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Modi govt. has hatched a systematic
plot’ to destroy ECs integrity: Congress

Press Trust of India
NEW DELHI

Congress president Malli-
karjun Kharge on Sunday
hit out at the government
for tweaking an election
rule to prevent public in-
spection of certain elec-
tronic documents, alleging
it is part of the Modi go-
vernment’s  “systematic
conspiracy” to destroy the

institutional integrity of
the Election Commission
(EC).

Mr. Kharge also said the
Modi government’s “cali-
brated erosion” of the EC’s
integrity is a frontal attack
on the Constitution and
democracy.

The government has
tweaked an election rule to
prevent public inspection
of certain electronic docu-

ments such as CCTV came-
ras, webcasting footage,
and video recordings of
candidates to prevent their
misuse. Based on the re-
commendation of the EC,
the Union Law Ministry on
Friday amended Rule 93(2)
(a) of the Conduct of Elec-
tion Rules, 1961, to restrict
the type of “papers” or

documents open to public -

inspection. '

Every time the Congress
party wrote to the EC, they
have responded in a con-
descending tone and cho-
sen not to even acknow-
ledge certain  serious
complaints,” Mr.  Kharge- :
said.

“This again proves that
the ECI, even though itis a
quasi-judicial body, is not
behaving independently,”
he added.
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Oppn criticises Centre
tweaking election rules

DC CORRESPONDENT
NEW DELHI, DEC. 22

The change in rules by the
Union government to pre-
vent access fto electronic
documents like the CCTV
footage and webcasting at
the booth, strong rooms,
counting tables and video
recordings of candidates
has drawn sharp criticism
from the Opposition par-
ties. The Congress: on
Sunday said it is preparing
to challenge the new rule in
the court. --

The Opposition on
Sunday hit out at the
Election Commission and
the Central government for
tweaking an election rule to
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Based on the recommen-
dation of the Election
Commission, the Union
law ministry on Friday
amended Rule 93(2)(@) of
the Conduct of Election
Rules, 1961, to restrict the
type of “papers” or docu-
ments open to public
inspection.

Reacting to the develop-
ment, Mr Kharge said,
“The Modi government's
audacious amendment in

g electionul

prevent public inspection
of certain electronic docu-
ments, alleging it is part of
the Narendra Modi govern-
ment's “systematic conspir-
acy” to destroy the institu-
tional integrity of the EC.
Congress president
Mallikarjun Kharge said
the Modi government's
«calibrated erosion” of the
EC’s integrity is a frontal
attack on the Constitution
and democracy. Shiv
Sena(UBT)'s Priyanka
Chaturvedi called the move
an attempt to avoid
accountability. Former
Trinamul Congress MP
Jawahar Sircar questioned
what the Ceniral govern-
ment is trying to hide. = P8

the Conduct of Election

Rules is another assault

- in its systematic conspir-
the insti

acy to r the =
tional integrity of the
Election  Commission.
Earlier, they had removed
the Chief Justice of India
from the selection panel
that appoints Election
Commissioners and now
they have resorted to
stonewalling electoral
information, even after a
high court order;” said Mr
Kharge in a post on X.
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Show It, Carefully

Polling re&ords, like CCTV footage, should be accessible.
Valid security concerns can be dealt with via exemptions

that CCTV footage of poll booths will not be made available o
contestantsand general public, needs wider debate. Before the
amendment, Section 93(2) of the Conduct of Election Rules allowed
all papers relating to elections to be open to public inspection with
court permission. True, the rules did not particularly specify that
CCTYV footage of polling booths would be made available. But a
recentPunjab and Haryanahigh courtdirection had granted sucha
request from a petitioner.
Matter of integrity | EC saysthe change has been brought in for
the safety and protecuon of voters. While this argmnent is not with-
- out merit, particularly in sensitive areas of
~ J&Kand Maoist-hit districts, theissue isequally
~ about the sanctity of the election process. The
& peculiar security situation in J&K and Maoist-
hitdistricts isn’tnew. Ensuring the integrity of
@ the electoral process is a vital tool to get voters
" tothe pollingbooth in sensitive areas. :
Y Al challenge | EC also says CCTV foctage
can be misused using AT. Again, there’snodeny-
ingthatusing Alto cast aspersionson thepolling
: processisaproblem. But Al-generated deepfakes
areoutmsoc:etyandneedtobetackledcasebycase Inthedigitalera,
bans on videofootage can’t be the solution to Al manipulation.
Enhancing trust | One of EC’smain jobs is toeducate the public
and enhance frust in the election process. This is all the more
needed today, especially in light of fiascos such as the Chandigarh
mayoral polls earlier this year Besides, for security EC can
always institute exemptions in sensitive areas. Courts are there fo
adjudicate petitions. EC’s track record in conducting elections in
the largest democracy in the world is unparalleled. To maintain
that trust, it should revisit its latest rule change.

E C’sdecision to bring changes in the electoral rules, specifying
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Gonstitutional
bodies must

be saved from
politics: Judge

BENGALURU: India must
protect the integrity of its
constitutional institutions
from outside interference,
including those that are
politically motivated, said
Justice PS Narasimha,
Judge, Supreme Court of
India, on Sunday.

Justice Narasimha was
delivering the Justice ES
Ventakaramiah Centennial
Memorial Lecture, organised
by the National Law School of
India University (NLSIU) in
Bengaluru. Justice Venkatara-
miah served as the 19th Chief
Justice of India. According to
the Supreme Court Observer,
he was a part of benches that
pronounced 720 judgments. Of
these, he authored 256 :
judgments during his term at
the Supreme Court.

Justice Narasimha said
Integrity of the institutions can
be maintained only by putting
in place safeguards in the
appointment, decision making
and removal process of -
individuals who helm these
institutions. He also added that
the topic of the memorial
lecture,

Constlfn&ﬂnal Imtltcrhpm

belonged to that generation of
judicial statesmen who played
an active role in desmlopmg and
sustaining institutions.

Justice Narasimha dwened
in detail about the role of
‘Fourth Branch Inatituﬁons
like the Election Commission,
the Comptroller and Auditor
General of India, Union and
sions, and the National
Commissions for SCs, STs, and
OBCs. He lauded the vision of
India’s constitution-makers
who chose to institutionalise
the superintendence, direction
and control of elections through
a body outside the Executive,
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ECV's integrity eroded
under Modi: Kharge
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#he BJP-led Centrs has scored another goal
§ against the paople through a sly amendment
&  ofthe rules of disclosure regarding elec-

& tions.Ina gazette notification on December
20, it smuggled five words, “as specified in these
rules”, into the Conduct of Election Rules to impart
further opacity to the voting process in our country.

Pre-amendment, Rule 93(2)(a) of the Conduct of
Election Ruldes, 1961, mandated that “all other papers
relating to the election shail be open to public
inspection”. This empowered anyone to see any
document, video recording, or CCTV footage from
any voting station in the country. Now the rule says,
“all other papers as specified in these rules relating
to the election shall be open to public inspection.”

This effectively means the Election Commission of
India (ECD) will not have to disclose to the public all
documents and material relating to voting proceed-
ings but only those specified in the Conduct of
Election Rules. The change was notified after
consultations with the ECI, which, as a referee who
plays for the ruling party, did not demur.

The spur for this furtive manoeuvre came from a
directive by the Punjab and Haryana HC that, if
complied with, would have led to a public scrutiny of
ECI's questionable conduct of the Haryana Assembly
polls. The court ordered the commission to fuunish
to a petitioner all material including video record-
ings, CCTV footage and decuments relating to voting
at a polling station during the elections held in
October. This would have allowed the public to see
documents such as Form 17C recording the voter
turnout as certified by the presiding officer ofa
polling station. This latest coverup fits info the
pattern of anti-democratic behaviour by both
government and election referee, which has made
TIndia’s elections progressively less transparent.
Several civil society groups and political parties
have repeatedly expressed concerns over ECI's
partisan conduct, which runs the whqle gamut of the
voting process. In every election since 2017, it has
shown blatant favouritism towards theBJP
allowing its star campaigners to break every pomt in
the Model Code of Conduct. It has stubbornly refused
to integrate the Voter Verified Paper Audit Trail
mechanism into ifs counting process to make it
kosher. Its stance on clectoral bonds, mmally
opposing it and then supporting it when the BJP’s
skulduggery came out into the open, has seriously
eroded its credibility. There have been widespread
allegations regarding the malfunctlomng and
tampering of EVMs, which the commlssmn does not
even deign to acknowledge.

Having become a willing handmaiden to the
Centre's designs, the panel’s modus operandi has
been to ignore or stonewall all queries and formal
petitions. It steadfastly evades all questions about
the maglcal materialisation of 1akhs of twilight-hour
voters in states won by the BJP but not in those lost
by it. Asked to explain specific voting discrepancies,
it publishes obfuse and generic FAQs purporting to
self-certify the transparency of elections.

It responds, however, to social media memes,
affecting injured innocence. In his extraordinary
press conference one day before the general election
vote count back in June, Chief Election Commission-
er Rajiv Kumar objected to being described as a
‘laapata gentleman’. The conduct of India’s election
is a model to the world, he claimed, lamenting that
“people remember the flowers; no one remembers
the gardener.” Given the current drift of our

- demoeracy, we'll be lucky to have a garden at all.
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