
17I n t e r n a t i o n a l
FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 18, 2016

NEW DELHI: Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi (C) walks with Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) leaders as he prepares to
address the media after arriving for the winter session of Parliament on Wednesday.—AFP

NEW DELHI: Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s shock ban on high-value
banknotes will hit the war chests of his
rivals before a key state election next year,
sparking accusations that his strike against
“black cash” will unfairly boost his party’s
chances.

That is despite widespread anger
among millions of Indians forced to queue
outside banks to change small amounts of
old money for legal tender, possibly dent-
ing support for the ruling Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) at least in the short term.

Opposition politicians are scrambling
to redraft campaign plans ahead of the
ballot expected early next year in Uttar
Pradesh, a state of more than 200 million
people which will be crucial to Modi’s
long-term plan for re-election in 2019. The
prime minister last week outlawed 500
and 1,000 rupee notes in a drive to rein in
corruption and a shadow economy that
accounts for a fifth of India’s $2.1 trillion
gross domestic product.

With no state election funding, illicit
cash is the lifeblood for political parties
that collect money from candidates and
businessmen, and then spend it to stage
rallies, hire helicopters and hand out
“gifts” to win votes. 

Spending on the Uttar Pradesh election
is forecast to hit a record 40 billion rupees
($590 million), despite the cancellation of
big notes.

Mixed reviews
Modi’s demonetization drive has so far

proven popular among increasingly aspi-
rational voters who are tired of corruption,
although views among the broader popu-
lation and economists are divided over the
efficacy and fairness of the move.

Opposition politicians have united to
decry it. “We will have to plan the entire
election strategy all over again,” said

Pradeep Mathur, a senior Uttar Pradesh
leader of the Congress opposition party
that was trounced by the BJP in 2014
national elections.

His concerns reflect a view that the BJP,
with more members than its rivals and
close ties to big corporate donors, can sur-
vive the cash crunch better, helping Modi
win Uttar Pradesh and four other territo-
ries heading to the polls early in 2017. For
Modi, winning India’s main battleground
state is vital to strengthen his party’s posi-
tion in the upper house of parliament,
where it is still in the minority, before seek-
ing a second term in the 2019 general
election. “Their calculation is that this is
going to hurt everybody, but in relative
terms the BJP is going to come out
stronger,” said Milan Vaishnav, a South
Asia expert at the Carnegie Endowment
for International Peace in Washington.

According to the Delhi-based Centre
for Media Studies (CMS), which tracks
campaign financing, the BJP relies on cash
for less than two-thirds of its funding in a
state like Uttar Pradesh.

Its regional rivals use cash to cover 80
to 95 percent of campaign spending.

Scaling back
Demonetization will force Congress to

hold smaller rallies, said Mathur, and there
will be fewer “freebies” for voters. Other
parties are also adjusting plans in Uttar
Pradesh.  Ashok Agarwal, a politician with
the incumbent Samajwadi Party in the city
of Mathura, will have to rely more on his
team of 1,000 volunteers to connect with
voters. In a bid to limit the squeeze, parties
are paying workers to queue at banks and
swap old notes for new ones and evade
scrutiny from tax inspectors, said party
activists in Mathura. Event managers,
whose businesses usually boom at elec-
tion time, are worried. “No political party

except the BJP wants to organise big ral-
lies before January. All of them depend on
cash,” said Rajesh Pratap, who has provid-
ed loudspeakers, outdoor air conditioners
and security to party rallies for over a
decade. Mayawati, a powerful former
leader of Uttar Pradesh who Modi’s aides
view as his biggest electoral threat in the
state, says the demonetisation timing
appeared highly political. BJP officials
accuse Mayawati of hoarding “black” mon-
ey garnered from selling tickets to candi-
dates to fund her campaign.

One senior official and a close aide to
Mayawati said some of her party’s rallies
would be axed and replaced by more
door-to-door campaigning. “Last month ...
we had to bring over 300,000 villagers
from across UP (Uttar Pradesh) to Lucknow
city for a day ... It’s not just us, but every
political party spends money at grassroots
level to win votes,” the official said.

Modi has not explicitly linked demon-
etisation to a clean-up of electoral fund-
ing, but officials in his party say rivals
should have heeded his warnings earlier
this year that he was serious about clamp-
ing down on “black” cash. “You cannot call
it a bolt from the blue because Modi ...
had dropped sufficient hints that he will
take strict action,” said a close aide.

“Mother of all corruption”
While an immediate liquidity crunch for

parties is clear, the longer-term impact on
funding is less so. The symbiosis between
businessmen seeking favors and parties
needing cash has sent campaign funding
soaring. In southern Andhra Pradesh state,
three in four voters reported receiving
money from parties during the last general
election, according to research by CMS.
The group’s chairman N. Bhaskara Rao
describes electoral corruption as “the
mother of all corruption” in India.—Reuters
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DHAKA: Five people linked to the Islamist extremist group
behind July’s Dhaka cafe siege that left 22 hostages, most of
them foreigners, dead have been arrested, Bangladesh police
said yesterday.

An Islamic spiritual leader and an explosives expert were
among the group detained in a series of raids in the capital
late Wednesday and early yesterday, the Rapid Action
Battalion (RAB) police unit said. “They belonged to Sarwar-
Tamim group of the Jamayetul Mujahideen Bangladesh
(JMB),” RAB said in a statement, referring to the extremist
group the government has blamed for the July attack.

RAB said a 27-year-old electrical engineer who made explo-
sives for the group and provided training, and a 40-year-old
spiritual leader who preached Jihad to the group’s budding
extremists were among those arrested.

The Islamic State group and Al Qaeda in the Indian
Subcontinent claimed responsibility for the siege at Holey
Artisan Bakery cafe in Dhaka’s posh Gulshan neighborhood.

But Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s government has
blamed the homegrown JMB and another group called
Ansarullah Bangla Team (ABT). The leader of the JMB, Sarwar
Jahan, and the mastermind of the cafe siege, Tamim
Chowdhury, a Canadian citizen of Bangladeshi origin, were
both killed in raids outside the capital by security forces in
recent months.

The July carnage triggered a security force crackdown on
Islamist extremists, with police shooting dead nearly 40 sus-
pected militants and arresting scores more since.—AFP
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Thai websites’ 

shutdowns soar

after king’s death

BANGKOK: Thai authorities cracking down on online insults
to the royal family following the recent death of their king
pressed Google and Facebook for help as they shut down
1,300-plus websites last month. That’s more than they had
censored in the previous five years combined, according to
records released exclusively to The Associated Press.

Data compiled by the Ministry of Defense’s support group
shows the government shutdown 1,370 websites in October,
more than the 1,237 shut down in the previous five years. Just
two had been shut down in September.

Thailand orders the country’s internet service providers to
block offensive websites. For Google, Facebook and other
online and social media platforms based outside of Thailand,
the government has asked that they monitor and remove
content that could insult the monarchy.—AP

BANGKOK: A blocked website shows a notice from
Thailand’s Ministry of Digital Economy and Society with
the message, “This website contains content and infor-
mation that is deemed inappropriate. It has been cen-
sored by the Ministry of Digital Economy and Society”
yesterday.—AP


