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USAID: Cong., BJP take swipe at each other

Opposition party cites Finance Ministry report to say none of the seven USAID projects being implemented is related to voter turnout, while ruling

party says the former is trying to deflect blame, adds that India’s governance will not be dictated by foreign agents masquerading as benefactors

!Q As stated in the Finance
Ministry’s annual report
or 2023-24, USAID is currently

implémenting seven projects in
collaboration with the

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

he Bharatiya Janata
l Party on Monday
again targeted the

Congress over the United
States Agency for Interna-
tional Development
(USAID) funding issue, say-
ing the party and its “eco-
system” were “desperate”
to deflect blame.

The Congress, however,
said the USAID was cur-
rently implementing seven
projects in collaboration
with the Union govern-
ment, and none were relat-
ed to voter turnout, as per
a report from the Finance
Ministry.

The BJP’s Information
Technology Cell head,
Amit Malviya, posted on X:

Government ofF India,.
oy Notasingle of these
A projects has w do
_ with voter turnout

JAIRAM R/

“The desperation of the
Congress and its ecosys-
tem of journalists and in-
fluencers to deflect from
the controversial USAID
funding — routed through
various George Soros-
linked fronts and a laby-
rinth of NGO structures to
meddle with India’s electo-

@

AMIT MALVIYA
BIP IT cell head

The USAID projects in
question are official govt.-
to-govt. partnerships, transparently
executed as Externally Aided
Projects. The Centre
simply channels these
funds to States... which is
well within the framework
of cooperative federalism

ral process — is a dead gi-
veaway. It is now obvious
who the beneficiaries are.”

Mr. Malviya’s statement
came in response to a post
by Congress general secre-
tary (communications) Jai-
ram Ramesh.

Mr. Ramesh said: “None
other than the Union Fi-

nance Ministry has tho-
roughly exposed the lies of
the PM and his jhoot bri-
gade, including his dapper
External Affairs Minister.
As stated in the Finance
Ministry’s annual report
for 2023-24, USAID is cur-
rently implementing seven
projects in collaboration

with the Government of In-
dia, with a combined bud-
get of approximately $750
million. Not a single of
these projects has to do
with voter turnout. ALL of
them are with and through
the Union Government.”

‘Official partnerships’
Replying to his remarks,
the BJP leader said: “...let
us be clear —the USAID
projects in question'are of-
ficial government-to-go-
vernment partnerships,
transparently executed as
Externally Aided Projects
(EAPs). The Centre simply
channels these funds to
States for development,
which is well within the
framework of cooperative
federalism.”

He said: “In fact, the ve-

ry projects cited in the Fi-
nance Ministry’s 2023-24
report (uploaded in July
2024) trace their origins
back to 2010-11. This isn’t
new — even the 2014-15 re-
port confirms the same.
The question is: why is the
Congress defending covert
interference by foreign do-
nors and organisations
linked to George Soros,
which seek to destabilise
our democracy under the
guise of philanthropy? In-
dia’s sovereignty is not up
for sale.”

“Let us drop the selec-
tive amnesia and political
theatrics. Facts matter. In-
dia’s governance will not
be dictated by foreign
agents masquerading as
benefactors,” Mr. Malviya
said.



Chronicle

25 FEBRUARY 2025

~ Tofight BJP, win _eleétions,
Cong must get act together

he roller-coaster ride the Congress has been having with respect to
I I lelectitm results over the past year appears to have triggered certain

out-of-the-box thoughts within the party, if the reports of the new
mechanisms the party is contemplating setting up are true. It is for the
party to decide if it were to follow up on them seriously or to just air great
ideas and then go back to business as usual.

The latest is the suggestion fo set up an election management committee
which will be responsible for all aspects of fighting polls — from ticket dis-
tribution to election campaign management to deciding where and how
alliances can be made. The party has at present a slew of panels such as
manifesio committee, screening committee, central election committee
and alliance committee with little coordination and often with overlapping

- roles. It may be remembered that there has been criticism against the
party leadership for torpedoing its own interests in the Haryana Assembly
election while it was caught napping when the saffron alliance was mak-
ing steady proeress in propitiating the voters even while ensuring that the
voters list had all the names from its side in Maharashira.

The Congress had cut a sorry figure levelling unsubstantiated allegations
against the ECI after the Haryana and Maharashtra elections. While it
alleged irregularities in the counting process in Haryana, it raised gques-
tions about the last hour rush and increased in the number of votes in a
short span of time. The allegations were serious but the party has not yet
come up with convincing evidence to put the poll bedy under the cloud of
suspicion. On the contrary, it lent credence to its critics who equate the
Congress to .a bad workman who blames his tools. X

The party had earlier this month set up an eight-member Empowered
Action Group of Leaders and Experts, or Eagle, to “monitor the conduct of
free and fair elections by the Election Commission of India”. The body was
supposed to keep a bird’s eye view on the doings of the Election
Commission of India, which the party believes plays a partisan role. A cen-
tralised unit with a command and control system which can take dynamic
decisions based on the feedback from within the party and from outside
could do well for the party. .

While setting up new panels with respansibilities is one way of address-
ing the issues the party is facing on the poll front, it must realise that the
formation of fancy committees is no mateh for its opponents whose politi-
cal and election management mechanisms work 24/7 all 365 days a year.
The BJP has a politics and has the organisational mechanism to reach it to
its zestful cadre who communicate to the last man and try and bring him
to its side. The Congress still has grassroots workers who almost take the
party to the last lap with a winnable momentum but return disappointed
as the leadership fails o carry the baton forward and touch the finishing
line ahead of its opponents. g ’

It’s time the Congress got its acts together politically and electorally. It .
can take a leaf or two out of its principal opponent’s books on organisa-
tional effectiveness. Chest-beating after every election defeat is not the
best thing a political party can do; devising ways to win them is.
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# No project linked to voter turnout: Jairam

Cong: BJP’s jhooth brigade’
exposed by finance ministry

DC CORRESPONDENT
NEW DELHI, FEB. 24

The Congress on Monday
accused the Centre of mis-
leading the public about
Us Agency for
International Develop-
ment (USAID) funding to
India. Citing the Union
finance ministry’s latest
report,. the Congress
claimed that the Union
finance minisiry has
“thoroughly exposed” the
BJP’s “lies” with its annu-
al report for 2023-24 stat-
ing that the US agency is
currently implementing
seven projects in collabo-
ration with the
Government of India and
none of them has any-
thing fo do with voter
turnout.

Congress general secre-
tary in-charge communi-
cations Jairam Ramesh
said, “None other than the
Union finance minisiry
has thoroughly exposed
the lies of the PM and his
Jjhoot brigade, including
his dapper external
affairs minister”

CONTROVERSY
ERUPTED earlier this
month after the Elon
Musk-led DOGE claimed
that it had cancelled a
$21 million grant to
India to boost ‘voter
furnout’

As stated in the finance
ministry’s annual report
for 2023-24, USAID is cur-
rently implementing
seven projects in collabo-
ration with the
Government of India,

“with a combined budget of

approximately $750 mil-
lion, he said ina post on X.

“Not a single of these
projects has to do with
voter turnout. All of them
are with and through the
Union government,” Mr
Ramesh said.

For the financial year
2023-24, an obligation of a
total of $97 million (about
825 crore) has been made
by the US Agency for
International
Development  (USAID)
urider the seven projects,
the ministry report said.

The department of eco-
nomic affairs under the
finance ministry, which is
the nodal department for
bilateral funding arrange-
ments, has also shared the
details of projects funded
in 2023-24 in the report.

During the year, no fund-
ing was made for enhanc-
ing voter turnout but to
projects related to agricul-
ture and food security pro-
gramme; water, sanitation
and hygiene (WASH);
renewable energy; disas-
ter management and
health. 2

Political controversy
erupted in the country
earlier this month after
the Elon Musk-led DOGE
(department of govern-
ment efficiency) claimed
that it had cancelled a $21
million. grant fo India to
boost “voter turnout”.

US President Donald
Trump also repeatedly
claimed that USAID under
the previous administra-
tion led by Joe Biden allo-
cated $21 million in fund-
ing to India for ‘voter
turnout’.
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New CEC to chair meet on
modern poll management

Times News NETWORK

New Delhi: The Election
Commission is set to reflect
on issues related to modern

=< election man-

“W agement, in-
| cludinganen-
abling IT ar-
8 chitecture
5 v and enhance-
Pl e mentof itsso-
cial media outreach, ata con-
farence with chief electoral
officers (CEOs) of all states
and UTs here from March 4-5.
This isthefirstevent tobe
chaired by newly appointed
chief election commissioner
Gyanesh Kumar. In a first,
the EC has instructed every
CEO to nominate a district
alection officer and an electo-
ral registration officer to par-
ticipate in the conference.
“Ag statutory authorities,
CEOs, DEOs and EROs are im-

portant functionaries at the
state, district and assembly
constituency levels,” the EC
said ina statementon Monday

To be held at the India In-
ternational Institute of De-
mocracy & Election Manage-
ment, the two-day conference
will serve as a platform for
election officials of states
and UTs for brainstorming
and learning from each oth-
er'sexperiences.

The first day of the confer-
ence will witness discussions
on key areas of modern elec-
tion management, including
IT architecture, effective com-
munication, enhancing so-
cial media outreach and stat-
utory role of different func-
tionaries in theelectoral proc-
esses. On the second day
CEOs of states and UTs will
present their respective ac-
tion plan on thematic discus-
sionsfromDay L
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Ballot Points

Poll results in Western countries hold lessons for
politicians everywhere, including India

erman voters didn’t surprise in Sunday’s election. Since no
Gparty has a clear majority, long coalition talks lie ahead, but

far-right AfD will remain out of govteven though it hasover
a fifth of the vote, exactly double its 2021 share. When the far-right
or a Trump-like leader surges, it means voters are hurting. And
Germany’s economic troubles are well-known. After shrinking
for two straight years, the economy is back at its 2019 level. Low
unemployment and moderate fiscal deficit are virtues ordinarily,
but not when voters wake up feeling poorer every day. And voter
pessimism certainly isn’t conducive to re-election — ask Kamala
Harrisand Rishi Sunak.

Sunak called an early election counting on British economy’s
unexpected growth last year. Inflation was cooling finally, so were
interest rates. But as far as voters were concerned, prices were
about 20% too high and their EMIs had ballooned. A survey found

" only one in five Britons thought the economy
was in good shape. The same popular mood
ousted Democrats in US. Before the Nov
election, about half of US voters said they
were worse off than theyhad beenat theend
of Trump’s first term, even though inflation
had slumped from 9% in 2022 to around 2%
by latelast year. China, despite its one-party
dictatorship, is also worried about public
mood. A survey by Harvard-Stanford
| academics in 2023 showed less than 30% of

S = Chinese felt they were better off than they
had been five years earlier — a huge fall from 75% in 2014. China’s
trying everything to fire up the economy, with sub-5% growth
predicted for 2025 and 2026.

It’s time Indian leaders also paid heed to the publicmood. Their
increasing reliance on doles and direct benefit transfers to win
polls is bad economics, even if it wins polls in the short-term.
As state after state, from Himachal to Punjab, Maharashtra and
Karnataka, has realised, delivering freebies — whatever form it
takes — and generous cash handouts is hard to maintain. Maha-
rashira’s 50% fare concession to women and senior citizens, for
instance, is costing the state transport corporation 3cr a day.
Besides, doles don't address voters’ need to feel better off over a
longerperiod of time. A cash transfer generatesa small amount of
feel-good. It doesn’t buy economic security. Only rapid economic
growth plus good jobs can deliver that.
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‘BJP, Cong trade charges

over finance ministry’s
report on USAID funds

BREEFIA RMIRi@Neweth "

REFERRING to the Union fi-
nance ministry annual report
on USAID-funded projects in
India, Congress on Monday
claimed it has thoroughly ex-
posed the government’s “false-
hoods.” In response, the BJP
accused the opposition party of
defending “covert interfer-
ence” by foreign donors at-
tempting to destabilise India.
Amid the raging political
row over the USAID’s al-
leged role in influene-
ing Indian elections,
the latest annual report
“of the finance ministry
has disclosed that the
agency funded seven
projects worth USD 750 mil-
lion in 2023-24 in partnership
with the Government of India.
Congress general secretary
(communications) Jairam
Ramesh posted on X: “None
other than the Union finance
ministry has thoroughly ex-
posed the lies of the PM and his
‘jhoot’ brigade, including the
External Affairs Minister.”
As stated in the finance min-
istry’s annual report for 2023-
24, USAID is currently imple-

menting seven projects in
collaboration with the govern-
ment of India, with a combined
budget of approximately USD
750 million, he said. “Not one of
these projects has to do with
voter turnout. All of them are
with and through the Union
government,” Ramesh said.

BJP IT department head
Amit Malviya hit back, saying
the desperation of the Congress
and its ecosystem to deflect

from the controversial US-
ATD funds routed through
various “George Soros-

linked fronts and a lab-
yrinth of NGO to med-
die with India’s
electoral process is a
dead giveaway”. It is now
obvious who the beneficiar-
ies are, Malviya said on X.

He said the USAID projects
in question are official govern-
ment-to-government partner-
ships, transparently executed
as Externally Aided Projecis.

The Centre simply channels
these funds to states for devel-
opment, which is well within
the framework of cooperative
federalism, he said, adding, the
projects cited in the report date
back to 2010-11.
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ONOE panel meet today,
stormy session expected

Former CJI & ex-chief of law panel among 4 to depose before JPC

Al G

FORMER Chief Justice of In-
dia UU Lalit and former chair-
person of Law Commission
Ritu Raj Awasthi are among
four legal experts to depose on
Tuesday before the Joint Par-
liamentary Committee (JPC)
scrutinising the One Nation
One Election (ONOE) Bill.

“The Joint Committee on the
Constitution (One Hundred and
Twenty-Ninth Amendment)
Bill, 2024 and the Union Territo-
ries Laws (Amendment) Bill,
2024, will interact with legal ex-
perts,” an official notice said.

The other two witnesses are
Niten Chandra, secretary of a
high-level committee led by
former President Ramnath Ko-
vind, and former Congress MP
E M Sudarsana Natchiappan.
As chairman of the Standing
Committee on Personnel, Pub-
lic Grievances, Law and Jus-
tice, the latter submitted a re-
port on ‘Feasibility of Holding
Simultaneous Elections’ fa-
vouring simultaneous polls.

The 39-member JPC headed
by former Union Minister P P
Chaudhary was mandated to
scrutinise the two bills intro-
duced during the Monsoon ses-
sion of Parliament.

The panel has convened two
meetings so far, and the third
meeting is expected fo see fire-
works as, for the first time, le-
gal experts are deposing before
it. Ppposition parties have op-

L= L0

Ramnath Kovind chairs a meeting of the high-level committe= on ONOE | Fiz prote

posed the Bill, alleging it is ‘an-
ti-federal’ and against the basic
structure of the Constitution.
The government, however, says
that synchronising electoral
timelines will help meet logisti-
cal challenges, reduce costs,
and minimise disruptions
caused by frequent elections.

The panel’s first meeting wit-
nessed a strong exchange of
opinions between Opposition
and BJP MPs on the proposed
legislation, with several oppo-
sition MPs guestioning the
claim that simultaneous Lok
Sabha and assembly polls will
cut expenditure.

While Niten Chandra, secre-
tary of the high-level commit-
tee, is expected to defend its
proposals on conducting simul-
taneous polls across the coun-
try, the Opposition is all set to
present its arguments aggres-
sively, said a source familiar

with the meeting.

To synchronise the terms of
the Lok Sabha and state assem-
blies, the Kovind panel has pro-
posed the insertion of Article
824 into the Constitution.

It says that the new govern-
ment, which takes charge after
the Lok Sabha election, should
set an “appointed date” to effect
the constitutional changes. All
the state Assemblies formed af-
ter the ‘appointed date” would
have their terms expire with
the Lok Sabha.

Justice Ritu Raj Awasthi,
who led the 22nd Law Commis-
sion, submitted its report on
simultaneous polls to the Un-
ion Law Ministry last March,
recommending synchronising
the terms of state Assemblies
in “two phases” in the next five
years so that the first simulta-
neous elections could be held in
May-June 2029.
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EC’s 2-day
meet {0
dehate issues

NEW DELHE: The Election
Commission is holding a
two-day conference early
next month with its chief
electoral officers to
brainstorm on various
issues, including modern
poll management.

The conference to be held on
Mareh 4 and 5 is the first such
gathering of poll officials to be
held since Gyanesh Kumar as-
sumed charge as the CEC.

In a first, the chief electoral
officers (CEOs) have been in-
structed to nominate a district
olection officer (DEO) and an
olectoral registration officer
(ERO) to take part in the con-
farence. As statutory authori-
ties, the CEQs, DEOs and EROs
are important functionaries at
+he state, district and assembly
constituency level.

Day one of the cenference
will have discussions on ksy
areas of modern election man-
agement, including IT archi-
tacture, effective communica-
tion, enhaneing social media
ouireach and statutory role of
different functionaries in the
olectoral processes. On day
two, the CEOs will present
their respective action plan on
thematic discussions of the
previous day, the EC said.
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