‘COMMENTARAO’ IN THE “TELEGRAPH” OF MAY 23 2011

After the state elections? (S L Rao)
   The celebrations are over; new Ministers are getting to work and taking stock of their inheritances from the previous governments. . What do these election results hold out for the future?

   It is premature for the Congress to celebrate. These elections have lost it seats and a trusted if very corrupt ally in Tamil Nadu, set it on a cliffhanger course in Kerala, and made it part of a winning alliance in Bengal to which the congress contribution is marginal. The only saving grace is Assam. The predilection of the Congress to dislodge winning Chief Ministers might have lost Mr. Gogoi his job after this victory, but better sense prevailed. Governance at the Centre is in shambles. The economy is not going right, the Rahul Gandhi strategy of going it alone seems to have failed, the Congress is looking for future allies, and may well lost the next general election. It has time to change but needs superior and clever political and government leaderships.  

  Corruption has become an issue for all social classes and will remain so. The media, civil society and RTI activists, and the Supreme Court, have drawn blood and they will not stop. Governments, especially the central government, will try to project an image of action against corruption while desperately seeking ways to protect their key leaders. Trials will commence and will be continuing by the general elections in 2014, giving more grist to election propaganda. More Ministers at central and state levels must lose their positions before the general elections. Teflon coated parties and their Leaders like the NCP, so far not charged except in whispers, must experience severe pressure. As the Congress cleans up its Ministries to present a clean face for the general elections, Opposition parties and especially the BJP must catch up.  

   With almost three years more for the next elections, Congress will seek safer coalition partners than the parties like DMK and NCP, who are either under investigations or may soon, be. In this search for less tainted partners, the strategy of going it alone will be given up. Regional parties like the BSP or SP, ADMK, and remnants of the Left, will provide new partners. Congress will find a new Prime Minister before the year-end and go into the elections with a new face, younger and not associated with the corruption of the UPA’s past few years.  

   The UPA’s minority in the Rajya Sabha could become a majority in the next year or so as MP’s from  Trinamul and the ADMK replace the Left and the DMK. Mamata will demand stronger representation in the central government. Mamata will take Leftist positions on subsidies, prices, labour issues, public sector, etc.  This will make fiscal stability and economic reforms more difficult to achieve.   For example, she (joined by Jayalalithaa) might well resist pressure on state governments to raise electricity tariffs and privatize distribution to reduce the mounting losses of the state distribution enterprises. She will almost certainly stymie any attempt to privatize or shut down the nationalized airlines, a huge drain on resources, and a major font of corruption. Surprisingly she did not protest the Rs 5/ per litre increase in retail petrol prices immediately after the elections, but she may not remain silent the next time when diesel prices will rise with petrol, inevitable with crude prices under pressure.

    With Amit Mitra (Secretary-General of industry’s most representative body FICCI for 17 years), playing the key role in West Bengal’s economic affairs and policies, we might expect some moderation in Mamata’s Leftist populism but she is unlikely to permit any drastic reduction in subsidies, consequent raising of tariffs, raising railway fares,  privatization of public enterprises to release funds for other government programmes, and improve efficiencies, reduced expenditure and more efficient infrastructure spending, etc. We will see little fiscal correction, and are fated to experience an economy that continues to stumble as it has for the last two decades, with spurts of growth followed by slowdowns, volatile foreign fund inflows, continuing worries about inflation and higher nominal interest rates than other countries.  

   The ADMK fought elections with the Left as ally. Jayalalithaa’s personal inclinations are towards the Hindu Right (she had Narendra Modi at her investiture). Now the Congress is reaching out to her, clearly preparing itself for a future without the DMK. Jayalalithaa has a record of ditching partners in their vulnerable moments and the reaching out by Congress speaks of its desperation about the future. Jayalalithaa on the national stage cannot be Prime Minister, but will like Mamata, influence policies.  

   Both Tamilnadu and more so Bengal, will need initial central financial support. Bengal is in a stronger position to demand it but government resources may not enable it. Both ladies belong to the culture of “freebies” and that governments must pay for water, electricity, television sets, computers, mixers, etc, apart from governments’ other duties.  They may not be subject to fiscal discipline and correction especially by raising more revenues, cutting subsidies, etc. Of course the Centre also is also not willing to cut debt, reduce wasteful expenditures, improve administration to cut leakages, enforce accountability, and depends on monetary policy to (ineffectively) control inflation. This is a pity since Bengal and Tamil Nadu (and India) can transform themselves with  prudent fiscal management. Instead, like the country, these state economies will continue to be driven by a young, enterprising and energetic population, and global interest in Indian markets, not helpful government policies. 

   Kerala is headed for instability under a coalition ostensibly headed by the Congress, but a sharply divided one, at cross-purposes with allies, and in danger of losing its majority easily as one or other of its smaller partners defects to the Left coalition. Kerala needs internal labour discipline, better fiscal management especially with a decline in overseas remittances, and a greater thrust to a services oriented economy. The unsavory reputation of the Congress and its Chief Minister in Kerala will make it difficult for them to pursue a focused course.   

   Assam under Gogoi seems to have settled down to the boring job of peace, governance and development.  Perhaps Gogoi can teach a lesson to the Centre and J & K. Similarly the Assam approach to bringing peace from Civil War and Mamata’s sympathetic approach to the Maoists might if emulated, bring a welcome change in attitude to such internal revolts in the North East and in Maoist controlled areas.

   These elections and earlier in Bihar point to huge dissatisfaction among the electorate because of persistent inflation, rising inequalities, blatant and rampant corruption at all levels, theft of government benefits meant for the poor, large-scale cheating on infrastructure projects, and a feeling of general helplessness. Good governance has been s rewarded despite incumbency-in Bihar and Assam. Bad governance was punished as in Bengal. Corruption and organized thefts by ruling families was severely punished in Tamil Nadu. If it had not been for the poor political leadership of Prakash Karat, the 86 year old Achutanandan would have won another term for the Left in Kerala. Congress must not try unconstitutional methods as it is in Karnataka through its Governor to destabilize Opposition governments. All parties need to appear above board.  

Other political parties have not learnt their lessons. The BSP, SP and JDS are tainted and ineffective on development. The BJP is yet to pursue performance and honesty as they have in Gujarat. The BJP will rue its persistence with a Chief Minister in Karnataka who wins elections but blatant low level  corruption. The Congress has a better chance if in the next 3 years, it projects purposive leadership. . (1282).   

