
A DEFAULT CHOICE
N. BIREN SINGH’S ROLE IN WINNING THE BJP A STABLE

MAJORITY HELPED HIM RETURN AS THE CHIEF MINISTER OF

MANIPUR
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In choosing to retain Nongthombam Biren Singh as the Chief Minister of Manipur, the

Bharatiya Janata Party decided to go with continuity in a State where only one former

chief minister – Okram Ibobi Singh of the Congress – had managed to carry on after a

full five-year term. This should not come as a surprise even though there was

speculation in the run-up to the announcement that other contenders had thrown their

hats into the ring. It was under Mr. Singh’s leadership that the BJP not only increased its

seat share in the Manipur Assembly, from 21 (in 2017) to 32 (in 2022), but had also

managed to weather several storms while running a minority government in the last five

years. Unlike 2017, when the BJP formed the government in dubious circumstances —

the Congress had emerged as the single largest party with 28 seats — the ruling party

had a clear-cut majority on its own this time. Besides, the BJP government has received

post-election support from the Janata Dal (United) and the Nagaland Peoples’ Front,

with six and five MLAs each. The clear verdict from the electorate this time should help

Mr. Singh run a stable government free of the shenanigans that dominated his previous

tenure. Mr. Singh also ran a spirited campaign to secure an electoral majority for the

BJP, with some of his initiatives such as the “Go to Hills” and “Go to Villages” bearing fruit.

The stable majority should give Mr. Singh the ballast to focus more on governance and

address the immediate needs of the State. Manipur has a higher literacy rate — 79.85%

compared to the country’s average of 74.04% — besides achieving a medium human

development index of 0.697, as of 2019. Only Sikkim and Mizoram have better indices in

the North-east. But chronic unemployment, especially of the youth, remains a key

concern that needs to be tackled by the Government. The recurring border conflicts in

villages in Manipur and Nagaland, with strikes and blockades, need to end quickly, and

a majority government will be better placed to address this ticklish problem. While the

BJP remained silent on the unpopular Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act in the course

of the election and still managed to win handily in the State, it cannot assume that the

electorate agreed with the views of the Union government and the party on the Act.

This could come up as a problem, yet again. As for the weakened Opposition in the

State, the BJP’s facile victory opens up fresh challenges for the Congress’s beleaguered

leadership even as smaller parties such as the National Peoples’ Party have tried to

warm up to the BJP by offering outside support. Manipur is a vital border State, with a

history of extremism and ethnic violence whose embers still remain. While a stable

government is best placed to work out a lasting peace and focus on livelihood issues, it

will be in the Opposition’s best interests to keep the Government on its toes by acting

maturely.



ON TARGET
LAKSHYA SEN LOOKS SET FOR GLORY IF HE IS ABLE TO ADD
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Lakshya Sen’s run to the final of the All England Open Badminton Championships

should rank high in the long list of great Indian sporting achievements. His crushing 10-

21, 15-21 loss on Sunday to World No.1 and reigning Olympic champion Viktor Axelsen

should not detract from the perception of his overall success. In terms of quality and

prestige, no tournament quite comes close to All England. One of only three BWF Super

1000 tournaments — the crown jewels of the sport — it attracts the world’s best. And like

Wimbledon in tennis, it is the first among equals, the oldest badminton tournament in

the world with more than a century’s history. Indians have long had an emotional

connect with All England, the acme of which came with the legendary Prakash

Padukone’s stunning triumph at the 1980 edition. For Padukone’s protégé to come

within one match of emulating his mentor, belying both his age and experience, is an

astonishing feat. Lakshya is all of 20 and this was only his third-ever appearance at All

England. But he shed the big-match nerves with ease, as he beat World No.3 and World

Championships bronze-medallist Anders Antonsen (round-of-16), and World No.7 and

defending champion Lee Zii Jia (semifinal) to go into the history books as the youngest

of four players from independent India to reach the All England final (others being

Padukone, P. Gopi Chand and Saina Nehwal).

It is fair to say that Lakshya has been building up to this. He was marked out for success

since young, and he lived up to that promise with medals at the Youth Olympic and

junior World and Asian levels. While excellence in the juniors is no harbinger of success

at the senior level, Lakshya, under the tutelage of Dronacharya awardee U. Vimal Kumar,

has transitioned rather well. The last four months’ performance, in fact, proves this. In

December 2021, he secured a bronze medal at the World Championships to join a select

band of seven Indians to have stood on the podium at the Worlds. In January, at the

India Open, he beat the reigning World Champion, Loh Kean Yew, to win his first BWF

Super 500 title. In the German Open earlier this month, he defeated Olympic bronze

medallist Anthony Ginting and then shocked Axelsen himself en route to a runner-up

finish. He is no longer just an object of observation but the provider of that emotional

hook for many a young Indian fan and player. Elite badminton is no doubt an

unforgiving and unrelenting genre, as he found out against Axelsen on Sunday. But if

Lakshya continues to sharpen his game, spruce up his body and develop a champion’s

mindset, the possibilities are endless.


