
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Friday, April 19 , 2019

Friday18

BENGALURU: Millions of voters across swaths
of southern India cast ballots yesterday in the
second phase of a mammoth, staggered general
election, as sporadic violence flared in the east
and the insurgency-wracked state of Jammu
and Kashmir. More than 155 million people are
eligible to vote in 95 constituencies in 12 states
yesterday, with results of the election to India’s
545-member parliament expected on May 23.

In focus are the southern states of Tamil
Nadu and Karnataka, where the main opposi-
tion Congress party and its allies need to win
big if they hope to stop Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi from securing a second straight term.
Modi and his Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) have
run an aggressive campaign, playing to their na-
tionalist, Hindu-first base and attacking rivals
they accuse of appeasing minorities. Critics say
such divisive rhetoric threatens India’s secular
foundations.

“Communal polarization is the biggest issue
for me,” said Rakesh Mehar, who voted in the
technology hub of Bengaluru, which is the cap-
ital of Karnataka. “And the growing intolerance
in the country is what worries me the most.” Yet
it may be tough for the BJP to repeat its 2014
feat of sweeping victories in six northern states
that delivered 70 percent of all its seats, helping
to clinch a landslide majority, said academic
Neelanjan Sircar. “You can never expect you’ll
do that again,” added Sircar, a political science
professor at Ashoka University near the capital,
New Delhi. “Those seats that you lose, you’ll

have to make up somewhere.”
The BJP would be looking to make gains in

Karnataka, he added. Congress, which is focus-
ing on concerns about growing joblessness and
farmers’ distress, is staking its chances on a
promise of generous handouts to India’s poor-
est families. “People are talking about national
issues,” said Manjunath Munirathnappa, a voter
in Bengaluru, who hoped lawmakers would re-
solve infrastructure woes, such as traffic con-
gestion and inadequate water supply. “But only
when they fix the local issues will there be
progress.”

Sporadic violence
The election, in which almost 900 people are

eligible to vote, began last week and ends next
month, with vote counting set for May 23 and
results expected the same day. Sporadic vio-
lence was reported in the northern state of
Jammu and Kashmir, where separatists have
called an election boycott and the eastern state
of West Bengal, which has a history of election
clashes. Police fired teargas to disperse stone-
throwers in Srinagar, the Himalayan region’s
main city, where thousands of troops had been
deployed to guard the vote, although turnout
was just 5 percent by 1 pm.

“There has been stone pelting by protesters
in at least 40 places,” said a senior police officer
who sought anonymity because he is not author-
ized to speak to the media. Police in the West
Bengal constituency of Darjeeling also fired tear

gas at protesters who complained they had not
been allowed to vote, said the top district official,
Arvind Kumar Mina. “They had blocked a high-
way and had to be dispersed,” he added.

In the neighboring constituency of Raiganj,
unidentified people attacked the car of the com-
munist candidate at a voting station he visited
to check accusations of voting malpractice, the
party said. Elections in West Bengal have his-

torically been marred by violence among the
communists who ran the state for decades, the
main opposition Congress and a powerful re-
gional group, all trading charges of vote-rigging
and intimidating supporters. The election panel
has banned campaigning for a few days by a
firebrand Hindu ascetic from the BJP, who gov-
erns northern Uttar Pradesh, over his anti-Mus-
lim comments. — Reuters

Sporadic violence as millions vote 
in second phase of India’s election

PM’s party runs aggressive campaign, courts nationalist base

TAMIL NADU: Indian nuns display their ink-marked fingers after casting their vote at a polling station
in Chennai yesterday during the second phase of the mammoth Indian elections. —AFP 

JAKARTA: Indonesian President Joko
Widodo yesterday declared victory in a
presidential election to lead the world’s
third-largest democracy but his chal-
lenger also claimed he had won and com-
plained of widespread cheating.
Unofficial results from private pollsters
based on vote samples from Wednesday’s
election pointed to a comfortable win for
Widodo, with about 55 percent of the
popular vote, giving him a lead of almost
10 percentage points over his rival, former
general Prabowo Subianto. The counts
from reputable pollsters have proved to
be accurate in previous elections, though
the official result will not be announced
until May 22.

Widodo told reporters he had received
congratulatory calls from 22 state leaders,
including Malaysian Prime Minister Ma-
hathir Mohamad and Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, and he had invited
his rival to meet. Widodo also urged sup-
porters to wait for official results to con-

firm the win. At a separate news confer-
ence just minutes after Widodo declared
victory, Prabowo appeared defiant and
said his team had evidence of cheating and
claimed to have won 62 percent of the
popular vote based on internal polling.

“We have declared (victory) because
we got evidence of widespread cheating
at the village, sub-district and district lev-
els across Indonesia,” he said, standing
next to his running mate, Sandiaga Uno,
who looked more subdued. In 2014,
Prabowo had also claimed victory on
election day, before contesting the results
at the Constitutional Court, which con-
firmed Widodo’s win. A spokesman for
Praboow said he would take his complaint
to the Constitutional Court if the Election
Commission confirmed Widodo’s victory.

The commission said earlier on its
website Widodo had secured about 50
percent of the vote, based on results from
808 of more than 800,000 polling sta-
tions, with Prabowo on about 45 percent.
The English-language Jakarta Post news-
paper carried a front-page headline de-
claring “Five More Years” next to a
picture of the president. Financial markets
surged yesterday on Widodo’s apparent
victory, though gains were pared in the
afternoon. The rupiah currency ended the
day up 0.3 percent from the previous
close, and the Jakarta stock index - at one

point up 2.4 percent - closed 0.4 percent
higher.

Alexander Raymond Arifianto, a polit-
ical analyst at the S Rajaratnam School of
International Studies (RSIS) in Singapore,
said Widodo’s margin of victory meant
the opposition did not appear to have a
strong case to claim the election was
stolen. But he noted risks that Islamist
supporters of the challenger, including the
hardline Alumni 212 movement, could hit
the streets to dispute the election. “So
Prabowo has no case, but the hardliners
and Alumni 212 can create lots of
headaches for Jokowi if they go ahead
with their protest plan tomorrow and in
future weeks,” he said, referring to pres-
ident by his nickname.

Novel Bamukmin, a spokesman for
Alumni 212, said the movement planned a
peaceful march after Friday prayers at
Jakarta’s Istiqlal mosque. “We just want to
bow down to express our gratitude in
order that this victory is recognized,” he
said, referring to Prabowo’s claim he won
the election. Islamist groups have in the
past been able to mobilize tens of thou-
sands of supporters. From late 2016, they
organized a series of big protests against
the Jakarta governor, Basuki Tjahaja Pur-
nama, the first ethnic-Chinese Christian to
hold the job, who was subsequently jailed
for insulting the Koran.—Reuters

Indonesia leader 
declares poll win
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TAIPEI: A 6.1 magnitude earthquake struck Taiwan’s coastal city
of Hualien yesterday, shaking buildings and temporarily halting
subway services in the capital Taipei, but there were no immediate
reports of serious damage or casualties. Television footage
showed school children being evacuated from buildings after the
largest quake to hit the heavily industrialized island this year, a
weather bureau official said.

A hundred people were evacuated from a building in Taipei
City, while two people were hit by falling rocks in the tourist city
of Hualien, the government said. While small-scale power cuts
were reported in some districts in Taipei, the Central News
Agency said, oil refinery plants and services were operating as
normal, according to the government. It set up a disaster reaction
centre after the quake which hit at a depth of 18 km (11 miles), ac-
cording to the weather bureau. Aftershocks of more than a 5 mag-
nitude were possible in the coming days, the bureau said.

President Tsai Ing-wen said high-speed rail service in northern
Taiwan, between Taipei and the neighboring city of Taoyuan, had
been temporarily suspended. On her official Facebook page, Tsai
said she asked officials “to gather information from everywhere
to check whether there’s any damage, and if so, to react as soon
as possible.” The United States Geological Survey put the mag-
nitude of the quake at 6.4, adding that it struck at a depth of 15
km (9 miles) from Hualien.—Reuters
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