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“Full efforts to resolve
problems with Pakistan”

Prime Minister welcomes Musharraf’s Kashmir proposal )0

Kanwar Yogendra and Agencies

SHIMLA: Prime Minister Manmo-
han Singh said here on Sunday
that the country would make
“full and sincere” efforts to re-
solve all bilateral problems with
Pakistan through talks. Though
progress had been made in
strengthening the ties with Isla-
mabad, “several complexities”
remained, he said.

Dr. Singh welcomed the pro-
posal of Pakistan President Gen-
eral Musharraf to demilitarise a
part of Kashmir. On Siachen, he
said talks were on. “We will thor-
oughly analyse the progress. We
are not against finding a perma-
nent solution to the Kashmir
problem in this situation by way
of talks with our neighbour. The
atmosphere now is most affa-
ble.”
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Dr. Singh said that with the
promotion of people-to-people
contacts between the two coun-
tries, the frequency of the Srina-
gar-Muzafarrabad bus service
would be increased.

The Prime Minister was ad-
dressing a press conference. He
had visited the tribal district of
Kinnaur and dedicating the 1500
MW Nathpa Jhakri Power Pro-
ject to the nation on Saturday.

Ties with Left

On the United Progressive Al-
liance’s relations with the Left,
Dr. Singh said, “we continue to
enjoy their progressive support,
though sometimes we differ on
issues.” When asked about the
discomfort of the Left on the
“non-implementation” of the
National Common Minimum
Programme in various States

ntimm

and the absence of coordination
committees there, the Prime
Minister said, “it is not neces-
sary since we are politically
apart.” Dr. Singh said that
though at the Centre the co-or-
dination committee had proved
its utility, it was not very sure of
its extension to the other Con-
gress-ruled States.

On an increase in Employees
Provident Fund interest rate,
Dr. Singh said it required major
reforms and it was for the board
and its trustees to decide.

Power sector needs
reforms

Speaking at a Power Secretar-
ies conference earlier in the day,
Dr. Singh said the State electric-
ity boards (SEBs) which were
reeling under a Rs. 21,000-crore
loss needed to be unbundled and

the power sector in the country
needed urgent reforms.

He said unbundling would en-
sure a more competitive envi-
ronment in the sector.

On Saturday, he expressed
concern over the electricity
shortage in the country and
spoke against providing free
power as it could be a hindrance
to additional power generation.

“While the demand for elec-
tricity in the country is increas-
ing, power cuts are assuming
alarming proportions,” he said.

He expressed dismay at the
performance of private inves-
tors in the sector. “ There is no
boon for private investors in the
power sector,” he said.

The Prime Minister left for
Delhion Sunday after spending a
night in the tribal sojourns of
Kalpa in Kinnaur district.
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Contradictory to CMP commitments: Left

Sushma Ramchandran

NEW DELHI: The Government on
Thursday launched its disinvest-
ment programme for the current
financial year, allowing sale of 10
per cent shareholding in the
navaratna public sector compa-
ny Bharat Heavy Electricals
Limited (BHEL), even as the
Left parties strongly protested.
Finance Minister P. Chidamba-
ram, who briefed newspersons
after a meeting of the Cabinet
Committee of Economic Affairs
here, claimed that the Left par-
ties had been consulted and the
decision was taken in the “spirit”
of the national common mini-
mum programme (NCMP).

But the Left parties said the
proposil was “directly contra-
dictoriz to the commitments
made in it.

Both the Communist Party of
India (Marxist) and the Commu-
nist Party of India called upon
the United Progressive Alliance
Government to reconsider the
decision keeping in mind the
widespread protest it would gen-
erate among the people.

In similar statements here,
they said the NCMP clearly
stated the Government would
encourage and strengthen the
navaratnas to become global
players.

It also categorically stated the
Government would not disin-
vest i or privatise profit-mak-
ing public sector undertakings.
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o Left consulted:
Chidambaram

* ‘In the spirit of common
minimum programme’

o Government holding will
fall to 57.72 p.c.

® To make it affordable
for small investors

Mr. Chidambaram said the
NCMP mandated that invest-
ment avenues be found for retail
investors and for reviving PSUs.
The latest decision on disinvest-
ment met both requirements.

Funds for health

By selling 10 per cent equity in
BHEL, the Government share-
holding would fall from 67.72 to
57.72 per cent.

The funds raised from the div-
estment, estimated to reach Rs.
2,000 crores, would accrue to

e U

the newly set up National In-
vestment Fund. Seventyfive per
cent of the fund was meant to
finance health and education
schemes and the balance to sup-
port “revivable” public sector
units. The proceeds would not
be reflected in the Budget.

The proposed offer would be
carried out through the book-
building route.

The BHEL stock would be
split in consultation with the
Heavy Industry and Disinvest-
ment departments to make the
issue affordable to small retail
investors.

Out of the 10 per cent equity
being disinvested, 15 per cent
would be reserved for employ-
ees. Now BHEL shares were rul-
ing at Rs. 896 each.

Modalities

Asked about the modalities of
the issue, Mr. Chidambaram said
the details would be decided af-
ter a lead manager was appoint-
ed.

The process would largely be
on the lines of the earlier issue
by the National Thermal Power
Corporation (NTPC).

The NTPC was the first public
sector company the UPA Gov-
ernment disinvested in Novem-
ber last.

It then divested 5.25 per cent
of its stake along with the com-
pany’s initial public offer of the
same amount.
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Alliance Brands Manmohan As ‘Weak', ‘Non-Performing’ PM Lacking Command

~ Our Political Bureau
| UNEWDELHI 24 MAY
ONTINUING its offence
C against the UPA govern-
ment, the NDA on Tues-
day termed its first year in office as
“a wasted year — a year of non-
performance and misgover-
nance”, whose only achievement
was the 50-odd committees and
commissions that it had set up in
the past 12 months and whose
aim was to target the Opposition
with a vindictive mindset.

Two days after the UPA gov-
ernment released its report-card
on its achievements during the
first year in power, the NDA
brought out its own version. Be-
sides tracking down its faflures on
various fronts, the BJP and its al-
lies sought to target Manmohan
Singh, branding him as “a weak
and a non-performing Prime
Minister” who was not
in command of his
own government.
The NDA also made
a concerted bid to
strip “the halo” sur-
rounding Congress
president Sonia
Gandhi, branding
her as “a super Prime
Minister” who had
no responsibility and
accountability.

The UPA govern-
ment was also ripped apart forin-
flicting a grievous and greater
damage on “the democraticinsti-
tutions, norms and standards of
our polity than any other govern-
ment in independent India’s his-
tory, barring the emergency.”

The Opposition alliance was
particularly critical of Ms Gand-
hi’s efforts to control the levers of
power through her position as
the NAC chairperson, and de-
manded the NAC either be dis-
banded or its head be made ac-
countable to Parliament.

“Additionally, the NAC's work
should be made open to scrutiny
by parliamentary committees
which should have the right to
summon the NAC chairperson
and members” the NDA
chargesheet said. It also expressed
serious concern over the continu-
ing efforts to perpetuate a dy-
nasty, and reeled out a partial list
of 16 projects named after Rajiv
Gandhi, the late Indian Prime

Minister. “The government, it

NDA unveils report

seems, is owned by a family.
There were many people who
gave up their lives during the free-
dom struggle, but they find no
mention,” NDA convenor George
Fernandes said on the occasion.
The latest developments in Bi-
har, the alleged misuse of the of-
fice of governors, the Prime Min-
ister’s refusal to drop the tainted

ministers, including the railway
minister, the trashing of the
Phukan Commission report and
the government’s refusal to table
the Nanavati Commission report
on the anti-Sikh rots of 1984 led
the NDA to ramp up its charge of
‘misgovernance’ against the rul-
ing coalition.

The NDA was severely critical | ___

of the role of Bihar governor Buta
Singh, labelled as ‘Jhoota Singh’
by Mr Fernandes. “It is ironical
that a man who was charged
with indulging in horsetrading

during the Narasimha
Rao regime is hurl-
ing the same allega-
tions,” the NDA
convenor observed.

Of a greater con-
cern, the NDA
claimed, was the
uninterrupted flow
of infiltrators from
Bangladesh. “We
wish to draw the
people’s attention to
two ominous devel-
opments. One is the Delhi High
Court pulling the Centre for not
carrying out its promise to deport
Bangladeshi’s from the national
capital. The other is the unprece-
dented public criticism of the As-
sam governor’s report on the
subject by none other than the
state’s chief minister,” the report-
card said.

The NDA charged the UPA
government with failing miser-
ably on the internal security
front, as exemplified by the flip-
flop on holding talks with the
naxalites, and with failing to car-
1y out its promises in the econo-
my. “The aam aadmi (common
man) is reeling under unprece-
dented price rise,” it said, taking a
dig at the UPA's Joud claim of be-
ing a champion of the common
man’s interests.

“The UPA government's
promises remain unfulfilled. Its
only achievement is that it has
survived in office so far,” the doc-

ument surmised.
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Juncment Dav: Former PM A, B. Va|payee & NDA convenor George Fernandes in New Delhlon Tuesday ~PTi

Advantage Nitish as poll
campaign starts in Bihar

Our Political Bureau

NEW DELHI 24 MAY

HE NDA on Monday for-
| mally kicked off the cam-
paign for the coming Bihar
election by announcing that the
polls will be fought under Nitish
Kumar. Mr Kumar is the most
credible counterpoint to the RID
goliath Lalu Prasad Yadav.

Mr Kumar’s journey from a
Kurmi leader in the 1980s to a
pan-Bihar leader of significant
mettle has been long and ridden
with more potholes than the road
from Patna to Begusaral. But
now it's finally official and his po-
litical fraternity stands by him.

Mr Kumar is the man tipped to
be Bihar’s most modern and for-
ward looking chief minister in
the post-Mandal era. Moreover,
he does not need to look over his
shoulder and watch his back
among his own political allies
anymore.

Over 10 years after he broke
off from the Janata Dal to form
the Samata Party and combat the
might of the Yadav conglomer-
ate, the engineer from
Bakhtiarpur is the most able tobe
the chief of Bihar.

The BJP-JD(U) combine
switched to the poll mode on
Monday and threw the gauntlet
down before the might of Lalu

Prasad Yadav. But that was only
after filling up the space that lay
blank all these years in the
heavyweight political bout be-
tween Nitish and Lalu.

The high-voltage kick-start to
the anti-Lalu campaign of the
JD(U)-BJP combine came from

state governor Buta Singh in the
wee hours of the fated Sunday
morning when the UPA govern-
ment accepted his recomimenda-
tion to dissolve the Bihar Assem-
bly or the class of 2005.

By a quirk of providence, Buta
Singh also handed on a platter
the key theme to the combine’s
poll campaign — how the Consti-
tution was convoluted to keep
the proxy Lalu Yadav regime in
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the power seat in Patna.

“A dirge for democracy” will
be the figurative background
music reinforcing the theme in
the first of the series of advertise-
ments that will be released in Bi-
har dailies by Thursday, a gooc
five to six months before elec
tions are to be held in the staie
The combine itself expects elec:
tions to be held in October but the
message is clear. It’s Nitish who
will get sole, and the top, billing in
the campaign.

It’s none of the half-hearted,
NOW-yOU-5ee-me-now-youl-
don't, cavilling support that the
man who would be chief minis-
ter received till now from his own
side of the fence. To rub the mes-
sage in and turn the strobe lights
on him and him alone, the engi-
neer from Bakhtiarpur will tea-
ture in blow-ups in all the poll
posters. Thus, for the first time in
the recent past, Lalu Prasad Ya-
dav is himself a subsidiary theme
unlike the earlier polis. No one,
noteven Vajpayee or Advari, will
share the honours.

The going for the jugular exer-
cise to dlinch that decisive vote tor
Mr Kurnar will hang onan Undle
Sam-like gimmick. “We,” the ads
will bellow in bold, “want you
the Bihari dtizen, to do some-
thing decisive to stop your ¢x-
ploitation, your victimisation.”



No other option on
Bihar: Manmohan

Sunny Sebastian

RANTHAMBHORE: Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh has defended
the Proclamation on dissolution
of the Bihar Legislative Assemb-
ly, saying there was no option
left for the Centre. It had acted
on the recommendations of Bi-
har Governor Buta Singh and al-
so on the basis of its own
information, he said.

“It was the Constitutional du-
ty of the Government,” Dr, Singh
said while interacting with the
media at the end of his visit to
the National Park here to study
the crisis facing the tiger pop-
ulation. “It has been three
months already since the elec-
tions were held in that State. No
Government could be made,” he
noted.

“An atmosphere of horse-
trading of the worst kind pre-
vailed,” Dr. Singh said, referring
to the Bihar situation. “The Gov-
ernor had made a recommenda-
tion saying that there was no
other option than dissolution of
the Assembly,” he said.

“We had considerable infor-
mation to substantiate the Gov-
ernor’s recommendations,” he
added.

Referring to the demands
made by Rajasthan Chief Minis-
ter Vasundhara Raje, Dr. Singh
said he would take them up with
the Ministries concerned to ren-
. der “all possible assistance” to
the State.

He, however, made known his

concern over the non-imple- -

mentation of value-added tax
(VAT) by Rajasthan as well as
the other Bharatiya Janata Par-
ty-ruled States. “When Yash-
want Sinha and Jaswant Singh
were Finance Ministers, the BJP
had said that VAT was the right
thing for the country and now
they have turned against it.”

“It is not proper for the States
not to introduce VAT, and play
politics on the issue. Till the oth-
er day, the BJP was promoting
the concept of VAT. They did
work on it for five years and 1
appreciate their efforts,” he said.
Non-adoption of VAT by States
such as Rajasthan — which need-
ed to create more jobs in manu-

25 MAY 2003

A DATE WITH THE TIGER: Prime Minister Manmohan
Singh is a picture of joy as he talks about his first ever
sighting of a tiger in Ranthambhore on Tuesday. - PTI

¢ Wildlife habitats under
pressure

e Management of parks
must be improved

o Need to involve
communities in
conservation -+ - -

o Forest management,
human interface
main chaflenges
L

facturing and other sectors —
would “considerably hinder”
their economic prospects.

Dr. Singh said the Centre
would work ‘with the States to
make them prosperous and
strong. “India can be strong if its
States and villages are strong.”
The States needed to improve
their law and order situation and
manage their finances more
efficiently.

Dr. Singh wound up his two-
day visit to the Ranthambhore
National Park on Tuesday, with
a reassuring message that his
Government would stand by the

MM

tigers and all forms of wildlife.
Wild habitats, especially sanctu-
aries sheltering the tigers, were
under pressure and there was
much to be done to protect the
animals.

Dr. Singh had a “fruitful” visit
in the morning to the 392-sg-km
sanctuary, among the first to be
brought under Project Tiger in
the 1970s, with his wife, Gursha-
rgir Kaur.

As for steps to protect the
dwindling population of tigers,
he said he would wait for the
report of the Task Force, expect-
ed in two months. “Give me a
chance,” he said. “The future is
in our hands.”

The pressures on the areas
surrounding the Parks were in-
creasing and there was need to
devise new ways of providing the
people with livelihood. “Other-
wise, we will be causing irrevers-
ible damage to our future,” he
said.

“I have not come [to Ran-
thambhore] to find fault with
anyone,” the Prime Minister
said. But “things are not as they
should be” in Rajasthan’s tiger
sanctuaries.

|
|
|
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Reform of govt on secon’}

PM feet.in two boats

OUR SPECIAL L,Q
CORRESPONDENT

policy, which would have to
THE PR|OR|T| Es include such measures as

reduction of “wasteful subsi-

New Delhi, May 22: On its first
birthday, Manmohan Singh
stuck a label to his dispensa-
tion — “a caring government”.
For the second year, he set
among his goals reform of
government.

“Our greatest achievement
this past year has been to give
the people of India an inclu-
sive and humane government,
a more representative govern-
ment and a more caring gov-

® Bold economic initiatives,
“out-of-the-box” thinking

© New deal for rural india,
including Bharat Nirman

@ High priority to reform
of government

@ Redefine government role
— from provider of goods
and services to regulator
and facilitator

@ Create jobs and improve
investment climate

@ Cut wasteful subsidies,

dies” and restructuring of
public finances. These meas-
ures would help the govern-
ment support expansion and
modernisation of physical and
social infrastructure.

While this is the tradition-
al argument for reforms, and
often runs afoul of the Left,
Singh also spoke of the “New
deal for rural India”, which
should please the CPM. He
said Bharat Nirman, which he

ernment...(now) We must described as a business plan,
move ahead, we must focus on review public ??"?e"f‘“‘,"e and several other rural mis-
offering a more efficient gov- and improve ministries sions announced by the gov-
ernment,” Singh said. working . ernment would transform
The Prime Minister’sso- @ Expand, modernise rural India.
called report card, a 42-page physical and social The proposed employment
report, listed what his govern- infrastructure guarantee act would address
ment considered to be its @ Make organised sector the problem of lack of jobs in
achievements during the year. more competitive, protect  rural areas. Sonia Gandhi,
But, more important, he nar- interests of unorganised too, harped on this legislation
rated in his speech to his col- sector workers in her speech, clubbing it with
leagues in the ministry and ‘ the women’s reservation bill
leaders of the United Progres- as priorities.
sive Alliance the challenges for the future. The Left is unhappy that the government
Singh sought the support of the UPA con- | has not moved either of them.

stituents and the Left to pursue a much
wider reform agenda in the coming year.

“The challenge before us is to combine
the economics of growth with the economics
of equity and social justice. We have no op-
tion but to walk on two legs,” he said.

He focused on reforming government,
saying the task must get a higher profile in
the government’s priorities.

The reform agenda must also include

redefining the role of the state. Without talk-

ing directly of public sector divestment as
he did a few days ago at a meeting of the
Congress Working Committee, Singh said
the role of the government would have to
change from being a “provider of goods and
services to being a regulator and facilitator
ensuring fair play. The government should
look more at building physical and human
infrastructure”.

He called for bold initiatives in economic

Singh’s future challenges suggested more
of the tightrope walking of the past year be-
tween the demands of reforms and the per-
ceived need to be seen to be following policies
intended to benefit the poor, an objective that
has come to be identified with the Left.

Listing some more instances of this bal-
ancing act, Singh said while the goal of creat-
ing employment must be kept in sight, the
climate for investment must simultaneously
be improved.

Without referring to controversial labour
law reforms, the Prime Minister said steps
should be taken to create a more competitive
environment for the organised sector. At the
same time, workers’ interests in the unor-
ganised sector must be protected.

If these are the ingredients — often con-
flicting — that go into creating “a caring gov-
ernment”, Singh could have another care-
worn year.
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New UPA formula for Bihar

Neena Vyas

NEW DELHL: The battle for govern-
ment formation in Bihar moved
from Patna to the national cap-
ital on Sunday with the United
Progressive  Alliance (UPA)
making last-minute efforts to
prevent the National Democrat-
ic Alliance from winning the
numbers game.

Congress leader in-charge of
Bihar affairs Harikesh Bahadur
met Lok Jan Shakti Party chief
and Union Minister Ram Vilas

k0

Government completes one year; Left parties stay away from no-frills function

“A JOURNEY WELL BEGUN": One year on, Prime Minister Manmohan Singh and Chairperson of the United

A
Caring
Governmes

Progressive Alliance Sonia Gandhi launch a booklet listing the UPA Government’s achievements. - PHOTO: AFP

Special Correspondent

NEW DELHI: The Congress-led
United Progressive Alliance
Government on Sunday marked
the completion of one year in
office with Prime Minister Man-
mohan Singh and UPA chairper-
son Sonia Gandhi celebrating

Paswan to make him relent on
the issue of a UPA Government
led by the Rashtriya Janata Dal
(RJD), the largest group in the
Bihar Assembly.

According to authoritative
Congress sources, the formula
suggested was that the LJP agree
to a Chief Minister from the mi-
nority community — as demand-
edby Mr. Paswan — but from the
RJID rather than the Congress. It
was also conveyed to Mr. Paswan
that the Congress, with just 10
MLAs, was in no position to lead

the “resilience” of the ruling coa-
lition, and expressing satisfac-
tion over a journédy well begun
while acknowledging the chal-
lenges ahead.

Addressing a gathering of his
Council of Ministers and the
UPA at his residence after re-
leasing the report “A Caring Gov-

a government and that it was al-
ready committed to supporting
an RJD-led dispensation.

It seemed that Mr. Paswan
was agreeable to the idea, left as
he is with a rump of the 20 MLAs
elected on the party ticket.

However, there was no word
from the RJD camp on whether
its president Lalu Prasad would
be agreeable to this.

Tt would mean that the RJD,
which has already elected the
former Chief Minister, Rabri De-
vi, its leader, would have to elect

ernment — One Year of UPA”
the Prime Minister said: “The
forging of the UPA, its political
resilience and the durability of
our alliance bears testimony to
our determination to offer to the
people of our Republic a political
platform that captures the true
spirit of our Constitution. The

somebody else. The view was
that the ball was now in Mr. Lalu
Prasad’s court and that he
should take a decision soon.

Communist Party of India |
(Marxist) leader Sitaram Yechu- 1
ry favoured a “secular” govern-
ment of the UPA.

He said that the “communal
forces” represented by the NDA
should not be allowed to form a
government “through the back-
door.” He told The Hindu that
the mandate for a secular gov-
ernment should be respected.

UPA symbolises the values of
pluralism and secularism that
defined our national movement
and are at the core of our nation-
al politics.”

Stating that she had no hes-
itation in admitting that the
Congress at the Centre had to
learn the “ways of participating

and- governing in a coalition,”
Ms. Gandhisaid: “One year of the
UPA has amply demonstrated
that parties can pursue larger na-
tional interests without sacrific-
ing their respective political and
electoral goals. We have kept our
identities, but we have remained
true to our responsibilities in
government and to the people.”

Acknowledging the role of the
allies and the four Left support-
ing parties — who stayed away
from the meeting — in ensuring
the cohesiveness of the ruling ar-
rangement, Dr. Singh said to-
gether, an alternative had been
offered to the people; “an alter-
native to the politics of exclusion
and majoritarianism; an alterna-
tive to the economics of back-
wardness and bankruptcy; and
an alternative to the sociology of
conflict and discrimination.”

While Ms. Gandhi comple-
mented the Prime Minister for
providing a “dignified and effec-
tive leadership” to the Govern-
ment — instilling “confidence at
home” and enhancing “India’s
prestige abroad” — Dr. Singh re-
turned the complement several
times over; recalling her renun-
ciation which “generations to
come will marvel” and was “in
the great traditions of sages and
saints of this ancient land.”

On the past year, both leaders

Manmohan and Sonia pay tribute to
“resilience” of UPA coalition

9. Pk Civk
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articulated similar formulations
with Dr. Singh stating that the
mood of the country today was
diametrically opposite to what it
was last year. “At that time India
was shining for a few and the
Government could not see what
was happening to the many.” As-
serting that the UPA wanted In-
dia to shine for all, he said: “We
are committed to building a
prosperous, inclusive, equitable,
humane, caring and just India.”

For her part, Ms. Gandhi said
the UPA last year had set outona
“historic endeavour to repair In-
dia’s secular fabric and restore
harmony in our diverse society;
to bring the fruits of economic
growth directly to our people, es-
pecially the weaker sections; and
to provide security to the vulner-
able.” In her opinion, the UPA
constituents and supporting
parties had come together “not
just to form a government but,
more importantly, to create a
new political alliance with mo-
bilisation and activism as its
main thrust.”

While Ms. Gandhi spoke in
both English and Hindi, the
Prime Minister spoke only in
English at the no-frills function.

Editorlal on Page 10




MONDAY, MAY 23, 2005

A good year blif blg
‘promises to keep

year on, the Manmohan Singh Government looks

stronger and more credible than it did when it took
L office following a general election that upset every

electoral calculation and poll prediction. It is .
worth recalling that nobody expected the Congress, instead
of the Bharatiya Janata Party, to emerge as the single largest
party in the 14th Lok Sabha; the 14 constituents of the
Congress-led alliance to finish ahead of the BJP-led National
Democratic Alliance; and the Left parties to increase their
weight significantly in national politics with a tally of 61
seats. These were the three contingent factors behind the
making of the government of the United Progressive Alli-
ance, which to give itself a measure of policy coherence and
also satisfy external supporters had adopted a National
Common Minimum Programme. But the 14th general elec-
tion also yielded two vital political lessons. It was a vote
against the tension-raising, divisive, communal policies of
the BJP-led regime; and, even more clearly, a verdict on
mass livelihood issues. The BJP and its key allies, notably
the Telugu Desam Party, paid a heavy price for failing, in the
popular perception, to generate sufficient employment, for
ignoring the deepening agrarian crisis and turning their
backs on the rural poor, and for pursuing a completely
one-sided policy of economic liberalisation and globalisa-
tion that sidelined mass deprivation and led to a sharprise in
inequality in both rural and urban areas.

Generally speaking, the UPA Government has performed
commendably on the first set of issues. It has brought about
a visible relaxation of the communal situation round the
country and put people belonging to all sections, minority as
well as majority, at ease. It has got rid of the notorious
Prevention of Terrorism Act, taken steps to detoxify the field
of education, and put in place a Right to Information Act that
goes beyond anything India has seen until now. Giving in to
political temptation, it deviated from the straight and nar-
row on federal relations and fair play under the Constitu-
tion, notably in the cases of Goa and Jharkhand, but thanks
to the Prime Minister’s sober intervention adopted early
corrective steps to limit the damage. Its work in progress in
the foreign policy arena has been impressive. Working on
foundations laid by the Vajpayee Government, it has moved
progressively to develop détente with Pakistan, with the
Prime Minister coming up with a promising ‘soft borders’
initiative in an attempt to achieve a breakthrough on the
Jammu & Kashmir dispute. The Manmohan Singh Govern-
ment has accelerated the pace of developing friendship and
all-round cooperation with China. It came up with a princi-
pled and strong response to King Gyanendra’s reactionary
coup in Nepal; but by inexplicably reversing course and
resuming arms supply to the dictatorial King, it has let down
the people of Nepal and the cause of democracy. The biggest
strength of the UPA Government is a Prime Minister with an
enviable reputation for personal integrity, who is nationally
and internationally seen as learned, development-minded,
reflective, and wholly decent; and his constructive equation
with both the leader of the party that heads the coalition
government, Sonia Gandhi, and alliance partners.

Rather unexpectedly, the leading Opposition party, the
BJP, which in the past has shown formidable adversarial
capabilities, has come to the political aid of the UPA experi-
ment. Demoralised and in denial, lacking a plan of action, in
organisational disarray, a spectacle of dissonant and squab-
bling leaders lacking the vision and skills to effect any kind of
smooth generational transition, the party of the Hindu Right
has grossly misread the national political situation and the
popular mood and adopted negativism in place of intelligent
opposition on issues that matter. There are enough in-
dications that its prolonged boycott of Parliament and all its
standing committees, and its disruptive confrontationism
have triggered a popular backlash, reflected in the decision
of the TDP to break ranks and attend Parliament in the most
recent round. The BJP and its allies must not, of course, be
underestimated. They are quite capable of shifting direction
and seizing on the UPA’s weaknesses to advance their politi-
cal prospects. But at this juncture, with the BJP in own-goal-
scoring form, the Congress-led alliance has little to fear from
external enemies.

Itis on the second set of vital issues, revolving round mass
livelihood, that the improvement achieved on the ground by
the UPA dispensation cannot credibly be claimed to be much
more than the difference between tweedledum and tweedle-
dee. Socio-economically, the two UPA Budgets have failed to
distinguish themselves, in any major way, from preceding
NDA Budgets. It has seemed that the focus is all on ‘keeping
economic reforms on track and accelerating their pace’ —
not on delivering on the mass livelihood promises. Thus far,
the approaches of the Finance Ministry, the Planning Com-
mission, and the Prime Minister himself to socio-economic
policy seem out of sync, to put it mildly, with the key
promises made in the NCMP. Indeed the economic policy
establishment, quite independent of the parties in power,
tends to view such promises as an election season affair that
becomes an irksome burden and diversion when it comes to
implementation. This is reflected in the sneering attitude of
establishment ideologues and their media backers to de-
mands made by left-of-centre parties, citizen sector orga-
nisations, and some economists for earnest implementation
of NCMP promises. In consequence, the Rural Employment
Guarantee Bill is a pale shadow of the pledge; the dramatic
increases promised in agricultural investment and rural
credit are nowhere in sight; and hardly anything worthwhile
has been done to revitalise and strengthen the public distri-
bution system, which suffered a near-collapse during NDA
rule. The food-for-work programme launched in November
2004 needs careful monitoring to see that the substantial
resources and benefits reach those in dire need. While taking
heart from the positive popular response to its secular and
democratic political policies and its constructive work in
neighbourhood and foreign policy, the UPA Government
needs to reflect seriously on the disconcerting gap between
promise and performance on socio-economic and especially
mass livelihood issues - and undertake a first mile course
correction. It must take up this challenge as its top priority if
it wishes intelligently to anticipate and avert a downslide in
its political fortunes.
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UPA, Left focus .. -

1o |

on Gujarat affairs

Resolve to combat communal forces

Special Correspondent

NEW DELHI: The United Progres-
sive Alliance (UPA) partners and
the Left Parties on Wednesday
reaffirmed their resolve to con-
front and combat communal
forces and strengthen the secu-
lar pillars of the state.

The focus of the meeting, held
to review one year of the Gov-
ernment, turned on Gujarat af-
ter members sought to know
from Union Home Minister
Shivraj Patil as to what prevent-
ed the Government from order-
ing a CBI probe in six riot cases
being tried outside Gujarat.

The issue was broached by
Communist Party of India
(Marxist) general secretary Pra-
kash Karat and found support
from Ahmed Patel (Congress),
Lalu Prasad (RJD) Assaduddin
Owaisi (AIMIM) and Debabrata
Biswas (AIFB). To Mr. Patil’s re-
sponse, Mr. Biswas said that the
members wanted to know the
political direction and will of the
Government rather than a “bu-
reaucratic” reply, sources privy
to the proceedings said.

The Railway Minister, Lalu
Yadav, reminded those present
of the manner in which he was
attacked during his visit to Guj-
arat. He suggested the setting up
of a UPA sub-committee to sort
out issues at regular interval.

The 1$yme Minister, who gave
a presentation on internal secu-
rity, one of themes reviewed at
the meeting, mentioned the
measures taken by the Govern-
ment, including the repeal of the
Prevention of Terrorism Act and
the initiation of a dialogue with
naxalites in Andhra PradeshA-
griculture, rural development
and panchayati raj; education,
health and nutrition; empower-
ment of weaker sections; infras-
tructure and economic growth;
and defence and foreign policy
were the other themes taken up

"1 q MAY 7005

o Sub-committee needed:
Lalu Prasad

« Left concerns raised:
Prakash Karat

» Satisfied over coalition:
Sonia Gandhi

for review. The meeting lasted
seven hours with 14 Union Min-
isters making presentations on
the Government’s accomplish-
ments.

“Cordial, constructive”

Briefing mediapersons, Con-
gress leader Ambika Soni said
the meeting witnessed a struc-
tured discussion with leaders
making their points on issues.
“The meeting was cordial and
constructive,” she said. A joint
statement expressed “overall
satisfaction and resolved to
move forward even more pur-
posively to implement their col-
lective, political, social and
economic agenda as embodied in
the National Common Mini-
mum Programme.” Prime Min-
ister Manmohan Singh would
present a detailed progress re-
port to the nation on May 22, she
said. However, Mr. Karat issued
a separate statement saying that
the meeting was useful as it gave

an overall view of the UPA Gov-
ernment’s performance in the
past year and that certain con-
cerns of the Left parties were
raisedin the course of the meet-
ing. “As far as the assessment of
the one year of the UPA Govern-
ment is concerned, the Polit Bu-
reau of the CPI(M) has already
made an assessment in its meet-
ing held on May 14 and 15.”

The Prime Minister Manmo-
han Singh said the Bharat Nir-
man programme would generate
employment and bring prosper-
ity to villages. The programme,
with an allocation of Rs. 1,70,000
crores over the next four years,
would build roads, railways and
ports in villages, which would
bring about equality and social
Jjustice. In her welcome address,
UPA chairperson Sonia Gandhi
expressed satisfaction over the
coordinated manner in which
the coalition had worked
throughout the year. Among the
Ministers who briefed the meet-
ing were Natwar Singh, Sharad
Pawar, Mani Shankar Aiyar,
Meira Kumar, Arjun Singh, Pra-
nab Mukherjee, Dayanidhi Ma-
ran, K. Chandrasekhara Rao,
Ram Vilas Paswan, Shivraj Patil,
P.R. Kyndiah, Lalu Prasad, P.
Chidambaram and Raghuvansh
Prasad Singh. Ms. Gandhi later
hosted a dinner for the leaders at
her residence.

Staff Reporter

TIRUMALA: The third front will
become a reality in the days to
come, the former Prime Minis-
ter and Janata Dal (Secular)
president, H.D. Deve Gowda,
told mediapersons here on
Wednesday.Though there was
no time frame, it would defi-

“Third front will become reality’

nitely take shape.

Regional parties, particular-
ly in the south, which had
grown stronger, might play an
active role in the formation of
the front.

Detalls on Page 14
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Left no to
UPA joint
statement

p&ﬂ}

NEW DELHI, May 18. — Continuing to puncture every
birthday balloon the Congress has tried to float to mark
a year of the UPA government, the Left parties today
distanced themselves from a joint statement which had
expressed “overall satisfaction” over the implementa-
tion of the Common Minimum Programme (CMP).

“We are not signatories to the UPA's joint statement,”
CPI-M general secretary Mr Prakash Karat said after a
marathon seven-hour meeting of the UPA Coordination
Committee which began at 10 a.m. It was held at the
Prime Minister’s 7 Race Course residence.

The joint statement said: “Those present at the meeting
expressed overall satisfaction and resolved to move for-
ward even more purposefully to implement their collective
political, social and economic agenda as embodied in the
National Common Minimum Programme (NCMP).” It
went on to state that “the UPA partners and the Left par-
ties reaffirmed their resolve to confront and combat com-
munal forces and strengthen the secular pillars of the
Indian state.”

The UPA had insisted that the Left too sign the joint
statement, subsequently read out by Congress spokesper-
son Mrs Ambika Soni. They had approached the Left
leaders with a draft of the statement bearing their par-
ties’ names. “It was simply torn down. We said we did not
want to become a party to it though we attended the UPA
meeting,” a Left Front leader later said.

Mr P Chidambaram did not touch upon any of the
Left party’s concerns reiating to land reforms, the tribal
bill, or economic matters. The Left leaders had to virtu-
ally sit throughout the session. One of them later said
they had “little scope” of speaking aut on issues over
which they had differences with the government.

“None of our concerns was addressed,” said Mr Abani
Roy of the RSP. He said all the points discussed at
today’s meeting by the ministers would be reviewed by
the Left parties after the release of the UPA govern-
ment’s report-card of achievements on 22 May.

Mrs Soni said: “The atmosphere was cordial, con-
structive and upbeat ... there were no discordant note
from anywhere, no confrontation.”

Agriculture, rural development and panchayati raj; edu-
cation, health and nutrition; empowerment of weaker sec-
tions ; internal security; infrastructure and economic
growth; defence and foreign policy were taken up for
review in the course of the meeting with respective minis-
ters giving a presentation on their track record.

Following Mrs Gandhi’s speech indicating a simple
affair to mark the first anniversary, Dr Singh gave the
leaders an overview of his government’s scorecard. He
said the government’s “biggest project” is going to be the
174,000-crore-Bharat Nirman.- Mr Karat pressed for a
CBI probe into post-Godhra riots cases.

Miss Mayawati today told a TV news channel that the
UPA government had failed to protect the mterests of
the Dalits.
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Congress president Sonia Gandhi is not too keen on joining the discussion between Haryana transport minister Randeep
Singh Surjewala and party leader Janardhan Dwivedi at a Congress rally in Jind, Haryana, on Saturday

i

NDA an irresponsible

Opposmon Sonia

Jind (Haryana), May 14 T

.

CONGRESS PRESIDENT Sonia Gand-
hi attacked the NDA on Saturday ac-
cusing the alliance of not playing the
role of a responsible Opposition.

“The BJP-led Opposition is not play-
ing a constructive role and they are not
working sincerely though they talk big
things. They boycotted the session (of
Parliament) and did not behave like a
responsible Opposition,” she said. “De-
spite this, we will not allow any weak-
ness to creep in when it comes to im-
plementing our policies and pro-
grammes,” she said, addressing a
“Dhanyavad Rally” to thank the people
of Haryana for returning the Congress
to power in the state.

Attacking the BJP, Gandhi said,
“Our opponents used to say the Con-
gress could not form a government at
the Centre... We not only did that, but
showed them we could also run it
smoothly.”

She said there were “compulsions of
a coalition government”, but ex-
pressed satisfaction at the way the
UPA regime had been functioning over
the past one year. “The UPA govern-
ment headed by (Prime Minister) Dr
Manmohan Singh has almost complet-
ed one year in office and we have im-
plemented several schemes for the wel-
fare of the masses,” Gandhi said.

Unemployment was a big challenge
facing the country today and the UPA

regime would deal with it firmly, she
assured. Now that the Congress had
come to power with a two-thirds ma-
jority, there were high expectations
from it, said Gandhi.

The power situation in Haryana un-
der the previous regime was not good,
she said but promised rural electrifi-
cation under the Rajiv Gandhi
Grameen Vidyuti Karan Yojna.

The Hooda government’s develop-
ment tasks would not be hampered due
to dearth of funds, she further assured.

On the Right to Information Bill, she
said, “It was a historic law that will en-
sure complete transparency in the ad-
ministration...You will come to know

how much money was allocated for a-

particular scheme, how much spent
and whether it was utilised properly”

A separate department had been set
up for the welfare of ex-servicemen.
“Haryana is also a state of brave sol-
diers and we are proud of them,” she
said to a thunderous applause.

The Congress chief also lauded the
farming community of the state. “Un-
der (late Prime Minister) Indiraji’s
leadership the farmers achieved green
and white revolutions.”

Gandhi, however, expressed con-
cern over the declining sex ratio in
Haryana, saying the mindset of the
people towards women needed to be
changed. “Both men and women are
like two wheels of a vehicle,” she said.

Agencies
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Azad defends stance

TERMING THE Opposition’s
three-week boycott of the Bud-
get session of Parliament as
“sad and unfortunate”, the gov-
ernment on Saturday sought to
turn the tables on the NDA on
the issue of “tainted” ministers.

Parliamentary affairs minis-
ter, Ghulam Nabi Azad said
that there was no question of
action by the government in
the matter, as it was following
the precedent of former Prime
Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee
who had held that whom to ap-
point a minister was the pre-
rogative of a Prime Minister.

Besides, the NDA had also
argued that no one could be
held guilty unless convicted by
court, Azad said emphasising
that the UPA was now follow-
ing the footsteps of NDA. He
said earlier the Congress used
to act swiftly against party
ministers after any court stric-
ture was passed against them.

“Nothing has happened from
the government’s side. They
got upset on their own and
stayed away,” he said.

PTI
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Phukan shot dow

¥ [

Fernandes to

face

OUR SPECIAL
CORRESPONDENT

New Delhi, May 13: The
Manmohan Singh govern-
ment today dealt a double
blow to its predecessor in
power by turning the heat
on two former ministers,
George Fernandes and Ar-
un Shourie, amid cries of
“vindictive” from the BJP.

It tabled the report of the
Justice S.N. Phukan commis-
sion of inquiry into defence
deals during the Vajpayee
regime and in the same
breath rejected its findings.
Defence minister Pranab
Mukherjee described the re-
port as incomplete as it did
not address allegations of
corruption.

The CBI will conduct the
probe into the 15 deals struck
when Fernandes was defence
minister that Phukan was
asked to investigate.

On the same day, finance
minister P Chidambaram an-
nounced in Parliament that di-
vestment of government hold-
ings from two Centaur hotels
would be investigated.

“We are disgusted with the
government’s obnoxious atti-
tude. It proves its sense of vin-
dictiveness,” said Yashwant
Sinha, who was finance mini-
ster in the NDA government.

As relations between the
government and the Opposi-
tion, which has been boy-
cotting Parliament, plumbed
new depths, there were fears
in the BJP camp that similar
actions could be initiated

GRA4p
N

CBI ..

against some of its other lead-
ers and allies.

Justice Phukan’s report
said: “The commission is of
the opinion that his (Fernan-
des’) reputation, as defence
minister, in respect of past
transactions, was not in any
way prejudicially affected and
hence no recommendation is
called for against him.”

Although the report was
tabled in Parliament, it was
not made available in full to ei-
ther members of Parliament
or to the media till hours after
Mukherjee had made it public.
But the accompanying note
from the defence ministry was
widely circulated.

The note said the commis-
sion was asked to investigate if
“illicit gains have been made
by persons in public office, in-
dividuals and any other organ-
isation as alleged, and, if so, to
what extent”.

But the report has not
touched upon this aspect, it
added. However, the commis-
sion found irregularities in
procedures and made recom-
mendations for further in-
quiry in 13 out of 15 cases it
had examined.

In the prologue made pub-
lic, the report said: “During
his deposition, Mr Fernandes
has said that the entire file
was not shown to him and not-
ings in few pages were sent to
him for his approval. The com-
mission, therefore... (finds)
that no illegality or irregulari-
ty has been committed by Mr
George Fernandes, as defence
minister.”

. fhalle

Future fears

®.Balcq and VSNL ‘divesttﬁent

S over US-g4;

Ump allotment: BY
to d"OlSpi‘ng of

’

| Phukan sub

!

@ Commission probed if illegality was
committed by George Fernandes

e
e

n, fire on Centaur

e

# Conclusion: Fernandes found

clean in ail 15 deals

# Question of middiemen’s role to
be studied in subsequent reports

@ Files concerning service headquarters
and defence ministry not maintained

properly

# Government should take stepsto

expedite defence purchases cleanly

# No mention of who made illicit gains
from defence deals and how

® Only looked at procedural issues

_®In 13 of 15 cases, procedures

flouted but not probed

® Findings can't be accepted without
probe into corruption charges

@ All 15 transactions to be
probed by CBI

un Shourle
Sinha
ar murder:

Probe eye on
Shourie too

OURSPECIAL
CORRESPONDENT

New Delhi, May 13: The Con-
gress-led government today
announced an inquiry into the
sale of two Centaur hotels in
Mumbai during National De-
mocratic Alliance rule.

The nature and scope of
the probe will be decided later.
The decision follows demands
by the Left and other allies as
well as the Congress parlia-
mentary party for investiga-
tion of the questions raised in
a report by the comptroller
and auditor general.

Finance minister P. Chi-
dambaram said: “After exam-
ining the report of the CAG in
respect of sale of two hotels,
the government has decided to
order an inquiry.”

Sources said either the
Central Vigilance Commis-
sion or the CBI would be asked
to perform the task.

A defiant former disinvest-
ment minister Arun Shourie,
under whom the sale of the go-
vernment stake in the hotels
was conducted, said he was
“willing to face any investiga-
tion... there is nothing to hide
nor is there any wrongdoing”.

The Left was jubilant. Di-
pankar Mukherjee, a CPM
member of Parliament, said:
“It is a partial success; we
wanted a probe by CBL.”

Gurudas Dasgupta of the
CPl added: “We want all the di-
vestment transactions to be
probed — Balco, Jessop.”

Under attack for decisions
taken during its rule, the BJP-

led Opposition alliance har-
bours exactly such a fear.
BJP sources said the develop-
ment was “particularly dam-
aging” because it dented the
image of Shourie, the party’s
Mr Clean.

Sources said a probe was
not favoured either by the
Prime Minister’s Office or the
finance ministry, though the
CAG report had enough
fodder.

The Congress leadership
and the Left insisted on an in-
vestigation as they felt it
would vindicate the stand they
had taken on divestment be-
fore and during the last elec-
tion.

The CAG report had exam-
ined the sales of Airport Cen-
taur to the Batras, who had
links with the RSS, and of
Centaur, Juhu, to a company
floated by Ajit Kerkar, the for-
mer Taj group head who wasa
director in Air-India, which
owned the properties through
its hotel subsidiary.

Kerkar’s company, Tulip
Hospitality Services Ltd, whi-
ch bought the Juhu hotel
for Rs 153 crore despite failing
to pay instalments in time, had
a paid-up capital of only
Rs 2,000. Tulip was the sole
bidder.

The CAG report pointed
out that in the case of Airport
Centaur, too, there was a sin-
gle bidder in Batra Hospitality
which bought the hotel for
Rs 83 crore only to resell it for
about Rs 30 crore more to Sa-
hara after only a month.

M See Page 6
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Left leaders list

shortcomings of
UPA Government -

Government gives status report on |
implementation of promises in CMP o

Special Correspondent

NEW DELHI: The Left parties on
Thursday told the United Pro-
gressive Alliance that during the
past one year the coalition Gov-
ernment should have enacted
the Employment Guarantee
Scheme, the Women’s Reserva-
tion Bill, the Agricultural Work-
ers’ Bill and another one on the
rights of tribals.

At a breakfast meeting with
the UPA at the residence of
Prime Minister Manmohan
Singh, the Left leaders expressed
concern at the resumption of
I arms supply to Nepal. They

sought to know the Govern-

ment’s response on the demand
for a probe into the Centaur Ho-
tel’s disinvestment.

The leaders said they re-
mained unconvinced by Finance
Minister P. Chidambaram’s ar-
gument on opening up the bank-
ing sector for foreign investment
and added there was a need for
detailed discussion on the
subject.

The Left parties had already
objected to the move to supply
arms to Nepal stating there had
not been much change'in the sit-
uation and that these arms could
be used against those agitating
for the restoration of democra-
cy. The Government had stated
that what was being supplied
such as heavy-duty transport ve-
hicles had already been in the
pipeline.

o Bills on jobs guarantee,
women's quota, farm
workers should have been
enacted

e Concern over arms supply
to Nepal

¢ Opening up of banking
sector for FDI opposed

» BJP criticised for
Parliament boycott,
blocking of Standing
Committee work

Regarding employment guar-
antee, the Government said
plans for a legislation in the cur-
rent session could not material-
ise since the Bill was pending
with the Parliamentary Standing
Committee.

The Left leaders were given a
status report on the implemen-
tation of the promises made in
the National Common Mini-
mum Programme with the Min-
ister of State in the PMO,
Prithviraj Chavan, briefing the
leaders.

The Communist Party of In-
dia general secretary, A.B. Bard-
han, said later that all the UPA
constituents and the four Left
parties would meet here on May
18 to finalise the draft of a book-
Jet that would be published by
the Government listing the
achievements of the coalition
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Government.

On the Bill to provide land
rights to tribals, Mr. Bardhan
said the Government assured
the Left delegation that it would
be taken up in the next session as
the views of environmentalists
were also being considered in
the drafting of the legislation.

Criticising the Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party-led Opposition for
not only boycotting Parliament
but also “blocking” other parlia-
mentary work, the Left leaders
said the Standing Committee on
Rural Development was consid-
ering the crucial Rural Employ-
ment Guarantee Bill to provide
100 days of employment, “but
[the] chairman of this Commit-
tee [BJP MP] Kalyan Singh, con-
vened a meeting for the purpose
but cancelled it within 24 hours
saying he could not hold the
meeting as his party was boycot-
ting the House,” Mr. Bardhan
said. He added such an impor-
tant legislation meant for the
vast majority of the poor people
had been Sdf‘%;lyed by this act.

Besidey’ Mr. Bardhan, those
who attehded were CP1 (M) gen-
eral sécretary Prakash  Karat,
CPI ,national secretary D. Raja
and Revolutionary Socialist Par-
ty central committee member
Abani Roy. UPA chairperson So-
nia Gandhi, her political secre-
tary, Ahmed Patel and Defence
Minister Pranab Mukherjee
were present on behalf of the
UPA.
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“Left, UPA to meet on arms
to Nepal trlbal forest bil

DIPTOSH MAJUMDAR q Qﬂ
- NEW DELHI, MAY 11 T

OMORROW’s breakfast
Tmeeting between the UPA

leadership and the Left
think tank is going to take up some
key differences between the two
sides, including arms supplies to
Nepal, banking reforms, the Tribal
forest rights’ bill and the delay in
taking up the employment guaran-
tee legislation.

* The meeting could have been
quite acrimonious, with the Left
wanting to have its way in each of
these crucial sectors, but what
might temper deliberations is the
agreed prémise of confronting
the boycotting NDA in a much
more united way. There is a feel-
ing in both Congress and Left cir-
cles that the NDA tactic of
“stalling and diluting” legislative
business will have to be exposed.

In fact, apart from these key
economic issues and Nepal, the
Laloo factor may also come up
for discussion.,

True, both the Left and the-

Congress do not agree with Laloo
on the issue of L.V, Saptarishi’s al-
legations against the Election
Commission. But the fact that the
NDA is targeting Laloo specifi-
cally to weaken the UPA coalition
may be discussed tomorrow in the
presence of both UPA chairper-
son Sonia Gandhi and Prime
Minister Manmohan Singh.
There may also be some sort
* of camaraderie between the two
sides tomorrow, because after a
year in office, the coalition wants
to show that not everything about
the alliance is messy. The UPA
may want to present a progress
card at the completion of a year in
office on May 22 and it wants the

\1‘9'

CPM sees Nepal as a growing area of
difference between UPA and Left

Left to be a part of it. And the
Left, despite being critical of the
Congress on economic issues,
may agree to be part
of the process.

The CPI(M) sees Nepal as a
growing area of difference be-
tween the UPA establishment
and the Left. After all, the party
points out, leaders of political
parties are still being picked up or
being kept in house detention.
There is “hardly any move to-

wards democracy”, according to -

the party.

The party’s Rajya Sabha
leader, Nilotpal Basu, today said
that his party is opposed tooth
and nail to the idea of the
Nepalese regime being provided
arms to fight the Maoist rebels at
this stage.

The Tribal forest rights’ bill,

which ehvironmentalists have

‘spoken out against, is also an im-

portant issue. Even CPI(M) gen-
eral secretary Prakash Karat has
stressed that this bill is of crucial
significance. The CPI(M) be-
lieves it would allow deprived
tribals living on the edges of the
forest access to resources to
which they,have a natural right.

With senior Politburo member
Sitaram Yechury ill, it is possible
that Karat, the new general secre-
tary, will participate in tomor-
row’s meeting on behalf of the
CPI(M). Karat had not really
wanted the coordination mecha-
nism to undergo any change, but
may have to take part in the meet-
ing, with Yechury indisposed and
undergoing treatment at All In-
dian Institute of Medical Sci-
ences, in the Capital.
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7 Sonia gives full marks to Singh
First annual progress g

OURSPECIAL
CORRESPONDENT

New Delhi, May 11: The Ma-
nmohan Singh government’s
progress report will be known
only on May 22, the day it
completes a year in office, but
the Prime Minister himself
received a glowing certificate
from party leader Sonia Gand-
hi today.

“Let us congratulate the
Prime Minister for his leader-
ship, his dignified and effec-
tive leadership,” she said at
the Congress Parliamentary
Party meeting with Singh sit-
ting next to her on the dais.

The Congress president
also heads the United Progres-
sive Alliance as chairperson.

Her ringing endorsement
of the Prime Minister’s per-
formance came amid sharp at-
tacks over the past few weeks
from the BJP on Singh, who is
frequently described by the
Opposition asa “weak leader”.

Sonia spiced up her suppo-
rt for Singh with a stinging at-
tack on the BJP, describing its
“self-imposed boycott” of Par-
liament as a tactic to shift at-
tention from “its internal dis-
sension and its total disarray
to issues that have no consis-
tent or substantive content”.

Otherwise, she asked, why
should it not accept the Prime
Minister’s offer to discuss any
of the issues that agitated
them?

Addressing the CPP’s end-
session meeting attended by
all senior ministers and party
leaders, she revealed that the

Singh: Welcome support

government would present the
progress report on May 22.

The Congress Working
Committee will meet on May
16 to decide the agenda and the
UPA co-ordination committee
will gather two days later to fi-
nalise the performance record.

She confirmed that the pa-
rty’s chief ministers were un-
der scrutiny, too. A review
of their performance will be
made at a chief ministers’
meeting.

Sonia said: “Not even our
most bitter critic can accuse
our Prime Minister of being
arrogant, subjective or incon-
siderate.”

Still, the National Democ-
ratic Alliance ignored Singh’s

repeated pleas to their
boycott. “Worsssthey tried to

justify their actions by spread-
ing canards against the Prime
Minister himself, and that too
in an extremely crude and of-
fensive language,” Sonia said.

She was alluding to the
NDA's recent memorandum to
President A.P.J. Abdul Kalam
in which Singh was accused of
trying to stall Pakistan Presi-
dent Pervez Musharraf’s
meeting with former Prime
Minister A.B. Vajpayee.

Continuing with her atta-
ck on the NDA, Sonia said
each of the charges the Congr-
ess had made while in the Op-
position against the Vajpayee
government was now being
vindicated.

The latest report of the
comptroller and auditor gen-
eral (CAG) showed that the di-
vestment of the government
holding from two hotels in
Mumbai was carried out in a
“most non-transparent man-
ner which caused substantial
losses to the national excheg-
uer”. She expressed confiden-
ce that the UPA government
would take appropriate action.

She also referred to the
CAG censure of the money
spent by the previous govern-
ment on the “India Shining”
campaign before the 2004 Lok
Sabha polls without parlia-
mentary approval of the ex-
penditure.

Sonia cited as vindication
of “our position” the confirm-
ation that the defence minis-
try under George Fernandes
had provided hospitality to Ju-
stice S.N. Phukan who was
probing charges against him.

22 ;vc‘ |

Sonia: Gunning for BJP

12 MAY 2005

Year of blows
for BJP

RADHIKA RAMASESHAN

New Delhi, May 11: BJP lead-
ers are getting ready to draw
up a “chargesheet” citing the
UPA government’s “failures”
to coincide with its first an-
niversary on May 22. But they
privately admit there is “as
much, if not greater need” to
look at their own record in Op-
position since May 2004.

One of the problems wor-
rying BJP leaders is the fail-
ure to clinch the leadership
question.

The anointment of L.K.
Advani as party president
after the loss of Maharashtra
was meant to rein in the “am-
bitions” of second-rung lead-
ers and raise party morale.
But from day one, he has been
under siege.

Uma Bharti challenged his
authority in full public view
and the VHP declared he was
not up to the mark. Advani’s
attempts to appoint party
chiefs in two crucial states,
Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh,
were resisted by Narendra
Modi and Uma loyalists.

Then came the stunning bl-
ow: RSS chief K.S. Sudarsha-
n’s advice that Advani and
A.B. Vajpayee should step ba-
ck from “active” politics. Ad-
vani fought back by according
bigger roles in party affairs to
Sangh bete noires Venkaiah
Naidu and Pramod Mahajan.

But the leadership contro-
versy was revived by party
vice-president M.A. Naqvi’s

surprise statement that’the
BJP would be led ounger
\

Advani: Time to introspect

leaders in the next election.
Nagvi kept his job by apologis-
ing to Advani.

A second worry has been
the signs of fracture in the
NDA. The Telugu Desam Par-
ty, though an “outside” suppo-
rter, was an important ally.
Now it seems to be wooing the
Left.

The NDA’s failure to make
an impact as an Opposition,
too, is bothering BJP leaders.
The boycott of Parliament,
they feel, has not worked.

The perception is that the
boycott was called to “protect”
one individual, George Fer-
nandes, because of fearsthat a
discussion on his defence de-
als may raise questions also
on the roles of some BJP lead-
ers and their associates.

THE TELEGRAPK
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Govt disowns Laloo

attack

OUR BUREAU

New Delhi, May 9: Laloo
Prasad Yadav kept up his
attack on the election com-
missioners but the govern-
ment today officially dis-
tanced itself from his dem-
and for their resignation,
speaking up for upholding
the dignity of constitutio-
nal authorities.

Law minister H.R. Bhard-
waj disapproved of the action
of senior IAS officer L.V.
Saptharishi in hurling char-
ges of bias against election
commissioners B.B. Tandon
and N, Gopalaswamy.

“As far as the controversy
(triggered by Saptharishi) is
concerned, [ am not in favour
of challenging the integrity of
such long-serving election off-
icers...(and) it is not proper for
civil servants to criticise cons-
titutional authorities. They
come under a certain discipli-
ne and they should adhere to
that discipline,” he said.

But new fronts in the battle
opened today with Laloo Pra-
sad meeting United Progres-
sive Alliance head Sonia Gan-
dhi and the three election com-
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There is no directive on complaints by government officials against-members of
angther department or a constitutional body. But Saptharishi had some options

sWhen he was j’ oWhy did he choose the

under EC

Saptharishi could
have written to the
chief election
commissioner before
the Lok Sabha poll
process in Bihar
concluded last year.
For that duration, he
was under the polt
panel's administrative
jurisdiction

missioners led by outgoing ch-
ief T.S. Krishnamurthy troop-
ing to Rashtrapati Bhavan.

Election Commission sou-
rces said a report containing
the response to Saptharishi’s
allegation was handed to the
President. Saptharishi has
said he has written a letter to
the law ministry, charging Ta-
ndon and Gopalaswamy with
acting at the behest of the
BJP and countermanding ele-
ction at Chhapra, where Laloo
Prasad was contesting, last
year.

“] am still demanding and

1wkl 00 Ty

law ministry?
1t is the administrative ministry for the
Election Commission

«Did he make any mistake?

He should have avoided making a
public statement against the election
commissioners. Service rules bar
such outbursts

«What could he have done?

Make a representation to the cabinet
secretary and hope that the

& government will pursue the complaint

suggesting to Tandon and
Gopalaswamy, you please re-
sign, please leave your posts.
ButIam not going to approach
the law minister or the Prime
Minister,” Laloo Prasad said.

Bhardwaj denied having
received any letter from Sap-
tharishi and said even if there
was one, it was an improper
act on the part of the civil
servant.

Saptharishi was an obser-
ver at the May 10, 2004, Chha-
pra election, but has made the
charges now in a letter he pur-
portedly wrote last week, all-

Il panel

eging caste bias among elec-
tion commissioners, when
Tandon is days away from tak-
ing over from Krishnamurthy,
who steps down on May 16.

“I have no such letter. I can-
not tell you if there is any
other minister under whom
he is working and he has that
letter. He (that minister) can
certainly call for his (Sapthar-
ishi’s) explanation.”

Approaching retirement,
Saptharishi is director-gener-
al of the Council for People’s
Advancement and Rural Tech-
nology under the rural devel-
opment ministry headed by
Raghuvansh Prasad Singh,
who belongs to Laloo Prasad’s
Rashtriya Janata Dal.

Even Singh said he had not
received any letter from Sap-
tharishi but had come to know
of it from media reports.

BJP spokesperson Arun
Jaitley accused Singh of strik-
ing a deal with Saptharishi
that if he levelled such an alle-
gation, he would get an exten-
sion. Singh denied the charge,
saying there was no move to
give Saptharishi an extension
after July.

M See Page 6
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Centre Never Tr|ed To Scuttle usharr

Govt raps Oppn o Vdé?}rble talk

Our Political Buread .
NEW DELHI 5 MAY f \" )

INUTES after the NDA's Parlia-
M ment boycott strategy suffered a

setback with its fellow traveller
TDP breaking ranks to return to the Lok
Sabha and Rajya Sabha, a combative Prime
Minister said the country should know that
there was a “world of difference” between
what the leaders of the BJP-led NDA say
and what they do.

He said the NDA effort to blame him and
his government for the disruption of the
Parliament as well the BJP charge that his
government had tried to prevent the Pak-
istan President from calling on A.B. Vajpay-
eeare “absolutely false”.

Mr Manmohan Singh, while renewing
his appeal to the Opposition to attend the
budget session, rejected the NDA charge
that he and his government was not mak-
ing enough efforts to break the deadlock.

Speaking in the Rajya Sabha, Mr Singh
said: “Itis not for want of trying on the part
of the government or myself... As soon as
the NDA announced its decision to boycott

the session, I had called up the leader of
Opposition LK. Advani, NDA chairman
Atal Bihari Vajpayee and leader of the Op-
position in the Rajya Sabha Jaswant Singh.
Irequested them to let us end this chapter;
and all issues can be discussed on the floor
of the House.” He added: "I was promised
by one of these three that on Monday,

Atal Meeting: PM

they could come for (discussing) the Fi-
nance Bill and thereafter they will decide
what they will do. Therefore, the allega-
tions that the House is not able to function
because of something that the govern-
ment has done, is, in my humble submis-
sion, not borne by facts”.

The Prime Minister dubbed the accusa-
tion that his government had attempted to
prevail upon Pakistan President Pervez
Musharraf during his recent visit here not to
see the NDA chairperson Atal Bihari Vajpay-
ee as “totally false”.

“This is totally false. Now, this is the length
to which the Opposition goes. 1 think the
country should know that between the two
— what they say and what they do— there
isa world of a difference”. He also took seri-
ous note of the “type of language” that the
NDA had used against him in the memoran-
dum they submitted to President
APJ Abdul Kalam.

The Prime Minister was responding to
observations made by TDP leader R.
Chandra Sekhar Reddy that neither the
Prime Minister nor the government tried
to resolve the issue.

0€ Moy 2085

E U””’)Zl{ 7~v .

14116,

»



Cabinet clears 11 Bills

) k# }
Statesman Nows Servits®Y ' Green ilghi for SEZ .

NEW DELHI, May 4. — The
Cabinet today cleared as many
as 11 Bills for introduction in
the current session of
Parliament, including legisla-
tion on Right to Information
Act, 2004. Some of these will be
sought to be passed in the cur-
rent session while others will be
referred to Standing Comm-
ittees of Parliament, I&B min-
ister Mr Jaipal Reddy said at
the end of a Cabinet meeting
chaired by the Prime Minister.

The Bills cleared for intro-
duction in Parliament are for
enactment of small and medi-
um enterprises development
Bill 2005 and introduction of
VAT for Bihar, Mr Reddy said.

The Cabinet approved the
repealing of the existing Free-
dom of Information Act, 2002,
and enacting a new legislation,
Right to Information Act, 2004.
The new legislation was intro-
duced in 2004 and later referred
to a Standing Committee which
then reported back to the
House. The Bill of 2004 and the
report of the Standing Commi-
ttee were referred to a GoM
which has since submitted its

NEW DELHI, May 4. -+ The Cen-
tre today cleared the Special Econ-
omic Zone legisiation providing a
fiscal package, including 15-year
income-tax holiday, to give a push
to exports, FDI and job creation.
The legislation provides single-win-
dow mechanism for SEZs, — SNS

report with recommendations,
The Bill has now been cleared,
Mr Reddy said. The new legisla-
tion will seek to repeal the
Freedom of Information Act,
2002, and will seek to confer
statutory rights upon citizens
seeking the right to information.

The VAT Bill for Bihar is
being introduced since the state
is under President’s rule. The
legislation needs to be cleared
by Parliament to implement the
decision of the Empowered
Committee of State Finance
Ministers to introduce VAT
with effect from 1 April.

The Reserve Bank of India
Act, 1934, will also be amend-
ed. Also approved was Wea-
pons of Mass Destruction and
their Delivery Systems (Prohi-
bition of Unlawful Activities)
Bill, 2003, and Taxation Law
Amendment Bill, 2005.



Manmohan sets up trade, economic

relations committee

17y

To act as "think tank’ for economic aspects of foreign policy

Amit Baruah

NEW DELHI: Prime Minister Man-
mohan Singh has set up a “trade
and economic relations commit-
tee”, comprising senior Minis-
ters and officials, to take quick
decisions on economic aspects
of the country’s foreign policy.
The Prime Minister’s Media
Advisor Sanjaya Baru told press-
persons on Monday that the
committee would be chaired by
Dr. Singh and would have the
Finance, External Affairs and
Commerce Ministers — P. Chi-
dambaram, Natwar Singh and
Kamal Nath — as members.
Conceived of as a “think-tank”
and “implementation mecha-
nism”, it also has Deputy Chair-
man of the  Planning
Commission M.S. Ahluwalia,
chief of the Economic Advisory

Council to the Prime Minister
C. Rangarajan, head of the Na-
tional Manufacturing and Com-
petitiveness Council V.
Krishnamurthy, and National
Security Adviser M.K. Naraya-
nan as members. Its convenor
will be Dr. Singh’s Principal
Secretary, T.K.A. Nair.

Mr. Baru stressed that if re-
quired, other Ministers could be
invited to attend the commit-
tee’s meetings.

For instance, if the Prime
Minister were to discuss the
issue of a high-speed rail corri-
dor with Japan, Railway Minis-
ter Lalu Prasad would be
involved.

Mr. Baru said the focus areas
of this committee, for instance,
would be the forthcoming visits
of Dr. Singh to the UX. in July
for the G8 summit and to the

THE HINDU

U.S. This was not another Cabi-
net committee, he said.

Mr. Baru said that Singapore
Prime Minister Lee Hsien-

TLoong, who met Dr. Singh in

Indonesia, would come to India
in the next couple of months to
sign the Indo-Singapore Com-
prehensive Economic Cooper-
ation Agreement.

Over the last few months
there had been several inter-
Ministerial meetings before the
Prime Minister was to travel
abroad or before a foreign lead-
er’s visit to India, but the idea
was to give formal shape to
these consultations in the form
of this committee, Mr. Baru
said.

‘Professional inputs’

“It is not about theorising, it
is about doing,” Mr. Baru he

v N
‘.} “\_;\: Loes

P

LA

)f\ ¢
said, adding that the constitu-
tion of the committee meant

that  “professional

ess of decision-making.

inputs” |
would be brought into the proc- |

This panel would study free

trade agreements and compre-
hensive economic cooperation
agreements between India and
other countries. Issues like the
Iran-Pakistan-India gas pipe-
line could also be brought be-
fore the committee.

More generally, the body
would advise the Prime Minis-
ter on steps that could be taken
to promote India’s economic
engagement with foreign coun-
tries. the rest of the world.

Since the panel would work
under the direct charge of the
Prime Minister, this was ex-
pected to speed up the process
of decision-making.



Little has changed since

UPA took over:

Vy

Karat

“Two bourqems combinations monopolise the political space "

Special Correspondent

NEW DELHI: As the Congress-led United
Progressive Alliance Government pre-
pares to celebrate one year of its com-
pletion in office, the supporting
Communist Party of India (Marxist) is
of the view that on the ground, people
have yet to experience change.

“The class character of the Congress
and the performance of the UPA Gov-
ernment which pursues policies of liber-
alisation are bound to impact the
livelihood and living conditions of the
people. On the ground, people cannot
experience any change — the agrarian
distress continues, the crisis of small
and traditional industries is getting
worse, the repeated increases in prices
of petroleum products is heaping addi-
tional burden on the people. All this is
bound to generate discontent in the

04 MAY 2005

coming days,” the CPI(M) general secre-
tary, Prakash Karat, said in his article in
the latest edition of the party organ,
People’s Democracy.

Major features

Recounting the national political-tac-
tical line determined by its recent party
congress, he said, the following were
other major features of the current sit-
uation. Though the Bhartitya Janata
Party-Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh
has been defeated, its strength should
not be underestimated as it would try to
regroup; Congress cannot be relied upon
to carry out a consistent struggle against
communal and divisive forces; changing
stances of regional parties; growth of
caste politics; growing American influ-
ence in economic, political and foreign
policies; and the major role being played
by the Left.

R

Mr. Karat also outlined the tasks be- |

fore the party — campaign against com-
munal forces; fight for people’s interest
and expansion of party’s influence
through movements on local, social and
economic issues.

He said that the party while working
towards strengthening the organisation
would also work to build a third alterna-
tive. “It is not in the interests of the Left
and democratic forces, that two bour-
geois combinations, one headed by the
BJP and the other by the Congress, mo-
nopolise the political space. There is a
need for a third alternative”.

Need for unity

Building such an alternative would re-
quire the coming together of the Left
and other democratic and secular par-
ties through joint movements and cam-

paigns.
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HARGES FRAMED IN FODDER CASE_

Lalu sparks
govt crisis’

Statesman News Service

NEW DELHY RANCHI,
April 25. — The UPA govern-
ment today plunged into its
first major crisis with the CBI
framing charges against Mr
Lalu Prasad in the multi-crore
1996 fodder scam case and the
Opposition seizing the oppor-
tunity to call for his immediate
sacking. The government,
however, said “nothing doing”
to the resignation demand.

The NDA beefed up its offe-
nsive in both Houses of Parlia-
ment where the proceedings
remained paralysed with the
Rajya Sabha adjourning for
the day two hours ahead of
schedule, having done little
business.

The CBI in Ranchi framed
charges against Mr Prasad, Dr
Jagannath Mishra and 68 oth-
ers. All the accused appeared
before designated CBI judge
Mr Uma Shankar Prasad
Sinha. They have been charged
in a case of a fraudulent with-
drawal of Rs 37 crore from the
Chaibasa treasury in 1996,
when Mr Prasad was the chief
minister. He is an accused in
six of the 39 fodder scam cases
which are being currently
heard in Jharkhand.

Charges have been framed
under Sections 120(B) (Punis-
hment of criminal conspiracy),
420 (Cheating and dishonestly
inducing delivery of property),
467 (Forgery of valuable securi-
ty, Will, etc), 468 (Forgery for
purpose of cheating), 471 (Us-
ing as genuine a forged docu-

Foup G
Charges have been framed
under Sections 120(B)
{Punishment of criminal
conspiracy), 420 (Cheating
and dishonestly inducing
delivery of property), 467
(Forgery of
valuable secu-
rity, Will, etc),
468 (Forgery
for purpose of
cheating),
471(Using as
genuine a forged docu-
ment), 477(A) (Falsification
of accounts) read with
Sections 13(2) and 13(1)(D)
of the Prevention of
Corruption Act, 1988

ment, 477(A) (Falsification of
accounts) read with Sections
13(2) and 13(1)(D) of the Prev-
ention of Corruption Act, 1988.

While Mr Prasad kept silent,
his lawyer Mr Chittaranjan

- Sinha charged the CBI with

implicating his client without
any concrete evidence.

In the Lok Sabha, the Spea-
ker adjourned the House a cou-
ple of times to buy a temporary
peace. When Mr Prasad came
at 4 p.m. to make a statement,
he was greeted with protests.
“Now it’s for him to prove his
innocence,” Mr SK Modi (BJP)
said. Mr HR Bhardwaj said Mr
Prasad couldn’t be removed till
he was convicted. The Congress
accused the BJP of “hypocrisy”.
Mr Prasad ridiculed BIJP’s
demand for his ouster.

THE STATESMAN
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Nepal arms on

“after Left

PRANAY SHARMA

New Delhi, April 25: After
giving a clear indication
about resuming arms sup-
plies to Nepal, the Manmo-
han Singh government
today took a step back after
some strong condemnation
from its key ally, the CPM.

It said arms supply would
not be revived unless King
Gyanendra took serious steps
to restore democracy. Sup-
plies were cut off after the
king declared emergency, as-
suming charge himself.

The hint that resumption
was on the cards came in
Jakarta after a meeting be-
tween Singh and the king.

Yesterday, the CPM was the
first to oppose the move.
“There should be no question
of resuming arms supplies to
a despotic king who suppress-
es the elementary democratic
rights of the people. The UPA
must realise the appreciation
and goodwill it earned with its
firm stand in defence of
democracy .and popular gov-
ernment-in Nepal will disap-
_pear;” the politburo had said.

The  statement  was

Prakash Karat’s first stiike-on.

26 4PR 2005 7}&“7&

behalf of the CPM against the
government since taking over
as general secretary.

Today’s linking of arms su-
pply revival to restoration of
democracy is the result of the
realisation that more forces
could join the Left and turn
the move into a major controv-
ersy, souring the success of ta-
lks with China and Pakistan.

After his meeting with Sin-
gh on the sidelines of the Asi-
an African Conference in Jak-
arta on Saturday, the king had
claimed that India had given a

.commitment to resume arms

supply. The Prime Minister
had left the issue open when
later he said India would look

ALLY’S VOICE: Singh and Karat

at Nepal’s request for arms “in
the proper perspective”.

This was interpreted in
most quarters as an attempt to
resume supply Till last
evening, government sources
had given clear indication that
aconsignment of ammunition
that was in the pipeline would
be supplied soon.

The Indian leadership has
said that during the talks,
the king had unveiled a
roadmap for restoring democ-
racy. Although details of what
the monarch said were not
shared, it was suggested that
Gyanendra would take urgent
steps to restore the situation

.that prevailed before Febru-

hold

volley

ary 1 when he clamped emer-
gency.

On April 30, the ordinance
the king issued to impose
emergency expires. Opinion
in Delhi as well as Kathmandu
suggests he might not extend
the ordinance. Though it is not
clear if such a step would
mean the king’s willingness to
shed powers, it would certain-
ly be a step towards restora-
tion of democracy.

Earlier, Indian officials
had been suggesting that de-
spite differences with the ki-
ng, the threat posed by the Ma-
oists in Nepal was a much mo-
re serious concern for Delhi.
Plans to resume arms supplies
flow from this assessment.

The king had told Indian
leaders he would like to hold
municipal polls in areas whe-
re the Maoists were not strong
and gradually complete the
process in the entire country.

Notwithstanding the as-
surance given by the king, con-
sidering resumption of supply
was an admission by India
that its policy of boycotting
the king had not worked.

It may now have to go back
to the drawing board again.
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Karat not keen to change

set-up at UPA-L

951

DIPTOSH MAJUMDAR
NEW DELHI, APRIL 24

CPI(M)’s new general sec-
retary Prakash Karat is not too
keen to replace his predeces-
sor, Harkishen Singh Surjeet,
and attend the UPA-Left co-
ordination committee meet-
ings in the company of the
other Politburo member,
Sitaram Yechury.

Surjeet and Yechury have
been attending these meetings
on behalf of the CPI(M) since
the coordination committee
wasset upin Julylast year.

Though the Politburo will
take a final decision in this re-
spect, Karat, who has returned
to his low-profile workstation
in his own small room on the
second floor of A K Gopalan
Bhavan, has taken every pain
to carry on with the old tradi-
tion of collective leadership.

He sits opposite the room
occupied by Yechury as be-
fore, and aswas evident during
the Left’s late night unsched-
uled meeting with Railway
Minister Laloo Prasad Yadav
on Thursday, the party hierar-
chy or its working style has not
changed at all despite Karat’s
elevation. Yechury remains
the party’s public face and am-
bassador. It was Yechury, who
went along with CPI's D Raja,
tomeet Yadav.
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There is some eagerness in
Congress circles if the UPA-
Left coordination meetings
would now see a replacement
of Surjeet by Karat. As it is
there is mixed opinion about
Karat. Some would view him
as a hardliner. A few, on the

ft meet

8 4

other hand, have said that
Karat is easier to do business
with because he pledges only
that which he can deliver.

But Karat, according to
CPI(M) sources, feels com-
fortable with the present set- .
up. He would not like to upset
it. As a result, in all likelihood
— unless the politburo in its
next meeting on May 14-15
wants a change — the 11-
member UPA-Left coordina-
tion committee will be the
same as before. Besides, Sur-
jeet himself says he is going to
remain as active as possible.
He has said in the latest Peo-
ple’s Democracy article that he
was not taking any “sanyas”.
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"(}uj arat sends report on Lalu attack

‘Administration provided enough security’ A f\ 0.

Vinay Kumar

NEW DELHI: The Union Home
Ministry on Saturday received a
report from the Gujarat Govern-
ment on the incident in Vadod-
ara involving the Railway
Minister, Lalu Prasad.

He had gone there on Thurs-
day to visit the site of the Sabar-
mati Express accident at
Samalaya in which 17 persons
lost their lives and over a
hundred were injured.

Authoritative Ministry sourc-
es told The Hindu that the
State Government’s report, con-
taining its version and sequence
of events on the day when Mr.
Lalu Prasad was visiting the hos-
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pital where the injured were ad-
mitted and the site of the crash,
would be examined.

Asked if the Home Ministry
would be inclined to send a Cen-
tral team on a fact-finding mis-
sion to Vadodara, the sources
said that there was no such move
at present but a decision would
be taken after examining the
State Government report.

It is said that the Gujarat re-
port had pointed out that despite
lack of advance intimation about
Mr. Prasad’s programme, the
district administration provided
adequate security to him at
short-notice.

The Air Traffic Control, Va-
dodara, had given information

"€ gy,

on Mn Prasad’s visit and ‘ar-
rangements had been made by
the local administration.

At the hospital where Mr. Pra-
sad was reportedly attacked, the
report said, people of all political
affiliations as well as relatives of
the victims of the train tragedy
had gathered and, as emotions
ran high, some of them pelted
the Minister with water pouches
and ice cubes.

However, it was not clear who
damaged Mr. Prasad’s car.

The report stated that many
Gujarat Ministers had reached
the site and rescue and relief op-
erations had begun by 4 a.m., 45
minutes after the Sabarmati Ex-
press had rammed a goods train

mW(

po!
and several of its bogies had cap-
sized.

The Governor, Nawal Kishore
Sharma, had also sought detailed
information from the Chief Min-
ister, Narendra Modi, and the
Governor might also send in his
independent assessment of the
handling of the Railway Minis-
ter’s visit by the State Govern-
ment.

Sources drew a parallel with
the situation when during the
NDA regime, the Home Ministry
had invoked Article 256 while
dealing with reports of violence
and disturbances during the
2001 Assembly elections in West
Bengal during the Chief Minis-
tership of Jyoti Basu.
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UPA committed to reversing neglect
«., of agriculture sector: Manmohan

\“ .2\ By, Gargl Parsal

NEW DELHI, APRIL 9. The Prime
Minister} Manmohan Singh, to-
day said that the agriculture sec-
tor had been neglected in the
past decade. “While the Tenth
Plan assumed that agriculture
production would grow at the
rate of four per cent, the reality
is that'in the first three years of
the Plan, we have not been able
to ensure even 1.5 per cent rate
of growth,” he said.
Inaugurating the Agriculture
Summit-2005 here today, orga-
nised by the Agriculture Minis-
try and the Federation of Indian
Chambers and Commerce In-
dustry, Dr. Singh said that the
United Progressive Alliance
Government was committed to
reversing the deceleration in the
farm sector in the past decade.
To achieve a seven to eight per
cent growth rate of the econo-
my, the rate of growth in the
agriculture sector would have to

be accelerated.

Among the audience were in-
dustry leaders, diplomats, se-
nior bureaucrats and a
sprinkling of “progressive farm-
ers” mostly from Congress dis-
trict committees. Some farmers
from Jind, Haryana, said they
could not understand the pro-
ceedings conducted in English.

Commenting that the reality
of a “globalised, industrialised”
India was as true as the reality of
“the bullock-cart and the illiter-
ate farmer,” Dr. Singh said the
UPA’s “new deal” for rural India
would bridge the gap of “ad-
vanced forms of agriculture and
industry” and “other forms from
a bygone era.”

For this a Second Green Revo-
lution based on the application
of new technologies and mod-
ern business practices were re-
quired. “New technologies will
enable farmers to make in-
formed choices and undertake
product planning in a demand-

driven rather than supply-dri-
ven mode. An awareness of the
niche markets and export op-
portunities suited to the new in-
ternational  trade  regime
opening up through the World
Trade Organisation is also nec-
essary,” he said.

The Prime Minister’s remarks
come close on the heels of one
of its alliance partners, the CPI
(M), and societal groups seeking
an Alternative Agriculture Policy
suited to Indian conditions and
renegotiation of the Agreement
under the WTO for it to be “fair

and just” to a developing coun--

try like India.

‘New deal’

Dr. Singh said the “new deal”
required reversing the declining
trend in investment in agricul-
ture, stepping up credit flow to
farmers, increasing public in-
vestment in irrigation and
wasteland development, in-
creasing funds for research and

development and extension,
creating a common single mar-
ket in the country, investing in
rural healthcare, education,
electrification, rural roads, fu-
tures markets, insurance against
risk in farming and forging pub-
lic-private  partnerships. He
sought suggestions from the
summit on how a financial win-
dow could be created for long-
term  capital flows into
agriculture.

Dr. Singh had a special word
of praise for the Agriculture
Minister, Sharad Pawar, whose
appointment as Agriculture
Minister, he said, was another
index of the importance he at-
tached to the sector.

Earlier, Mr, Pawar said 16
States had agreed to amend the
Agriculture Produce Marketing
Committee Act to facilitate the
setting up of direct, private mar-
kets. An Integrated Food Bill and
the Seed Bill were on the anvil.

See also Page 8
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One year of the UPA government e

i
1

ontinuity and change

he United Progressive

Alliance government

started with two major

disadvantages. It was a

ramshackle coalition
with constituents who had nothing
in common (despite a post-election
common minimum programme).
Their desire was to be in govern-
ment and to keep the Bharatiya
Janata Party or the National Demo-
cratic Alliance out on “secular” con-
siderations. Some of them had been
in the NDA before and no doubt
some will join it again.

The party that perhaps truly be-
lieved in secularism was the Com-
munist Party of India (Marxist),
given its record in protecting illegal
Bangladeshi immigrants for bol-
stering the communist vote bank. It
gave up claims to seats in govern-
ment and to other loaves and fishes
of power. The Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam was there because it had
earlier been abandoned by the NDA.
The Rashtriya Janata Dal saw an
opportunity to protect its Bihar turf
and save its leadership from crimi-
nal prosecutions.

The Congress leadership
grabbed almost all the perquisites
of power. Despite having only 145
members of parliament, it went
about cleaning up the government
of “saffron” influences, sacking ex-
isting governors and appointing its
faithful followers, giving others
high level positions at the ministeri-
al level as commission chairmen,
advisors and the like. It behaved as
if it was in power by itself as it had
been for over thirty years.

But the Congress in the UPA is at
the mercy of the communists, the
DMK and the RJD. Ideologically, the
Congress is as distant as can be
from the communists. It is closer to
the NDA on economic, foreign and
security policies. This can be seen
from the absence of major changes
in policies after the UPA govern-
ment came to power.

he communists have been
T against most of the economic

reforms that the prime minis-
ter and his finance minister know
arerequired. Virulently anti-United
States of America, anti-Israel and
pro-Arab, the communist venera-
tion of China and Russia continues.
They have different reactions from
the Congress (which is like the NDA
on these matters) to Pakistani du-
plicity, Jammu and Kashmir as part
of India and to the Maoist insurrec-
tion that is coalescing from Nepal to
Andhra Pradesh.

The separation of the prime
ministership from the leadership of
the party, with many worshipful
acolytes of the “sacrificing” Sonia
Gandhi in the cabinet, must make

The author is former director-
general, National Council for Ap-
plied Economic Research
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governance difficult. The two posi-
tions have rarely been separate any-
where. When they were so in the
Congress, they ended up in serious
conflict with each other when the
party chief was independently pow-
erful (for example, Purshottamdas
Tandon and Jawaharlal Nehru).

It worked when the prime minis-
ter was numero uno. The prime min-
ister as political nonentity works
when the president is not merely a
symbol as in Pakistan or even
France. A prime minister needs
strong political antennae with intel-
ligence agencies and party inform-
ers since politics affects gover-

nance. These seem today to be with
the Congress party chief.

Political decisions that make an
impact on the government are
taken without adequate govern-
ment inputs and sometimes without
information to the government.
Cabinet ministers do their own
thing so long as they have the ear of
the party chief. This was an
arrangement fraught with pitfalls,
as is evident in Jharkhand and Goa
among many others. Ministers
close to the party chief appear to be-
lieve that their ministries are inde-
pendent of the rest of the govern-
ment. The changing colours from
saffron to red in the human re-
source ministry presages much
more vicious politicking in the fu-
ture and as the UPA gives way to the
NDA or a third front.

The political miscalculation that
led to the Congress boycott of
George Fernandes in the last parlia-
ment paralysed the current one.
Ministers publicly appear to contra-
dict the prime minister, something
they will never do with the party
leader. Inept but well-connected

ministers in sensitive ministries
like home create further problems
for government. Some ministers
take direction from the party, not
the prime minister and the cabinet.
The loss of trust in the Congress on
account of political decisions on
Bihar and Jharkhand, where part-
ner parties were let down, has led to
a sharpening of the discord in the
coalition. This creates more diffi-
culties for government. Politics has
been badly managed. The prime
minister has a government to run
but with very little political support
from his partymen or others in the
coalition.

‘ The separation of
the prime ministership
from the Congress
leadership must make
governance difficult ,

From P.V. Narasimha Rao down,
there has been broad continuity in
policies with each successor gov-
ernment. The NDA continued the
Congress economic reforms but in-
novated further in foreign and secu-
rity polices. But the UPA has toed
the NDA line with no innovations
except in energy.

The minister of external affairs
innovates by wanting radical
change in negotiations with Pak-
istan. The MEA is said to have tried
to downplay the prime minister’s
visit to Mauritius. It tried to prevent
the Musharraf visit for the Delhi
one-day cricket. The MEA tries to
revive the anti-Americanism en-

\demlc to India during the Cold War.
But so far the UPA has continued
policies to get closer to east Asia and
China.

n defence and security, the
O initiatives of the NDA to ne-

gotiate substantial new
weapons purchases continue. India
is preparing for the role the BJP en-
visaged for it, to be a military poser
from here to the Straits of Hormuz
and towards the Malacca Straits
and as a counterweight to China.
The nuclear bomb is as important to
India’s security strategy today as it
was with the NDA.

On economic policies, the prime
minister and the finance minister,
charter members of the reforms
club, are constrained by their part-
ners. Some examples are disinvest-
ment and privatization, subsidy
cuts on domestic gas, kerosene, and
so on, reforming the public distribu-
tion system to move from physically
handling grains, foreign investment
in telecommunications, airports,
banks and so on, labour law reform,
and bringing provident fund inter-
estrates down to match the lower in-
terest rate regime. The emphasis on
the social sector and agriculture
(“reforms with a human face”) is a
continuation of the NDA rhetoric,
though with a little more money.
The tax rate changes, new taxes and
tax reforms use reports submitted
to the previous government. The
BJP has politicized the implementa-
tion of VAT after enabling its ac-
ceptance by states. It will rue its
turnabout when it gets back to
power.

The UPA has made significant
changes in energy policies. Oil and
gas policies are now integrated with
foreign policy, military postures,
free trade areas and so on. It has
broadened oil and gas supply
sources, aggressively gone after
buying oil and gas fields overseas
and is embarking on restructuring
the Indian oil companies to improve
their bargaining and competitive
powers. It has been more vigorous
than the NDA in pursuing the NDA's
power policies.

But the UPA has been as ham-
handed in handling domestic chal-
lenges as the NDA. From Manipur
to Goa and Kashmir to Andhra, it
has stumbled in handling delicate
domestic security issues. No prime
minister can survive for long if his
ministers do not follow agreed poli-
cies. Fortunately, the home minister
seems now to have been sidelined in
his own ministry.

The prime minister’s major con-
tribution is administrative reform.
Reverting to the central role for the
Planning Commission, and reforms
in administrative appointments,
procedures and practices, willbe a
lasting contribution. However, poor
Congress political management
might kill this coalition before their
implementation.
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UPA Government can last.
only if it sticks to CMP: Basu

By Our Special Correspondent

NEW DELHI, APRIL 8. The veteran
Marxist leader, Jyoti Basu, today
re-asserted that the Left parties
want the United Progressive Al-
liance Government to complete
its term but that would depend
on implementation of the
agreed Common Minimum
Programme.

“We want it (UPA) to last for
five years but that can happen
only if they implement the
Common  Minimum  Pro-
gramme. We told them (Con-
gress) [so) on the first day,” Mr.
Basu told correspondents at a
book release function, on the
sidelines of the 18th congress of
the Communist Party of India
{Marxist).

Commenting on the contra-
dictions between the Congress
and the CPI (M), he said, both
parties had differences and op-
posed each other for the past
five decades. “The Congress has
a programme, the Left has its
programme but now we (both)
depend on the Common Mini-
mum Programme. It is not our
full programme...” he said.

The CPI (M), he said, had
never hidden the fact that there
were differences with the Con-
gress but considering the

changed political situation in
which the Bharatiya Janata Par-
ty and the “fascist” Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh were car-
rying out their agendas, the Left
provided outside support to the
Congress-led formation.

Inter-dependent

“We are dependent on the
Congress-led Government and
the Congress is also dependent
on the Left. We hope there is
patience and both sides discuss
with each other,” he said, add-
ing that the Left parties would
not desist from raising issues in
Parliament and agitating out-
side if in their opinion the Con-
gress-led Government took
“anti-people, anti-CMP” steps.

Earlier, Mr. Basu released the
book “MEMOIRS-25 Communi-
st Freedom Fighters” and pre-
sented the first copy to the CPI
{M) general secretary, Harkish-
an Singh Surjeet, and Capt.
Lakshmi Sehgal.

Mr. Basu said he was happy
and proud to release the book
on the Communists’ associ-
ation with the freedom struggle
which “unfortunately has been
ignored or absolutely min-
imised.”

The book, he hoped, would
be of use to partymen and the

1

people. \ - b\
The party said the djghifi-
cance of the book was twoxfold
First, recognising that officia
interpretations of the history o:
India’s freedom struggle ofter
ignored many of the ideologica
streams that came together ir
that mighty movement, it puts
the record straight, by detailing
some of the Communists’ pow-
erful contributions to the epic
struggle. Second, it acts as a
counter to the vilification of the
role of the Communists in the
freedom struggle from quarters
such as the RSS, whose own
contribution to the freedom
movement had been either neg-
ligible or counterproductive.
The memoirs include those of
Muzzaffar Ahmad, Ganesh
Ghosh, Hemanta Ghoshal, A.K.
Gopalan, Qazi Nazrul Islam,
K.P. Janakiammal, Kishori Lal,
Kake Mithalal, Amalendu Muk-
herjee, Bankik Mukherjee, Sa-
mar Mukherjee,
Pakvashi, Bhagbati Panigrahi,
Shamrao and Godavari Parule-
kar, P. Krishna Pillai, P. Rama-
murthy, Vimal Ranadive, Ahilya
Rangnekar, Lakshmi Sehgal, Ra-
hul Sankrityayana, Niranjan
Sengupta, Durgadas Sikdar,
Major Jaipal Singh, Harkishan
Singh Surjeet and Shiv Verma.
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“Left parties seek clarification
on “clea?n chit” to Fernandes

By Our Special Corresponden

NEW DELHI, APRIL.8. Leaders of
the Left parties today sought a
clarification on reports that the
Centre had given a “clean chit”
to the former Defence Minister,
George Fernandes, for arms
procurement during the Kargil
war.

The Congress, meanwhile,
maintained that there was no
question of giving Mr. Fer-
nandes a “clean chit,” and that
the last word was yet to be said
on the issue.

During their breakfast meet-
ing at the residence of the Prime
Minister, Manmohan Singh, the
Left leaders sought to know the
details in the presence of the
United Progressive Alliance
chairperson, Sonia Gandhi, the
Defence Minister, Pranab Muk-
herjee and the External Affairs
Minister, Natwar Singh.

The Left leaders, including
the Communist Party of India

(Marxist) general secretary,
Harkishan Singh Surjeet; its Po-
lit Bureau member, Sitaram Ye-
chury;, the CPl  general
secretary, A.B. Bardhan; its na-
tional secretary, D. Raja; the All-
India Forward Bloc general sec-
retary, Debabrata Biswas; and
the Revolutionary Socialist Par-
ty Central Committee member,
Abani Roy, were invited by the
Prime Minister to brief them on
the upcoming visits of the Chi-
nese Premier, Wen Jiabao, and
the Pakistan President, Pervez
Musharraf.

Sources in the Left parties
said the leaders broached the is-
sue in the context of the recent
U.S. proposal to supply F-16
fighter aircraft to Pakistan and
related developments. “What
about the George issue,” they
asked.

The Left leaders were con-
cerned as these parties were in
the forefront of boycotting Mr.
Fernandes in Parliament and

lo ied him over the “coffin
" Mr. Mukherjee denied
t at his predecessor was given
any “clean chit” and said an ad-
ditional affidavit was being filed
in the Supreme Court.
Dignitaries’ visit

On the visits of the two digni-
taries, Mr. Natwar Singh briefed
the Left leaders. Later, Mr. Ye-
chury told correspondents that
the Left parties were happy with
the Government's foreign pol-
icy direction. “On foreign pol-
icy, the Government is going
according to our understanding
in the Common Minimum Pro-
gramme,” He said the border
dispute with China could be
solved only through talks and
hoped that understanding be-
tween India and China would
improve after the visit.

Mr. Raja said the Left parties
congratulated the Government
for the successful flagging-off of
the Srinagar-Muzaffarabad bus.
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PM imtervenes In trade oW

Advisory council told to look into key issues

K.A.Badarinath )
New Delhi, April 8 ﬁ U*
WITH THE finance and commerce
ministries haggling over trade issues,
Prime Minister Manmohan Singh has
intervened to bring about a truce.
Singh has ordered his economic advi-
sory council led by former RBI gover-
nor C. Rangarajan to look into four
crucial issues.

In the meantime, the prime minister
has directed the revenue department
to put in abeyance income tax proceed-
ings against 30,000 exporters to recov-
er the benefits availed by them on sale
of DEPB credit under 80 HHC of the In-
come Tax Act.

Commerce & Industry Minister Ka-
mal Nath said: “The prime minister is
seized of the matter. He has directed
that proceedings and tax assessment
drive must be kept in abeyance”.

The prime minister’s advisory coun-
cil has been asked to submit its report
on the crucial issue of exporters avail-
ing 80HHC benefits on transfer or sale
of DEPB credit at a premium which is
legally permissible.

While Finance Minister P. Chi-
dambaram and Nath differed on this
issue, the prime minister intervened to
end the tussle. Sources said the PM’s
advisory council would also consider
the option of amending the Income

b G

_  FOREIGN
WU TRADE
A POLICY

Tax Act with retrospective effect to
provide tax exemption to on exporters
earnings on DEPB credit sale. In case
the Rangarajan panel things that “tax
assessment and recovery is found un-
avoidable”, the commerce ministry
has recommended that penalty and in-
terest could be waived on the tax de-
mand raised by the finance ministry.
Meanwhile, the commerce ministry
and the directorate general of foreign
trade will seek a legal opinion on the
vexed taxation issue bogging the ex-
porters who have been asked to cough
up the benefits availed under 80 HHC of
the Income Tax Act between 1997-2002.
Owing to serious differences between
the finance and commerce ministries,
another issue that has been referred by
PM to his advisory council is the pro-
posal to exempt 100 per cent export ori-
ented units from levy of service tax.
While the finance ministry is not
willing to forego the revenue following
exemption of EOUs from service tax,
the commerce ministry has argued
that the facility would be available to

special economic zone (SEZ) units. “We
cannot subsidise our exports, but let us
at least not tax them” is the stand tak-
en by Nath.

The tax benefits vis-a-vis DEPB
credit sale availed by exporters is
about Rs 13,000 crore. This is against
Rs 360,000 crore exports ($ 80 billion)
done by the exporters, the commerce
ministry pointed out. :

The tussle between the finance and
commerce ministries does not end on
these two issues. While the latter de-
manded scrapping the sunset clause of
Income Tax Act for EOUs, the finance
ministry has apparently taken the
view that as decided earlier, the clause
should go by 2009.

Without setting the cut off year, the
EOUs must be allowed to avail the ten
year tax holiday irrespective of when
they commence their export operations.

Even on this issue, the PMO has tak-
en the initiative and referred the pro-
posal to Rangarajan panel.

Another major proposal that has
been referred to Rangarajan commit-
tee is to provide deemed export bene-
fits to DTA units for supply against
“Served from India scheme certificate”
for service providers. While the fi-
nance ministry was not willing to ex-
tend the scope and coverage of deemed
export schemes, the issue has been re-
ferred to Rangarajan panel.




Army in one of
riskiest peace
time missions

SUJAN DUTTA

New Delhi, April 6: The Indi-
an Army will tomorrow shep-
herd a busload of civilians
through hostile territory in
one of the riskiest peace time
military operations in recent
history.

The road to Muzaffarabad
and an elusive peace in Kash-
mir is a nightmarish scenario
for any army, mined as it is
with the threat from militants
who are not backed by any
state.

This afternoon’s attack on
and the burning of the Tourist

A woman jumps out of
a window of the reception
centre in Srinagar. (Reuters)

Reception Centre in Srinagar
has only underscored the
threat. Every country, includ-
ing the US, is fearful of mili-
tants who are non-state actors.

In Kashmir, the Indian gov-
ernment has so far said the mi-
litants are backed by Pakistan.
But the bus service is the con-
sequence of an agreement be-
tween New Delhi and Islam-
abad. Prima facie, Pakistan
does not support the militants.

In the wake of the fidayeen
attack today, army headquar-
ters was asked for an update
on the security situation. The-

re was even pressure from the
political leadership on the
army for a “security guaran-
tee”. The army top brass is un-
derstood to have said that such
a guarantee is unrealistic.

The bus will be driven
through terrain that can be de-
ceptive. A small improvised
explosive device with a timer
can prove to be deadly as can a
sniper on a hill top.

The army’s task is to “sani-
tise” the Jhelum Valley Road
— the road from Srinagar to
the Kaman Bridge on the LoC.
Commanders with decades of
experience in counter-insur-
gency operations and with
knowledge of the terrain are
hesitant to use the term “sa-
nitise”. But they have told the
political leadership the army
will do “everything possible”.

The reason the army is
hesitant to use the word “sani-
tise” is military. Given the po-
litical environment and topog-
raphy through which the road
runs, a 100 per cent security
guarantee is impossible.

The army told the govern-
ment that it was occupying
vantage positions in the hills
through which the road cuts,
sending road opening patrols
(ROPs) to check for mines and
improvised explosive devices
and patrols through spots in
the hills that give a vantage
view of the road. It was also
conducting helicopter sorties.

Despite the risk, army hea-
dquarters is in favour of the
bus running as scheduled. It
feels an attack on the bus will
alienate the militants from the
people. Plus, the bus service is
practically, apart from the LoC
ceasefire, a Kashmir-specific
confidence-building measure
with Pakistan that can stabili-
se the security situation in the
long term.

Without a shade of doubt,
the attack is an embarrassme-
nt for the security establishm-
ent. Also, it has struck fear in
the hearts of the passengers.
There was no way of knowing
what the passengers who have
got entry permits and have bo-
oked tickets are saying. They
are in “the safe custody” of se-
curity forces, chiefly the CRPE.

MUZAFFARABAD

TARGET BUS

Kaman bridge to
enter PoK

;

/

A woman being helped out of the burning Tourist Reception Centre in Srinagar on Wednesday. (Reuters)
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New Delhi, April 6: India and
Pakistan today affirmed that
the Srinagar-Muzaffarabad
and Muzaffarabad-Srinagar
buses will ply tomorrow des-
pite the militant attack in the
Kashmir capital this after-
noon but top leaders here were
holding a series of meetings
till late in the evening on the
security situation.

Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh
and Congress chief
Sonia Gandhi will
go to Srinagar tom-
orrow, official sour-
ces said, for the ina-
ugural of the bus se-
rvice despite the th-
reat from militants.

The Centre has
not blamed any par-
ticular group or po-
wer for mastermin-
ding today’s attack.

“These (attacks
by militants) are de-
sperate acts of desp-
erate people. There
isnochange with re-
gard to the flagging
off of the bus serv-
ice. The peace pro-
cess and the journey
of peace will go on,”
spokesperson for
the Prime Minister’s Office,
Sanjaya Baru, said.

But shortly afterwards, the
Prime Minister summoned
another meeting that was
being attended by the foreign,
defence and home ministers.

Foreign minister K. Natw-
ar Singh and home minister
Shivraj Patil are likely to acc-
ompany the Prime Minister to
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Srinagar tomorrow.

Congress spokesperson
Ambika Soni said Sonia will
also be at the inaugural of the
bus service. “Nobody is going
to be cowed down by these acts
of terror. Congress chief Son-
ia Gandhi herself has inform-
ed me on arrival from Dandi
that she would definitely be
going to the Valley tomorrow
for the flagging off of the bus.”

Former defence minister
and NDA convener
George Fernandes
said the governm-
ent has to take the
call on the bus serv-
ice. After meeting
the home minister,
Fernandes said he
would not proffer
any advice.

Patil described
the morale of the
passengers of the
inaugural bus as
“high”. He said all
passengers who we-
re to take the bus to
Muzaffarabad were
safe. “In all, 24 pas-
sengers were o go
and all 24 are ab-
solutely safe.”

He presided ov-
er a meeting attend-
ed by, among oth-
ers, home secretary
VK. Duggal, IB director E.S.L.
Narasimhan and special sec-
retary (internal security),
Anil Chowdhury:

South Block sources said
hardliners in Pakistan and the
militant outfits, which were
feeling increasingly sidelined,
have tried to do something dr-
amatic to send out a clear sig-
nal about their presence.

- 1

PoK high, Pak cautious

OUR SPECIAL
CORRESPONDENT

Islamabad, April 6: The mili-
tant strike in Srinagar caused
ripples in Pakistan today but
the establishment as well as
prospective passengers said
they would not be cowed down
by such “dastardly acts”.

“The attack on innocent
Kashmiris is, in fact, a hein-
ous assault on humanity,” for-
eign ministry spokesperson
Jalil Abbas Jilani told repor-
ters in Islamabad in a quick re-
action condemning the attack.

Jilani was initially reluc-
tant to confirm whether the
bus service would take off
from Muzaffarabad as sched-
uled. “Pakistani and Indian
officials are in touch with each
other, reviewing the latest
situation and the security
arrangements for the serv-
ice,” he said.

Jilani later said the bus
service would go ahead as
scheduled.

However, even before the
formal announcement was
made in Islamabad, the Prime
Minister of Azad Jammu and
Kashmir (referred to as Pakis-
tan-occupied Kashmir in Ind-
ia), Sardar Sikandar Hayat,
said he would see off passeng-
ers at the inaugural tomorrow.

“I am fully sure that the
bus will run from our side,” he
told a private television chan-
nel. “Let’s see what is accept-
able to Allah.”

“We express grave SOrrow
at this very unfortunate inci-
dent,” foreign minister Khur-
sheed Mehmood Kasuri told
reporters. “We condemn this
incident.”

He added: “No religion
allows violence. This particu-
lar thing is really unbelievable
because they (the passengers)

have committed no crime. All
they wanted to do is to meet
their loved ones from whom
they have been separated.”

Farooq Haider, a senior of-
ficial in PoK, also said the bus
will run according to sched-
ule. “Violence will not delay
the bus service.”

Passengers who were to
take the service from Muzaf-
farabad, the capital of PoK,
said they were determined to
make the journey to Srinagar.

“Iam not scared. I will defi-
nitely go if the bus goes,” said
Nisar Ahmed Zakir. “In war-
like situations, such incidents
happen. But I will go.”

Officials said tickets for
27 of the 30 seats on the bus
from Muzaffarabad had been
collected and the three re-
maining passengers were ex-
pected to pick up theirs when
they arrived from outlying
areas.

MUKHTARAHMAD

Srinagar, April 6: Farhat
Ara, 50, was visiting her
husband at the Tourist
Reception Centre when
militants attacked the build-
ing hiding passengers who
will take the bus to Muzaf-
farabad tomorrow.

“It was touch and go. The

fire seemed to be approach-
ing us fast when security-
men came and asked us to
leave the building immedi-
ately through the rear exit. It
is a miracle my husband and
I are alive,” she said.

Farhat’s husband,
60-year-old retired school
headmaster Syed Zain-ul-
Abbadin Shah, is one of the
passengers on the inaugural
bus that has been threatened
by militants.

When police knocked on
the doors of their Jehangir
Chowk residence last Sund-
ay, saying they had come to
escort her husband to a se-
cure location, Farhat was
gripped by fear for his safety

‘Travel is
not worth
the risk’

An injured man takes
two boys to safety in
Srinagar. (Reuters)

“I told the police party
that perhaps the travel was
not worth the risk my hus-
band would be taking if he

- had to remain in a safehouse
as if he were some politician
or VIP. I was not allowed to

meet my husband after he
was escorted out of the
house till today,” she said.
Fearing militant attacks,
the passengers had all been
moved to the reception cen-
tre where they have been liv-
ing in virtual quarantine.
Farhat’s fear heightened
after today’s attack, to which
she was an unwilling witne-
ss. “What use is seeing your
relatives if your family on
this side of the line is going
to face danger?” she asked.
“The point of busis that
families across the Line of
Control are to be united and
for that they are to be separ-
ated from their relatives on
this side and kept at an undi-
sclosed place days before
travel. It is a logic I fail to
gr asp. 9
Voicing the fear of a back-
lash after the bus returns
and the hype subsides, Farh-
at said: “We have to be on ed-
ge even after the safe return
of my husband from Muzaff-
arabad. It is a hanging sword,
God knows for how 101?(/‘
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UPA leaders
consider US

aircraft offer

~ Our Political Bureau
| \ C T NEWDRLHISAPRIL

; [ T

THE UPA leadership has begun
looking at the US offet to supply
126 multi-role combat aircraft to
India. The political feadership,
which is of the view that ally Left’s
ideological  reservations  and
armed forces” technical considera-
tions should not be allowed 10
come in the way of discussing the
offer with the US, is on the job
with defence minister Pranab
Mukherjee holding first round ot
talks with American ambassador
David Mulford. oy

Both sides have not fevealed
the contents of the talks that took
place last week but defence min-
isiry sources said the ambassador
made a “substantive offer”. The
defence minister is expected to
share the details of the discussion
with the Prime Minister and his
colleagues in the Cabinet commit-
tee onsecurity. Besides helping the
country buy a major weapons
platform from the US, the offer
will help New Dethi get more at-
tractive terms from the Russian
and French competitors of Lock-
heed Martin and Boeing.

The armed forces have been
taking a conservative view withts
leadership preferring French Mi-
rages and Russian Sukhois.

According to them, the ma-
chines are not just user-friendly
| forIndian pilots, the two countries
have also been dependable allies ot
New Delhi. The political leader-
ship, however, is citing the recent
diversification in sourcing defence
equipment — for instance, Phal-
cons from Israel — to reject the
armed forces” argument. Besides,
the offer of coproduction will en-
sure reliable supply of spares.

The US offer is appealing for the
political leadership as it could
make India a production hub for
the latest war machines. As the of-
fer involves development of the
latest variant of F-16sin India—as
was done for Saudi Arabia— India
could becorme a major player in
the defence market.

Itis also enticing that the US has
hinted such cooperation could go
beyond F-16s and F18s in areas
such as command and control of
nuclear weapons, carly warning
and missile defence systems.

The political leadership is also
assessing the American offerin the
context of a broader relationship
with the US, which has signalled
thatitis willing to work together in
the area of nuclear energy.

Both sides are, at present,look-
ing to chalk out a roadmap in nu-
clear energy cooperation and a be-
ginning is expected to be made
very shortly.
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