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HE IDEA of a “third front” in
Indian politics keeps getting
resurrected periodically. It is
going to get kicked around
over the next few months as various
segments of the Left are scheduled to
debate their “lines,” including the
desirability of reviving the third
front, at their respective party con-
gresses. Whether the Left parties in-
tend it or not, the enemies of the
United Progressive Alliance Govern-
ment are already permitting them-
selves a gleeful smile. As it happens,
most of the non-Left political forma-
tions are variously ignorant of the
culture of internal debate in the Left
and are invariably prone to misun-
derstand the Communist parties’
doctrine-centric formulations.

The third front idea can be traced
to Ram Manohar Lohia’s omnibus
anti-Congressism, dating back to the
mid-1960s, when the Congress
loomed very large on the Indian po-
litical scene and .the non-Congress
parties were hopelessly divided and
too weak to mount any kind of chal-
lenge. Except the Communist party
and its various offshoots, almost all
other non-Congress groups and their
leaders also happened to have per-
sonal animosities and disagreements
with the Congress leaders, especially
the Nehru-Gandhi family. Whatever
the reason, the Lohiaite anti-Con-
gressism made electoral tactical
sense, because beginning with the
1952 elections, the Congress could
never win a majority of popular vote
and it was common sense that the
Congress could be booted out only if
all its rivals were able to pool their
votes behind one candidate. But this
sensible proposition was rarely put
into practice, primarily because of
highly antagonistic contradictions
among the non-Congress parties;
these contradictions were rooted in
the social realities of rural India.

The Lohiaite anti-Congressism,
nonetheless, made certain kind of
political permissiveness fashionable.
Any group, any party, and any leader
who declared itself/himself in oppo-
sition to the Congress were deemed
to be politically correct and worthy of
admiration. The post-Emergency Ja-
nata Party was the finest culmination
of this omnibus anti-Congressism.
The collapse of the Janata Party be-
cause of the internal contradictions
is a well-known phase of our recent
history; but it needs to be remem-
bered that the experiment had only
one lasting consequence. It provided
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By Harish Khare

The third front idea promotes a certain kind of
unappetising political leaders and seeks to reward
their equally unhealthy impulses and interests.

respectability to the Jana Sangh/Bha-
ratiya Janata Party and its patron, the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak  Sangh.
Nonetheless, anti-Congressism reas-
serted itself in 1989 when the Left
and the BJP propped up a National
Front, which collapsed within 18
months, giving another boost not on-
Iy to communal forces but also to the
right-wing ideas and ideologues. The
National Front regime paved the way
for the 1991 decisive right turn in our
polity.

The National Front experiment al-
so gave a fillip to the politics of caste
leader at the expense of every canon
of wholesome politics or ideology-
based articulation. Caste-based poli-
tics was, willy-nilly, accepted as a
necessary antidote to the communal
forces. The post-Mandal success of
caste politics set the stage for an irre-

powered and influential middle
classes. The BJP became the pre-
ferred party of the corporate forces as
also of the middle classes, which
hankered for “stability.” The polity is
now afflicted with a Kafkaesque ab-
surdity:  first  anti-Congressism
strengthened the BJP, and then anti-
BJPism brought an upswing in the
Congress fortunes, enabling Man-
mohan Singh to cobble together a far
from satisfactory coalition.

In itself, a third front is not such an
outlandish idea; after all, the two
“national parties” — the Congress
and the BJP — barely command be-
tween them a majority of the Lok
Sabha seats. And it can be argued
that the non-Congress, non-BJP
voices are entitled to want to provide
a viable alternative at the national
level. Unfortunately the polity, as it is

versibly fractured polity.
By the time the 1996
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constituted today, can-
not afford a third front

Lok Sabha elections came, the na-
tional parties were either stagnant or
in decline to become the fulcrum of
stability at the national level. And the
United Front was formed. Driven by
a desire to keep both the Congress
and the BJP out of power, assorted
parties and leaders joined hands to
provide a “third front” alternative.
The experiment failed in its two
stated objectives. First, it did not
slow down the growth and spread of
the “communal” forces; and second-
ly, it did not reverse the process of
liberalisation/globalisation of the
economy that had begun in 1991.
This was not at all surprising be-
cause the United Front was a tactical
device to enable all kinds of leaders
to play out their regional or personal
political aspirations. The first United
Front Steering Committee, for in-
stance, consisted of leaders such as
Arjun Singh, Madhavrao Scindia,
G.K. Moopanar and P. Chidamba-
ram, all of whom were key players in
the 1991-1996 swing towards liber-
alisation; they found themselves in
the United Front company only be-
cause of their personal differences
with P.V. Narasimha Rao, the then
Congress president. This collection
of highly personalised leaders only
meant constant instability at the
Centre. It also made the BJP an at-
tractive proposition to the newly em-

luxury. A third front has to necessar-
ily consist of regional parties. There
is nothing intrinsically unhealthy
about a regional party; by definition,
a regional party is born when the na-
tional parties fail to appreciate and
accommodate local sentiments and
local leaders. It can be further argued
that as part of natural progression,
these regional leaders learn to shoul-
der national-level responsibility once
they become part of a coalition at the
Centre.

The third front idea thus becomes
an invitation to the regional or State-
based leaders to nurture national
ambitions. Nothing intrinsically
wrong with the flowering of such as-
pirations. However, in this age of
coalition, regional leaders do acquire
a national veto and often become an
anti-thesis to collective national
good.

With the possible exception of the
Nationalist Congress Party, almost
every other regional party can be es-
sentially pared down as a caste party,
centred around a leader. Given the
deepening electoral competitive-
ness, the smaller the party the mini-
mum are its institutional concerns.
And to the extent the third front idea
deepens these leaders’ appeal, the
polity is prevented in its healthy dis-
covery of ideology and ideas. The
worst sufferer is the Left movement.
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The central cogn\/ittee of the Com-

munist Party of India (Marxist), in its
review of the 2004 Lok Sabha elec-
tions, noted the deleterious effect:
“One of the problems facing the Par-
ty and the democratic movement in
this connection has been sharply fo-
cussed once again in these elections.
That is the continuing, and in some
places, the intensification of the
caste appeal and fragmentation of
the political forces on caste lines.
Caste based parties or the appeal of
caste leaders in parties have suc-
ceeded in wooing away sections of
people who should have been mobil-
ised by us.”

The third front idea puts a premi-
um on not only a leader’s caste-cen-
tric appeal, but it also provides a
licence for leader-centric politics of
negotiation, bargaining and intrigue.
It is unfortunately true that almost all
political parties — national or re-
gional or sub-regional — suffer from
a lack of internal democratic culture;
but this undemocratic impulse gets
institutionalised in these smaller
parties.

The accent is on the leader, not on
the party or its presumed constitu-
ency. The leader’s doings — and un-
doings — have to be overlooked, all
in the name of fighting the bigger po-
litical “enemy”, the BJP or the Con-
gress. In the process, the public
opinion gets completely tired of the
third front leaders’ antics and even-
tually settles down for this or that
“national” party.

Because the third front idea pro-
motes a certain kind of unappetising
political leaders and seeks to reward
their equally unhealthy impulses and
interests, it is basically at odds with
the requirement of coherence and ef-
ficacy at the Centre. The institutional
authority of the Prime Minister suf-
fers substantial erosion. Even at the
best of times, the Indian polity wit-
nesses a daily tug of war between
centripetal and centrifugal forces. In
the near conceivable future, who-
soever presides over New Delhi
would need to have the requisite po-
litical elbowroom to deal effectively
with a host of global forces and voic-
es, all out to make unhappy, even ra-
pacious, demands on us. Collective
wisdom would need to be sum-
moned to present a united front
against these external players and
their internal collaborators. Given
this challenging context, the third
front idea is decidedly a bad thought
and an unhelpful tactical ploy.
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THE REJECTION OF the National Democratic
Alliance was the most obvious feature of Verdict
2004. But an examination of the vote share and
seats won by various parties points strongly to
an underlying phenomenon — the growth of re-
gional parties at the expense of the country’s two
political heavyweights, the Bharatiya Janata Par-
ty and the Congress. The BJP, which won 23.75
per cent of the total vote in the 1999 Lok Sabha,
garnered only 22.16 per cent in 2004; the Con-
gress’ vote share dropped from 28.30 per cent in
1999 to 26.69 per cent this time round. Coinci-
dentally, both parties registered a decline of 1.6
percentage points. However, the decline in the
BJP’s case is far more serious: unlike the Con-
gress, it contested more seats than it did in 1999.
Collectively, the vote share of the BJP and the
Congress has slipped to less than 49 per cent
{down from 52.05 per cent and 51.41 per cent in
the 1999 and 1998 general elections respective-
ly). The aggregate Lok Sabha seats they won
stands at 283 compared with 296 in 1999 and 323
in 1998.

Against this story of decline, the performance
of other parties, regional and national, stands
out. This is led by the impressive performance of
the Left parties, which won a record 61 seats on
the basis of an 8.34 per cent vote share. An analy-
sis by the Centre for the Study of Developing
Societies reveals that in this general election, as
much as 37 per cent of the total vote was won by
‘regional parties’, a category that excludes the
Left parties but includes national parties with
region-specific bases, such as the Samajwadi
Party and the Bahujan Samaj Party. This is a
small but not insignificant increase over 1998
and 1999 when these regional parties won 36.0
per cent and 35.2 per cent of the total vote re-
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specti ';ﬁy. In striking contrast, these partie:
managed only 19 per cent of the vote in the 139¢
Lok Sabha election.

What does this electoral pattern signify? First
it reveals that parties with region-specific bases
have continued to grow since 1998, a watershec
election for them. Secondly, it suggests that, ir
the absence of a reversal of this trend, the politic:
of coalition is here to stay. The Congress and the
BJP might have other ideas but they will have no
option but to forge as many pre-election alli-
ances as possible in order to stay in the election
race. Finally, the pattern of voting reveals that
the BJP’s attempt to convert the 14th general
election into a presidential style contest — one
between Atal Bihari Vajpayee and Sonia Gandh
hiding behind a question mark — was a tota.
failure. The results suggest that local issues
shaped the overall outcome much more than the
BJP had anticipated. The factors that influenced
Verdict 2004 ranged from the incumbency disad-
vantage at the State level (particularly in Tamil
Nadu and Andhra Pradesh) to alliance arithmetic
(in States such as Orissa and Bihar) and caste and
community loyalties (most noticeably in Uttar
Pradesh). Mr. Vajpayee’s personal popularity was
never in doubt and the BJP seems to have esti-
mated correctly that it would be better placed if it
made him the centrepiece of its campaign. The
CSDS post-poll survey published in The Hindu
(May 20) suggests that the net BJP vote share
would have fallen by a whopping 5.7 percentage
points had he not been projected as Prime Minis-
terial candidate. However, what Verdict 2004
highlights is that something as complex and mul-
ti-faceted as an Indian general election cannot,
through hype and propaganda, be turned into a
gladiatorial contest between two leaders.
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9’(’% % Welcome to coalition politics

If I%o Yadav is not to do to Manmohan Singh/Sonia Gan-
dhi what Jayalalitha did to Vajpayee in 1998-99, the
present Prime Minister and Super Prime Minister will have
to do what the then Primé Minister didn’t — tell a trouble-
some ally with troublesome curriculum vitae that some
demands are non-negotiable. If mollified, politicians like
Jaya and Laloo tend to multiply their truculence. And while
Sonia may have happy memories of the Jaya tea party that
brought the Vajpayee government down and brought her
close to the prime ministership she says she never wanted,
she should remember the storm is brewing in her own tea
cup now. There are, however, some advantages for the
Congress coalition. Jaya could switch sides. Laloo can’t,
since he and BJP are mutually unacceptable. Laloo can
threaten to go alone but the departure of his 23 MPs will not
affect the government’s arithmetical stability. Plus, Laloo
takes a lot of political advice from the Left, which seems
keen to maintain a stable ship. His involvement in the fodder
scam — that CBI conducted the investigation and courts are
hearing the case — makes the RJD chief unacceptable for
the home ministry and for any cabinet post for that matter.
It also precludes a Laloo man getting the junior minister’s
post in home; this dodge the Congress must avoid.

Jaya had her man in the law ministry whose sole brief was
to try and ensure the law takes allegedly anything but its own
course where the AIADMK chief was involved. Laloo’s main
brief is likely to be the same and when he follows his master’s
instructions, the Congress will catch nothing but grief. Plus,
once one ally has been seen to be acting up and getting away,
others get encouraged. On the other hand, too strong an
assertion of brotherliness can do damage. Massaging egos
while moderating ambitions is a fine art that the Congress
will have to learn on the job. They have a model: the 1999-
2004 Vajpayee government that lasted its course.
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“Berth pa  pangs ind

HT Correspondent
New Delhi, May 20

THE PROCESS of govern-
ment formation ran into
early roadblocks today
with some of the pre-poll
allies, notably the RJD’s
Laloo Yadav first present-
ing an unrealistic wish
list and thereafter resort-
ing to brinkmanship.
Among the allies ap-
proached with invitations
on behalf of CPP chair-
person Sonia Gandhi to
join the government in-
cluded NCP chief Sharad
Pawar and DMK’s M.
Karunanidhi. Three dif-
ferent two-member teams
of Congress leaders con-
tacted these leaders.
Throughout the day,
these Congress leaders
and Ghulam Nabi Azad,
who received word from
Andhra ally TRS that it
wante . the Rural Develop-
ment ministry, drove in
and out of 10 Janpath. In
the middle of hard bar-
gaining by some of the al-

Lalofo asked for

Long
no way. Angry,
Laloo dashed to
Patna, saying he |

| Though Lok

Janshakti Party
(LIP) leader
Ram Vilas

. Paswan denies

tt the 122 ns he

' The DMK will

bargain for fwo

Cabinet berths
and two MoS
i positions, with

the promise of

_ismore interest- .
odin apackage t
for Bihar

lies, Manmohan Singh had
four meetings with Sonia.

Laloo is believed to
have sought the Home
portfolio with the rank of
Deputy Prime Minister.
His reasoning: the RJD is
the second largest alliance
partner with 21 MPs.

But the Congress is re-
luctant to cede the Home,

portfolio

- igiving Dayanidhi
 Maran a Cabi-
netpost

Finance, Defence and Ex-
ternal Affairs portfolios to
any of its allies. In a pres-
sure tactic, the RJD leader
left for Patna after stating
that he is more interested
in an economic package
for Bihar. “I'm not run-
ning after any portfolio.
I'm the one who makes
Prime Ministers.”
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Laloo, unlike the NCP
and the DMK, is also un-
derstood to have sought
ministerial berths for
some of his party MPs, in-
cluding Raghuvansh Pra-
sad Singh, Taslimuddin
and Kanti Singh. Whether
or not the RJD will get the
share it has demanded
will depend on the criteri-
on evolved by consensus
on the basis of the legisla-
tive strength of wvarious
allied parties. Manmohan
could also have reserva-
tions about inducting MPs
facing criminal probes as
ministers.

Pawar is understood to
have taken a very reason-
able position in his talks
with Sonia’s emissaries.
Another pre-poll ally, the
JMM’s Shibu Soren, has
already made public his
preference for the portfo-
lios of Coal, Steel or Power.
The LJP’s Ram Vilas
Paswan is keen on the Rail-
way ministry But he may
also settle for the Commu-
nications portfolio.
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HE PRESIDEMT, A.P.J. Abdul

Kalam, has been spared the

agony of choosing from

among various options on
how to go about the formation of a
new government — a thankless job
in the present surcharged political
atmosphere. The decisive nature of
the poll verdict, what with the Con-
gress-led allies and its supporters
crossing the halfway mark made his
job easy. Not so easy is the task of the
new rulers who will need to muster
all the tact and ingenuity at their
command to ensure the smooth
functioning of the government they
are going to put together. It is chal-
lenging but achievable.

The Congress, its allies and sup-
porters would do well to learn from
the debacle of the National Demo-
cratic Alliance. Among the several
factors responsible for its downfall
was the arrogance of its leaders,
manifesting in diverse ways. Take the
case of coalitional politics, of which
Atal Bihari Vajpayee, the outgoing
Prime Minister, was the architect.
His party, the BJP, assumed office in
early 1998 with the support of some
20 groups, big and small. It did expe-
rience hiccups but remained in pow-
er for over a year. The combine
collapsed because of the exit of a ma-
jor partner, AIADMK, but after being
voted back to power in a fresh elec-
tion, it nearly completed its tenure.

The very “success” of this coalition
was its undoing. The BJP took its
continuance for granted, and ig-
nored the task of nurturing and
strengthening the coalition. Its high
and mighty ways alienated some of
its important partners — notably the
DMK and other Dravidian parties,
the Indian National Lok Dal of Om
Prakash Chautala in Haryana, Ram
Vilas Paswan’s Lok Janshakti Party,
and the National Conference in Jam-
mu and Kashmir. As shown by a
quick analysis of the election results,
the damage to the NDA would have
been considerably contained had
these groups stayed in the alliance.
There would not have been any ero-
sion in its strength nor would the alli-
ance have suffered from the negative
momentum generated by the well-
publicised departures. Mr. Vajpayee
did nothing to prevent it.

There are several theories about
the alienation of the DMK from the
BJP. One, strains in the ties between
it and the Tamil Nadu BJP cadres for
reasons not easy to identify. Two, the
political consequences of the Tamil
Nadu Chief Minister, Jayalalithaa’s
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The new rulers will need to muster-all the tact
and ingenuity at their command to ensure the
smooth functioning of the government they are.
oing to put together.
L\ 8780 PE

stand against re}igious conversions
and Sonia Gandhi’s foreign origin.
This endeared her to the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh, leading to
gradual proximity between the BJP
and the ATADMK — and the inevi-
table distancing of the DMK from the
NDA. The drift in the relations be-
tween Mr. Chautala, Haryana Chief
Minister, and the NDA was also as-
cribed to the collapsed equation be-
tween the local BJP leaders and his
party.

Another manifestation of the
NDA'’s arrogance. The Vajpayee Gov-
ernment’s action in pushing through
the draconian Prevention of Terror-
ism Act contributed — remotely and
indirectly — to the bitterness be-
tween the Dravidian groups and the
NDA. The arrest of Vaiko, respected
leader of the MDMK, one of the Dra-
vidian parties, by the Tamil Nadu
Government under POTA, the wide-
spread perception that the anti-ter-
rorism law was used for extraneous
— political — reasons, and the in-
ability of the Centre to intervene in
the matter (through a mechanism
such as a Central Review Committee
which was belatedly set up) naturally
helped create — and gradually in-
crease — the distance between them
and the BJP.

Around the same time, the Con-
gress witnessed a phenomenon in
the reverse direction. Until recently
its leaders, living in the past glory,
contemptuously spurned the idea of
power sharing. They continued to
work for an unrealistic goal — of
forming a “Congress only” govern-
ment. Despite the qualitative change
in the political landscape, they re-
fused to see the relevance of the coa-
litional logic. Had that not been the
case, a non-NDA coalition would
have assumed office in 1999.

Some time ago, however, the Con-
gress decided on a major strategic
shift. Coalition was no longer a dirty
word for Ms. Gandhi — and hence
for other Congress leaders. Remarka-
ble, indeed, was the way she went
about in search of allies — walking to
the house of .next-door neighbour
Mr. Paswan, visiting the Bahujan Sa-
maj Party leader, Mayawati, at her
residence, despatch of a high-profile

special envoy to establish contacts
with the DMK leader, M. Karunanid-
hi, and his colleagues, making spe-
cial efforts for talks with the
Telangana Rashtra Samithi leaders in
Andhra Pradesh, on the one hand,
and the tribal representatives in
Jharkhand, on the other. There was
another masterstroke — alliance in
Maharashtra with the Nationalist
Congress Party leader, Shared Pawar,
who had parted company with her,
not very long ago, on the issue of a
person of foreign origin occupying a
top position in the government.

If the BJP general secretary, Pra-
mod Mabhajan, is to be believed, Mr.
Pawar had, in the first instance,
sought a deal with the BJP and the
Shiv Sena. The talks broke down be-
cause of the disagreement on the
number of seats for his party. Mr. Pa-
war denied it, saying this was a mis-
chievous disinformation of the type
the BJP had used against the Uttar
Pradesh Chief Minister, Mulayam
Singh Yadav. Correct or otherwise,
the “deal” had been a major talking
point in political circles. Ms. Gandhi
could not have been unaware of it
and that, perhaps, accounted for the
seriousness with which she sought to
woo the NCP. This was an ironic turn
of the political wheel — a bitter op-
ponent of power-sharing turning in-
to an architect of alliances, and the
pioneer in the building of the NDA
coalition damaging it, even though
unwittingly.

The purpose in detailing the se-
quence of recent events in the two
camps is to draw attention to the
need for the Congress-led alliance to
avoid the mistakes made by the NDA.
There are at least three lessons that
could be grasped by the new rulers.
One, continuous attention will have
to be paid to the task of nurturing the
coalition and the political alliances
behind it. Two, special care to be tak-
en to ensure that contradictions
among the alliance partners in the
States do not cast their shadow on
the functioning of the coalition at the
Centre. Three, serious consideration
should be given to the consequences
of the legislative agenda, especially
to the items with a divisive potential.

The Congress and the new Prime

formation and afger@

By K.K. Kétyal
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Minister may have to deal with aless-
er number of allies and supporters
than the unwieldy 24-strong con-
glomeration that Mr. Vajpayee had to
manage but its task would not be any
less difficult. In the new dispensa-
tion, the asymmetry between the big-
ger constituent, the Congress, and
the others is not as vast as was the
case with the outgoing coalition.

As against 145 members of the
Congress in the Lok Sabha, the Left
will have 61 plus and Mulyam Singh
Yadav’'s Samajwadi Party 36 (whatev-
er be the nature of association with
the new set-up). But the non-Con-
gress parties in the new ruling com-
bine have a mind of their own, with a
pronounced ideological underpin-
ning. The task of evolving a consen-
sus on major policy issues, both at
the decision-taking stages and at the
level of implementation, wili require
a spirit of mutual accommodation
and flexibility (of course, without
sacrificing core ideological con-
cerns).

There will be the risk of the coun-
try being treated to the unseemly
spectacle of wrangling in public,
which will need to be avoided in the
interest of the credibility and cohe-
sion of the new government. Nothing
will be more damaging than a paraly-
sis in decision-taking. The new rulers
are not that unrealistic as to under-
estimate the divide, to cite one in-
stance, between the thinking of the
Congress and the Left parties on eco-
nomic policies (as is evident from
their manifestoes). They will need to
rise to the occasion rather than
slump in the face of the challenge.

State-level contradictions among
some of the constituents of the new
combine are sharper and the conse-
quent problems tougher than before.
Think of the clash in the political in-
terests of the Congress and the Left
Front in West Bengal and Kerala, and
between the Congress and the Sa-
majwadi Party in Uttar Pradesh and
you will an idea of the enormous ef-
fort required to protect the Centre
against the fallout of the wrangles in
the States. The hostility in the rela-
tionship between the NDA constitu-
ents in Tamil Nadu was far less acute
and yet the Vajpayee-led coalition
collapsed under its weight. The task
of de-linking the State-level wrangles
from cooperative functioning at the
Centre will be far from easy now.

And, finally, the new rulers will
have to ensure that the POTA-like

measures — and the attitude behind
it — hav/e‘i%lace on their agenda.
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VENws Congress, on Monday, sos;%lt o give
E an extra shine toits secular credentials by de-

claring that it would not do business with the
pre-election partners of BJP, it moved further up
the pivotal space in the non-NDA spectrum by as-
serting that it would lead the initiative in the post-
poll stage. “Congress is leading the alliance. There-
fore it will take the initiative in the post-poll stage as
well,” party spokesperson Jaipal Reddy said. The
assertion, though based on and bolstered by exit
poll reports of a hung Parliament, indicates the par-
ty’s anxiety to beat others in the exercise of Jaying
down coordinates for a post-poll arrangement.

Clearly, party managers are now trying to set the
stage for a Sonia-led coalition if there is a hung
House, although Mr Reddy’s remarks were dis-
guised enough not to throw up just a single inter-
pretation. “Ideologically, our priority is to unseat
NDA. But the political and historical necessity is
that it can be done only through the instrumental-
ity of the Congress party,” Mr Reddy said. The com-
ments, of course, also came with the explanation
that the party had not shifted its stand on the issue
of formation of a government at the Centre.

But it was evident that the objective was to keep
the pot boiling, with party circles contending that
“taking the initiative” could include a variety of op-
tions — including a measure to evolve a consensus
on the leadership issue. “Hypothetically, it means
that there can be a non-NDA government not led
by Congress, a Congress-led government or a So-
nia-led government,” quipped a senior leader.

Meanwhile, the public embargo on the pre-poll
partners of BJP seemed to have been designed as a

Congress confiden. of
leading non-

NDA camp

'WAVE LENGTH

short term tactic rather than a policy decision. En-
couraged by reports of a shift in the Muslim vote,
the move was aimed at weaning away minorities
from BSPin the third and fourth phases of the polls,
althoughiits calculations were actually based on the
premise that none of the NDA allies could be
dubbed prospective post-poll partners. “Tell me
who within NDA can cross over to the Congress
camp,” a senior leader said. The last time, the party
had resisted from taking such a position because of
the presence of potential partners like Trinamool
Congress, it said.
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ym New Delhi

April 27. — Formal consultations
have begun among the “Third For-
ce” leaders to work towards instal-
ling a secular government at the
Centre and prevent the NDA from
returning to power. The CPI-M
has taken the lead in opening a
dialogue with leaders like Mr Sha-
rad Pawar and Mr Mulayam Singh
Yadav anticipating a fractured ver-
dict. Their optimism is based on
the exit poll projections. This is the
third time, after the Janata experi-
ment of 1977 and the United Fro-
nt of 1996, that the Third Force
thinks that it will be lucky.

Mr Harkishen Singh Surjeet,
the CPI-M general secretary, sp-
oke to Mr Yadav before leaving

THE STATESMAN

forcg,thinks,v third ti
PR A A

SENSEX IN EXIT MODE '

for Jaipur today, sources said.
The Samajwadi Party leader has
assured the Marxist that “it (SP)
will not come to the rescue of the
BIJP in the event of the NDA fall-
ing short of a majority in forming
the government, nor would it join
the NDA,” sources added.

And to add fuel to the Third
Front fire, the notoriously unpre-
dictable BSP leader, Ms Mayawa-
ti, addressing a rally in Lucknow
today, ruled out any future alli-

QBAFR:Q'A;

9; P (J,, 1 !

ance with the BJP. \Vhl e the BJP
has been trying to “falsely impli-
cate” her in the Taj Corridor case,
the Congress, she said, had not
been considering an alliance with
the BSP as it was propping up the

Mulayam government in UP.
CPI-M leader Mr Sitaram Ye-
chury claimed the SP was a part
of the secular front. It’s learnt
that some leaders such as Mr Pa-
war, who are now free of election-
eering, have been asked to take
the lead in holding consultations
for the installation of a “secular”
government. On 1 May, Mr Surje-
et is to meet the southern allies in
Chennai, including Mr M Karu-
nanidhi, to. ensure that the DMK

doesn’t again back the NDA.
Upbeat Cong braces for
final assault, page §
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New Delhi, April 9: Six years of
marriage with the BJP has
shown its allies who wears the
trousers in the National Democ-
ratic Alliance.

The allies have now become
the big brother’s “B-team”, as
evident from the NDA mani-
festo released yesterday.

Their ideological opposition
to the Sangh parivar appears
to have crumbled in the face
of a shrinking base in the
states,

Asrecent as last year, Sangh
parivar issues such as Ayodhya
and cow protection were anath-
ema to almost all the allies, ex-
cept the Shiv Sena.

They had even opposed the
“hardline” agenda umpteen
times on the floor of Parlia-
ment.

With top NDA leaders such
as George Fernandes, N. Chan-
drababu Naidu and Mamata
Banerjee apparently becoming dependent on
the BJP the allies have now also shed their
opposition to L.K. Advani’s brand of
“Hindu

For instance, chief ministers Naidu and
Naveen Patnaik, of the Biju Janata Dal, showed
up for the deputy Prime Minister’s Bharat Uday
yatra when it passed through their states.

Fernandes pulled out all stops by rushing all
the way to Nagpur to join Advani.

Faced with “an Atal wave”, the pariners, who
had the BJP pandering to them five years ago,
have grown weak.

KAY BENEDICT ( 7 \

Can he win

Skeletans in
cuphoard

THE TELEGRAPH

I Weakened partners follow the leader niieekly

" Alliance to rellance

A
BIP MERCY

Shaky ground

A recent survey by STAR
News has given the allies 66
seats compared to the 118 they
won in 1999.

The allies would thus be
losing 52 seats while the BJP is
projected to gain 29.

The tally should, however,
be seen in the context of a
dwindling NDA, with as many
as seven members having left.

The allies’ situation is
amply illustrated by the in-
stances of Naidu and Fernan-
des. “The BJP secured 12 per
cent votes for consecutive elec-
tions in Andhra Pradesh.

“Chandrababu Naidu is crit-
ically dependent on those
votes. Even a 4-5 per cent swing
could create havoc for the Tel-
ugu Desam,” an NDA source
said.

Naidu is not only facing
anti-incambency and a united
Opposition, he is also losing the
minority community thatis
perceived to have moved away
from the Desam as it has grown closer to the
parivar ideology, the source added.

In Bihar, Fernandes requires BJP votes to
win from his new seat of Muzaffarpur as the
stock of the Janata Dal (United) has dwindled.

“There was a time when Fernandes could
win from any constituency in Bihar, but today
he desperately needs the BJP support to transfer
upper-caste votes,” a Dal (U) leader said.

“In Nalanda, he did not require the BJP so
much but in Muzaffarpur he is critically de-

pendent.”
CONTINUED ON PAGE 9
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Regional parties ..

RARO
struggle to survive

March 9. — The Lok Sabha elec-
tions have thrown up a challenge be-
fore the regional political parties in
the northeastern states to prove that
they are still a force to reckon with.

This is particularly applicable to
the Asom Gana Parishad. The party,
despite being the most prominent
regional political group in the re-
gion, is suffering from a crisis of
identity of late. Having drawn blanks
in the last two rounds of the Lok
Sabha elections held in 1998 and
1999 and biting the dust in the last
Assembly polls, the morale of the
AGP has hit the nadir.

The new president of the party, Mr
Brindabon Goswami, who took over
the mantle of the beleaguered Pra-
fulla Kumar Mahanta, former Assam
chief minister, is subject to an acid
test in these polls. Mr Goswami, who
has a clean image compared to his
predecessor, desperately needs to

it af SEASRIET 3 I
va WTI Wy Iy

score in a few constituencies to lift
the morale of party workers as well
as inject life back into regional poli-
tics as preached by the party. The
party, which was formed in 1985 with
leaders of the anti-foreigners agita-
tion in the state, is now struggling to
regain its grip among the masses.

The people of Assam have been
disillusioned by the failure of the
two AGP governments, both headed
by Mr Prafulla Kumar Mahanta as
the chief minister. The problem of
illegal migrants, which forms the
very foundation of the AGP, has re-
mained a burning problem in the
state as the two AGP regimes failed
to pursue its agenda for detection
and deportation of illegal migrants
with the promised zeal.

In case of regional political groups
in Meghalaya, they have been virtual-
ly eclipsed by Indian National Con-
gress as on date. The parties which
came into being opposing the Con-
gress in the hill state, are now content
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with playing second fiddle to it in run-
ning the government in the state. The
regional parties are now trying to find
a consensus candidate to be fielded
from Shillong Lok Sabha constituen-
cy in Meghalaya against Congress al-
though they are partners in ruling
Congress-led collation government in
the state. It speaks volumes of the
identity crisis that has hit the region-
al parties in Meghalaya.

In Manipur, the arena of regional
politics is too complex and crowded
and Bharatiya Janata Party is busy
fishing in the troubled waters to put
up a challenge before Congress.

The silver lining is the Mizo Nation-
al Front led by Mr Zoramthanga. The
party is calling shots in the hill state
where peace have come back to stay
after decades of bloodshed. There
too, the BJP is trying to ride on the
MNF’s shoulders to centrestage in
the tribal-Christian dominated state
like it has done in Nagaland with the
help of Nagaland People’s Front.



One after other, BJP

splits C

OUR BUREAU

March 1: Veteran Congress
leader Arjun Singh’s son
Ajay today called on L.K.
Advani and BJP chief M.
Venkaiah Naidu separately,
fuelling speculation on
what could be the biggest
blow yet to Sonia Gandhi’s
party.

That is not all. The Congress
“parivar”, the BJP’s prime tar-
get in the run-up to the elec-
tions, might lose four veterans
soon. They are Nawal Kishore
Sharma, Balram Jakhar and
Girija Vyas from Rajasthan and
C.K. Jaffer Sharief, once PV.
Narasimha Rao’s aide and one
of the party’s best known Mus-
lim faces. For the record,
Sharief maintained he would
“rather die” than go to the BJP.

Ajay, one of the few in the Co-
ngress to have scraped through
in the last Assembly polls in Ma-
dhya Pradesh, denied he was pla-
nning to join the BJP. But party
sources claimed the “deal” will
be sealed once an appropriate
Lok Sabha seat is found for him.

The news that Ajay — also
known as Rahul — met the BJP
leaders upset Arjun Singh. “The
very question is an insult to me,”
the Congress’ most vocal secular
voice rasped when reporters
sought his comment.

“He is not a slave of anybody,
least of all mine,” Arjun told
PT1, asked if Ajay might join the
BJP. “Ijust cannot believe it.”

In Madhya Pradesh Congress
circles, Ajay has an image of an
“obedient son” who seldom acts
on his own. Both he and his fa-
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ther are said to be influenced by
Arjun’s wife Saroj, popularly
called Rani Sahiba. Although
she has no direct role in politics,
Congress workers are unani-
mous that she influences the de-
cisions of both father and son.

If Ajay does join the BJP, it
would be the second political
family in Madhya Pradesh to be
split by the party. The first was
when Digvijay Singh's younger
brother Laxman was inducted
last week. Even if the uproar in
the Congress eventually deters
Ajay, the meeting in Delhi has
compounded the confusion in

Graphic: RAJ

the party ranks, leaving many to
wonder who will be the next to
switch sides.

Poiitics continued to mirror
the never-ending saga of splits
in television soaps as another
family witnessed a dramatic
twist. Ranjit Singh, the son of
Devi Lal and younger brother of
Haryana chief minister and In-
dian National Lok Dal leadér Om
Prakash Chautala, switched to
the BJP from the Congress.

Ranjit and Chautala have had
a long-standing feud but NDA
sources expressed dismay at the
BJP’s “shoddy” attitude towards

families

its allies. For the record, the
INLD is still a constituent of the
NDA although its alliance with
the BJP will not hold for the Lok
Sabha polls.

The BJP snapped ties with
the INLD after the state leaders
impressed on the Delhi bosses
that there was a “huge” anti-in-
cumbency wave against the Cha-
utala government which could
hit the BJP as hard, if not more
than its ally.

Ranjit came with his Jat sup-
porters and addressed them in
the presence of Naidu and cabi-
net minister Arun Jaitley. It is
not clear if and where Ranjit will
be put up because of the
Haryana unit’s “opposition” to
rewarding new entrants prompt-
ly with tickets.

In Karnataka, another family
is on the verge of a split. Former
chief minister S. Bangarappa
seemns set to join the BJP, though
his son Kumar is a minister in
the outgoing S.M. Krishna gov-
ernment. Kumar, a film star, has
so far opted to continue in the
Congress.

BJP sources claimed that the
Congress would be wiped out in
Karnataka if Bangarappa left.
“There is no information, no
confirmation. Why should I rule
it out? Why should I welcome it?”
Naidu said, asked if Bangarappa
would join the BJP.

The two sons-in-law of the
late Ramakrishna Hegde also
met Advani. But BJP general
secretary Pramod Majahan said
Advani’s meeting with Gopal
and Manu Nichani, who came
with Ajay, was not connected
with politics. (See Page 8)
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‘Cong demolishes NDA claims

HT Correspondent
New Delhi, February 19

THE CONGRESS dared the BJP to

. hame one Bokaro, Bhilai or Trom-
bay it may have set up as it at-
tacked the ruling party for its
“Goebbelian” claims of having
done more for the country in the
past five years than the Congress
did in 50 years.

“The BJP is insulting all those
who have helped India progress so
far with its “five vs 50” campaign.
Has the BJP added an IIT, a
Bokaro or a Trombay in continua-
tion of the great saga of India’s
rise since Independence?” asked
spokesperson Anand Sharma.

Taking forward his colleague,
Kapil Sibal’s charge that the BJP’s
“India Shining” campaign spelt
“India (being) Cheated”, Sharma
accused the ruling party of “mis-
using” the state’s exchequer to fuel
a “misleading” propaganda that
“distorts facts, negates past achiev-
ements and questions both the me-
mory and wisdom of the people”.

After his Press briefing, Shar-
ma also picked on Deputy Prime
Minister L.K. Advani’s comments
that the farming community has-
n’t yet joined in cheering the “feel-
good” factor. “Our stand is being
vindicated”, Sharma said, stress-
ing that the BJP had been “deny-
ing reality; ridiculing the poor and
insulting all those who have con-
tributed in India’s achievements
in agriculture, industry or space”.

To substantiate his charge,
Sharma listed the achievements
under successive Congress regi-
mes, including those of Jawaharlal
Nehru, Indira Gandhi or Rajiv
Gandhi. The country saw the es-
tablishment of premier institutes,
like the IITs and IIMs, hydel and ir-
rigation projects at Bhakra, Hi-
rakud and Nagarajunasagar, steel
plants at Bokaro, Bhilai and Rou-
rkela and nuclear plants at Trom-
bay, Narora, Rawabhatta and Kala-

THE HIDUISTAN TVES 5

~ SONIA GANDHL: In the heat of electioneering

pakkam — all symbols of India’s
pride, encapsulated in the indus-
trial, green and white revolutions.
The initiatives in the IT and tele-
com sectors prepared the country
to become one of the acknowl-
edged IT leaders in the world today.

Sharma said that, instead of
“betraying” the people by wasting
Rs 750 crores of public money to
serve “partisan political ends”,
the government could have used it
to redress the people’s problems.

According to the Planning Com-

What Cong has done

® Under successive Cong
regimes, the country has
seen the establishment of
premier institutes, like HTs
and lIMs, irrigation projects
at Bhakra, Hirakud and
Nagarajunasagar, steel
plants at Bokaro, Bhilai and
Rourkela and nuclear plants
at Trombay, Narora, and
Kalapakkam — ail symbols
of India’s pride

® The initiatives in the IT and
telecom sectors prepared
the country to become one
of the acknowledged IT
leaders in the world today

What BJP has done

® ‘India Shining’ campaign
read ‘India (being) Cheated’,
and the country’s exchequer
is being misused to fuel a
‘misleading’ propaganda
that ‘distorts facts, negates
past achievements and
questions both the memory
and wisdom of the people’

® Planning Commission says:
260 crore are below the
poverty line; 6 crore kids
starving; 25 million without
shelter; 170 million with no
drinking water; 230 miflion
adult illiterates; and a
burgeoning population of
unemployed youths

mission’s statistics, there are 260
crore below the poverty line, six
crore starving children, 25 million
without shelter, 170 million with
no drinking water, 290 million
adult illiterates and a burgeoning
population of unemployed youths.

Atal Bihari Vajpayee
Playing politics?

BJP blowing PM's
‘trumpet of lies’

HT Correspondent
New Delhi, February 19

THE CONGRESS has stepped
up its intensity and frequency
of attack on the NDA and sou-
ght to expose the BJP’s efforts
to “blow the Prime Minister’s
trumpet” as “lies”.

It dubbed Defence Minister

" George Fernandes as “King Ge-

orge of Kargil” for the coffin-
body bag scandal. It also tried
to “expose” the NDA's India Sh-
ining advertisements as a case
of “India cheated”, It quoted
write-ups from Time and India
Today on the PM to take away
the shine from the Vajpayee’s
bersona and put his regime on
the mat for “playing politics”
with the SC-ST commission by
packing it with “yes-men”.

Party spokesperson Kapil Si-
bal punctuated with “India che-
ated” each time he exposed the
“lies” the government was pro-
pagating with “the taxpayers’
money” on the ads on popula-
tion contral, khadi and village
industries and the textile and
telecom sectors. He cited fig-
ures to highlight the problems
Jin these sectors.




HT Correspondent
New Delhi, February &

WITH THE NDA govern-
ment holding all the aces be-
fore the Lok Sabha polls, a
pit of the feel-good factor
seems to have seeped into
the Opposition camp. As the
" present Lok Sabha was be-
ing dissolved, they appar-
ently buried their differ-
ences to present a show of
unity in their resolve to de-
feat the BJP in the elections.

Congress chief Sonia Gan-
dhi may not have got all the
secular forces on a common
platform, but she got them to
share a table to provide a
glimpse of a possible post-
poll alternative to the BJP.

Twenty-eight representa-
tives from 13 parties re-
sponded to her luncheon in-
vitation on the last day of
the 13th Lok Sabha to show
the unity of the anti-BJP
forces. Significantly, the ri-
vals like SP’s Amar Singh
and the BSP’s Rashid Alvi
attended the lunch.

“My invitation was to
thank them because we have
been working together for
five years. This is something

. which we will continue dur-

w"’@

to cook up unity
Opposition camp

AP

Pranab Mukherjee, Sonia Gandhi, Laloo Prasad Yadav and Deve Gowda at a luncheon meeting

. in New Delhi on Thursday.

ing the conduct of the next
elections,” Sonia said after
the lunch where leaders lam-
basted the Vajpayee govern-
ment’s “sops” and the BJP’s
“fake” claims of a “feel-good
factor” and the money spent
on advertising it.

The “atmospherics and

bonhomie” lent force to the
photo session which includ-
ed political adversaries like
Amar Singh and Alvi, foes-
turning-allies Laloo Yadav
and Ram Vilas Paswan and
the Congress’ pre-poll rivals
but possible post-poll allies
like H.D. Deve Gowda or

Hr HpusTAN TSt 6 FED T

Somnath Chatterjee.

The invitees included
Chandrashekhar, Sharad
Pawar, T.R. Baalu and A.R.
Pradhan. But the Congress
failed to call RLD’s Ajit
Singh and JMM’s Shibu
Soren because of a “com-
munication gap”.

e



BJP attacks
Cong over ..

petro

XA\ \r
HT Correspondent
New Delhi, February 1

OPENING A new front
against the Congress in
the run-up to the Lok Sab-
ha polls, the BJP on Sun-
day asked the Centre to
go for a high-level probe
into the “exposure” by
the Iraqi government ab-
out the Congress receiv-
ing a huge “petro-bribe”
from the Saddam Hussein
regime. It said it was a se-
rious matter and affected
India’s image.

Quoting media and offi-
cial reports from Iraq, BJP
spokesman Mukhtar Ab-
bas Naqvi said Sonia
Gandhi-led Congress and
a senior Congress leader
were among the 46 indi-
viduals, companies and
organisations who got mil-
lions of barrels of oil as
bribes in return for their
support to the crumbling
Saddam government.

“Traqi oil ministry’s of-
ficial documents say
there were two beneficiar-
ies. One was the Congress
and another a senior
leader of the party. Both
got one million barrels of
oil worth Rs 150 crore
each as a bribe for extend-
ing support to Saddam,”
he said, adding that the
list of alleged bribe recip-
ients had been published
by a Baghdad newspaper,
Al-Meda.

Nagvi released a list of
10 questions concerning
the scam, seeking an-
swers from the AICC.
©® “Why did Saddam have
to bribe the Congress?

ANTMES #
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® What was the deal?

® What did the Congress
do in return for Saddam?
® Where did the one mil-
lion barrels of oil worth
Rs 150 crore go?

® Obviously, the Con-
gress did not hide the oil
in the AICC headquar-
ters, so where was it sold?
o “Did the Congress en-
ter the sale proceeds of
the oil in its official ac-
count?

® Or was it kept in a mys-
terious account?

e How was the money
used?

@ Was any tax paid on the
money from the sale of
the oil?

e When is the Congress
come out with the true ac-
count of this scam?” he
asked.

Nagqvi said Iragi’s rul-
ing governing council
member Naseer Chaderji
had already stated that
the published list of re-
cipients of the bribe was
true and they should be
prosecuted.

Similarly, Iraqi Oil Min-
istry spokesman Assem
Jihad had warned that
“anyone involved in steal-
ing Iragi wealth will be
prosecuted.”

The BJP spokesperson
said it was an embarrass-
ment for India since the
new Iraqi regime granted
an order of go-ahead for
probe into the “petro-
bribery” against the Con-
gress and other recipi-
ents who included organ-
isations from Russia, Chi-
na, Austria and a host of
Gulf countries.
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“Sonia, Karunanidhi

STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE

Ky S
to launch alliance

NEW DELHI, Jan. 17. — The
Congress and the DMK today came
closer to finalising the details, includ-
ing the seat-sharing formula, for their
Tamil Nadu alliance for the next Lok
Sabha polls. At the end of an hour-long
meeting at 10 Janpath with Mrs Sonia
Gandhi and Dr Manmohan Singh,
DMK representatives Mr MK Stalin,
Mr Dayanidhi Maran and Mr TR
Baalu, there were indications that a
formal announcement of the new alig-
ment may be made in Chennai jointly
by Mrs Gandhi and Mr Karunanidhi.

Though both Mrs Gandhi and Mr
Stalin, talking to reporters after their
meeting, said they had held “prelimi-
nary talks”, the pace of the alliance
was evident when Mrs Gandhi said:
“We shall move ahead and we will
only move ahead”. Mr Stalin chipped
in: “We came to Delhi to discuss with
the Congress president the issues
regarding the coming elections, devel-
opments in state politics and the steps
to be taken to face the poll. We dis-
cussed constructive steps”. Indica-
tions are that out of the 39 Tamil
Nadu seats, Congress may bag eight
to 10, DMK 15 to 17, and DMK allies
PMK 6, MDMLK, 4, and Left 4.

While Congress will contest the sole
seat from Pondicherry, former finance
minister, Mr P Chidambaram may be
accommodated from Tamil Nadu. Mrs
Gandhi said “Dr Karunanidhi was kind
enough to send his representatives to
hold further talks with us. Now I am
looking forward to meeting Dr
Karunanidhi soon in Chennai.” The
date for Mrs Gandhi’s Chennai trip wiil
be confirmed soon, said Mr Stalin.

Mrs Sonia z at the wedding
reception of Sachin Pilot, son of
the late Rajesh Pilot. — PTI

Dynasties meet

NEW DELHI, Jan. 17. — The Con-
gress-DMK talks today also marked
the coming together of two political
dynasties: Mrs Sonia Gandhi of the
Nehru-Gandhi dynasty and Mr MK
Stalin and Mr Dayanidhi Marau,
son and grand nephew of the DMK
supremo respectively, representing
the foremost Dravidian dynasty.
And while Mr Stalin is already
being projected as Mr Karuna-
nidhi’s heir, Mr Maran, son of late
Murasoli Maran, was sent aloug to

signal his debuv in politics. — SINS J

Left wants post-poll CMP

The CPI-M leader, Mr HS Surjeet,
said today that “it’s better to think of
the common minimum programme
after the elections.” He also said that
as for collective leadership of the seu-
ular front, there could be some sort of
a mechanism after the poils”.

Editorial: Pawar Piay, page 8
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woke up to BJP’s clarion call

The Congress may have also begun its exercise for the big fight but its efforts need to pick up momentum

__GEARING UP
FOR POLLS

Pankaj Vohra

AS WAS expected, the National
Democratic Alliance (NDA) has
left the decision to hold early
Lok Sabha polls to the Prime
Minister. Although Atal Bihari
Vajpayee has not expressed his
views on the subject, it is abun-
dantly clear that the dissolution
of Lok Sabha is imminent to
pave the way for early elections.

In fact, the sops offered by Fi-
nance Minister Jaswant Singh
on Thursday have left no room
for speculation regarding the in-
tention of the Vajpayee govern-
ment. The announcements have
been made clearly to create a
feel-good factor in favour of the
ruling alliance as also to sound
the opposition parties that there
would be no full-fledged budget
session. Instead the possibility of
a vote on account looks exceed-
ingly strong before the Lower
House gets dissolved.

The meeting of the BJP na-
tional executive which begins on
Sunday in Hyderabad assumes
significance since the formal
recommendation for an early
election may be made to the
Prime Minister in the political
resolution. Therefore, the Prime
Minister may either announce
early polls or make a statement
hinting at the dissolution of Par-
liament after a vote on account.

Vajpayee appears to be very
optimistic about the NDA's
chances in elections and accord-
ing to informed sources within
the BJP, has agreed to renew the
mandate for his government
even though there would be six
to seven months left for him to
complete his full tenure. He too

THE HIDUSTAN TIMES

BJP’s Hyderahad meet

m Formal recommendation for an early
election may be made by the Prime
Minister in the formal resolution

m PM may either announce early polls or
hint at the resolution of Parliament after

avote on account

m For the first time, the BJP is likely to
discuss and decide on organisational
structures up to the block level

m The question of funding for various
seats may also be discussed

believes that the opposition par-
ties have been caught on the
wrong foot and may not be able
to forge a formidable alliance to
meet the challenge posed by the
NDA.

The importance of the BJP’s
national executive in Hyderabad
also lies in-the fact that for the
first time, the party is likely to
discuss and decide about organi- ,
sational structure upto the block
level in order to prepare the par-
ty for the poll exercise. Even the
question of funding for various
seats may also be discussed and
the blueprint for the party’s elec-
toral strategy will get the formal
nod.

The blueprint is perhaps a
document which is unprecedent-
ed and has been carefully pre-
pared as a part of mission 2004
with major inputs from Venka-
iah Naidu, Pramod Mahajan,
Arun Jaitley and last but not the
least L. K. Advani. It is also a
demonstration of the party’s
preparedness to take on any
kind of opposition in the parlia-
mentary polls. .

In addition, an economic reso-
lution stipulating the road map
to remove poverty in the next
five years is also likely to be

placed and passed at the crucial
meeting.

The BJP’s lead in preparing it-
self for the big fight is also evi-
dent from the fact that the day af-
ter the two-day deliberations,
Advani and Naidu even sit along-
with presidents of state units as
well as parbharis to discuss the
poll strategy.

In sharp contrast, the Con-
gress may have also started its
exercise of preparing for the big

succeeded in defusing the Pun-
jab crisis for the time being by
appointing Rajendra Kaur Bhat-
tal as the deputy CM.

A similar type of formula
seems to be under consideration
in respect of Kerala where ef-
forts are on to broker peace be-
tween two warring groups led by
veteran leader Karunakaran and
chief minister A K Antony
There have been reports about
some Congressmen protesting

The Congress formula

m While alliances with some partners are
being worked out, the party seems also
to be busy putting its own house in order

m After successfully defusing the Punjab
crisis, a similar formula seems under -
consideration in Kerala to broker peace

m Not only orchestrated, top-to-bottom
responses but also distribution of work
to ensure candidates’ success

w Reinventing secularist slogans and
drawing up a plan for winnability

Vaghela’s plight is similar to

- that of NCP leader Chagan Bhu-

jbal who retains the Shiv Sena
type image even though- he
ceased to be a member several
years ago.

The problem with the Con-
gress at present is that it is not
seen to be doing what it should
be doing. On the other hand, the
BJP appears to be -much more
confident without doing what it
should have done in the last five

The sops offered by Finance Minister Jaswant Singh have left no room for
speculation regarding the intention of the Vajpayee government. The
announcements have been made clearly to create a feel-good factor in favour
of the ruling alliance, as also to sound the Opposition parties that there
would be no full-fledged Budget session. Maybe only a vote on account

fight but its efforts need to pick
momentum in order to give a be-
fitting reply to the NDA. While
alliances with some partners are
being worked out, the party
seems to be simultaneously busy
in bringing its own house in or-
der in some states. For instance,
the Congress high command has
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against the Sena created by state
unit chief Shankar Singh
Vaghela in Gujarat. But what
these Congressmen forget is that
Vaghela despite being in the
Congress has the mindset of his
earlier organisation, the RSS,
and may be using his Sena to
counter the Swayamsewaks.

years. The difference is very
striking even in camera shots
shown on the electronic media
where a CWC meeting appears to
be very grim with the body lan-
guage of most members more
negative than positive.

However, in case of BJP, the
camera shots give an impression

that its leaders were more re-
laxed and positive than their op-
ponents even if this may not ac-
tually be the case.

In terms of drawing out an ac-
tion plan, the Congress needs to
focus itself on not only orches-
trated responses starting from
top to the bottom but also on dis-
tribution of work to ensure the
success of its candidates.

For instance, if Sonia Gandhi
as the party chief hits out at the
government or the party’s oppo-
nents, every leader big or small
wherever he or she is based in
the country should take the cue
and hit out publicly. It is not the
task of the Congress president
alone to face the opposition but
every congress leader should
contribute to this effort.

Secondly, the Congress has a
certain advantage over every
other political party in this
country. It is truly national in its
organisation which exists even if
in small strength in every dis-
trict of the country. If at the na-
tional level, a dharna or a call
against its opponents is given
from Delhi, the party has the net-
work to execute it simultaneous-
ly in every district of India,
which itself would be an event to

send fear in the hearts of its ri-
vals. Such an exercise would en-
ergise the cadres and at the same
time help in creating public
opinion against the policies and
programmes of its opponents.

From the Congress perspec-
tive, the elections to Lok Sabha
will be extremely crucial since it
would pave the way for future
politics of India. The BJP and
the NDA will want to make the
polls into a Vajpayee versus So-
nia contest while the Congress
should aim at imaking it into a
fight between ideologies as well
as progressive and secular forces
on one side and communal
forces on the other.

The BJP has taken a head
start in this big fight largely be-
cause they have their strategy
properly worked out and know
what their top priorities are. Its
leaders have prepared a blue-
print which they feel will be re-
flected in the poll results. It has
changed its tactics and instead of
targeting minorities directly, the
BJP uses the slogan of fighting
terrorism to reiterate its com-
mitment to Hindutava.

The global war against terror-
ism which invariably shows fa-
natic Muslims as perpetrators of
terrorism has also worked to its
advantage. ’

The Congress on the other
hand has to reinvent slogans in
favour of secularism and needs
to draw a plan which makes
winnability as the core of any
tactics to be used in the polls.
Like the BJP did in 1989, the
Congress should give tickets to
any candidate who can win. It
should also entrust responsibili-
ty to each of senior leaders who
should be asked to prove their
worth by helping party win. If
this does not happen fast, the big
fight will begin with advantage
to BJP.



BJP, Sena no longer
untouchable for NCP

et

TIMES News NETWORK

Pune: NCP chief Sharad Pawar con-
firmed on Friday
that his party was
exploring the op-
tion of joining the
BJP-led National
Democratic  Al-
liance for the Lok
Sabha elections. A
decision on the is-
sue would be tak-
en during the
NCP’s national ex-
ecutive meeting in New Delhi on
January 25, he announced at a press
conference here.

Since the NCP had representa-
tives in Meghalaya, Manipur and Ut-
tar Pradesh, leaders from Maha-
rashtra alone could not decide on the
issue, he said, adding that party
leaders from the north-eastern
states had written to him urging an
alliance with the NDA.

He said that the alliance for the
Lok Sabha polls would apply to all
states where the NCP contested.
However, he did not rule out an al-
liance with the Congress for the as-
sembly elections in Maharashtra.

(Maharashtra chief minister
Sushilkumar Shinde said in Mum-
bai that he was “hopeful” of the cur-
rent talks between the Congress and
the NCP reaching a pre-poll electoral
pact, PTI reported. “I am holding
talks with Mr Pawar and I am hope-
ful about the outcome,” Mr Shinde
told reporters when his attention
was drawn to the NCP leader’s state-
ment in Pune.

Sharad Pawar
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Asked whether Mr PaW r’ s state-
ment was an attempt to pressurise
the Congress, Mr Shinde said: “I will
not comment on it.”)

Mr Pawar’s statement came bare-
ly a day after senior NCP leader and
Maharashtra home minister R.R.
Patil stressed that the NCP would
never join the NDA.

The NCP had aiways maintained
that it would not consider an alliance
with “fundamentalist forces” like
the BJP and the Sena. But Mr Pawar
said on Friday that the results of the
recent assembly elections had com-
pelled his party to explore all op-
tions—whether to align with the
Congress, NDA or the Left Front.

When asked if the BJP was no
longer an “untouchable” for the
NCP, Mr Pawar said that in the cur-
rent political scenario, “no political
party is an untouchable”. He said it
was clear that no single political par-
ty was in a position to provide a sta-
ble political alternative and that
coalition politics was the order of
the day. There was nothing wrong in
working with other political parties
on the basis of a common minimum
programme, he said.

Clarifying that the NCP had not
discussed the matter with any con-
stituent of the NDA, Mr Pawar said
deputy Prime Minister L.K. Ad-
vani’s talks with Shiv Sena chief Bal
Thackeray in this regard was purely
an internal matter of the NDA. He
refused to react to Mr Thackeray’s
statement that the NCP was wel-
come to the NDA provided it
dropped ex-deputy chief minister
Chhagan Bhujbal.

'SP will not join

anti-BJP front

Times News NETWORK

New Delhl Samajwadl Party
& chief

day ruled out |
joining any |
anti-BJP 1}
front, saying
g it would only |
help that par- §
ty. Explaining §
his position, |
Mr Yadav
dwelt on past experience and j
said, “Differences on the issue of |

Mulayam Yadav

. seat sharing among ‘morcha’

partners had helped the BJR.”
He said the SP would now con-
test elections on issues and give §
and take issue-based support.

However, he hoped that social-
ists of all hues would come to-
gether some day and said that |
George Fernandes would be wel-
comed if heleft the NDA. “There 1
will be nearly 100 MPs even now |
if the socialists come together. §
Then, no third front will be |
needed,” he said.

But at the same time, he
praised Congress president So-
nia Gandhi and said he would
meet her whenever she wanted §
and was necessary. :
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