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VISHAL SARIN

SHIMLA
he Himachal Pradesh
I Tourism Development
Corporation (HPTDC)

stands at a crucial crossroads.
With a sprawling network of
60 hotels, cafes, and restaurants
across the state, HPTDC has long
been instrumental in promoting
Himachal Pradesh as a tour-
ist destination. However, faced
with persistent financial strain,
the state government has recent-
ly hinted at partially privatizing
HPTDC assets. This decision
raises a fundamental question: is
this move towards private man-
agement the best way to address
HPTDC's economic challenges,
or will it compromise the Cor-

poration’s long-standing legacy
and mission?

In a recent media meet be-
fore Diwali, Raghubir Bali,
Chairman of HPTDC, high-
lighted that the Corporation
recorded a 5% increase in
profit this year—a small yet
significant step towards finan-
cial stability. Bali emphasized
the HPTDC’s commitment to
“turning the red Corporation
into green” through addition-
al efforts, including a first-
time partnership with a pri-
vate company for online room
bookings, which is expected
to bring in substantial up-
front revenue. This strategic
alliance represents a notable
shift in HPTDC’s operational

approach, and it underscores
the government’s willingness
to modernize practices to stay
competitive in an increasingly
crowded tourism market.
Nevertheless, reports in-
dicating that HPTDC might
hand over certain properties
to private operators on an
Operation and Management
(O&M) Dbasis has sparked
skepticism. While HPTDC is
expected to retain ownership,
some properties, both profit-
able and loss-making, could
see their daily operations con-
trolled by private entities. Un-
der this arrangement, the state

government
has  assured Continued
that HPTDC on page 2
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he Congress Party faces sig-

nificant challenges in retain-
ing its foothold in North India’s
“cow belt” a region encom-
passing states like Himachal
Pradesh, Haryana, Punjab, Ra-
jasthan, Uttar Pradesh, and Gu-
jarat. Recent electoral setbacks,
such as its inability to capitalize
on anti-incumbency sentiment in
the Haryana Assembly elections,
underscore the party’s disarray.
This failure to seize opportuni-
ties, coupled with persistent in-
ternal discord and a lack of co-
hesive strategy, has left Congress
vulnerable across the region. A
widening leadership crisis, com-
pounded by tensions between
state units and the central com-
mand, has further weakened its
position.

Himachal Pradesh exem-
plifies the internal challenges
Congress faces. Despite hold-
ing power in the state, the par-
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ty struggles to maintain unity
between its state government
and broader party leadership.
This disconnection is especially
pronounced in the Sukhvinder
Singh Sukhu administration,
which grapples with public dis-
satisfaction and rising opposi-
tion voices. Debates on how to
address pressing issues, such as
the growing movement among
state employees and mounting
fiscal challenges, have devolved
into a blame game between lo-
cal leaders and party officials.
Amid this instability, the Con-
gress leadership in Himachal
Pradesh remains in flux, with
figures like former President
Kuldeep Rathore and former
ministers Ram Lal Thakur and
Kuldeep Kumar emerging as po-
tential leaders. Speculation also
surrounds Sukhu’s allies, such
as Anirudh Singh, as possible
candidates  to
guide the party.
However, this

Continued
on page 2
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indecisiveness only bolsters the
perception that Congress lacks
a clear vision for Himachal
Pradesh, complicating its prepa-
ration for upcoming Panchayat
Raj elections.

The troubles Congress faces
in Himachal Pradesh are not
isolated; rather, they reflect a
broader organizational disarray
across North India. A significant
issue is the party’s inability to
cultivate strong grassroots lead-
ership in the Hindi heartland.
Without a systematic approach
toleadership development, Con-
gress has found it challenging to
effectively counter the BJP. The
All India Congress Committee
(AICC), responsible for oversee-
ing state units, has struggled to
provide constructive guidance.
Party insiders have noted that
AICC’s central observers often

fail to convey an accurate pic-
ture of on-the-ground realities
to the high command, leading
to misguided decisions. The re-
cent reshuffling of leadership
across northern states, includ-
ing Himachal Pradesh, suggests
that AICC’s assessment of these
regions may lack depth and nu-
ance.

In addition, Congress’s weak
media strategy has further com-
pounded its struggles. While the
BJP has effectively leveraged
digital platforms to spread its
narrative, Congress has largely
remained reactive, focusing on
countering BJP messaging rath-
er than establishing its own. In
Himachal Pradesh, this discon-
nect is evident as the Sukhu ad-
ministration frequently engages
in public disputes with media
outlets instead of setting a pro-
active agenda. This contrast is
especially visible in the digital
landscape, where Congress is

consistently outmaneuvered. So-
cial media channels amplify eve-
ry misstep by the state govern-
ment, particularly regarding the
state employee movement and
frequent policy reversals. With-
out an effective digital strategy,
Congress has lost control over
its narrative, which has further
damaged its public image.
Internal discipline and ac-
countability issues within Con-
gress have only exacerbated its
problems. Reports indicate that
many of the party's prominent
leaders in the cow belt, includ-
ing Himachal Pradesh, are more
focused on personal ambitions
than on collective progress. In-
fighting within the state unit
and organizational disorganiza-
tion have led to calls for inter-
nal reforms. Despite efforts by
Rahul Gandhi to energize the
party through initiatives like the
Bharat Jodo Yatra, which mo-
mentarily boosted morale, the
lack of a solid action plan has left
Congress vulnerable to further
erosion. Rahul’s efforts to drive
substantive change are often un-
dermined by entrenched party
bureaucracy, highlighting the
need for structural reforms that

Profit or pu

employees will not lose their
jobs, even if their workplaces
shift to private management.
However, there are reason-
able concerns about the prac-
ticality and sustainability of
this arrangement. An official
from HPTDC, speaking anon-
ymously, warned that private
management could indirectly
push employees to leave by
altering work conditions or
applying subtle pressure, cre-
ating a high turnover risk.
The financial blueprint for
HPTDC’s revitalization also
includes a government-com-
missioned report by retired
bureaucrat Tarun Shridhar,
who has been tasked with
conducting site visits and
gathering stakeholder input.
His findings are expected to
yield a comprehensive strate-
gy to improve HPTDC'’s fiscal
health. This assessment comes
at a time when, despite efforts

to diversify and increase rev-
enue, over half of HPTDC’s
properties continue to operate
at a loss.

But here it is also pertinent
to evaluate the rise of alter-
native accommodation op-
tions in Himachal Pradesh—
homestays,bed-and-break-
fasts, and of small hotels—has
altered the tourism landscape.
HPTDC properties, once vital
in establishing offbeat loca-
tions, now compete with a far
less regulated private sector.
Unmonitored growth has led
to unregistered expansions;
it's common for homestays
registered with four rooms
to operate 14 or more, while
formal oversight remains lax.
This unrestrained expansion,
while benefiting private stake-
holders, is taking a toll on for-
mal hotel industry, including
HPTDC, stated a hospitality
professional from Manali.

The HPTDC

Continued from page 1

Moreover, the state's expe-
rience with past privatizations
offers cautionary lessons. The

government’s attempts to
hand over iconic properties
like the Wildflower Hall and
Nurpur hotels to private op-
erators ended in years-long
legal battles, ultimately cost-
ing the state both financially
and reputationally. While pri-
vate partnerships were meant
to generate revenue, the legal
entanglements left the gov-
ernment with little financial
gain and significant litiga-
tion expenses to reclaim these
properties, reminded a left-
ist. This history suggests that
handing over government
assets to private players may
not be the panacea it seems,
especially if past challenges
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would facilitate more direct, lo-
calized engagement.

To regain relevance, Con-
gress must prioritize a long-term
strategy focused on grassroots
engagement and leadership ac-
countability. The party’s reliance
on legacy figures, combined
with its reluctance to empower
local leaders, has left it unpre-
pared to face the BJP’s organiza-
tional strength in the cow belt. In
Himachal Pradesh and beyond,
the AICC must ensure its leader-
ship in each state addresses local
issues with genuine solutions,
not merely temporary fixes.
Revamping its media strategy,
especially on digital platforms,
is essential for Congress to re-
gain control over its narrative.
Acknowledging past missteps,
removing ineffective state lead-
ers, and fostering new voices
from within the ranks may al-
low Congress to reconnect with
its voter base.

Without a coherentleadership
structure and a recalibrated ap-
proach in North India, Congress
risks further marginalization.
Addressing internal disorgani-
zation, reevaluating its strategies
in the cow belt, and cultivating

rpose?
debate

go unaddressed.

Also, under the O&M ba-
sis, apart from the manpower
retention concern, the main-
tenance of these properties
might be neglected by the pri-
vate players involved, as we
have seen in the lease model,
noted another senior hospital-
ity professional. “The authori-
ties will need to address that,
within watertight contracts,”
he underlined.

So, can privatization be
an effective tool for reviving
HPTDC’s finances without
jeopardizing its foundational
mission? A balanced approach
is needed. The government
must weigh the potential fi-
nancial benefits of private
partnerships against the risk
of losing control over public
assets. Clear contracts with
enforceable terms should be
prioritized to avoid the le-
gal pitfalls of the past. Addi-

strong, localized leadership will
be necessary steps if the party is
to survive and rebound from its
recent setbacks.
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tionally, efforts to streamline
HPTDC’s operations should
coincide with stronger regula-
tion and oversight of the pri-
vate tourism sector. By hold-
ing private accommodations
to similar standards, the gov-
ernment could create a more
level playing field, benefiting
both HPTDC and the broader
hospitality industry.

If handled thoughtfully,
selective  privatization of
HPTDC’s assets could offer a
pathway to financial stability
without eroding public trust
or the Corporation’s purpose.
However, any move towards
privatization should be cau-
tiously executed, ensuring
that the state retains ultimate
authority and that HPTDC
employees are genuinely
protected. After all, the goal
should be to refresh HPTDC,
not dismantle it for short-term
gains.
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Shimla's

firesafety

infrastructure
faces critical
lapses

TEAM HIMACHALSCAPE
SHIMLA

Shimla's fire safety infrastruc-
ture is facing a serious crisis, as
revealed by a recent inspection
conducted by the city's Fire De-
partment. The inspection uncov-
ered that over 20% of the city's
fire hydrants (137 out of a total
of 628) are either non-functional
or buried underground, rais-
ing significant concerns about
the city's preparedness for fire
emergencies.

The inspection, conducted
in October, highlighted the se-
verity of the issue, particularly
in Chotta Shimla where nearly
half of the hydrants were found
to be faulty or buried. Similar
problems were observed in the
Mall Road area and Tilak Nagar
station. At Cotta Shimla nearly
half of the 183 hydrants—95 in
total —were either faulty or bur-
ied. Similarly, the Mall Road
area had 30 dysfunctional hy-
drants out of its 218, while Tilak
Nagar station reported 12 out of
132 hydrants as non-functional.
The report has been submitted
to both the Shimla Municipal
Corporation and the Jal Shakti
Department, urging immediate
action to rectify the situation.

Municipal mismanagement
has been identified as a key fac-
tor contributing to these issues.
Ongoing construction projects,
road repairs, and pavement re-
constructions have led to the
damage and burial of numerous
hydrants. The Fire Department
has issued notices to the Munic-
ipal Corporation's construction
wing, demanding swift repairs
to restore access to these critical
fire hydrants.

Additionally, the encroach-
ment of public spaces by un-
authorized vendors and shop-
keepers has further hindered

fire response efforts. These
encroachments restrict access
for fire tenders, particularly in
high-risk areas. Despite a High
Court order to clear these en-
croachments, civic authorities
have faced challenges in enforc-
ing the directive, leaving many
roads obstructed and response
times delayed.

The city's unplanned expan-
sion into areas like Sanjauli,
Totu, and Kanganadhar has ex-
acerbated the problem. These
areas lack the infrastructure and
hydrant accessibility found in
the city's centrally planned ar-
eas. Narrow roads and limited
hydrants make it difficult for
firefighters to reach these neigh-
borhoods quickly.

Divisional Fire Officer Nitin
Dhiman emphasized the on-
going challenges faced by the
department due to delays in
repairs by municipal agencies.
These unresolved issues in fire
safety infrastructure not only
pose a serious threat to public
safety but also highlight sig-
nificant gaps in municipal gov-
ernance. Urgent measures are
needed to repair and maintain
hydrants, clear encroachments,
and establish fire safety provi-
sions in expanding areas to en-
sure Shimla is fully prepared to
respond to fire emergencies.
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TIKENDER SINGH PANWAR
SHIMLA

The Himachal Pradesh gov-
ernment’s proposal to establish
three additional municipal cor-
porations in Hamirpur, Una,
and Baddi-Barotiwala raises
critical questions about the fu-
ture of urban governance in
this small Himalayan state.
Until recently, Shimla was the
only municipal corporation in
Himachal. In 2012, under the
Virbhadra Singh government,
then Urban Development Min-
ister Sudhir Sharma upgraded
Dharamshala’s municipal coun-
cil to a corporation, aiming for
a “smart city” designation. This
move sparked controversy, par-
ticularly as neighboring villages
were forcibly merged into Dhar-
amshala’s boundaries, leading
to local discontent. While Dhar-
amshala’s transformation re-
mains contentious, the state has
since converted other municipal
councils—such as Solan, Mandji,
and Palampur—into corpora-
tions. But is this approach truly
beneficial for achieving sustain-
able urbanization?

Himachal's approach to
urbanization reflects India’s
unique challenges, differing
significantly from the classical
patterns seen in developed na-
tions. Industrialization in the
West created economic oppor-
tunities that absorbed rural la-
bor, a trend that was bolstered
by colonial economic benefits.
In contrast, India’s urbanization
is often driven by economic ne-
cessity rather than opportunity,
resulting in a form of “poverty-
driven” migration. Himachal
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derground  dustbin”
project, introduced by
former minister Su-

Pradesh’s urban growth, howev-
er, has unique drivers—such as
education, with a steady stream
of students moving to urban ar-
eas for higher studies. Despite
these differences, the push to
convert municipal councils into
corporations remains a central
part of the state’s strategy.

The motivations behind these
transformations include severe
fiscal pressures on the state.
Himachal Pradesh is grappling
with a debt burden exceeding
090,000 crore, approximately
42.5% of its Gross State Domes-
tic Product (GSDP). By expand-
ing municipal boundaries, the
government hopes to increase
property tax revenues, especial-
ly by incorporating additional
villages. This approach also al-
lows the state to bring more land
under real estate development,
generating additional revenue
through forced urbanization.
While some residents within
urban boundaries hope for im-
proved services, particularly in
waste management, many rural
residents feel alienated, viewing
this transformation as a form
of land control rather than an
enhancement of local govern-
ance. The existing strong village
governance structures often get
absorbed into larger municipal
frameworks, diluting the voice
of rural communities.

The effectiveness of the newly
formed municipal corporations
in Himachal Pradesh has been
mixed, with significant short-
comings. Apart from Shimla,
which faces its own capacity is-
sues, newer corporations like
Solan, Palampur, and Mandi

dhir Sharma, ultimate-
ly failed due to high
costs and operational
difficulties, yet there
has been no account-
ability for its failure.
Many of these corpo-
rations are heavily
reliant on district ad-
ministration officials,
as they lack their own
dedicated personnel,
further = hampering
their efficiency.

Despite the 74th Constitution-
al Amendment, which mandates
the transfer of 18 subjects to local
bodies under the 12th Schedule,
only three of these subjects have
been handed over to munici-
pal corporations in Himachal
Pradesh, and even fewer to mu-
nicipal councils.

Consequently, cities are
largely managed by parastatal
bodies, with local MLASs or min-
isters frequently stepping in as
“de facto mayors.” This political
oversight undermines the pur-
pose of independent municipal
corporations, effectively reduc-
ing them to mere revenue-gen-
eration tools rather than true
governance structures.

Evident enough that simply
upgrading municipal councils
to corporations without provid-
ing the necessary functions, staff,
and financial autonomy will not
address Himachal Pradesh’s ur-
banization challenges. Instead, it
risks exacerbating them.

True decentralization, sup-
ported by improved governance
capacity, is essential to create a
responsive and effective urban
governance framework. Rather
than imposing a one-size-fits-all
model, the state should focus on
empowering town governments
to manage their issues locally,
ultimately fostering an urban
governance system that genu-
inely benefits its communities.

Tikender is urban planning
expert and the former directly
elected deputy mayor of Shimla.

The views expressed are per-
sonal
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Nestled amidst the majestic
Dhauladhar range in Himachal
Pradesh, Bir is a serene hamlet
that offers a captivating blend
of adventure, spirituality, and
natural beauty. This idyllic desti-
nation has earned global acclaim
as the paragliding capital of In-
dia, attracting thrill-seekers from
around the world.

Bir'sunique charm stems from
its diverse cultural tapestry. The
village is home to a significant
Tibetan refugee population, who
fled their homeland in the 1950s.
Their presence has enriched the
local culture, with numerous
Tibetan monasteries and medi-
tation centers dotting the land-
scape. The Deer Park Institute,
Bir Dirru Monastery, Drikung
Dozin Theckcho Ling Monas-
tery, and Chokling Gompa are
some of the prominent spiritual
institutions that draw seekers
from far and wide. These cent-
ers offer a variety of programs,
including meditation, yoga, and
Buddhist studies, providing an
opportunity for spiritual growth
and inner peace.

For adrenaline junkies, Bir of-
fers unparalleled opportunities
for paragliding. The breathtak-

ing views of the valley, coupled
with favorable wind conditions,
make it an ideal spot for both be-
ginners and experienced pilots.
Billing, located at an altitude of
8,500 feet, is the primary take-off
point for paragliders. The thrill
of soaring through the sky, sur-
rounded by snow-capped peaks
and lush green valleys, is an
experience that will leave you

breathless.

Beyond paragliding, Bir is
also a haven for nature enthusi-
asts and adventure seekers. The
surrounding hills offer excellent
opportunities for trekking, hik-
ing, and mountain biking. The
river pools in Upper Bir provide
a refreshing escape from the
heat, perfect for a leisurely swim
or a picnic.

No visit to Bir is complete
without indulging in the local
cuisine.

The Kangra region is re-
nowned for its delectable dish-
es, and Bir offers a variety of
local eateries serving authentic
Himachali food. From hearty
thalis to aromatic teas, the culi-
nary scene in Bir is sure to satisfy
every palate. The simple yet fla-

vorful dishes, often prepared us-
ing locally sourced ingredients,
reflect the region's rich culinary
heritage.

For those seeking a peaceful
retreat, Bir offers a serene envi-
ronment away from the hustle
and bustle of city life. The tran-
quil atmosphere, coupled with
the opportunity to immerse
oneself in meditation and yoga,
makes it an ideal destination
for spiritual seekers. The gentle
rhythm of nature, the sound of
birdsong, and the breathtaking
views of the surrounding moun-
tains create a perfect setting for
relaxation and rejuvenation.

Bir is well-connected to ma-
jor cities in India. The nearest
railway station is Ahju, which is
about 3 kilometers away. From
there, one can easily reach Bir by
taxi or local transport. The jour-
ney to Bir offers stunning views
of the Himalayan foothills, mak-
ing it an unforgettable experi-
ence in itself.

Whether you're an adventure
enthusiast, a culture wvulture,
or a spiritual seeker, Bir has
something to offer everyone.
Its unique blend of adventure,
spirituality, and natural beauty
makes it a truly special destina-
tion.

Chamurthi; Horse power, Himalayan style

OUR CORRESPONDENT
SHIMLA

The Chamurthi horse, a
majestic breed hailing from
the rugged Himalayan terrain
of Spiti Valley in Himachal
Pradesh, has been an integral
part of the region's cultural
tapestry for centuries. Re-
nowned for its extraordinary
endurance and adaptability,
this breed has faced challeng-
es in recent decades due to the
advent of motorized transpor-
tation. However, concerted
conservation efforts and a re-
newed appreciation for their
unique qualities have ensured
their continued legacy.

Once facing the threat of
extinction, the Chamurthi
horse population has seen a
remarkable resurgence thanks
to the dedicated efforts of the
Animal Husbandry Depart-
ment. The Lari Farm in Spiti
Valley has been instrumental
in breeding and conserving

this indigenous breed. By im-
plementing scientific breeding
practices and providing opti-
mal care, the farm has success-
fully increased the population
to around 4,000 in Himachal
Pradesh alone.

The annual Lavi Fair in
Rampur, held in early Novem-
ber, serves as a vibrant plat-
form to showcase the beauty
and strength of the Chamurthi
horse. This three-day event
attracts horse enthusiasts,
breeders, and tourists from
across the region. The fair of-
fers a captivating array of
competitions, including races,
balloon-bursting contests,
and load-bearing trials, where
these magnificent creatures
demonstrate their exceptional
abilities.

Beyond  their
prowess, Chamurthi horses
hold deep cultural signifi-
cance for the local communi-
ties. They are often referred to

physical

as the "ships of the mountains"
due to their ability to navigate
treacherous terrains, carrying
essential supplies to remote
villages. The traditional "Tar-
Dzung" ritual, performed be-
fore shoeing the young horses,
symbolizes respect for the ani-
mal and seeks blessings for its
well-being.

While the increasing popu-
larity of motorized vehicles
has undoubtedly impacted the
demand for horse-powered
transportation, the Chamurthi
horse continues to hold a spe-
cial place in the hearts of the
people of Spiti Valley. Their
unique characteristics, such
as their ability to thrive in
extreme cold and traverse icy
paths, make them indispensa-
ble in certain regions.

Moreover, the Chamurthi
horse has become a symbol of
cultural heritage and a source
of pride for the local commu-
nities. The annual horse ex-

hibition in Rampur not only
celebrates the breed's physical
attributes but also highlights
its cultural significance. By
promoting awareness and fos-
tering a sense of appreciation
for this indigenous breed, ef-
forts are being made to ensure
its continued survival and
prosperity.

As we move forward, it is
imperative to strike a balance

between modernization and
tradition. While technological
advancements have undoubt-
edly improved our lives, it is
essential to acknowledge the
invaluable contributions of
our natural heritage. By pre-
serving the Chamurthi horse
and other indigenous breeds,
we honor our past and secure a
sustainable future for genera-
tions to come.
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