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Ministers of state have little to do

Our Political Bureau
NEW DELHI 2 NOVEMBER

the ministers of state in the

Manmohan Singh govemn-
ment. Saddled with little or ab-
solutely no responsibility, they
have been reduced to cutting
ribbons and addressing seminars
and conferences. The first meet-
ing of the UPA government’s full
council of ministers, convened
on Monday night at the Prime
Minister’s official residence, saw
them giving vent to their woes.

There were, at last count, 28
ministers of state in the Manmo-
han Singh govemment. And
more than a dozen of them
seized upon the opportunity
provided by Monday night’s
meeting to bemoan their status
and seek effective redressal of
their grievances.

The most strident of them all
was Mohammed Taslimuddin.
The controversial RID leader
from Bihar — one of the three
deputies attached to Sharad
Pawar in the rather large and
powerful ministry of agriculture,
food and civil supplies, con-
sumer affairs and public distribu-
tion — complained that he had
absolutely no work to do.

Mr Taslimuddin, who has
been handed over the charge of
the department of consumer af-
fairs and public distribution in
the work-distribution allocated
among the three ministers of
state by Mr Pawar, told the
Prime Minister that he wasn'tin
any way involved in the ded-
sion-making process in matters
pertaining to his ministry and
that he had no real powers.

IT’S all play and no work for

According to him, the main
assignment is to put signatures
on the responses to unstarred
questions and assurances when
Parliament is in session. Besides,
heisauthorised to go throughall
establishment and personnel
matters of employees other than
Group A officers and take disci-
plinary action against employ-
ees, except Group A officers.

Dasari Narayan Rao, minister
of state for coal and mines, told
the gathering that he was filled
with a sense of elation when was
inducted in the Union council of
ministers. However, his excite-
ment turned into a feeling of dis-
may soon as he realised that he

13 NGV 2004

Powtr PLay: Congress chief Soni Gandhi, Prime Minister Ma

N,

had nothing much to do in the
ministry. He added that things
had started looking up after the
ministry passed into the hands of
Prime Minister, without men-
tioning the fact the happy situa-
tion had arisen only because of
the exit of JMM chief Shibu
Soren, who was his senior in the
ministry, from the Cabinet.
Similar complaints were listed
out by a number of other minis-
ters, including Shageel Ahmed,
Dayanidhi Maran's junior in the
communications and IT min-
istry. They are said to have made
their pointsin a very subtle man-
ner, carnouflaging their laments
in the need for greater participa-

nmohan Singh and rail minister Lalu Yadav
at the Hftaar party of minister of state for external affairs £. Ahmed in New Delhi on Tuesday. — PTI

tion in the decision-making
process. Dr Singh, in his re-
sponse is learnt to have assured
the ministers that he’d strive to
evolve a mechanism that would
entail a greater delegation of
powers. To begin with, we could
ensure that files on their way
back from the Cabinet minister
could be routed through their
deputies, so that they were
made aware of the decisions be-
ing taken. This is, however, eas-
ier said than done. A similar ex-
ercise had been initiated during
the Vajpayee government, but
nothing came out of it. Truly, the
more things change, the more
they remain the same.

THE TIMES OF INDIA




“SC notices

NEW DELHI, Sept. 24. — The
Supreme Court has issued noti-
ces to the UPA government on
a petition seeking to challenge
the inclusion of several “tainte-
d” ministers in the Manmohan
Singh ministry.

The notices were issued yes-
terday by a Bench led by Mr
Justice Santosh Hegde during
an in-chamber hearing of a
review petition on the matter.
The Supreme Court (coram,
. Hegde, Sinha, Mathur, JJ) had
on 16 July refused to entertain
a PIL, filed under Article 32
read with Articles 141, 142 and
147, challenging the inclusion
of “tainted” ministers in the
UPA government stating that it
was “unconstitutional, illegal
and void ab initio”.

“Parliament is debating the

atter. It is toollg‘remature to
entertain it,” the court had
then said. It had instead coun-
seled the petitioner, Mr Manoj
Narula, to wait and watch if
Parliament passes any legisla-
tion to deal with this problem.

But after the Budget session
got over without Parliament
passing any law in this regard,
the petitioner, through his
counsel, Mr Anil Kumar Jha,
again approached the court for

relief. Mr Narula’s petition had ,

specifically referred to four
“tainted” ministers — Mr Lalu
Prasad, Md Taslimuddin, Mr
Jaiprakas Yadav and Mr MAA
Fatimi. Refusing to entertain
the petition, the court had ob-
served that no statutory provi-
sions had been violated by ap-
pointing them as ministers. “B-
ut if Parliament makes a law to
this effect, we shall see,” it had
said. The petition had conten-

on the

tainted

(?e/d that since ministers hold
“important constitutional posts,
their integrity should be above- -
board” and “tainted” persons -
should not therefore be taken
in the ministry. The Prime
Minister, by jacidding such
“tai ns’in his minis-
try had violgfed the Constitutio-
n’s basic gtructure by denying
the peop}e an “honest” govern-
ment.

petition had made the
ur “tainted” ministers, Centre
and Prime Minister respondents
in the matter. It also said the is-
sue involved interpretation of
Article 75 and the Preamble.

RID chief Mr Lalu Prasad
said he and his party colleagues
will abide by the Supreme
Court’s order on the issue, adds
PTL

SC poser to Pappu

on bail, pagty
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K | want my job back:

By Our Special Correspo: dent

NEW DELHI. SEPT. 14. "}he atkhand
Mukti Morcha (JMM) chief,” Shibu
Soren, who had to resign\as Coal
Minister in the wake of the arrest
warrants issued against him by a
Jharkhand court, wants the Prime
Minister, Manmohan Singh, to give
him back his ministerial berth. “I
was arrested for a case that is twenty
years old. Now that I have been let
off by the court there is no reason
why I should not be given back my
job,” Mr. Soren told The Hindu .

Mr. Soren arrived here on Monday
in connection with a court appear-
ance relating to another case.

Lalu backs Soren

By K. Balchand

| PATNA, SEPT. 14. The Railway Minis-
} ter, Lalu Prasad, today backed his
{ former Cabinet colleague, Shibu

THE HINDU

oren’s effort to rehabilitate himself

as a Union Cabinet Minister after
facing the judicial process in two
criminal cases. -

Mr. Prasad, who was among the
first to appeal to Mr. Soren to resign
his post after he was issued a non-
bailable arrest warrant in the Chirru-
dih massacre case, today justified
Mr. Soren’s claim for getting his job
back saying that he had every right
to be re-inducted into the Cabinet.

Mr. Prasad said that he had no ob-
jections if Mr. Soren wanted to be-
come a Union Minister, arguing that
he had since obtained a bail and he
had to be considered innocent until
proved guilty by the courts.

Mr. Prasad extended the same fa-
vour to the Bharatiya Janata Party
leader and former Chief Minister of
Madhya Pradesh, Uma Bharti, say-
ing that she too was free to get back
her post if she so desired. All were
equal in the eyes of the law, he said./r

1§ SEP 2004



PRIME MINISTER MANMOHAN Singh has done
the right thing in asking Coal Minister Shibu
Soren to submit his resignation. It would have
been much better had he acted earlier. It took a
whole week for the Prime Minister to force Mr.
Soren to put in his papers after a Jharkhand
court issued a non-bailable arrest warrant
against him in connection with a three-decade-
old massacre case. The delay created a situation
that was avoidable, unfortunate, and extremely
awkward. The nation was subject to the farcical
drama of a Union Minister on the run, thanks to
Mr. Soren'’s panicky and irresponsible decision
to turn fugitive rather than hand himself over te
the law. The delay also provided the Opposition
the opportunity to embarrass the Government
outside and inside Parliament, where it forced
repeated adjournments by recourse to raucous
and disorderly ways. Timing may not be every-
thing in politics but a prompt response would
have prevented the impression from spreading
that the compulsions of coalition politics had
deterred action against Mr. Soren and that he
was eventually asked to go only because of pres-
sure mounted by the Opposition.

The issue here is not about Mr. Soren’s guilt or
innocence in the massacre case, which is some-
thing that can be determined only by the Judi-
ciary. Rather it is about the propriety of a
Minister running away from the law. Mr. Soren’s
behaviour is in striking contrast to that of Lalu
Prasad, who quit as Chief Minister of Bihar and
turned himself in when he found himself in a
similar situation in connection with what came
to be known as the ‘fodder scam’. The Jhark-
hand Mukti Morcha chief and his supporters
may have reason to believe that the Chirudih
massacre case was politically motivated and that
its sudden re-emergence is extremely curious. It

THE HINDU
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THE SOREN DRAMA o' "

is a reflection of the sluggishness o the criminal
justice system that a 29-year-old matter remains
unsettled. As many as 25 of the 69 accused are no
longer alive and the case has had a peculiar his-
tory of periodically crawling out of the judicial
woodwork; the last time an arrest warrant was
issued against Mr. Soren in this case was in 1986.

The Chirudih case relates to the 1975 killing of
10 persons who belonged to a small Muslim-
dominated village, near the district headquarters
of Jamtara in what was then Bihar. The incident
has a political dimension as it was closely tied up
with the JMM’s campaign for a separate Jhark-
hand State. A part of the agitation and move-
ment for Statehood was directed against
moneylenders and those who allegedly grabbed
land from the tribals of the Santhal region. After
assuming office in 2003, the Chief Minister of
Jharkhand, the BJP’s Arjun Munda, has with-
drawn several cases connected with the mave-
ment for a separate State, including, very
significantly, some in which he himself was an
accused. Mr. Soren’s grouse is that was not done
for the Chirudih massacre case since the inten-
tion was to damage him politically. T} !MM
chief has challenged the arrest warrafitz i
Ranchi High Court but his problems go well be-
yond Chirudih. He also figures as an accused in
the murder of his personal secretary, a case in-
vestigated by the CBI. The controversy over Mr.
Soren should focus attention on the recent trend
of swearing in chargesheeted individuals to min-
isterial office; starting with Deputy Prime Minis-
ter LK. Advani, the previous National
Democratic Alliance Government had its fair
share of those facing criminal charges. While the
law, including the election law, presumes inno-
cence in the absence of conv1ct10n, politically
the trend is disturbing.




PM in the dock,

Atal & corun ¢

riot over Shibu
| %\o( .

ur Political Bureau

B V T NEWDELHI 22 JULY
last-ditch effort made by Prime Minister
A Manmohan Singh to end the Opposition’s
siege of Parliament over the Shibu Soren is-
sue has failed with Atal Bihari Vajpayee and LK.
Advani rejecting his appeal for truce by insisting on
a statement from him on his fugitive minister.

Dr Singh called up Mr Vajpayee on Wednesday
night and Mr Advani on Thursday morning, re-
questing them to ensure the Opposition’s coopera-
tion in ensuring the smooth functioning of the Lok
Sabha and the Rajya Sabha. But Opposition leaders
stuck to their demand that Dr Singh make a state-
ment in both the Houses on the Soren issue.

Perhaps knowing that there
was little for him to tell the Parlia-
mentabout the messy Soren affair,
the Prime Minister decided to re-
main silent, resulting in an uproar
from the Opposition benches and
adjournments of both Houses.

The government side came up
with the by-now-familiar expla-
nation that the Prime Minister
cannot make any statement on
the issue since the matter was “sub
judice.” The fact that Friday is the
last day of the first phase of the
Budget session, which will recon-

BI corners
fugitive in new
rder case

Our Political Bureau

NEW DELHI 22 JulY

<

HE fugitive Union minister, Mr Shibu Soren,
I continued to torment the UPA government,
asa belligerent Opposition paralysed the pro-
ceedings of the two Houses of Parliament in support
of its demand that Prime Minister Manmohan
Singh unravel the mystery behind his missing Cab-
inet colleague. The UPA government once again
had to face an embarrassing moment in the Rajya
Sabha when a determined Opposition forced the
Prime Minister to leave the House hastily inorder to
pre-empt any attempt by the NDA to force him to
give a reply on the Soren episode.
For the IMM leader, and the UPA government of
: which he is @ members, troubles
continued to mount on Thursday,
} with the Ranchi High Court post-
ing Mr Soren’s bail petition for
hearing on Friday. While the fate
of Mr Soren, who is said to have
gone into hiding in the jungles of
Chaibasa in south Chotanagpurto
evade arrest by the Jhrakhand po-
1 lice in a massacre case dating back
4 to 1975, hangs in balance, the CBI
onThursday turned the screws on
him in another murder case.
The investigative agency pro-
duced a key witness before a Delhi

vene after a three-week recess,
seems to prepare the governrient
to cling on to this argument for one more day, hop-
ing that by then the court will decide on the arrest
warrant of Mr Soren.
Parliamentary affairs minister Ghulam Nabi
+ Azad and Congress spokesman Anand Sharma on
Thursday tried a counter-attack on the BJP-led
NDA saying the Opposition “is running away” from
! discussing important issues for which it had given
I notice. “When the NDA was in power, the Congress
' always behaved like a responsible Opposition and
cooperated with the government in running Parlia-
ment. But now the same BJP is stalling Parliament
not for hours but for days. So we want to ask them
what happened to the sermons they were giving
the nation when they were in power,” he said.

SOREN: CRY FLEE-DOM

sessions court in the 1994 case of
abduction and murder of Mr
Soren’s secretary. In the two Houses of Parliament,
no business could be transacted on Thursday.
Things threatened to spiral out of control in the Lok
Sabha when, for a moment during the Zero Hour,
the vociferous members of the BJP-Shiv Sena
found themselves face-to-face with the RID MPs in
the well of the House.

Had it not been for the timely intervention of the
senior leaders, history would have been created.
The NDA, which met here on Thursday morning to
finalise its strategy, raised the issue as soon as the
House assembled for the day.

Iunediately after making obituary referencetoa
departed member, BJP members were on their legs,
i demanding Mr Soren’<onister,
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~LAST RESHUFFLE BEFORE POLLS?

Coal and

mines at

jor Mamata

: StatCa N’JU U

sman News Service S v

NEW DELHI, Jan. 8. — It was the
end of a long wait for Miss Mamata
"Banerjee as she was finally allotted
the coal and mines departments —
the latter as bonus, since the two
departments were held by separate
ministers earlier.

The Trinamul Congress chief was
without a portfolio since being re-
inducted into the Union Cabinet on
8 September last year. She had her
own reservations about heading the
coal department which was offered
to her earlier too. She had indicated
her preference for the civil aviation
ministry, failing which she sought
rural development and poverty alle-
viation portfolios. But none of the
ministries could be spared due to
administrative compulsions of the
Prime Minister, as sources put it.

With speculation rife over an
early dissolution of the current Lok
Sabha, Miss Banerjee would have
been left as a minister without a
portfolio in the interim government
headed by Mr Atal Behari Vajpayee,
if she declined the offers this time
too. The Prime Minister today
decided to advise the President to
allot the departments to her after
the two departments were merged
into one single charge while effect-
ing a Cabinet reshuffle, arguably the
last one of the present government.

Mr Karia Munda, who was the
Cabinet minister in charge of coal,
has been shifted to the non-conven-

"~ Miss Mamata Banerjee

tional energy department, while Mr
Ramesh Bais, who had been holding
independent charge of the mines
ministry as a minister of state, has

_been allotted the forests and envi-

ronment ministry, the department
which had been under the charge of
the Prime Minister after the resigna-
tion of Mr TR Baalu. Earlier, Mr
Dilip Singh Judeo had resigned as
the minister of state from the
department after the cash-on-cam-
era affair before the Chhattisgarh
Assembly polls.

After today’s reshuffle, Mr
Munda stands demoted though he is
considered an important tribal
leader from Jharkhand and one of
the BIP’s old timers. Mr
Vallabhbhai Kathiria, MoS in the
human resources development min-
istry, has been shifted to health.
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