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Chasing youth vote, 
Indian parties blitz 
smartphones with 
political cartoons
PUNE: Ganesh Bhalerao is a cartoonist hoping to go viral in the
battle to secure Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s re-election
when India votes over the next two months. Hired by the ruling
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) to find amusing ways to lionise
Modi or lampoon opposition leader Rahul Gandhi, Bhalerao is a
social media warrior in an election campaign being fought online
as never before. “Political parties are realizing the importance of
cartoons as they elicit a huge response,” the 29-year-old former
art teacher told Reuters while feverishly sketching a piece glori-
fying the Modi government for ordering India’s recent air strikes
against Pakistan.

Cartoons posted on BJP-run Facebook pages, Twitter han-
dles and WhatsApp groups are shared hundreds of times and
reach millions, Bhalerao told Reuters as he worked in his apart-

ment in the western city of Pune. “A cartoon conveys the mes-
sage of a 500-1,000 word article in just a minute,” he said. The
scale of elections in India means voting is staggered, with the
first regions going to vote on April 11, and the count to be com-
pleted on May 23.

Each day Bhalerao reads the local newspapers, watches the
television news, and checks his WhatsApp messages, seeking
ideas for an image or issue that might resonate with supporters
of the Hindu nationalist BJP. Being a Modi supporter himself
makes it easier. Like the BJP, Gandhi’s Congress Party and oth-
er rivals have their own armies of artists, video editors and
journalists to create online content for the social media war.
Hired for the campaign season, they get paid a few hundred
dollars a month, according to half a dozen party workers who
spoke with Reuters.

Social media has made it a lot easier for political parties to
get out their message to more voters. But nowadays, India’s
masses want politics served with more pizzazz. Nearly two-
thirds of the population is under 35 years old. Most have little
time or patience for attending political rallies, or wading
through turgid party manifestoes. “The larger audience is
now more inclined to short videos, cartoons and visuals,”
Diptansu Chaudhury told Reuters in Kolkata, where he heads
the IT wing of Trinamool Congress, a powerful regional party
in West Bengal. 

Limited oversight
India is by far the world’s biggest democracy, but most of its 1.3

billion population belong to lower income groups. And, at a time
when more mature democracies than India’s are grappling with the
impact of social media, there are concerns about the electorate’s sus-
ceptibility to false messages spread online. As more than two-thirds
of Indians live in rural areas, political parties are trying to extend their
social media reach through regional languages, to go beyond urban
areas where Hindi and English are more commonly spoken.

When Modi’s BJP won a landslide victory in 2014, social
media had not become as pervasive as it is today. Data plans
were expensive and pricey smartphones were unaffordable for
far more people. Now there are more than 400 million smart-
phones users and consumers are able to access nearly 50 giga-
bytes of data for as little as $3 per month. It all helps explain
why social media platforms like Facebook, its messenger
WhatsApp and micro-blogging site Twitter have become such
fierce political battlegrounds. In 2014, parties spent less than
half a million dollars on digital advertising, but this time round it
is likely to be closer to $26 million, according to a top media
and marketing firm, which did not want to be named. India’s
Election Commission has asked candidates to report their
spending on social media and it also requires them to seek
approval for advertisements, but such rules can be bypassed by
the use of proxies. —Reuters

Crisis at Jet Airways 
worsens as it grounds 
planes, faces strike
MUMBAI: India’s Jet Airways was fighting multiple crises
yesterday after grounding six planes, leaving it with only a
third of its fleet flying, while pilots have threatened to walk
out and a major shareholder is reportedly looking to offload
its huge stake. The problems at India’s number-two carrier
come as other airlines struggle to turn a profit despite the
sector rapidly expanding in the country over recent years.
Jet, which employs more than 20,000 people, is gasping

under debts of more than $1 billion and has now been forced
to ground a total of 78 of its 119 aircraft after failing to pay
lenders and aircraft lessors.

In a statement late Tuesday announcing its latest ground-
ing, the firm it said it was “actively engaging” with lenders to
secure fresh liquidity and wanted to “minimize disruption”.
But with hundreds of customers left stranded, Jet’s social
media accounts have been flooded with often suddenly
stranded passengers demanding information, new flight tick-
ets and refunds. “@jetairways We book our flights in advance
so that we save on travel cost and you are sending cancella-
tion (message) now?”, read one irate tweet yesterday.

“I have sent a DM (direct message) regarding my ticket
details. Please respond,!” said Sachin Deshpande, according
to his Twitter profile a design engineer. Another, Ankit
Maloo, wrote: “Received an email for all together cancella-

tion of flight days before departure without any prior intima-
tion or communication over phone!” The firm is also facing
pressure from its many pilots who have not been paid on
time, with unions threatening they will walk off the job if
salaries do not arrive soon.

“Pilots will stop flying jet planes from 1st April 2019 if the
company does not disburse due salaries and take concrete
decisions,” a spokesperson for the National Aviator’s Guild,
a pilots union said. India’s aviation regulator on Tuesday
warned Jet Airways to ensure that staffers facing stress are
not forced to operate flights. Meanwhile, Bloomberg report-
ed that Etihad Airways of the United Arab Emirates has
offered to sell its 24 percent stake in Jet to State Bank of
India (SBI). A collapse would deal a blow to Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s pragmatic pro-business reputation ahead
of elections starting on April 11. —AFP

India scion Priyanka
Gandhi lambasts 
Modi on home turf
VARANASI: The newest star in India’s Nehru-Gandhi
dynasty wrapped up a pre-election boat tour along the
Ganges river yesterday, disembarking in Narendra Modi’s
home constituency to attack the prime minister’s record.
Priyanka Gandhi Vadra, sister of Rahul Gandhi who wants
to unseat Modi in elections starting on April 11, announced
her long-awaited entry into politics in January, bolstering
the hopes of the opposition Congress party, which has
been dominated by her family for generations. Their father
was Rajiv Gandhi, assassinated in 1991, their grandmother
Indira Gandhi, killed by her Sikh bodyguards in 1984, and
their great-grandfather Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s first
prime minister.

Arriving after her three-day cruise in Varanasi, the
northern holy city famous for its riverside cremations where
Modi stood for election in 2014, Priyanka said people must
stand up against his “anti-people” policies. “You can bring
about a change. You must raise your voice for a new gov-
ernment who will make policies for you and understand
your problems,” the 47-year-old said. “The farmers of this
country are suffering. He is neck-deep in debt and is com-
mitting suicide. He does not get seeds and fertilizers on time,
he is not getting the right price for his produce,” she added.  

The opposition has been targeting Modi’s right-wing
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) over a lack of jobs, slowing
growth and the desperate situation of farmers in the lead-up
to the gargantuan election which ends May 19. The centre-
left Congress party, which has ruled India for about half a
century since the country became independent in 1947, was
thrashed by the BJP five years ago, with Modi promising to
create jobs, stamp out corruption, and bring “Achhe Din”
(“Good Days”). —AFP

LONDON:  Fugitive billionaire jeweler Nirav Modi, want-
ed by Indian authorities over a $2 billion loan fraud at
state-run Punjab National Bank (PNB) was remanded in
custody after appearing before a British court yesterday.
India asked Britain last August to extradite Modi, 48,
whose diamonds have sparkled on famous Hollywood
stars, after he was accused of massive bank fraud, charges
he denies. The diamond magnate was arrested in the
Holborn area of central London on Tuesday after he went
into a bank to open an account and a member of staff con-
tacted police.

Yesterday, he appeared at
London’s Westminster
Magistrates Court accused by
India of two charges of conspir-
acy to fraud and conspiracy to
conceal criminal property. He
spoke only to confirm his name,
age and address, and that he
did not agree to being extradit-
ed. His lawyer, George
Hepburne Scott, said his client
would deny the charges which
he believes are politically motivated.

Despite offering to put up 500,000 pound ($658,650)
security, he was told he would not be given bail. District
Judge Marie Mallon said there were substantial grounds to
believe he might not surrender to bail and no conditions
would satisfy her to grant his release. He was remanded in
custody until his next appearance at the same court on
March 29. PNB shares closed up 3 percent on the news of

Modi’s arrest. Modi left the country before India’s biggest
banking fraud came to light early last year.

PNB, India’s second-largest state-run bank, said in
2018 that two jewellery groups headed by Modi and his
uncle Mehul Choksi had defrauded it by raising credit
from other Indian banks using fraudulent guarantees
issued by rogue staff of the bank. Modi and Choksi have
both denied wrongdoing. Prior to his arrest, India’s main
opposition Congress party had used it as a weapon to tar-
get the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party ahead of an April-

May general election. Prakash
Javadekar, a minister in Indian
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s cabinet, said all the fugi-
tives would have to come back
and “return the looted money
to the nation”.

In December, a British court
agreed that another high-pro-
file Indian businessman, avia-
tion tycoon Vijay Mallya, could
be extradited to his homeland
to face fraud charges. Mallya is

currently appealing the decision. Separately, the
Enforcement Directorate (ED), India’s main financial
crime-fighting agency, said that a court yesterday issued a
non-bailable warrant against Nirav Modi’s wife. The court
also allowed the ED to auction 11 vehicles belonging to
Modi - including Rolls Royce, Porsche, Mercedes and
Toyota models - and allowed income tax authorities to
auction 68 paintings owned by him.  —Reuters
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NEW DELHI: An Indian supporter of the Congress Party keeps his hand on the face of the photo of bil-
lionaire jeweler Nirav Modi during a protest in New Delhi. —AFP
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