
Lucknow Speechfest 
Showcases Lost BJP 

All political parties, except the BJP, have chosen their 
slogans and fixed their agendas for the Uttar Pradesh 
Assembly polls. As Mayawati wooed farmers and Mu-
layam Singh Yadav held district-level agitations, the 
BJP leadership descended 0n Lucknow for a speech-
fest on national issues. Both print and electronic 
media mostly ignored them as Baba Ramdev monopo-
lised mindspace and media space. The BJP did politi-
cal yoga beside the Gomti River on the Ram Temple 
issue, forgetting that its leaders consider it an issue of 
political convenience and not ide-
ological conviction. The party has 
failed dismally in reviving itself in 
a state it had once ruled—59 MPs 
from Uttar Pradesh supporting 
the NDA government. It is now 
left with 10 MPs and fewer than 
50 MLAs in the state.

After much haggling, BJP 
President Nitin Gadkari ap-
pointed Kalraj Mishra as the 
chairman of the Campaign Com-
mittee. He is depending on a 
survey conducted by a novice psephologist whose 
poll predictions on Assam went haywire. A collective 
BJP leadership in the state is needed, comprising 
Rajputs, Brahmins, backward castes and Dalits to 
counter the upper caste-dominated Congress, the 
Dalit-led BSP and the Muslim-Yadav combination 
in the Samajawadi Party. The BJP’s local cadres fa-
vour Rajnath Singh, Mishra, Uma Bharti and Swami 
Chinmayanand. The youth want Varun Gandhi in 
the team. But the cabal at 11 Ashoka Road sneer at 
local leaders; a Bhumihar—a community that hardly 
matters in the poll calculus—has been made UP state 
president. Most central leaders are blocking Bharti’s 
comeback, fearing a challenge to their clout in Delhi. 
Varun is considered immature and acerbic; his rising 
popularity has become his major liability. It is tragic 
that both Atal Bihari Vajpayee and L K Advani—
who created BJP’s GenNext after nurturing it for 60 
years—are forced to watch helplessly as the inheri-
tors not only destroy themselves, but also the party.

■

Mamata Clones PMO in Bengal
Mamta Banerjee may not have enough experience to 
run a big state like West Bengal, but she believes that 
the size and aura of the Chief Minister’s Office (CMO) 
will do it for her. According to the Writers’ Building 
grapevine, Banerjee has ordered the creation of the 
most powerful CMO the state has ever seen. Since she 
is suspicious of most West Bengal cadre IAS 
officers, a senior Railway Ministry official will manage 
the CMO. Besides her principal secretary, it will have 
over a dozen other secretaries and joint secretaries, 
most of them from the railways and the Trinamool. 
She seeks to replicate the structure of the Prime Min-
ister’s Office (PMO). In the PMO, various officials are 
assigned to monitor specific ministries. PMO officials 
vet specific proposals which are then sent back to the 
concerned ministers after the prime minister’s ap-
proval. Banerjee is determined to replicate the same 
in her own state. If she succeeds, all her ministers and 
their decisions will be monitored by the CMO. Didi has 
already received the personal details of over 100 aspi-
rants. Instead of using the state intelligence machinery 
to check their antecedents, she has drafted her political 
aides for a thorough investigation of each one of them. 
Banerjee is still relying on instinct and style.

■

Singh Goes by Seniority 
The crises-plagued UPA government is caught in a 
bureaucratic logjam, unable to formulate a policy to 
fill vacant secretarial positions. Interestingly, it made 
two appointments after Finance Secretary Sushma 
Nath retired last week. Since Finance Minister Pranab 
Mukherjee was busy with crisis management and the 
West Bengal elections, and no reshuffle in his minis-
try could be done without consulting him, the prime 

minister found a simple and 
temporary solution. Rev-
enue Secretary Sunil Mitra, 
a West Bengal cadre officer, 
has been made finance sec-
retary though he retires by 
month end. Similarly, when 
Sudhir Chandra, chairman 
of the Central Board of Di-
rect Taxes, retired on May 
31, Prakash Chandra, who 
will be retiring by August 

has replaced him. Following the expenditure secretary 
position falling vacant, Disinvestment Secretary Sumit 
Bose was moved to North Block and given a double job. 
It is clear that Pranabda hasn’t been able to get hold of 
dependable civil servants yet. So, he followed the golden 
rule—when in doubt just follow seniority—which keeps 
everyone happy. Even the prime minister did the same 
thing last month when he chose the senior-most civil 
servant Ajit Seth as cabinet secretary.

■

Seth Warms up With Baba Crisis
While the media focused only on the four Cabinet 
ministers led by Finance Minister Pranab Mukherjee 
and Cabinet Secretary K M Chandrasekar when they 
visited the airport to meet Baba Ramdev, incoming 
cabinet secretary Ajit Seth and Alka Sirohi, secretary, 
Department of Personnel escaped notice. The 
presence of Seth was significant. Since he is hardly 
ever seen in public or noticed attending important 
government meetings, none noted his presence or his 
role. Seth is currently an Officer on Special Duty and 
will take over from Chandrasekhar who retires on 
June 16. The prime minister felt it would be a great 
beginning for the new chief of the bureaucracy to be 
involved in the resolution of a complex political crisis. 
Seth—who hasn’t handled any sensitive assignment in 
his 35-year career—must have learned some impor-
tant lessons in how to change positions while dealing 
with difficult situations in his two-and-a-half hour 
encounter with Baba Ramdev.

RACE COURSE ROAD
PRABHU CHAWLA

The kidnapping, torture and murder of Syed 
Saleem Shahzad is an escalation of the high-
est order by authorities in Pakistan. That the 
authorities, or the ‘establishment’ in Pakistani 
parlance, has committed it is a matter beyond 
dispute in the land of the pure, and ‘the war’. 

After all it is the war against terror, and Pakistan’s participa-
tion in it, that has got the goat of many in the country. The 
many include radicalised elements in government, the armed 
forces, and a vast reservoir of volunteers eager for a one-way 
ticket. Saleem Shahzad consistently wrote about these ‘many’, 
and the plots that were being hatched across the spectrum of 
the conflict zone. He wrote about deals that were being cut, 
even as declarations suggested something else. He wrote about 
infiltration of the Pakistan armed forces by elements so radi-
calised that they wouldn’t hesitate to attack military targets, 
that is to say elements that were mutinous in essence. And 
his last article was about a deal that had not been cut between 
the Pakistan Navy and Al-Qaeda over servicemen arrested for 
links with the latter organisation. In short, he exposed the rot 
within as being far deeper than was being acknowledged. 

Which, then, became the last article he was to write in his 
life. At the peak of his career, Saleem Shahzad was silenced 
by being kidnapped, tortured, and then murdered. He raised 
the bar on writing to expose, and the ‘establishment’ escalated 
by killing him. There is no doubt in the minds of those who 
live and observe the goings on within Pakistan. Simply because 
there is no doubt in the minds of those who live within Paki-
stan. And the messaging from there is very clear, and very grim. 
Saleem Shahzad was killed because his writings affected the 
image-building of an institution that is being devoured from 
within. His writings didn’t affect the image of the militants of 
Al-Qaeda or the various shades of the Taliban. The truth didn’t 
hurt them one bit. Rather it only exposed their infiltration of 

the armed forces, for which 
the militants groups are not 
in the least bit sorry. His writ-
ings irritated only the image-
makers of the Pakistani 
military ‘establishment’. For 
their well-cultivated image 
of being in control of the 
destinies of the institutions 
as well as that of the country 
has taken a serious beating. It 
took a beating in the earliest 
hours of May 2 in Abbotta-

bad, and then it took a severe beating in the dark hours of May  
22 in Karachi when PNS Mehran was attacked. 

Establishments and governments don’t like the truth as 
news items, discussion points, power presentations etc. They 
know the truth well, but like it concealed from the public con-
versations. This is the reason why the Government of India 
gets jittery when Ramdev or another member of the ‘civil soci-
ety’ whispers the ‘c’ word. A foreign diplomat remarked, quiet 
rightly too, that more ministers went to receive Ramdev at the 
airport than have ever received a visiting head of state. That is 
because of a contagion called corruption and the counter mo-
bilisation potential of those campaigning against it. The Gov-
ernment of India is worried because it knows how its image 
takes a beating every time somebody talks corruption. 

In a similar predicament is the Pakistani ‘establishment’, 
and its paranoia over being outed over subversion within. 
That is because of the longstanding links that is has had, and 
continues to have, with militant organisations. The ‘establish-
ment’ likes to believe it is on top of things, just as the GoI wants 
people to believe. But the reality is frighteningly different, and 
it is something they don’t want the people to know of. So when 
some raise their voices, the fear of exposure metamorphoses 
into a fury that has no qualms in killing. Saleem Shahzad is a 
witness before god now, may he rest in peace.

 The writer is a security expert and political analyst

Coal Mining Extracts a Huge 
Environmental and Social Toll 

India’s policy towards health has tradi-
tionally identified provision of primary 
healthcare as the government’s responsi-
bility. This is reflected in a Government of 
India committee report of 1946 that says 
“no individual should fail to secure ad-
equate medical care because of the inabil-

ity to pay for it”. The responsibility of the government is 
part of a larger goal to create ‘equal society’ as repeatedly 
emphasised in the Constitution. 

 At an operational level, state governments have been 
given responsibility for providing primary healthcare. 
About 90 per cent of public spending is routed through 
them to a large number of health-related activities. The 
role of the Centre has been limited to family welfare and 
disease control programmes. 

 There is no other country where the distribution of the 
healthcare resources is as unequal as in India. The 
ratio of hospital beds to population in rural areas is 
15 times lower than that for urban areas. The ratio 
of doctors to population in rural areas is almost six 
times lower than that in the urban population. Per 
capita expenditure on public health is seven times 
lower in rural areas, compared to government 
health spending for urban areas. Though the spend-
ing on healthcare is 6 per cent of GDP, the state ex-
penditure is only 0.9 per cent of the total spending. 
People using their own resources spend rest of it. 
Thus, only 17 per cent of all health expenditure in 
the country is borne by the state, and 82 per cent 
comes as ‘out of pocket payments’ by the people. 

This makes the Indian public health system 
grossly inadequate and under-funded. Only five 
other countries in the world are worse off than India 
regarding public health spending—Burundi, Myan-
mar, Pakistan, Sudan and Cambodia. 

 As a result of this unequal spending, the infra-

structure of health system itself is becoming ineffective. 
The growing inequalities in healthcare is taking toll on 
the marginalised and socially disadvantaged population. 
The infant mortality rate in the poorest 20 per cent of the 
population is two and half times higher than in the rich-
est 20 per cent. In other words, an infant born in a poor 
family is two and half times more likely to die in infancy, 
than an infant in a better off family. A child in the ‘low 
standard of living’ economic group is almost four times 
more likely to die in childhood than a child in the ‘high 
standard of living’ group. A child born in the tribal belt 
is one and half times more likely to die before the fifth 
birthday than children of other groups. Female child is 
one and half times more likely to die before reaching her 
fifth birthday as compared to a male child. The female to 
male ratios for children are rapidly declining.

 A person from the poorest quintile of the population, 
despite more health problems, is six times less likely 
to access hospitalisation than a person from the rich-

est quintile. The delivery of a mother, from the poorest 
quintile is over six times less likely to be attended by a 
medically trained person than the delivery of a well off 
mother, from the richest quintile.

Until very recently, health sector policies in India have 
tended to stress on reducing population growth. Stabilis-
ing growth of population is a matter of importance for a 
large country like India as there are links between overall 
health status of population and population growth rate. 
In many of the states where stabilisation of population 
growth is not a priority, their health and social status is 
among the worst in the world. Diseases of poverty con-
tinue to affect more than half the population while envi-
ronmental degradation, occupational hazards and new 
contagious diseases such as AIDS are starting to have a 
serious impact on the population. 

 Persistence of poverty in the social structure also com-
plicates the health scene. The poor suffer disproportion-
ately because of the double burden of traditional diseases 

as well as modern diseases that are caused by in-
dustrialisation and rapid resource depletion. The 
poor lack adequate access to healthcare facilities, 
possess low education levels and awareness, live in 
poor environmental conditions and lack the social 
opportunities to change their current predicament. 
As a result, social inequalities persist and affect the 
health of the poor more severely. According to the 
WHO, 42.6 per cent of India’s Gross National Prod-
uct (GNP) went to the 20 per cent of the population 
with the highest income levels, compared with only 
8.7 per cent shared by 20 per cent of the poorest. 

Most politicians are hesitant to take harsh but 
healthy decisions as the politics of vote dominates 
the agenda. As in any reforms, a strong political will 
is of essence in health policy reforms too, which 
should be sustained for at least 10-20 years to bring 
about any perceptible change in the system.

The writer is the co-chairman, Health, India 
Development Coalition of America, Chicago
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SALEEM SHAHZAD’S 
WRITINGS IRRITATED 
ONLY THE IMAGE-
MAKERS OF THE 
PAKISTANI MILITARY 
‘ESTABLISHMENT’, 
AN INSTITUTION THAT 
IS BEING DEVOURED 
FROM WITHIN. 

Corridors of ele-
phants and tigers, 
India’s core forests 
have never been as 
threatened as they 
are now. Backed 

by the ministries or industry and 
power, India’s coal ministry is 
pressing the ministry of environ-
ment and forest to free more and 
more of these forests for mining.

The Government had categor-
ised 203 coal blocks as ‘no go’ 
mining zone in 2009. Under 
pressure, it had agreed to free 53 
per cent of this area at the first 
meeting of the 12-mem-
ber Group of Ministers 
in February this year. 
But that did not satisfy 
the coal ministry, and 
the minister for environ-
ment and forests was 
forced to agree to allow 
mining in 71 per cent 
area at the GoM’s incon-
clusive meeting in April. 
Ahead of the GoM’s third 
meeting on June 14, the 
coal ministry now wants 
mining to be allowed in 
90 per cent of the area.

Many of these forest 
areas are either perma-
nent wildlife habitat, or 
important corridors for 
wide-ranging species 
such as leopards, tiger 
or elephant. Mining is 
already destroying many 
wildlife corridors across 
India. “If we want to save 
what is left of our wild-
life, we need to keep our remain-
ing forests a ‘no go’ zone for min-
ing. The Government needs to or-
ganise a proper consultation with 
experts before taking a decision,” 
says Belinda Wright of the Wild-
life Protection Society of India. 

A look at some of the harsh 
realities of coal mining evokes a 
horrifying scenario. One-third of 
coal mines are running with one 
type of violation or other and irre-
spective of whether environmen-
tal and forestry clearances are 
available or not. No land has been 
returned back to any state gov-
ernment though they are in op-
eration for the last 45 years. The 
strategy is to bring in more and 
more area under mining without 
fully exhausting the production 
potential of existing areas. There 
is no systematic time-bound rec-
lamation plan for the mined-out 
areas. As a result, the forest areas 
given to coal companies are lost 
forever. Plantations are no sub-

stitute for natural forests. 
Under severe pressure from the 

steel, coal and mining ministries 
as well as the Planning Commis-
sion, the Ministry of Environment 
and Forests has already diluted 
the proposed no go zones from 
320,684 hectares to 140,311 hect-
ares, in effect opening up 180,373 
hectares of forest for mining. 

There has been a huge surge 
in coal mining and the number 
of coal-fired power plants in the 
guise of meeting electricity de-
mands and development for the 
country. Coal consumption is 

projected to increase from 318 
million tonnes per year in 2003-
04 to about 1,500 million tonnes 
per year in 2031-32.

The estimated potential coal-
bearing area of the country is 
about 17,300 sq km of which 
about 12,220 sq km has been cov-
ered under regional exploration 
and the balance of about 5,000 sq 
km is planned to be covered dur-
ing XI and XII Five Year Plans. 

Significant chunk of these un-
tapped coal reserves are either un-
der the remaining forested areas, 
or areas inhabited or utilised by 
large populations, predominantly 
tribal. Mining this coal will impact 
large forest areas and the liveli-
hoods and biodiversity dependent 
on them. Relaxing forest rules will 
only increase the risk to such com-
munities, and to the forest they 
depend on for livelihoods.

In December 2010, 27 human 
rights and environmental organi-
sations had written to the Cabinet 

in support of the move to declare 
forest areas off limits to mining. 
Most forests are also ancestral 
habitats of forest communities 
and are governed by Schedule 
V of the Constitution, PESA and 
the Forest Rights Act. Mining in 
these areas also requires obtain-
ing the informed consent of resi-
dent gram sabhas, irrespective of 
whether they are ‘go’ or ‘no go’.  
The rub is that the GoM appoint-
ed by the prime minister to decide 
the issue excludes the Commis-
sioner for Scheduled Tribes and 
the Minister for Tribal Affairs.

It is high time the 
government realised 
the truth that answer to 
increasing demand for 
power is not to denud-
ing our fast depleting 
forests, but tapping re-
newable energy sources 
which alone can guar-
antee India’s energy se-
curity, without the huge 
environmental costs as-
sociated with coal. 

Coal power is not eq-
uitable, secure or sus-
tainable. In addition to 
its social and environ-
mental costs, as a finite 
resource, coal cannot de-
liver India’s growth and 
development aspirations 
as the technically feasi-
ble and economically ex-
tractable sources of coal 
in India are limited.

The  ongoing  and 
planned expansion of 

coal mining and thermal power 
plants in the country is extracting 
a huge environmental and social 
toll. There is serious need to ex-
pand the criteria used to classify 
“no go” areas from just tree cover 
density to include parameters 
such as livelihood dependence, 
important watersheds and biodi-
versity values. These areas should 
be permanently off limits for min-
ing because of their importance to 
forest-dependent communities, 
to wildlife and their watershed 
and biodiversity values. 

The government must also 
initiate a process of public and 
expert consultation to ensure 
that environmental and social 
concerns are truly reflected in all 
government decisions on such 
issues. This was done when the 
government addressed issues re-
lated to Bt Brinjal and the Coastal 
Regulation Zone Notification. 

The writer is a scientist and 
works with Greenpeace India

THE CRITERIA FOR “NO GO” AREAS 
SHOULD INCLUDE PARAMETERS SUCH 
AS LIVELIHOOD DEPENDENCE, WATER-

SHEDS AND BIODIVERSITY VALUES, 
NOT JUST TREE COVER DENSITY.

Manmohan (left) 
and Mukherjee

OPINION    SEEMA JAVED 

Establishment Paranoia 
and Shahzad’s Murder

Advani (left) 
and Gadkari 

PERISCOPE    MANVENDRA SINGH

OPINION    MILIND DEOGAONKAR

O P I N I O N


