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They hail from vastly different backgrounds - Donald
Trump is the son of a property tycoon while
Narendra Modi is a descendant of a poor tea-seller.

Yet the two teetotalers, loved by rightwing nationalists in
their home countries, share striking similarities that have
seen them forge a close personal bond, analysts say. Ahead
of the American leader’s first official visit to India, which
began in Modi’s home state of Gujarat yesterday, the
world’s biggest democracy has gone out of its way to
showcase the chemistry between them.

In Gujarat’s capital Ahmedabad, large billboards with
the words “two dynamic personalities, one momentous
occasion” and “two strong nations, one great friendship”
have gone up across the city. “There’s a lot that Trump
and Modi share in common, and not surprisingly these
convergences have translated into a warm chemistry
between the two,” Michael Kugelman of the
Washington-based Wilson Center told AFP. “Personality
politics are a major part of international diplomacy
today. The idea of closed-door dialogue between top
leaders has often taken a backseat to very public and
spectacle-laden summitry.”

Since assuming the top political office in their respec-
tive countries - Modi in 2014 and Trump in 2017 -the two
men have been regularly compared to each other. Trump,
73, and Modi, 69, both command crowds of adoring flag-
waving supporters at rallies. A virtual cult of personality
has emerged around them, with their faces and names at
the centre of their political parties’ campaigns.

Nationalist, protectionist 
A focus of Trump’s administration has been his crack-

down on migrants, including a travel ban that affects sever-
al Muslim-majority nations, among others, while critics
charge that Modi has sought to differentiate Muslims from
other immigrants through a contentious citizenship law
that has sparked protests. Both promote their countries’
nationalist and trade protectionist movements - Trump
with his “America First” clarion call and Modi with his
“Make in India” mantra.

And while they head the world’s largest democracies,
critics have described the pair as part of a global club of
strongmen that includes Russia’s Vladimir Putin and
Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro. “There are many qualities that
Trump and Modi share - a love for political grandstanding
and an unshakable conviction that they can achieve the
best solutions or deals,” former Indian diplomat Rakesh
Sood told AFP.

Modi and Trump have sought to use their friendship to
forge closer bonds between the two nations, even as they
grapple with ongoing tensions over trade and defense.
Despite sharing many similarities in style and substance,
analysts say there are some notable differences between
the pair. Modi is an insider who rose through the ranks of
the Bharatiya Janata Party after starting out as a cadre in
the militaristic hardline Hindu group Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh.

Trump is a businessman and a political outsider who
has in some sense taken over the Republican Party. “Modi

is a more conventional leader than is Trump in that he has-
n’t sought to revolutionize the office he holds in the way
that Trump has,” said Kugelman, a longtime observer of
South Asian politics. He added that genuine personal con-
nections between leaders of both countries have helped to
grow the partnership. “George Bush and Manmohan Singh,
Barack Obama and Singh, Obama and Modi, now Modi
and Trump - there has been a strong chemistry in all these
pairings that has clearly helped the relationship move for-
ward,” he added.

Trump has also stood by the Indian leader during con-
troversial decisions, including his revocation of autonomy
for Muslim-majority Kashmir and his order for jets to
enter Pakistani territory following a suicide bombing.
Analysts said the leaders would use the visit to bolster
their image with voters. A mega “Namaste Trump” rally in
Ahmedabad yesterday will be modelled after the “Howdy,
Modi” Houston extravaganza last year when the Indian
leader visited the US and the two leaders appeared
before tens of thousands of Indian-Americans at a foot-
ball stadium.

“The success of this visit... will have a positive impact
on his (Trump’s) re-election campaign and the people of
Indian origin who are voters in the US - a majority of them
are from Gujarat,” former Indian diplomat Surendra Kumar
told AFP. “On the Indian side, the fact that Prime Minister
Modi... (shares) such warmth, bonhomie and informality
with the most powerful man on Earth adds to his stature...
as well as with hardcore supporters.” — AFP 

Tycoon and tea-seller’s son forge bonhomie 

Sanders is not a 
friend of Wall St, 
but has fans there 

Democratic presidential frontrunner Bernie Sanders
likes to take aim at Wall Street and everything it
represents - big money, big power. But even in the

world of New York finance, he has supporters. The self-
described “democratic socialist” is riding high in the polls
- the latest national average offered by RealClearPolitics
puts him a full 10 points in front of former vice president
Joe Biden at 27.8 percent. And some pundits are saying
that if the 78-year-old senator from Vermont continues
to do well, he might have an insurmountable lead in terms
of delegates by Super Tuesday on March 3. 

That would give him the right to take on Republican
incumbent Donald Trump in November. Sanders’ plans to
hike taxes on the wealthy and tighten government con-
trols of the banking and finance sectors have certainly
spooked New York’s finance leaders. Former Goldman
Sachs chief Lloyd Blankfein has said Sanders is “as polar-

izing as Trump,” and billionaire hedge fund manager Leon
Cooperman has called Sanders a “communist” who poses
a bigger threat to the markets than the deadly new coron-
avirus epidemic. But others in the finance industry have
welcomed the possibility of a Sanders presidency with
enthusiasm. “I’m not Lloyd Blankfein - I work in a family
owned business, I’m a small business guy. I see the health
insurance bill every month,” said Wade Black, a founding
member of Scarsdale Equities, an investment group.

Political diversity on Wall Street 
The 45-year-old Black - who spoke to AFP at his

office in Rockefeller Center in the heart of Manhattan - is
a card-carrying Democrat who says he has moved far-
ther left with age. And he believes that Wall Street is not
as conservative as political legend would have it. “A lot of
people who work on Wall Street are just salaried -
they’re not overcompensated hedge fund managers.
There are clerks and admin people,” Black said. “I’d be
shocked if they didn’t reflect somewhat of the diversity of
the political opinion that America has.”

That opinion is shared by Dan Alpert, a 61-year-old co-
founder of the New York investment bank Westwood
Capital. “Wall Street has become younger. You don’t know
what the young people are really thinking because they
can’t talk - they’re muzzled,” Alpert said. “And those peo-

ple who are left who are older are generally in the C suite
or near C suite level and just humming the party line.”

Alpert thinks that income inequality in America has
helped Sanders’ underlying campaign platform to res-
onate, even in the world of finance. There are no polls
that would indicate the percentage of those in banking
and finance who support Sanders. But according to the
Center for Responsive Politics, which tracks donations
made by individuals and political action committees of
$200 or more, Sanders has received $1.7 million from the
finance, insurance and real estate sectors since he
launched his 2020 campaign.  Out of a total of $108 mil-
lion, it’s not an insignificant amount, though it pales in
comparison to the $4.4 million raised from the sectors by
Indiana moderate Pete Buttigieg, or the $4.1 million raked
in by Biden. Trump has taken in $2.7 million from the same
sectors. However, Sanders has taken in virtually nothing
from hedge funds, private investment groups or venture
capital funds - he brags that most of his campaign is
funded by small-time individual donors. Black says he
sent about $400 to the Sanders campaign, and did it
when he felt the senator was unfairly attacked. While
Sanders regularly criticizes Wall Street and the world of
high finance, bemoaning the whims of the “one percent”
and championing the other 99 percent of Americans, his
backers in the sector don’t feel targeted. — AFP

With Podemos tamed, 
Spain’s new coalition 
is happy - for now

Just last year, Spain’s struggling prime minister said he
would not be able to sleep at night had he made a
pact with the hard left Unidas Podemos party to

secure power. Now, Pedro Sanchez’ new best friends are
the once-radical movement, born out of anti-austerity
“indignados” protests, who have enabled him to retain
the premiership and joined him since January in Spain’s
first coalition government in decades. Once avowedly
anti-establishment Podemos leaders stood in the front
row to applaud the King of Spain in parliament this
month and sit down weekly with members of Sanchez’s
Socialist Party at meetings nicknamed “matins” for morn-
ing prayers.

“We are living a sweet moment,” one Socialist leader
told Reuters, acknowledging surprise at the harmony,
albeit still in early honeymoon stage, between the erst-
while rivals. After years of political instability and repeat-
ed elections in Spain, the coalition’s early optics and con-
crete policy progress have soothed worries around the
European Union and in the financial community of the
bloc’s fourth largest economy.

But the partners do not agree on everything, coalition
sources stressed. So without a parliamentary majority,
their so-called “pact of the hug” could be strained in
looming negotiations with Catalan separatists and con-
servative opposition parties whose cooperation is needed
for reforms.

First test passed
Some fear the unlikely coalition could eventually

unravel, as happened recently in Italy. For now, though,
and despite a history of personal animosity between
Sanchez and Podemos leader Pablo Iglesias - who previ-
ously avoided eye contact and seldom talked - there have
been no rows and the junior coalition member is toeing
the line. That enabled them to pass their first major test
earlier this month, agreeing on a multi-year fiscal frame-
work that envisages a reduction of the deficit and debt.

“Unidas Podemos wants to launch measures that
involve a lot of spending, and it is true that it’s going to
be difficult because of budgetary restrictions,” a
Podemos member of government told Reuters. “But we
have accepted that the broad figures that have been put
forward are the right ones.” Embryonic tensions on
issues from immigration to sexual crimes reform have
been swiftly quelled by Iglesias, whose past criticism of
the Socialists has given way to reassurances. “In Spain,
there is going to be a united and firm government,” he
said last week.

Sources on both sides described a tight-knit commu-
nication system and regular meetings to deter in-fighting.
Chief of staff Ivan Redondo and Unidas Podemos com-
munications director Juanma del Olmo have been pivotal
to that, the sources say, while former Socialist premier
Jose Luis Zapatero is also providing Iglesias with advice.
While last year Iglesias complained Sanchez would not
even call him on his mobile, now the deputy prime minis-
ter lunches one-on-one with him every two weeks at his
boss’s residence, sources close to Sanchez said.

The early Monday morning “matins” meetings
between senior members of both parties set the agenda
for the week and iron out disagreements, officials said.
And at a government retreat in the countryside, the cabi-
net shared a cake for a Unidas Podemos minister’s birth-
day, one participant said. The party that once voiced the
anger of the streets over the financial crisis is clear about
its turn towards mainstream. “If to raise the minimum
wage or to make a comprehensive law to protect the sex-
ual freedom of all people we have to applaud the head of
state, obviously we are going to do it without any
doubts,” said Irene Montero, a Podemos minister. Just a
year earlier, the same Podemos lawmakers, then in oppo-
sition, had pointedly stayed seated as the king spoke.

Catalan challenge
“It is good to have them in government rather than

exerting pressure from the outside,” a top Spanish banker
told Reuters. A senior EU source said the bloc’s institu-
tions were also relieved. “We want Spain to have a gov-
ernment, any government,” the source said, referring to
the destabilizing string of four parliamentary elections in
four years. How long the harmony can last may depend on
restive Catalonia. Separatist party Esquerra Republicana
de Catalunya (ERC) is already conditioning its approval
for the budget on talks to address the region’s independ-
ence drive.

Podemos was traditionally more open to separatists’
demands than the Socialists - in particular accepting the
idea of a referendum - but have now said they will stand
behind Sanchez who opposes that. The government also
needs the support of the conservative People’s Party to
make senior appointments in major institutions like the
Constitutional Court, which will not be easy. Broad sup-
port is also required for labor and pension reforms. “For
now we can talk about positive surprises,” said a Socialist
source close to Sanchez. “But difficult times may lie ahead
in the coming months.” — Reuters 

US President Donald Trump and First Lady Melania Trump listen to India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi as they sit next to a charkha, or spinning wheel, during their visit at Gandhi Ashram in
Ahmedabad yesterday. — AFP 

How Indian state’s 
three-capital plan 
could spur growth

Aproposal by the southern Indian state of Andhra
Pradesh to have three capitals rather than one
could be a model for more equal development and

help release pressure from the country’s overcrowded
cities, say planning experts. Last month, the government of
Andhra Pradesh passed the Decentralization and Equal
Development of All Regions Bill to pave the way for three
cities to be the executive, judicial and legislative centres,
rather than build a new capital city.

Having three capitals is an anomaly in India, where state
capitals have long been centres of power, drawing the bulk
of investment and infrastructure building, and becoming
magnets for thousands of migrants from the villages every
day seeking jobs. But with increasingly crowded cities and
lopsided economic growth in many states, decentralization
is desperately needed, said Bhanu Joshi, a former member
of a committee that studied the feasibility of the multi-
capital plan. 

“Indian states focus on putting all their capital into just
one big city instead of giving a boost to decentralized
development, where more cities are adequately empow-
ered and sustained to allow for balanced development,” he
said. “Andhra Pradesh is endowed with different types of
natural resources - a policy of balanced regional develop-

ment is the only way forward,” Joshi, a political scientist,
told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.

Andhra Pradesh was split in two in 2014 after a
decades-long movement for a separate state, with
Telangana hived off the northwestern part in June 2014.
Andhra Pradesh’s capital, Hyderabad, became the capital
of Telangana, but will also remain capital of Andhra
Pradesh for a period of up to 10 years so the state can
establish its own capital. Andhra Pradesh’s former chief
minister N. Chandrababu Naidu, who is credited with
transforming Hyderabad into a thriving technology hub,
decided to build a new capital, Amaravati, touted as a
“smart city” with environment-friendly features.

But the plan was beset by protests of farmers unwilling
to give up land, and warnings of the ecological impact and
potential for flooding from building close to the river. A
new government led by Chief Minister Y S Jagan Mohan
Reddy, who took office last May, commissioned studies
into the feasibility of a multi-capital plan, then scrapped
the Amaravati project based on their recommendations.

Amaravati - where some administrative buildings have
been built - is to be the state’s legislative capital, with the
coastal city of Visakhapatnam becoming the executive
capital and Kurnool the judicial capital, Reddy said. “We
do not want to develop one area utilising all our available
financial resources while other areas suffer due to lack of
funds,” he told reporters.

Crowded capitals
Several countries, from Brazil to Myanmar, have tried to

decongest their crowded capitals by moving or building
new ones, but with mixed success. Bolivia, Chile, Malaysia
and the Netherlands are among countries with two capi-

tals each, while South Africa - cited by Reddy as a model -
has long had three capitals. In India, some states had sum-
mer and winter capitals during the British colonial era. A
few states, in recent decades, have invested in developing
smaller cities as manufacturing, academic or tourism hubs
to create jobs and address sharp regional imbalances.

India has five megacities with populations of more than
10 million each, and is forecast to have two more by 2030,
according to the United Nations. Each of these cities -
including Mumbai, Delhi and Kolkata - suffers from lack of
adequate public transport and affordable housing, along
with increasing congestion and pollution. While big cities
create wealth and generate employment, they also drive
climate change impacts, and worsen inequality and exclu-
sion, said the UN. — Reuters

Auto rickshaws sit in a traffic jam in the old city in central
Hyderabad in the southern state of Andhra Pradesh in this
March 6, 2012 file photo. — Reuters 


