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Foreign policy reflects pragmatism
The prime minister has said his government won’t only focus on ties with western nations but also on India’s neighbours
NAYANIMA BASU

New Delhi, 26 August

During the first three months of the
Narendra Modi government, the for-
eign policy front seems to have seen

the highest momentum. At the outset,
Modi had clarified his government wo-
uldn’t focus only on strengthening ties with
western countries, but also with India’s
neighbours in South and Southeast Asia.

In a move that left everyone surprised,
Modi invited all leaders of the South Asian
Association for Regional Cooperation
(Saarc) grouping for his swearing-in cere-
mony. Just a day after taking oath, he held
formal bilateral talks with officials of all
Saarc countries. Such out-of-the-box ini-
tiatives ignited hopes of a new beginning,
especially in the case of India’s
ties with Pakistan and Nepal.

“Saarc remains an under-
developed regional institution.
So, Modi’s ideas of regional
synergy to take his develop-
ment agenda forward are a
good step towards that. Howe-
ver, Pakistan will continue to
be a hurdle in this initiative.
As a result, I think India should focus east-
wards, where there are fewer hostilities. It
should also have a special focus on the Bay
of Bengal Initiative for multi-sectoral tech-
nical and economic cooperation,” said
Kanwal Sibal, former foreign secretary and
former ambassador to Turkey, Egypt,
France and Russia.

Taking forward the PM’s agenda,
External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj
has been on her toes in strengthening bilat-
eral ties and forging deeper partnerships
with a host of countries. During the past
three months, Swaraj has already visited
Singapore, Vietnam, Nepal, Bangladesh
and Myanmar. In Bangladesh, Swaraj

raised the issue of infiltration and illegal
migration. The two governments agreed
better border management was necessary
to bring about peace and security along
the border. 

In the case of Nepal, visited once by the
PM and twice by Swaraj since the new gov-
ernment took charge, the Centre took
unprecedented measures. These not only
heralded a new era of ties between the two
neighbours, but also improved India’s
image of a dominating power in the region.
The India-Nepal Joint Commission was
revived after 23 years.

Through his visit, the only bilateral vis-
it by a PM to Nepal in the past 17 years,
Modi able to showcase India’s economic
initiatives there, as well as hit a chord with
the population.

Some experts say Modi’s
big-ticket promises might
force the government into a
corner, as actual delivery mi-
ght become a huge challenge.
“Modi’s USP is the promise
of greater delivery. The for-
eign policy moves have been
faultless so far. But India will
not be able to deliver on the

promise of development partnerships in
our neighbourhood unless we make
changes in our delivery models. The PM’s
initiatives might flounder if we are unable
to close the gap between promise and per-
formance,” said Jayant Prasad, former Ind-
ian ambassador to Afghanistan and Nepal.

Ties with Pakistan recently took an ugly
turn, with the cancellation of foreign sec-
retary-level talks between the two coun-
tries. Shyam Saran, former foreign secre-
tary, chairman of the National Security
Advisory Board and RIS and a senior fellow
at the Centre for Policy Research, said
though the cancellation of the talks might
be a setback to the PM’s neighbourhood

strategy, it might pave the way to a new
strategy on the Pakistan front. “It is hoped
this decision wasn’t a knee-jerk reaction,
but part of a revised strategy to confront the
Pakistan challenge in a manner different
from earlier dispensations. India needs to
break out of the dialogue-disruption-dia-
logue syndrome once for all,” he added.

With China and Japan, the government

has done an impressive balancing act by
engaging with both, simultaneously. While
Modi is set to visit Japan at the end of this
month, Chinese President Xi Jinping will
visit India in November.

Border disputes with China and defen-
ce deals with Japan, however, remain key
challenges on this front. Besides, China’s
increasing aggression in South China Sea

poses a big threat to India’s foreign policy. 
With the US, India is clearly planning to

start afresh. US Secretary of State John
Kerry’s recent visit to India paved the way
forward. Next month, Modi will visit the
US, where he is expected to hold talks with
US President Barack Obama. It remains to
be seen how the so-called ‘natural alliance’
takes shape.

KAVITA CHOWDHURY

New Delhi, 26 August

On August 13, Petroleum Minister Dharmendra
Pradhan (@dpradhanbjp) took to Twitter at
4.21 pm to announce, “Price of petrol will be

reduced from midnight of 14/15 August 2014 in the
range of ~1.89-2.38 (~2.18/litre at Delhi).” 

That the minister took to social media to anno-
unce the steepest decline in petrol prices in 11 mon-
ths itself marks a first. That he did so 30 hours before
the revised price became effective was also unprece-
dented. A fuel price revision had never before been
announced through social media. This is but one
illustration of how the new Narendra Modi-led gove-
rnment has rewritten the rules of media engageme-
nt and communication in these 100 days of office. 

Instead of the one ‘lucky’ journalist
bagging a ‘scoop’, the minister himself
tweeted the information and thereby
reached out directly to not only the
news-hungry media but the public at
large, leaving no scope for controversy
or inaccurate information. 

A senior government official
explained, “If there is one thing the BJP
has learnt, it was the failure of the Congress-led
UPA government to get its communication policy
right. Multiple voices, ministers speaking out of
turn on every topic, absence of a single source of offi-
cial information, leading to news leaks from min-
istries embarrassing the government.” 

So, from the outset, the Modi government decid-
ed to nip these scenarios in the bud and there was a
clear directive right from the top on media man-
agement. The BJP’s successful experience with
social media during the Lok Sabha election cam-
paign fitted well with this scheme of things.    

Focusing on the use of social media, be it
Facebook or Twitter, by not only the government’s
Press Information Bureau (PIB) but every ministry
and minister using his own personal handle, was
one of the first initiatives. At one level, this keeps a
timely flow of information, social media postings
also make sure there is only one-way information,
with little scope of probing or questioning. 

If there was any doubt about what this govern-
ment’s approach to media would be, then parlia-
mentary affairs minister Venkaiah Naidu’s press con-
ference on June 12 listed the Do’s and Don’ts. Naidu
told journalists to “focus on constructive works and
desist from coverage of destructive works.” “Destru-
ctive work is bad news,” said Naidu. Reminding jour-
nalists of their “sacred duty”, the minister said the
“media would do great human service” if it performed

its duty. He said government spokesper-
sons would be keeping the media
informed about the workings of min-
istries and all that they needed to know.
File notings, administrative decisions
and Cabinet notes did not fall in that
category, he made clear. It helped that
Narendra Modi was a trend setter. Even
before he became PM, he had a follow-

ing of over five million on his Twitter handle, @nar-
endramodi. His newly opened PM’s Office account,
@PMOIndia, has a little over two million followers.   

An example of the Modi government’s media
strategy could be seen in his international visits.
There was considerable curiosity about the PM’s
first foreign trip, to neighbouring Bhutan. And, Modi
marked a departure from his predecessors by not
taking along a media contingent, on this and other
trips abroad. The  exceptions were for news agencies
PTI and ANI, and public broadcasters Doordarshan
and All India Radio. 

ARCHIS MOHAN

New Delhi, 26 August

Asenior minister in the Narendra Modi min-
istry was advised not to rehabilitate the
former’s ‘Man Friday’ in his personal staff,

given his alleged dubious reputation. In another
instance, the son of senior minister was instruct-
ed to stop influencing postings and transfers of offi-
cials in his father’s ministry.

In its first 100 days, the Modi-led Prime
Minister’s Office (PMO) has gone into such details
as vetting for ministers their private secretaries.
It has also initiated a process to
purge or block appointments of
anybody whether a private sec-
retary, or in one instance to 
the panel of Supreme Court
judges, if they had affinity to the
United Progressive Alliance
(UPA) government.

Some of the appointments, like
that of the principal secretary to
PM, former Telecom Regulatory
Authority of India (Trai) chief
Nripendra Misra, ran into legal
trouble nearly immediately. The
Trai Act barred its former chair-
persons from taking up govern-
ment positions, but not a private
sector job, until at least two years
after retirement. The government
brought in an ordinance to remove
this “palpable anomaly” to Misra’s
appointment; followed by the pas-
sage of Trai (Amendment) Bill by
the two Houses of Parliament.

Later, the government found
itself in yet another controversy
related to appointment of judges to
the Supreme Court (SC). Former
Solicitor-General Gopal Subrama-
nium withdrew his consent to be a

Supreme Court judge after his wasn’t one of the
three names forwarded to the President. Chief
Justice R M Lodha said Subramanium’s name was
dropped “unilaterally” by the executive, which he
thought was “not proper”. 

The Modi government refused to entertain the
Congress’ demand for the post of Leader of
Opposition (LoP) in the Lok Sabha since the party
doesn’t have the requisite 10 per cent MPs in the
House of 543.

Last week, SC asked the Centre to reply in four
weeks how it planned to appoint the Lokpal. The
judges said the committee that selects the members

of the ombudsman includes LoP,
along with the PM and Chief
Justice of India.

The appointment of Y
Sudharshan Rao as Indian
Council of Historical Research
(ICHR)’s chief, too, raised eye-
brows. Gubernatorial appoint-
ments have also been a source of
friction between the government
and Congress. Governors from the
UPA era have eventually quit after
either being transferred to north-
eastern states or being quietly told
that their acts of omissions and
commissions would be made
public.

It is likely that the next 100
days would be as eventful. As the
blog ‘Actions not Acts’ on the PM’s
personal website narendramo-
di.in, posted on June 7, forecasts:
“As the NDA government settles
into office, one thing is clear —
here is a government that means
business…” It concludes by stating
that “for all those not used to”
many of the new changes “the
only thing to say is — get used to
this for the coming years!”

Experts say Modi’s
big-ticket promises
might force the
government into a
corner, as actual
delivery might
become a challenge

Focusing on the use
of social media by
not only the PIB but
every ministry and
minister, was one
of the govt’s first
initiatives

BIG DECISIONS
Planning Commission
scrapped

In his maiden
Independence Day
speech, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi
announced the
Planning Commission

would be replaced with a
new entity. “We will replace

the Planning Commission with a new
institution, having a new design and
structure…” he said

GoMs dismantled
Soon after taking over as the PM,
Modi put an end to the practice of
prolonging decisions among groups
of ministers. Directing dissolution of
21 GoMs and 9 Empowered GoMs,
Modi asked ministries and
departments to resolve pending
issues among themselves

FDI caps relaxed
In his Union Budget speech,

Finance Minister Arun
Jaitley announced
increasing the FDI cap
in insurance and
defence sectors to 49

per cent, from 26 per
cent earlier

Manufacturing hub
Modi urged global investors to help
make India a manufacturing hub of
the future in his Independence Day
speech. “I would like to tell the
world ‘come and make in India’,
come and manufacture in India, go
in any part of the world but
manufacture in India,” the prime
minister said

Fast-tracking green nods

Clearing decks to attract investments,
the Modi government eased various
environment, forest and tribal-
approval norms. Apart from giving a
green nod to several projects pending
clearance for long, decisions were
taken to boost coal production, mine
prospecting and lifting a ban on
polluting industrial clusters

SETBACKS

By-poll verdicts
BJP got only seven of 18 seats in 
by-polls across four states; this came
as a surprise to the party which won a
majority in the Lok Sabha elections in
May

Inflation rising
Retail inflation rose to 7.96
per cent in July from 7.46
per cent in June. This is in
spite of the Modi
government promising 

to bring down food 
prices

Bowing to lobbies
Government withheld approval to a
WTO agreement meant to streamline
Customs procedure; trials of genetically
modified (GM) crops put on hold;
elementary English test in UPSC exams
scrapped following street protests; the
four-year undergraduate course in
Delhi University abandoned under 
ABVP pressure

No-go on Pakistan
On foreign policy, Modi had

begun with a high, inviting
Pakistan PM Nawaz Sharif
among other heads of
neighbouring
governments for the

swearing-in. But he
recently cancelled foreign

secretary-level talks with Pakistan

Insurance Bill, retail 
policystuck
Insurance Bill was introduced but got
referred to a select committee in
Parliament. FDI in multi-brand retail is
still in no-man’s land

HITS AND
MISSES

External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj (right)with US Secretary of State John Kerry, during the latter’s visit to India 

Govt redefines rules
to deal with media

New appointments
& purging old ones

Nripendra Misra,
principal secretary to
the prime minister

Gopal Subramanium,
former solicitor-general
of India

Multitude of tweets and announcements on Facebook but
informal gag order on ministers and officials
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KEY ECONOMIC INDICATORS
There seems to be an economic revival in the pastfewmonths, buta debate is on aboutwhether ithas happened because ofthe change ofguard
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