Gram Panchayat Hakkotaya Andolana
2010 Gram Panchayat Elections Campaign
Chronology and Implied Impacts

1. Introduction
Notwithstanding Karnataka’s strong record in empowerment of Panchayats, it has a terrible record of postponement of elections to Panchayats repeatedly. It is the only State in the country to have postponed elections to the Panchayats three times after the enactment of the 73rd Amendment to the Constitution. 

In 1991, (before the constitutional amendment), the then government appointed Deputy Commssioners (DC) as administrators of the Zilla Panchayats (ZP) under the 1983 Karnataka Panchayati Raj Act, and elections were postponed until 1994. In 1999, government again postponed the elections and appointed administrators. In 2005 January, the State Government attempted to put pressure on the State Election Commissioner (SEC) Mr. Hegde, to postpone Gram Panchayat elections. At this point, in the backdrop of support from the Union Panchayat Raj Ministry, the State Election Commissioner also took a courageous stand and on his own, defying the State government’s pressure, issued the notification for the elections and conducted them in time (March 2005).
 

2. Delay in 2010 Gram Panchayat Elections:
Resisting this Centralisation Ploy
Most recently, a trend alarmingly similar to the postponement of earlier elections began to unfold in the beginning of 2010. There had been an ominous silence from the State Election Commission regarding the Grama Panchayat (GP) elections that should have taken place no later than 1st week of April, since the tenure of the majority of Panchayats expired in the end of March. Technically, the State Election Commission should have issued notice no later than the 31st of January to provide for the mandatory 60 day notice period. This is as per the 73rd Amendment of the Constitution, 234E, 3) An election to constitute a Panchayat shall be completed a) before the expiry of its duration specified in the clause 1[1], b) before the expiration of a period of six months from the date of its dissolution.  

Bringing notice to the delay in elections

The SEC’s intentions at postponement became very evident in the fact that in reply to an RTI filed by a GP member, he refused to reveal the date on which he intended to conduct the elections. As a response to this continuing silence, the Gram Panchayat Hakkottaya Andolana began a process demanding that the election process to Gram Panchayats should be commenced with immediate effect. 
In this connection, letters were sent to the SEC, strongly urging him to not succumb to any moves by the legislators to subvert the process of democratic decentralisation for short-term benefits or vested interests. Not holding the election is a violation of the Constitution and a dereliction of the SEC’s duty. 

In separate letters to the Chief Minister, the Ministers and legislators, the Andolana argued that despite a statement by the RDPR Minister to the contrary
, the delay indicates yet another move curtail the powers devolved to GP. The lacuna created by the absence of duly elected GPs will hinder the utilisation of funds and the selection of beneficiaries for the innumerable government schemes. The Andolana feared that to ostensibly fill this gap, the Government would constitute “any Committee or authority of the Government in this behalf”, handing these powers and rights of the Gram Panchayats to Legislators. The Andolana demanded that the Government ensure that elections will be held without further delay by providing all assistance and information required by the Election Commission to conduct this process.  

Letters were sent to different organisations in the network of the Andolana as well as to all media houses and the press. 

Strengthening the demand to hold elections

Andolana members met with the SEC and with the Secretary to the SEC. The SEC assured us that he was doing everything in his powers to conduct elections to the Gram Panchayats in Karnataka and that planned to hold the elections between mid-March and mid-April. The SEC further stated that he had written to the Chief Secretary regarding the conducting of the elections and a series of meetings have been planned in the state machinery to conduct the elections. These meetings different regions of the State to assess the availability of will be completed by 24th of March and the Commission assured us that we could expect an announcement regarding the GP Elections before March 15th, 2010. He however, concluded by saying that the ground work was being done and that he was trying his best to conduct the elections as per schedule.

The Assistant Commissioner was less assuring, saying that all the Deputy Commissioners (DC) are prepared for the GP elections and that the Commission believes that they have the administrative mechanisms to conduct the elections. He shared that all the districts are almost in the final stages of preparation of voters’ list.
The Andolana also considered filing a writ petition in this regard and began to lay the groundwork for preparation of this legal angle to the resistance. 
3. Appointment of Administrators to Grama Panchayats:

Contesting this Move to Increase State Control

In the midst of these un-Constitutional delays and the Andolana’s mounting resistance, the State Government under pressure from the Karnataka High Court announced the BBMP elections on 28th March. Welcome as this news was, it would undoubtedly impact the already delayed GP elections, and the Andolana anticipated fresh moves at centralisation from the State.
State-wide convention of the Andolana

On the 23rd of March, the Andolana met in Kundapur to discuss the current situation in the State and develop a strategy. As a whole, the Andolana condemned the delay in the elections, and resolved to launch a campaign against these centralising tendencies called the ‘My vote is not for sale’ campaign. The Andolana decided to support candidates who adhered to principles of clean elections. The Andolana also decided to strengthen the fundamental pillars of democracy, the Gram Sabha and support candidates who are strong in their adherence to principles of clean elections. 
Condemning appointment of administrators for Gram Panchayats with expired terms

On the 22nd or March, a directive was issue from the State Panchayat Raj Ministry to all the DCs in Karnataka to appoint Taluk-level officers for the post of Administrators under the Karnataka Panchayat Raj Act 1993, Section 8 in the Gram Panchayats under their jurisdiction whose term would expire as of 31st March. In response, most of the DCs sent notifications to their respective Gram Panchayats indicating the appointment of the administrators by the 26th of March. 
The Andolana immediately condemned and countered this unconstitutional State order. The Andonala described it as the first step in a series of diabolic moves to indefinitely postpone that now already over due Grama Panchayat Elections. This move was also contrary to the SEC’s assurance that elections would be announced before 15th March.
 
This announcement cemented the Andolana resolve to launch a State Wide indefinite agitation demanding the immediate announcement of Gram Panchayat Elections. 
Demanding a repeal of the administrators

The Andolana resolved to demand that the State Government unconditionally withdraws the order of appointment of administrators and tenders an apology for overstepping its boundaries; and that the DCs do not carry out orders that are unconstitutional. Members of the Andolana in Kundapur, Madikeri etc. began opposing the appointment of the administrators which was accompanied by a lot of coverage in the press. 
There was a lot of support from other movements and organisations for the demand to remove the administrators and announce the elections. The Jana Arogya Andolana Karnataka, Action Aid, the Karnataka Grameena Mahila Maha Okkuta (KGMMO). For instance, members federations of KGMMO will be holding press conferences in their respective districts, demanding that the Government hold the elections without any delay, and without taking recourse to bureaucratic artifices to put off the elections. They will also pass resolutions to the effect. The Governing Board of Grameena Mahila Okkuta today met to prepare a memorandum addressed to the Chief Minister and the State Election Commission in this regard. 

  
The dissent to the appointment of administrators did not come from civil society alone, even the opposition leaders strongly opposed this move by the State government. In a press release Mr. Siddaramaiah threatened to raise an agitation if the administrators are appointed, and demanded that the State govt announce the dates for the elections immediately. 
State-wide campaign
In the midst of this wide-spread outrage at the appointment of the administrators, the State Government hurried to clarify its stand. On the 30th of March, merely a week after the appointment of the administrators, and just 4 days after the launch of the Andolana campaign, the State Government called upon the State Election Commission to conduct elections for the 5,628 gram Panchayats in Karnataka in April and assured that all the requisite support will be provided. The CM shared that the Government is keen that the election commission complete the process by the end of April.

Clearly, the State felt the pressure from the Andolana and other civil society groups, and had to make an announcement of the elections. 

However, there was no official announcement nor notification of the elections, and the Andolana continued its campaign. A press conference was held in Bangalore on 31st March where the Andolana put the State Election Commission and the State Government on notice and launched an indefinite State Wide agitation demanding the immediate announcement of Grama Panchayat Elections. Members resolved to not rest until duly constitutionally elected Governments are in place in all 5,628 Gram Panchayats of Karnataka. 

The Press Conference also clarified the flip-flop evident in the State, where the Chief Minister Mr. Yeddyurappa and Election Commissioner Mr. C.R. Chikkamath were enacting a badly scripted ‘good cop bad cop’ routine to fulfil the State Government’s intention of postponing the Gram Panchayat Elections that are already long overdue and gain political and administrative control over what should be duly elected governments. The Andolana also highlighted that the SEC has failed his constitutionally mandated functions by not announcing the dates for the GP Elections in Karnataka even though there was sufficient time.

This phase of the Gram Panchayat Hakkottaya Andolana strategy had three main objectives. 

· The first objective is to restore status quo anti or revert to the situation prior to the Government Order to appoint administrators in all Gram Panchayats of Karnataka at the end of their term.

· The second objective is to demand and ensure that Gram Panchayat Elections are announced and held with immediate effect.

· The third objective is to ensure that commensurate action is taken against the State Election Commissioner for dereliction of his constitutionally mandated duty and that he is impeached. 

The Press Conference was very well attended, and it had a lot of coverage in the English and Kannada press. 

The movement spreads

The Andolana began to strengthen the campaign across the State. In Udupi, a strong gathering over 100 Andolana members articulated their demand to dismiss the unconstitutionally appointed administrators to the Gram Panchayats and hold elections to the Gram Panchayat bodies immediately. A memorandum to this effect was submitted to the DC. A similar public demand was made in Shimoga, and a memorandum submitted to the DC’s office. In addition, the Andolana sent notices to the DCs of all the remaining districts submitting that they have violated the constitution of India by issuing orders appointing Administrators to the Gram Panchayat.

The press covered this phase of the Andolana extensively, including an editorial that appeared in Deccan Herald strongly calling for GP elections to be held
, along with numerous dailies in Udupi, Kundapur and Shimoga. 
However, the campaign was not restricted to members of the Andolana alone. Taking a cue, the Association of Local Governance in India (ALGI) met with the Minister of Panchayati Raj, Mr. Jagadish Shettar who promised to write to the SEC to announce the dates of the election. The ALGI gave a memorandum to the Minister demanding him to withdraw support to the appointment of the administrators. 
An important strategy in the Andolana’s campaign was a meeting with the Governor of Karnataka who gave a very pro-active hearing to members regarding the issue of the failure of the SEC to conduct elections to the GP in the State. A detailed petition was submitted requesting his intervention to resolve the Constitutional crisis in the State due to the failure of the State Election Commission to hold Gram Panchayat Elections before the close of their mandated term.

The pressure on government and the executive was mounting throughout the State. 

4. Announcement of Gram Panchayat Polls:

First Objective of the Andolana is Achieved
The pressure built across the state finally resulted in the announcement of the Panchayat elections.  On 12th April the State Election Commission officially announced the date of the elections for the Grama Panchayats that have completed their term. The members of the Andolana welcomed this. While welcoming this announcement, the Andolana members recognised that by this delay, the SEC has violated the Constitution as well as the Karnataka Panchayati Raj Act 1993. Members pressed that this violation has to come under scrutiny and the office of the Election Commission should be held responsible for the consequences of such a violation on democratic decentralisation. 

In this regard the Grama Panchayat Hakkottaya Andolana decided to pursue this case in the High court of Karnataka. The Andolana also declared its intention to continue the campaign started throughout the State.
5. Continuing the Campaign:

Two-Pronged Approach

For the second phase of the Andolana’s campaign, a two-pronged approach was followed. Members decided to pursue the case against the SEC for dereliction of his Constitutional duty through the legal system. Members also carried forth a revised strategy for the people’s movement focusing on the actual conduct of the elections. 
Pursuing the legal route
A Public Interest Litigation (PIL) against the State Election Commission and the Government of Karnataka was registered on 17th April for the failure in conducting Gram Panchayat elections in the State on time, and thereby for violating the Constitution of India. The petition will come up for hearing only in June after the summer vacation. 
The honourable court took note of the fact that the elections to the Gram Panchayats have not yet been notified, but that the SEC has only intimated the press of his intention to hold elections in May.
 Further it was noted by the court that the SEC has left out 150 Gram Panchayats from this round of polling since their term comes to an end only in July. Overall, the court considered the fact that the SEC has violated the Constitution of India by not holding GP elections on time. The petition included the following points: 
· That the court dismisses the SEC for wilfully violating the Constitution of India.

· That the court lay down lay down strict guidelines for conduct of any local body elections in time, without being bought into party lines and political pressures, particularly since Taluk and Zilla Panchayat elections will be due soon.

· That the State Government compensates the Gram Panchayats for the loss of funds from Central grants during the period of non-existence of duly elected Gram Panchayats, which is about 20 to 25 crores a month for the GPs of Karnataka. 

The registering of this PIL was publicised by some newspaper dailies. The members of the Andolana had also been spreading the news of the legal route through their own networks. The Andolana received many positive notes of solidarity. 
In the weeks that followed the filing of this petition, several other petitions were ‘inspired’ by the Andolana’s and were filed on similar lines. About 15 other writs have been filed in the High Court, and some of the lawyers used the Andolana PIL as a model to draft their own writs. This will greatly increase the pressure on the judiciary and strengthen the Andolana’s case. 
Mapping the response from political parties

The Andolana shared with the some members of the major Opposition Party that there would be many high-spending campaign tactics for the Gram Panchayat elections. A formal letter about the Andolana’s resistance against corrupt elections was sent to the President of the National Youth Congress, Mr. Rahul Gandhi, exhorting his party to espouse a corruption free Gram Panchayat election process. 

Immediately after the announcement of the elections, party politics began unfolding and the ruling party began preparing to drill deep down into the grassroots. The aggressive strategy of the party was evident when the Chief Minister of Karnataka declared that the BJP would capture all the Gram Panchayats in the State presumably using the same tactics as those used in the BBMP and this will only vitiate an already murky atmosphere. BJP spokesman Ayanoor Manjunath said the party and the RSS is confident it will capture more than 70 per cent of the Panchayats in the state.
 
These reports validated the Andolana’s concerns that the elections will go the way of the recent BBMP elections when money flowed and votes were bought. 
Launching the ‘Honourable Voter’ campaign

As a response, the Andolana revised its campaign strategies and focused on the upcoming elections. The Andolana launched a strong ‘Honourable Voter’ campaign declaring that ‘My Vote is Not for Sale’ in Belur Panchayat, Kodagu District on 17th April.

The campaign highlighted the critical role for selecting the right candidates for good governance at local level and to counter the antidemocratic forces.  Though the Gram Panchayats are not party based, the Andolana felt that a campaign for a clean election is called for. Besides educating and empowering voters, this campaign will be also identify ‘Consensus Candidates’ (selected by voters) who stand for good governance, fulfil a criteria set by the Andolana and adhere to the Andolana Campaign manifesto. 

The Andolana saw this as a very critical campaign and were committed to making an impact to save Gram Panchayats from becoming puppet governments in the hands of moneyed vested interests with no backbone and preserve the last vestige of participatory democracy we have. The first objective is to ensure that the constituencies select consensus candidates who stand for good governance, fulfil a criteria set by the Andolana and adhere to the Andolana Campaign manifesto. The second objective is to educate and empower voters so that they make informed choices when they cast their vote. It is also to ensure that this election is ‘clean’ and money power is not unleashed in the constituencies to buy votes or induce the youth to campaign for candidates backed by political parties.
A quick survey of the scene shows that there are so few who are really committed to ‘clean and good governance’ in Karnataka. The opposition in Karnataka does not seem to have a strategy. If the Congress adopts the same ‘rules’ as the BJP to play this game it will only reinforce corruption, money power and devalue the rights and obligations of citizens, reducing us to mere commodities that can be bought! Therefore, there is an urgent need to create an alternative environment and we are appealing to all political parties to join this campaign. 

As voters, the Andolana asked everyone to pledge, ‘WE ARE HONEST AND OUR VOTE IS NOT FOR SALE’. The Andolana further invited all citizens committed to democracy to publicise this campaign widely and to display ‘OUR VOTE IS NOT FOR SALE’ posters in public.  In addition to Andolana members, this campaign was taken up by project partners of the Hunger Project and Action Aid. Suman Kolar spread the campaign in Bagalkote and Bijapur districts. Mahila Samakhya Karnataka also adopted the campaign and fielded consensus candidates in its work areas. 

As the campaign was carried out by Andolana members throughout the State, the local press took it up in the big way. Coverage was impressive in Danvanagere, Udupi, Dharwad-Hubli, Madikeri, Hassan, Shimoga etc. On May 7th, the Andolana called for Convention in Bangalore city to celebrate the 40 day process of the ‘HONOURABLE VOTER’ campaign undertaken by the Grama Panchayat Hakkottaya Andolana in 20 Districts of Karnataka. The Convention discussed how the Andolana has been conducting a door to door campaign asking voters to make a choice between ‘selling their vote’ or ‘protecting their votes and there by, their power as citizens’. The campaigners received a very exhilarating response as we have found, contrary to the general belief, that 90 per cent of voters were waiting for an alternative and opted for the ‘My vote is not for sale’ stand. 

Impacts of the campaign across the State

The day after the launch of the Honourable Voter Campaign in Kodagu, and a few days after the CM’s declaration to capture votes in the GP elections, the State BJP Vice-President presented a different picture to the press on the role of GPs in democracy. At the inauguration of a district level meeting held to discuss the party’s preparations for the upcoming elections, among other things, he said that his party would accept consensus candidates in the gram Panchayat elections if they were selected on the basis of recommendations of local leaders. He urged the local leaders to select only the honest candidates.

This complete change in the Party’s language in a matter of days, and that too immediately following the Andolana’s widely publicised Honourable Voter campaign launch, is an indication on the pressure on the ruling party by the principles and objectives of a ‘clean election’ proposed by the Andolana’s campaign. 
However, what remained to be seen is how the grand declarations at the State level translate into actual action at the ground level. Some of these impacts are captured in the sections below.
1) Belgaum district

The GP elections were scheduled to be held on the 12th of May, and a fierce battle was predicted, primarily because the political parties supporting the candidates. Only 901 candidates were elected unopposed, which is in sharp contrast to the expectations and readings of political observers that the ruling BJP Government was all out to lure rivals for a consideration to ensure the unanimous elections in as many as seats possible.

The BJP and the other major parties which have thrown their lot behind the candidates, were expecting unopposed election in at least 25 per cent of the seats. However, only 11 per cent of the seats saw unopposed election.
 One of the several reasons for the low-key campaigning can be attributed to the impacts of the Andolana’s campaign for a clean election contested on non-party lines. 
2) Shimoga district
Support has come from this district from the first phase of the Andolana’s campaigning. Members from Shimoga submitted a memorandum calling for the repeal of the administrators during the early stages of the campaign. In the second phase, focusing on the Honourable Voter campaign, it was the youth who came out in large numbers to challege ‘selling out’ in elections. They took the initiative to introduce the campaign in their villages. They distributed and pasted the stickers ‘I am not for sale, my vote is not for sale’ through house to house visits. Some families were very poor. When they could not pay the Rs. 2 for the sticker, the youth supported them to pay for the stickers. Some stickers have been given free.
It came as a validation when media reported that this home district of the CM completely lacked on the campaigning front. The media picked up on the scandal involving Minister Halappa, also from Shimoga, as one of the reasons for the absence of party presence.
 However, the scandal only emerged on the 1st May, and the fact that no political party had even conducted public meetings or election rallies since the announcement of the GP elections on 12th April, is a strong indication of the impacts of the Andolana’s campaigning. The Honourable Voter Campaign got considerable coverage in the Shimoga district press and this would have played a role in the decision to not campaign in Shimoga. 
3) Other districts

In the midst of several depressing news related to the ‘big bucks and buyoffs’ plaguing the Grama Panchayat elections, there were rays of hope that are emerging in different districts of Karnataka. Based on the Andolana’s ring-side view of the elections, a press note was released indicating the strong evidence to say ‘all is not lost, there is still hope for democracy’ in Karnataka.

In Kolar district, the Grameena Mahila Maha Okkuta has taken up the Andolana campaign in a big way, and several consensus candidates have filed nominations in these areas.
 
In Davanegari, for example, even the so called diehards who 'believed' that this election had to be fought with money power are not only converted but have become active participants in the campaign. The best news is that all the voters, including the very poor, are NOT really wanting to sell their votes and given an alternative, they are buying our stickers for Rs:2/- and putting them on their front doors, auto rickshaws, scooters and other vehicles. 

In Kodagu, Davenageri, Chitradurga and Kundapura Taluks, several Panchayats have, through Ward Sabhas, identified their consensus candidates. In several others, a large number of constituency members have fielded their candidates. Though they may not be uncontested in the election as the BJP and sometimes Congress I candidates are also in the fray, they have a very good chance of winning hands down. 

In Gambhyapura of Dharwad, in a meeting which largely consisted of people over 50 years of age, were unanimous in demanding for ‘fair elections’, held democratically, instead of the pressure to find ‘consensus’ candidates being exerted by some political parties. They have become active participants in the ‘My Vote is not for Sale’ Campaign.

Ashok Baligar of Hemmadi Panchayat, Kundapura Taluk  previously the president of the Grama Panchayat had decided not to contest this time around. A large number of people in his constituency wanted him to represent them. ‘I am not in a position to spend any money on the elections and in any case I don’t intend to spend any’ he categorically said. ‘that is not an issue, we want you, we appreciate what you have done’ said the people – and convinced him to contest. After seeing his popularity, the other candidate, with big money and political backing withdrew his nomination, convinced that he did not stand a chance! Ashok is a member of the Grama Panchayat Hakkottaya Andolana.

The most interesting phenomenon is that there is a lot of discussion during the house to house. Though this takes time, the Andolana felt this is a worthwhile investment, as if the voter is convinced of the obligations, power and rights that go with her/his citizenship and the sanctity of the vote, we just may be able to beat corruption and money power given time. 
Monitoring the election process
However, there continued to be extensive use of money power in several areas of the State – Bidar, Gulbarga, Tumkur, etc. 
In Mangalore district, several BJP candidates were elected unanimously, and as a Congress leader alleged, this was made possible by payments made by the BJP to opposing candidates.
 This open objection to the role of money in the elections is a welcome declaration by the Congress. The Congress also openly objected to the CM’s promise of 15 lakhs to GPs that ensure victory of BJP supported candidates unanimously. The CM was strongly condemned for his “perverse mindset” towards the democratic set-up.
 
These statements echo the principles of the Andolana’s campaign, and validate our efforts to also get political parties to support the campaign ideologies. 
In the backdrop of extensive campaigning by parties, the Andolana continued to monitor the SEC’s role in the elections. As of 20th April, elections to 150 GPs had not yet been notified. Andolana members sent letters to the PR Ministry, the Governor and the SEC demanding that the SEC notifies elections to the remaining 150 Gram Panchayats immediately and conduct elections during the May elections, so that there will not be another instance of Constitutional violation in the State.
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