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Bengal Opp demandsjustone or
two poll phases as CEC visits state

Atri Mitra

Kolkata, March 9

ON THE first day ofthe Election
Commission's (EC) three-day
tourof West Bengal ahead ofthe
Assembly elections, the poll
body held talks with political
parties on the conduct of elec-
tions, including on the number
of voting phases. While the
state’s Opposition parties have
demanded fewer than three
phases, the TMC raised concerns
over the recently concluded
Special Intensive Revision (SIR)
of electoral rolls and demanded
“full proof™ of the process and
“full compliance with the Su-
preme Court order”,

On Monday, party delega-
tions met a panel of EC officials
led by Chief Election Commis-
sioner (CEC) Gyanesh Kumar,
and Deputy Election Commis-
sioners S8 Sandhu and Vivek
Joshi in Kolkata.

The BJP delegation de-
manded that the Assembly elec-
tion be held in a single phase or
a maximum in two phases, in-
stead ofthelong-drawn sevento
eight phases spanning over six
weeks, and alsocalled onthe EC
toensuire “violence-free” pollsin
the state. The party also sub-
miitted a 16-point charter high-
lighting security concerns,
amongothers, tothe EC.

BJP leader Jagannath Chat-
topadhyay, who was part of the
party’s three-member delega-
tion that met EC officials, said.
“We demanded a one-, two- or
three-phase election, but not
more.” Chattopadhyay, how-
ever, raised concerns over the
deplovment of as many as 400
companiesof Central forcesand
criticised “the role of the state

Chief Election Commissioner Gyanesh Kumar visits Kalighat Temple in Kolkata on Monday. express

police indirecting these forces.”

“If a violence-free and fear-
less environment is ta be cre-
ated, the EC must take action
against the state police and gov-
emnment officials who prevent
voters from casting their own
ballots," hesaid. For polling day,
the BJ hasdemandedthe intro-
duction of two-stage identifica-
tionof voters.

The CPI(M), meanwhile, de-
manded asingle-phase election,
arguing that holdingelectionsin
multiple phases allows for the
“movement of anti-social el-
ements” across constituencies.
The state CPI(M) secretary, Mo-
hammed Salim, said if a single-
phase election is unfeasible, the
process should not extend
beyond two phases.

The ruling TMC, however, re-
fused to comment on how many
election phases it wanted. “This
isnot the forum platform todis-
cuss the poll phases,” TMC Min-

ister Firhad Hakim said, when
asked about it, after the TMC del-
egation met the EC officials.
Since 2011, Assembly elec-
tions in West Bengal have been
held over at least five phases.

In an official statement, the
EC said parties asked it to con-
duct shorter elections and en-
suretheyareconductedinafree
and fair manner. “Political
parties urged the Commuissionto
take stringent measures to curb
the aggression of anti-social
elements...”

Alfter the TMC and CPI(M)
raised concerns over the Special
Intensive Revision(SIR) of elec-
toral rolls, and the alleged dele-
tionof genuine voters, the EC, in
its statement, said, “The CEC re-
iterated that the SIR has been
conducted inthe most transpar-
ent manner without any bias. He
added that Forms 6/7/8 can still
be filed for any inclusions/dele-
tions/ichanges.”

On poll-related violence in
Bengal, the EC said, “CEC Gya-
nesh Kumar assured the politi-
cal parties that...the EC will not
leave any stone unturned inen-
suring an impartial, transparent,
and free and fair polis in West
Bengal. The EC is committed to
zerotolerancetowards violence,
he asserted.”

Meanwhile, while visiting
Kalighat Temple, CEC Kumar
faced demonstrationsasa group
of protesters surrounded him,
waved black flags, and shouted
“go back”, marking the second
such incident after he landed in
Kolkata on Sunday night. The
protesters claimed that many
names were erroneously re-
moved from the voters’ list dur-
ing the SIR exercise. Supporters
ofthe TMC and Left parties also
staged separate demonstrations,
with Left activists chanting “No
voters, no vote”. (WITH INPUTS
FROMTANUSREE BOSE)

TMC minister
says Gyanesh
insulted her,
said ‘don’t shout’

Sweety Kumari
Kolkara, March @

WESTBENGAL minister Chan-
drima Bhattacharya on Mon-
day accused Chief Election
Commissioner Gyanesh Kumar
of shouting at her and disre-
specting women when she
raised the issue of deletion of
votersinthe SIR exercise during
a meeting between the EC and
a'TMC delegation in Kolkata.
CM Mamata Banerjee,
whose dharna over the SIR
deletions entered its fourth day
on Monday, alleged that the

CEC had adopted athreatening
tone towards the state
bureaucracy.

"Like every time, it was he
(Gyanesh Kumar) who did all
thetalking...he suddenly got of-
lended and said that you had
gone to the Supreme Court
(against the SIR). He was shotit-
ing. And he accused us of shout-
ing,” said Bhartacharya. “Isita
sintogotothe SC? Itisour right,
and therefore we went. [ama
woman. He told me, ‘don't
shout”. I asked him how he
could say that to me,” she said.

Denying the allegation that
the CEC shouted at her, an EC
source said: "A leader from the
TMC spoke in a raised voice, fol-
lowing which the CEC advised
her to lower her tone and sub-
mit the demands and sugges-
tions in a constructive manner.”
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