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The Ridge:
Shimla's Jewel, tarnished
by transient fairs

VISHAL SARIN
SHIMLA

himla, the Queen of Hills,
Sis witnessing a gradual ero-
sion of its soul. The iconic
Ridge, once a serene expanse
offering breathtaking vistas of

snow-capped peaks, is increas-
ingly becoming a hub for bois-

terous food festivals and com-
mercial events. While the intent
may be to boost tourism and rev-
enue for the struggling Shimla
Municipal Corporation, the con-
sequences are far-reaching and
detrimental.

The recent winter food fes-
tival, withits sprawling tented

food court, not only obscured
the majestic Himalayan pan-
orama but also transformed
the Ridge into a chaotic mar-
ketplace. A cacophony of
vendors hawking ubiquitous
street food,
coupled with
the absence
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ML VERMA
SHIMLA
he year 2024 was a roll-
I ercoaster for Himachal
Pradesh, marked by politi-
cal turmoil, natural disasters, ad-
ministrative controversies, and
significant policy changes. From
dramatic defections to deadly
cloudbursts, the state captured
national headlines for all the
right and wrong reasons. Here’s
a look back at the events that de-
fined the year.
Political Crisis, defections
Himachal Pradesh’s Con-
gress government faced its
gravest political crisis when six
Congress MLAs defected, and
three independents withdrew
support. The chaos culminated
in the Rajya Sabha elections on
February 27, where Congress—
despite a numerical majority —
lost to BJP’s Harsh Mahajan via
cross-voting. The situation was
resolved with a lottery system,
which declared Mahajan victo-
rious.

Adding to the turbulence,
the Speaker suspended 15 BJP
MLAs during the budget ses-
sion, allowing Chief Minister
Sukhvinder Singh Sukhu’s
government to pass the budget
on February 28. That same day,
PWD Minister Vikramaditya
Singh’s resignation deepened
the crisis. However, timely in-
tervention by senior Congress
leaders averted an immediate
collapse. On February 29, the
Speaker disqualified six rebel
Congress MLAs under the anti-
defection law, paving the way
for by-elections.

On March 23, the defectors
and threeindependents formal-
ly joined the BJP. By June, the
BJP had swept all four Lok Sab-
ha seats in Himachal Pradesh,
with Bollywood actress Kanga-
na Ranaut emerging victorious
in Mandi, defeating Vikrama-
ditya Singh. However, Con-
gress retained
four out of six
assembly  by-
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of adequate seating, created
an unpleasant experience for
visitors. Concerns were also
raised regarding the use of
banned plastic and the pro-
liferation of oversized flex
banners, both in violation of
environmental regulations.

Historically, the Ridge has
served as a space for pub-
lic gatherings, political ral-
lies, and occasional cultural
events. However, the frequen-
cy and scale of these events
have escalated dramatically
in recent years, impacting the
very essence of this heritage
site. The focus has shifted
from preserving the Ridge's
natural beauty to maximizing
commercial gains, overshad-
owing the core reasons why
people visit Shimla - tranquil-
ity, scenic beauty, and a res-
pite from urban chaos.

Local residents and tour-
ism professionals alike have
expressed their dismay at this
transformation. They argue
that the Ridge's allure lies
not merely in its flat terrain
but in its panoramic vistas,
the majestic Chinar trees, and
the serene atmosphere. These
elements are being gradually
eroded by the constant influx
of commercial activities, leav-
ing visitors with a diluted ex-
perience.

Furthermore, the Ridge's
ecological fragility is often
overlooked. Located above
a network of historic water
tanks, the area is vulnerable
to environmental damage.
The construction and disman-

transient fairs

tling of temporary structures
for these events can poten-
tially impact the integrity of
these vital water sources.

Despite growing public
concern and calls for a more
sustainable approach, the fre-
quency of such events con-
tinues to increase. This raises
serious questions about the
priorities of the authorities.
Is the short-term gain from
these commercial ventures
worth the long-term damage
to Shimla's unique character
and ecological balance?

It is time for a paradigm
shift. The Ridge deserves to
be treated with the respect
it commands. A comprehen-
sive plan is needed to balance
the needs of tourism with the
preservation of the Ridge's
heritage and ecological integ-
rity. This could involve limit-
ing the frequency and dura-
tion of commercial events,
developing a clear policy for
event approvals, prioritizing
cultural and community-ori-
ented events, Stricter enforce-
ment of environmental regu-
lations, Creating dedicated
zones for commercial activi-
ties, minimizing their impact
on the core Ridge area, and
Promoting eco-friendly prac-
tices and sustainable tourism
initiatives.

The Ridge is not just a
public space; it is a symbol of
Shimla's identity. To allow its
unique character to be eroded
for short-term gains would
be an irreparable loss. It is
time to prioritize long-term
sustainability and ensure that
the Ridge continues to inspire
awe and tranquillity for gen-
erations to come.

2024:

Himachal Government
tested endures!

elec-
tions,
regaining some stability.

Natural Calamities and En-
vironmental Challenges

Himachal Pradesh expe-
rienced one of its most dev-
astating natural disasters on
July 31 when a cloudburst in
Samej downstream Srikhand
peak claimed 53 lives in a sin-
gle night. Entire villages were
wiped out, and several bodies
remain untraced. Landslides
and floods during the mon-
soon wreaked havoc in Mandi,
Kullu, and Shimla districts,
causing extensive loss of life
and property.

After the monsoon, the state
endured a prolonged three-
month dry spell, ending in De-
cember with three significant
spells of rain and snowfall. The
unusually high post-monsoon
temperatures, seven to eight
degrees above normal, further
strained the state’s ecosystem.
Tourist hotspots like Shimla
and Manali finally saw snow-
fall, bringing some relief and
hope for a better winter season.

Administrative and Legal
Setbacks

The Congress government’s
challenges weren’t limited to
politics and natural calamities.
On November 13, the Himachal
High Court declared the ap-
pointment of six Chief Parlia-
mentary Secretaries unconsti-
tutional, further weakening
the government. Although the

Contd from page 1

Harmony in extremes

estled in the pristine val-
leys ofSpit, this breath-

Supreme Court later stayed the
decision, the episode inflicted
significant political damage.

The government also faced
ridicule over the infamous
“Samosa Scandal” in October,
where misplaced snacks at a
police event turned into a na-
tional embarrassment. Simi-
larly, a viral video of Chief
Minister Sukhu being served
wild fowl during a remote vil-
lage visit sparked the “Jungle
Fowl Controversy,” with crit-
ics accusing him of promoting
illegal hunting.

In August and September,
communal tensions erupted
following the demolition of
unauthorized mosque struc-
tures in Shimla’s Sanjauli area,
leading to clashes and protests
across districts. The controver-
sies kept the state administra-
tion under constant scrutiny.

Financial Woes and Public

Outrage

The government’s financial
struggles reached a breaking
point when, for the first time,
salaries and pensions were de-
layed in August. This tarnished
itsreputation and sparked pub-
lic outrage. In another blow,
the Himachal High Court or-
dered the seizure of the state’s
Delhi-based Himachal Bhawan
over unpaid dues, a major em-
barrassment for the adminis-
tration.

Further setbacks came with
a High Court order to shut
down 18 state-run HPTDC

taking winter landscape
epitomizes nature's un-
spoiled beauty. The im-
age from captures a snow-cov-
ered Langza village surround-

hotels due to financial dis-
putes. Although the order was
stayed, the episode highlighted
the fragile state of the govern-
ment’s finances.

Policy Milestones and Re-

forms

Amidst the chaos, the gov-
ernment implemented several
impactful reforms. All govern-
ment schools adopted English
as the medium of instruction,
aiming to elevate educational
standards. In sports, the state
announced a o5 crore reward
for Commonwealth Games
gold medalists, signaling a
commitment to fostering ath-
letic excellence.

Resilience Amidst Chal-
lenges

Despite the challenges,

Himachal Pradesh displayed

remarkable resilience. The
monsoon tragedies, admin-
istrative controversies, and

political instability tested the
state’s spirit, yet key reforms
showecased its potential to rise
above adversity. The late-year
snowfall brought a glimmer
of hope, setting the stage for a
better future.

As 2025 begins, the people
of Himachal Pradesh look for-
ward to a year of stability and
growth, leaving behind the tur-
bulence of 2024.

This hill state, with its in-
domitable spirit, stands ready
to overcome new challenges
and chart a path toward a
brighter tomorrow.

ed by majestic
Himalayan
peaks, their
rugged  con-
tours glisten-
ing under a
bright blue
sky. Tradi-
tional houses,
adorned with
flat roofs to en-
dure the harsh
winters, bear a
layer of fresh
snow, em-
phasizing the
unique architectural charm.
The village showcases the re-
silience of life at high altitudes,
where temperatures often plum-
met below freezing.
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9024 monsoon  CBInabs ED official and middleman
inhigh-profile bribiery case linked to
Scholarship Scam

recap:

A year deficit
and extremes

HIMACHALSCAPE DESK
SHIMLA

Himachal Pradesh experienced
a subdued southwest monsoon
in 2024, with the state receiving a
total rainfall of 600.9 mm, which
was 18% below the long-term av-
erage of 734.4 mm for the June to
September period. This monsoon,
while classified as "normal" by the
India Meteorological Department
(IMD), marked a significant depar-
ture from the usual precipitation
levels, creating a notable shortfall
in water resources.

The monsoon onset occurred
on June 27, two days later than the
average onset date of June 25. By
June 29, the monsoon had covered
the entire state. However, its with-
drawal was delayed by a week,
concluding on October 2, instead
of the usual date of September 25.
Despite these variations, the over-
all rainfall ranked as the 97th high-
est in the last 124 years, well below
the historical high of 1314.6 mm
recorded in 1922.

Rainfall patterns during the
season showed significant month-
to-month variation. In June, the
state recorded only 46.2 mm of
rainfall, which was 54% below
normal, leading to a dry start to
the season. The deficit continued
in July, with 180.5 mm of rainfall,
marking a 29% shortfall.

The monsoon slightly recov-
ered in August, with 243.6 mm,
just 5% below the average. How-
ever, the most notable improve-
ment came in September, which
recorded 125.3 mm, exceeding the
average by 4%. This late-season
surge helped mitigate the overall
deficit but was insufficient to com-
pletely compensate for the earlier
shortfalls.

Rainfall distribution across the
state was highly uneven, with
some districts faring significantly
better than others. June saw wide-
spread deficits in districts such
as Una, Solan, Sirmaur, Shimla,
Mandi, Lahaul-Spiti, Kullu, and
Bilaspur. By July, a few districts,
including Kangra, Kullu, Mandi,

and Shimla, managed to record
near-average rainfall.

In August, districts like Shimla,
Sirmaur, and Bilaspur reported
above-normal rainfall, with Sir-
maur continuing this trend into
September with a large surplus.
On the other hand, Lahaul-Spiti
struggled with severe deficits
throughout the season, reflecting
the challenges faced by this high-
altitude district in receiving ad-
equate precipitation.

Himachal Pradesh witnessed
several instances of extremely
heavy rainfall during the mon-
soon. Notable events included in-
tense downpours in Dharamshala
and Palampur on July 6, another
in Palampur on August 1, and a
heavy spell in Dhaulakuan on Sep-
tember 26. These events caused
localized flooding and landslides,
disrupting normal life and under-
scoring the vulnerability of hill ar-
eas to extreme weather.

In total, heavy rainfall events
were recorded on 1 day in June, 6
days in July, 7 days in August, and
3 days in September, highlighting
the sporadic but impactful nature
of the monsoon showers this year.

Long-Term Context and Chal-
lenges

Over the past 14 years, 2024
stands out as one of the more de-
ficient monsoon seasons. This fol-
lows a stark contrast to the above-
average rainfall recorded in 2023,
when the state received 886 mm of
precipitation.

The declining trend raises con-
cerns about the long-term impli-
cations of climate change on the
state’s water resources and agri-
culture.

The Meteorological Centre
Shimla had predicted normal
rainfall for northwest India, in-
cluding Himachal Pradesh, in its
long-range forecast issued on May
28, 2024. While the overall rainfall
fell within the "normal” category, it
was on the lower end of the expect-
ed range, reflecting the challenges
in predicting localized weather
variations in hilly terrain.

HIMACHALSCAPE DESK
SHIMLA
In a dramatic turn of events, a

senior official of the Enforce-

ment Directorate (ED) and his
alleged middleman were appre-
hended by the Central Bureau
of Investigation (CBI) in a me-
ticulously planned operation on
December 22, 2024. The arrests
came after complaints from two
prominent educational institu-
tion owners who alleged that
bribes were being demanded in
connection with a multi-crore
scholarship scam investigation.

The Complaint: A web of
corruption

The case began unraveling
when two complainants, Bhupin-
der Kumar Sharma, Chairman
of the Dev Bhumi Group of In-
stitutions, and Rajneesh Bansal,
Chairman of Himalayan Group
of Institutions, approached the
CBI with shocking allegations.
Both claimed they were being
extorted by ED Assistant Direc-
tor Vishal Deep Singh, based in
Shimla, who was investigating a
scholarship scam involving their
institutions.

According to the complaints,
Singh and two Enforcement Of-
ficers, identified as Neeraj and
Sunil, demanded astronomical
bribes in exchange for not arrest-
ing them. Sharma alleged a de-
mand of ¢85 lakh, while Bansal
faced a demand of @80 lakh. The
payments, they were told, would
ensure leniency in the ongoing
investigation. Singh had alleged-
ly delegated a middleman, iden-
tified as Rahim alias Munawar, to
facilitate the transactions.

The Plan: CBI sets the trap

Upon receiving the com-
plaints, the CBI sprang into ac-
tion, determined to catch the
culprits red-handed. Inspector
S.K. Mishra from the CBI Anti-
Corruption Branch, Chandigarh,
was tasked with verifying the
allegations. Armed with Sony
digital voice recorders and fresh
memory cards, the CBI meticu-
lously planned a secret verifica-
tion exercise.

On December 22, Sharma and
Bansal were separately equipped
with concealed recording devices
and briefed on how to handle any
conversations with the suspects.
The stage was set for a sting op-
eration that would unravel one
of the most high-profile bribery
cases in recent times.

The Call that sealed the deal

At 12:57 PM, Sharma received
a WhatsApp audio call from Ra-
him, who instructed him to meet
near the Airport Road in Zirak-
pur between 4:30 and 5:00 PM.
Rahim assured Sharma that he
was acting on Singh’s instruc-
tions and would arrange a call
between Sharma and Singh if
needed. A similar call was made
to Bansal by someone identify-
ing himself as Munawar, but us-
ing the same phone number. This
raised suspicions that Rahim and
Munawar were the same person
operating under different aliases.

The conversations were re-
corded, confirming the allega-
tions of bribery. Rahim’s voice
was calm but assertive as he ex-
plained the logistics of the money
handover, while the complain-
ants, under CBI guidance, played
along, expressing willingness to
comply.

The Sting: CBI moves in

By late afternoon, CBI teams
were deployed near the ren-
dezvous points. Sharma and
Bansal, maintaining composure
under intense pressure, arrived
as planned. Around 4:45 PM,
Rahim appeared near Airport
Road, accompanied by two asso-
ciates. His demeanor was confi-
dent, oblivious to the net closing
around him.

As Rahim attempted to col-
lect a portion of the bribe from
Sharma, CBI officers pounced,
catching him off-guard. Simul-
taneously, another team nabbed
Munawar, confirming the mid-
dleman’s dual identity.

Under questioning, Rahim
revealed his direct link to Vishal
Deep Singh, implicating the sen-
ior ED official as the mastermind
behind the extortion racket.

The Fallout: FIRs filed and
investigations begin

By evening, the CBI registered
two separate FIRs at its Chandi-
garh police station under the Pre-
vention of Corruption Act, 1988.
The first FIR was against Rahim
and Vishal Deep Singh for de-
manding 85 lakh from Sharma,
while the second named Muna-
war and Singh in the 80 lakh brib-
ery attempt targeting Bansal.

Initial investigations revealed
that Singh had used his position
as Assistant Director to pres-
sure the complainants, exploit-
ing their fears of arrest in the
scholarship scam case. The ED

official’s audacity in demand-
ing bribes through a middleman
shocked investigators, highlight-
ing systemic corruption within
the agency.
The Larger Picture: A fight
against corruption

The scholarship scam, already
under ED scrutiny, involved the
alleged embezzlement of gov-
ernment funds meant for under-
privileged students. Institutions
like Dev Bhumi and Himalayan
Group of Institutions had come
under the scanner for misman-
agement of funds. However, the
complainants maintained their
innocence, asserting that Singh
and his team were using the in-
vestigation as leverage to extort
money.

This operation is being hailed
as a significant victory in the fight
against corruption. A senior CBI
official stated, “This case under-
scores our commitment to root-
ing out corruption at all levels.
No one, regardless of their posi-
tion, is above the law.”

A cautionary tale

As Singh and Rahim remain
in custody, the CBI continues to
probe their roles, including the
involvement of Enforcement Of-
ficers Neeraj and Sunil. The case
has sent shockwaves through the
bureaucracy, serving as a stern
warning to officials tempted by
greed.

For Bhupinder Kumar Shar-
ma and Rajneesh Bansal, their
decision to stand up against cor-
ruption was not without risk. “It
was a matter of principle,” said
Sharma. “We couldn’t let fear
dictate our actions.”

Their bravery, coupled with
the CBI's swift action, has ex-
posed a dark nexus of corrup-
tion. As the investigation un-
folds, it remains a testament to
the power of integrity and the
relentless pursuit of justice.
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Discover tranquillity and adventure n Tirthan

OUR CORRESPONDENT
KuLLu

Tirthan Valley, located in
Himachal Pradesh, is a se-
rene and picturesque retreat
nestled within the Great
Himalayan National Park.
The valley is situated at an
altitude of about 1,600 meters
and is traversed by the Tirt-
han River, offering breathtak-
ing views of the surrounding
mountains and lush forests.
The area is renowned for its
tranquility, making it an ideal
destination for nature lovers,
trekkers, and those looking to
escape the hustle and bustle
of city life. With its unspoiled
landscapes and serene atmos-
phere, Tirthan Valley pro-
vides a peaceful sanctuary for
travelers.

The valley is accessible
through two main routes.
The first is via the Aut Tunnel,
where travelers can proceed
to Gushaini, a key entry point
into the valley. Alternatively,
visitors can take the route from
Shimla, crossing the Jalori Pass,
which is situated at an altitude
of 3,200 meters, to reach Jibhi,
another gateway to Tirthan
Valley. Both routes offer scenic
drives through the breathtak-
ing landscapes of Himachal
Pradesh, leading travelers to
this hidden gem.

One of the major attractions

Empowering rura

DR. BIJAYA KUMAR BEHERA
NEW DELHI

Launched by the Prime Min-
ister on National Panchayati
Raj Day, 24th April 2020, the
SVAMITVA Scheme is a trans-
formative initiative aimed at
empowering rural India. Its
goal is to provide a “Record of
Rights” to every rural house-
hold owner in inhabited areas,
unlocking economic poten-
tial and driving village-level
planning. By addressing long-
standing land governance chal-
lenges, the scheme is fostering
economic self-reliance and re-
ducing dependency on infor-
mal lenders.

In rural India, inhabited
areas (Abadi land) lacked ac-
curate surveys and maps, re-
sulting in unresolved property

of Tirthan Valley is its proxim-
ity to the Great Himalayan Na-
tional Park, a UNESCO World
Heritage site. The park is a
biodiversity hotspot, home to a
variety of flora and fauna, mak-
ing it a must-visit for wildlife
enthusiasts and nature lovers.
The valley is also known for
its crystal-clear rivers and wa-
terfalls, which provide oppor-
tunities for fishing, leisurely
walks, and enjoying the peace-

disputes and limited access to
credit. The SVAMITVA Scheme
addresses these issues by issu-
ing property cards, providing
formal documentation of own-
ership, and enabling financial
inclusion. Through its phased
implementation, the scheme is
supporting sustainable rural
development and fostering so-
cial harmony.

Initially rolled out in six
states—Maharashtra, Karna-
taka, Haryana, Uttar Pradesh,
Uttarakhand, and Madhya
Pradesh—the scheme distrib-
uted physical property cards
to one lakh property owners
in 763 villages in October 2020.
Expanding nationwide in April
2021, it now covers 31 States
and Union Territories. Ad-
vanced drone technology en-

ful surroundings. Visitors can
explore quaint villages like Jib-
hi and Shoja, where traditional
Himachali culture can be expe-
rienced, and embark on various
treks into the surrounding hills
and forests.

Tirthan Valley offers a wide
range of activities to suit dif-
ferent interests. For trekking
enthusiasts, the valley pro-
vides trails ranging from short
day hikes to longer, more chal-

lenging expeditions, including
routes that lead to the Great
Himalayan National Park. The
Tirthan River is also popular
for fishing, with its trout popu-
lation making it a great spot for
anglers. Wildlife enthusiasts
can enjoy birdwatching and
observing various species that
call the valley home. For those
interested in cultural explo-
ration, interacting with local
communities offers a glimpse

ITVA scheme:
India with land ownership

sures accurate, high-resolution
maps of rural areas, facilitating
precise property delineation.
The issuance of property
cards is unlocking untapped
economic  potential.  Rural
property owners can now se-
cure bank loans to invest in
businesses, housing, or agricul-
ture. This shift reduces reliance
on non-institutional lenders
and encourages financial inde-
pendence. Moreover, accurate
land records help resolve dis-
putes, reduce judicial conges-
tion, and foster social harmony.
The SVAMITVA Scheme also
supports structured village
development. The creation of
detailed maps enables spatial
planning and the implementa-
tion of Development Control
Regulations (DCR) in Panchay-

ats, ensuring organized growth
and optimal land use. The in-
troduction of Building Permis-
sion Systems further enhances
safety and promotes sustain-
able construction practices.
The scheme aligns with Sus-
tainable Development Goal 11,
which focuses on "Sustainable
Cities and Communities." By
promoting planned growth
and sustainable practices,
SVAMITVA is transforming ru-
ral areas into thriving hubs of
economic activity. It strength-
ens Panchayati Raj institutions
by providing accurate land re-
cords for data-driven govern-
ance and efficient implementa-
tion of government schemes.
On 27th December 2024, the
e-distribution of 58 lakh prop-
erty cards across more than

into the traditional lifestyles
and customs of the region.

Accommodation in Tirt-
han Valley is diverse, ranging
from comfortable guesthous-
es to cozy homestays that of-
fer an authentic experience
of the valley's culture and
hospitality. Staying in these
homestays allows travelers to
connect with the local com-
munity and gain a deeper un-
derstanding of the area's way
of life, while also contributing
to the local economy.

The best time to visit Tirt-
han Valley is between March
and June and September to
November, when the weather
is ideal for outdoor activities.
The pleasant temperatures
and clear skies during these
months make it perfect for
trekking, fishing, and simply
enjoying the natural beauty of
the valley.

Tirthan Valley is a hidden
gem that offers a perfect blend
of natural beauty, adventure,
and cultural richness. Whether
you're looking for solitude in
the midst of nature or seeking
an active adventure, Tirthan
Valley promises an unforgetta-
ble experience. With its pristine
landscapes, tranquil atmos-
phere, and ample opportuni-
ties for outdoor exploration, it's
a destination that truly stands
out in Himachal Pradesh.

50,000 villages in 12 States and
Union Territories, reaching a
milestone of over 2 crore dis-
tributed cards, started.

The success of SVAMITVA
is driving financial inclusion
and entrepreneurship. It has
empowered small and medium
enterprises (SMEs) in rural In-
dia and provided households
with the means to secure loans
for housing, education, and
business ventures. In states
like Madhya Pradesh and Ra-
jasthan, property owners are al-
ready using SVAMITVA cards
to invest in infrastructure and
expand family-run businesses.

Writer is the Economic Ad-
viset, Ministry of Panchayati
Raj, Gol. Views expressed are
personal
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