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The issue of simultaneous polls is complex

Caretul scrutiny

n the eve of the gener-
al election, the issue
of ‘one nation, one
election’ is on the hot
burner, once again.
For a section of the political com-
munity and the media, it is the need
of’ the hour, The former president
of India, Ram Nath Kovind, argued
for it in his address to Parliament
on January 29, 2018 because of the
adverse effects of frequent elections
on national and human resourc-
es. The prime minister echoed the
same view emphatically in his In-
dependence Day speech in 2019. The
Central government has now set up
a panel to explore the feasibility of
holding simultaneons elections.

Elections are the locomotives
of indirect democracy. They may
be regarded as administrative ar-
rangements to achieve two objec-
tives in one go as they enable voters
to not only choose their leaders but
also ensure their accountability.
Elections facilitate the expression
of public opinion and ensure legiti-
macy forule,

India had experienced simul-
taneous elections until 1967. The
premature dissolution of some
state assemblies in 1968-69 and the
suspension of the Lok Sabha ahead
of the elections in 1970 caused a set-
back as the parliamentary and the
state polls cycle got disjointed due
to factors like defection, splits and
dissolution from 1967.

Simultaneous elections are
not unknown in demecracies. In
Sweden, for example, elections to
the national legislature, provincial
legislatures, and county councils
are held not only simultaneously
but also on a fixed day — the second
Sunday of September every four
years, In South Africa, elections to
the national and provincial legisla-
tures are held at an interval of five
years. National and state elections
were held simultaneously in Nepal
in 2017. The parliamentary stand-
ing committee on personnel, public
grievances, law and justice pleaded
for simultaneous elections in 2015 in
its 79th report. A blue print was also
drawn up.

The ‘one nation, one election’
formula sounds wise and has some
inherent advantages as it enables
democratic structures at all levels
to concentrate on development and
governance without interruption.
The imposition of the code of con-
duet frequently stands in the way of
taking important and urgent policy
decisions.
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Elections are highly expensive
and time-consuming exercises in a
fairly large country like ours. Given
the fact that political parties have to
mobilise funds from different sourc-
es, cormupt electoral practices also
surface. Frequent elections in our
country have been found to be help-
ful for the ruling party or parties at
the state level to formulate policies
insuch a manner so as to reap quick
political dividends.

The deployment of the police
and paramilitary forces hefore and
after elections has serious impli-
cations for internal law and order
and for external security. It causes
a drain on national resources as
well. In view of these adverse con-
sequences, the idea of simultane-
ous elections gained ground during
the latter half of the last century.
In 1999, the Law Commission en-
dorsed the idea and, in 2018, the
Commission pleaded for it as a
costcutting and administrative
burden-reducing measure,

The chairman of the Prime
Minister's Economic  Advisory «
Council and a Niti Aayog member
from 2015 to 2019, Bibek Debroy,
prepared a discussion paper stat-
ing, inter alia, that there had not
been a single year without assembly
or Lok Sabha elections in over 30
years. Some of the negative conse-
quences as outlined above were also
highlighted to justify the need for
holding simultaneous elections.

The move is welcome but some
basic questions having conceptual,
political, constitutional and opera-
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tional significance still remain un-
answered. Amending as many as
five Articles — Article 83, Article 85,
Article 172, Article 174 and Article
356 — is the biggest constitutional
challenge as it calls for mustering
the support of not only two-thirds
members of Parliament but also
of ratification by half of the states.
Thus, we need political consensus
which seems to be a distant dream
given the charged political atmos-
phere of the coumtry,

The question of judicial review
of the constitutional action can-
not be set aside because whether
it forms part of the ‘basic struc-
ture’, which is not amendable as
per the decision of the apex court
in the Kesavananda Bharati case,
might be an issue of debate.
Significantly, the basic structure
of the Constitution is still an unde-
fined zone.

Simultaneous elections as a
cost-cutting exercise are a contesta-
ble proposition because there is no
empirical proof of it. Besides, one
may argue that the costs incmred
in conducting elections are not nec-
essarily wasteful as there is a mul-
tiplier effect to campaign spending
and economic activity around polls,
Second, it is almost impossible to
synchronise elections at the state
and national levels. Third, the hold-
ing of simultaneous elections might
throw a big chalienge to logistical
arrangements. According to one
estimate, 30 lakh electronic voting
machines and an equal number of
voter verified paper audit trail ma-

chines will be required to conduct
the polls.

The context and concerns of
the two elections are also different.
In the state assembly elections, re-
glonal parties try to win over the
support of the voters by focusing on
regional issues. But if simultaneous
elections come to pass, national is-
sues might eclipse regional or local
issues. This is not desirable in our
multicultural country. Regional
political parties can bring regional
issues to the fore and draw national
attention on them.

Simultaneous elections may give
an edge to national parties over re-
gional political parties which have
played a key role in arguing for
greater decentralisation in the past.
Deoeu‘tralisation forms an integral
part of the current discourse on
development and good governance.
‘One nation, one election’ might
weaken the process of decentralisa-
tion and erode the basis of our weak
federal structure. The growing de-
cline of regional political parties
which simultaneous elections may
expedite might be a threat to the
healthy growth of democracy.

imultaneous elections will keep

voters of the states waiting for

five years even if the voters of
a particular state are unhappy with
the performance of the ruling party
or a coalition of parties. Unlike the
Swiss Constitution, we do not have
any right to recall or for a referen-
dum. It might, in the long run, gen-
erate autocratic tendencies among
ruling parties at the national and
state levels.

There is a view that simultane-
ous elections might deliver a blow
to the spirit of competition among
. political parties as regional parties

might be discouraged from contest-
ing the former on account of the
huge cost of national elections. A
healthy competition for the capture
of state power empowers citizens.
Frequent elections foree political
parties to be on their toes through-
out the year

It does not seem to be right to
think that Indian voters have by
now bhecome politically mature to
distinguish between national and
state elections. The lessons from
past elections tend to show that
primordial loyalties like caste and
religion still play an important role
in electoral battles. Doles offered hy
the ruling parties at the national
and state levels also pay rich politi-
cal dividends.

There is a strong view that si-
multaneous elections might cre-
ate confusions among voters. This
confusion might give an advantage
to the ruling parties, Thus, we need
to carefully calculate the possible
pros and cons. Such a radical deci-
sion should be preceded by holding
a referendum.




