
Scam-Hobbled UPA to 
Take War to Opposition

The Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) is gearing for a 
stormy five-week session of Parliament, from August 
1. The Cabinet Committee on Parliamentary Affairs 
headed by Finance Minister Pranab Mukherjee has 
already shortlisted the issues on which the Opposi-
tion would like to grill the Government. The Prime 
Minister expects the session to be disrupted for 
the first few days on various issues like inaction on 
black money, CWG scams, CAG reports on various 
ministries; a strategy to deal with the trouble is in 
place. The PMO is particularly 
elated by corruption charges 
against Bihar Chief Minister 
Nitish Kumar, Karnataka 
Chief Minister B S Yed-
dyurappa and Uttar Pradesh 
Chief Minister Mayawati. The 
Bihar government has been 
accused of doling out huge 
industrial plots to the rela-
tives of ministers belonging to 
both the BJP and the Janata 
Dal (United). The UPA is 
determined to make use of report of Karnataka Lok-
ayukta Santosh Hegde against Yeddyurappa and his 
predecessor H D Kumaraswamy. Orissa Chief Min-
ister Naveen Patnaik is also on the list of the UPA’s 
attention-diverting targets. The PMO has instructed 
various agencies to collate and compile complete 
information on scams involving non-Congress gov-
ernments. All the members of the Group of Ministers 
(GoM) on media briefings have been instructed to 
deal with corruption in states and avoid talking about 
civil society-led agitation for which it was consti-
tuted. It is rare for Union ministers to publicly attack 
Opposition chief ministers directly as they have to 
deal with them on a regular basis. The UPA has, how-
ever, decided to sacrifice such niceties and go for the 
jugular. Spokespersons seem to have been forgotten 
as the confrontationist mood of the Opposition and 
UPA leads to yet another round of dirty politics.

■

Congress Keeps an Eye on its Ally
There was no threat to the stability of the UPA govern-
ment, but the PMO and various intelligence agencies 
were closing monitoring the proceedings of the two-
day DMK conference in Coimbatore. The PMO was 
particularly concerned over the DMK’s decision to 
send its new nominees to replace A Raja and Daya-
nidhi Maran. As part of the understanding between 
the DMK and the Congress, both the ministries—
Communications and Textiles—have been given to the 
Congress ministers as additional charges.

While the Congress is willing to return Textiles, it has 
refused to surrender Telecommunications. The DMK 
leadership is equally determined to get it back even if 
it has to wait for few more months. But the PMO was 
more interested in gauging the mood of the DMK cad-
res. In the absence of any trustworthy insider, it was 
left to the IB to infiltrate into the venue. So worried was 
the UPA leadership that IB director Nischal Sandhu, 
who had gone to Thimpu for the meeting of SAARC 
home ministers, was personally keeping track of the 
deliberations and making a dossier for his bosses, in-
cluding the prime minister.

■

Vasundhara Prepares for Round 2
Come summer and most of our rich and mighty, fa-
mous and infamous, idle or busy elitist politicians 
make London their rendezvous for either dining 
and wining or oblige a few think tanks by deliver-
ing lectures on Indian politics, business, and even 
governance. Last month, over 50 top social climbers, 

a few politicians, relevant and 
otherwise, and a couple of draw-
ing room debaters descended 
in London for an exchange of 
views. Some of them were stay-
ing in their own houses while 
others made a hotel owned by 
Taj Group the meeting point. 
One exception, however, was 
former Rajasthan chief minister 
Vasundhara Raje. She is also a 
frequent visitor to the UK, for 
medical check-ups. But Raje 

made the best use of her presence in British capital; 
she delivered lectures on good governance. In fact, 
Raje has been avoiding Rajasthan politics for the past 
few months. Despite her popular support, she was 
asked to quit as Leader of the Opposition. She was later 
appointed one of the general secretaries of the BJP at 
the Centre, a post she has never taken seriously for her 
heart is always in Rajasthan. When the BJP failed to 
find an equally credible leader to replace her, she was 
sent back as Leader of the Opposition. After making 
her triumphant comeback, she took up an extensive 
tour of the state. She, however, chose to keep a low 
profile and let Ashok Gehlot run the state without any 
opposition. She seems to be recouping her strength be-
fore a fresh charge against the Congress government. 

■

Manmohan Devises Another Swap
Prime Minister Manmohan Singh strongly believes in 
the principle of swapping positions—both political and 
administrative. His Cabinet reshuffles during the past 
few months have led to some of the ministers swap-
ping departments with each other. For example, Law 
Minister Veerappa Moily was moved to the Ministry 
of Corporate Affairs which was once held by new Law 
Minister Salman Khurshid. When it came to changing 
the face of his all-powerful office, the prime minister 
seems to be following the same formula. According 
to insiders, Manmohan Singh has made up his mind 
to replace his secretary M N Prasad with Pulok Chat-
terjee, India’s executive director on the board of the 
World Bank. Chatterjee, a Gandhi family loyalist, is yet 
to complete his three-year tenure. Prasad will be sent 
to Washington to Chatterjee’s post. Prasad, however, 
would get less than a two-year term as against a three-
year term as he turns 65 in 2013, retirement age for top 
World Bank executives. 
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Twenty years back 
to this month the 
Indian Express—
and yours truly—
exposed the bank-
ruptcy of India’s 

economy. The sale and buy back 
pledge of 47 tonnes of the nation’s 
gold reserves for $400 million to 
pay creditors also exposed the in-
solvency of four decades of social-
ist mythology—that a politically 
planned economy can lift the hud-
dled masses off the trenches of pov-
erty. It was a future foretold, first by 
C Rajagopalachari and reinforced 
by a legion of economists.

On this day in 1991, the govern-
ment lit a bonfire of historic vanities 
with the Big Bang theory of liberali-
sation that promised to liberate In-
dia from episodic crisis and Indians 
from perennial poverty. The gov-
ernment dismantled licence raj, 
opened up trade, unshackled the 
financial sector and vowed to get 
government out of the business 
of business. On their own, the 
political class would have gladly 
put off salvation until the next 
coming but the severity of the 
crisis—India was begging NRIs 
to not withdraw their monies 
and countries to extend credit—
obliged the political class to act. 
It is a travesty of fate and a reflec-
tion on India that the principal 
navigators—A N Verma, S Ven-
kitramanan and of course P V 
Narasimha Rao—have never been 
accorded their due.

Did the promise of the Big 
Bang change come to be? The 
premise persists but the prom-
ise has been grounded by poli-
tics. GDP growth has entered a 
higher orbit and India’s income 
has shot up five times from $267 
billion to over $1.3 trillion. For-
eign exchange reserves down to a 
bare billion in 1991 are now at $282 
billion, earning around $600 mil-
lion per month in just interest on 
its deployment. Indians no more 
need to gawk at foreign goods and 
don’t have to queue for ordinary 
conveniences like phones and gas 
connections. Most importantly, 
competition has delivered price 
benefits. 

Cause for celebrating the anni-
versary? Yes and no. Yes because 
there has been no drastic reversal 
as in the sixties, and no because the 
micro-analysis is not as cheerful. 
Availability of choice is not matched 
by availability of incomes to afford 
consumption. Growth has been 
asymmetric across sectors and ge-
ographies. Services sector growing 
at 9-plus per cent contributes over 
half the GDP and accounts for 25 per 
cent of the workforce. Rural India 
which hosts 75 per cent of the popu-
lace is growing the slowest. Growth 
is uneven across geographies too. Of 
the 30 small and big states, just the 
four southern states account for 22 

per cent of the GDP and 28 per cent 
of the employment. The most popu-
lous states hosting a majority of the 
poor are the worst off, gawkers in a 
multiplex economy. 

And although the Indian econo-
my as a whole grew at an average of 
nearly 7 per cent between 1991 and 
2011, agriculture grew at barely 2.8 
per cent. Juxtapose the growth with 
share of national income to appre-
ciate the consequences. Agriculture 
which accounted for 29 per cent of 
the economy now accounts for 15 
per cent of the economy and India’s 
rural populace has shot up from 
640 million to 810 million. This 
means, in 1991 nearly 640 million 
people or 80 per cent of the popula-
tion lived on 30 per cent of the na-
tional income and in 2011 nearly 75 
per cent of the populace or 810 mil-
lion people live on 15 per cent of the 

national income. Economists may 
quibble about what percentage of 
rural populace is dependent on ag-
riculture but there is no doubt that 
75 per cent of the populace hasn’t 
found a place on the gravy train. 
This makes the 1991 reforms a 25 
per cent revolution. 

The law of physics defines accel-
eration as mass into velocity. India’s 
political class deleted mass out of 
the equation. And you don’t have to 
know the wage goods theory to rec-
ognise India’s inverted paradigm. 
Very simply, investment in agricul-
ture will deliver incomes that trans-
late into consumption, savings, in-
vestment and employment, trigger-
ing the virtuous cycle. India’s first 
planners chose the disastrous path 
of top down industrialisation but the 
post-1991 regimes did not correct it 
either. Despite repeated diagnosis 
and prescription, the most populous 
segment of the economy is also the 
most neglected.

The arithmetic of electoral poli-
tics and the emergence of political 
venture capital have denied rural 

India its seat on the growth train. 
The magnitude of poverty calls for 
shifting the mass of workforce from 
disguised agricultural employment 
to real jobs. But two decades after 
liberalisation, industry lags at 29 
per cent of GDP and manufacturing 
is stagnant at 15 per cent employing 
barely 10 per cent of the workforce. 
The cause of failure isn’t a mystery 
though. Even today any industrial 
enterprise requires a plethora of 
clearances often numbering 120 at 
Central, state and local levels. It also 
takes three to five years before the 
scissor meets the ribbon. Survival 
thereafter depends on navigation 
skills—to get power, find roads to 
ship goods and keep the inspec-
tor raj well-fed. Every attempt to 
circumvent red-tape-raj has been 
snagged. The UPA I dream of SEZs 
got converted into a real estate rack-

et and the ambitious new manufac-
turing policy proposed in June has 
already been tripped by the labour 
and environment ministries in July. 
Small wonder India entrepreneurs 
are exporting capital and jobs.

India is trapped between the lay-
ers of discretion designed by a co-
alition of corporates, babudom and 
politicians. Every problem daunt-
ing India from food price inflation 
to income inequality to naxal vio-
lence stems from the refusal of the 
political class to let go of the trea-
sury of pelf. The liberalisation of 
1991 was forced by crisis, compelled 
by national shame and propelled 
by the conditionalities imposed by 
IMF-World Bank. Real liberalisa-
tion requires the dismantling of the 
plethora of ministries and depart-
ments used to preserve political 
power. Unless this happens, 1991 
will symbolise an unfulfilled prom-
ise and reforms a tired cliché. Per-
haps, India awaits another crisis. 

Shankkar Aiyar, senior journalist 
on sabbatical, specialises in 

the politics of economics

THIRD EYE    SHANKKAR AIYAR

O P I N I O N

The Fai Saga: The arrest of separatist Kash-
miri leader Ghulam Nabi Fai in the US by the 
FBI has serious implications. The reason for his 
arrest according to the FBI’s affidavit submit-
ted to a US Court is that Fai’s organisation, the 
Kashmir American Council, had received thou-

sands of dollars from the ISI and used them for lobbying at the 
Capitol Hill and holding seminars and conferences to advocate 
Pakistan’s Kashmir policy, and this material fact was concealed 
by him. The gravamen of the charge is concealment in breach of 
US laws. Fai arranged annual events like International Kashmir 
Peace Conference whose aim was to support Pakistan’s policy 
on Kashmir. Eminent Indians like retired judges, former Indian 
High Commissioner to UK, senior journalists participated in the 
conference and their business class air tickets and hotel accom-
modation were provided by Fai’s organisation. 

There has been wholesale indiscriminate criticism of the In-
dian participants which is unwarranted. Arguably, the Indian 
participants should have known that Fai’s organisation was in-
terested in propagating Pakistan’s stand on Kashmir. The crux of 
the matter is: Did they know that Fai’s organisation was funded 
by the ISI and it was a front organisation of Pakistan govern-
ment? Dileep Padgaonkar, a respected journalist, has stated that 
if he had any inkling about the ISI funding he would not have at-
tended the conference. There is no reason to disbelieve him. Very 
likely same is the position regarding other Indian participants. 

Again the crucial question is: Did 
any of the Indian participants 
endorse any resolution passed 
by the council at the conference 
which was contrary to our coun-
try’s settled position that Kash-
mir is an integral part of India? 
Mere attendance and participa-
tion is not per se blameworthy.

The reaction of Syed Ali Gee-
lani is characteristic. According to him, Fai was arrested at the 
behest of the Indian government, a preposterous allegation. Gee-
lani has appealed to the people of Pakistan, PoK and elsewhere in 
the world to hold protests for Fai’s arrest to show solidarity with 
the people of Kashmir. He said Fai stands for the right to self-
determination for the people of J&K and has not accepted Indian 
military occupation of the state. Geelani’s anti-Indian sentiments 
and sympathy with Pakistan and the ISI are self-evident.

An important lesson has to be learnt from the Fai episode. One 
has to be very careful about accepting invitations for attending 
conferences abroad and not be tempted by free business class air 
tickets, posh hotel accommodation and other bits of hospitality.  

Hillary Clinton’s Advice: US Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton during her recent visit said that India should take the 
lead and assume bigger roles and responsibilities in South 
Asia, and should engage the government of Myanmar to secure 
release of political prisoners. Her statement is pertinent espe-
cially in the context of our country’s deplorable role qua the 
human rights situation in Myanmar, a country in our neighbour-
hood. It is not suggested that diplomatic relations with Myan-
mar should be severed. But surely behind the scenes appropriate 
diplomatic pressure should be exerted. India in keeping with its 
stature should take a principled stand on issues of human rights 
violations undeterred by considerations of trade and commerce 
and over-blown security concerns. In this context President 
Obama’s decision to give an audience to His Holiness the Dalai 
Lama, despite China’s angry objections and admonitions that 
bilateral relations would be affected, is praiseworthy. It has been 
repeatedly clarified that the Dalai Lama is not advocating an in-
dependent Tibet. He is seeking guaranteed enjoyment of the re-
ligious and cultural rights of the Tibetan people which have been 
severely impaired by Chinese policies and actions in Tibet. Yet 
the Chinese government persists in portraying the Dalai Lama as 
a separatist. In this regard also, the attitude of our government to 
distance itself from His Holiness impelled by its over-anxiety not 
to ruffle Chinese feathers smacks of spineless submissiveness. 

The writer is a former Attorney General of India

Moral of the Fai Story? 
Look Before You Leap 

SOLI J SORABJEEMUSINGS

INDIA SHOULD TAKE 
A PRINCIPLED STAND 
ON HUMAN RIGHTS 
VIOLATIONS IN MYAN-
MAR UNDETERRED 
BY OVER-BLOWN 
SECURITY CONCERNS.

Two Recent Incidents, one in Lahore, the other in 
Kerala, Expose Civil Society’s Double Standards

Two recent incidents, one in 
Lahore and the other in Ker-
ala, have virtually been ig-
nored by the national media. 
And the utter indifference of 
the self-proclaimed civil so-

ciety to these incidents has brought to fore 
the double standards it has been practising 
for long. For them, it is the religious com-
plexion of either the victim or the perpetu-
ator of the crime, or both, that determines 
their response. The values they profess to 
uphold and fight for are subordinate to 
their ideological agenda. Could there be a 
bigger farce in public discourse?

On July 14, goons belonging to the 
Church of South India (CSI), and the police 
belaboured mediapersons at the diocesan 
headquarters in Thiruvananthapuram for 
exposing the illegal admission of students 
in the church’s medical college in return 
for million of rupees as capitation fee. At 
least three mediapersons from two TV 
channels had to be hospitalised. Under 
public pressure, the state Government 
was forced to suspend two policemen, 
including an assistant police sub inspec-
tor, for colluding with the miscreants and 
attacking the newsmen. The gang, which 
thrashed the Asianet News TV at the dioc-
esan office premises included the church 
staff and a member of the Thiruvanan-
thapuram district Congress Commit-
tee. After beating the mediapersons, the 

church employees destroyed their camera 
and stole the tapes that had the visuals of 
the attack. When other journalists turned 
up to help their colleagues and demand ac-
tion against the goons, they were met with 
more violence. The local media has been 
writing about the underhand dealings of 
the church-run medical college for some 
time, but without any tangible results.

Students with abysmal academic re-
cords and deep pockets have been granted 
admission under the management quota. 
Obviously the dreams of more meritori-
ous students, whose parents could not 
afford millions, did not count with the 
church. Some students who had gained 

admission in exchange for moolah ranked 
below 47,000 in the common entrance ex-
amination held by the government. 

Did you see any nation-wide uproar 
over this? Was there any protest in Delhi 
against the attack on the media? Why this 
deafening silence on the part of rent-a-
cause civil society activists? What would 
have been their reaction if such a deplor-
able incident had taken place in an organi-
sation run by a Hindu trust and worse still, 
in a state ruled by the BJP?

The secularists would have painted the 
town red and the national TV channels 
would have debated 24X7 the danger 
posed by the ‘Hindu Right’ to the democ-

racy and widespread corruption in the in-
stitutions run by the Hindus. Rationalists 
and secularists of various hues would have 
forcefully argued for the state takeover of 
the guilty institution. By now, irrepress-
ible Congress General Secretary Digvijaya 
Singh would have led the secular pack 
against “fascist Hindus” and linked the 
attack on media and the admission scam 
with his favourite target, the RSS.

In Pakistan on July 14, the miniscule 
Sikh community was barred from organ-
ising a religious ceremony to commemo-
rate an 18th century saint at a historical 
gurudwara. Their musical instruments 
were thrown out and entry barred at the 
instance of Dawat-e-Islam, a Barelvi pros-
elytising group. Gurudwara Shaheed Bhai 
Taru Singh at Naulakha Bazar was built 
to honour the memory of Bhai Taru who 
was executed in 1745 on the orders of the 
then Mughal governor of Punjab, Zakaria 
Khan, for his refusal to convert to Islam.

This is not an isolated instance of per-
secution of Hindu-Sikh population in an 
Islamic Pakistan. It’s part of the country’s 
state policy. No wonder, the share of Hin-
dus and Sikhs has fallen to 1.5 per cent of 
the total population from about 20 per cent 
at the time of Partition. But have you ever 
seen secularists protesting against this eth-
nic cleansing? They are too busy protect-
ing the rights of Palestinians and have no 
time for the next door hapless Hindus and 
Sikhs. Why such double standards?

The writer is a BJP MP. 
E-mail him at punjbalbir@gmail.com

IN BLACK & WHITE    BALBIR PUNJ

Manmohan Singh

Vasundhara Raje

REAL LIBERALISATION REQUIRES THE DISMANTLING 
OF THE MANY MINISTRIES AND DEPARTMENTS USED TO 

PRESERVE POLITICAL POWER. UNLESS THIS HAPPENS, 1991 
WILL SYMBOLISE AN UNFULFILLED PROMISE.
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