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Code uncode

State poll campaigning showed how tough EC’s job will be when it oversees 2024
national elections

TOI Editorials

Voting for five state assemblies is over. Naturally, weeks since polls were announced on October 9 saw
intense and oftentimes down-and-dirty campaigns. Increasingly, parties are pushing the boundaries on
fair conduct. New ways and means are found to dodge the Election Commission’s model code of conduct
(MCC), the do’s and don’ts for parties, candidates and government officials. If MCC’s spirit lies in its
‘appeal’ for a minimum standard of conduct and behaviour, its flesh and blood are the rules for the ‘party
in power’ - for governments, ministers and civil servants regarding state schemes, mixing political and
official visits, use of state transport etc.

Yet, with every election, MCC is under more strain. For one, the 48-hour silence period is obsolete in the
age of internet and social media. Politicians grounded for toxic remarks in physical rallies use their online
presence to press the same message. Given MCC kicks in once the poll schedule is announced, there was
little for EC to do when a party announced some candidates on August 17, sidestepping fair practice.
There are hardly any enforceable ways to ensure incumbent MLAs re-contesting polls did not mix the
official with the political.

EC rightly suspended a direct money transfer scheme to Telangana’s farmers. But the Telangana minister
will not be the only one, as general election campaigning gets underway, who will violate MCC. Using an
existing welfare scheme as campaign tool is wrong. He was pulled up for “disturbing the level-playing
field”. This approach should be applied fairly - everyone who disturbs the playing field in the future
should be pulled up. MCC must be seen to be fairly ensuring fair practice. EC has a tough job, and over all,
it does a great job. 2024 will be a big challenge for it.
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