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Heavy shufﬂé/with light results

a

RADHIKA RAMASESHAN

New Delhi, Jan. 29: The Man-
mohan Singh government’s
second cabinet shuffle and ex-
pansion was billed as an over-
haul to set in course the “dir-
ection of the ruling coalition”,
but looks like an exercise with
many changes without too
much of a direction.

The Prime Minister had
apparently wanted to rid his
team of members who were ei-
ther unwilling to accept his
authority or were incompete-
nt, weed out those against wh-
om there were repeated compl-
aints of misuse of office, crea-
te astronger government-Con-
gress link and bring in youth.

Nineteen inductions and a
few changes later, Singh said:
“We wanted to ensure proper
regional representation and
give importance to young and
talented people.”

Did the exercise reflect this
intention?

First, “proper regional rep-
resentation”. Four of the 19
new members are from Andh-
ra Pradesh and three each fr-
om Maharashtra and Punjab.
From the five poll-bound sta-
tes of Tamil Nadu, Pondiche-
rry, Assam, Bengal and Kera-
la, there are only two: Vayalar
Ravi of Kerala and G.K. Vasan
of Tamil Nadu.

The logic for the heavy in-
take from Andhra was that it
had returned as many as 29
MPs in the 2004 elections of
whom only three — Renuka
Choudhury, S. Jaipal Reddy
and Dasari Narayana Rao —
were made ministers. Choud-
hury and Reddy came to the
Congress from the Telugu De-
sam and the Janata Dal, re-
spectively, while Rao was a
Rajya Sabha member.

Sources argued that “jus-
tice” had to be done to the Lok
Sabha members.

In Maharashtra, the Con-

gress felt, it had to consolidate
the “gains” made in the recent
bypolls while for Punjab, no
rationale was provided save to
say the party had to retriever
its lost base before the next
elections. However, of the th-
ree from Punjab, two — Anfhi-
ka Soni and Ashwani Kumar
—are Rajya Sabha members.

The Hindi heartland was
given the short shrift with Ak-
hilesh Das, a former Lucknow
mayor, being the lone induc-
tion from Uttar Pradesh.

The expectation was that

Winners

Losers

Sushil Kumar Shinde

- Nanted 1o quit as Andhra

Pradesh governorand return
politics. Got his way

Jairam Ramesh
May get rural
developmient
of commerce

Mani Shankar Aiyar

Murli Deora

Got petroleum and natural gas

Shibu Soren |
Reinstated, even after he
lost Jharkhand for UPA

Political secretary to the
Congress president will
hold sway over party, with
sole “competitor” Ambika
Soni out of the'way

Lost petroleum and nhatural gas

Ambika Soni ,
Didn't get portiolio of choice, ISKB

Vayalar Ravi

Kerala veteran given
overseas Indian affairs, an
inconsequential portiolio

Prem Chand Gupta
Promoted 1o cabinet rank

on Lalu Prasad's insistence

Junior minister fo

affairs, a portiolio
eyeingforiong.

RIS B e

Mohsina Kidwai would get a
berth to fill up the minority
quota, but she was passed up
for A R. Antulay, who has been
plucked out of wilderness.
Today’s exercise fulfilled,
to an extent, the latter part of
the Prime Minister’s statem-
ent -— bringing in “young and
talented” persons. PK. Bansal,
Anand Sharma, Jairam Ram-
esh and Ashwini Kumar could
qualify in the “talented” cate-
gory. Whether or not they have
talent, the quartet is at least
articulate. The same goes for

Soni and Vayalar Ravi, both
veterans, too. .

Sharma was the party spo-
kesman on foreign policy wh-
ile Ramesh’s expertise lies in
economics. As the convener of
the National Advisory Coun-
cil, headed by Sonia Gandhi,
he is expected to be the inter-
face with the government on
social sector initiatives that
are meant to promote the in-
terests of the common man.

The “youth” brigade enha-
nced its presence with three
representatives: Ajay Maken,

Janardhan Dwivedi

Congress general
secretary might head
media cell in Ambika’s
place

D. Purandareshwari and M.M.
Pallam Raju."Maken brings
some experience with him be-
cause he was a minister in the
Delhi government and was the
Speaker in the Assembly. Raju,
an engineer by training, was a
member of the AICC’s train-
ing cell on policy issues.

Experience is at hand also
in the shape of Sushil Kumar
Shinde and Antulay, both for-
mer chief ministers, though
some might argue they have
too much of it.

If the exercise fell short of

Kapil Sibal

Promoted to cabinet rank; but
with:same portfolios,

law of petroleum o po

. miika Soni speaks 1o Sonia Gandhi during
the swearipg-ip al Rashirapati Bhavan.
Picture by Rajesh Kumar

the Prime Minister’s expecta-
tions, sources said, it was ma-
inly because he wanted to wi-
eld the broom at the top.

“In a monolith like the Co-
ngress that is not possible bec-
ause there are checks and bal-
ances. Within the parameters,
this will be considered a huge
shuffle,” a functionary said.

With the allies, he could do
nothing. While he did not wish
to give Prem Chand Gupta, the
minister for company affairs,
a promotion, Lalu Prasad had
his way.
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Minorities get
a bigger voice

Our Political Bureau
"~ TNEW DELHI 29 JANUARY

with the minority commu-

nities, Prime Minister Man-
mohan Singh or. Sunday consti-
tuted a ministry for minority af-
fairs and handed over its charge
to former Maharashtra chief
minister AR Antulay.

The decision was not totally
unexpected as the Congress
leadership knew its revival in
north India was dependent on
regaining confidence of the mi-
nority community. The Mus-
lims, who once formed part of
the party’s core constituency,
are now backing regional play-
ers such as Mulayam Singh Ya-
dav. Even new entrants like
Mayawati have been successful
in establishing contacts with
the community

The party’s anxiety to be on
the right side of the minority
opinion stemms from another
reason. In poll-bound Assam,
the party is facing the disaffec-
tion of the minority communi-
ty. Its efforts to endear itself to
the comimunity. like the prom-
ise to revive the IMDT Act in
another form, running into ju-
dicial trouble, the party wants
to send out a firmx message to
the comrounity.

But the latest effort could be-
come yet another tokenism if
the government failed to define
the ministry’s work. In the
event of the ministry being
tasked with formulating “an
agenda for the minorities”,
there could be demand for more
tangible measures.

The development is sure to
give the Opposition, particularly
the BJP, an opportunity to re-
vive the appeasement slogan
against the rulir.g side. With the
competition hotting up for the
majority sections in the Hindi
heartland, badly divided after

IN an effort 10 build bridges

the advent of affirmative action,
the BJP can be expected to fur-
ther raise the political tempera-
ture over the issue. The govern-
ment is now facing a lot of at-
tack over its attempts to carve
out communal quota in states
such as Andhra Pradesh as well
as the HRD ministry’s efforts to
accord minority status to the
Aligarh Muslim University.

Both the moves were rejected
by the judiciary. However, the
government is in no mood to
give up and leaders like Arjun
Singh are promising- ways to
overcome troubles from the
court. The new department’s
first task would be to address the
two key issues.

Politically, the moves on the
part of the Congress is certain to
be a source of unease for “the
Sultans of appeasement” like
Mulayam Singh Yadav and Lalu
Prasad Yadav. The two Yadavs,
in the coming days, can be ex-
pected to devise ways for frus-
trating the Congress’ efforts.
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ITH the CBI making it clear that
it had opposed the defreezing of
ftalian middleman Ortavio

Quattrocchi’s UK bank accounts, an em-
barrassed government and the Congress
were today scurrying for cover. While the

© prime minister’s establishment took the
¢ by-now-familiar position that it was “kept
{ in the dark”, the Congress claimed that it
¢ had no role in the government’s decision.

But with the Oppuosition casting stones
at Sonia Gandhi, whose connections

¢ with the Quattrocchi family began much
- before Rajiv Gandhi became the prime
. minister and Sonia Gandhi entered poli-
i rics, the party was veering round the

view that law minister HR Bhardwaj
should be made the scapegoat,

This convenient scapegoat, however,
tnay not end the troubles for the prime
minister as the decision not to send a CBI
official alongwith additional solicitor

i general B Dutta was taken by the DoPT.
¢ The ministry of personnel is directly un-
i der the charge of the prime minister and

that “he-didn’t-know-about-the-Quat-
trocchi case” will not find any takers.
That the ruling party and the govern-
ment were finding themselves in an embar-
rassing corner was evident when leaders of
the party and the prime ministerial estab-
lishment quietly abandoned “it’s-just-an-

+ other-legal-opinion” view that both sides
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had been pushing for the past two days.
The two establishments were, till last
right, parroting the Bhardwaj line that
there was no case against Quattrocchi and
that the Opposition was “flogging a dead
horse”. But with the CBI's stand pointing to
the fact that the government indeed inter-
vened for helping the lalian middleman,
there was realisation that a “we-will-fight -
it-out” position had become untenable.
There was also acknowledgement that
the brazen effort to help Quatirocchi has
further depleted the moral authorjty of
the regime. With the lraq oil scam
charges against the Congress and Natwar
Singh giving the impression that the par-
ty and its leaders were on the take, the
Quattrocchi charges will only complicate
matters for the ruling regime. The allies
have made it plain that the regime cannot
count on their support for protecting the
interests of unwholesome elements like
Quattrocchi. The regime changed tack af-
ter the Left came out with a strong indict-
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ment of the government’s decision.
While the CPM asked the government to
explain the reasons for giving the “ques-
tionable legal opinion”, the CPI has asked
the government to institute a probe into
the entire episode.

There is also fear that the resurfacing of
the Bofors issue will give the Opposition
parties, which are divided, 1o come to-
gether against the government. s
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