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Welcome gesture

The ECI's changed approach to engaging
with critics is a good move

T he initiative by the newly appointed com-

missioners of the Election Commission of

India (ECI) to invite political party repre-
sentatives and leaders for an interaction to
“strengthen electoral processes” is a welcome
move. The move was precipitated by the rising
complaints and grievances raised by the Opposi-
tion relating to voter registration and turnout,
and other matters concerning the conduct of
elections. The ECI has also asked parties to sub-
mit suggestions on issues concerned besides in-
structing provincial officials to interact with par-
ty representatives on a regular basis. In the
recent past, the ECI had taken an unusually ag:
gressive posture in responding to the Opposi-
tion’s complaints, which included being dismis-
sive of genuine grievances such as undue delays
in publishing voter turnout figures and even go-
ing on to admonish its critics. Such gestures only
deepened distrust among political parties. While
the Opposition has sown so much doubt on is-
sues such as the functioning of the Electronic Vot-
ing Machine, resulting in an atmosphere of scep-
ticism seeping into the minds of a majority of
voters, the ECI could also have done more to
reassure voters about the robustness of the elec-
toral process related to electronic voting. Other
legitimate issues, which include regulation of
campaigns, action against hate speech, and the
timing of elections at various levels also need a
thoroughgoing review, and the ECI must be re-
ceptive to the critique of its functioning on these
issues. There is also the question of the constitu-
tion of the ECI and the appointment of the Chief
Election Commissioner, but that is a matter now
in the hands of the Supreme Court.

One of Indian democracy’s most salient fea-
tures since Independence has been the ECI’s evo-
Jution and its autonomous role in the conduct of
periadic elections, leading to increased voter par-
ticipation and more faith in electoral democracy.
This conduct, as the processes evolved, has em-
phasised transparency, accountability, and the
clear and robust release of relevant and verifiable
information related to elections. While the Elec-
tors Photo Identification Card issue related to du-
plicate numbers for voters across States is largely
trivial — as the ECI has averred — the more serious
issues related to voters being registered in diffe-
rent polling locations require to be rectified. The
ECI must also ensure a level playing field during
campaigns so that there is no undue advantage
for the ruling party — a grievance widely ex-.
pressed by Opposition forces across States. Regu-
lar interactions with political party representa-
tives and a clear release of verifiable information
will go a long way in allaying fears about the tried
and tested electoral process in the country.
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Reaching out

The Election Commission of

india’s move to invite
parties for talks to
strengthen the election
process is one that must be
seen with scepticism (March
12). One wonders why it has
had a change in attitude
considering its stand in the
past towards any criticism
or even genuine :
suggestions.

But now that it has tried to
change, it must consider
these steps. Much before
the general election, say six
months ahead, the '
President, through the
Cabinet Secretary at the
Centre, and the Governor
through the Chief Secretary
in States, should publish a
report on the ‘Status of the
Nation’ or ‘.. the State’ as
the case may be, which will
explain in simple terms,
what the state of finances,
education, agriculture, -
industrial development,

v

foreign relations and
defence are. This will let the
nation know where exactly
we stand. This should be
done automatically without
the involvement of the
ruling/Opposition parties.
Every political party should
publish its manifesto,
outlining expected
time-bound end-results.
These are issues that should
be open to challenge in a
court of law.

T.S. Rao,

Ghaziabad, Uttar Pradesh

Although conducting
elections in the world’s
largest democracy is no
child’s play, and the
Election Commission of
India has been straining
every sinew to ensure that
every aspect involved in the
poll process is taken care of,
there have been occasions
when fingers have been
pointed at the Commission
for exhibiting bias in favour

'
v

of the ruling party. The
invitation to all political
parties is a golden
opportunity for the
Opposition to air views
freely and discuss issues
threadbare. The ECI should
also have an open and
receptive mind and listen to
the grievances of the
Opposition. It is time the
EC| endeavours to dispel
the notion that it is often
seen as a handmaiden of
the powers that be.
CV. Aravind,
Chennai
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FC needs to clean up its act

he decision of the Election Commission of India to call leaders of the
I political parties for an interaction to “further strengthen the electoral

A process” and invite suggestions regarding any “unresolved issues” is a
welcome move. The political parties must make use of the opportunity and
ensure that their grievances and complaints on the shortfalls are presented in
a comprehensive manner and forward suggestions that can make the election
axercise fool-proof. ’

The electoral process in India has undergone fremendous changes inthe last
three decades. The first change was wimessed when the Election Comumission
of India stopped acting as just another department of the government and
instead chose to act in an independent way. Better formulae, including the
introduction of the voter photo identity card, almost ended widespread rig-
ging which was a curse at one point in time. A tectonic shift in the process
came with the rolling out of the electronic voting machines across the nation
which cut down on both the time and spending in one go.

There have been several complaints against the EVMs, the underlying one
being the possibility of mass manipulation of the machines thereby under-
mining the entire poll process, but no charge has survived scrutiny yet. The
EC has fought both legal and “technical challenges quite convincingly.
Political parties who have lingering doubts about the machines must take this
opportunity to seek further clarifications. ‘

Fhe latest in the series of allegations, though, is duplicate electoral photo
identity cards and possible manipulation of the electoral rolls. Prima facie,
the EC has found some meat in the allegations and has ordered action to
ensure that there is no more duplication of the cards. But it ought to address
this issue in a comprehensive manner. .

While the technical problems are identifiable and amenable to -correction,
the independence-of theECasa constitutional institution has been a big ques-
tion of late. Doubts have been raised about it returning to its old status asan
adjunct of the government. Tt is for the EC, and EC alone, to settle those.

A productive interaction among the key players of the world’s largest demo-
cratic process should culminate in further streamlining it; and the country is
looking forward to such a conversation. ‘
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experts raise
concemns about
ONOE bill

Akhilesh.Singh
@timesofindia.com

New Delhi: As constitutional
experts, including former CJI
And the Rajya Sabha member
Ranjan Gogoi, have raised
concerns about certain provi-
sions in the bill on simultane-
ous elections, the parliamen-
tarypanelrev:ewmgﬂxelegzs-
lation is considering broader
consultations fo explore
changes tothedraft.

Panel head and BJP MP
from Pali, P P Choudhary, fold
TQI on Thursday that the com-
mittee is open toamending the
original draft and that seeKing
opinion from diverse secnons
reflected a cemmmnent fo
transpareney and incorporat-
ingvaluablesuggestions.

“The govt has referred the
billtothe parlmmentarypanel
to seethatqpm{pns are sought
and desired changes aremade.

rections visation,

and
which can happen through
consultations only We are
seekmgaplmonﬁomexperts
onlytowethatdes:radchang
es are que. After seeking
ommnn,tﬁenane}wﬂhemew

taseqkpubhcopuuen,ehoud—
hary said ordinary citizens
werethemostvmfstakehold-
ers and their perspectwe was
essential. “We are going fo
launch a campaign
public opinion fo ensure
u-ansparencymdalsathat ev-
eryone is heard and consult-
ed. This is one of the most sig-
nificantlegislative changesin
thehistoryof the countryand
commonpeople,” hesaid.
~ The Joint Parliamentary
Committee on ‘one nation,
one election’ invited .Justice
Gogoi and former Chief Jus-
tice of Delhi High Court Ra-
jendraMenononTuesdayand
both delivered detailed pre-
sentations. The panel has
planned further discussions
mth legal luminary Harish
Salve and atiorney general R
Venkataramani. The next
meeting is scheduled for
March17.
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