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Modi Going On Three: Why Doesn’t It Feel Like Party Time?

'lhe Needle'sEye

CHAITANYA I(ALBAG

While we listlessly
wait in century-high
temperatures for the
slightly delayed
monsoon, listening
to Minister X or
Bureaucrat Y talking
up the numbers, the
questionagainis:
Who are you trying
to impress?

| Signifvingnothing.
s -Macbeth, Act5,Scene5

Life’s but a walking shadow,

a poor player

That struts and frets his hour

upon thestage

And thenis heard nomore:itisatale
Told by anidiot, full of sound

and.

Have you noticed how the sound and
fury over the latest sensation vanish-
esfromouridiot boxesat the wave of
some unseen wand? Doesall this sig-
nify nothing? Orare we like the frog
that gets boiled alive as the tempera-
ture of the waterrises gradually and
relentlessly?Isn’t it intriguing how
huge rows erupt just before or dur-
ingaparliament session, the session
isrocked by noise and protest, and
then itends withouta whimper?
The uproar over patriotism, over
whether or not youare Indian if you
choosenottochant ‘Bharat Mata Ki
Jal’, or over who was bribed how
much inthe AgustaWestland VVIP
helicopters scandal, all led to pro-
tests, walkouts, and adjournments.
Paradoxically, the Budget session

_ thatjustended was termed one of

‘themost productive in15years. PRS
Legislative Research said the high-
estnumber of bills were introduced
and passed within the same session
in10years.

Soisthisdemocracy Indianstyle?
That isa question best answered in
stateslike Tamil Nadu, where in-
cumbent chief minister
Jayalalithaa may lose, if some exit

pollsare tobe believed. This, despite
offeringan Aladdin’s cave of goodies
likefree cellphones and laptops,
cheaprice, farm loan write-offs, an
Amma (Mother) branded venture
capitalfund, and Amma mineral wa-
ter. Truckloads of cash, sarisand
other inducements have been seized
by election officials.

West Bengal's Mamata Banerjee
might be the only chief minister
amongthefive goingtothe polls who
looks setto win another term. She
hasshrugged off allegationsof po-
litical thuggery by her supporters, a
chit-fund scandal that wasstaining
herdoorstep, and sundry annoyanc-
eslikea collapsed flyover inKolkata,

Thenext bigelection Prime
Minister NarendraModi will watch
closely will befor the US president
this November. Modi hasa better
chance of gettingalong with Donald
Trump, if he wins, than with some
of thestate leaders who will be in-
stalled inIndia in the nextfew days.
When theresultsroll in today, the
only good news for Modi will be if
the Bharatiya Janata Party winsits
first clear victory in 17months in
Assam. Mostexit pollsforecasta
BJPwin in the north-eastern state,
butdon't be surprised if the party
hastoscramble to cobble togethera
messy coalition in a hungassembly:

Around November 2013, former
primeminister Manmohan Singh's
office issued an eight-pagelist of re-
forms carried out by the United
Progressive Alliance government
over the two previous years. Theob-

vious question then was: Whoare
you trying to impress?

Soitwas withasenseof déjavu
thaton Wednesday Iread a dry reci-
tation of reforms carried out by the
Narendra Modi government over
the past two years, written by NITI
Aayog Vice-Chairman Arvind
Panagariya. Laterthesameday a

@ nonirvaNA

It does not feel
that a turbo-
charged govt is
going to drag India into
economic nirvana

second Arvind (Subramanian, the
Chief Economic Adviser)setouta
strong argument for ‘Resurrecting
Farmer Livelihoods'. The mega-
phonesare being brandished.
Athird Arvind (Kejriwal, the
chief minister of Delhi) who gave
the triumphant BJP a bloody nose
last year, could well deliver another

nasty shock in the Punjab state elec-

tions in 2017, Many people I've spo-
kento in the farming state with
theirearsto the ground predict that
Kejriwal’'s Aam Aadmi party will '
win Punjab, Imagine Kejriwalas -
chief minister of a key province
bordering Pakistan.

Over the next couple of weeks, af-
terhereturns fromatriptoIran,
Modi will lead a battalion of cabinet
ministers and BJP leaders in cele-

brating two years in power. Hewill
launch himself into Year3from
Saharanpur, adusty region in Uttar
Pradesh, sandwiched between the
Yamuna and the Ganga, where the
BJPsnatched a parliamentary seat
from the Bahujan Samaj Party two
yearsago. Saharanpur wasoncea
power base for BSP leader
Mayawati, who hopes toreturnto
power in UP elections next year, and
hermentor Kanshi Ram.

About thirty-five yearsagoIre-
ported on the rope-makers of
Saharanpur, who were being
squeezed out of existence by a
heartless governmentand rapa-
cious middlemen. The politicians
and traders controlled forest pro-
duce and cut off these poor Dalit
and Muslim villagers from the

‘bhabhar’ grass that they used to
find freely and plentifully:

Much has changed since then, but
itis mteresnng that Modi celebrated
one year in power in 2015 with a visit
tothe UP town of Mathura,andisre-
turning to the state this month for
hissecond anniversary Winning UP
isanarticleof faith forthe BJE

Fornow, however, you have to peer
intently into the haze tospot the
hills. It does not somehow feel thata
turbo-charged government, the first
inthirty years withamajority in
parliament’s lower house, is going to
dragIndiainto economicnirvana.
The Index of Industrial Production
grewatalimp0.1 per cent in March,
withminingand manufacturingde-
clining. Capital goods production
has shrunk by 2.9 per cent in 2015/16
after growth of 63 per cent the previ-
ousyear.

Although parliament passed the
long-awaited and much-needed
Bankruptcy Code, which both offers
troubled companies a road-map to
either recovery orclosure, and helps
banks bettermarshal theirbad
loans, the economy’s engine isnot
thrumming. Exportsand imports
bothfellagain in April. Consumer
price inflation jumped to 5.4 per'cent
in April from 4.8 in March on higher
food prices.

So, while welistlessly wait in centu-
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