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By Our Staff Reporter

NEW DELM, DEC. 1. Top leaders of
the Bharatiya Janata Party, in-
cluding the former Prime Min-
ister, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, and
the party president, LK. Adva-
ni, along with hundreds of par-
ty workers staged a protest rally
at the Ramlila Grounds here to-
day and courted arrest near the
Delhi Gate in Central Delhi.
They were later released.
Warning that they would in-
tensify their agitation against
the “anti-people” policies of the
United Progressive Alliance
(UPA) Government it if failed to
amend its' “inflationary eco-
nomic¢ policies,” the BJP leaders
accused the Left parties of
adoptifig “double standards”
on the issue of price hike and
“keeping silent” on the plight of

- the combton man.

Addressing a rally, Mr. Vaj-

. payee said that despite facing

__serious-économic sarictions in
“the wake of the ruclear tests,

-Ministers . met - daily to tak
stock of the gcofemic situa-
tion, a trend witich was not vis-
iblenow. - 7. oo

-~ al factors wete behind the

also realised its dreams. But
now when the Congress has got
a chance to rule, it looks con-
fused and does not know how
to shape the nation’s future. Ev-
eryday, the UPA Government is
changing its decisions, sending
conflicting signals to the mar-
kets and global investors were
losing confidence in India.”
Mr. Vajpayee said that keep-
ing inflation under check, in-
creasing the per capita income,
achieving a robust growth rate
and launching major infras-
tructure projects were his Gov-

emment’s major achievements.
But the policies of the Con-
gress-led UPA Government had
led not only to a steep increase
in the prices of all essential
commodities, but also brought
national growth and develop-
ment to a standstill. He warned
the UPA to mend its ways be-
fore people threw it out.

‘Super Prime Minister’

Mr. Advani said the Prime
Minister, Manmohan Singh, a
renowned economist, -had
“failed miserably” to deliver

~ Global factors to
By Our Special Correspondent

NEW DELMI, DEC. 1. The Con-
gress today accused the Bha-
ratiya Janata Party of
“ fault” with every-
thing and refuted the
that the policies of the United
ment were responsible for
inflation. v

. " 'Thee party said that the BJP

. cerning
alliance.

blame: Congress

minded that the BJP had ex-
pressed its willingness to
cooperate with the Govern-
ment in Parliament but
wanted the to check
its allies such as the Rashtri-

charge yaJanata Dal from disrupting

the House, Mr. Sharma
sought to remind the BJP
that during the tenure of the
NDA, the it failed to contrel
the Shiv Sena.

He sought to distinguish
the manner in which the BjP

treated its allies as compared

to the Congress. The UPA a)-

“suboridinates.”

prices, he said they were wel-
come to provide inputs on
such

in the Coordination Commit-

_ Desdes the UPA mnd Lot

- Vajpayee, Advani court arrest
in'rally against price rise issue

and his Government had no
control over the rising prices.
The Congress during the elec-
tion promised to protect the in-
terests of the common man.
But after it came to power, the
poor people were facing the
brunt of its wrong policies.

The root cause behind the}
“mis-governance” was that the
Prime Minister’s was not the
“last word" in decision-making
as the country had a “super
prime minister,” Mr. Advani
said. Unfortunately, never inj.
the history of Indian democra-|
cy one faced a situation where
the Prime Minister was not the}:
final authority. “This is a dan-|:
gerous trend,” he said adding,
the Congress was not only fac{’
ing a leadership crisis, but th¢ '
so-called UPA unity had als¢ -
been exposed with its two wart
ring Ministers levelling corrup-;
tion charges against each othef. |

‘Seoft roach to .
tem:lps&’ v

Mr. Advani also objected

. the Centre's “soft approach” to
. terrorist and insurgent groups ,
_in.Jammu and Kashmir and the

North-East. Accusing the Gov- *

‘ernment of “surrendering” to
‘the perpetrators of violence, he

siid it _had offered to talk to,

nancalites in Andhra Pradesh.

and to United Liberation Front
of Assam (ULFA) just to win’
elections. “The nation would
have to pay a heavy price of this
serious lapse in internal securi
ty,”’ hre said.

‘Senior party leaders, includ-
ing Murli Manohar Joshi, Jas-
want Singh, Yashwant Sinha,
Venkaiah Naidu, Arun Jaitley
and Pramod Mahajan were also
present.
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" First Gandhi to
admit excesses

Agencies U\J\
Amethi, October 14

IN WHAT could be music to
the Opposition ears, Congre-
ss MP Rahul Gandhi has
admitted that excesses were
committed on the country-
men during the Emergency
in 1975 that lasted about two
years. “There were excesses
during the Emergency, which
were wrong,” he said.

It is perhaps the first time
that a member of Nehru-Ga-
ndhi family made no bones of
the fact that excesses were
committed during Emergen-
cy. Both the Congress and Ne-
hru-Gandhi family faced str-
ong criticism all these years
over the issue.

Rahul, on a three-day visit
to Amethi, said it was a “very
complicated situation then
and there were excesses”. In-
cidentally, Rahul’s comments
came amid the controversy
raging over the screening of
a documentary on Jayaprak-
ash Narayan, who spearhea-
ded the movement against In-
dira Gandhi’s Emergency

To another question, Rah-
ul took a dim view of the per-
formance of the Mulayam
Singh Yadav administration,
saying that the SP-led state
government has failed to

/\ ,

Rahul Gandhi

bring about any development
in UP. Asked why Congress
leadership was still extend-
ing support to the Mulayam
government, he said, “It is a
question of what the Congr-
ess perceives.” Rahul’s visit
here coincided with voting in
12 Assembly by-elections.

Cong downplays remark:
The Congress has downpla-
yed Rahul’s admission that
there were excesses during
the Emergency, saying it was
a thing of the past and the
people had punished the Con-
gress party in the 1977 polls.
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© UGLY FARCE i

ndlan politics is never quite starved of thefarcical.
I But the case of Mr Shibu Soren is hardly a laugh-

ing matter. Little wonder that the absconding min-
ister hugely embarrassed the United Progressive Alli-
ance government. Although he has finally put in his
resignation, it is unlikely to bring the curtain down on
the ugly episode. Once the prime minister, Mr Manmo-
han Singh, asked him to resign, his exit from the cabin-
et was only a matter of time. And Mr Singh himself
had little option but to show him the door once Mr So-
ren went underground to evade possible arrest in a cri-
minal case against him. In a different situation, the
prime minister would have probably sacked him stra-
ightaway. That would have been much more palatable
for the government than facing the opposition’s fire
and its own embarrassment in and outside parliament.
But the compulsions of coalition politics force govern-
ments to try and defend the indefensible. By hiding
from the law, Mr Soren himself forced the prime min-
ister’s hands. His conduct once again raises serious
questions about the politicians’ contempt for the law.
The people ho longer expect politicians to be the epito-
me of public morality. Mr Soren’s bizarre case must
have come as a new low in politicians’ popular profile.

However, there may be some truth in the complaint
that the case against Mr Soren is born of political
vendetta. The government of Jharkhand, run by the
Bharatiya Janata Party and its allies, may well have a
political motive in digging out a 29-year-old case and
implicating Mr Soren in it. The suspicion is strength-
ened by the fact that over 400 cases, relating to inci-
dents during the agitation for a separate Jharkhand
state, have been withdrawn by the same state govern-
ment. Even the BJP’s decision to stall proceedings of
both houses of parliament on Mr Soren’s case has
more politics than morality in it. After all, the previous
National Democratic Alliance government tried
everything to protect ministers like Mr George Fer-
nandes and Mr Dilip Singh Judeo from corruption
charges. Mr Fernandes, then defence minister, who
had been forced to resign, was reinducted into the cab-
inet even before the inquiry against him was complet-
ed. But all this cannot justify Mr Soren’s act of hiding
from the law. It also makes little political sense for a
man who aims to lead his party, the Jharkhand Mukti
Morcha, to power in Ranchi after the coming assembly
elections. If he is eventually arrested, his supporters
will understandably try to project him as a martyr.
That is in the future, though. For now, his case is the

first major loss of face for the UPA government. ﬁ‘“



“Hanging question
%‘Q@Tnvite single largest fo’rmaag first ¢'b

aving once impolitely called Sonia Gandhi a “house-
wife”, Jyoti Basu now inexplicably wants her to become
Prime Minister. Perhaps, this metamorphosis is what pre-
vents the likes of Amar Singh from taking Basu too seriously
as attempts continue to get Opposition parties together.
Singh, an energetic backroom operator, seems determined
to “correct” the impression that Samajwadi Party is “close”
to the BJP. Trying to get various Opposition worthies to
keep their ambitions in their pockets is a good way to de-
monstrate distance from the BJP. Whether it is enough to
keep the Opposition together is a different matter. Can
Mulayam and Laloo sit down together and make mutual
“sacrifices for ‘larger political goals? They are old-style
politicians with similar caste bases and are itching to come
to the national stage. Similar zero-sun games apply between
other Opposition parties. Then, there’s the Congress. For
now, it is not projecting Sonia Gandhi. But Congress will be
the largest party within the coalition and it has been
effectively out of power since 1996. A non-Congress PM will
mean the party may have to settle for the loaves but give up
the fishes. A non-Sonia Congress PM will require a
revolution in the party. These are all very, very difficult
issues and some of them are arguably unmanageable.
That’s the reason the President, APJ Abdul Kalam, may
have a big role to play post-elections. It has been the con-
vention for some time now that if any party or pre-poll alli-
ance does not get a simple majority, the single largest party,
or pre-poll alliance should be invited first. That gives every-
one time and takes away a considerable amount of imme-
diate instability. Since the changed anti-defection law makes
horse trading impossible, leaders will be able to negotiate
without having to lock up their MPs. These positive aspects
will be forgotten, in the event NDA falls short of a majority.
There will be a clamour for putting government formation
on hold till the Opposition comes up with a working coali-
tion. President Kalam, whose ex-officio authority is burnis-
hed by personal integrity, must opt for the simple, correct
and the usual approach - call the single largest formation,
give it some time and, if it fails, call the other fellows. In any
case, as r Singh would testify, time flies when you have
to get Lgl6o and Mulayam to/vgz eye to eye.

THE STATESMAN & /'fdy
iy



Sari di

de‘Bympecial

o~
9( Correspondent QZ()
NEW DELHI, APRIL 13, The Opposi-
tion today kept up the heat on
the Bharatiya Janata Party over
the distribution of saris in Luck-
now and urged the Election

action against persons who
ad violated the mode! code of
conduct.

The Congress also demanded
the prosecution of the BJP lead-
er, Lalji Tandon, on whose
birthday saris were distributed
on Monday, leading to the
death of 22 persons, mostly
women, in a stampede.

In a joint memorandum to
the Commission, the Congress,
the Communist Party of India,
‘he Communist Party of India
‘Marxist), the Rashtriya Janata
Jal and the Janata Dal (Secular)
said that the free distribution of
saris to “induce the voters,
naking use of the occasion” of
he birthday of Mr. Tandon was
1 “blatant violation” of the
rode.

The parties said that as per
he code, “all parties and candi-
lates shall avoid scrupulously
Wl activities which are corrupt
yractices and offences under
he election law, such as brib-
ng of voters, intimidation of
soters... .” The memorandum
w~as signed by Kapil Sibal (Con-
gress), Nilotpal Basu (CPI-M),
D. Raja (CPI), Prem Chand
Gupta (RJD) and Danish Ali
JD-S).

Later at a news conference,
the Congress spokesperson, Ka-
nil Sibal, said the Flection Com-
missioner, N. Gopalaswamy,
had informed the delegation of
Opposition leaders that the EC
had sought a report from the
Uttar Pradesh Chief Secretary.

Mr. Sibal said the function in
Lucknow was not just “a cor-
rupt practice but a criminal of-
fence” since the organisers did
not take any permission in the
area where prohibitory orders
were in force.

The incident occurred due to
a “gross negligent act,” which
was prosecutable under the In-
dian .Penal Code. It was not
enough to just transfer a sub-
inspector and suggested that
Mr. Tandon be prosecuted.

The Congress also clarified
that jt was guiding the Samaj-
wadi Party Government in Ut-
tar Pradesh to take necessary
steps in this direction. Mr. Sibal
said there were doubts over the
direction in which the SP lead-
ership was moving since the
Chief Minister, Mulayam Singh
Yadav, had tried to play down
the tragedy.

The Lok Janshakti Party too
submitted a memorandum to
the EC urging it to take imme-

e HINDU

Grief-stricken children and other relatives of a victim of Monday’s stampede in Lucknow at the funeral. — Reuters

diate and appropriate steps to The party suggested that the
stop “wanton misuse” of the EC depute one of its official to
State machinery by the BJP and Lucknow and conduct a “prima
its leadership. facie” inquiry and recommend

T4 AR o,

a judicial probe into the trage-
dy. The party national general
secretary, R.G. James, suggested
that the EC direct the State ad-

ministration to register criminal
cases against the organisers, se-
nior leaders and officials who |
were present on the occasion. !



AGlitter in politics
tﬂr\’\:ﬂ% ollywood joins the tamasha »_\\\r"), -

Mnk between film stars and politicians is not new, nor is it
estricted to just Ronald Reagan, a matinee idol of Hol-
lywood who went on to become president. The current
governor of California Arnold Schwarzenegger also
qualifies. Not to speak of our own Indira Gandhi. Jayala-
litha, was a leading heroine before she followed her mentor
MG Ramachandran into politics. Film stars have a persona
which is larger than life and the make-believe look real.
These are exactly qualities that politicians of today need,
hence the symbiotic relationship.

Veteran superstars have in their twilight years seen
politics as an altetnative profession, as well as an oppor-
tunity to give something back to society in the form of social
work — Nargis, Sunil Dutt, Shabana Azmi. The new trend
in the 2004 elections, however is not this. The floodgates are
being opened to Bollywood stars both young and old, big
and small screen, superstars and flop stars alike. Both
Congress and BJP seem to be trying to get as many of the
celluloid firmament into their camps as possible. A
ravishing Raveena Tandon or Pooja Batra is considered a
bigger attraction to lure crowds then boring old politicians
in khadi who have nothing new to say. Like the traditional
goongi gudia they were expected to look pretty, deliver a-
few filmi dialogues, wave and round off by telling everyone
who to vote for. They did exactly that, and often made very
little impact on actual voting patterns. The BJP is hoping to
change this by providing dialogues for film stars — a
training camp has been set up to teach them what to say and

how to say it. We can expect good delivery from actors. But
will they be able to gieliver votes — hope springs eternal!/

[’
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“ﬂmde to rule

Even Arjun Singh’s son plays
footsie with BJP

By Smita Gupta/TNN

New Delhi: There are two
ways of looking at it. One,
that the BJP is becoming a
master at the game of divide
and rule. Or, if you are a cyn-
ic, that astute political fami-
lies are hedging their bets in
these uncertain times.

The talk of families bet-
ting on both sides—BJP and
Congress—was furious on

Monday when diehard Gand-
hi family loyalist Arjun
Singh’s son Ajeya met with
the BJP brass, including L.K.
Advani and M. Venkaiah
Naidu. In no time, the politi-
cal grapevine was buzzing
about Ajeya switching loyal-
ty—the speculation itself
would be enough to demor-
alise an already depressed
Congress in Madhya
Pradesh.

The speculation is possi-
bly off the mark as Ajeya
stoutly denied possible infi-
delity to the Congress, but
his meeting with BJP lead-
ers still remains unex-
plained.

Only last week, the MP
Congress lost Digvijay
Singh’s younger brother
Laxman Singh to the BJP. In

fact, Madhya Pradesh pio-
neered the trend of playing
both sides when Madhavrao
Scindia switched over to the
Congress after mother and
saffron stalwart Vijayaraje
Scindia was put behind bars
during the Emergency.

[s it now happening the
other way round? For, Ajeya
and Laxman apart, senior
Congress leader in Karnata-
ka S. Bangrappa now has a
foot in the BJP
door, even as his
son Kumar is a
minister in the
Congress state gov-
ernment. The ex-
CM has already an-
nounced his desire
to turn saffron and
is expected to get
into a public clinch
after Holi.

On Monday Kar- .
nataka saw the
BJP appear to be
getting new re-
cruits also from
non-Congress ri-
vals. R.K. Hegde’s
kin, Gopal Hegde,
met BJP leaders
here and the news is that he’s
on his way to join the party
formally.

Closer to Delhi, Haryana
CM Om Prakash Chautala’s
younger brother Ranjit
Singh marched into the BJP
amidst much fanfare. This
doesn’t seem to be a case of
the family hedging its bets
because sibling rivalry here
is really strong and Ranjit
had to find another home.
For the BJP, however, he has
provided a long-awaited Jat
face in Haryana.

The split of all family
splits of course has been the
BJP’s coup de grace in
poaching two members of
the Dynasty—Sonia Gand-
hi’s sister-in-law Maneka
Gandhi, and nephew Feroze
Varun.
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NEW DELHI, FEB. 24, The Bharatiya
Janata Party today withdrew
membership for D.P. Yadav,
member of the 11th Lok Sabha,
although he was inducted into
the party only four days ago

. amid much fanfare.

Simultaneously, the party
took into its foid Arif Mo-
hammed Khan, who had built a
reputation when he resigned as
Minister from the Rajiv Gandhi
Government to protest against
the reversal by legislation of the
Supreme Court judgment in the
Shah Bano case.

Laxman Singh, MP in the dis-
solved Lok Sabha and brother of
the former Madhya Pradesh
Chief Minister, Digvijay Singh,
was also given the BJP member-
ship by the party general secre-
tary, Pramod Mahajan. Both
said they would stand by the
ideology of their newly-adopted
party and that they expected
nothing but to be allowed to
work as “ordinary party
workers.”

Announcing the withdrawal
of membership from Mr. Yadav,
the BJP president, Venkaiah
Naidu, said the decision was
taken after consultations with
the Prime Minister, Atal Bihari
Vajpayee, and the Deputy Prime
Minister, LK. Advani. While
taking him into the party on
February 20, Mr. Naidu had said

THE HINDU

han, Laxman

2 . & Pt : 5
The Union Minister for Law and Justice and Company Affairs,

Arun Jaitley, greeting the former Union Minister,
Arif Mohammad Khan (left), who joined the BJP in

New Delhi on Tuesday

the party would be strength-
ened in western Uttar Pradesh
as a result. But, apparently, after
days of criticism in the media,
revolving round a number of
charges that Mr. Yadav had
faced in different places (al-
though he had not been con-
victed), the party came to the
conclusion that it was better to
de-induct him.

“The membership of the par-
ty has been withdrawn from

. — Photo: Rajeev Bhatt

D.P. Yadav. Last night, I met the
Prime Minister and the Deputy
Prime Minister and consulted
them. Mr. Yadav also called me
and said that if because of him
the party was suffering that
should not happen,” Mr. Naidu
said. Some party leaders had
openly expressed the fear that
Mr. Yadav’s induction would
lead to a backlash from middle-
class voters, especially in Delhi,
Ghaziabad and Noida.

£ 2004
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~D.P. Yadav out of BIP

rif Mohammed K

Mr. Khan told the press that
he had always fought commu-
nal politics. “Now I want to earn
the goodwill of the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh,” he said.

To questions, he denied that
he had been indulging in party
hopping even as he admitted
that he had been a member of
the Congress, the Jan Morcha,
the Janata Dal of V.P. Singh, the
Bahujan Samaj Party and now
the BJP. His association with the
Lok Janshakti of Ram Vilas Pas-
wan was explained away as
“personal friendship.” Admit-
ting that the riots in Gujarat had
ripped apart the Hindu and
Muslim communities, he said
that from “inside” the BJP and
with the “help of the RSS” he
could re-build the bridges of
trust.

He charged . the Congress
with “flying the secular flag”
while “playing the communal
card” repeatedly.

Mr. Laxman Singh’s explana-
tion for deserting the Congress
to join the BJP was short and
simple. He was astonished
when the Congress forged an al-
liance with the DMK, the
MDMK and the PMK, after hav-
ing charged them in 1998 with a
role in the Rajiv Gandhi assassi-
nation.

Even when he was in the
Congress he had “more respect
for BJP leaders than the Con-
gress leadership,” he added.



“It’s Gagdhl
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New Delhi: Twenty-
three-year-old Feroze
Varun, the other
Gandhi, who joined
the BJP on Monday,
said he did not intend
to attack his cousins,
Rahul and Priyanka,
or his aunt, Sonia
Gandhi, publicly as
he did not wish to mix
family relationships
and politics. “I don’t
believe in attacking
anyone, and I would
rather be part of a
positive rather than a
: negative campaign,
! based on a progres-
; sive agenda.”

i He, however, added
i that he would do what-
i ever the party asked
i him to do. But he did
i not think that the BJP
i would ask him to at-
! tack his cousins or
: aunt. Asked whether
; the “foreign origin” of
¢ his aunt was an issue,

The Players

Maneka Gandhi: india's best known animal
rights activist and Sanjay Gandhi’s widow had a
bitter falling-out with mother-in-law, indira.
Unsuccesfully contested against Rajiv Gandhi in
1984 and has said Sonia is unfit to be PM.

Varun Feroze Gandhi: At 23, the newest Gandhi
on the block. Born March 13, 1980. Schooling:
Rishi Valley and British School, Delhi. Graduated
in Economics and Public Policy from the London
School of Economics, pursuing an MSc there.
Has written a book of poems, The Otherness of
Self (which should go down well with our poet
PM). Campaigns for his mother and intent on a
political future. Got into a controversy on Oct

=2 31, 2003, when he
claimed he was barred
from Shakti Sthal on
his grandmom’s 19th
death anniversary.

The Plot: BJP's keen
on co-opting members
1 of the 'Gandhi' family
in its fold. Varun's en-
try aimed at counter-

Varun with Indira

Varun Gandhi presents PM Vajpayee a
bouquet after joining the BJP on Monday.

ing the charisma of first cousins, Priyanka and
Rahul and confusing voters on the 'real Gandhi’.

The Payoff: Varun is too young to contest the LS
polis {minimum age 25), but is being inducted
into the BJP Youth Wing. Wil play back-up to
Vajpayee and other BJP heavyweights in elec-
tion meetings. If NDA wins, mummy Maneka
will be a strong contender for a ministry.

! hesaid it was a subsidiary issue as the
i main issues were development and
i the competence of the PM.

i Former Union minister Maneka
: Gandhi, who too joined the BJP along

the backseat at the party briefing
with most questions being addressed
to Varun. Fittingly so, as BJP sources
pointed out, it was Varun who per-
suaded his mother to join the BJP

with her son, found herself takithe had been apparently concerned

-
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that joining the BJP might adversely
affect her Muslim vote in Pilibhit, her
constituency in UP. The BJP, on its
part, wishes to use Varun, who will
soon be inducted into the youth wing,
in a limited way in the next pylg
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THE STATESMAN

t Sonia lashes out at NDA's mayajaal

Seat power
N keeps

Pawar away

SNS & PTI

MUMBALU NEW DELHI, Jan. 31
— Virtually sounding the Con-
gress’ poll bugle in Maharashtra
today, the Congress president
lashed out at the BJP-led NDA
government for “failure on all
fronts” and accused the govern-
ment of spreading a “mayajaal”
to woo voters by offering poll-eve
sops. But Mr Sharad Pawar’s de-
cision to stay away from the ral-
ly addressed by Mrs Sonia Gand-
hi at Digras in Maharashtra to-
day completely dismayed the
Congress and can probably be at-
tributed to a tussle over seat-
sharing for the next elections.
Mr Pawar, who was in Pune,
did not travel to the Digras rally
organised by the Banjara Maha-
sangh, as NCP sources said he
was not “formally invited” at the
golden jubilee of the Banjaras, a
traditional vote bank of the Con-
gress. Sources said Mr Pawar
would address joint rallies with
Congress only after a final deal
on seat-sharing in and outside
Maharashtra. The NCP chief had
no reservation in sharing platfo-
rm with Mrs Gandhi, they said.
The NCP has demanded 50 per
cent of the seats in Maharashtra
— both for Lok Sabha and the As-
sembly, sources said. At a meet-
ing held at Mr Pawar’s residence
on Wednesday, Mr Pawar told se-
nior Congress leaders that there
should be fair distribution of
seats between the two parties in
accordance with the share of
votes polled by NCP and Con-
gress in the 1999 polls in the
state. “It should be fifty-fifty,” Mr
Pawar reportedly told Mr Pranab
Mukherjee, Mr Vaylar Ravi and
Mr Ahmed Patel. The Congress
leaders didn’t reject the proposal.

DMK parts with | |
10 for Congress

CHENNALI, Jan. 31. — The
DMK tonight declared it would
leave 16 seats to its allies —
including 10 for the Congress,
4 for MDMK and 2 for CPI-M
in Tamil Nadu. The seat-deal
with CPI will be finalised lat-
er, DMK chief Mr M Karunza-
idhi said. However, the meeti-
ng between Mr Kamal Nath
and Mr Karunanidhi, as
promised by the former, didn’t
take place this evening as the
Congress leader left for Delhi.
Asked about it, Mr Karunani-
dhi said: “Better put the ques-
tion to that party.” The two
held a two-hour meeting earli-
er today. — PTI

Sources said, they asked him to
“wait”. Outside Maharashtra,
NCP demanded 25 Lok Sabha
seats from Congress. In the 1999
Lok Sabha polls, Congress polled
29. 71 per cent of popular votes |
and won 10 of the 42 seats it con- |
tested in Maharashtra which has
48 Lok Sabha seats.

CPM to back Cong-led front

The CPI-M declared at Hydera-
bad today that they would sup-
port a Congress-led coalition af-
ter the elections, but the “CPI-M
would have no alliance or front
with the Congress” and the Con-
gress-CPI-M combine’s candi- |
date for Prime Minister would |
be decided after the polis.

Congress, Mayawatl open
dialogue, page 10 |

— —
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“rarmers, street vendors

plied with poll sops

Govt hawks

) ol

?

sOme more
concessions

OURSPECIAL
CORRESPONDENT

New Delhi, Jan. 20: Pressing
forward with the poll-sop
policy of something for ev-
ery interest group, the go-
vernment today turned its
attention to the rural econo-
my and the street economy.
The cabinet cleared a pro-
posal to establish a national
commission for farmers that
will suggest ways to improve
their incomes, slashed the in-
terest rate on loans for irriga-
tion projects from 10.5 to 6.5 per
cent and approved a centrally-
sponsored scheme to provide
urban services in rural areas.

# National commlssion for
farmers to suggest ways
to improve income

# Interest rate on loans for
irrigation projects cut from
10.5% to 6.5%

# National policy for street
hawkers, giving them legal

" status

% Rs 12,390-crore scheme
for providing urban
services inrural areas

% Private companies
allowed to buy foodgrain
directly from farmers for
export

% Approval for private
participation in building
international airport at
Bangalore

% Nearly Rs 500 crore
cleared for agriculture

-training centres

% Diesel at a rebate of
Rs 1.50 a litre for
fishermen

It felt a national policy for
street vendors was also neces-
sary to give them legal status.

This is the fourth instalment
in the series of blandishments
the government has announced
over the past two weeks after de-
ciding to go in for early elections.

In an attempt to blunt criti-
cism, parliamentary affairs min-
ister Sushma Swaraj said: “All
these measures were announced
by Prime Minister Atal Bihari
Vajpayee in his Independence
Day speech last year. The frame-
work for this package was ready

by September when the elections
were nowhere in sight.”

The commission for farmers
will have a chairman of cabinet
rank and two full-time and three
part-time members.

Its brief will be to review the
status of agriculture, recom-
mend policies and programmes
to enhance productivity, evaju-
ate generation and dissemina-
tion of technology, and analyse
the effectiveness of price and
marketing policies and legal
regimes.

The objective will be to incre-
ase farm income and take note of
the changes taking place in the
economic and trade environm-
ent, It will also discuss any other
issue that is incidental or is re-
ferred to the panel by the govern-
ment. The commission will pre-
pare a roadmap for sustainable
development of agriculture and
optimise its contribution to the
growth of the economy.

The cabinet also approved a
change in the accelerated irriga-
tion benefit programme under
which the loan and the grant
components will be clubbed.
Two categories of beneficiary
states have been created: the first
— called the general category —
will get a grant component of up
to 30 per cent, and the second—a
special category of states — will
getf grants up to 90 per cent.

Hawkers have been brought
under a national policy. The mo-
ve is an attempt to provide hawk-
ers licences, create hawking zo-
nes in urban areas. ensure the
empowerment of hawkers’ orga-
nisations, rehabilitate child ven-
dors and offer social security
and access to credit through coo-
peratives and micro-finance in-
stitutions.

Street vendors will also be
provided power and water. Mea-
sures will be taken to protect
them against exploitation and
extortion. The policy will be im-
plemented by states.

Under a Rs 12,390-crore cen-
trally-sponsored scheme, urban
services will be provided in ru-
ral areas. It will focus on four
areas — road and power, telecom
and infotech services, education-
al and training institutions, and
marketing hubs to ensure rural
people get the best prices for the
goods they produce. (See P 6)




‘Sonia,

. KAY BENEDICT

New Delhi, Jan. 15: Sonia
Gandhi and Sharad Pawar
this evening stirred the brew
for an alliance and sunk a
five-year acrimony over tea,
appearing before the media
later wearing a smile and
promising an alternative to
the ruling combine.

Asked if it was a successful

dent said: “Yes. I think it was
successful.”

Pawar said the meeting was

" “good and I am happy”.

The Maharashira leader had
left the Congress, along with PA.
Sangma, in 1999 over Sonia’s
“foreign origin”, which he said
today was not relevant at this
point of time.

“That issue is not there. We

the NDA government,” Pawar
said. “One month ago I had said

are not going to raise at this junc-
ture.”

“There are certain issues for
any political party. But when it
decides to sit together (with oth-
er parties), certain things have
to be kept out.”

The meeting with Sonia ca-
me off after Pawar briefly resu-
med his on-and-off flirting with
the BJP that now appears to have
been a fruitless exercise.

BJP strategists, as high up as
L.K. Advani, had tried to prevent
a Sonia-Pawar alliance.

It appears that the pressure
on Pawar from the rank and file

of his Nationalist Congress Par-

ty in Maharashtra for an alli-
ance with the Congress was too
strong. A meeting of the party’s
national executive yesterday
authorised Pawar to start talks
with like-minded forces.
Sangma and Chhattisgarh
leader V.C. Shukla, who left the
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meeting, the Congress presi- -

are discussing an alternativeto °

that this particular subject we
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FRIENDS AGAIN? Sonia Gandhi with Sharad Pawar at New Delhi on Thursday. Picture by Rajesh Kumar M See Page 6

Congress later to join Pawar,
opposed the Congress alliance
but their voices were drowned
in the overwhelming view in
favour of one.

It is possible that Sangma
and Shukla may leave the party.
Sangma told PTI in Guwahati:
“Sonia Gandhi started her politi-
cal career with a cup of tea (host-
ed by Subramanian Swamy and

attended by Jayalalithaa in Mar- .

ch 1999 to topple the Vajpayee
government, which happened,
but the Congress could not pro-

vide an alternative) and has cho-
sen to end her political career
with another cup of tea (today).”
Sonia and Pawar seemed to
have hit it off well at their first
one-to-one that lasted nearly an
hour, starting at 7.15 pm instead
of the original 5 pm as the Con-
gress president returned to Del-
hi late after addressing a rally at
Bhatinda in Punjab.
. “The process has begun,”
Pawar, flanked by Sonia, said.
“The process has started to
fight the elections together. That
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can be a possibility.”

“We had a long discussion on
the prospects of the two parties
working together in the electio-
ns so that all like-minded parties
defeat the BJP-led government,”
Sonia added.

She parried a question on
whether Pawar’s return to the
Congress figured in the talks.
“You leave that (for) now.”

Asked if seat-sharing had
been on the agenda, Pawar said:
“It was a pre-poll meeting to dis-
cuss the possibility of providing

a viable alternative to the NDA
government.”

The ice between the two that
even the local-level alliance in
Maharashtra, where the two par-
ties rule in a coalition, could not
break melted after Sonia said a
fortnight ago that she would talk
to Pawar as part of her exercise
to form a front to defeat the BJE
She followed it up by phoning
Pawar on Tuesday night and he
promptly invited her to tea.

After the debacle in the last
Assembly polls, for the first time

Pawar talk sweet after tea

gimﬂhr‘J

WOMAN OF THE DAY
MaAYavAT|

@ On her birthday, Sonia arrives
first with flowers to keep
alllance talks going

©® CPM’s H.5. Surjeet surprise
visltor: has he given up on old
friend Mulayam? .

® M.A. Naqvl of the BJP was
surprise No. 2: his intention Is
to create confusion

MAN OF THE DAY

RAM ViLas Paswan

® Two BJP ministers, Rajiv
Pratap Rudy and Shahnawaz
Hussaln, at risk of losing their
seats court Dalit leader

@ BIP ally Telugu Desam comes
calling for a different reason:
to keep doors open for a
post-poli realignment

PARTY OF THE DAY

TEA AT PAWAR'S
@ Sonia meets the Maharashtra
leader at his residence: the
‘process’ of forging a
partnership begins

CALL OF THE DAY

Hetto DMK

@ Sonia bums the phone line to
Chennal, checking on new
friend Karunanidhi !

Sonia has embraced the task of
forming a coalition seriously. In
the morning, she visited BSP
leader Mayavati to greet her on
her birthday and called DMK
leader M. Karunanidhi to rein-
force the freshiy-forged alliance.
The Sonia-Pawar bonhomie
may 'provoke Sangma to stren-
gthen his recentiy-floated North-

. eastern People’s Forum and sup-

port the NDA. As for Shukla,
who is being wooed by the BJP,
the Congress has kept a line of
communication open.
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CHASING ALLIES ¢+ -9y

THE RECENT CONGRESS Working Committee
meeting ended with an unambiguous message:
the party will pull out all the stops to forge a broad
alliance, either by building formal partnerships or
by striking limited seat adjustment deals with
other parties. Such an approach is in keeping with
the political strategy articulated at the Srinagar
and Shimla conclaves of the party. But the deci-
sion to cast the net as wide as possible in the
search for political partners marks the formal rec-
ognition of a truth that the party has found diffi-
cult to accept: the Congress does not have the
strength to come to power on its own. Wide as it
may cast its net, it finds the opportunities limited
by the current state of political play. In Bihar, the
Rashtriya Janata Dal remains a loyal partner and
in Tamil Nadu, the Congress seems to have all but
tied up the loose ends in forging a powerful alli-
ance with the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam,
which has pulled out of the National Democratic
Alliance with a smaller offshoot in tow. But with
the other major constituents of the ruling coali-
tion showing no desire to leave the NDA, the Con-
gress’ room for building a large and broad-based
anti-BJP front is somewhat restricted.

A major potential ally, the Nationalist Congress
Party, was a cause for anxiety following its presi-
dent, Sharad Pawar’s statement that his party was
keeping all its options open, including a possible
tie-up with the NDA. However, talks between the
BJP’s poll managers and the NCP seem to have
run aground, mainly due to differences over seat-
sharing and difficulties with Bal Thackeray’s “de-
mand” that Chhagan Bhujbal, the former Mah-
arashtra Deputy Chief Minister who was once a
senior Shiv Sena leader, be dropped from the NCP
before it is accommodated in the NDA. The im-
portance that Congress president Sonia Gandhi
attaches to weaning the NCP away from the BJP’s
overtures was evident in her remark that she
would talk to Mr. Pawar about an electoral tie-up.
A Congress/NCP agreement on seat-sharing in

Maharashtra should make a substantial difference
to electoral equations. In Uttar Pradesh, where the
Congress is a junior partner, the party’s chances\of
reaching an understanding with the Bahujan Sa-
maj Party are good. Such an arrangement would
benefit the Congress in Madhya Pradesh and to a
smaller extent in Chhattisgarh and Haryana. In
Uttar Pradesh, the Congress is clearly exploring
the possibility of a larger front that includes play-
ers such as Mulayam Singh’s Samajwadi Party and
Kalyan Singh’s Rashtriya Kranti Party. However,
given the mutual animosity between the SP and
the BSP, it is unlikely that these two formations
will be a part of a common front.

The fact that the Congress is directly pitted
against the Left parties in States where they are
strong such as West Bengal, Kerala and Tripura,
leaves scope for only minor adjustments between
the two groupings elsewhere. In Andhra Pradesh
and Orissa, the Congress is the main challenger to
the Telugu Desam and the Biju Janata Dal; this
automatically makes the BJP the de facto choice as
junior partner for these strong regional parties.
Among the smaller players that the Congress
hopes to get on its bandwagon are the People’s
Democratic Party in Jammu and Kashmir, the Te-
lengana Rashtra Samithi in Andhra Pradesh, and
the Jharkhand Mukti Morcha in Jharkhand. Ram
Vilas Paswan’s Lok Janshakti is a potential ally but
the problem here is the possible impact such a
tie-up will have on the Bihar alliance with Laloo
Prasad Yadav’s Rashtriya Janata Dal. Having dis-
banded its isolationist no-coalition policy adopt-
ed at Pachmarhi in 1998, the Congress is in a
situation in 2004 of chasing allies without ade-
quate preparation and without clarity on the
terms, starting with the identity of the Prime Min-
ister on offer. The alliance factor will no doubt
help its prospects but it needs a hefty swing in the
popular vote if the grouping it heads is to have any |
real chance of forming the next Government in
New Delhi.

THE HNDU

10 8% 2004



< Third deg ee

) \r@The government we ﬂl‘y don't deserve

Unhke their US or British counterparts, Indian news-
papers do not endorse political parties during election
time. This newspaper in particuldr always judges parties on
merits and has a well-deserved notoriety among politicians
of having severely criticised everyone at some time or the
other. However, deep, a priori concern must be expressed
over one possible outcome of Elections 2004 — the coming
to power of the so-called Third Front. We have reservations
whether the BJP, if it is returned to power, as seems odds on
at the moment, will, as it should, put aggressive Parivar
cousins in place once and for ail.

We have serious doubts whether Ms Sonia Gandhi will
make a good or even an average Prime Minister, not be-
cause she was born in Milan but because she seems to lack
substance and her style is too reminiscent of byzantine

Italian politics. But what causes the most serious appre- .
hension is a verdict so fractured that the BJP or the Cong-
ress, to keep each other out, supports a motley collection of -
has-beens to form the government. Such a government is -
likely to include a combination of the following: Mulayam .. .
Singh Yadav (who can get either BJP or Congress support), =

the Left (no BJP support), George Fernandes, Nitish
Kumar et al (no Congress support), one but not both of the
Munnetra Kazaghams, the Telugu Desam Party, the
Rashtriya Janata Dal, the Nationalist Congress Party and
other regional players. It would be an error to assume that
such a government would be as chaotic and farcical as those
of the two United Front experiments between 1996 and
1999. The farce will be funnier but humour will be a

luxury because India will suffer terribly under such a-

dispensation.

To begin with there will be a ridiculous internecine battle
within the front over who should be Prime Minister.
Chandrababu Naidu is the only candidate who does not
curdle your blood. Jayalalithaa’s undoubted administrative
abilities and articulateness have to be set off against her
strong propensity to confuse between public and private
property. Similar concerns exist about Sharad Pawar, but he
himself perhaps fancies his chances. The two Yadavs,
however, won’t serve under either Naidu or Jayalalithaa,
neither probably will Fernandes or the Left . leaders. That
means what? Laloo Yadav as Prime Minister? Or Jyoti
Basu? Or Mulayam Singh Yadav, who is only a shade better

than these two in terms of his abilities for the top job? May
be there will be a PM even more unlikely than HD Deve-
Gowda or IK Gujral. And that PM’s cabinet, though cons- -

tantly at war because every minister will have different re-
gional fishes to. fry, will have one unifying feature — it will

have little or no: understanding of economic imperatives,

~hecause crony socialism will be the dominant ideology: If
India gets a new governmént mid-2004, it can end the year
even better than 2003 — assuming an okay monsoon — if
the Centre carries on reforming and building infrastructure,
the latter with active private sector cooperation. But, again
with the exception of Naidu and Jayalalithaa, a non-BJP,
non-Congress government will have people with dreadful
cconomic policy records and even poorer economic policy
understanding. The Lefi in West Bengal. Laloo in Bihar,
Mulayam in UP — their states speak for themselves. On
current evidence, these are the last kind of politicians the
economy needs. More so because international investor
confidence in India will nosedive in the event of such a gov-
ernment. Of course, that’s no reason to argue in principle
against a democratic verdict. Butitisa good reason to be
extremely apprehensive in practice.
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rg Q yu” Congress rules out

Sonla warms
“up to Paswan

K. SUBRAHMANYA \ \

New Delhi, Dec. 31: Even as
Sonia Gandhi approached fence-
sitter Ram Vilas Paswan in an at-
tempt to build a coalition that
can take on the National Democ-
ratic Alliance, the Congress
today said it would not deal with
parties favouring a third front.

The assertion by party chief
spokesperson S. Jaipal Reddy
came soon after Mulayam Singh
Yadav said his Samajwadi Party
would have nothing to do with
the anti-BJP alliance that Sonia
is trying to build. The Uttar
Pradesh chief minister made it
clear his party would not join an
alliance of which the Bahujan
Samaj Party may be a part.

Reddy did not directly re-
spond when asked about Mu-
layam’s remark that he would
not join a front that included the
BJP or BSP. But the Congress
would prefer the BSP as an al-
liance partner for it feels the
Dalit party would be a more use-
ful ally in the heartland, even
though the Samajwadi may be a
better bet in Uttar Pradesh.

Senior party leaders say
aligning with the BSP could help
the Congress win some favour
among the Scheduled Castes.

Reddy responded to Mu-
layam’s statement by saying the
overriding objective of all anti-
BJP parties must be to protect
the country’s secular character.
Refuting the chief minister’s
BSP-centric argument for keep-
ing away from the Congress, the
spokesperson said: “The protec-
tion of secularism is so para-
mount that past contradictions
need to be buried (in order to
forge an alliance).”

The Congress may not have
succeeded in roping in the chief
minister of the electorally most
crucial state as an ally, but its
chief followed up yesterday’s
DMK success by opening a chan-
nel of communication with Lok
Janshakti Party chief Paswan.

Sonia walked across to
Paswan’s residence that neigh-
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bours her 10 Janpath residence
and spoke for more than half an
hour. “I came here to wish a very
happy new year to Paswan and
his family. We also discussed <.
little politics,” she told media-
persons as she emerged from his
residence.

The Congress chief is obvi-
ously hoping to induct Paswan
into her proposed anti-BJP al-
liance. The leader, who is also
being urged by the NDA to re-
turn to its fold, was a bit hesitant
about Sonia’s overtures, even
though he welcomed the move to
forge an anti-BJP grouping.

Paswan said such an initia-
tive should have been taken two
years ago when he mooted such
an alliance after quitting the
NDA. The leader, who is a signifi-
cant player in Bihar politics,
said he and Sonia spoke about
the contradictions among some
parties which could pose prob-
lems in their coming together
under a common grouping.

The leaders obviously dis-
cussed Paswan'’s continuing dif-
ferences with Laloo Prasad
Yadav’s Rashtriya Janata Dal
which make it difficult for the
three parties to ally. But the
Bihar leader said if the BJP
could manage contradictions in
the NDA, differences among al-
lies in the proposed coalition
could also be papered over.

Sonia spoke to DMK chief M.
Karunanidhi over telephone yes-
terday and met CPM general sec-
retary Harkishen Sigh Surjeet as
well. A few days ago, she had also
spoken with CPI general secre-
tary A.B. Bardhan. There are in-
dications that the Congress chief
might convene a party working
committee meeting next week to
discuss what progress has been
made in netting allies in every
state.

Elsewhere, Reddy discounted
reports that the BJP-Shiv Sena
combine in Maharashtra was
trying to woo the Nationalist
Congress Party into forming a
three-way alliance ahead of As-
sembly elections in that state.
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