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Politics of Little Change

The only thing going for Chief Minister Tarun Gogoi is his longevity in electoral politics
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CHAITANYA KALBAG

Voter turnout in the first phase of
Assam'’s election on Monday was
very high. By the time polls closed it
had hit 78%. Assam’s voters usually
turn out in large numbers, but this
time the numbers bode ill for the
Congress party, in power for an un-
broken 15 years. Voting in the re-
maining 61 constituencies takes
placeson April11.

For Prime Minister Narendra
Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP), it is a make-or-break election.
Of the four states and one union ter-
ritory going to the polls in April and
May, Assam isthe only one wherethe
BJP stands a decent chance of
snatching power The BJPisfighting
for 88 of the 126 seats in the state leg-
islature, and has given its coalition
partmers the remainder.

If the BJP and its allies win, it will
bethefirsttimesincethe 1979-85anti-
foreigner agitation that an Assam
government has ruled without the
supportof a Muslim party.

The only thing going for Chief
Minister Tarun Gogoi is his longevi-
ty inelectoral politics—six termsasa
member of the Lok Sabha, stretch-
ing back to 1971, and three terms as
chief minister. Gogoi shrugs off al-
legations of corruption and ineffi-
ciency, but the state’s comatose econ-
omy is testament to the
do-nothingnessof prolonged incum-
bency. The state’s GDP grew by 5.87
per cent in 2013/14. Abouta third of
the population lives below the pov-
erty line. About 86% of Assamese
live in the countryside, but the share
of agriculture in the economy has
fallen steadily from about 55 per cent
in1950toabout 17 per cent last year.

The 2011 Census showed that
Assam wds one of India’s worst-off
states in regard to health and sanita-
tion. Only54.8 per cent of households
in Assam had access todrinking wa-
ter within their premises, and only
10.5 per cent had tap water:

Despite this dismal track record,
Gogoi maintains his hold on his
Titabarbailiwick; his 35-year-old son
Gauray,apolitical rookie, easily won
his father’s old parliamentary con-
stituency in 2014.

Gogoi's anointing of his son as the
heir apparent triggered the exit of
his best organiser and fund-raiser -
health and education minister
Himanta Biswa Sarma, who was
with the party since 1991 and who
clearly saw his ambition for the top
post thwarted.

A 47-year-old ex-lawyer, Sarma
joined the BJP in August last year
with nine other defectors and was
quickly made the BJP's campaign
chief. He started his career as a
schoolboy courier for All Assam
Students Union (AASU)leadersdur-
ingtheagitation.

Sarbananda Sonowal, youth and
sports minister in Modi's cabinet, is
the BJP's chief ministerial candi-
date. He masterminded a stunning
setback for Gogoi in the 2014 Lok
Sabha elections with the BJP win-
ningsevenof Assam's 14lowerhouse
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seats. The BJP's ‘vision document’
promisesto “(work)closely with cen-
tral government to achieve complete
sealing of the Indo-Bangladesh bor-
derin Assam”.

The savvy 53-year-old asserts that
he is serious about the honour of
Assam and the expulsion of illegal
immigrants. Sonowal told me at the
BJP's crowded and chaotic office in
Guwahati’s Hengrabari area that
there are more than four million
Muslims whohave lived in Assam for
centuries, He should know his num-
bers —after all, he is a former presi-
dent of AASU. As for deportations,
whichmost Assam politicians doubt
willeverhappen, Sonowal hedges his
bets. He says the Assam and
Bangladesh governments will have
totalk

One sign of simmering tensions in
thestate wasthe violence thaterupted
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The CPM has
only 119 full-
time workers
inall of Assam

on Monday in Majuli, the huge river-
island constituency where Sonowalis
standing. Dominated by the Mishing
tribe and home to some of Assam’s
mostsacred Vaishnavite ‘chatras’, the
shrinking island is criss-crossed by
deepethnicanimosities.

Assam’s most influential Muslim
partyisjust 11 yearsold, butsoconfi-
dentthatit isfielding 67 candidates.

Maulana Badruddin Ajmal, 66, a
cleric, founded the- ATUDF in 2005 af-
ter the Supreme Court struck down
the [llegal Migrants (Determination

by Tribunals) Act of 1983. The court .

said the act, which was applicable
only in Assam, was unconstitutional.

Inthe 2006 state election the AIUDF
won 10 seats; in the 2011 election it

won 18to becomethestate’'smainop-
position party. In the2014 parliamen-
taryelection the AITUDF won three of
Assam’s 14 Lok Sabha seats, thesame
as the Congress party. In fact, it is
now the largest Muslim party in par-
liament’s lower house. “If thereisa
hung assembly, we will be a decisive
force,” says Aditya Langthasa, the
working presidentof the AIUDE
Ajmal, whoalsocontrolsaformida-
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ble perfumery empire based in
Mumbaiand Dubai, owns huge Agar
tree plantations in and around the
town of Hojai. Alongside his busi-
nesses, Ajmal’s political dynasty is
alsoexpanding, with his brotherand
two of his sons turning lawmakers.

The AIUDF's rise was inevitable.
Nine of the state’s 27 districts are
now Muslim-majority. In the 2011
Census, Assam had India’s second-
highest percentage (34.22, up from
30.9per cent in2001) of Muslims after
Jammuand Kashmir.

So desperate has been the quest for
power by the Asom Gana Parishad
(AGP)—thestate’s most indigenous
party —that ithas agreed tobeajun-
ior partner to the BJP; it was allocat-
ed 24 seats.

Prafulla Kumar Mahanta, the
63-year-old former president of
AASU, wasthe youngestchief minis-
ter in Assam's 70-year history. The
thorny issue of illegal immigrants
was not resolved during his two
terms (1985-89 and 1996-2001).

The AGPisalsoupsetbyanextraor-
dinary order issued by the Modi gov-

ernment on September 8, 2015 that
amended passport rules to read that
all non-Muslim minorities in
Bangladesh, if they claimed they
were persecuted, would be granted
Indian citizenship, no questions
asked. This was a U-turn by Modi,
who had vowed during his 2014 elec-
tion campaign to throw all infiltra-
torsoutof Assam.

Mahanta is clearly unhappy about
his party’s pollalliance with the BJP.
“It was a decision of the party;” he
told me at his quarters in the Old
MLAs Hostel in the Dispur legisla-
tive complex. “We want that the
Assam Accord should be implement-
ed in letter and spirit,” says the man
who signed theaccord in 1985. Hear-
gues that if Modi adopts a different
policy, he should rehabilitate the mi-
grants outside Assam. “Otherwise
local Assamese people willbecomea
mmomty in Assam.”

Bangladesh’s Hindu minority to-
talled 20 million in 2013, and they
could all seek asylum in India under
the new citizenship rules. Mahanta
asks how Assam can bear that bur-
den. “Certainly I am disappointed...
(Modi) swore he would not give an
inch of Indian land to Bangladesh.
Now he has also given away land to
Bangladesh.”

Still, Mahanta feels it was impor-
tant for opposition parties like the
BJPand the AGP to come together to
topple Congress.

Assam’spovertyand ethnicandreli-
gious schisms have not benefited the
Communists. In 1978, just before the
anti-foreigner agitation erupted, the
Left parties together won 28 seats in
the state assembly. They have never
tasted such success since. Although
the Left parties have put up 59 candi-
dates this election, their leaders are
not brimming with confidence.

In 2001 the Left did not win a single
seat; in 2006 they won justtwo; and in
2011 they went back to zero. Their
cadres came under fierce attack
when the Bodotribalslaunched their
own protests in 1979 (the Bodoland
People’s Front is now an electoral
ally of the BJPand the AGP).

Isfagur Rahman, a senior'member
of the Communist Party of India
(Marxist)statesecretariat, meetsme

: gat the deserted Hedayetpur office

@ where a forlorn sign reads “There is

. 5 no alternative to socialism”, He says
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Z have made things difficult for the
communists. Even in the tea gar-
dens, which used to once be strong-
holds, trade unions have dwindled
from59to25. The CPI(M)hasonly 119
full-time workers inall of Assam.

“It is very difficult to attract the
younger generation,” Rahman tells
me as he lights up another ciga-
rette, The senior leader complains
good-naturedly that he himself has
to get by on a monthly stipend of
just Rs 5,000.

Rahman is still better off than the
homeless in Guwahati. Walking the
crowded and ramshackle streets of
the state capital, stepping carefully
over cement planks covering open
and stinking sewers, Irecall ashock-
ing statement from the Guwahati
city boss and chairman of the
Housing Board. Dwijen Sarma, a
Gogoi man who was refused a ticket
for the election, boasted that his pic-
ture was everywhere in Guwahati,
What achievement was he proudest
of? “Thave put uproofs at bus-stands
so that the homeless can sleep some-
whereatnight”.

It was time to look elsewhere for
clues to Assam'sfuture.
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