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“COMMON WILL 

- For coalitions to work, there has to be a coalition dharma” by S L Rao
   Coalition governments formed by more than one party that get together while retaining their separate identities, have existed in many countries. For much of its independent history India has had coalition governments in the states and in more recent years at the Centre as well. The rise of other national parties than the Congress, based on economic or religious ideologies, with local and regional issues taking precedence over national ones, were causes. The Janata wave after the lifting of the Emergency was a solitary instance of national interests overriding others. 

   India had non-Congress governments in some states even in 1951, with the first Communist government under EMS Namboodripad in Kerala and a coalition in PEPSU (later merged into Punjab, Haryana and H.P.). Single party governments have coherent programmes, policies and discipline. Policies are debated and agreed within the party and there is no public dissent. The Mamboodripad government was dismissed in 1959 by Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru on the advice of the then Congress President, Indira Gandhi during an agitation against the Communist government’s education policy. Other state coalition governments included (during 1953-67) Andhra, Kerala and Orissa. State level coalitions were of local parties and many were motivated by the greed for power and pelf. These coalition governments were relatively dysfunctional, with little coherence in policies and discipline. Indira Gandhi who succeeded Shastri as Prime Minister, called for elections in 1967 and led a divided Congress party, a party that was practically a coalition since there were public divisions within it. She split the Congress in 1969 and called for general elections. She won handsomely. 

   The Congress until the formation of the first and second UPA governments, ruled as a single party, even when it was a minority government under Narasimha Rao. The single-party governments under Mrs. Indira Gandhi had ideological coherence for a “socialistic pattern of society”, state direction and control of resources, and an anti-American stance in foreign policies. There was little internal or external opposition. Rajiv Gandhi, who followed, aimed to release entrepreneurial energy in the economy, updating its technology especially in information and communications, while also improving closeness with the developed economies. One-party governments could develop their policies and implement them, so long as they stayed united behind the leadership. V P Singh and Chandrasekhar who followed Rajiv, had little or no political base, while the latter depended on outside support from the Congress. Narasimha Rao, despite running a minority government liberalized and opened up the economy by buying support.   

   The first non-Congress government at the Centre was formed by the Janata party in 1977. The Janata was one party into which different founding parties (Jana Sangh, Congress-O, Lok Dal, Socialist, Swatantra), had merged and strictly speaking, the Janata government was not a coalition government, since it had one programme and manifesto, one flag, and one leader. But the constituents had quietly retained their identities and functioned as groups. The Janata government was in effect a coalition. It lasted under two Prime Ministers (Morarji Desai and Charan Singh) for less than three years. Its demise was caused by internal bickering, struggles for position, lack of ideological homogeneity, some programmatic disagreements, utter lack of discipline among some in the Cabinet, and quarrels over pelf. It achieved little in policies or governance and presaged the functioning of many coalition governments that followed.  

   The first coalition government at the Centre composed of different parties and a common programme was the United Front from 1996 to 1998. These minority governments were supported from outside by the Congress, under Deve Gowda followed by Inder Gujral as Prime Ministers. Outside support by the Congress was a euphemism for marking time till Congress could pull down the ragtag coalition and come into power itself after a fresh election. Outside support does not enable cohesive governance and constantly reminds the government of its vulnerability. Whether Charan Singh or Chandrasekhar, or later the UPA One, they were made ineffective on many policies by the Congress or Communists giving outside support. 

	
	   The first effective coalition government at the Centre was led by Vajpayee. The National Democratic Alliance was a coalition of 13 or more parties of which the biggest was the BJP. The alliance had an agreed programme, seat arrangements for the elections, and a coordination mechanism led by one of the smaller parties. It met regularly and all differences were negotiated and settled. Among the members, two regional parties were blatant in their blackmail of the government. The ADMK and DMK (neither stayed long) and TDP had nothing in common with the BJP except the desire to extract maximum advantage for their own states and for some individuals. 

    The TDP stayed the full term and extracted plentiful financial support for its government in Andhra. The money was largely misspent. In the state elections the TDP lost because it had done little for the majority of the people in the state despite the undeserved largesse from the Centre. 

                              Vajpayee’s coalition government made remarkable strides in governance—the Pokhran nuclear tests which ultimately resulted in India’s admission to the nuclear club; the leadership in winning the Kargil War with Pakistan; the employment and growth generating National Highway Development Project and construction of rural roads- Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak Yojana; and innovative social programmes like the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan. It had its share of scandals-the Barak missile scandal, the lack of any action by the Centre after the 2002 Gujarat violence, and the recently surfacing role of the NDA in the telecom license issue which lost the country a lot of money but led to the rapid expansion of telecom penetration. 

                             Vajpayee’s coalition government was a classic of coalition management of disparate political parties and leaders, and which achieved many milestones. A successful coalition requires a leader like Vajpayee who has charisma and popular goodwill, has a clear vision of what he wants to achieve and a good judgment of his partners. He must command the respect of his Ministers and they must observe discipline.  

                           In the present UPA coalition many Ministers behave as if they have no Cabinet responsibility or Ministerial accountability. The Agriculture and Civil Supplies Minister is suspected by many to be profiting from his decisions. The Civil Aviation Minister is mentioned as being obliged to a major private airline operator and to sacrifice the interest of the national airlines. The previous Telecom Minister has many charges of profiting from his Ministry. The Sports Ministry has benignly overseen large scale theft of public funds by the Commonwealth Games organizers. There are other such. 

                                 Coalitions function effectively elsewhere; now in the United Kingdom, for some years in Canada and European countries. In India, only regional and not national parties, (Congress, BJP, Communists), join a coalition government. Regional parties that do join are more interested in benefiting their states and themselves than working for the national interest. Strong leadership, effective mechanisms for ensuring Ministerial accountability and discipline, mechanisms for coordination between Ministries, and intolerance for misuse and abuse of power are essential for effective coalition governments. 

                                  There has to be a coalition dharma. Members of a coalition government may retain their party identities but they must in public represent their governments. They have one Leader in government, the Prime Minister and they must give him obedience in public. Their corruption should not be blatant and “in your face”. Indian politicians have to quickly learn this dharma. The age of coalitions is not transitory and will last for long.  (1258) 

   
	


