
MUMBAI: India’s tycoons are playing a pivotal role in
the Asian giant’s most expensive election ever, from
funding campaigns and tacit endorsements to being hot-
button issues themselves. Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s re-election bid has received huge financial back-
ing from corporate India, raising fears about the integrity
of the world’s largest democratic process, experts say.

Meanwhile, Congress party opponent Rahul Gandhi is
trying to exploit a fighter jet deal involving industrialist
Anil Ambani while fugitive tycoons Vijay Mallya and
Nirav Modi loom over the vote from London. Contesting
polls is getting costlier in India
and analysts say parties are
becoming more reliant on
donations from anonymous
businessmen, leading to a lack
of transparency and worrying
conflicts of interest.

“There’s a trend towards
plutocracy,” Niranjan Sahoo,
of the Observer Research
Foundation (ORF) think-tank,
told AFP. “Unbridled corpo-
rate influence can have a seri-
ous impact on policies,” he added. The New Delhi-based
Centre for Media Studies estimates that around $5 bil-
lion was spent during the 2014 election that swept
Modi’s Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) to
power - up from $2 billion in 2009.

The group thinks the 2019 contest could top $7 bil-
lion, making it one of the priciest elections globally.
“Elections are getting more expensive for many structur-
al reasons,” Milan Vaishnav, a senior fellow at the
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace think-tank

said. “(There is a) growing population, increasing politi-
cal competition, voter expectations of handouts in the
form of cash and other inducements, and technological
change, which means greater outlays for media and digi-
tal outreach,” he added.

Analysts say traditional funding streams, such as party
memberships, are declining so parties increasingly rely
on wealthy donors to fund campaigns. Data compiled by
the Association for Democratic Reforms (ADR), an elec-
tion watchdog, showed that in financial year 2017-18
corporates and individuals contributed 12 times more to

the BJP than to six other
national parties, including
Congress, combined.

‘Quid pro quo’
The BJP received 93 per-

cent of all donations above
20,000 rupees ($290) that
year, according to ADR’S
analysis. Modi’s BJP banked
4.37 billion rupees ($63.3 mil-
lion); Congress got just 267
million rupees. “There is a

huge funding disparity now. Congress simply doesn’t
have the money to fight elections. That should worry
people,” said the ORF’s Sahoo. Modi’s government says
it has cracked down on so-called “black money” in poli-
tics by lowering the amount that can be donated in cash
from 20,000 rupees to 2,000 rupees. Critics, however,
say it is now easier for wealthy entities to donate to
political parties; corporate funding formed 92 percent of
the total donations declared by the BJP in 2017-18,
according to ADR.

Detractors point to the government removing a cap
on corporate donations two years ago and introducing a
scheme whereby donors can give anonymously through
“electoral bonds” purchased from a bank. On Friday
India’s supreme court ordered parties to reveal the iden-
tity of donors after activists challenged the bond system,
which the government has defended. “The lack of trans-
parency allows conflicts of interest and quid pro quos to
flourish”, said Vaishnav, who suspects that medium-sized
businesses requiring permits from the government are
more of an issue than India’s big oligarchs.

Tycoons do not explicitly endorse candidates for fear
of backing the wrong horse but Modi, 68, is seen to be
close to several big tycoons. In 2014 he travelled
between rallies in a corporate jet and helicopter owned
by billionaire industrialist Gautam Adani, while magnate
Ratan Tata praised Modi for carrying out air strikes in
Pakistan. India’s richest man Mukesh Ambani - whose
personal net worth has soared from $18.6 billion when
Modi came to power to $53 billion today, according to
Forbes - has repeatedly called him “our beloved prime
minister” in speeches. — Reuters
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BANGALORE: President of Indian National Congress party Rahul Gandhi (center) and Former Indian Prime
Minister and Janata Dal (Secular) Supremo HD Deve Gowda (right) speak while AICC General Secretary KC
Venugopal (left) listens during an election campaign rally at Krishnaraja Nagar. —AFP 

New attacks as
Taleban begins
spring offensive 
KABUL: A fresh round of violence gripped
Afghanistan yesterday and explosions shat-
tered weeks of relative calm in the capital
Kabul, one day after the Taleban launched
their annual spring offensive. The bloodshed
comes as the US pushes for a peace settle-
ment with the Taleban, and ahead of a new
round of talks expected to take place in
Qatar later this month.

In one assault, Taleban attackers were
reported around the edges of the northern
city of Kunduz, which the militants briefly
captured in 2015. Naeem Mangal, head of the
Kunduz regional hospital, told AFP at least
eight people were killed and 62 wounded.
The Taleban takeover of Kunduz in 2015
shocked observers, and marked the first time
since their ouster in 2001 that they had been
able to conquer a major city.

Late Saturday in Kabul, a central police
station came under attack in the first major
incident of its kind in several weeks. Ministry
of the Interior spokesman Nasrat Rahimi said
at least one person was killed and six others
wounded when two hand grenades were
thrown at a military vehicle. No one immedi-
ately claimed responsibility. After nearly 18
years of war, the US is trying to forge a set-
tlement with the Taleban, and President
Donald Trump is impatient for some sort of
resolution.

US officials have already met several times
with the Taleban and further talks are expect-
ed in the Qatari capital Doha later this month.
Afghan President Ashraf Ghani wants to send
a delegation to “exchange views” with the
Taleban, but even the process of picking del-
egates has become bogged down with
squabbling and delays. The Taleban have long
refused to speak officially with Kabul, dub-
bing the government a “puppet” of the West,
and the militants have insisted that govern-
ment officials are attending only in a “person-
al capacity”.

Ongoing clashes 
In Ghor province in the west, at least seven

Afghan security forces were killed in a
Taleban ambush, Ghor provincial governor
spokesman Abdul Hai Khatibi told AFP. And
the Taleban said they had conducted a truck
bomb attack in the Shirzad district of the
eastern province Nangarhar late Friday,
claiming to have killed or wounded “more
than 200 soldiers, police and militias”.

The insurgents frequently exaggerate
numbers. Nangarhar provincial governor
spokesman Ataullah Khogyani said two
Afghan troops had been killed, along with 27
Taleban fighters. The violence came hours
after the Taleban announced the start of
Operation Fath, the name the militants have
given to this year’s spring offensive. — AFP 

BALKH PROVINCE: An Afghan Muslim offers prayers at the courtyard of the Hazrat Ali shrine,
or Blue Mosque, in Mazar-i-Sharif. —AFP 

Indonesians to
vote in world’s
biggest single
day election
JAKARTA: Tens of millions of Indonesians will
vote in presidential and parliamentary elections
this week after campaigns focused on the
economy, but with political Islam looming ever
larger in the world’s biggest Muslim-majority
nation. President Joko Widodo, a former furni-
ture salesman who launched his political career
as a small-city mayor, is standing for re-elec-
tion in a contest with ex-general Prabowo
Subianto, whom he narrowly defeated in 2014. 

Most opinion polls give Widodo a double-
digit lead but the opposition has disputed sur-
vey findings. It has also said it has uncovered
data irregularities affecting millions on the
electoral rolls and has vowed to take legal
action or use “people power” if its complaints
are not resolved.

Some analysts say an unexpected win for
the challenger would probably cause a brief
slump in Indonesian markets, while a very close
race could elevate the risk of a disputed vote.
“In a scenario in which Widodo wins by an
unexpectedly narrow margin, large and pro-
longed protests in Jakarta would elevate ten-
sions and pressure the currency,” Kevin
O’Rourke, a political analyst and author of
Reformasi Weekly, said in the Indonesia-
focused newsletter last week.

While most polls have put the president
ahead, they could not be taken for granted, a

senior government official said. “Absolutely
everybody is flying blind because we don’t
know how far the opinion polls can be respect-
ed,” said the official, who spoke on condition of
anonymity. Widodo ended his six-month cam-
paign with a mass rally at Jakarta’s main stadi-
um at the weekend, where festive crowds over-
flowed into a surrounding park and streets.

Running ran out on stage in sneakers, to the
cheers of the crowd after an hours-long con-
cert by local bands, he struck an optimistic
tone for the future of the world’s third-largest
democracy. That was a stark contrast to his
opponent, who has repeatedly warned
Indonesia is on the verge of collapse. Prabowo,
as he is usually known, held a similarly big rally
the previous weekend where supporters, many
dressed in Islamic robes, held a mass prayer
before a fiery speech about how Indonesia was

being pillaged by foreigners and the elite.

Quick counts 
Widodo has touted a record infrastructure

drive and deregulation as major successes
during his tenure, calling it a first step to
tackle inequality and poverty in Southeast
Asia’s biggest economy. In a televised week-
end debate, Widodo and his running mate,
Islamic cleric Ma’ruf Amin, said their oppo-
nents, neither of whom has served in public
office for more than a few months, did not
understand managing macrolevel economics.
Widodo, a moderate Muslim from central
Java, has had to burnish his Islamic creden-
tials after smear campaigns and hoax stories
accused him of being anti-Islam, a communist
or too close to China, all politically damaging
in Indonesia. — Reuters

Kim gains
more power
in leadership
shuffle
SEOUL: North Korea has replaced its
long-serving head of state with a close
aide to leader Kim Jong Un, promoting a
man who was placed on a US sanctions
list last year for alleged human rights
abuses, state media said. The move came
as part of a top-ranking reshuffle that
analysts said further cemented Kim’s
already unshakeable grip on power. Kim
also acquired a new title, and now
becomes “the supreme representative of
all the Korean people” -a newly-created
role that observers say makes him more
like a modern national leader, on a par
with other country’s presidents and prime
ministers.

Kim Yong Nam, the now-91-year-old
who held the position of the North’s
head of state - an almost entirely cere-
monial role - for almost 20 years, was
replaced by Choe Ryong Hae, the state-
run KCNA said. As the new president of
the Supreme People’s Assembly, Choe is
technically head of state, although real
power in North Korea is wielded by Kim
and his immediate family. The reshuffle
comes at a time of heightened diplomatic
activity that has seen Kim Jong Un hold
landmark summits with the leaders of the
US, China and South Korea.

Born in 1950, Choe is considered Kim
Jong Un’s right-hand man - frequently
referred to as the regime’s “virtual num-
ber two official”, having been key to the
party’s hierarchy since the 1980s. Some
reports have even suggested that one of

Choe’s sons is married to Kim Jong Un’s
powerful sister, Kim Yo Jong. Choe is also
one of the three North Korean officials
placed under sanctions by the US last
year over human rights abuse allegations.

Analysts said, however, the existing
strictures on Choe will have little impact
on his future diplomatic endeavours, as
long as its nuclear dialogue with the US
continues. “Kim Yong Chol, the North’s
top nuclear negotiator, also has been
sanctioned by Washington since 2010,”
Ahn Chan-il, the president of the World
Institute for North Korea Studies in Seoul
said. “But he visited Washington without
a problem earlier this year. Washington
will always make exceptions - as long as
Pyongyang has something to offer.”

New title 
Kim’s new job adds to a growing list

of titles he has accrued since he took
power after the 2011 death of his father.
Analysts say it may also indicate a
change in the country’s constitution that
concentrates more authority in the
young leader. “If Pyongyang indeed
revised its constitution, then it just means
Kim Jong Un now has more power than
ever,”“ said analyst Ahn. “If that’s the
case, Kim will be the one who will be
officially representing Pyongyang both
at home and abroad”.

Unlike his father, Kim Jong-Il, the
young Kim has increasingly greeted for-
eign heads of state and visiting dignato-
ries, performing the functions of a modern
head of state. Jeong Young-tae, an analyst
at the Institute of North Korean Studies in
Seoul, says the new title is part of
Pyongyang’s efforts to “secularize” Kim
and his power.  “Kim Jong Un wants to re-
brand North Korea as a ‘normal’ socialist
country in the world stage,” he said. “The
new title ‘representative’ is a break from
some of his previous titles that are redo-
lent of a religious cult.”— AFP 

SYDNEY: A drive-by shooting outside
a nightclub in the Australian city of
Melbourne inflicted “horrific injuries”
that killed a security guard and wound-
ed three men, police said yesterday, but
there was no suggestion yet that the
attack was terror-related. Australia has
some of the world’s toughest gun control
laws, adopted after its worst mass mur-
der, when a gunman killed 35 people at
Port Arthur in the island state of
Tasmania in 1996. 

Yesterday’s shooting took place
around 3.20 am in the lively entertain-
ment district of Melbourne’s southeast-
ern suburb of Prahran, police said. Three
security guards and a man queuing to
enter were taken to hospital with gun-
shot injuries, police said in a televised
news conference in Melbourne.

“It would appear that shots have
been discharged from a car in this area
into a crowd standing outside the night-
club,” homicide inspector Andrew
Stamper said. The victims suffered “hor-
rific injuries” from a weapon fired in
close proximity, he added. One guard
died in hospital, another man was in crit-
ical condition and two escaped life-

threatening injuries. One guard was shot
in the face, the Age newspaper said.

However, there was no suggestion yet
that the attack was terror-related, a
police spokeswoman said by telephone.
Detectives are expected to investigate
links between an outlawed motorcycle
gang and the club, the Age said.
Bloodstained clothing and bullet casings
littered the street outside the entrance
to the second-storey Love Machine
nightclub yesterday. Police urged wit-
nesses who saw any vehicle moving at
speed around 3 am to come forward,
and mentioned a black Porsche SUV
that was later found burnt-out in the
north Melbourne suburb of Wollert.

No arrests have yet been made, and
investigation continues. A murder-sui-
cide last year in Western Australia that
killed seven members of a family was
the country’s worst mass shooting since
the Port Arthur case. Neighboring New
Zealand has adopted legislation to ban
semi-automatic firearms and assault
rifles after its worst peacetime shooting
in March, which killed 50 worshippers
in two mosques in the city of
Christchurch. —Reuters

JAKARTA: Photo shows a giant poster of president and vice presidential candidates, Prabowo
Subianto and Sandiaga Uno (bottom center), with the capital city Jakarta in the background. —AFP 
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