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s 2024 draws to a close,
the Congress-led gov-
ernment in Himachal

Pradesh finds itself at a cross-
roads. The two-year milestone,

R0/ Forest
catchment sunctu.ﬁr.y

’-

fALOOK

| Landmark
€.+ ud decision to

b f_"*ﬂ* protect fossil
“&¥% heritage

.:_ Subsenlhe_ Sh are

2024-
A tumultuous year
for Himachal Govt

celebrated in Bilaspur, brought
attention to its achievements
while highlighting the steep
challenges that have defined
its tenure. While strides have
been made in fulfilling electoral
promises, the year’s journey

has been anything but smooth,
marked by political upheavals,
legal skirmishes, economic dis-
tress, and internal discord.

The  year
began with a Continued
stinging  set- on page 2

Shimla-
Wher
playgrounds
become
groundless
promises

VISHAL SARIN
SHIMLA

himla, a city celebrated for

its historic charm and cul-
tural legacy, faces an alarm-
ing crisis that threatens to
undermine its future—the
acute shortage of public play-
grounds. For decades, Shimla
has struggled with the lack
of open spaces dedicated to
sports and recreation, a prob-
lem that has now reached a
tipping point. The city’s youth
and sports enthusiasts are left
with limited options, forcing
many to abandon their aspira-
tions and dreams.

The recent closure of the
Bharari police ground, once a
vibrant hub for local tourna-
ments, epitomizes this crisis.
After undergoing renovations,
the ground is now inaccessible
to the public. Local cricketer
Rakesh Chauhan confirms that
it can no longer be rented for
sports events, citing incom-
plete drainage work and de-

lays by the Public Works De-
partment (PWD) in officially
handing over the ground. This
uncertainty and inaccessibility
have dealt a heavy blow to an
already struggling sports com-
munity.

Shimla’s history boasts
iconic sporting venues, such as
the Annandale ground, which
hosted prestigious events like
the Durand Cup soccer tour-
nament, cricket matches, and
hockey competitions. Howev-
er, Annandale has been repur-
posed into a restricted army
golf course and helicopter
landing site, effectively barring
its use for sports. Other notable
venues, such as the Himachal
Pradesh University (HPU)
ground and the Bharari po-
lice ground, have also become
unavailable over time, further
compounding the problem.

The situation is exacer-
bated by the
exclusivity of Continued
private school on page 2
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back: the loss of the Rajya Sab-
ha elections due to internal
defections. Yet, the party dem-
onstrated resilience, securing
four out of six Vidhan Sabha
by-poll victories and retaining
its majority in the Assembly
with 40 seats. However, the
drubbing in all four Lok Sabha
constituencies overshadowed
these gains, raising questions
about the party’s broader elec-
toral strategy and public con-
nect.

Economically, the gov-
ernment has been on shaky
ground. The persistent finan-
cial crisis has drawn sharp
criticism, with the opposition
branding 2024 a year of infla-
tion and public discontent.
Chief Minister Sukhvinder
Singh Sukhu touted auster-
ity measures that purportedly

grounds, such as those at St.
Edward’s and Bishop Cotton
School. These well-maintained
facilitiesremain off-limits to the
public, even during holidays.
Despite Shimla’s designation

as a
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municipal corporation has

failed to establish a single
public playground. Instead,
the city offers only small parks
designed for leisurely walks,
which fail to meet the needs of
aspiring athletes.

This dearth of infrastructure
has far-reaching consequences.
The city’s youth, who once
dreamed of excelling in sports,
are left disheartened, with
many abandoning their aspira-
tions altogether. Private sports
event organizers also struggle
to find suitable venues, stifling
the city’s once-thriving sports
culture. What was once a vi-

saved 250 crore and claimed
progress in repaying loans.
Yet, the absence of transparent
data has left these assertions
open to skepticism, allowing
the opposition’s narrative of
economic mismanagement to
resonate more strongly with
the public.

Policy decisions have often
courted controversy. The so-
called “toilet tax”, rising util-
ity costs, and stalled reforms
in the water and power sec-
tors have been flashpoints of
public frustration. Even seem-
ingly trivial matters, like the
“samosa controversy,” have
added to the government’s
challenges. Deputy Chief
Minister Mukesh Agnihotri’s
clarification that the issue
pertained to the police depart-
ment, not the state govern-
ment, failed to entirely douse
the fire. Agnihotri’s spirited
assertion during the celebra-
tions—that the bureaucracy

should stop gossiping in close
doors and that the Sukhu ad-
ministration would complete
its tenure and secure re-elec-
tion—underscored the gov-
ernment’s defensive posture
amidst mounting criticism.
Legal battles have been a
defining feature of the year.
On the positive side, the gov-
ernment reclaimed the iconic
Wildflower Hall from Oberoi
Hotels, a significant win for
the state’s tourism sector. Ad-
ditionally, it averted a poten-
tial financial hit of @280 crore
in a dispute with the Adani
Group over a power project.
These victories highlighted
the administration’s legal
acumen. However, the High
Court’s ruling against the cre-
ation of Chief Parliamentary
Secretary (CPS) posts dealt
a blow to its administrative
initiatives. In another high-
stakes case, the government
secured a stay through a divi-

sion bench on the operation of
18 Himachal Pradesh Tourism
Development Corporation
(HPTDC) hotels, demonstrat-
ing its tenacity in safeguard-
ing state assets.

Yet, these victories have
not been enough to dispel the
perception of internal disar-
ray. Organizational discord
within the Himachal Congress
remains a persistent theme.
During the Bilaspur celebra-
tions, Congress state presi-
dent Pratibha Singh’s speech
was interrupted by the com-
pere, symbolizing the friction
within the party. Even as of to-
day, Singh’s position has been
weakened by the suspension
of all office bearers’ commit-
tees by the All-India Congress
Committee (AICC), leaving
her without a functional team.
This has exacerbated the im-
pression of a fragmented or-
ganization at odds with itself.

Deputy Chief Minister Ag-

Shimla-
Where playgrounds become
groundless promises

brant community of athletes
now faces a grim future.

The promises of new play-
grounds, often made during
municipal and Vidhan Sabha
elections, have remained hol-
low. These unfulfilled commit-
ments have left Shimla’s sports
community disillusioned and
disheartened. The lack of ac-
tion not only reflects poor gov-
ernance but also a failure to
preserve the city’s rich sport-
ing heritage.

This crisis demands urgent
intervention. Addressing Shim-
la’s playground shortage is not
merely an infrastructure issue;
it is a matter of safeguarding
the city’s cultural and sporting
legacy. The authorities must
act decisively to prioritize the
creation of accessible sports
facilities. Public-private part-
nerships, innovative use of
existing spaces, and dedicated
funding for playground devel-
opment should be immediately

nihotri’s robust defence of the
government’s track record
sought to project unity and
resolve. However, the public’s
perception of policy missteps,
coupled with evident fissures
within the ruling party, con-
tinue to fuel skepticism about
the administration’s effective-
ness.

In sum, 2024 has been a year
of contrasts for the Congress-
led government in Himachal
Pradesh. Legal victories and
welfare measures showcase
its capacity for resilience and
governance, yet unresolved
economic challenges, contro-
versial policies, and internal
rifts cast long shadows. As it
steps into its third year, the
administration faces a piv-
otal opportunity to bridge
gaps, rebuild trust, and shift
its narrative from survival to
success. Whether it can rise to
the occasion remains the ques-
tion that will define its legacy.

considered.

Shimla’s youth deserve the
opportunity to grow, compete,
and excel. Without immedi-
ate action, the city risks losing
not only its sports culture but
also generations of talented
individuals who could have
brought pride to the region.
The time to act is now—to en-
sure that Shimla’s legacy as a
hub of talent and ambition is
not relegated to history but
continues to thrive for years to
come.
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The Indian National Con-
gress, once the cornerstone
of India’s polity, finds it-
self at a precarious crossroads.
For many from my generation,
and even those who recall the
party's glorious forefathers, its
current state of disrepair is un-
thinkable. Following successive
humiliating defeats in Haryana
and Maharashtra, it appears the
Congress has failed to grasp the
urgent need for introspection
or accountability. Rather than
identifying the root causes of
these losses, the party remains
entrenched in complacency,
with the same individuals re-
sponsible for its decline continu-
ing to call the shots.

While leaders like Rahul
Gandhi and Priyanka Gandhi
valiantly challenge the BJP’s
formidable machinery, includ-
ing Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, their efforts seem futile
at the grassroots level. This has
been demonstrated in states like
Haryana, Jammu and Kashmir,
and Jharkhand. In Haryana, for
instance, the Congress was in a
direct contest with the BJP, with
analysts and public opinion fa-
voring a decisive Congress vic-
tory. Large crowds thronged
Rahul and Priyanka’s rallies,
yet the election results painted a
starkly different picture.

Even in defeat, the party ap-
pears more invested in celebrat-
ing the Gandhis’ campaigns
than addressing its failings.
Such sycophancy among Con-
gress leaders, including Chief
Ministers of Congress-ruled
states, underscores a troubling
lack of concern for the party's
future. Instead of analyzing the
reasons for defeat, they remain
preoccupied with superficial
displays of loyalty.

Rahul Gandhi’s recent efforts
to revitalize the party through
yatras over the past year deserve
acknowledgment. However,
these endeavors have failed to
yield electoral dividends, largely
due to the apathy of the party’s
entrenched old guard and their
reluctance to embrace change.
Self-serving leaders and syco-
phants continue to dominate the
Congress, thwarting any mean-

ingful attempts at rejuvenation.

This pattern is not new. Re-
flecting on the Congress (O)
split in 1969, a similar sense of
discontent and disillusionment
prevailed. Prominent leaders
like Nijalingappa, Ram Subhag
Sahay, and Tarkeshwari Sinha
broke away, citing then-Prime
Minister Indira Gandhi’s auto-
cratic tendencies and the grow-
ing influence of confidants like
R.K. Dhawan and Sanjay Gan-
dhi. The communication gap
between Indira Gandhi and oth-
er Congress leaders, including
Chief Ministers, further eroded
the party's cohesion. Over time,
this disconnect contributed to
the Congress's decline, which
has persisted for over five dec-
ades.

Today, similar criticisms
abound. Reports suggest that
only a select few sycophantic
leaders have access to the Gan-
dhis, while grassroots workers
and other party members are
sidelined. This lack of inclusivi-
ty and the continued dominance
of a few privileged insiders only
exacerbate the party’s woes.

The road ahead looks grim.
In Delhi, where elections are
imminent, ground realities sug-
gest that the Congress stands
nowhere. Most analyses point
to the Aam Aadmi Party hold-
ing an advantageous position,
with the BJP offering a fight, but
Congress remaining irrelevant.

Right-thinking observers em-
phasize that unless the Congress
galvanizes its cadre, empowers
grassroots workers, and distanc-
es itself from self-serving and
rootless leaders, its survival re-
mains in jeopardy. The Gandhis
must also recognize the harm
caused by their reliance on syco-
phants and rebuild connections
with the broader party base.

The Congress’s decline is
not irreversible, but it demands
bold, decisive action. Without it,
the Grand Old Party risks fading
further into political obscurity.

Writer is PR professional
and former Director Information
& Public Relations Himachal
Pradesh and has over 40 years
on experience.

The views expressed are per-
sonal
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The Himachal Pradesh High
Court has taken a historic step
to safeguard the state's invalu-
able fossil heritage by impos-
ing a complete ban on mining,
collection, and trade of fossils.
This directive follows a public
interest litigation (PIL) filed
by advocate Poonam Gehlot,
which highlighted the exploi-
tation of rich fossil reserves in
the Spiti Valley. The decision
underscores the scientific and
cultural significance of these
fossils while exposing the long-
standing apathy of authorities
in preserving this natural treas-
ure.

The Scientific Importance of
Fossil Reserves in Spiti Valley

The Spiti Valley, particular-
ly Langza village, is renowned
for its fossil deposits, includ-
ing ammonites, brachiopods,
bivalves, and corals. These
specimens provide a glimpse
into the ancient biodiversity
of the Tethys Sea, a prehistoric
ocean that existed millions of
years ago before the Himalayas
emerged. Crucial for under-
standing marine ecosystems of
the Mesozoic Era, these fossils
also support the framework of
Darwin’s theory of evolution,
illustrating the transition from
unicellular organisms to com-
plex life forms.

Tectonic activity caused by
the collision of the Indian and
Eurasian tectonic plates up-
lifted the seabed of the Tethys
Sea, bringing these marine fos-
sils to the high-altitude regions
of Spiti. They offer invaluable
insights into evolutionary biol-
ogy, geological history, and the
progression of life on Earth. De-
spite their global significance,
these fossils often face destruc-
tion due to unregulated devel-
opmental activities.

Neglect and Exploitation of
Fossil Heritage

The preservation of Spiti’s
fossils has been hindered by a
lack of clear policies and pro-
active measures. Mining, road
construction, and infrastruc-
ture projects frequently un-
earth fossils, which are then
exploited for personal gain or
destroyed. The absence of sys-
tematic cataloging or conserva-
tion efforts has led to the loss of
valuable scientific data.

Government agencies such
as the Geological Survey of

India, the Bo-
tanical Survey
of India, and
the Zoological
Survey of In-
dia, which are
responsible for
safeguarding
the country's
natural herit-
age, have dem-
onstrated lim-

ited initiative
in addressing
the  exploita-

tion of fossils
in  Himachal
Pradesh. This
neglect starkly contrasts with
international efforts to con-
serve fossil sites, such as those
outlined in the UNESCO World
Heritage Convention of 1972.

High Court’s Intervention:
A Turning Point

Recognizing the urgency
of the situation, the Himachal
Pradesh High Court issued a
directive banning all fossil-re-
lated activities in the state. Act-
ing Chief Justice Tarlok Singh
Chauhan and Justice Bipen
Chander Negi emphasized the
protection of fossil-rich areas,
particularly Langza village,
and instructed state authorities
to ensure compliance.

The PIL filed by advocate
Poonam Gehlot highlighted the
unique paleontological signifi-
cance of Spiti's fossils and ref-
erenced the UNESCO conven-
tion as a guiding framework
for conservation. The court has
directed the state government
to submit a compliance report
within three weeks, with the
next hearing scheduled for De-
cember 31, 2024.

This ruling not only ad-
dresses the immediate threats
to fossils but also establishes
a precedent for integrating sci-
entific and legal considerations
in environmental governance.
It reinforces the importance of
fossil preservation in under-
standing evolutionary biology,
climate change, and Earth's
geological history.

Challenges in Balancing De-
velopment and Conservation

The exploitation of Spiti's
fossil reserves mirrors broader
challenges in balancing devel-
opment with environmental
preservation.  Infrastructure
projects often proceed with-
out adequate consideration
of their long-term impact

on natural heritage. For in-
stance, recent initiatives by the
Himachal Pradesh government
to streamline infrastructure de-
velopment by delegating tree
management to Divisional For-
est Officers reflect a focus on
expediency that can undermine
conservation efforts.

The High Court’s interven-
tion serves as a reminder of the
need for sustainable practices
that prioritize the preservation
of natural resources alongside
economic growth. Fossils are
not merely artifacts of the past
but critical evidence of Earth's
evolutionary journey, offering
insights into the progression of
life from the unicellular organ-
isms of the Tethys Sea to mod-
ern species.

The court's decision is a sig-
nificant step toward preserving
Spiti’s paleontological heritage.
However, sustained efforts are
needed to protect these natu-
ral treasures. Authorities must
implement comprehensive
policies for fossil preservation,
raise awareness among local
communities, and promote sci-
entific research.

Neglecting these respon-
sibilities risks losing an ir-
replaceable legacy, akin to
ignoring Charles Darwin’s
groundbreaking contributions
to understanding the origin of
species. At a time when biodi-
versity loss and climate change
threaten global ecosystems,
preserving fossils is both a sci-
entific necessity and an ethical
imperative.

The Himachal Pradesh High
Court’s ruling is a call to action
for all stakeholders to safe-
guard this priceless heritage,
ensuring that future genera-
tions can continue to learn from
and appreciate the Earth’s evo-
lutionary history.
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