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An early shift to election mode

The Tamil Nadu political landscape has changed significantly since 2021

STATE OF PLAY
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sureshkumar.d@thehindu.co.in

amil Nadu still has
T about 15 months to go
before it faces As-

sembly elections, but major
political parties have already

begun re-jigging their respec- .

tive organisations to get them
ready for the big battle.

Earlier this month, the rul-
ing Dravida Munnetra Kazha-
gam (DMK) bifurcated its dis-
trict units and created four
pew units. It also gave repre-
sentation to members of cer-
tain key communities. Some
sulking seniors have been as-
suaged, weaklings removed,
‘and those who switched over
from the All India Anna Dravi-
da Munnetra Kazhagam
(AIADMK) rewarded.

The AIADMK followed suit
by appointing front-line lead-
ers for its 82 district umits.
They have been tasked with
visiting their respective dis-
tricts and submitting reports
by the end of March.

The political landscape has
changed significantly since
M.K. Stalin took oath as Chief
Minister in the midst of CO-
VID-19 in May 2021. While the
DMK’s eight-year-oid rainbow
alliance is largely intact, the
front that the AIADMK headed
four summers ago is in a
shambles and so is the party.
Last year, during the Lok Sab-
ha polls, for the first time, the
Bharatiya Janata Party headed
an alliance and bettered its
electoral performance; See-
man’s Naam Tamilar Katchi
(NTK) was recognised as a
State party; and actor C. Jo-
seph Vijay Jaunched the Tami-
laga Vettri Kazhagam (TVK).

Alliances have been indis-
pensable for the two Dravi-
dian majors for capturing
power, barring 2016, but it is

“Tamil Nadu

too early to predict how they
will take shape. What is clear,
though, is that 2026 will not
be a cakewalk for any party.
Notwithstanding the strengths
of the alliances, the NTK and
TVK, if they contest on their
own, could damage the pros-
pects of the principal forces.
Despite saying that the
DMK will easily win more than
200 Assembly seats, Mr. Stalin
is leaving nothing to chance.
He knows that it will be peri-
lous to underestimate the po-
tential of the AIADMK, even if
the party has its own woes
and weaknesses; the ATADMK
could still forge a strong al-
liance and challenge the DMK.
Mr. Stalin hit the ground
running late last year. He has
been going on two-day tours
to various districts, conduct-
ing roadshows, and meeting
people. Video footage of Mr.
Stalin eating halwa from Tiru-
nelveli’s famous sweets shop,
Iruttu Kadai, and meefing
with goldsmiths in Coimba-
tore is reminiscent of his ear-
lier political roadshows, such
as ‘Namakku Naame (We
stand for ourselves)* in 2015-16
and ‘Ungal Thogithiyil Stalin
(Stalin in your constituency)‘
in 2021. The DMK is focused
on projecting him as a father
figure; Mr. Stalin says he is
overjoyed when young people
address him as ‘Appa (father)’.
He has also launched an app,
APPA (Anaithu Palli Parent
Teachers Association), which
is designed to bridge the com-

rents, teachers, and the admi-
nistration. This has inevitably
resulted in people wondering
if the attemnpt is to draw paral
lels between him and the Jate
AIADMK leader, Jayalalithaa,
who took pride in being called
‘Amma (mother)’.

The DMK is also aware that
its populist schemes, outreach
programmes, and claims of
having fulfilled 90% of its 505
electoral promises will not
guarantee it a second consecu-
tive term in office unless State
government employees are
convinced that they should
vote for it. This section is disil-
lusioned that the government
has not restored the Old Pen-
sion Scheme (OPS). In an at-
tempt to placate them, this
month the government consti-
tuted a three-member com-
mittee to study the OPS, the
Contributory Pension
Scheme, and the Unified Pen-
sion Scheme, and submit a de-
tailed report with recommen-
dations within nine months.

AIADMK general secretary
Edappadi K. Palaniswami has
also been touring various dis-
tricts and addressing public
meetings, while battling dis-
content within and trying to
manoeuvre a soft salvo by par-
ty veteran K.A. Sengottaiyan.
As he had to face the ignominy
of ATADMK candidates forfeit-
ing deposits in seven Lok Sab-
ha constituencies last year,
and traditional support from
the Mukkulathors has eroded

_after former coordinator O.

Panneerselvam’s  expulsion
from the party, Mr. Palaniswa-
mi feels compelled to forge a
politically creditworthy al-
liance. He also has to contend
with external attempts aimed
at preventing the AIADMK
from allying with newer politi-
cal forces in the State.

The pelitical landscape is
pregnant with possibilities. It
is difficult to judge now which

munication gap between pa- | way the wind will blow.



THE HIWDU- ENGLRY Dakel. 24- O2. 2025

Trump attacks USAID
again amid DOGE charge

U.S. President Donald Trump at the Conservative Political
Action Conference. AP

“They take advantage of us pretty good. One of
the highest tariff nations in the world... We have
200% [tariffs] there and then we are giving them a
lot of money to help them with their election,” the
U.S. President said. In his latest statement on Fe-
bruary 23, it was unclear whether Mr. Trump mis-
takenly referred to the figure of $18 million, or this
was a revised figure.

Apart from the contradictions in Mr. Trump’s
statements, many are now questioning whether
the money allocated to USAID had even been
transferred as a “disbursal”, or was still an “obliga-
tion” or allocation from the agency. The original
statements made in the DOGE post on social me-
dia platform X said U.S. taxpayer dollars “were go-
ing to be spent on the following items”, not that
they had been spent already, adding that all pay-
ments planned have now been cancelled. Second,
the entry on India refers to “$486M to the Consor-
tium for Elections and Political Process Streng-
thening”, including “$2IM for voter turnout in
India”.

This week, Indian media and the Washington
Post also published investigations speaking to offi-
cials at the USAID and documents where they said
there was no evidence of a “voter turnout” project
for India at all.

The DOGE has not responded to The Hindu’s
written requests for further details of the alleged
allocations for India. The Ministry of External Af-
fairs, which had said on Friday that the allegations
were “deeply troubling” and that relevant govern-
ment departments were looking into the issues in-
volved, has declined to comment on Mr. Trump’s
latest remarks.

A study of archived versions of the agency’s
websites also provide some discrepancies.

Since the freezing of all foreign funding by the
USAID and suspension of staff by the DOGE, web-
sites of the USAID and the USAID-funded consorti-
um of NGOs called the “Consortium for Elections
and Political Process Strengthening” have been ta-
ken down. An archived version of the CEPPS Web-
site does not list India amongst the 45 countries it
has operated in (2015-2020).

However, some of the NGOs that are part of the :
consortium have run projects in India, including
the 2012 memorandum of understanding with the
Election Commission for €lectoral training, which
was renewed in 2020. The consortium’s funding
reports show that in 2018 and 2019, a figure of ap-
proximately $319,000 were approved for expens-
es, far lower than the figure of $21 million.
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EPS rules out patch up with rebels,
despite renewed fight for symbol in EC

N.RAVIKUMAR | DC
CHENNAI, FEB. 23

Even while AIADMK is
facing an inquiry by the
Election Commission of
India on a dispute over the
allotment of the party’s
symbol ‘Two Leaves’,
party general secrefary
Edappadi K. Palaniswami
ruled out a patch-up with
the leaders expelled from
the party. .

Making it clear that for-
mer Chief Minister O.
Panneerselvam, Amma
Makkal Munnetra Kazh-
agam (AMMK) leader
T.T.V. Dhinakaran and
other Ileaders expelled
from the AIADMK would
not be taken back, Palanis-
wami asked “Can loyalists
and betrayers ' stand
together? Can crops. and
weeds grow together and
give a good yield? Can a
wolf and sheep stay
together?” :

“The dreams and fan-
tasies of ‘behind the scene
political players’ who
were ready to betray the
party for power and
money were washed away
like paper boats in the
flood of times”, the former
Chief Minister said in a
statement here. The party
had become a camp of ide-
ologically strong war-
riors, he added.

In an appeal to the party
cadre on the eve of former
Chief Minister J. Jayalal-
ithaa’s birth anniversary

. on Monday, Palaniswami

urged them to take an oath
to work for the ATADMK’s
victory in future.

He said Jayalalithaa was
an example for how to pro-
tect Tamil Nadu’s rights
and she faced the financial
crises forced by the DMK-
Congress government at
the Centre. She tackled the
challenges posed by the
Central government in

which the DMK was a con-
stituent and enacted sev-
eral schemes for Tamil
Nadu through her admin-
istrative abilities, Palanis-
wami said. The DMK gov-
ernment is unable to pro-
tect even the two-language
policy and the State’s
rights despite having
many MPs in both the
Houses of Parliament, the
ATADMK leader said.

Quoting Jayalalithaa's
remarks that the ATADMEK
is the real mass mevement
dedicated to people and it
would continue to ‘func-
tion for the people for
many centuries,
Palaniswami asked the
cadre to work for carrying
out her proclamation. He
also assured that a victori-
ous alliance under the
ATADMEK leadership
would be formed for next
year’s Assembly elections
and the party would
achieve success.
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USAID funded 7 India projects,
no links to voter turnout: Govt

$17bn were provided to India in various sectors: FinMin report

DC CORRESPONDENT
NEW DELHI, FEB. 23

Amid a raging political
row over the US Agency
for International Develo-
pment's (USAID) alleged
role in influeneing Indian
elections, the finance min-
istry's Iatest annual report
disclosed that the agency
funded seven projects
worth $750 million in 2023-
24

“Currently, seven proj-
ects worth a total budget
of $750 million (approx.)
are being implemented by
the USAID in partnership
with the Government of
India. For the financial
year 2023-24, an obligation
of a total of $97 million
(about %825 crore) has
been made by the USAID
under the seven projects,”
the ministry’s annual
report for 2023-24 said.

The report comes at,a
time when political con-
troversy erupted in the

country earlier this month
after the Elon Musk-led
department of govern-
ment efficiency or DOGE
claimed that it had can-
celled a $21 million grant
to India to boost ‘voter
tarnout’, while Us
President Donald Trump
also repeatedly. claimed
that the USAID under the
previous administration
led by Joe Biden allocated
$21 million in funding
to India for “voter
turnout”.

‘The department of eco-
nomic affairs under the
Union finance ministry,
which is the nodal depart-
ment for bilateral funding
arrangements, has also
shared the details of proj-
ects funded in 202324 in

“the’ report. During the

year; no funding was made
for enhancing_ voter
turnout but for projects
related to agriculture and
food security . pro-

» FOR THE financial year
2023-24, an obligation of
a total of $97 million
(about ¥825 crore) has
been made by the USAID
under the seven projects

tion and hygiene (WASH);
renewable energy; disas-
ter management and
health.

- The report also said that

funds were committed to
sustainable forests and cli-
mate adaptation pro-
grammes and energy effi-
ciency technology com-
mercialisation and inno-
vation projects. The USA’s
bilateral development
assistance to India started
in 1951 and it is mainly
administered through
USAID. Since iis com-
mencement, USAID has
provided economic assis-
tance of over USD 17 bil-
Lion to India in various
sectors for over 555 proj-

grammes; water, sanita- .ects

External affairs minis-
ter S. Jaishankar on
Saturday said, “The infor-
mation put out by the
Trump administration is
‘concerning’ and that the
government is looking
into if. The USAID was
allowed in India ‘in good
faith, to do good faith
activities’, and sugges-
tions are being made out
of America that ‘there are
activities which are in bad
faith,”” Mr Jaishankar
had said.

On the other hand, the
Congress party on Sunday
accused the BJP of
indulging in "anti-nation-
al work" by spreading
"fake news from America"
and asserted that Prime
Minister Narendra Modi
and EAM S. Jaishankar
will also have to answer as
to why the government is
silent when US President
Donald Trump and Elon
Musk are "insulting” India
repeatedly:



TIMES OF ZNDIA :Daﬁa/:zﬂ-oz.zeﬂé'

Trump again says Biden admin
gave India $18m to help with polls

USAID funded 7 projects,
but not linked to ‘voter
turnout’: FinMin report

Also Slams
$29m Given To
Bangladesh,

‘Washington: US President Do-
nald Trump has claimed that
the Biden administrationalloca-
ted $18 million in fimding to In-
dia to help with its elec-
tions, arguing that the
country doesn’t need this
money.

His remarks during a
speechat the Conservative
Political Action Conferen-
ce on Saturday came after
he repeatedly attacked USADD
for allocating $21 miilion in fun-
dingtomdjafor“votertumouf’.

Trumpalseaccused India of
taking advantage of the US. “318
millionfor helping ndia with its
elections. Why the hell? Why

don’t we just go to old paper bal-
lots, and let them help us with

their elections, right? Voter ID.
Wouldn't that be nice? We're gi-
ving money to India for elec-
tions, They don’t need money”
hesaid. “They takeadvantageof
s pretty good. One of the hig-
hesttariff nations intheworld...
We have a 200% (tariffs) there
and then we're giving thema lot
of money to help ther with the-
irelection,” Trumpsaid.

He also criticised USAID for

¥ strengthen the political
88 | 1andscape and help them
e outsothatthey can votefor

Bl 1 ical Teft communist in

| Bangladesh,” he said, wit-
1 hout naminganyone.
Trump has repeatedly clal-
med that USAID under the pre-
vious administration led by Joe
Biden allocated $21 million in
fimding to India for “voter tur-
nout”, sparking a row in the co-
untry over the assistance. pti

» Contd on inner book, P 5

New Delhi: Amidaragingpo-
litical controversy OVer
USAID’s alleged role in influ-
encing Indian elections, the
latest annual report of the fi-
nance ministry has disclosed
that the agency funded seven
projects worth $750 millionin
2023-24.

“Atpresent, seven projects
worth a total budget of $750
million (approx.) are being
implemented by USAID in
parinership with govt of
India,” as per the Finance
Ministry’s annual report for
2023-24.

For the financial year
9023-24, an obligation of a to-
tal of $97 million (about 825
crore) has been made by the

US Agency for International
Development (USAID) under
the seven projects, itsaid.

The department of eco-
nomic affairs under finance
ministry, the nodal depart-
ment for bilateral fundingar-
rangements, has also shared
the details of projects funded
in2023-24 inthereport.

During the year, no fund-
ing was made for enhancing
voter turnout but fo projects
related to agriculture & food
security programme; water,
sanitation and hygiene
(WASH); renewable energy;
and disaster management

and health. ent

Cong: Why is govt silent
when Trump and Musk
insult’ India repeatedly?

»FromP1 g‘lamﬁznngd g E;lso repeatedly
e51des,‘ itsaid, funds were previousm:dr?x?ﬁijs})vauﬁggr 11:23
; t{;?énﬁttedts for Sustah_ na- bg{ JQe Biden allocated USD 21

i Forests and Climate  million in funding to India for

aptatlon' Program and En- ‘voterturnout’.

e Efficiency Technqlogy External affairs minister S
7 ] Cor}nnercwh- Jaishankar on Saturday said
zahor:f and In-  the information put out by the

povatmn Pr_o- Trumpadministration is “con-

Jject. The Unit- cerning” and that the govt is

ed Syates of lookingintoit. TheUSAID was

ﬁ?;‘ax}ca’; bi— allowed in India “in good faith

. evel- tiodogoodfaith activities” !
gt[;?tzrétmaﬁgftancg to Indla suggestions are bei:tllgsn,l:z(é
saeli t?xnrg it is mainly out_of {%merica that “thereare
Smgmcelms. ugh USAID. activities which are in bad

iis commencement, faith,” Jaishankarhadsaid
USAD)haspmmdedeconomic On the other hand C‘
ass%sta.nce of over $l7billionto  gresspartyon Sunday ac;cusoerili.
India in various sectors for the BJP of indulging in “anti-
ovelr;gi:‘j projects. national work” by Es,preadi.ng
tical controversy “fakenewsfrom America” and .

erl_thed in the country earlier
this month after the Elon
Musk-led DOGE (Department
of - Government Efficiency)
claimed that it had cancelled a
$21 million grant to India to
boost “vater turnout”.

US President Donald

asserted that Prime Minister
Nar_endra Modi and external
a.{fa;rs minister S Jaishankar
will also have to answer as to
why the govt is silent when US
President Donald Trump and
Elon Musk are “insulting” In-
diarepeatedly.
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Don claims $18mn given
to India to help with polls

WASHINGTOM

AMERICAN President Donald Trump has claimed that the
Biden administration allocated USD 18 million in funding to
India to help with its elections, arguing that the country
doesn’t need this money;

His remarks during a speech at the Conservative Political
Action Conference (CPAC) on Saturday after
he repeatedly attacked the United States Agen-
cy for International Development (USAID) for
allocating USD 21 million in funding to India
for ‘voter turnout’.

In his speech, Trump also accused India of
taking advantage of the US.

“18 million dollars for helping India with its
elections. Why the hell? Why don’t we just go to old paper bal-
lots, and let them help us with their elections, right? Voter ID.
Wouldn't that be nice? We're giving money to India for elec-
tions. They don’t need money,” he said.

“They take advantage of us pretty good. One of the highest
tariff nations in the world...We have a 200 per cent (tariffs)
there and then we're giving them a lot of money to help them
with their election,” Trump said. Trump also criticised the
USAID for giving USD 29 million to Bangladesh. JE




D.T-NEX

g Dokd : 24-00.2025

USAID funded 7
projects in FY24,
none for polis

NEW DELHI: Amid a raging row over
USAIDY'’s alleged role in influenc-
ing Indian elections, the latest
annual report of the finance
ministry has disclosed that the
agency funded seven projects
worth USD 750 million in 2023-24.
It turns ont enhancing voter
turnout wasn't one of them.

“Currently, seven projects worth a to-
tal budget of USD 750 million (approx.)
are being implemented by USAID in
partnership with the government,” as
per the annual report for 2023-24. For
the financial year 2023-24, an obliga-
tion of a total of USD 87 million (about
Rs 825 crore) had been made by the US-
AID under the seven projects.

The Department of Economic Af
fairs also shared the details of projects
funded in 2023-24 in the report. During
the year, no funding was made for en-
hancing voter turnout but tc projects
related to agriculture & food security
programmes; water, sanitation and
hygiene; renewable energy; disaster
management and health. » More on P7

Govt lied that Trump got confused between Dhaka and Delhi, says party

USAID row: Gong says PM, EAM

must answer for ‘insult’ to India.

NEW DELHI: Amid the USAID
funding row, the Congress on
Sunday accused the BJP of
indulging in “anti-national
work” by spreading “fake
news from America” and
asserted that Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and External
Affairs Minister S Jais-
hankar will also have to
answer as to why the
government is silent when US
President Donald Trump and
Elon Musk are “insulfing”
India repeatedly.

The BJP has rejected all such al-
legations of the Congress and
called Rahul Gandhi a “traitor”,
accusing him of colluding with
foreign forces in his bid fo weak-
en India.

Congress general secretary in-
charge Jairam Ramesh said,
“BJP is a procession of liars and
illiterates. The news about $21
million, on which the BJP and
their bootlickers were jumping
on, turned out to be fake. The $21
million in 2022 was not for ‘voter
turnout’ in Iridia, but for Bangla-
desh.”

“Elon Musk made a fake
claim, Trump got confused be-

tween Dhaka and Delhi, Amit ~

a4
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Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and
External Affairs Minister
Jaishankar have to answer for
Donald Trump and Elon Musk
insulting India again and again
and country’s self-respect has
been compromised in the

“process-of heqging for mercy

for Adani

— Jairam Ramesh, Congress
general secretary

Malviya spread the lie further,
then the rest of BJP’s bootlickers
seized on it,” he charged.

Ever since the Trump admin-
istration’s DOGE said on Febru-
ary 16 that USAID has cancelled
the $21 million funding for “vot-

ing in India”, the BJP has been
making fabricated allegations
against the Congress, Ramesh
said.

“But now it is coming to light
that this entire news is fake.
When the money has not even
reached India, then what would
be the cancellation?” he said.

The controversy is actually

about two USAID grants on
DOGE’s list that were given
through the Washington-based
Consortium for Elections and
Political Process Strengthening
(CEPPS), the Congress leader
said. Ramesh said “Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi and External
Affairs Minister S Jaishankar
will also have to answer, Donald
Trump and Elon Musk are in-
sulting India again and again,
and why is our government si-
lent on this?”

The Congress leader said “Ts it
the case that the country’s self-re-
spect has been compromised in
the pracess of begging for mercy
for Adani?” The opposition party
has demanded a white paper on
the funds received in India from
developmental agencies, aid
mechanisms and multilateral fo-
rums list should be submitted fo
public.

Trump again attacks
US aid to India,

says country taking
advantage of the US |

WASHINGTON: US President
Donald Trump has claimed that
the Biden administration
allocated $18 million in funding
to India to help with its elections,
arguing that the country doesn't
need this money. In his speech,
Trump also accused India of
taking advantage of the US. “18
million dollars for helping India
with its elections. Why the hell?
Why don't we just go to old
paper ballots, and let them help
us with their elections, right?
Voter ID. Wouldn't that be nice?
“They take advantage of us
pretty good. One of the highest
tariff nations in the world...We
have a 200 per cent (tariffs)
there and then we're giving them
a lot of money to help them with
their election,” Trump said.
External Affairs Minister S
Jaishankar on Saturday said the
information put out by the Trump
administration people is
“concerning” and that the
government is looking into it.
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Poor priorities

ha conmroversy swrounding USAID's

‘alleged funding for “voter turnout in

India” has exposed the lack of a mature

political discoursa even as radical shifts
arg taking place globally. The mutual recrimina-
tion that the BJP and Congress are engaging in is
emblematic of a malaise in which foreign policy
issues ars fodder for domestic political skirmish-
as, often devoid of substantive debate.

The uproar began when Elon Musk announced
that his Department of Government Efficiency
(DOGE) has scrapped proposals amounting fo $466
million in grants to the “Consortium for Elections
and Polirical Process Strengthening,” which
included a contentious $21 million earmarked for
“yoter hirnout in India.” This announcement
quickly spiralled into accusations from BJP
suggesting that Congress had orchestrated a
scheme to receive these funds under the guise of
increasing voter participation, aiming to dislodge
the BJP from power. Such claims are not only
unfounded but represent a significant leap of logic
unsupported by credible evidence.

President Trump supplied further cues to BJP
with remarks insinuating that these funds were
meant to “gef somebody elected”. The party’s
propaganda ecosystem amplified these cues to put
the Congress in the dock although media reports
have clarified that the $21 million was actually
allocated for Bangladesh, not India. Former Chief
Election Commissioner SY Quraishi remarked
that “there is not an iota of truth” in the claims
that any agreement was signed with USAID or
that any funds were received for any election-re-
lated work in India. Despite this, the BJP has.
failed fo correct the narrative, with officials from
the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) and
External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar himself
making phlegmatic remarks suggesting that there
may be basis to the allegation that there was
foreign interference in India’s elections.

This political manoeuvring is occurring against
a backdrop of pressing challenges facing India
since Trump took office for his second term. The
Modi government has to contend with looming
reciprocal tariffs on India’s exports to the US,
which are set to take effect on April 1. Significant
geopolitical shifts triggeted by an unpredictable
US administration present India with the chal-
lenge of recalibrating ifs foreign policy with
respect to the Ukraine war, stability in the Middle
East and relations with Europe, China and
Russia. At such a eritical juncture, what India
needs is not petty political squabbling buta
coherent strategy fo navigate these furbulent
waters. The government must prioritize foreign
policy over domestic bickering and present a

unified front tn addrass these challenses.
Even if we entertain the notion ﬁgiﬁ) funds

were aimed at spiking voter turnout in elections,
we must contextualise this within the broader
landscape of electoral financing in India. The $21
million figure pales in comparison to the thou-
sands of crores funnelled into the BJP's coffers
through corporate electoral bonds. If fairness isa
democratic value we aspire to uphold, then
scrutiny should also extend to the partisan role
played by institutions like ECI, India’s judiciary
and investigative agencies like the CBI, ED and
Income Tax Department, which have patently
facilitated the ruling party in multiple elections
since 2014. The nation looks to PM Modi and the
EAM to address, both in Parliament and in public,
the challenges facing the administration with
respect to US tariffs and geopolitical adventurism
rather than amuse themselves with the discomfi-
ture of political opponents.
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