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State Elections: Swimming In The Same Cess-Pool

TheNeedle'sEye |

CHAITANYA KALBAG

Here is my poll prediction: if, and only
if, the Bharatiya.Janata Party (BJP)
wins power in Uttar Pradesh, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi will roll out
his biggest-bang reforms. He willre-
cover his political capital, dented by
the things thatdid not go well with de-
monetisation, and gather the courage
toattempt toamend election laws to
de-criminalise political parties, force
through transparency in party fund-
ing, and begin the painful process of
holding simultaneous elections tothe
Lok Sabha and state assemblies.
Youneed an overwhelming majority
inboth housesof Parliamentandina
plurality of states to push through
life-changing reforms. Youneed strat-

.. osphericgall and ambition.

Modi has both. Isuspect he wantsto
be bigger than any other politician in
India was or will be, decades into this
century He isnotreally doing thisfor
his party; orfor his mother ship, the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh. If

hedoesall this he will be the history
book; everythingand everybody else
will only be footnotes.

Another prediction: although the
Modi government hasassured the
Election Commission that itsannual
budget, broughtforward toFeb.1,a
few days before voting starts inthe
stateassembly elections, will not con-
tain specific sops for Uttar Pradesh,
Punjab, Uttarakhand, Manipur or
Goa, thereis going to bea humdinger
(which thedictionarydefinesasa ‘re-
markable thing of itskind’) in the
Economic Survey for 2016/17 which
Chief Economic Adviser Arvind
Subramanian will unveil on Jan.31:
an entire chapter devoted tothe
Universal Basic Income (UBI). )

The UBlidea has been cookingfora
while (pilot projects werelaunched
by the Congress-led UPA in 2010). If
he goes down the UBI path, Modi will
pull anether rabbitout of hisreform
hat. Simply put, UBIwill guaranteea
minimum annual payout of money to
every (poor)adultcitizen. Finland is
implementing UBI, butitisan idea
that sharply divides development
economists and policymakers world-
wide: doesa universal dolereally
work toeradicate poverty and erase
inequality?

Other important questions will
need to be addressed if Modiand
Finance Minister Arun Jaitley decide
toputflesh on the UBI bones: if itis
truly universal, will therich beasked
toreturn their (admittedly small)

windfalls, on thelines of the cooking-
gas subsidy? Will all subsidies, in-
cluding implicit subsidies on water,
electricity and civicamenities, be
abolished? Exactly howmuch will
eachrecipient get? (Economists have
suggested anything between 2,500 to
210,000 annually). How much will the
entirething costand how will it be fi-
nanced, even if all subsidies and ex-
emptions are withdrawn?

Make nomistake though: the mere
statementof intent, taking forward
what Subramanian committed the
government to doingtwo yearsago—
“wipingevery tearfromeveryeye’” -
will be hugely populist. Added totax
cutsand more social infrastructure
spending that Jaitley willannounce
inthis budget, if thatisnotavote-get-
ter in Uttar Pradesh, which needs to
getricher before India can getrich,
nothing else will.

Ithink, likeants scurrying around
when their ant-hill is blown down, we
have been too busy moaningand wh-
inging about bank queues, less-cash
and other cliches like post-truth. We
even took the 50-day period of painse-
riously, as though a surgeon can pre-
dict precisely when youare goingto
stop feeling sensation in your ampu-
tated limb. The wholethingwasa
gargantuan social experiment.

Will Modi strike the next blow
against corruption, and thenext? On
New Year's Eve he made a rather ano-
dynespeech, handing outafew sops
topregnant women and farmers,

cheaper loans for middle-classhome-
buyers, more homes for the homeless,
and protection for seniorcitizens’
savingsrates. But there wasnonew
harsh stepagainst illegal property;
and only a wan appeal to political par-
ties to stop being holier-than-thou.

A couple of dayslater Modimadea
pro-poor speech in Lucknow and then
followed up by stressing corruption-
free politics and transparency when

GUARANTEED INCOME

If Modi goes
down the Univer-
sal Basic Income
path, he will pull another
rabbit out of his reform hat
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speaking to the BJP'snational execu-
tive. On Tuesday Moditold the
Vibrant Gujaratevent in
Ahmedabad: “Our government was
electedfirstand foremost on the
promise to provide clean governance
and end the prevailing regime of cor-
ruptionand nepotism.”

Uttar Pradesh, which has more peo-
ple than Japan and Germany put to-
gether, isa good place to start attack-
ing these evils, None of the major
parties has sofarannounced final
candidates’ lists for the seven phases

* of polling, but it will be interesting to

see how many criminals feature on
eachmarquee.

The Association for Democratic
Reforms(ADR), after checking theaf-
fidavits filed by each winning candi-
date in UP’slast two elections, said
thenumberof legislators with erimi-
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nal backgrounds in the 403-seat house
wentup to47% in 2012 from 35% in
2007. 67% of the 2012 winners were
rich, too, and declared assets of over
one crorerupeeseach. Topof the
league was Mitra Sen, whohad 36
criminal cases pendingagainsthim
including human traffickingand 14
murder charges. Sen (actuallya
Yadav)died in September 2015 after a
longcareer in both the state assembly
as wellas national parliament. His
Bikapur seat was inherited inaby-
election last year by his son Anand
Sen, who had won an earlier election
from prison. Atthe time of hisdeath
Mitra Sen represented theruling
Samajwadi Party, but he had donned
many political colours, and even won
apardon once during Congressrule.
Or take Babu Singh Kushwaha,
oncea closeassociate of Bahujan
Samaj Party chief Mayawati. In2011,
then UP chief minister Mayawati
was forced todrop Kushwaha, her
health minister, after he was implicat-
ed inahuge corruption scandal
linked to the National Rural Health
Mission(NRHM). Thealleged
NRHM conspiracy involved the mur-
dersof severalhealth officials includ-
ing two doctors who were gunned
down in broad daylight in Lucknow.
Thedisgraced Kushwaha was imme-
diately picked up by the BJE and re-
luctantly let go when things became
too hotfor him. Afterfouryears be-
hind bars, Kushwaha wasreleased
earlylast year and promptly set up his

own ‘party’. But thatisan interimar-
rangement. Ina January 2012 letter to
then BJP president Nitin Gadkari,
Kushwaha vowed he was innocent
and would one day return vindicated
tothe BJP's fold.

“Justas markets feature intermedi-
aries whomatch buyers with sellers,
political parties have embraced and
promoted candidates with criminal
links, drawn totheir deep pocketsata
time when the cost of electionshas
explodedand party organisations
haveatrophied,” writes Milan
Vaishnav in ‘When Crime Pays:
Money and Muscle in Indian Politics’,
to be published this month. Vaishnav,
aseniorfellow at the Carnegie
Endowment for mternational Peace,
adds: “Loophole-ridden campaign fi-
nance laws have been nomatch for
the torrent of undocumented cash
that those with criminal tiesareable
tomarshal.”

Modi has hisjob cut outfor himin
cleansing India’s political cesspools.

The Election Commission, which
recommended anumber of electoral
reformslastmonth totackle unac-
counted political donations, voter
bribery, and recourse to caste or reli-
gion to woo supporters, has come up
with an initial list of 200 suspect par-
tiesfor income-tax investigation.
Chief Election Commissioner Nasim
Zaidisaid 400 of over 1,900 registered
parties have never contested elec-
tionsand arelikely conduits for black
money. Democracy pays.




