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Vote Juhu Tees Off!

By Hansel D’Souza

hansel@vsnl.com
It’s a typhoon, no a tsunami, no a cyclone, no it’s the Juhu Wave!  And its Mumbai’s political firmament that just got hit!

The humble Juhukar just stood up to his full height and took responsibility for his neighbourhood.  For the next five years Juhu could be out of bounds for the politicos.  It could be “Juhu Raj” that governs Ward 63 of the Mumbai Municipal Corporation.

So how did the politicians take it?  There were a few squeaks in the press.  “JCWG should remain an NGO and not enter politics”, said  Ashok Jadhav, Congress MLA and corporator.

So why are citizen activists entering politics?  This and many more questions were answered at the December 10th meeting held at Keertan Kendra to install the city’s first citizen’s ward committee.  Gerson da Cunha, Convenor of AGNI and fellow activist was the Chief Guest.

Speaking on the occasion, Gerson expressed gratitude on behalf of the citizens of Mumbai to the citizens of Juhu for giving Juhu beach back to the city.  He said Juhu was a sterling example for the rest of the city to emulate.  This new system of urban governance was a unique experiment in democracy, which the nation would watch with keen interest.  He then administered the oath of office to 20 Area Sabha Representatives who took their places with immense pride.

Mayank Gandhi representing Vote Mumbai explained the rationale behind the Vote Juhu campaign.  “This moment will be inscribed in letters of gold.  The entire nation is watching as you take this bold step to usher in a new era in urban governance”, said Mr. Gandhi.

Then came the announcement of the Citizens Consensus Candidate elected the previous evening by the Area Sabha Representatives.  Mr. Adolf D’Souza took the stage to a tumultuous applause as the first ever “citizens rep” to fight an election.  Speaking with emotion he said, “Tourists visit Juhu to see the beach.  It is my dream that one day they will know Juhu for its beautiful streets, parks and by-lanes”.

So getting back to the moot point.  Why are citizen’s entering politics?  To begin with, it must be clarified that this is definitely not a long-term engagement and there are no plans to either replace politicians or political parties.  Juhu has been selected to create a model for urban governance that ensures participation, accountability and transparency.  All of which is sorely lacking in the current system.  Everybody knows the extent of corruption in the civic body and the resulting lack of services and quality of infrastructure.

By setting up a Ward Committee with a Citizens Corporator, the governance of the ward will be in the hands of the same activists who have given Juhu a sanitized beach, garbage-free roads and a little colour by way of street furniture, flower-beds and decent roads to drive on.  If all this could be achieved without the co-operation of the corporator and babus, imagine the difference a citizen governed ward would make!

Commenting on the Vote Juhu campaign, Mr. Krishnakumar Hegde, Congress spokesperson said in the Times of India, “It was a very small group of people who nominated D’souza. Besides, as an independent it is very difficult to access MLA, MP and central funds required for various development projects. Development work requires political backing which would be difficult for an independent.”

Politicians need to know that the Juhu citizen activists have been instrumental in Rs. 2.75 crores being invested in development projects in Juhu over the last three years.  How many corporators can match this figure anywhere in India?!!

However, the anxiety of politicians is understandable.  With the success of Vote Juhu, their dismal performance and underhand deals will stand exposed.  The Vote Juhu principles of participatory – accountable – transparent governance will empower citizens to take control of their neighbourhood.

Vote Juhu is a limited campaign dedicated to making Juhu a crucible for the new model of urban governance.  Once the success of this model is proved, citizens would be happy if the government implemented the model in every city of India.  Vote Juhu is indeed meant to be a gift to India from the simple Juhukar who would rather sit back and watch a sunset, than step into a sewer called “Indian politics”.






