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For the last two weeks, the 
otherwise tranquil state of 

Himachal has been roiled in a 
vortex of Islamophobia, despica-
ble politics, violence, and oppor-
tunistic silence from those who 
should be speaking out. Right-
wing-inspired crowds have been 
flooding the streets of Shimla, 
Mandi, Solan, Hamirpur, and 
elsewhere, protesting against il-
legal mosques and "outsiders" (a 
term often used to refer to Mus-
lims). The state government, as 
usual, has been caught on the 
back foot and is scrambling to 
contain the trouble. Despite its 
ineptitude, however, the Chief 
Minister must be commended 
for taking an unequivocal stand 
against vigilante justice and mob 
violence, insisting that these is-
sues be decided in the courts, not 
on the streets.

The sudden and simulta-
neous mushrooming of these 
protests at a dozen different 
places across the state is no 
coincidence. It is part of right-
ist forces' efforts to destabilize 
the Congress government. 
These forces have neither for-
gotten nor forgiven the Con-
gress for its electoral victory 
in 2022. Ever since then, they 
have been fomenting trouble 

for the Sukhu government—
inducing defections, encour-
aging factionalism within the 
Congress, and denying the 
state its rightful revenues to 
weaken it financially. The 
mosque issue is part of this 
ongoing strategy. They are 
trying to do in Himachal 
what they did in Uttarakhand, 
shamelessly and without any 
regard for the strategic loca-
tion of a state that borders 
both Kashmir and Tibet.

The two main demands—
instant demolition of "illegal" 
mosques and verification of 
"outsiders"—are both conten-
tious and open to question. 
Firstly, the singling out of 
mosques alone is mischievous 
and reveals the real agenda. 
According to the Town and 
Country Planning Depart-
ment, there are over 15,000 
illegal or irregular buildings 
in Shimla alone. Furthermore, 
in an article in *The Tribune*, 
former Deputy Mayor of 
Shimla, Tikender Singh Pan-
war, lists four popular temples 
and one gurudwara in Shimla 
that are also illegal (and there 
are likely many more), but 
no one is protesting against 
them. Clearly, the 
real target of these 
fundamentalists is 

Is Himachal’s financial struggle 
empowering opposition narrative?
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Promises fall as 
Reality rises?

Vishal Sarin
Shimla

In Himachal Pradesh, a game 
of allegations and counter-
allegations between Congress 

and the BJP is playing out while 
the common citizenry struggles 
to cope with the realities of the 
state’s financial crisis. Congress, 
which came to power in 2022, 

rode on a wave of guarantees 
to the people 
of Himachal, 
but the dire fi-
nancial state 
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has prevented the fulfillment of 
many of these promises. In re-
sponse, the Sukhu administra-
tion issued a white paper blam-
ing the previous BJP govern-
ment, led by Jairam Thakur, for 
the debt-ridden state of affairs. 
However, this has done little to 
shield the current government 
from growing public discontent.

The financial situation in 
Himachal Pradesh has become 
a central point of conflict. The 
state’s debt, exacerbated by past 
mismanagement, has forced the 
Congress government to consid-
er rolling back citizen incentives, 
increasing fees, and deferring 
salary and pension payments. 
These measures, while aimed at 
stabilizing the state’s finances, 
have enraged the public and 
provided ample ammunition for 
the BJP to attack the ruling party.

Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi has capitalized on this fi-
nancial turmoil in his election 
campaigns in neighboring Jam-
mu & Kashmir and Haryana, di-
rectly accusing the Congress of 
failing to deliver on its promises. 
Modi has pointed to the delayed 
payment of government salaries 
and pensions as evidence of Con-
gress’ inability to manage the 
state. This critique, supported 
by the Sukhu government’s own 
policies, has resonated beyond 
Himachal’s borders.

The BJP, led by Modi, has 
used this opportunity to shift 
the focus to the financial crisis 
while steering clear of direct in-
volvement in other contentious 
issues in the state. In particular, 
the BJP has remained cautious 
on the matter of illegal mosque 
constructions, an issue that has 
been taken up by various Hindu 
organizations. The party’s strat-
egy seems, to avoid inflaming 
religious tensions while continu-
ing to hammer the Congress over 
economic mismanagement.

The Congress has been on the 
defensive since coming to power. 
While the party has continuous-
ly blamed the previous BJP gov-
ernment for the financial mess, it 

is clear that the current state of 
affairs has provided an opening 
for the opposition. The Sukhu 
government has already taken 
loans amounting to ₹30,000 crore 
in less than two years, with BJP 
leader Anurag Thakur pointing 
out that this accounts for nearly 
50% of the total debt accumulat-
ed by previous administrations.

While the Congress contin-
ues to fire salvos at the BJP, it 
is evident that the ruling party 
is struggling to navigate the 
complex political and financial 
landscape. Every step taken to 
improve the state’s finances—
whether raising taxes or delaying 
payments—has had a direct and 
negative impact on the common 
man. The BJP seems to seize on 
this discontent, portraying Con-
gress as a party that has pushed 
the state deeper into debt while 
failing to deliver on its promises.

As if the financial crisis were 
not enough, the Sukhu govern-
ment is also grappling with a 
contentious issue involving il-
legal mosque constructions in 
the state. Hindu organizations 
have accused the government 
of turning a blind eye to the 
construction of illegal mosques, 
particularly by Bangladeshi and 
Rohingya immigrants. The Pan-
chayati Raj Minister’s admission 
in the state assembly that such 
illegal constructions have been 
going on for years has only add-
ed fuel to the fire.

The BJP, however, has cho-
sen to distance itself from the 
mosque issue, allowing Hindu 
groups to lead the charge. While 
BJP leaders have refrained from 
commenting officially on the 
matter, the issue continues to 
simmer. The Urban Develop-
ment Minister revealed that 
in addition to illegal mosques, 
there are four to five thousand 
other illegal constructions in the 
state. This complicates the gov-
ernment’s position, as it cannot 
be seen as selectively targeting 
illegal constructions based on 
religious lines.

The Congress finds itself in a 
delicate position, as any action 
taken against the illegal mosques 
could alienate sections of the 
Muslim community, while inac-

tion would only embolden Hin-
du organizations and heighten 
religious tensions. Furthermore, 
if the government takes action 
against the mosques, the public 
will be watching closely to see 
whether similar action is taken 
against the other thousands of 
illegal structures in the state.

As the Sukhu government ap-
proaches the two-year mark, it 
faces increasing pressure to show 
progress. Thus far, its record has 
been defined by financial strug-
gles, delayed payments, and the 
inability to fully deliver on the 
guarantees made to voters. With 
elections looming in neighbor-
ing states, the BJP is likely to con-
tinue using Himachal Pradesh’s 
financial crisis as a key talking 
point. The Congress, meanwhile, 
will find it difficult to leverage its 
presence in Himachal as a politi-
cal advantage in these elections.

The fact that Modi has chosen 
to focus on Himachal’s finan-
cial situation in his campaign 
speeches is a significant indica-
tor of the issue’s political weight. 
The Prime Minister’s decision to 
highlight Congress’ struggles in 
Himachal sends a strong mes-
sage to voters in neighboring 
states, who may be wary of simi-
lar financial mismanagement 
under Congress rule. 

The BJP’s strategy of focus-
ing on financial issues while al-
lowing Hindu organizations to 
tackle the religious tensions ap-
pears to be working. While local 
factors will undoubtedly play a 
significant role in determining 
election outcomes, the BJP may 
have successfully framed the 
Congress-led Himachal govern-
ment as a cautionary tale for vot-
ers. 

As the Sukhu government 
nears its two-year anniversary, 
it will have to carefully navigate 
these challenges to regain public 
trust. However, with the finan-
cial crisis deepening and reli-
gious tensions simmering, the 
road ahead for Congress looks 
increasingly difficult. The BJP, 
meanwhile, is poised to continue 
exploiting these issues to its elec-
toral benefit, solidifying its posi-
tion as a formidable opposition 
both in Himachal and beyond.

not the building but the reli-
gion.

Secondly, the exact legal 
status of the mosques in ques-
tion is unclear—are they en-
croachments on government 
land, have they been built 
without the requisite approv-
als, or are the constructions 
violative of sanctions? These 
are questions that must be 
decided by the courts, not by 
mobs. In most cases, the mat-
ters are already being adjudi-
cated. The Chief Minister has 
announced that the cases will 
be fast-tracked, and in at least 
two instances (Sanjauli and 
Mandi), the mosque authori-
ties have either demolished 
the offending portions them-
selves or sought permission 
to do so. This should have 
brought closure to the pro-
tests, but closure is not what 
these Islamophobic groups 
are interested in—they want 
to keep the issue alive. They 
have now shifted to their sec-
ond demand: the "verifica-
tion" and detention of outsid-
ers, which is a thinly veiled 
attempt to bar the entry of 
laborers, traders, and vendors 
of a particular community 
into the state. This tactic has 
become common in rightist-
ruled Uttarakhand but has, so 
far, not gained much ground 
in Himachal, where Muslims 
make up only 2% of the popu-
lation.

This demand seems straight 
out of a Nazi playbook. India 
is a democracy, and the Con-
stitution grants citizens the 
right to live anywhere, prac-
tice any profession, and live 
with dignity and freedom. 
The mobs want to strip these 
rights from Muslim migrants, 
and giving in to them would 
turn Himachal into a police 
state. "Checking" outsiders, as 
demanded, would mean stop-
ping and verifying the papers 
of every person entering the 
state, which cannot be done in 
an open society without spe-
cific cause. Moreover, what 
purpose would it serve, since 
everyone nowadays has some 
form of ID? Don't forget that 
Himachal is a tourist state, at-
tracting nearly 20 million "out-
siders" annually. This would 
mean checking 50,000 people 
EVERY DAY at the state's 
entry points! Or would the 
police only check those who 
wear certain clothes or have a 

particular kind of beard?
The Chief Minister has al-

ready announced that a com-
prehensive policy for vendors 
(tehbazari) will be formulated, 
and only those with licenses 
will be allowed to do business 
on the roads. This should have 
settled the issue, but what is 
being attempted by right-
ist forces is another version 
of the economic boycott and 
exclusion of a particular com-
munity. It's no coincidence 
that the current protests and 
demonstrations are being led 
by various Beopar Mandals 
and members of the business 
community. Their real targets 
are the vendors and small 
street businesses, a significant 
portion of which are operated 
by Muslims. These business-
es make a noticeable dent in 
the earnings of the majority 
community's businesses, so 
the solution, in their view, is 
simple—eliminate the compe-
tition. After all, why not com-
bine religion with business 
and earn a few extra points 
with both your Gods and your 
wallet at the same time?

The ongoing protests are 
a baseless expression of reli-
gious hatred and intolerance. 
Equally disturbing, however, 
is the near silence of other sec-
tions of society—members of 
the Congress itself, civic as-
sociations, the media, other 
political parties, and retired 
government officials, who 
are content to exchange banal 
greetings on WhatsApp while 
ignoring such a core issue. 
It is, however, heartening to 
note that some formations like 
CITU, Himachal Kissan Sab-
ha, DYFI, AILU, and Janwadi 
Mahila Samiti have organized 
a meeting on the 16th and de-
cided to hold a public peace 
and unity rally on the 27th of 
this month. 

One of Shimla’s problems is 
that it lacks a vibrant civil so-
ciety, which is why right-wing 
fundamentalists can easily fill 
the vacuum with hate and Is-
lamophobia. It is encouraging 
that the Chief Minister has 
taken a strong stand against 
these elements, but he needs 
the full support of his party, 
the state administration, or-
dinary citizens, and all who 
still value the principles of 
Mahatma Gandhi. At stake is 
not only a government but the 
future of the only secular, in-
clusive, and law-abiding state 
in North India. It is something 
worth speaking up for.
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Kazu, Kufri's beloved Snow 
Leopard, fights for survival 

against cancer
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ML Verma
Shimla

The people of Himachal 
Pradesh find themselves con-
strained by the 56-year-old 
Indus Water Treaty, which 
restricts the state’s ability to 
fully utilize its own water 
resources. The treaty, signed 
between India and Pakistan 
in 1960, allocates the water 
of the three western rivers—
Chenab, Jhelum, and Indus—
primarily to Pakistan, leav-
ing limited usage rights to 
India, including regions like 
Himachal Pradesh.

Despite the treaty’s provi-
sions, Pakistan has consist-
ently raised objections to any 
project initiated by India in 
the Chenab basin, effectively 
stalling several power and ir-
rigation projects. Himachal 
Pradesh, home to the Chen-
ab's origin in the Lahaul-Spiti 
region, has not been able to 
fully capitalize on its abun-
dant water resources. The 
Chenab, locally known as 
Chandrabhaga in Himachal, 
carries approximately 800.60 
cusec of water, but the state is 
unable to harness it for irriga-
tion or energy needs.

This inability to access its 
own water has left Himachal’s 
farmers in Lahaul-Spiti with 
minimal use of the Chenab’s 
water for agriculture, even 
though the region is known 
for its cultivation of potatoes, 
peas, and other crops. The 
small-scale power projects, 
like the 4.5 MW Theot project, 
also face opposition despite 
being built without altering 
the river’s flow.

The situation highlights a 

deeper apathy towards the 
rights of Himachal’s people, 
as the state remains trapped 
in an international treaty 
that hinders its development 
and leaves its vast water re-
sources underutilized. While 
Himachal Pradesh serves as 
the watershed for other major 
rivers like the Beas, Yamuna, 
and Satluj, the constraints of 
international agreements pre-
vent its residents from fully 
benefiting from their own 
natural resources.

Apathy against the people of 
Himachal: Indus Water treaty limits 

State's Water Rights
Himachalscape desk
Shimla

Kazu, the only snow leopard 
at the Himalayan Nature Park 
in Kufri, Shimla, is facing a life-
threatening battle. Diagnosed 
with osteosarcoma, a highly 
aggressive form of bone cancer, 
Kazu's condition has become a 
cause for concern among wild-
life conservationists and park 
officials. At 15 years old, Kazu 
is considered elderly for his spe-
cies, further complicating efforts 
to treat him.

The snow leopard was res-
cued from Kaja in Lahaul-Spiti 
in November 2023 and has been 
residing at the park ever since. 
Unfortunately, earlier this year, 
Kazu began to exhibit signs of 
physical distress. A detailed 
medical examination confirmed 
the presence of cancer in his 
left forearm, severely affecting 
his mobility. Currently, Kazu is 
housed in a specialized ward at 
the park's veterinary hospital, 
commonly referred to as Ku-
fri Zoo, where he is receiving 
round-the-clock care.

In addition to the osteosarco-
ma, Kazu has also suffered dam-
age to his two front teeth, mak-
ing it difficult for him to chew 
properly. To accommodate his 
needs, the park's staff are pro-
viding him with small, manage-
able pieces of raw meat. Despite 
the best efforts of the caregivers, 
Kazu’s condition is fragile.

Medical experts have rec-
ommended amputation of the 
affected limb to prevent the 
cancer from spreading further. 
However, the procedure poses 
significant risks due to Kazu’s 
advanced age and the potential 
complications from anesthesia. 
"While surgery could offer Kazu 
a chance at extended life, his age 
and the malignant nature of os-
teosarcoma make this decision 
incredibly complex," explained 
zoologist Shahnawaz Ahmed 
Bhatt. The experts are weigh-
ing all options carefully, taking 
into account the snow leopard’s 
overall health and ability to re-
cover from such an invasive pro-

cedure.
A committee led by the Chief 

Wildlife Warden has been formed 
to deliberate on the best course 
of action. They are considering 
whether to proceed with the am-
putation or continue with less in-
vasive treatment options, such as 
medication and palliative care, 
aimed at prolonging Kazu's life 
as comfortably as possible.

Kazu's struggle has brought 
attention to the challenges faced 
by aging animals in captivity, 
particularly those suffering from 
severe health issues. The park 
staff remains hopeful but realis-
tic about Kazu's prognosis. His 
battle against cancer has sparked 
a conversation about wildlife 
care and the ethical responsibili-
ties involved in managing the 
health of such majestic animals.

As Kazu continues his fight, 
the entire team at Kufri Zoo is 
working diligently to keep him 
comfortable and ensure that this 
treasured snow leopard receives 
the best care possible in his time 
of need.
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cies, further complicating efforts 
to treat him.
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A detailed medical exami-
nation confirmed the presence 
of cancer in his left forearm, 
severely affecting his mobility. 
Currently, Kazu is housed in a 
specialized ward at the park's 
veterinary hospital, commonly 
referred to as Kufri Zoo, where 
he is receiving round-the-clock 
care.

In addition to the osteosarco-
ma, Kazu has also suffered dam-
age to his two front teeth, mak-
ing it difficult for him to chew 
properly. To accommodate his 
needs, the park's staff are pro-
viding him with small, manage-
able pieces of raw meat. Despite 
the best efforts of the caregivers, 
Kazu’s condition is fragile.

Medical experts have rec-
ommended amputation of the 
affected limb to prevent the 
cancer from spreading further. 
However, the procedure poses 
significant risks due to Kazu’s 
advanced age and the potential 
complications from anesthesia. 
"While surgery could offer Kazu 
a chance at extended life, his age 
and the malignant nature of os-
teosarcoma make this decision 
incredibly complex," explained 
zoologist Shahnawaz Ahmed 
Bhatt. The experts are weigh-
ing all options carefully, taking 
into account the snow leopard’s 
overall health and ability to re-
cover from such an invasive pro-
cedure.

A committee led by the 
Chief Wildlife Warden has been 
formed to deliberate on the best 
course of action. 

They are considering whether 
to proceed with the amputation 
or continue with less invasive 
treatment options, such as medi-
cation and palliative care, aimed 
at prolonging Kazu's life as com-
fortably as possible.

Kazu's struggle has brought 
attention to the challenges faced 
by aging animals in captivity, 
particularly those suffering from 
severe health issues. The park 
staff remains hopeful but realis-
tic about Kazu's prognosis. His 
battle against cancer has sparked 
a conversation about wildlife 
care and the ethical responsibili-
ties involved in managing the 
health of such majestic animals.

As Kazu continues his fight, 
the entire team at Kufri Zoo is 
working diligently to keep him 
comfortable and ensure that this 
treasured snow leopard receives 
the best care possible in his time 
of need.
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Our Correspondent
Shimla

Nestled amidst the pictur-
esque Kullu Valley in Himachal 
Pradesh, Bijli Mahadev stands 
as a testament to the enduring 
power of faith and the beauty 
of nature. This ancient temple, 
dedicated to Lord Shiva, is re-
nowned for its unique associa-
tion with lightning strikes.

A History Steeped in Legend
The legend surrounding Bijli 

Mahadev is as fascinating as the 
temple itself. It is believed that 
the deity's abode was chosen due 
to its powerful energy, which is 
said to attract lightning. Every 
year, either the Shiva lingam or 
the sacred wooden staff is struck 
by lightning, breaking into piec-
es. However, a remarkable tradi-
tion involves the temple priests 
repairing the damaged lingam 
using a mixture of cereal, pulse 
flour, and unsalted butter. With-
in a few months, the lingam is 

restored to its original form.
A Sacred Site of Natural 

Beauty
Bijli Mahadev is more than 

just a religious site; it's a haven 
for nature lovers. The temple is 
surrounded by lush green for-
ests, offering breathtaking views 
of the Kullu Valley and the Pir 

Punjal ranges. Visitors can enjoy 
a scenic trek to reach the temple, 
passing through charming vil-
lages and admiring the vibrant 
flora.

A Pilgrimage of Faith
Bijli Mahadev is a popular pil-

grimage destination, especially 
during Shivratri and the month 

of Shravan. Devotees from far 
and wide come to seek bless-
ings and experience the divine 
energy of the temple. The tem-
ple's unique association with 
lightning strikes and its serene 
surroundings make it a truly 
special place.

Planning Your Visit

The best time to visit Bijli Ma-
hadev is from April to October 
when the weather is pleasant. 
The temple is accessible by road 
from Kullu, followed by a short 
trek. Visitors can also choose to 
trek all the way from Kullu, en-
joying the scenic route.

Bijli Mahadev is a captivating 
destination that offers a blend of 
spirituality, natural beauty, and 
cultural heritage. Whether you 
are a religious pilgrim or simply 
seeking a peaceful retreat, this 
ancient temple is sure to leave a 
lasting impression.

Himachalscape Desk
Shimla

Shimla, the picturesque hill 
station often celebrated for its 
charming Ridge, has long cap-
tivated both British colonists 
and modern tourists with its 
historical and natural beauty. 
Yet, amidst the rich tapestry of 
Shimla’s heritage, one element 
stands out—a group of five Chi-
nar trees, a precious gift from 
the former Maharaja of Kash-

mir, which continue to grace this 
timeless city.

As autumn drapes Shimla in 
hues of gold, the Chinars’ crim-
son leaves transform into flut-
tering pages of history, each leaf 
a silent witness to the changing 
seasons and shifting narratives. 
These trees, renowned for their 
aesthetic and spiritual signifi-
cance, have thrived in Shimla’s 
unique climate and elevation.

At the US Club, a venerable 

Chinar stands proudly 
beside the historic PWD 
headquarters. The 
crunch of fallen leaves 
underfoot creates a 
magical atmosphere, 
embodying the seren-
ity of this heritage-rich 
space. Meanwhile, in 
the bustling Ridge area, 
the Chinars provide a 
quiet respite from the 
city’s lively activity, 
their presence subtly 
weaving stories into the 
fabric of everyday life.

Historians, such as 
Raaja Bhasin—who has 
extensively document-
ed Shimla's colonial 
past—acknowledge 
the enduring mystery 
surrounding the exact 
date of the Chinar trees' 

planting. However, it is well-
known that Maharaja Hari Singh 
gifted five Chinar trees to Shimla. 
Two were planted at the Ridge, 
two at the Viceregal Lodge (now 
the Indian Institute of Advanced 
Study), and one at the US Club. 
All these trees continue to thrive, 
while new Chinars have also be-
gun to appear, including in a 
newly carved park between the 
Ridge and Mall Road.

One Chinar tree can also 

be found on the grounds of St. 
Bede’s College, an esteemed 
all-girls institution established 
in 1904, and another graces the 
popular hill station of Chail in 
Solan district. Additionally, an 
anecdote tells of Dr. L.S. Negi, 
a former Director of Agriculture 
and Horticulture in Himachal 
Pradesh, who planted two Chi-
nar trees on the Ridge, further 
enriching Shimla’s green herit-
age.

The Chinar, a state tree of 
Jammu and Kashmir, is deeply 
embedded in the cultural and 
historical landscape of the re-
gion. Recently, the forest depart-
ment of the UT of Jammu and 
Kashmir celebrated the Chinar’s 
significance in a coffee table book 
titled *In the Shade of Chinar*, 
highlighting the world's oldest 
Chinar tree in Chattergam, Bud-
gam District, believed to be 647 
years old.

Despite its revered status, 
the Chinar has faced challenges, 
particularly in Kashmir, where 
climate change and neglect have 
diminished its numbers. Jam-
mu-based theatre personality 
Balwant Thakur (Padamshree) 
reflects on the Chinar’s role in 
Kashmir’s cultural narrative, 
noting how its transformation 
with the seasons captures the 

region’s shifting moods and sto-
ries.

In Shimla, the colonial legacy 
of Deodar trees complements the 
Chinars, together showcasing 
the rich biodiversity and histori-
cal depth of the region. Howev-
er, modern pressures sometimes 
lead to regrettable practices. 
During last year's Winter Carni-
val, two Chinar trees were sub-
jected to improper treatment as 
they were nailed and wrapped in 
wires for decorations. This inci-
dent provoked strong reactions 
from former city Mayor Tikend-
er Panwar and ex-councillor 
Mala Singh, who filed an FIR and 
condemned the mistreatment of 
these cherished trees.

Mala Singh vowed to prevent 
such occurrences in the future, 
stating, “We will not allow such 
actions in Shimla and will pursue 
both public and legal recourse 
against authorities.” Their slo-
gan, “Think of Shimla, think of 
Chinar, think of deodars,” en-
capsulates their commitment to 
preserving Shimla’s natural and 
cultural heritage.

As Shimla moves forward, the 
Chinars remain a symbol of the 
city’s enduring charm and his-
torical depth, urging both locals 
and visitors to remember and 
respect the legacy they embody.

Bijli Mahadev: The Temple of Lightning
A Divine Sanctuary in the Kullu Valley
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