having lost in Gujarat, the Congress battens down for the
fight in-'Nagaland, Tripura and Meghalaya. In more
prosperous times during the late 1980s and early 1990s, when
regional parties failed to deliver the goods,«H séven North-east
states formed an exclusive Congress club. Now, the Congress
.-controls Assam, Nagaland and Arunachal Pradesh and sharcs
- power in-Meghalaya and Manipur. Curiously, Meghalaya does
- not have a single Congress member in the cabinet. The party
feels “soft Hindutva” and “secularism™ in Gujarat constituted a
political minefield and prefers the old and safe development
plank. Although the electoral fusc is-yet to be ignited, the
Congress in Tripura has already-aligniéd with non-democratic
and parochial forces like the Indigenous National- Party of
. Tripura which comprises the Indigenous People’s Front of
. Tripura (now ruling the Tribal Aréa Autonomous District
Council), Tripura National Volunteefs and the Tripura Ujapaji
Juba Samity. This mayichange the vating behaviour of Bengali
and Muslim immigrants who have so fong supported the party.
In Meghalaya the Congress will'face stiff competition from
the Nationalist Congress Party. It di@eturn to power after the
1998 assembly elections but quit affer12 days, unable to prove
its majority. Nagaland is poised for. a keen contest but chief
minister SC Jamir is confident the Congress will retain power,
that tHe emergence in October of the Nagaland People’s Front
will pose no serious threat. But the fact remains that the NPF
is in reality the opposition Nagaland Beople Coungil, only its
nomenclature has changed and it{fs sow headed by former
moderate chief minister Vizol with the brief of byiriging about
a change in Naga politics. It hopes’la. fonfest alf 60 assembly
seats and it does have some forffiex Wepefiils. ‘Besides, the
election in Nagaland is taking place*in the bac g’%’bund of peace
talks, the venue of which has shifted’to:Delhi. There may ngpbe
any correlation, but voters are likely to be influenced.

T™ME ST/.TESHAI



Vilasrao’s fate hangs by spaghettl strap

By Mahendra Ved ° \/ \
Times News NETWORK

New Delhi: Maharashtra Chief Min-
ister Vilasrao Deshmukh’s fate hung
in balance on Monday nlght even as
the most important state in the Con-
gress kitty was certainly poised for
major changes, taking place most like-
ly in the course of this week.

Deshmukh, who met Congress Pres-
ident Sonia Gandhi and twice dis-
cussed with general secretary in
charge, Vayalar Ravi, had agreed to
abide by Gandhi’s decision. Gandhi
had “not asked him to resign”, general
secretary Ambika Soni announced to
the media almost two hours after Desh-
mukh met Gandhi.

Deshmukh’s successor may well be
Sushil Kumnar Shinde. None in the par-
ty was able to confirm reports that
Shinde had flown from Sholapur to
Pune by a chartered flight earlier in the
day and thence, had flown to Delhi and
that he was expected late Monday night.

But the leadership issue was wide
open in that Gandhi decided that Ravi
and two other senior leaders, probably
Congress Working Committee mem-
bers, “acceptable to all sections in Ma-
harashtra” as a party source put it,
would be in Mumbai on Wednesday to
hold discussions with party legislators.

While declining to say that the cen-
tral leaders would be discussing a
change at the top in the state, the
sources said “everything” could be dis-
cussed.

If Deshmukh is replaced by Shinde,
then PCC chief Govindrao Adik may
also have to go. Names of Ranjit Desh-
mukh, Prithviraj Chavan and Rohidas
Patil are being mentioned in this re-
gard.

Congress chief ministers have in
the recent past been directed to resign
and things happened quickly. The po-

Mohamrned llyas

Chief minister Vilasrao Deshmukh
arrives for talks with Congress
president Sonia Gandhi at her
residence in New Delhi on Monday
evening.

opments could well be that Gandhi
wants to take the entire Maharashtra
Congress along and would like to give
the entire drill a democratic facade.

There were clear indications of the
change after Deshmukh, who denied
in Mumbai over the weekend that he
had been summoned but, nevertheless,
arrived here in the afternoon. He trav-
elled by a private car and chose not to
take an official vehicle.

Next, after spending nearly 45 min-

litical sense of Monday night’s devel- » utes with Gandhi, apparently in an one-

"HE TIVES OF INDIA

to-one dicsussion, he left the media
waiting at 10, Janpath, Gandhi’s resi-
dence high and dry, leaving by a side

gate. This sent the TV channels into hy-
per action, speculating that he had sub-
mitted a letter of resignation to Gand-
hi, or that he had been asked to resign
gnd that he was dashing back to Mum-

ai

A rationale of his act of scooting by
the side gate was subsequently avail-
able in the fact that Deshmukh met
Ravi at an undisclosed destination,
away from the media glare. It was dur-
ing this meeting, sources said, that
Deshmukh repeated what he had told
Gandhi, that he would abide by what-
ever decision she might take on the
leadership issue.

For the Congress, enforcing a lead-
ership is not easy in that Deshmukh
heads a multi-party coalition. Other
partners, particularly, Sharad Pawar
and his Nationalist Congress Party,
would need to be in the picture.
Sources said the matter was still with-
in the Congress, but “partners would
be taken into confidence.”

Deshmukh was appointed to head
the coalition because of his anti-Pawar
image by a Congress that was smart-
ing under Pawar’s tirade against
Gandhi on the ground of her being
“foreign born.” His replacement by
Shinde, an SC Rajyva Sabha member
and a former police official brought
into public life by Pawar, would be a
gesture to Pawar who has been dis-
playing conciliatory signs towards
Gandhi and seeking a pre-poil alliance
with the Congress, even though the as-
sembly elections are a good two years
away.

For the Congress, a gesture to Pawar
would also help splitting the NCP in
Meghalaya, due to go to the polls next
month, where P A Sangma continues
to oppose Gandhi and wants to fight
the Congress.
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Pawar s nod proves
crucial for face-lift

By Prakash Joshi
TiMEs NEws NETWORK

Mumbai: A relatively poor perform-
ance report, pressure from the Con-
gress rank and file and the MPCC to
give a face-lift to the government's im-
age, and the sweeping of neighbouring
Gujarat by the BJP are among the fac-
tors which have prompted the Con-
gress high command to hunt for a re-
placement for chief minister Vilasrao
Deshmukh.

During its three-year tenure the
Deshmukh government had run up a
huge debt of about Rs 75,000 crores,
failed to attract any worthwhile invest-
ment in the state and what is worse.
demonstrated little willingness to kick
a moribund administration to life.
What is worse, the level of corruption
had also increased to alarming levels.
partly due to the venality of several
ministers belonging to the Nationalist
Congress Party.

Over the past two years, the crisis
has been building within the Congress.
Despite persistent complaints from Mr
Deshmukh’s detractors, the party high
command did not take serious note of
the demand to replace the CM. One of
the reason was that the NCP, which is a
major constituent of the Democratic
Front government. was averse to the
removal of Mr Deshmukh.

But, the situation changed a few
months ago, when NCP leader Sharad
Pawar made it clear to the Congress
Jeadership that he had no objection to
the easing out of Mr Deshmukh from
office. Mr Pawar had told TNN: "A
chappati should not be cooked only on
one side and hence it should be turned
on its side. Else it will get burnt.”
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mour for

change af CMs

Vilasrao, Gehlot under scanner

By Mahendra Ved
Times News NETWORK

New Delhi: The Congress
central leadership is under
intense pressure to effect
changes in Rajasthan and Ma-
harashtra, but no immediate
action is being contemplated.
Party sources say this is
mainly because the Congress
wants to avoid giving the im-
pression of a knee-jerk reac-
tion to the Gujarat debacle.

“Nothing is on the cards,”
Vayalar Ravi, general secre-
tary, back after a short stay in
Mumbai, said on Monday
about Maharashtra.

In the case of Rajasthan,
chief minister Ashok Gehlot
and PCC chief Girija Vyas
are both sought to be re-
placed before the perceived
anti-incumbency factor hurts
the party’s interests in the
elections due later this year.

The three-member Mani-
festo Implementation Com-
mittee of the party that visit-
ed Jaipur last week, ostensi-
bly to review the drought sit-
uation, is understood to have
submitted a report recom-
mending a change. Senior
leaders Ambika Soni, Pranab
Mukherjee and P Shiv
Shankar comprised the team
that sought the action even
before the leadership comes
to grips with the four states
that are scheduled to go to
the polls in February-March.

Party sources say K. Nat-

war Singh, who has been ad-
vising party chief Sonia
Gandhi on Rajasthan affairs,
has also reportedly favoured
a change.

As for Maharashtra, this is
the third time in the last few
months that pressure has
been mounted to remove
chief minister Vilasrao
Deshmukh. But the fact that
he heads a multi-party coali-
tion makes it that much diffi-
cult for the Congress to act.

A recent factor that has
come into play is the insis-
tence of Nationalist Con-
gress Party chief Sharad
Pawar that the Congress
should strike a clear pre-poll
alliance with like-minded
parties. “We are already in a
coalition,” both Mr Ravi and
party spokesman Jaipal Red-
dy averred. Mr Ravi went a
step further, emphasising
that the present coalition
was up against “a formidable
combine” of the Shiv Sena
and the BJP, and would have
to stick together to repeat its
earlier success.

On Rajasthan, there is no
unanimity on a change and
sections of the Congress
leadership have sought to
dismiss the Gehlot-bashing
as part of an upper caste
campaign. “Mr Gehlot has
done good work despite the
severe drought, but lacks
PR,” said one Congress of-
fice-bearer, not wishing to be
identified.
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PARTY OPEN TO ALLIANCES "

Congress burles
‘soft Hindutva’

interpretations of Hindutva by the BIJP and

NEW DELHI Jan. 5 — éoft Hindutva”

comes to taking on the BJP/The party has

can never be an answer to szdutva when it
thrown a challenge to the

ngress politi-

cally and ideologically by its “perverted in- .

terpretation of Hinduism which is being
equated with Hindutva”. This was the re-
. frain of the polmcal resolution adopted at
an extended’ meeting of the

its affiliates which revealsa diabolical design
to confuse the peoglejﬁhﬂe rejecting any
“soft approach” to Hirlditva and iterating its
conviction in secularism, the Congress said it
may adopt a new definition tq make the word
“S%ftl]naﬁsm” less pronounceé

e CWC resolution said: “Hindu dharma
has nothing to do with the narrow and bigo-
ted Hindutva as propounded and propaga-

) ted by the RSS, BJP and the VHP which dis-

torts the very essence of our

Congress Working Commit-
- tee today. .
n her opening remarks, Mrs |
ia Gandhi said: “The par- g
ty faces a number of ideolog- i
ical and political challenges.”
On _the ideological front,
the Congress has buried the
debate on whether to adopta’
“soft Hindutva” approach to {
fight the BIP’s brand of Hin
dutva. Yhree weeks after the |

culture, values and legacy...
the Congress would not let
this go ‘unchallenged™.

The BJP is misusing ‘the
1 great Hindu faith for parrow -
4 political purposes which could
damage theycountry’s unity
-t and integrityJAlso, the Con-

¥ gress does not recognise the
claim -of some other parties
that they are “secular”. Mrs
Gandhi said: “The Congress is

Guijarat poll debacle, the par-
ty rejected the view thatit had lost the polls
because of the Hindutva factor. “Not at all,”
the Congress chief said as she came out of
thg meetipg.
e CWC resolution said: “For the Con-
secularism is the battle to rescue In-
dia’s religious traditions, teachings and prac-
tices from the forces of bigotry and hate;
. The Congress’ immediate challenges are
‘he Assembly polls in four states next
month, which. were discussed in details at
the meeting. The party’ s poll plank for the
February elections is “economic growth
with social harmony”, Mr § Jaipal Reddy
told reporters.
Hindutva was at the focus of discussion at
the CWC
phrases to

eeting which coined words and -
ndemn the BJP for “the varying

the only secular party with a

_ natlonwide base which can accommodate all

social and religious groups”. The party is “o-
pen” to alliances with like-minded parties

‘and would not {ike secular votes to'be split.

Looking forward to 2004 Lok Sabha elec-
tions, senior Jeaders such as Mr Arjun Singh.
Mr Pranab Mukherjee and Dr Manmohan
Singh hoped the party would be able to re-
cover from: the Gu;arat shock and move
ahead. Their hope is based on the fact that
more than half of the people in Gujarat voted

- against the BJP and that its share of votes in-

creased by 4 per cent oompared to 1998.

In its resolution,- the CWC mentioned
cross-border terrorism, accusing the Centre
of all-round failure in combating terrorism.

Another report on page 6



