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WESTBENGALFORESTminis-
ter Rajib Banerjee resigned on
Friday,dealinganotherblowto
theTrinamoolCongress fight-
ing to stanch a steady stream
of desertions to the BJP ahead
ofAssemblyelections.
Transport Minister Su-

venduAdhikari andMinister
ofStateforSportsLaxmiRatan
Shukla had earlier resigned
their posts in the government
and party. Several Trinamool
MPs andMLAs have also left
over thepast severalweeks.
Rajib Banerjee had been

skippingmeetings of theMa-
mata Banerjee cabinet for
some time now, and had ex-
pressed his unhappiness over
the functioningof theparty.
In his resignation sent to

the ChiefMinister and copied
to Governor Jagdeep
Dhankhar, Banerjeewrote: “I
regret to inform you that I
hereby tendermy resignation
frommyofficeascabinetmin-
ister being in charge of Forest
Department on today, i.e., on
22 January,2021.”
Ithadbeena“greathonour

andprivilege to serve thepeo-
ple ofWest Bengal”, Banerjee
said,adding,“Iheartilyconvey
my gratitude for getting this
opportunity.”
Banerjee, the TMC heavy-

weight fromHowrah district,
later went to Raj Bhavan to
personallyhandoverhis resig-
nation letter to theGovernor.
Afterwards, Banerjee told

reporters: “I had decided to
leavethestatecabinettwoand
ahalfyearsago,whenIwas re-
movedas irrigationminister.I
had expected the minimum
courtesy from ChiefMinister
Mamata Banerjee as a co-
worker that shewould inform
me about her decision before
making the announcement. I
came to knowfrom themedia
when I was holding a party
meeting.Ihadthendecidedto
leavethecabinetandremaina
party worker. Later, Mamata
Banerjeepacifiedmeandgave
me new responsibilities and
roles as aminister.”
He had taken up his griev-

ances about the party with
Mamata and other leaders
over the last two and a half
years,Banerjee said.“Over the
last twomonths, I have aired
thosegrievances inpublic.But
in last fewmonthsstatements
made bymy co-workers have
hurt me a lot. I was deeply
pained...Idon'tbelieve inmak-
ing personal attacks.But per-
sonalattacksagainstmemade
metakethisdecision(toquit).”
Banerjee,who did not take

questionsfromreporters,later
told his close circle that he
would announce his next step
induecourse.“IfonlyMamata
Banerjee had called me once
over the phone, all issues
would have been resolved,”
Banerjee is learnt to have told
aides.
On January 16, Banerjee,

theMLAfromDomjur,hadal-
leged during a Facebook Live
session that he had been un-
able to do some goodwork for
the people “because of some
persons in the party”, and had
asked the TMC leadership to
take “corrective steps” to
bridgethegapwiththepeople.
TMCMPProf Sougata Ray

saidBanerjee'sresignationwas
expected.“Good riddance.He
wasnotdischarginghisduties
as aminister andparty leader.

We tried to change his mind
and tomake himunderstand.
But he decided otherwise. It is
goodthathehas resigned,else
we would have taken action
againsthim.”
TMC secretary general

Partha Chatterjee said: “This
will have no impact on the
TMC. The party is like an
ocean.Therewillbenoeffect if
you draw two or three drops
fromit.Ifoneortwoleaves fall
fromabanyantree,newleaves
start growing.People like him
arebeingropedinbytheBJPto
badmouth us... One day they
(Banerjeeandotherswhohave
left)will realisethattheymade
thewrongdecision.”
The TMC also moved

swiftlytocrushfurtherdissent
in the party, expelling MLA
Baishali Dalmiya soon after

she came out in Banerjee's
support onFriday.
Dalmiya,thedaughterofthe

late cricket administrator and
businessman Jagmohan
Dalmiya, joined the TMC in
2016 and was immediately
given the ticket to contest the
Assembly election from Bally
constituencyinHowrahdistrict.
After Banerjee quit, Dalmiya
said:“Rajibdaresigningfromas
stateministerisabiglosstothe
partyand thepeople.Everyone
has self-respect.andno self-re-
spectingpersoncantoleratein-
sult.InHowrahdistrict,wehave
faceda lot of disrespect and in-
sults fromasectionofthe lead-
ership.”
Withinhours,theTMCdisci-

plinarycommitteemetandde-
cidedtoexpelherfromtheparty.
SinceDecember,eightTMC

MLAs, including the powerful
leader from Midnapore Su-
vendu Adhikari, have joined
the BJP.Two Congress MLAs,
an MLA each from the CPM
and CPI, a TMCMP,and a for-
merTMCMP too,have joined
the BJP. Laxmi Ratan Shukla
hastakenabreakfrompolitics
afterquittingthegovernment,
Rajib Banerjee is likely to join
theBJP later thismonth.
West Bengal BJP president

Dilip Ghosh appealed to
Banerjee to join the party.“He
has resigned as stateminister
but he is still an MLA of the
TMC.We cannot do anything
unless he resigns asMLA.But
wewillwait forhim.Heshould
come and join handswith the
BJP,”Ghosh saidonFriday.
BJPnational general secre-

taryKailashVijayvargiya said,
“Thosewhowant to honestly
work forthepeople cannot re-
mainwithMamata Banerjee.
This is because Mamata and
her nephew are indulging in
corruption across the state.
Their leaders are getting ar-
rested in cow smuggling and
coalscams.Sopeople likeRajib
Banerjee are leaving...Wewill
welcome him to the BJP if he
wishes to come.”
After he turned rebel and

skipped cabinetmeetings, the
TMC had tried to reach out to
Banerjee. Partha Chatterjee
met with him to address his
grievances.Banerjee,however,
continuedtospeakagainst the
party.
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THE BJP AND the Centre have
avoided reacting to theWhat-
sApp chats between Republic
TV’s Arnab Goswami and for-
merCEOoftheBroadcastAudi-
ence Research Council (BARC)
ParthoDasgupta submitted to
thecourtbytheMumbaiPolice
in theTRPcase.Butas theCon-
gress calls for a JPC probe and
flagsGoswami’sclaimsofprox-
imitywiththegovernment,that
distancingwill be tested once
Parliamentbegins.
TheCongressWorkingCom-

mittee Friday demanded a
"time-boundinvestigation”into
“thebreachofnationalsecurity,
violationsoftheOfficialSecrets
Act and the role of the persons
involved."
Congress president Sonia

Gandhi criticised what she
calledthe“deafening”silenceof
the Government adding that
"thosewho give certificates of
patriotismandnationalism to
others now stand totally ex-

posed."
“Why should we enter the

picture?”saidaUnionMinister.
“Neither the government nor
the party has anything to do
withwhat chatsGoswami has
with someone.As ofnow,there
is no wrongdoing, nothing to
prove that anyparty leaderhas
something todowith it,”said a
UnionMinister.
On theCongress allegation

that the chats showGoswami
hadpriorknowledge of“sensi-
tive”militaryoperations–aref-
erence toBalakot–BJP leaders

saidthechatsdidn’trevealany-
thingthatwasn’tpublicknowl-
edge at that time. Indeed,sev-
eral leaders inthepartyandthe
Government, from the Prime
Ministerdown,hadwarned of
decisive action to avenge the
Pulwamaattack.
Yet, at least six BJP leaders

The IndianExpressspokewith,
includingaUnionMinister,ad-
mittedthatthecontroversyhas
puttheminaspot.
Negative references to lead-

erslikelateArunJaitley,Prakash
Javadekarand formerminister
Rajyvardhan Rathore;
Goswami’s remark that “all
ministers arewith us,”and his
offertomediatewiththepoliti-
cal leadership, including the
PMO,aren’twhatanyoneinthe
partyorthegovernmentwants
tohavetorespondon.
Moreso,aftertheirtoplead-

erscameouttostronglydefend
Goswamiwhenhewas picked
up fromhis home in a suicide
abetment case by theMumbai
police inNovember.
UnionMinistersAmitShah,

Javadekar,S Jaishankar,Piyush
Goyal andSmriti Irani andBJP
presidentJPNaddahadcalledit
anattackonthefreepress.
“Thatsupportwasextended

because theMaharashtra gov-
ernmentandthepolicewerego-
ingafterGoswami,”saidasenior
BJP leader.“This isn’t the same
thing.Thereisallegedwrongdo-
ing and people have been ar-
rested.”
At least two leaders said the

WhatsApp chatswere like the
“Radiamoment”for theBJPre-
ferring to telephone chats be-
tween formercorporate lobby-
ist Niira Radia and politicians
and journalists in2009,which
wasusedbytheBJP in its cam-
paignagainst theCongress-led
UPAin the runup to2014Lok
Sabhaelections.
“The contentmaynot be as

damagingasRadiatapes,about
specific claims of proximity to
politiciansandcorporates.Butit
isembarrassingwhensomeone
flaunts orbrags about connec-
tions with Ministers,” said a
partyleader.
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AMIDREPORTSTHATabanned
pro-Khalistangrouphascalled
for protests outside Indian
missions in countries like the
UKon Republic Day, theMin-
istryofExternalAffairsonFri-
day said India has asked the
states to take appropriate ac-
tion for ensuring security of
themissionpremises.
MinistryofExternalAffairs

SpokespersonAnurag Srivas-
tava also saidwherever Indian
missions see that anti-India
activitiesaretakingplace,they
raise the issue with the gov-
ernment of that country and
workwith them.
Asked about banned Sikh

forJusticecallingforablockade

of Indianmissions on January
26,he said in those countries
wheretherehavebeenprotests
outside the mission posts or
protestsaregoingtotakeplace,
“wehaveraised the issueof se-
curity of our diplomaticmis-
sionwith local authorities”.
“Theresponsibilityofsecu-

rityofdiplomaticmissionisof
the host country. We have
asked these states to take ap-
propriate action to ensure the
security of our mission and
staffers,”he said.
“Whereverourmissionssee

that anti-India activities are
takingplace,this issueisraised

with the government of that
country and we work with
them,” Srivastava said re-
sponding to a question on
steps being taken by India on
supportextendedbyKhalista-
nis amid farmers''protests.
To anotherquestion on In-

dia being invited to G7 by the
UK and what would be the
agendaatthatsummit,hesaid
it was too early to talk about
agendabutpointedoutthat in
these summits it is largely the
priorities of the chair which
are important.
OntherecentvisitbyNepal

foreign minister Pradeep
Gyawali, Srivastava said the
holding of the high-level
meetingdespitetheCOVIDre-
strictions is an example of the
strengthof the ties.
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NITIAAYOGMEMBERRamesh
ChandonFridaysaid that if the
newfarm laws are repealed,no
governmentwill have courage
tobring themagain in thenext
10-15years,andtermedtheon-
going stalemate between the
Centre and protesting farmer
unionsasa“clashofegos”.
Thousandsoffarmers,espe-

ciallyfromPunjab,Haryanaand
parts ofUttarPradesh,are agi-
tating atvarious borders of the
national capital seeking repeal
ofthefarmlawsandlegalguar-
antee of the government for
minimumsupportpriceoftheir
crops.
The 11 rounds of talks be-

tween the government and

farmer unions have failed to
yield any concrete results al-
thoughthegovernmenthasof-
feredaproposaltokeepthelaws
under suspension for 1-1.5
years.
Chand,while addressing a

mediabriefing,saidagriculture
issues have nowbecome“very
complex”andas farasneed for
reformsisconcerned,hethinks
everybodyisconvinced.
“I somehowfeel thatnow,it

has become a sort of clash of
egos.Weneedtosomehowleave
this ego issueand lookat larger
interestofthesector.
“Because, if these reforms

are repealed, I don''t know
whether in the next 10-15
years,anybodywillhavecourage
tobringthesekindsofreforms,”
Chandsaid.

The Niti Aayog member
(agriculture) furthersaid that if
that happens, it will be “very
verydamaging for the farmers
andtheagriculturesector”.
He also opined that even

protesting farmers seem to be
for reformsbut theyareproba-
blyaskingthatfirstyouthegov-

ernment repeal then bring a
newone.
Chandalsonoted that both

the government and the
SupremeCourt(SC)haveshown
accommodation, they have
shownflexibilityforconcerning
farmers.
“The government has also

shown itswillingness,and the
SChasconstitutedacommittee
and the committee has inter-
acted with farmer leaders of
eightstates,”hesaid.
Chand said Indian farm

productsneed tobecomemore
export-competitive.
“We need to liberalise the

agriculture sector. There are
strongreasonforit...weneedto
beexport-competitive,weneed
to reduce our logistic costs,”he
added.
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Dhankhar in Kolkata on Friday. TWITTER@JDHANKHAR1
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