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Modi went part-way
towards BJP’s
muscular defence
strategy with the
appointment

of former Intelligence
Bureau chief Ajit
Doval as his National
Security Advisor

The Rajyabhishek in the magnifi-
cent Rashtrapati Bhavan forecourt
was a sight for sore eyes, and un-
derstandably some of us wentape
even if we werenotamongthe
4,000 people attending Narendra
Modi'soath-taking. It wasstilla
modest event compared with the
1.8million people who attended
Barack Obama's January 2009 in-
auguration. Talkingabout the
forecourt, it isa shamethat in 67
yearsof independence we have not
putupasingle building anywhere
in this vast nation or its capital
that rivals Lutyens’s imperial pile,
cirea 1931, or even Humayun's
tomb, circa 1565.

Anyway, back to the spectacle.
The prime minister scored a major
coup by inviting the leaders of our
South Asian neighbours and
Mauritius. Nawaz Sharif clearly
defied pressure from both the
Pakistani military and the jihadis
to come. Sharif described his
meeting with Modi on Tuesday as
a “historic opportunity”, butthe
déja vu was palpable. While Sharif
was pondering Modi's invitation,
Lashkar-e-Taiba militants at-

tacked India's consulate in Herat,
Afghanistan. Justover 15 years
ago, on February 21, 1999, Sharif
and BJP prime minister Atal
Behari Vajpayee signed the Lahore
Declaration vowing to push for
peaceand torein in theirnuclear
arsenals. Ten weeks later Indian
soldiers were fighting Pakistani
infiltrators in Kargil, and
Vajpayee's ministers swore that
Sharif himself had beenkept in
the dark by hisarmy Five months
later Sharif was gone, overthrown
by General Pervez Musharraf.

Kargilwasjustone of the body
blows that Vajpayee's government
took on the national security front.
Modi's briefersmustalso havere-
minded him of the Kandahar hijack
of anIndian Airlinesplaneon
Christmas Eve 1999, therelease of
three Pakistani terroriststowin the
hostages’ freedom, the Agra summit
fiascoin July 2001, and theattack on
India’s Parliament in December
2001. All of whichareexcellentrea-
sonsfor the BJP, which has vowed
“zerotolerance” for threatstoIndja’s
security, tocome up with amuscular
defencestrategy.

Modi went part-way towards that
goal with the appointment of former
Intelligence Bureau chief Ajit Doval
ashis National Security Advisor; but
hisdecision togive Arun Jaitley
both the Defence and Financeminis-
triessentoutthe message thatthe
Bharatiya Janata Partyhadlaida
curate’segg, good only in parts.

Streamline Ministries

| Modi could
also have
.| createdan
Education ministry,
doing away with the
clumsy HRD umbrella
Jaitley didsay Defence would be tak-
enover by somebody else ina couple
of weeks, but Modi had had tendays
toplan hiscabinet, and our defence
forceshave been witheringin AK

Antony’ssuffocating gripfor seven
andahalf years(oneof the biggest

sinsof commission by the
Manmohan-Soniaduo). Finance
needstofocuslikealaserbeamon
growth, inflation, and the Budget.
Butwe have the unedifyingspectacle
of asenior minister hopping be-
tween Northand South Blocks while
our economy continues to be coma-

tose,

Otherministries crying out for
reorganisation have been shuffled
like an old deck of cards.
Commerce and Industry has been
demoted tojunior minister status
while our current-account deficit
soarsand we wring our hands
about job-creation. All employ-
ment-generating ministries
should have been clubbed under
one Manufacturing supremo, who
would also look after Corporate
Affairsand Entrepreneurship and
ease investments, both domestic
and foreign. Our labour laws need
revamping urgently so Law and
Labour could have been grouped.
Modicould also have created an
Education ministry, doing away
with the clumsy Human Resources
Development umbrella, and bring-
ing in Employment and Skill

Development.

Afew monthsagoIwas witnessto
a spirited discussfon on India’s
quest for energy independence
among the top bureaucrats in four
different energy ministries, each
convinced he was smarter than the
others, with no coherent unanimi-
ty Modishould have created an all-
powerful Energy ministry that
took in petroleum, natural gas,
coal, power and renewable energy.

Then there are all the ‘transporta-
tion' ministries-shipping, civil
aviation, railways, road transport
and highways could be clustered.
Food, Public Distribution and
Fertilisers should have been
clubbed with Agricultureto create
afarm-to-fork behemoth. Each su-
per-ministry could have been
stocked with our brightest bureau-
crats, who would in turn be meas-
ured against clear objectives and
rewarded with bonuses and pro-
motions forexceeding targets.

Itistrue that Modi hasa 45-mem-
ber team, while Manmohan Singh
had 70. But if the intention was to
streamline administration, shrink
government, and speed decision-

Modi-lar Kitchen: Can He Cook Up a Great Government?
'

making, then the creature that we
saw on Tuesday was certainly not
bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. Wait
—weareassuming Modi has alarge
talent pool to fish in. He seems tobe
tackling the skills deficit by decree-

‘ing that the Prime Minister’s Office

will control “All important policy
issues”. In other words, tinker all
you please only around the edges.

Allthisover-thinkingmademe
take anotherlook at the soothing
sunset shots of our presidential pal-
ace. And then Iremembered my first
sight of Tiananmen, the Gate of
Heavenly Peace in Beijing, first built
in1420. Next week is the 25th anni-
versary of the Tiananmen Square
massacre. While weareatitlet usnot
forgetafew other anniversariesthat
fall this year and speak tofreedom,
aswell as upheaval and strife: 25
yearssincethefall of the Berlin Wall;
30yearssince Operation Blue Star;
the Bhopal gasdisaster; theanti-Sikh
riotsand Indira Gandhi’sassassina-
tion; and 20 yearssincethe Rwandan
genocide. All themorereason we
oughtto celebrate ourmammoth
and peaceful transfer of power
thisweek.
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