
NEW DELHI: India’s disparate opposition par-
ties are aiming to firm up an alliance as they sense
a chance of unseating Prime Minister Narendra
Modi as a staggered general election draws to a
close. The seven-phase election, the world’s
biggest democratic exercise, began on April 11
and winds up on May 19. Votes will be counted
and the result announced on May 23. Modi’s
Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
went into the election as front-runner, buoyed by
his image as tough and decisive after he ordered
a military strike on Pakistan over a militant bomb
attack in Indian-controlled Kashmir.

But his opponents have maintained their focus
on farm distress and unemployment, issues that
helped the main opposition Congress party de-
feat the BJP in state assembly elections in three
rural states late last year. Now the opposition be-
lieves the tide is turning. “We’ve all collectively
recognized the reality that the BJP is losing sig-
nificant votes, therefore we are mutually explor-
ing the formation of a cohesive and durable
government that will fulfill the aspirations of
India,” Congress spokesman Sanjay Jha said.

He said the negotiations among opposition
parties to work out a “viable alternative” to
Modi’s government would be finalized before
the May 23 result. Taking the lead in prepara-
tions to take power is N Chandrababu Naidu,
the chief minister of the southern state of

Andhra Pradesh, and formerly a BJP ally, ac-
cording to his regional Telugu Desam Party
(TDP). Naidu has been in touch with leaders of
most opposition parties, meeting some in per-
son, TDP officials said.

Modi and other BJP leaders brush off the op-
position threat. BJP President Amit Shah
goaded the opposition yesterday to name its
prime ministerial candidate, amid criticism of
Congress leader Rahul Gandhi, the scion of the
Nehru-Gandhi dynasty that has dominated
India’s politics for much of its history since in-
dependence from Britain in 1947. Congress’s
Jha, asked if Gandhi would be candidate for
prime minister, said there was “no talent deficit”
in the opposition.

Many choices
Congress was criticized for failing to strike

an election alliance with many anti-Modi re-
gional parties, some of them caste-based and
run by politicians with much more experience
than Gandhi. They include Mamata Banerjee,
the chief minister of West Bengal state, and
Mayawati, a former chief minister of Uttar
Pradesh state. Naidu has been negotiating
with both of them as well as the chief of the
Biju Janata Dal (BJD), based in the eastern
state of Odisha.

Political strategists have said that the BJD,

the fifth largest party in the 545-seat lower
house of parliament, could emerge as king-
maker. The BJD has also been wooed by
Modi, according to two sources with knowl-
edge of the matter, but the party said it would

only make a decision after the results are out.
TDP spokesman Lanka Dinakar said he was
confident the BJD would join with the oppo-
sition. “We have many choices to replace
Modi,” he said. — Reuters

I n t e r n a t i o n a l Friday, May 10, 2019

Friday16

NEW DELHI: Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi gestures as he delivers a speech during a rally ahead
of Phase VI of India’s general election in New Delhi. — AFP

Modi, BJP leaders brush off opposition threat

India’s disparate opposition senses 
growing chance to topple PM Modi

Prison riot 
leaves four dead
in Myanmar   
YANGON: Four prisoners were killed during a riot at
a northern Myanmar jail, officials said yesterday, com-
ing on the heels of an amnesty which saw more than
6,000 inmates released-including high-profile Reuters
reporters Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo. The unrest at
Sagaing region’s Shwe Bo prison began on Wednesday
evening, said chief minister Myint Naing. “They were
demanding for equal rights. They became anarchic,” he
said, adding that everything was now “under control”. 

Myint did not say how the prisoners died. Military

spokesman Zaw Min Tun said border affairs officials
were called in to “control” the situation. “We heard
there was some shooting,” he said, adding that there
were also reports of unrest in jails in Karen and Kachin
states.  The violence in Shwe Bo comes days after more
than 6,000 people were freed in the latest round of
presidential pardons-part of an annual prisoner
amnesty granted by Myanmar President Win Myint. 

According to local newspaper Eleven Media, prison
department director Min Tun Soe said the riots were
triggered over the inmate anger at not being included
in the amnesty. In total, 23,000 prisoners were released
in three rounds of pardons since April 17. The majority
of those released are usually serving time for petty
drug crimes, but Tuesday’s release included Reuters
reporters Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo, who were jailed
after reporting on the Rohingya crisis in northern
Rakhine state.  —AFP

India court 
dismisses claim
Rahul Gandhi
is secret Brit
NEW DELHI: India’s top court yesterday
threw out a petition seeking to bar Rahul
Gandhi from contesting the ongoing gen-
eral election over claims he is secretly
British. The 48-year-old scion of India’s
Nehru-Gandhi political dynasty is the main
challenger to Hindu nationalist Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi, who is seeking a sec-
ond term in office after storming to power
in 2014. Opponents of Gandhi accuse him
of lying about his nationality and allege that
he holds British citizenship, citing annual
returns filed by a now-defunct British com-
pany in which he was once a director.

India does not allow dual nationality and
only Indian citizens can contest elections.
The Supreme Court called the petition friv-
olous and an attempt to start a “roving in-
quiry” into the long-standing claims against
Gandhi. “Just because a paper notes his cit-
izenship as British, does he become a
British citizen?” a bench headed by chief
justice Ranjan Gogoi said. Gandhi, whose
mother Sonia is Italian-born and whose fa-
ther was assassinated former prime minis-

ter Rajiv Gandhi, has always denied holding
foreign citizenship.

India’s home ministry, controlled by
Modi’s government, last month shot off a
letter to Gandhi asking him to come clean
on the issue. The court’s ruling comes as in
the final days of the country’s marathon
seven-week election, in which 900 million
voters will decide the leader of the world’s
biggest democracy. The final day of voting
is on May 19 with results due four days
later. Gandhi and Modi have traded almost
daily barbs over corruption, national secu-
rity and the economy during the campaign.

At a public rally in Delhi on Wednesday,
Modi, 68, accused the Gandhi family of
using an India Navy warship as its “per-
sonal taxi” when Rahul’s father Rajiv was
the prime minister. “Rajiv Gandhi was ac-
companied by his in-laws who had come
from Italy. Question is whether the security
of the country was not compromised by
taking foreigners onboard a warship,”
Modi said. 

Rajiv was assassinated in 1991 by a
Tamil suicide bomber when Rahul was 20.
Modi last week called the former prime
minister “corrupt” while on the campaign
trail. “Your Karma awaits you. Projecting
your inner beliefs about yourself onto my
father won’t protect you. All my love and a
huge hug,” Gandhi tweeted in response.
The penultimate round of India’s election
takes place on Sunday with citizens in the
capital New Delhi among those casting
ballots. —AFPYANGON: Prison department officers arrive to enter Shwe Bo prison after a riot at the prison in Sagaing region. — AFP


