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NEW DELHI: A diminutive former tax inspector
is in the cross-hairs of Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s ruling party as it battles to take
back power in Delhi state elections tomorrow.

Arvind Kejriwal, chief minister of the sprawl-
ing capital of 20 million since 2015, is standing
for re-election-much to the chagrin of Modi’s
Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP),
which is reeling from protests and a faltering
economy. Despite being swept to a second term
in national elections last year, the BJP has not
run Delhi since 1998 and it has campaigned
heavily to try and unseat Kejriwal, who has been
giving Modi a run for his money in appealing to
the city’s poor.

Many ordinary voters see Kejriwal, 51, a co-
founder of the Common Man Party, as “one of
them”, political strategist Amitabh Tiwari told
AFP. “He symbolizes the power of the common
man-that the common man can also contest and
win elections.”  The stakes are high for the BJP
after it lost control of Maharashtra state, whose
capital is Mumbai, late last year.  Economic
growth is its slowest in six years, unemployment
is high, inflation is accelerating and India has seen
weeks of at-times violent demonstrations over a
new citizenship law.

The law, making it easier for non-Muslim
persecuted minorities to become Indian, has
stoked suspicion that Modi wants to turn offi-
cially secular India into a Hindu nation, some-
thing he denies.

A poor showing in the capital this weekend

would be another blow to the party-and galva-
nize an opposition demoralized by last year’s na-
tional election defeat.

If Kejriwal wins, he will have “shown a way of
beating Modi”, Mohan Guruswamy from the
Centre for Policy Alternatives think-tank said.
“Geographically Delhi might not be big, but po-
litically it is big. A defeat will be highly symbolic.”
Kejriwal’s popularity in Delhi’s teeming slums ri-
vals that of Modi, 69, the son of a tea-seller who
has carved out an image as a man of the people. 

“Before Kejriwal came to power, most of our
money went on electricity bills and we didn’t re-
ceive proper water supply,” said slum-dweller
and mother-of-five Salatun, who survives on the
meagre salary of her ragpicker husband. “Now,
both these problems have been solved. We hope
that... Kejriwal comes back to power. It’ll be
great for us.”

Popular heroes
Kejriwal and Modi have much in common.

Both swept away years of government by the
grand old party of Indian politics, Congress,
promising a new style free of corruption and the
Nehru-Gandhi dynasty. Their parties are mass
movements centered on their personalities, both
have been the subject of films, both have doled
out freebies to voters-and promises from both
have fallen short.

The difference though is that Modi’s politics
also carry a heavy dose of “Hindutva”-hegemony
for India’s majority Hindus-while Kejriwal’s do not,

analysts say. “The BJP is using its identity-based
appeals, political polarization to win elections,”
political scientist Neelanjan Sircar from Ashoka
University told AFP.

“The strategy is quite clear in that sense, but
it’s a very dangerous game. These are not wounds
that heal easily.” Indeed in the Delhi election cam-
paign the BJP’s tone has become ever shriller, with
some members implying Kejriwal is a “terrorist”
backing Muslim-majority arch enemy Pakistan.

The party also has sought to turn the election

into a referendum on a women’s sit-in protest
against the citizenship law that has snarled traffic
for weeks. The heightened rhetoric has sowed
doubt in the poll outcome, with analysts saying it
is not clear if voters will be drawn to the BJP’s dog
whistling.

“That is what is going to be tested,” Gu-
ruswamy said. “In the last five years... the econ-
omy has tanked and yet Prime Minister Modi has
been re-elected, so he thinks that sloganeering
will get them in.”  —AFP

Modi’s party battles to unseat 
‘common man’ in Delhi election 

Kejriwal symbolizes the ‘power of common man’

NEW DELHI: In this file photo, Aam Aadmi Party (Common Man party) leader Arvind Kejriwal (center) waves to
his supporters during a rally for the upcoming Delhi state elections in New Delhi. A diminutive former tax in-
spector is in the cross-hairs of Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s ruling party as it battles to take back
power in Delhi’s legislative elections tomorrow. —AFP

World food prices rise 
for 4th month running, 
cereal outlook up: UN
ROME: World food prices rose for the fourth month running in Jan-
uary, boosted by jumps in quotations for vegetable oils, sugar and
wheat, the United Nations food agency said yesterday.

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) food price index,
which measures monthly changes for a basket of cereals, oilseeds, dairy
products, meat and sugar, averaged 182.5 points in last month, up 0.7
percent on the previous month. FAO also predicted that cereal pro-
duction would hit a new record in 2019 and come in some 2.3 percent
higher than the 2018 crop. The FAO cereal price index climbed 2.9
percent month-on-month in January to record its highest value since
May 2018, with the prices of all major cereals rising, led by wheat.

The vegetable oil index jumped 7.0 percent last month to reach
a three-year high and the sugar price index climbed 5.5 percent,
while the dairy index was up 0.9 percent. By contrast the meat
price index fell 4.0 percent, ending 11 consecutive months of in-
creases, with the price quotations for all meat categories heading
lower, “pressured by reduced purchases, especially from China
and the Far East,” FAO said. FAO also issued a new forecast for
world cereal production, predicting a record high of 2.715 billion
tons this year. “This month’s forecast remains nearly unchanged
from December, as downward revisions made for wheat and rice
production are offset by upward adjustments for maize and bar-
ley,” FAO said. —Reuters

India’s divisive 
protests could 
help BJP in poll
NEW DELHI: Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and his party this week
face their first electoral test since deadly
anti-government protests erupted nearly
two months ago, with the divisive turmoil
likely to win them votes at polls in the
capital. Modi’s Hindu-nationalist
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) won a big-
ger majority in a general election in May,
but it has lost a string of state elections
since then.

The protests, in which at least 25 peo-
ple have been killed, erupted across the
country in mid-December, after the BJP
passed a new citizenship law critics say
violates India’s secular constitution and
discriminates against minority Muslims.
New Delhi is due to hold its elections to-
morrow with tension high after three in-
cidents of gunfire at or near protest sites
in four days. In two of the shootings, peo-
ple shouted Hindu-nationalist slogans.
Protest organizers have stepped up se-
curity as a result, and blame the BJP for
inflaming the tension. The party denies

doing so. Without a well-known leader in
the capital, analysts say the BJP has in-
tensified a policy of campaigning on
Modi’s personal appeal, rather than on
development issues.

At the same time, the protests have
highlighted the communal fault line, which
could help his party secure the Hindu vote
in the capital and elsewhere, analysts say.
“Rightly or wrongly, they are largely seen
as Muslim protesters. There is a polariza-
tion between Hindus and Muslims that
suits the BJP,” said Harsh Pant, a fellow at
New Delhi-based think-tank the Observer
Research Foundation. The BJP’s main chal-
lenger tomorrow will be the liberal Aam
Aadmi Party, led by the city’s chief minis-
ter, Arvind Kejriwal.

It has focused on its work over the last
five years, such as fixing state-run schools
and healthcare in the city of more than 16
million people. The BJP, however, has
highlighted the work of Modi’s federal
government since its re-election last May,
in particular changes that have appealed
to the party’s Hindu base such as reforms
in the disputed Kashmir region and a
court ruling, backed by the government,
clearing the way for the construction of a
Hindu temple on a long-disputed site in
northern India. “What they seem to be
doing is fighting state elections on Modi’s
popularity,” Pant said. Other issues, such
as Delhi’s woeful air pollution, have not

figured prominently in the election al-
though all main contenders promise to
tackle it. 

Pleasing Pakistan?
In Shaheen Bagh, a working-class,

majority-Muslim area of southeast Delhi,
protesters have blocked a major road for
months, demanding the repeal of the cit-
izenship law. In neighborhood meetings,
election rallies and road shows snaking
through narrow streets, BJP workers and
leaders have focused on the site, at-
tempting to discredit the protesters and
sometimes going as far as to accuse them
of being aligned with Muslim-majority
arch-rival Pakistan.

Polling data for Delhi shows the BJP
narrowing the gap with - but still trailing
- the Aam Aadmi Party over the past
week. BJP leaders have called Kejriwal a
“terrorist”, and accused protesters of
being rapists. “Pakistan will be pleased if
you vote for Kejriwal,” a leader of the
BJP’s women’s wing, Sukhpreet Kaur, told
an election gathering of about 100
women in the working-class Delhi neigh-
borhood of Mayapuri on Tuesday. Yogi
Adityanath, a firebrand Hindu monk and
BJP chief minister of India’s most popu-
lous state, Uttar Pradesh, which flanks
Delhi in the east, mentioned Pakistan
eight times in 48 seconds in a speech in
Delhi this week. —Reuters


