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The EC’s main job is to conduct elections, not suspend them

Dr Badiul Alam Majumdar
is the secretary of SHUJAN:
Citizens for Good Governance.

BADIUL ALAM MAJUMDAR

For its latest feat, our Election
Commission (EC) deserves to be
commended on a number of counts.
First, for perhaps the first time in
Bangladesh’s history, the EC stepped
up and halted the by-election to
Gaibandha-5  constituency — amid
widespread irregularities. Second,
the commission seems to have finally
realised its constitutional obligation
of ensuring free and fair elections.
Finally, it has also exercised its power —
power to suspend an ongoing election,
to dismiss the results of an election,
and to decide that a re-election is
required.

The EC has provided itsjustification
for why the Gaibandha-5 by-poll was
suspended, while the ruling party
claims that the EC is biased and that
the election was conducted in a free
and fair manner.

The EC has, in the past, always been
indifferent to accusations of electoral
irregularities and has always declared
clections to have been conducted
fairly. However, this time around,
the commission has been curiously
diligent about ensuring that all
polling stations are monitored via
CCTV cameras. Whether there are
any connections between the EC's
determination to prove it is going
to ensure corruption-free elections
and the ruling party’s vehemence in
proving the EC is partial against them

remains to be seen.

However, conversations over the
last few days have given way to some
crucial questions. Why is the EC so
hell-bent on trying to convince us that
election irregularities only occur due
to law enforcers not fulfilling their
duty, while also trying to establish
the “legitimacy” of electronic voting
machines (EVMs)? Why are CCTV
cameras being posed as the only
solution to ensuring free and fair
elections?

One of the main reasons for a lack
of public trust towards the EC is how
adamant the commission has been
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about using EVMs in elections. It was
in late August that the EC declared
its decision to use EVMs in up to
150 parliamentary seats in the next
general election. And this was done
despite major opposition political
parties’ clear expression of distrust
towards the voting machines. It has
been widely discussed by opposition
party politicians, political experts,
and members of the public how
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The events of the Gaibandha-5 by-poll carry some lessons for us all.

fickle a machine an EVM is and how
it can easily be manipulated by the
EC itself and by those whom the
commission has recruited to oversee
polling stations. But the EC has paid
no heed to these concerns. It has, in
turn, only said that EVMs cannot be
manipulated by any “outside” entities.
But the concern that EVMs could be
manipulated by presiding officers (PO),
besides the fact that the machines are
also prone to not recognising the
biometric fingerprints of voters, have
consistently been dismissed by the
EC. Who is to say that the PO who can
unlock an EVM using their fingerprint
cannot also manipulate the votes?
Moreover, there is no Voter Verified
Paper Audit Trail (VVPAT) when it
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The 136-year-old Congress finds itself at a crossroads following several successive election defeats.
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This month, for the first time in
nearly 25 years, the Indian National
Congress, India’s main opposition
party, will elect a president who is
not a member of the Nehru-Gandhi
dynasty. The family, whose history is
inextricably linked to India’s “grand
old party,” has decided not to enter
the leadership race, thus providing
Congress a unique opportunity to
revitalise itself ahead of the crucial
2024 general election.

I am one of the two candidates,

along  with  Congress veteran
Mallikarjun Kharge.
The Nehru-Gandhi family’s

decision to step aside, together with
the potential implications for the
2024 election, has revived public
interest in Congress. It has also
provided a welcome distraction from
the party’s infighting and latest
clectoral defeats. As the 9,000 party
delegates cast their ballots, former
Congress leader Rahul Gandhi is
leading marches from Kanyakumari
to Kashmir as part of the party’s 150-
day “national unity march” (Bharat
Jodo Yatra).

The 136-year-old Congress has
a storied history, but it finds itself
at a crossroads following several
successive election defeats at the
national and state levels. True, the
party has bounced back from similar
setbacks, such as the electoral routs
of 1977, 1989, and 1996. The tragic
assassinations of leaders Indira
Gandhi in 1984 and Rajiv Gandhi in
1991 were immediately followed by
general-election victories. But the
2019 general election loss and Rahul

Gandhi’s subsequent resignation as
party president have resulted in a
three-year-long leadership crisis.

How can Congress overcome its
current challenges? In addition to
electing a new president, it should
hold elections for the Congress
Working Committee, the party’s
principal executive body. Allowing
the party’s rank-and-file members
to choose who will lead this powerful
body would help legitimise the party’s
incoming leaders, giving them a clear
mandate for a much-needed renewal.

A new leadership would also
galvanise voters. After the members
of the UK Conservative Party picked
Boris Johnson to succeed TheresaMay
as party leader and prime minister
in 2019, for example, the Tories won
their biggest parliamentary majority
since 1987.

Whatever the outcome of the
current contest for  Congress
leadership, I believe it can revive the
party and contribute to the defence of
Indian democracy. While the party’s
presidential election is an internal
exercise, it also offers Congress a
chance to energise its political base
and generate wider public interest.

The Gandhi family’s decision to
step aside is the key to this potential
renewal. Two candidates putting
forward their visions for the party
and the nation, and submitting
themselves to a democratic vote,
ends the talk of “dynasty politics.”
Moreover, it highlights the fact that
no other Indian political party has a
comparable process to determine its
future leadership. By adhering to its

constitution, Congress may inspire
other political parties to step into the
sunlight of internal democracy.

But for Congress to return to
power, the party’s new elected leader
will have to find a way to increase
the party’s appeal beyond its die-
hard supporters. The party received
only 19 percent of the vote in the
2014 and 2019 general -elections,
losing voters to the ruling Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP). To win them back,
Congress requires youthful energy
and fresh ideas that can challenge
the BJP and Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s Hindu-chauvinist ideology.
This requires a party leader who
understands the aspirations of young
Indians and firmly believes that
Congress can put the country on a
better path.

To help India seize the opportunities
the 21st century offers, Congress must
articulate a positive and aspirational
vision for the country’s future. But
first, it must fix the organisational
and structural deficiencies that have
impeded the party’s recent election
campaigns. Its next president must
combine effective leadership with
organisational reforms. Delegating
powers to state leaders, for example,
would free the new Congress leader
from onerous administrative tasks and
help create the strong local leadership
that in previous decades undergirded
the party’s national appeal.

None of this will be easy. But
throughout its history, Congress
has shown an immense capacity
to weather changes and adapt to
shifting political  circumstances.
The people of India are tired of the
BJP’s domineering and increasingly
divisive governance style. To unite the
country and reinvent itself, Congress
must use the national unity march
and the upcoming presidential
election to position itself as a clear
ideological alternative. India deserves
no less.

comes to EVMs. And even if the voting
is done digitally, the votes across
polling stations and centres will still be
accumulated manually.

Instead of constructively addressing
cach of these concerns, the EC has
decided to create an “invisible,” outside
enemy when it is the commission itself
whose role in the use of EVMs the
people are worried about.

The events of the Gaibandha-5 by-
poll carry some lessons for us all. This
was only a by-poll, wherein a transfer
of power is not much of an issue.
But even here, a section of people
belonging o the ruling party have
tried to manipulate the results of the
election, even going so far as entering
voting booths. So what happens in a
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year or so, when the parliamentary
clection will be held, and there will be
300 constituencies across the country
to keep safe from such influence and
manipulation? Given that it would be
the biggest scale election the country
would have, it is only realistic to
expect attempts of tampering with
its outcome. How will the EC prevent
this from happening? Is it trying to
imply that it can prevent irregularities
by simply installing thousands of
CCTV cameras across all the booths
in the country? Will they be diligently
monitoring all those thousands of
voting booths at all times? Is this not
highly unrealistic?

Bangladesh has so far had 11
general elections, four of which

were conducted under an impartial
caretaker government and were also
largely acceptable to observers here
and abroad. And the parties elected
during those four clections were also
ousted. The remaining seven elections
were conducted under ruling parties,
two of which were one-sided. Those
two cannot really be considered
elections at all. An election can never
be without contest or competition.
The rest of the five elections did
not see the existing ruling party be
ousted from power and were therefore
wrapped in controversy.

The Gaibandha-5 by-poll is no
outlier, as our own election history
tells us that elections conducted under
ruling parties can never be free and
fair, and are always met with scrutiny.

In order to make the next general
election an acceptable one, the EC
must evolve beyond the use of CCTV
cameras. It must be acknowledged
that EVMs can be tampered with by
those overseeing the polling centres
themselves.

While it would be difficult for
the Election Commission to fulfil its
constitutional mandate of ensuring
impartial elections, it must exercise
its power (o suspend elections
mired in controversy due Lo corrupt
law enforcers and administrative
workers. Now is the time for the EC
to emphasise for all parties, especially
the ruling party, to help it to conduct
free and fair elections. Whether the
EC can duly punish the law enforcers,
influentials, and other workers who

caused irregularities during the
Gaibandha-5 by-poll will serve as a
crucial test for them.

Transcribed and translated by
Afia Jahin.
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