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The Falling Value of 
Brand Manmohan 

The Congress has finally discovered that Brand Manmo-
han is not a bestselling political label anymore. Or why 
would he be sitting tight in Delhi except for token cam-
paign-end appearances while other Congress leaders are 
on the road in the poll-bound states? No prime minister 
in Indian history has got such minimal public exposure in 
state Assembly elections that will set the tone for the next 
general election. On the other hand, sycophantic requests 
are pouring in from most of the states for both mother 
and son as star campaigners. Strangely, Sonia Gandhi 

has chosen to spend most 
of her time electioneering 
in Tamil Nadu where the 
party’s chances are poor. 
While she stood next to 
beleaguered DMK Chief 
M Karunanidhi in a show 
of coalition solidarity at 
a rally, Rahul avoided all 
contact with the DMK’s 
top leadership, choosing to 
throw weight only behind 
candidates of his choice 

such as K T Benny in Kerala. Many state leaders have 
made it clear that it is not worth spending huge amounts 
of money on Manmohan Singh’s sparsely attended ral-
lies; even some of Sonia’s have been very thinly attended. 
As a result, in the states/UTs where the Congress is confi-
dent of winning—Kerala, West Bengal and Puducherry—
the party is taking no chances by presenting Manmohan 
in public since he is perceived as an inefficient command-
er who is helpless in reining in recalcitrant ministers. 
Manmohan’s supporters are dismayed by the fact the 
Congress leadership has decided to distance itself from 
its own government which, ironically, was only follow-
ing party diktats right from the beginning. It has finally 
dawned on them—Brand Gandhi is considerably more 
powerful and durable than the Singh Durbar is.

■

The Devolution of Delay 
The Central government’s paralysis is affecting not just 
the ministries but has also spread confusion in the states. 
Electioneering has nothing to do with it. The inability 
of the UPA leadership to define the contours of the 
compromises it has to make with its allies and its own 
regional and old satraps has put all crucial gubernatorial 
appointments in deep freeze. The prime minister has 
chosen to play it safe and keep mum; Congress President 
Sonia Gandhi has decided to wait and watch. It’s almost 
a year since Rajasthan governor Prabhakar Rao died, but 
the post is still vacant with Punjab Governor Shivraj Patil 
holding additional charge. Tamil Nadu Governor Surjeet 
Singh Barnala’s term ended in November 2010, but both 
Sonia and Manmohan have failed to find a candidate 
acceptable to Chief Minister M. Karunanidhi. Perhaps 
coalition dharma compels the prime minister to avoid 
any change till after the state elections. After all, the gov-
ernor’s role would be key in the event of a fractured ver-
dict. The most glaring delay appears to be the difficulty 
is finding a suitable replacement for the Lt-Governor of 
Delhi, Tejinder Khanna. His three-year term also ended 
in April last year. Considered a close confidant of the 
prime minister, Khanna has come under severe attack 
from former CAG V K Shunglu for his role in the Com-
monwealth Games. Since Home Minister P Chidamba-
ram has been away electioneering, North Block manda-
rins have not even moved the file. Insiders say the real 
reason appears to be the lack of regular communication 
between 10 Janpath and 7 Race Course Road.

■

When Too Much News is Bad News
The PMO is keeping a wary eye on Environment Minis-
ter Jairam Ramesh’s growing tendency to grab the head-
lines. What has annoyed the prime minister is that Mr 
Green’s official letters get published in newspapers along 
with his beaming photographs much before they reach 
him or the ministers to whom they are addressed. Ac-
cording to Ramesh-watchers, during the past one year, 
the Green Minister has grabbed twice the media space 
in terms of pictures and reports than even the Congress 
president and the prime minister put together. There is a 
feeling in the Government that by making his unilateral 
decisions public, Ramesh takes away the rights of the 
PMO as well as other colleagues to express their views 

on the subject. Of 
late, Ramesh has also 
been rolling back 
some of his decisions. 
Since an impression 
has been created 
that Ramesh reflects 
the view of Rahul 
Gandhi, no one dares 
to take him on. The 
reality is that he has 
revitalised the green 
agenda and forced 
corporates to change 

their attitudes towards the environment. However, 
Ramesh’s lust for visibility and his rigid vision has made 
him quite vulnerable as well.

■

Mamata Plays a Secret Hand
The Assembly polls seem to be setting the roadmap for a 
realignment of the Congress’s GenNext leadership. These 
elections are also defining the relationship between Ra-
hul Gandhi and regional parties. For instance, in West 
Bengal, Trinamool leader Mamata Banerjee is wooing 
those close to Rahul, even if it means offending the local 
Congress leadership. Recently, she decided to invite State 
Youth Congress President Mausam Noor to campaign for 
TMC candidates in Islampur against the wishes of Deepa 
Dasmunshi, wife of former Union minister Priya Ranjan 
Dasmunshi, a Lok Sabha member from Raiganj. There 
is no love lost between Deepa and Banerjee. The TMC 
leader has kept most Congress leaders out of the joint 
campaign except Noor, a niece of former Union minister 
A B A Ghani Khan Choudhury. Banerjee may be keeping 
a distance from Sonia and other Congress leaders, but 
has identified the link which will come of use in opening a 
dialogue with the Congress’s prime minister-in-waiting.

RACE COURSE ROAD
PRABHU CHAWLA

We are proud of India winning the World Cup, 
and Team Dhoni deserves all the awards and 
recognition it has got, but all the cricket joy only 
emphasises the neglect of Olympic sports in 
India. Winning Olympic medals has always been 
an opportunity for any nation to showcase its 

prowess. Economic progress in terms of GDP is one of the im-
portant factors that determines the number of expected med-
als. Several economists have successfully forecast the medal 
tally on basis of factors other than sports. Strangely, they have 
not been too off the mark. However, government or corporate 
spending on sports has to be the single largest factor.

In 2005, Team Canada launched a programme called 
Own the Podium—a five-year, $110-million strategy to push  
Canada atop the medal tally in the 2010 Winter Games. It 
topped with 14 golds. Canada has now hired former swimming 
star Alex Baumann to head a similar initiative for its Summer 
Games. Dubbed “Road to Excellence”, the scheme will pump 
$90 million of federal money into Canada’s Olympic pipeline 
for the London Olympics. The UK also started a programme in 
2005 to prepare for the 2012 Olympics by directing national 
lottery funding for upgrades in its coaches and training facili-
ties. Team USA gets no government backing and is financed 
through corporate sponsorships, donations and broadcast 
rights fees—roughly $100 million a year. China, too, inflated 
its sports infrastructure for the Beijing Olympics. Its gold tally: 
16 in 1996, 28 in 2000, 32 in 2004 and 51 in 2008.

In India, we have entertainment tax exemption for films. 
We used to exempt art films to promote directors and actors. 
Satyajit Ray, Naseeruddin Shah, Shabana Azmi are a few ben-
eficiaries. The idea was to help such talent for whom audience 
and money was not readily available. Same is for sports. On 

one hand we have those sports which have the support of a 
large number of corporate houses and political leaders; on the 
other hand are sports and their players, even world champi-
ons, whom no one is willing to recognise.

There are three dimensions of sports: amateur, professional 
and commercial. The thin line between commercial and pro-
fessional sports is getting blurred. We need to have a policy to 
force the benefactors of commercial sports to support amateur 
sports in order to obtain benefit from the government. With the 
advent of electronic media and entertainment aspect of sports, 
the government should cross-subsidise such sports which are 
less flashy, but important in terms of medal prospects.

We also have to analyse why the corporate sector is not pro-
active in supporting the Olympic sports. In a recent discussion 
with the CEO of a top corporate house, I was told that the sole 
reason is the management of the sports federations. Unless 
their election process is reformed and sportspersons have a 
say in selection of the office-bearers, nothing will improve. 

Even though we are late compared to other countries, we 
still can achieve a lot if we create infrastructure in remotest 
areas and broadbase our sports; involve media and package it 
as entertainment; reform sports federations; and specialise in 
certain disciplines to win more medals.

The writer is Union Minister of State for Youth Affairs and Sports

Ensure Corporates Help 
Fund Amateur Sports

THE GOVERNMENT 
SHOULD INVOLVE 
MEDIA, CROSS- 
SUBSIDISE CERTAIN 
LESS FLASHY SPORTS 
AND REFORM  
SPORTS FEDERATIONS 
TO ATTRACT  
CORPORATE SUPPORT.

Ajay Makenopinion
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Empowering people… Empowering 
Tamil Nadu has been the agenda that 
the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam 
(DMK) has worked on and delivered 
in the last five years. The period from 
2006 to 2011 has been that of strategic 

empowerment and development. Education, health-
care and upliftment of the downtrodden have been, 
among others, the three thrust areas towards realising 
the dream of social justice in Tamil Nadu. 

This vision, however, has always been tainted with 
the view that these are “freebies” handed out by our 
government to appease votebanks. The narrow-
ness of this perspective, however, can’t take away 
from the value of investment by the DMK Govern-
ment in the field of education. It has allocated over 
Rs 40,000 crore towards school education and 
has been placed among the high-performing states 
in the field. The system of activity-based learning  
followed in primary schools of the state made the pro-
cess of learning joyful, with children looking forward to 
going to school and thereby significantly reducing the 
dropout rate. This initiative of the DMK Government 
has been a model for the entire country to follow. 

When you educate a woman, you educate a family 
which results in a literate society. In order to motivate 
parents to let their girl child study, the  government in-
troduced the scheme of awarding Rs 25,000 to girls, 
who have studied up to class X, for their marriage. 
We have now pledged to increase this assistance to  
Rs 30,000. Computer education, with its lure of lucra-
tive jobs, was always the bastion of the rich but the state 
Government has taken a pioneering step to provide it 
to students of government-run school so that they are 
second to none. Taking this further, the state Govern-
ment has now promised a laptop to every student in 

government and government-aided colleges to keep up 
with current advancements in higher education. 

The Common Entrance Test (CET), introduced 
by the All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam 
(AIADMK) government, for admission to professional 
colleges had put the rural students on the backfoot as 
students in urban areas had the benefit of coaching 
classes. Despite strong opposition from city students, 
the DMK Government abolished the CET and helped 
many students from the rural areas to realise their 

dreams of becoming an engineer or a doctor. To facili-
tate this further, the DMK promises that every district 
in Tamil Nadu will get a medical and engineering col-
lege, and universities will be set up all over the state.

Kalaignar Kaappeedu Thittam (health insurance 
scheme) has been attacked by the opponents of the 
state Government on the ground that it is a vote gar-
nering ploy, failing to see or more precisely refusing to 
see that for the poor the area of healthcare is the last 
on their scale of priorities. Labourers and daily wage 
workers have always overlooked their health as lack of 
money and access to healthcare has prohibited them 
from approaching private hospitals for specialised 
treatment for several life-threatening diseases. The in-

surance premium for this scheme has been fully borne 
by the Government. The scheme was introduced by the 
DMK Government to reinforce our commitment to the 
welfare of the poor, thereby providing quality health-
care services to over three lakh people so far. 

Among the welfare schemes, the first and foremost 
was the eradication of starvation. Towards this, fami-
lies of the lowest sections of society were ensured up to 
20 kg of rice at Re 1/kg per month, which has been in-
creased to 35 kg of free rice, to ensure that even the poor-
est of poor are shielded from starvation. Empowerment 
schemes have not been only for the masses, but even for 
marginalised groups such as transgenders. A separate 
welfare board and Aravani self-help groups along the 
lines of women self-help groups were constituted.  

Differently abled citizens, once again a small percent-
age of the state’s population, were also given due recog-
nition by constituting a separate department under the 
supervision of the chief minister. The DMK has started 
with distribution of pension for differently abled and 
continues with various other welfare schemes, includ-
ing the provision of ramps in all government offices. 
In a society that is struggling to rise above its circum-
stances, the plight of senior citizens has been neglected. 
Keeping their situation in mind, the DMK has promised 
to increase the old age pension to Rs 750 per month 
and free bus passes for senior citizens. 

The industrialisation seen across verticals, which has 
led to the creation of jobs, accelerated development 
in backward areas, raised the standard of living and 
brought with it prosperity to the state. This has been 
possible only because of the foresight of the state Gov-
ernment to provide an ambient climate to investors. 
During the last five years, there has been an investment 
of over Rs 60,000 crore. 

The five years of the DMK regime have unquestionably 
been golden years of empowerment in Tamil Nadu. 

The writer is a DMK Rajya Sabha MP

DMK Has Given Golden Years to Tamil Nadu
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We May Have to Take  
to the Streets Again  

Arvind Kejriwalopinion
We are overwhelmed by the support 
that Anna Hazare-led ‘jan andolan’ 
got in the past four days. But one 
thing I want to make clear is that 
none of us at India Against Corrup-
tion (IAC) is interested in electoral 

politics; we don’t want to contest elections. The hun-
ger strike that we took part in to demand the draft-
ing of the Jan Lokpal Bill is just the beginning. We 
will have to come out on the roads on many more oc-
casions to achieve our goal of bringing about greater 
accountability in the system.

Though the Government has agreed to appoint 
members of civil society in the joint committee 
for drafting the Bill, no one knows whether poli-
ticians will agree with the points that we want to 
be included. We might have to take to the streets 
again if there is a deadlock and attempts are made 
to scuttle the reform process that has been initi-

ated. How Parliament responds to the draft Bill is 
another issue. I am shocked that even though the 
issue of a notification is such an innocuous exercise 
for the government, it took two days to issue one. 
It took such a huge movement for the Government 
to accept such a small demand. Going by the its 
response, we are prepared for the many obstacles 
that lie ahead of us in the coming months.  

Millions of Indians who firmly believed that the 
system needs to be changed are now charged with 
confidence that it can be done. All earlier move-
ments against corruption in the country spoke 
about the malaise,  but no andolan ever protested 
against a reformed Jan Lokpal Bill, which if turned 
into law, has the power to turn concepts such as 
clean governance into reality.

Social media such as SMS, Twitter, Facebook and 
e-mail played a vital role in spreading our message 
across the country. More than seven lakh people 

contacted the IAC helpline before the andolan 
began. Two days into the andolan, we had received 
11.5 lakh calls from all over India from people who 
wanted to support the cause.

Decentralisation of power is one thing that is 
high on our agenda. Many politicians act like rulers 
after elections and not like representatives elected 
to serve the nation. People have to go beg them to 
arrange basic amenities that a state should provide 
to its citizens. Democracy is all about empower-
ment of the people, then why is the current system 
imperialistic? The gram panchayats need to be en-
abled to take financial decisions, which would give 
direct power to the people to take decisions. It will 
make electoral and party politics less significant. 
Decentralisation of power, whenever it happens, 
will change the course of this country. The people 
of India want the system to change; they want to 
be treated as stakeholders in democracy. Today’s 

youth is not angered with the ‘mai baap’ kind of 
attitude that is prevalent in the country. They are 
aware of their rights and are ready to fight for it. 

The unprecedented support that we got from 
the people from all over the country was not just 
because they wanted an effective Jan Lokpal law, 
it was for a larger dream of corruption-free and  
better governed India. But we will not stop after 
the Bill is passed; Anna Hazare has announced that 
the movement will take up three more issues—de-
centralisation of power, electoral reforms and ju-
dicial reforms—to bring about an improvement in 
the way the country is governed.

I want to tell the supporters of the movement that 
the job is not done yet. We may have won the fight, 
but the real battle lies ahead of us. People need to 
use this time to regain their energy and come back 
to the streets whenever Anna Hazare asks them to. 
� As told to Tarun Nangia


