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By-Poll 2021: Wake up call
for BJP, Pleasant surprise
for Congress

T

he poll pundits have sounded the alarm bell for the ruling party for the severe disenchantment within the electorate of a poll-bound state. A similar disenchantment against
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) showed in the results of three Lok Sabha constituencies and 29 assembly seats across 13 states.
The saffron party was handed humiliating defeats in Himachal Pradesh, where elections
are due next year, and stares at complete rejection in West Bengal,
where it had emerged as the second-largest party after the Trinamool
Congress (TMC), and routed in Rajasthan. Victories in Rajasthan will
be sweet for the Congress because not only did it retain the Vallabhnagar seat but also wrested the Dhariawad constituency from the
BJP. In Vallabhnagar, the BJP finished fourth while in Dhariawad, it
was pushed to the third position. Barring its performance in Assam,
where HimantaBiswaSarma’s leadership steered the BJP and its ally
United People’s Party (Liberal) (UPPL) to comprehensive victories
in all the five assembly segments, gaining four of these from opposition parties, the BJP put up a lackluster show if compared to its past
performances. The only seat where it was able to displace the ruling
party was Huzurabad in Telangana. The BJP, which had won the closely-contested Dubakka
by-poll last year, will now push to project itself as the primary challenger to the incumbent K.
Chandrasekhar Rao-led Telangana Rashtra Samithi.
However, Congress will gain some confidence from the by-polls. Not only did the party
emerge stronger in BJP-ruled Himachal Pradesh, but also fought tightly-contested elections
in Madhya Pradesh, where although it managed to win only one of three seats, it’s 45.5%
vote share was only 2% lower than the BJP’s. It also won the prestigious Deglur assembly
seat in Maharashtra by a margin of around 42,000 votes. Deglur had become keenly watched
because top BJP leaders like former chief minister DevendraFadnavis had extensively campaigned in a bid to topple Congress. The grand-old party would also be happy that it has
wrested the Hangal constituency in Karnataka from the BJP. The seat falls in chief minister
BasavarajBommai’s home district Haveri.
The by-polls also indicate that a substantial section of voters tends to prefer regional forces that are in strong positions. The TMC’s enormous wins in all the four assembly seats of
West Bengal signal such a trend. Not only did the TMC secure more than 75% votes in all the
constituencies, but the other parties struggled to even save their deposit.Y.S. Jagan Mohan
Reddy-led YSR Congress registered an emphatic win in Andhra Pradesh, defeating the BJP
by more than 90,000 votes. The Shiv Sena, too, registered a win in Dadra and Nagar Haveli,
its first outside Maharashtra. The Lok Sabha seat in the Union Territory had fallen vacant
after independent MP Mohan Delkar died by suicide this year. Kelkar made serious allegations of harassment against BJP leader and Lakshadweep administrator Praful Khoda Patel,
who was also governing Dadra and Nagar Haveli. The Shiv Sena fielded Delkar’s wife KalabenDelkar, who defeated the BJP candidate by a big margin. Indian National Lok Dal leader
AbhayChautala won the Ellenabad seat in Haryana by defeating the BJP in a closely-fought
election. Chautala had resigned from the seat in support of the farmers’ protests earlier this
year. In Meghalaya, voters preferred Conrad Sangma’s National People’s Party and United
Democratic Party over the Congress. In Bihar, although the Rashtriya Janata Dal could not
win either of the two assembly segments in Bihar – Tarapur and KusheshwarAshtan – it held
onto its ground and even managed to decrease the margin of victory considerably in Tarapur.
The ruling Janata Dal (United) won both seats.
The biggest takeaway from the by-polls will be the BJP’s uninspiring show. The saffron
party could not register wins in states where it is not in power, except in Telangana. The
thrashing that it received in West Bengal and Himachal Pradesh are some of the biggest-ever
defeats that the saffron party has faced. On the other hand, the Congress did comparatively
well in BJP-ruled states, while performing exceedingly well in Rajasthan and Maharashtra,
where it is in power.
Notwithstanding the regional dynamics, the BJP’s reticence in responding to matters
that affect the common man like fuel price rise, unemployment, crashing businesses and mishandling of the COVID-19 pandemic, even while it remains extremely vocal in counting its
achievements in well-mounted advertisement campaigns, may cost the party dearly in the
long-run. While one should not read too much into the by-poll results, they do contain the
warning signals of the beginning of a probable downfall. However, BJP can argue that they
have not unleashed the Modi card in the by-poll hence the initiative remains with them going
ahead in the next round of elections.
—Prashant Tewari , Editor-in-Chief
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IT IS A BATTLE
ROYAL FOR
AMARINDER
SINGH
“No man or society that has risen from the dead into the life of the
spirit can tolerate political subjugation or social slavery to unjust laws
or rules. Politics, in the sense of fighting against all social injustice,
all tyranny, all wrong taxation of the poor, all subjugation of man to
man were the “politics” of the Gur. Without freedom, no true religion
or art can flourish anywhere. Human love, too, degenerates if freedom
fails. Liberty is the breath of true culture. The Sikhs raised by the Gur
fought for freedom. They were defeated, they might be defeated again;
all attempts at liberty generally end in defeat. But their very fighting
for liberty is the mark of new soul-consciousness”

S

her-E-Punjab: Maharaja Ranjit Singh”, inspirational Sikh leader
and founder of the Sikh empire has inspired Captain Amarinder
Singh to fight perhaps his last political battle in the upcoming
Punjab elections 2022.
Amarinder Singh was elected Chief Minister of Punjab, after
Congress Party got a majority in March 2017 elections for Punjab Assembly. But on 18 September 2021, he resigned from the post of Chief
Minister on the directions of Congress High Command in Delhi. Earlier also,
he served as the Chief Minister of Punjab from 2002 to 2007. He has been the
President of Punjab PCC. He was also elected MP (Lok Sabha) from the Amritsar constituency of Punjab in May 2014 General Elections, when he defeated
his BJP rival, Arun Jaitley.
In concise, cut-and-dry terms, when Amarinder took over as chief minister in 2002, the situation in Punjab was quite serious. He shot into immediate fame when his government launched its first major crackdown on corruption by arresting the high-profile Punjab Public Service Commission (PPSC)
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chairman, Ravinder Pal Singh Sidhu,
on 25 March 2002 at Chandigarh. This
was followed up by a series of arrests.
The government also launched a massive anti-corruption offensive against
the SAD president and his predecessor, Parkash Singh Badal. ‘We had been
voted primarily for two reasons, one because of the corruption of Badal and his
ministers, and secondly to run a clean
and efficient government,’ says Amarinder. The tirade against Badal and
his family, as a slew of cases were registered against them, at times became
over obsessive, diverting the focus of the
government on the critical issues of the
state. The Badals were finally arrested
on 1 December 2003, after the court denied them bail. They were later granted
bail and acquitted of all charges.
The big hallmark, even though controversial, of Amarinder Singh’s tenure
as chief minister was the Punjab Termination of Agreements Act, 2004 whereby the Punjab Assembly terminated the
agreement dated 31.12.1981 and other
agreements relating to Ravi–Beas waters to discharge the Government of
Punjab from obligations thereunder.
This was a fall-out of a long-standing
dispute with the neighboring state of
Haryana over sharing of water via a
Sutlej-Yamuna Link canal. This step,
apart from creating a furor in the Indian Parliament and a constitutional crisis also put his hot seat in jeopardy as
both, Dr. Manmohan Singh, the prime
minister of India, and Sonia Gandhi,
president of the All India Congress
Committee (AICC) were livid with him.
‘No sacrifice was bigger than protecting
and safeguarding the interests of Punjab to ensure that an estimated 9 lakh
acres did not go dry or become barren
or the livelihoods of 1.5 million families
were not snatched away. I knew this
was one of the main causes of terrorism
in Punjab, and allowing construction of
SYL [canal] was bringing back the trigger for terrorism,’ says Amarinder.
Amarinder is no stranger to setbacks. The Congress lost the 2007 February elections paving way for the Akalis
to come back and Parkash Singh Badal
was sworn in as chief minister for the
fifth time. Amarinder, however, during this tough phase kept his roar alive.
As time ticked by, those Congressmen
and women and fair-weather friends,
who had deserted Amarinder Singh,
began ‘rediscovering’ his relevance in,
and importance to, Punjab’s politics.
All of them seemed to realize that if the
Congress had anyone who could coun-
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The big hallmark, even though
controversial, of Amarinder Singh’s
tenure as chief minister was the Punjab
Termination of Agreements Act,
2004 whereby the Punjab Assembly
terminated the agreement dated
31.12.1981 and other agreements
relating to Ravi–Beas waters to
discharge the Government of Punjab
from obligations thereunder.
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ter the Akalis, it was none other than
Amarinder Singh. Amarinder, however,
could not hold on to his growing popularity as the 2012 elections, which the
Congress fought under his stewardship
did not go the Congress way. He was astute enough to understand that political fortunes could change overnight. He
was aware that he was the most popular Congress leader in Punjab, and all
he had to do was to keep in the news, a
lesson he had learned from none other
than the former prime minister, Indira
Gandhi.
Amarinder’s tenure also saw a massive people-to-people contact with
Pakistanis a slew of activities including sports, culture, and business took
place. He visited Pakistan on a couple
of occasions and the camaraderie gave
a great hope of restoring the sour relationship with the neighboring country.
Even amongst his worst critics, Amarinder emerged a clear winner when he
took command of a situation, but the
moment he delegated responsibilities
to his favored bureaucrats or the hangers-on around him, things plummeted.
In spite of possessing all the qualities
of a statesman, he at times brought
himself to a crossroads because of this
one characteristic: taking people at face
value. However, given the constant
highs and lows in the political firmament, there was never a dull moment
in Amarinder’s tenure. To him can be
ascribed the credit of making one of the
most determined attempts to improve
Punjab’s fortunes in every field in the
twenty-first century.
The other side of Amarinder is
equally fascinating. Khandiali resort
is nothing short of an author’s paradise, the mountains and the surreal
atmosphere provide a perfect destination for a writer who wants to detach
himself from the hustle and bustle of
a fast-paced world. This is where Amarinder Singh retires for many a time
not only to escape the summer heat
but also to write. Once he reaches his
farm amongst the cherry orchards, he
disconnects completely from the crazy
world of the dusty and hot plains of
Punjab that form his regular sphere of
activities. Unlike many of his age, Amarinder has, surprisingly, adapted to
the latest developments in technology
very well. He now punches the keys of
a laptop with just one finger to record
his thoughts and ideas, which is quite
in contrast to his earlier style of writing, when he used a fountain pen. Such
a pen has brought alive in detail many
O p i n i on E x p r e s s

battlefield incidents and episodes of
military heroics and sacrifices. He has
authored six books, making him one
of the most distinguished military historians in India. His published works
include Ridge Too Far; Lest We Forget; The Last Sunset: Rise and Fall of
Lahore Durbar. Among his most recent
works are Honour and Fidelity: India’s
Military Contribution to the Great War
1914 to 1918, and The Monsoon War:
Young Officers Reminisce–1965 IndiaPakistan War, his memoirs of the 1965
Indo-Pak war (co-authored by Lt.Gen
TS Shergill), and the latest, Saragarhi
and the Defence of the Samana Forts:
The 36th Sikhs in the Tirah Campaign
1897-98.
Amarinder was a big proponent of
ties between East and West Punjab during his first stint as the CM when he hosted the chief minister of Pakistan Punjab.
He had said, “I want to have breakfast in
Amritsar and lunch in Lahore.” He, however, always drew a line when it came to
India’s integrity. Despite their ideological differences, BJP acknowledges him
as a Nationalist. Amarinder was all fire
and fury after the Pulwama terror attack.
Addressing the Punjab assembly, he had
thundered, “I want to tell this to General
Bajwa (Pakistan army chief) that if you
are a Punjabi, we too are Punjabis and
you dare try to enter our territory, we
will set you right.”
Today, the BJP is a marginal player
in Punjab, and the ongoing controversy over three farm laws has further
alienated it from the entrenched farming communities in the State. With the
debate on the merits of the farm laws
apart, the BJP also questioned the patriotism of the protestors. The party is
now hoping for outreach to the Sikh
farmers through a partnership with the
Captain. Whether it can offer any compromise that the farmers might find
palatable remains to be seen.
Amarinder still remains the tallest
leader of the state, but this time, perhaps, he could find himself all alone.
His biographer Khushwant recalled, “It
was in 2012 when Captain Singh had
lost two elections and many had almost
written him off, I felt there was a story
waiting to be told. Yet again, history is
repeating itself when Amarinder Singh
is thrown out of his own party to fight
his battle. But with the announcement
of Congress Lok Party, a strategic tie-up
with BJP, and break away Akali Dal, the
eighty-year-old young man probably
will fire an ace in the game of Punjab
2022.
November 2021
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Can Taliban handle a new
generation of Afghans?
By MahuaVenkatesh

A

fghanistan, especially its social
hue, in the last two decades has
dramatically changed, something that the Taliban or even Pakistans
Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) that
played a key role in government formation in the country after the US troops
withdrawal, may not have accounted
for.
Foreign policy watchers told India
Narrative that the young Afghans –
typically those who are in their 20s and
30s-- are now used to a different life
which has been free, democratic and
open.
“For the Taliban, the biggest challenge is to gain acceptability of the people of Afghanistan, who are now used to
their freedom and are quite conscious
of their rights—men and women both,”
one of them said, adding that it may not
be easy for the hardline government
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As the Taliban took control of Kabul, the prominent
faces of the outfit including the that of Mullah
Abdul Ghani Baradar and Sher Mohammad Abbas
Stanikzai among others had portrayed that the
second innings of their regime would be a moderate
and inclusive one.
to manage them even in the medium
term.
As the Taliban took control of Kabul, the prominent faces of the outfit including the that of Mullah Abdul Ghani
Baradar and Sher Mohammad Abbas
Stanikzai among others had portrayed
that the second innings of their regime
would be a moderate and inclusive
one. However, the relatively moderate
faces of the Taliban have been conve-
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niently sidelined. Essentially Taliban
2.0 is just a repeat of Taliban 1.0 which
is austere and anti-modern. Paksitan’s
ultra-conservative Inter Services Intelligence which cut its teeth after former
President Zia UlHaq had instituionalisedIslamisation of the military, played
a seminal role in yanking back the Taliban into its ultra-orthodox roots. ISI
chief Faiz Hameed camped in Kabul to
form a “caretaker” government which

had the terror tainted and criminalisedHaqqani network at its core.
The UN blacklisted Mullah Mohammad Hassan Akhund-led government
has already passed a diktat, asking
women to stay at home.
Afghanistan traditionally known for
its progressive thinking had granted
equality to its women in 1964. Though
under the Taliban rule in the 1990s,
these rights were snatched away, they
were restored in 2004.
“This is a turning point…sooner or
later the country will break into a serious civil war…that apart men and women of the country are unlikely to accept
the Taliban rule,” the analyst pointed
out.

Afghanistan and Afghan women
changed over the past two decades, said
RamziaAbdekhil, a university student
told Hurriyet Daily News.
“The Taliban should understand
this: Today’s Afghanistan is not like
the one they ruled 20 years ago. Back
then, they did whatever they wanted to
do, and we kept silent. Not anymore,
we’ll not remain silent. We won’t accept whatever they say, we won’t wear
burqas and sit at home,” the newspaper
quoted Adbekhil as saying.
Notably, women from across the
country have been spearheading protests.
That apart, the world community
is closely watching the developments
O p i n i on E x p r e s s

in Afghanistan. Apart from China and
Pakistan and a few others, the world
community has not come forth in showing their willingness to work with the
Taliban.
Several countries in the Middle East
that gave immediate recognition to the
Taliban last time have also maintained
stoic silence.
Not just that. Several of them, including India have made a clear distinction between the people of the country
and the Taliban regime.
“In today’s context the Taliban’s calculation may have gone wrong, we will
have to carefully watch the situation
that unfolds in the next few months,”
the analyst said.
November 2021

11

Can China draw Taliban-ruled
Af into its economic orbit?
By MahuaVenkatesh

W

ill China, which has been one
of the first countries to offer an emergency aid of $31
million to Afghanistan help in rebuilding the war-torn nation? Most experts
believe that though Beijing has promised to help Afghanistan, it is unlikely
to make any major investments in the
country that would have any real impact in lifting the shattered economy.
“China is more cautious than you
might think,” former acting governor
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of the Da Afghanistan Bank -- the country’s Central Bank, told American think
tank-Atlantic Council a few days ago.
China with its multi billion investments in the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) needs a steady and stable political environment to invest.
In fact, as a minister of commerce,
when Ahmady attended a conference
on the ongoing BRI in 2019 - 2020, he
found his Chinese interlocutors were
hesitant to build on their existing investments in Afghanistan.
The former Central Bank governor
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said that he would expect that same
framework to apply now. “Perhaps
they’ll make promises to invest large
amount but the actual implementation
of those, I think, is a long time coming,”
the Atlantic Council quoted Ahmady as
saying.
That apart, even if China, which said
that it respects the “sovereignty” and
“independence” of Afghanistan, decides
to make investments in the country at
some point, these would take a long to
fructify.
Ahmady said that though there have

been reports on Beijing’s increased interest in Afghanistan’s large mineral
reserves, this would mean ‘a multi-year
investment process’ that are long term
in nature and would do little to boost
the Afghan economy in the short-term.
After storming into power following the withdrawal of the US troops, the
Taliban, left with almost no financial resources to run the country, have sought
China’s help in the rebuilding process.
Speaking to India Narrative, Shakti
Sinha former bureaucrat and director at Atal Bihari Vajpayee Institute
of Policy Research and International
Studies, said that China will be unable
to provide any substantial assistance to
Afghanistan in its rebuilding process.
“It is beyond China. Beijing is not in
any position to help Afghanistan in any
significant manner,” Sinha said.

That apart, even if China, which said that it
respects the “sovereignty” and “independence” of
Afghanistan, decides to make investments in the
country at some point, these would take a long to
fructify.
Challenges that Afghanistan
pose for China and other
countries

Widespread corruption and cartel
problems with multiple warlords and
power brokers have dominated the Afghanistan politico-economic landscape.
That apart with the Taliban’s return to
power, the country is hit by a massive
political and social upheaval. Insiders
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said that while the Chinese Embassy
continues to function, many Chinese
have left the country.
Ma Haiyun, an associate professor
of history at Frostburg State University
in the US, told South China Morning
Post that it is ill-equipped to deal with
Afghanistan’s fractured society because
it lacked a network on the ground. Interestingly, he noted that China’s suppression of the Uygur Muslim population
in its far-western region of Xinjiang region, bordering Afghanistan, has been a
missed opportunity. The Chinese could
have actually leveraged the Uyghur
community in expanding its network in
Central Asia.
China destroyed a resource that it
could have used to expand its influence
into Central Asia,” Ma has been quoted
as saying by the news organisation.
In the last few months, Beijing has
come under the global scanner for its
treatment of the Uyghur Muslims and
gross violation of human rights. It is no
secret that China’s concerns have risen
with the withdrawal of the US troops
militants as this could trigger several
terror outfits to stage attacks. The Islamic State in Iraq and the LevantKhorasan (ISIL-K) and Uyghur Eastern
Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM)
-- a Uyghur militant group -- have been
expanding their network in the country.
While China is keen on expanding
the $60 billion China-Pakistan Economic Corridor to Afghanistan, security
concerns remain predominant. China
has already slowed down its investments into the CPEC, especially as it
has been hit by delays, corruption and
security issues.
Given this situation, China will
not venture into Afghanistan any time
soon. “Chinese companies have also
been eyeing Afghanistan’s vast copper
and lithium mines, but experts say the
perilous security situation means any
immediate commodities rush by investors is unlikely,” another SCMP report
said, perhaps aptly summing up Beijing’s likely Afghanistan policy.
November 2021
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After Gwadar, China sets
its eyes on Karachi port to
control regional trade
Mrityunjoy Kumar Jha

A

fter taking control of Gwadar
port under the China Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC) projects, China has now set its eyes on Karachi, a premium port in South Asia.
Gwadar and Karachi will provide
China access to the Arabian Sea, reducing its dependence on the US dominated
Malacca straits to channel its burgeoning trade. Besides, by controlling both
the key ports, China can influence landlocked countries of Central Asia, which
are also looking at the Iranian port of
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Chabahar, where India has stakes, as
a coastal outlet for trade. China has
moved to take control of the Karachi
Coastal Comprehensive Development
Zone (KCCDZ) under the CPEC framework. Pakistan’s Imran Khan government has decided to “award” its project of KCCDZ to China. China will be
investing $3.5 billion in the project as
“direct Chinese investment” as reported
by the Pakistani daily Dawn. .
Overwhelmed by the Chinese decision, Prime Minister Khan has described
the move as another game-changing
event. Khan is apparently pleased that
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cash-strapped Pakistan will not have to
spend a single penny unlike other CPEC
projects.
An elated Pakistani Prime Minister
announced that the KCCDZ, “will put
Karachi at par with developed port cities.”
“And the best thing of this project is that it’s solely based on foreign
(Chinese) investment without any
loan,” added Pakistan’s Minister for
Marï¿½iï¿½time Affairs Syed Ali Zaidi, as reported by Dawn.
China has so far declined to restructure $3 billion in loans that Islamabad

owes Beijing. It has, in fact, pleaded
Beijing to forgive debt liabilities owed
to China-funded energy projects established under the CPEC. In addition
to the $3 billion in principal payments,
the dividend payments also stand at
$1.5 billion during the next three fiscal years. As the country continues to
struggle to attract investment, policymakers in Pakistan have come increasingly to rely on Chinese capital. According to the United Nations 2020 World
Investment Report China was by far the
largest contributor of foreign direct investment (FDI) to Pakistan, most of it
through CPEC.
According to Pakistani experts, the
Imran Khan government has offered
Karachi coastal areas, which include
ports to China on the platter. This multibillion-dollar mega KCCDZ project
will be will be undertaken in partnership with Karachi Port Trust (KPT).
“Developed on a reclaimed area
of approximately 640 hectares on the
western backwaters marsh land of KPT,

KCCDZ will be a flagship project for not
only Pakistan but the entire region,”
said an official statement.
It is believed that with the direct
Chinese investment, China aims to
overhaul the city’s seaboard with new
berths for the port, a new fishery port
and a majestic harbour bridge connecting it with Manora islands and Sandspit
beach.
“The Chinese work so fast and I guess
that it would not take more than five or
six years to complete the project. Under
the agreed plan, we would relocate some
20,000 to 25,000 families from Machhar Colony and relocate them. Believe
me it’s a huge thing for Pakistan,” said
the minister Syed Ali Zaidi.
But curiously the decision was made
in haste, and even the provincial government of Sindh was taken into confidence. Last year, the Imran Khan government took control of the twin islands
of Bundal and Buddo through a presidential ordinance despite strong objections by the Sindh government and
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activists. Jeay Sindh Muttahida Maha
(JSMM), a declared terrorist organisation by Pakistan, is an organisation
fighting for the rights of Sindhis. They
have feared that these two islands will
be given to China and they were proved
right. Now these two strategically located islands are part of the KCCDZ plan.
Last year, Baloch and Sindhi profreedom organizations announced their
union under one umbrella to fight the
CPEC project.
Anti-China protests have been taking
place across Sindh, Balochistan, Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa and Gilgit Baltistan. The
Armed rebel groups have intensified
their attacks on Chinese nationals and
projects. The Chinese are worried about
the CPEC. According to Global Times,
analysts have warned that the antiChina forces in Pakistan could provide
a hotbed for terrorists targeting China’s
CPEC projects, “where enhanced communication and coordination between
China and Pakistan is required to tackle
potential threats.”
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‘Accelerating India’
evaluates 7 years of
Modi government
“W

hen the Modi government completed
five years, I thought I should write
an account of the performance of the
government. Then I thought: Since I am a party MP,
people might think that I am writing the book to flatter those in power. So I gave up the idea. But it was in
the back of mind all the time. I thought it was necessary in a democracy for people to know what is going
on,” K.J. Alphons, the former bureaucrat and current
Rajya Sabha member, told Prashant Tewari in an interview of the book, “Accelerating India - 7 Years of
Modi Government”, that he has edited.
“Nobody had ever written a comprehensive book
on the performance of any government...I decided
that the country deserved to have the most authoritative information. Who had the most authoritative
information? Who else better than former Secretaries
to the Government of India, who were responsible for
implementation on the ground for a particular sector
and former Chief Secretaries?
To this extent, “Accelerating India” qualitatively
and quantitatively evaluates the policies of the government in the last 7 years and their impact on the
citizens and the nation. The book focuses on 25 key
sectors, including Education, Digital Revolution,
Agriculture, Industry, Environment, Rural Development, Sanitation, Energy, Infrastructure, Health, and
Economy.
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Each chapter is contributed by domain experts and eminent civil servants
with experience in the sector, giving
their insights and understanding on
the influence and impact of the various
government policies and schemes in accelerating India.
Some of these sectors have witnessed a complete overhaul, while others have been streamlined to bring in
efficiency. The book aims to present an
objective and empirical analysis of the
journey that the Indian democracy has
traversed under the leadership of Prime
Minister Modi and the road ahead in
each of the sectoral domains covered.
Releasing the book, Vice President
M.Venkaiah Naidu appreciated the efforts of the 28 eminent authors who
contributed its 25 essays in the and referred to Direct Benefit Transfer (DBT)
as the defining moment in the transformative journey of governance in India.
Highlighting the importance of inclusivity, he emphasised that the benefits of developmental programmes must
reach all segments of society, especially
the most vulnerable and marginalized,
pointing to path-breaking schemes such
as Aspirational Districts programme to
accelerate development in areas which
were lagging.
The Vice President said that as India
celebrates 75 years of Independence, it
is also the time to evaluate the progress
of the constitutional promise of a “dignified life” to the common man. The right
to a dignified life, without discrimination against any individual or commu-
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nity “is a pledge we have given to ourselves at the beginning of our Republic,
to be upheld at all times”, he said.
Highlighting the importance of skills
and opportunities in improving living
standards of the people, the Vice President suggested that along with good
education, we need to equip our youth
with the requisite skill set for them to
achieve success. He called upon the private sector to complement the government’s efforts in skilling the youth and
making them conversant with the latest
technologies to improve their employability.
Lauding the government for creating a dedicated Skill Development Ministry, Naidu expressed happiness that
industry leaders, through CSR funds
and NGOs, are contributing to this sector. He advised that every industry must
have a skill development centre to upskill trainees and employees.Naidu also
underscored the importance of improving infrastructure, creating a conducive
business environment and adopting the
latest technology to fully tap the inherent skills and talent among people.
This is not to say that the book is
without its flaws and one of the most
glaring is the chapter on the defence
sector that glosses over the fact projects
worth some Rs 3 lakh crore are stuck
largely due to bureaucratic bottlenecks,
long-winded procedures and commercial and technical wrangling.
“Every Prime Minister who has been
in power has done something good for
the country,” Alphons writes in the
O p i n i on E x p r e s s

Epilogue. From Jawaharlal Nehru “who
loved the country passionately” and laid
the foundation of science and management education to Manmohan Singh,
who brought economic expertise into
governance, “many of them had their
share of failures, some colossal”.
“Then Modi stormed into power, a
novice to the capital, but with a hard reputation for delivering what he promised
as chief minister of Gujarat. He brought
with him a reputation for integrity and
clarity...The facts speak for themselves.
I strongly believe that he has initiated
policy reforms and implemented them
like never before, with a huge sense of
purpose,” Alphons writes.
“That’s why it is important for all
those who are formulating policy to
read this book to get a comprehensive
idea of what has been done. This book
is important for all those who support
this government, as they should know
why they support the government. This
book is important for all the critiques
of the government as they also should
know the facts before they criticise. It is
important for every citizen to read the
book because he has the right to know
what has been done by the government
elected by him.”
Alphons, however shared a reservation that the current government needs
to work on the community development
and religious harmony. He is extremely
sure that Prime Minister Narendra
Modi is conscious of this fact and he
has a clear roadmap to integrate various communities in One India.
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Sun above the horizon:
A case study of Jammu
and Kashmir
S
olar energy, which was once
known for its niche application
has now become the cheapest and
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the fastest growing power source on
earth. Over the past decades energy demand has significantly increased across
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all the sectors (agriculture, industry,
commercial and residential sectors) and
is expected that it will continue to grow.

The Government of India has made extensive efforts by implementing wide
range of energy market reforms and
providing electricity through clean energy sources specifically via Solar. This
has resulted in the increase in net capacity additions for renewable power
as compared to fossil fuels. But one
such Union Territory (UT) of India,
namely, Jammu and Kashmir (J&K)
lags far behind than rest of the States
and UT’s in India in successful adoption of Solar Photovoltaic Systems
(SPV)not in terms of large-scale induc-

tion but even at the small scale. The
policy for the SPV systems and projects
in J&K is very lucrative but it fails to
make any substantial headway in this
regard due to unstable initiatives, targets and technological advancements.
In regard to this, an assessment of solar power plants was made in December, 2020 both physically and virtually
with the help of various stakeholders.
The assessment revealed that Union
Ministry of New and Renewable Energy had sanctioned 100 MW Solar
power projects (Solar Park) between

the area of Kathua and Samba district
of Jammu region in the year 2017. It
was observed that the project has not
seen the light of the day as of nowdue
to issues pertaining to acquisition of
land and they haven’t been able to resolve it. Not only this, over 600 acres
of land was identified in two villages of
Samba, respectively. But, due to complicacies involved in transferring of the
land from one department to another
led to the projects on hold.
While Ladakh is an example in itself when it comes to the deployment

This has resulted in the
increase in net capacity
additions for renewable
power as compared to
fossil fuels. But one such
Union Territory (UT) of
India, namely, Jammu
and Kashmir (J&K) lags
far behind than rest of the
States and UT’s in India
in successful adoption
of Solar Photovoltaic
Systems (SPV)not in
terms of large-scale
induction but even at the
small scale.
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of small-scale decentralized projects
such as micro, mini and stand-alone
systems, still, many viable projects
have been put to cold store. In the year
2014,the central government had signed
an agreement with J&K government
for setting up 7500 MW of solar power
project plant, out of which 5000 MW
had to be established in Ladakh and the
rest in Kargil. None of it has been established so far. The major reason behind
this was that, earlier the site, which was
initially decided for the setup was in
Hanley Khaldo village in Nyoma Block
has now been shifted to Morey plains
(Pangong region) due to clash with
the wildlife department. The report
from the local authorities describes
that transmission is still a big issue in
these plains due to which they have
planned to segregate the transmission
from Pangong Tso to Manali and from
Manali to Kaithalin order to reduce the
transmission costs.Such concerns were
also raised while attending one of the
conferences with Solar Energy Corporation of India, regarding, “Role of Solar in J&K”(August,2020) . Regardless
of this, they held the view that Leh and
Kargil are in safe regions to establish
Solar power projects in terms of safety
and viability options. However, this is
not true because during the assessment,
it came as a surprise that many solar
projects are successful in Kashmir, majority of which have been installed by
Rural Electrification Corporation of India at couple of districts, one of which is
in the hamlet of Anantanag (District in
Kashmir).
In our research and assessment, it
has been observed that mini/communi-
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ty grids and ground mounted solar rooftop are the best options for Kashmir and
Ladakh. Having said that,every region
is different in terms of geography and
will have different rules and regulations
depending upon the local government.
But this should not stand as an excuse
or a reason for any project to be kept on
hold as the site assessment and viability
of such projects on complex land covers should be done prior. One cannot
set up any renewable energy project in
a wildlife or an eco-sensitive areas to reduce emissions thereby destroying the
nature itself. For such matters, the local government should use and identify
obsolete lands, farm areas or canals.
The plains of J&K lies in the composite
climatic zone. The entire J&K receives
good amount of global horizontal irradiance, which varies from 4.97to5.17
KWh/m2/day. However,the physical
progress of Grid interactive power of
ground mounted solar in J&K stands
at 8.49 MW and that of solar rooftop is
at 12.24 MW (MNRE, 2021). The major
chunk of adoption comes from commercial and industrial sector of J&K. On the
other hand, agriculture and residential
sectors are far behind in adopting solar
rooftop systems. Though J&K is hugely
dependent on Hydroelectricity, but
there are massive ecological concerns
related hydro power projects. Most of
them are in earthquake prone areas and
it is high time to utilize the benefits of
solar energy which is abundantly available in J&K. During the assessment, we
came to know that hamlets in Kupwara,
Budgam, Bandipora and Paddar are still
unelectrified. This leads to an emergent
need for harnessing electricity from reO p i n i on E x p r e s s

newable sources as it willnot only help
in lightening the lives of the people in
such hamlets but will also lessen the
burden on DISCOMS. But, in a recent
interview, Lt. Governor (Manoj Sinha)
said that, J&K will be power surplus by
2024. It will be interesting to see how
the Government will achieve such a big
target as it is imperative to understand
that it is not about making it a power
surplus UT but it is about reliable, affordable and continuous supply of electricity for the natives of J&K. In order
to achieve such ambitious targets, there
are few technical challenges that need to
be addressed such as transmission systems for the evacuation of solar power
needs to be strengthened, payment
dues, delay in tendering process, lack of
skilled workforce,awareness and R&D
needs to be tackled effectively among
the Nodal Agency. Even the existing
systems and grid infrastructure for the
transmission and supply of electricity through conventional sources must
be refurbished alongside maintaining
the financial health of the power distribution companies. Given the climate
emergency and as per the new IPCC report, it is more than important now to
decarbonize our economy. But that can
only be done if government takes necessary steps. Therefore, it is crucial to
understand at this stage, that Jammu
and Kashmir requires a stable Government, tangible supportand work force
to make proper decisions in terms of
development and progress not only for
clean energy future but for the overall
wellbeing of the union territory.
By OECEL News Services

What is contempt of court,
and why its time is up?
By Abhishek Jain

T

he Victorian era law has run out
of legs or so we would like to believe. Today, contempt of court
can land us in jail. So
should we stop commenting on the cases,
the judges and the
court? If yes, why so?
If no, how far can we?
What can be called
“contempt of court”?
Answers to some tricky questions can
avoid us jail time. We may not even get
jail time. Just a heavy fine sometimes!
The question is- do we really want to
face unnecessary punishment?Does it
deserve a punishment at all? But before
that, should it even be an offence?NO!
“Power to punish for contempt is
a constitutional power vested with
this court which cannot be taken away
even by a legislative enactment”, said
the bench of Justices SK Kaul and
MM Sundresh of the Hon’ble Supreme

Court while holding Rajiv Daiya, chairperson of Suraz India Trust guilty of
contempt for allegations against judges
and court staff a few days ago. While
this maybe one apt case for punishing
the contemptuous offence, but on the
stance that punishment for contempt is
itself provided by the constitution, can
it never be taken away? Surely constitution has kept pace with changes in
the society and changes in law. So it
begs the larger question, shouldn’t we
be more forward looking and get rid of
the out-dated ‘contempt of court’ as offence that has become redundant and
reeks of intolerance to free speech. Isn’t
the Constitution of India a ‘living document’ anymore?
Perhaps one of the few remaining
British legacies that seem important
in India today, Contempt of Court was
originally a Common Law principlewhich acted as guard to preserve the
King’s judicial power in England. And
judges’ panel acting in his name. It
made its way to India with the colonial
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master at the helm.Initially only High
Courts of Calcutta, Bombay and Madras
were vested with powers of contempt in
the pre-independence era. And then,the
High Court of Allahabad too. So it has
never been ever-present at all.
Only in 1926, The Contempt of
Court Act was first enacted. Several
princely states like Hyderabad, Madhya Bharat, Saurashtra, Pepsu etc.
stillhad a corresponding state enactment on contempt regardless, possibly
to wield their authority. In 1927, while
deciding the Muslim Outlook Lahore
case, the 5-judge bench of Lahore High
Court (now in Pakistan) reaffirmed its
earlier decision inThe Crown v. Sayyad
Habib rendering that every High Court
had an inherent contempt jurisdiction.
Courts in India have latched on to it
ever since.
Yet, the constitutional framers did
not provide for power of contempt in
the Draft Article 108 (now Article 129).
However, during the Constituent Assembly debate, Dr. B. R. Ambedkar

November 2021

23

made a technical contention that, primarily contempt power lies with a court
of record. Although “court of record” is
undefined in the Indian Constitution
but as per Jowitt’s dictionary of English
law it is “where judicial proceedings are
enrolled for perpetual memorial and
testimony. ” However, courts in England get power of contempt from the
British Common Law. A technical argument shouldn’t have sown the seeds of
permanence!
In India however, Article 129 of the
Constitution was framed and worded
as, “The Supreme Court shall be a court
of record and shall have all the powers
of such a court including the power to
punish for contempt of itself.” Similarly High Courts can wield the sword
of Article 215. To further and more specifically protect the court’s sanctity, The
Contempt of Courts Act, 1971 was enacted, defining and penalising civil and
criminal contempt. By virtue of Section
2(b) and 2(c) respectively, constitutional courts have authority to punish
anyone wilfully disobeys its judgment,
order, direction or writ, or who tries to
scandalize the court or interfere or obstruct its proceedings. It serves many
goals.Reinforceauthority. Forbid suggestion of malice or wrong doing against
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judges or their judgments.Boost public confidence in judiciary. Lastly and
more importantly, ensurescourts are
not brought into disrepute: by words or
actions. The principlehas becomeinviolable.
But dangers lurk. Courts can suo
moto institute contempt proceedings.
On its own it can decide if something
said or done is ‘contemptuous’. A question upon the neutrality of the bench,
serious allegations against the judges,
fairness of trial, hint of bias, financial
impropriety, political proximity, appointment and promotion of judges,
independence of judiciary, and even
correctness of a judgment can sound
like an attempt to intentionally defame
a judge or lower court’s authority.But
aren’t these questions legitimate? Can
these issues not arise? Can these questions remain untouched? How long?
Some glaring examples, even one
per year, answer everything. It was
2018, four senior-most Supreme Court
judges holding a press conference from
the residence’s front lawns of Justice
Chelameswarlevelling allegations of
‘Bench fixing’ i.e. allocation of cases
to particular judges-against the then
Chief Justice of India DipakMisra had
the country laughing at the never beO p i n i on E x p r e s s

fore scenes of the ‘Collegium’ turning
on its head. Other infamous examples
like allegations of sexual harassment
against former CJIRanjanGogoi in 2019
, allegations of corruption by Andhra
Pradesh CM Jagan Reddyagainst the
present CJI, Justice N. V. Ramanain
2020 are still fresh in memory.
To avoid frivolous petitions, whena
private party initiates contempt, consent from Attorney General is a precondition. Sometimes the consent is
declined, SwaraBhaskar was fortunate
despite ‘controversial’ tweet on Ayodhya judgment. It was said, the tweet by
the former was “factual and perception
of the speaker”. Activist lawyer Prashant
Bhushan and cartoonist RachitaTaneja
were not as lucky .
This tip-toeing between giving and
declining consent is marginal, often
subjective, ending with extremely different consequences.Dissent, criticism
and freedom of speech and expression
are fundamental to a vibrant democratic. If so, then how could a tweet hurt
the majesty of the courts so easily? In
other countries like United States and
Canada, only direct obstruction results
in contempt.Contempt of Court can’t be
a ‘reasonable restriction’ on freedom of
speech anymore!

O p i n i on E x p r e s s

November 2021

25

US may use Russia’s bases
in Central Asia to hit terror
targets in Taliban-ruled
Afghanistan
By SPS Pannu/IANS

I

n its war against terror, the USA may
use Russias bases in Central Asia to
hit targets in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan where terrorist groups such
as the ISIS-K and remnants of al Qaeda
are still active.
The U.S. is in talks with countries
that border Afghanistan about housing “over the horizon” counterterror-
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ism operations that would allow the
U.S. military to more easily surveil and
strike targets in the Taliban-controlled
nation, US news portal POLITICO has
reported citing senators who attended
a classified hearing with Pentagon leaders this week. Those sites could include
bases run by Russia in those countries,
they said.
After testifying publicly before the
Senate Armed Services Committee on
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Tuesday, a trio of the military’s top officials briefed lawmakers behind closed
doors about the discussions, which are
taking place with the governments of
Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan and
others, the senators told POLITICO.
The disclosure to lawmakers on
Tuesday came just hours after Defence
Secretary Lloyd Austin acknowledged
that the U.S. has asked Russia for “clarification” about an offer from President

Vladimir Putin to host the U.S. counterterrorism operations on Russian military bases in central Asia.
India Narrative had also reported
earlier that Russia had offered the use
of its military bases in the region to the
USA. Moscow, too, is worried over terrorism spreading to the Central Asian
republics with which Russia shares a
border. These countries also constitute
a buffer for Russia against Afghanistan.
During the classified session, senators were told that that option is being
seriously considered, the lawmakers
added. Gen. Kenneth McKenzie, the
U.S. Central Command chief, went into
detail about specific types of aircraft and
launching points that could be used to
strike terrorist targets in Afghanistan.
Gen. Mark Milley, the chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, also described
to senators the nature of his conversations with his Russian counterpart, Valery Gerasimov, the senators added.
The POLITICO report also quoted
Senate Armed Services Chair Jack Reed
as saying: “It’s their territory. But I
think, realistically, Russia has influence
there. And so [Russia] may not have a
veto, but they certainly have an influence. So you have to talk to them.”

India Narrative had
also reported earlier
that Russia had offered
the use of its military
bases in the region to
the USA. Moscow, too, is
worried over terrorism
spreading to the Central
Asian republics with
which Russia shares a
border. These countries
also constitute a buffer
for Russia against
Afghanistan.
The USA has carried out two drone
strikes against ISIS-K targets in Talibancontrolled Afghanistan from its bases in
the Gulf countries. However, these are
considered too far for efficient action as
O p i n i on E x p r e s s

much of the flight duration capacity of
the drones is wasted flying to the strike
zone and then back to base.
Operating from the immediate
neighbourhood would be far more effective, military experts have said.
President Biden has said that the US
is still not finished with ISIS terrorists
and would hunt down the killers who
masterminded the devastating Kabul
airport attack. The execution of such a
plan would involve the deployment of
drones which is why the Taliban appears to have issued the warning.
The Taliban on Wednesday warned
of serious consequences if the United
States continued to fly drones over Afghanistan’s airspace.
“The U.S. has violated all international rights and laws as well as its
commitments made to the Taliban in
Doha, Qatar, with the operation of these
drones in Afghanistan,” the Taliban said
in a statement on Twitter.
Although Taliban leaders deny Islamic State and al Qaeda militants are
still active in the country, the series of
attacks carried out against the Taliban
in Jalalabad recently clearly contradict
these claims. Islamic State has claimed
responsibility for these bomb attacks.
November 2021
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Transitioning to green:
China’s power crisis lesson
for India & world
By Mahua Venkatesh

T

he acute power shortage in China, which could even dent the
countrys economic growth, is a
wake-up call for the world including
India. While it is critical to keep an eye
on the climate goals set under the Paris
agreement, energy experts said that the
transition from fossil fuel to renewable
energy must be done in a calibrated and
scientific manner. A hurried and halfhearted approach to switch to renewables by cutting down usage of conven-
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tional energy would have far reaching
implications and may even be counterproductive.
China is the largest producer and
consumer of coal. Its power generation
is primarily dependent on coal. A surge
in coal prices following a drastic slash
in the import of this energy source amid
Chinese President Xi Jinping promising
to reduce carbon emission has created
worries not only for Beijing but across
the globe. China’s factory output reduced due to the extensive power outage.
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Analysts said that while China needs
to focus on reducing its coal consumption, the increased clampdown has
been prompted by the Winter Olympics
that the country is hosting. Bloomberg
in a report also said that “China’s energy crisis is partially of its own as Xi
“tries to ensure blue skies at the Winter Olympics in Beijing next February
and show the international community
he’s serious about de-carbonizing the
economy.”
One of the analysts India Narrative
spoke to said that in an attempt do so,

The International Renewable
Energy Agency (IRENA) noted
that renewables could supply
four-fifths of the world’s
electricity by 2050, massively
cutting carbon emissions and
helping to mitigate climate
change. But to achieve that
level, solar and wind power
have to be fully integrated, with
sustainable bioenergy providing
another key part of the mix.

policymakers in the country have taken
knee jerk decisions which have led to a
shortage of coal supply and a rise in its
price. The result is a dent in economic
growth.
Xi Jinping has set a target to reduce
energy intensity and bring carbon emissions to a peak by 2030 and to net zero
by 2060.
“Renewables need to be prioritised
and fast-tracked, but not at the cost of
conventional fuels like oil, gas and coal.
The world will need to handle this energy transition scientifically and not
emotionally. Even a little mistake can
disrupt equilibrium and cause the kind
of energy crisis you see today in Europe
and China,” leading energy expert Narendra Taneja told India Narrative.

Need to move towards
green energy

China Power wrote that Beijing’s
economic growth has primarily been
powered by coal, which constituted an
average of 69.9 per cent of the country’s
energy consumption between 1985 and

2016. “Burning coal comes at a steep
environmental cost, as it produces up
to twice the amount of carbon dioxide
(CO2) as other fossil fuels,” it noted.
According to the Centre for Climate
and Energy Solutions, renewables -solar energy, wind, bio energy, hydropower among others -- made up 26.2
percent of global electricity generation
in 2018.
The International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA) noted that renewables could supply four-fifths of the
world’s electricity by 2050, massively
cutting carbon emissions and helping to
mitigate climate change. But to achieve
that level, solar and wind power have
to be fully integrated, with sustainable
bioenergy providing another key part of
the mix.
“All this means speeding up innovation in business and technology. Above
it all, it means taking action to promote
renewable energy today,” it said.
The lesson therefore is to put in
place well thought out strategy enabling
a smooth switch to greater usage of reO p i n i on E x p r e s s

newable energy, which would not only
help in boosting greener environment
but also provide adequate ecosystem
for economic activities.

India’s plans for renewable
energy

India is planning a $ 3.5 billion
package “for the auto sector to boost
production of electric vehicles,” as the
government “seeks to cut greenhouse
gas emissions as part of the Paris climate accord.”
Sources said that though the government has said that the move will
help India “leapfrog to environmentally
cleaner, electric vehicles and hydrogen
fuel cell vehicles” there could be other
problems. “India needs to watch what is
happening in these countries and take a
few lessons,” Taneja said.
At a time when the world is just recovering from an unprecedented economic shock, policymakers across the
globe need to carefully carve out policies.
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Lagaan, Once upon
a time in India
Rohit Garg

W

hat if Bhuvan’s team in the ‘Lagaan’ movie had lost
the cricket match? The consequences of failing to
pay the imposed lagaan would have meant outright
loss of land rights, which would be subsequently auctioned
off and farmers would have eventually becoming labourers.
In the British Era, farmers paid more than one third of
their average produce as lagaan (agriculture tax), even during the times of poor yield. The farmers paid lagaan to an intermediary (raja / zamindar), who kept 1/11 portion as the
collection charges for their British masters. This agriculture
tax contributed to half of the total revenue of the British Raj
and about one third of agriculture related revenue came from
the land auctions, as many intermediaries failed to deposit
the imposed tax on a non-negotiable date (under the draconian ‘Sunset Law’) and consequently their lands rights were
confiscated and transferred to the highest bidder. Every year
about ten percent of intermediaries were replaced by the ones
applying extreme oppression practices to extract lagaan. That
is why zamindars are normally portrayed as villains in our
movies.
During British colonial era high taxation practice led
to a gradual deterioration of income of India’s people who
were primarily dependent on agriculture. India’s share of the
world economy declined from 23% to 4%. Parliamentarian
Sashi Tharoor stated that in terms of today’s value the British
Raj siphoned out USD 45 trillion from India during their 200
years of rule.
The major source of income to run any ancient kingdom
across the globe was taxes levied on agricultural income. This
is documented in our ancient texts (Vedas, Ramayana and
Mahabharata etc). We can find comprehensive treatises on
taxation documented in the text ‘Arthashastra’ that dates back
to 2,300 years. According to Arthashastra, it is the duty of the
king to collect taxes from the large section of his subjects in
order to protect its people and provide welfare to them. Taxation of up to 1/6th of the total income (could be lower) was
defined as appropriate. This tax rate could be fairly raised if
the state has built agricultural infrastructure such as dams
and canals. The upper limit of sum total of all forms of taxes
to any individual should not cross 1/4th of his/her total income even during emergencies. There were provisions of sin
taxes of up to 50% on forbidden activities like prostitution,
gambling etc. Arthashastra remained the golden rule book for
drafting taxation rules for various kingdoms.
Subsequently, in 1580, emperor Akbar formalised an intermediary tax collection entity called ‘Jagirdar’, which had
both judicial and tax collection authority. During his regime,
extensive documentation was kept about scientifically calculating income of farmers based on average production of
different crops, land quality, as well as the average prices
prevailing over the previous ten years. Jagirdari system was
later replaced by Zamindari system by the British, but without the judicial power. After experimenting with multiple
taxation practices, British introduced a comprehensive law in
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In the British Era, farmers paid more
than one third of their average produce
as lagaan (agriculture tax), even during
the times of poor yield. The farmers
paid lagaan to an intermediary (raja /
zamindar), who kept 1/11 portion as the
collection charges for their British masters.
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1922, which defined agriculture tax as a
state subject and the same was adopted
by our founding fathers post-independence. As per Indian constitution under
section 269, the right to impose tax on
agricultural income lies with the states,
but none of the states dared to impose
agriculture tax. At the time of independence, the agricultural industry contributed 54% to India’s GDP and about
75% of the population depended on it.
According to the 2018 Farm census,
up to half of the country’s population was
employed in agriculture and the sector
contributed one fifth of GDP. About 10
cr (100 million) people own farm lands
and about 86% of them hold less than 2
hectares each and 0.5% of the farmland
owners own farm land of more than 10
hectares (about 25 acres) each. Almost
every government since the country’s independence has formed committees to
study tax on agriculture. However, not
even the most powerful government (in
terms of seat share in the respective assemblies) had courage to implement any
of the expert recommendations.
India’s tax revenue to GDP ratio
stood at 12% in 2018 (taken for precovid comparison) which is about three
times less than that of developed nations. In order to leapfrog ahead and
enter the OECD league, we need to double this ratio within the next 5 years.
This ratio was 29% for South Africa in
2018 and there the farming income is
taxable at par with income from any
other source.
We are left with just 5% of the salaried class households working in the
formal sector paying income tax, after
excluding agriculture (50%) and informal sector (45%). Our per capita income is less than three times of taxable
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income slab, the average family size is
4.8 and there is low representation of
women in the taxable income category.
Despite such disparity, 2 cr. (20 million) individuals reporting their income
of more than Rs 5 lakhs (0.5 million) is
a great compliance achievement of our
government.
Our tax collection is so low that the
government is compelled to declare
some items are luxury goods while they
are considered as basic necessities in
most of the countries. Two wheelers,
air-conditioners, washing machines,
refrigerators are among the 227 items
which attract 28% rate of GST (VATGoods and Services Tax). Currently affluent Indians need to earn three times
the ex-factory cost of a Sports Utility
Vehicle (SUV) to own it. Later on, to
enjoy it, they need to earn about five
times on ex-refinery price of petrol. In
return they are being deprived of all
government benefits and are subjected
to constant tax scrutiny. Unfortunately,
some of the high tax payers have even
changed their residence / citizenship
and many are actively considering it.
If we follow the thumb rules of
‘Arthashastra’, taxing individuals beyond 17% of their income hurts and it
results in tax evasion and corruption.
The higher limit of 25% was supposed
to be adopted only for a short period
during an emergency. In Singapore, the
highest slab is 22% on income tax, and
7% on GST.
Any move to tax agriculture income
will be highly political. The ruling government needs 2/3 majority to add
agriculture taxation under the central
government mandate as per the constitution. It can then bring it under the
purview of Income Tax act. If someO p i n i on E x p r e s s

how that magic happens, I suggest to
limit tax free agriculture income at ₹10
lakhs (1 million), all additional agriculture amount to be taxed at 5%. For the
first 5 years, 100% of the collected agriculture tax will be given back to states to
enhance their farm infrastructure, later
the state allocation to be reduced to
75% and 50% after every 5 years. Farm
capital goods and warehouses should
be allowed to be depreciated at an accelerated pace to provide tax relief and
promote agriculture investments. The
net count of farmers generating above
threshold income after considering depreciation benefit would be less than
50,000. Incidentally many high yield
farmlands are owned by politicians,
industrialists and bureaucrats, but
they have never shared the secret of
achieving such lucrative yields. Yearly
there are already about 3000 tax returns with secondary tax free agriculture income above Rs 1 cr (10 million).
Currently top 5% income tax payers
contribute more than 60% of the total
income tax collection and 75% of them
are from the salaried class. Additional
increase of tax imposed on this class, in
the form of painful sur-charges, has not
impacted vote share of any party. Similar impact can be assumed in the case
of taxing the population of a handful of
affluent farmers. Indians have demonstrated that the popularity of leaders
increases on hurting the rich. Examples
are that of raising the highest income
tax rate to 97.75% during Indira Gandhi’s quest to remove poverty (under
Garibi hatao program) and the recent
demonetization effort to seize black
money.
Will we ever witness the re-release
of real ‘Lagaan’?

Glitz and Dramz
S

Situated in the heart of the capital,Dramz is a perfect
mélange of cultures and cuisines,absolutely worth all the
hype, says Ayushi Sharma

trolling through the pebbled walkway while entering the
much-hyped restaurant,I realized that Dramzhas been
designed like a Scottish homesituated in the heart of
the capital. Without further ado, making my way through the
three-and-a-half-levelled space,I found my comfortable spot
at the open-air limited seatingarea from where I could catch
the unhindered sight of one of the Mughal era’s iconic monuments – Qutub Minar. The majestic minaret wasablazewith
golden lights that accentuated its intricate carvings. My mood
was, certainly, set right for the night.But before indulging in
themulti-cuisine menu of the restaurant, it would be interesting to note that the journey here does not begin with the food
but with ambience. Theinfectious vibe seemed to pervade the
place.
Coming to what I was here for, toasting to the breezy, fullmoon night, I ordered one of their signature cocktails – whiskey-based Miami beach.As I sipped onto my yellow-hued
fruity concoction, complete with an orange wedge, I glimpsed
at the rest of the menu.First was Tirupitaon the table. The soft
cheese fritters came wrapped in filo sheets, filled with cheddar pickled jalapeno peppers and artisanal black peppers. Its
filling made me look forward to what was to follow. So, under
the appetizers section only, I ordered three more delicacies
– garlic bread,Shanghai dimsums, and Croquetas de setas, a
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new addition.The former one could be
designed in accordance with my taste
buds as they were open to suggestions
according to what was written on the
menu. Thus, I selected blackolives,
mozzarella cheese covered with garlic
and fresh herbs as thetopping.Dimsums had broccoli, wild mushrooms,
zucchini and bell peppers as the stuffing. While I could taste each ingredient
separately,they came together delightfully as a whole. This made for a dish
that was satisfying and at the same time
left me craving for more.Croquetas de
setashas been originatedin Spain and
it’s also known as mushroom croquettes.
It had crumb-fried mushrooms, which
had a crispy texture on the outside and
creamy inside. It, indeed, lived up to its
description of mouth-melting.
Next up wastheir assortment of
platters, from which I decided to opt for
‘chefrecommended’ Global street food
platter. Itincorporated several elements,
right from sliders, tacos, baby corn fritters, mini pizzas, dimsums, paneer
tikka skewers, to quesadillas and potato
parcels. While every other dish on the
platter had elevated flavours beyond
the usual, quesadillapiqued my interest
the most. It was a Mexican dish cooked
on a griddle, consisting of a tortilla that
is filled primarily with cheese, other
spices and fillings. Be it in texture, taste
or the complexity of flavours, it was way
ahead of the others. One bite into and
one would know the reason why. The
portion of the platter made my stomach
fillto the brim with multiple cuisines
it devoured. However, Cacio-e-Pepe,a
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Roman delicacy made with spaghetti
or traditionally tonnarelli followed. It
was a stripped-down form of mac and
cheese, which was grated with pecorino
Romano cheese, and black pepper. The
spices were not overpowering and the
flavours that came through were clean.
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To accompany all the above food items,
I had tried their few more signature
cocktails, including whisky-based Highball Jameson,Bourbon leaf, and vodkabased Chilly litchiand Italian expert.
Although I tasted every drink, I would
have been able to do better justice to
them if I wasn’t full till the gills.
In desserts, Iwas served three –
Dramz’sspeciality brownie, tiramisu
and baked cheesecake. I preferred the
first and the last onemore than the tiramisu, which is a coffee-flavoured Italian
dessert. However, their special brownie
won all the brownie points as it was
sweetened to perfection, not too intense
to make me want to leave it after the first
bite as happensoften. It came along with
liquid minimal hot chocolate, which they
poured above it. It was, indeed, asweet
end to a soul-satisfying meal.
Even during the ongoing pandemic
uncertain times, the restaurant is undoubtedly a crowd-puller. It is a perfect
mélange of cultures and cuisines, right
from Indian, Scottish, Italian, European, Roman, to Mexican, Spanish and
more, absolutely worth all the hype.
I finally headed home with a memorable night, which still lingers on in my
mind.
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