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G-23 MEMBERS CAVE IN, BACK KHARGE IN
PRESIDENTIAL POLL
Relevant for: Post-Independence India | Topic: Recent Developments in Indian Politics

Solid backing:Many Congress leaders, including some from the G-23, came to offer support for
Mallikarjun Kharge on Friday.PTIManvender Vashist Lav
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Two years after raising the banner of revolt against the Congress party’s style of functioning,
members of the G-23, or the ginger group that pushed for internal reforms, on Friday backed
veteran Leader of the Opposition (LoP) in the Rajya Sabha, Mallikarjun Kharge, in the Congress
presidential election against Lok Sabha member Shashi Tharoor, who too was a member of the
G-23.
The decision to back Mr. Kharge was taken after an informal meeting between Anand Sharma,
Bhupinder Singh Hooda, Prithviraj Chavan and Manish Tewari late on Thursday evening and all
of them became his proposers.
“Leadership, Ideological clarity, narrative & transparent access to resources are pillars of ‘A’
political party. Given recent unfortunate events it’s time to close ranks & strengthen @INCIndia
recalling wise words of @citznmukherjee & work for a Consensus & effective Presidency,” Mr.
Tewari tweeted, quoting an extract from the late Pranab Mukherjee’s memoirs.
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In their letter to Congress chief Sonia Gandhi in August 2020, the G-23 leaders, however, had
argued that the party should encourage elections at all levels instead of the high command
appointing office-bearers at district level. “At least, this is a start and there is an election now for
the AICC president and it will be followed up by an election to the CWC,” said another member
of the group.
In Mr. Kharge’s nomination, the Congress seemed to have waived the condition that was set for
Rajasthan Chief Minister Ashok Gehlot, about stepping down before filing his nomination, to
follow the ‘one man one post’ principle.
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Mr. Kharge though has indicated that he would resign from the LoP’s position soon as he
doesn’t yet occupy two posts. Digvijaya Singh and P. Chidambaram are among the front runners
for his replacement, sources said.
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Children eat breakfast at a corporation primary school under the Chief Minister’s Breakfast
Scheme, in Katpadi. | Photo Credit: Venkatachalapathy C.
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Is the ‘Chief Minister’s Breakfast Scheme’ in Tamil Nadu required in a Dravidian welfare model
state today or is it yet another populist scheme couched cleverly in the language of welfare of
the poor? With a budget outlay of 33.5 crore in the initial phase, the new scheme caters to
1,14,095 primary school students from 1,545 government schools. It mainly aims to help
students attend school hunger-free and improve their nutritional status.
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The scheme stands at the confluence of three sociopolitical developments: a fierce but murky
political debate on freebies, falling human development performance, and the educational
disruption caused by COVID-19. Chief Minister M.K. Stalin defended the scheme as a
responsibility of the state, and not as a freebie, charity or incentive. This distinction is significant
as the freebie debate clubs clientelist, populist, welfare-promoting, and human developmentenhancing schemes as one and denigrates all of them without distinction. The States have a
responsibility to promote welfare and minimise inequalities in income as well as in facilities and
opportunities among individuals and groups (Article 38). The freebie debate strategically deploys
fiscal burden as a potent tool to possibly constrain States from discharging this responsibility.
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The welfare responsibility of the States remains undiminished, especially since India is ranked
71 out of 113 countries on the Global Food Security Index, 101 out of 116 countries on the
Global Hunger Index, and 132 out of 191 countries on the Human Development Index. India’s
mean years of schooling stood at just 6.7 years in 2020-21. Additionally, India has among the
highest levels of inequality in education. This corresponds closely with the rising wealth
inequality, as brought out by the recent Credit Suisse report.
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Despite this dismal record, India’s spending in human development-enhancing welfare schemes
has been wanting. There is an urgent need for implementing innovative and effective welfare
schemes to address the disruptions caused by the pandemic in the education and nutrition
sectors and strengthen these sectors. Initiatives such as Illam Thedi Kalvi and Ennum Ezhuthum
were positive attempts in the education sector. Since the breakfast scheme is introduced as a
first-of-its-kind scheme to address nutritional deficiencies among primary school-going children,
it is relevant to look at how T.N. fares.
The Comprehensive National Nutrition Survey 2016-18, carried out in May-August 2018 in T.N.,
shows us the level of undernutrition and micronutrient deficiencies among children aged 5-9
years. About 10% of children aged 5-9 years were stunted in 2018, much lower than the all-India
average of 22% and marginally lower than Kerala’s average (11%). T.N. had a marginally higher
level of underweight children (23%) than Kerala (21%), but this was lower than the national
average (35%). In T.N., 19% of children were malnourished (BMI for age), which was higher
than the 16% in Kerala but lower than the national average (23%). About 10% and 7% were
anaemic and deficient in Vitamin A, respectively, whereas 41% were deficient in Vitamin D.
While the State’s levels were lower than the national average in anaemia and Vitamin A
deficiency, but not in Vitamin D deficiency, they were much higher than Kerala’s average. T.N.’s
performance is relatively good in aspects of nutrition and micronutrient deficiencies among
primary school students, but the levels would be higher among children from socioeconomically
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To what extent can the new scheme improve nutritional performance and address specific
micronutrient deficiencies? The answer depends on the focus and content of the scheme. Since
the scheme caters mainly to children from socioeconomically disadvantaged groups, who
constitute the major proportion of students at government schools, it scores well on focus and
appears pertinent given the huge socioeconomic disparity in the nutritional outcomes of children.
But going by the content of the scheme, it seems unlikely that it will bring any substantial or
sustained improvements in the above-mentioned aspects of nutrition, especially since T.N. is
already doing well in this regard.
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Though the scheme has the potential to ensure that children attend classes hunger-free, reliable
and representative data on what proportion of them attend school without having breakfast
regularly is scarce. Though the State acknowledges that students tend to skip breakfast
because of the school timing and their financial situation, it is important to identify which among
these is the significant contributor. The present approach does not distinguish between the two.
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Nonetheless, the scheme might yield a positive outcome in one important aspect. Studies from
other countries suggest that free breakfast schemes might help increase educational outcomes
through a likely increase in school attendance and improved concentration on studies. Though
T.N. fares quite well overall in NITI Aayog’s index on school education quality, its performance in
the subcomponent on learning outcomes seems rather wanting.
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Fresh innings:Sonia Gandhi congratulating Mallikarjun Kharge on his win as Congress
president.PTI
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The election of Mallikarjun Kharge as the new Congress president comes at a time when the
party is facing immense political challenges, high-profile exits and defections after a series of
electoral losses and intense factionalism in some States.
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Mr. Kharge’s joining the Congress presidential race was a direct fallout of Rajasthan Chief
Minister Ashok Gehlot opting out after MLAs loyal to him “revolted” against the high command’s
choice of Sachin Pilot to replace Mr. Gehlot as the Chief Minister once the former had become
the Congress president. Now, Mr. Kharge has to resolve the leadership tussle in Rajasthan
keeping in mind that the State goes to Assembly polls towards the end of 2023.
The upcoming Assembly elections in Himachal Pradesh and Gujarat will be among the first
challenges that Mr. Kharge will face as the party president. In both these States, apart from
taking on the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party, the Congress also has to contend with the
emergence of the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) as a serious player.
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The biggest organisational challenge for the new Congress president is to immediately arrest the
attrition.
Both senior as well as young leaders continue to leave the Congress party and join other parties
as the leadership doesn’t inspire confidence.
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The most common complaint from the leaders who have left the Congress has been about
access to leadership and the lack of a proper platform to articulate their views to make decisionmaking more inclusive. This is one issue that Mr. Kharge, with his vast experience, has to
address.
The new party chief can start by empowering and restructuring the PCCs or the State units.
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Repeated electoral failures in the Hindi heartland States like Uttar Pradesh and Bihar points to
the lack of effective leadership on the ground. These two States alone send 120 Lok Sabha
seats and the Congress’ share has been negligible, failing to touch even two digits.
While Mr. Kharge has the stature and political experience to play a key role in reaching out to
other Opposition leaders like Sharad Pawar and Mamata Banerjee, he also has to ensure a
blueprint for the 2024 Lok Sabha polls that places his party in the pole position for any anti-BJP
front to take shape.
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