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VISHAL SARIN
SHIMLA

Himachal Pradesh is facing
an acute financial crisis, with
Chief Minister Sukhvinder
Singh Sukhu making repeat-
ed appeals to the Central gov-
ernment for special financial
assistance and relaxation on
borrowing restrictions. The
state's debt has already sur-
passed o1 lakh crore, and pro-

jections suggest it could rise
to even Rs1.5 lakh crore dur-
ing this government's tenure.

The fiscal decline of the
state is not an age-old phe-
nomenon. During the ten-
ure of late Ram Lal Thakur,
Himachal Pradesh was in a
surplus of 80 crore—a fact
documented in the white
paper released during Prof.
Prem Kumar Dhumal’s first

term. However, the policy
shift introduced by Shanta
Kumar in 1977 encouraged
private sector participation in
the state's development. This
period saw the establishment
of industrial zones, with in-
dustries being lured through
various subsidies. Since then,
successive
governments
have followed
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The tragic
mal Negi,
a Chief En-
gineer at
Himachal
Pradesh
Power
Corpora-
tion  Lim-
ited (HP-
PCL), has
cast a harsh
light on
the murky
depths  of
alleged cor-
ruption and
systemic mismanagement
especially within the Shong-
tong-Karcham Hydroelectric
Project. Negi's untimely de-
mise, following his disap-
pearance and subsequent dis-
covery in Gobind Sagar Lake,
is not merely a personal trag-
edy; it is a stark indictment of
a system where whistleblow-
ers are silenced, and critical
warnings are ignored.

The allegations levelled by

death of Vi-

Negi’s family and colleagues
paint a disturbing picture
of a man driven to despair
by  relent-
less harass-
ment after
raising con-
cerns about
glaring  ir-
regularities
in a project
of national
importance.
His position
as the “au-
thority  of
HEM (elec-
trical and
mechanical
parts)” afforded him a unique
perspective on the project’s
execution, and his warn-
ings, as per sources relayed
to both the Central Vigilance
Commission (CVC) and the
Central Bureau of Investiga-
tion (CBI), detailed financial
mismanagement, worker ex-
ploitation, and technical neg-

ligence.
Central to Continued
the allega- on page 2
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with the state’s bureaucracy to
prioritize industrial growth.

Unfortunately, little
thought was given to whether
Himachal Pradesh had the
necessary raw materials or a
sufficient consumer base to
sustain such industries. In-
dustries in the state thrived
primarily on government in-
centives, and as those dried
up, industrial investment also
dwindled. This reliance on
subsidies weakened the finan-
cial backbone of institutions
like the State Finance Corpo-
ration and the Khadi Board,
leading to their eventual de-
cline. According to a study
by the Industry Department,
the subsidies given to these
industries over the years have
exceeded the actual invest-
ments made by the industries
themselves. Even in terms
of employment generation,
these industries have failed to
match the state government's
job creation.

Land acquisition has been
another contentious issue. In
Himachal, non-agriculturists
are barred from purchasing
land without government
permission. While industrial

areas were developed, hous-
ing facilities meant for work-
ers and factory owners gradu-
ally found their way into the
hands of real estate develop-
ers. Multiple commissions
have investigated violations
of Section 118 of the Land Re-
form Act, yet no significant
action has been taken on their
reports. Notably, only a frac-
tion of industries set up in the
1977 industrialization wave
still exist today.

Real estate irregularities
extend beyond the industrial
sector. Entire hotel proper-
ties were built on government
land, and when the issue came
under scrutiny, land swaps
between private and govern-
ment properties were quietly
executed. How many such
deals occurred remains an
unanswered question, under-
scoring the urgent need for a
thorough review of past and
present policies.

The previous government
was accused of investing Rs
1,000 crore in infrastructure
projects that remain unused.
Similarly, the current admin-
istration is spending heav-
ily through loans from the
Asian Development Bank.
The question remains—will
these investments ever prove
beneficial? The growing debt
burden threatens to mortgage

the state's future, making it
imperative for every govern-
ment to rethink its financial
strategies.

The latest Comptroller and
Auditor General (CAG) report
for 2023-24 has raised serious
concerns over the expenditure
of Rs 2,795 crore. For the first
time, CAG has remarked that
the funds might not have been
utilized for their intended
purposes. Moreover, the re-
port highlights that the state
government spent Rs 1,209.18
crore on disaster relief in 2023,
of which Rs 1,190.35 crore was
provided by the central gov-
ernment. These figures cast
doubt on the state govern-
ment’s claims and allegations
regarding financial support
from the Centre.

With no clear explanation
for Rs 2,795 crore, this finan-
cial ambiguity raises serious
governance concerns. In the
past, a special audit of the
Agro Packaging Corpora-
tion led to criminal proceed-
ings against its management.
The pressing question now is
whether the government has
the courage to conduct a simi-
lar probe into its own financial
dealings. Until transparency
in financial management is
ensured, expecting additional
assistance from the Centre
may be an uphill battle.

HPMC(C's Apple packs ignite

HIMACHALSCAPE DESK
SHIMLA

A wave of digital enthusi-
asm has swept across the state,
as Himachal Pradesh's Horti-
culture Minister, Jagat Singh
Negi, announced a phenomenal
surge in online sales of HPMC's
1kg Apple Juice Concentrate
packs on Amazon. The Min-
ister's declaration, "Our pure,
no-added-sugar apple packs
are selling like hotcakes on-
line," highlighted a significant
e-commerce triumph for the
state-owned Himachal Pradesh
Horticultural Produce Market-
ing and Processing Corporation
(HPMC).This online success
story not only underscores the
growing popularity of HPMC's
products but also signifies a
pivotal turnaround for the cor-
poration, which has long grap-
pled with financial challenges.
The current fiscal year, 2024-25,

AMmazon

is projected to deliver a profit of
o5 crore, a stark contrast to pre-
vious years' financial struggles.
This dramatic shift is largely
attributed to the robust online
sales, which have exceeded all
expectations.

The overwhelming response
on Amazon has propelled
HPMC to accelerate its expan-
sion into e-commerce, with
plans to introduce a range of
other products, including jams,
squashes, and pickles, to the
digital marketplace. This strate-
gic move aims to capitalize on
the burgeoning online demand
for healthy and natural prod-
ucts, thereby broadening HP-
MC's market reach and revenue
streams.

Minister Negi elaborated on
the corporation's operational
achievements, citing key figures
that paint a picture of progress
and efficiency. "Last year, we

produced 2,000 metric tons of
Apple Juice Concentrate," he
stated, emphasizing the scale
of HPMC's production capa-
bilities. He also highlighted
the leasing of 7 Controlled At-
mosphere (CA) Stores and 10
Grading Lines across Himachal
Pradesh, which are crucial for
maintaining the quality and
extending the shelf life of the
state's apple produce. Further-
more, the completion of 13
infrastructure projects under
World Bank funding signifies a
substantial investment in mod-
ernizing HPMC's facilities and
improving its operational ef-
ficiency.Minister Negi remain-
ing grounded, acknowledging
the vast potential of Himachal
Pradesh's apple economy. "Our
Rs5 crore profit is just the be-
ginning in Himachal's Rs5,000
crore apple economy,” he as-
serted.
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tions is the assertion that
non-technical IAS officers
were overriding critical en-
gineering decisions, leading
to cost escalations and safety
risks. This claim, corroborat-
ed earlier by Revenue Min-
ister Jagat Singh Negi, high-
lights a fundamental flaw in
the project’s governance. The
notion that vital infrastruc-
ture projects, demanding spe-
cialized technical expertise,
are being steered by bureau-
crats lacking such knowledge
is deeply alarming. It raises
serious questions about the
prioritization of administra-
tive authority over technical
proficiency, and the poten-
tial consequences for project
safety and efficiency.

The failure to act on Negi’s
warnings, despite their grav-
ity, underscores a culture of
bureaucratic indifference that
demands immediate scrutiny.
The claim that matters were
already before the Central
agency before Negi's death
heightens the concern. The
allegations of systemic tar-
geting and pressure exerted
on Negi to remain silent fur-
ther exacerbate the sense of
injustice. The demand for a
thorough CBI probe, not only
into his death but also into
the Shongtong project’s ir-
regularities, is both justified
and necessary.

Negi's death is not an iso-
lated incident. It highlights
a broader pattern of bureau-
cratic negligence and a cul-
ture of “hunky-dory” mis-
management, where officials
turn a blind eye to violations.
The failure of the council of
ministers to adequately over-
see the project’s functioning
points to a systemic break-
down in accountability.

The silence from the CVC
and CBI, in the face of these
grave allegations, is deafen-

ing. Public trust in these in-
stitutions is contingent upon
their willingness to act de-
cisively and transparently.
Without accountability, the
risk of further tragedies and
the squandering of public
funds looms large.

Negi's death serves as
a chilling reminder of the
human cost of corruption
and mismanagement. It un-
derscores the urgent need
for systemic reform, where
whistleblowers are protect-
ed, and accountability is en-
forced. The pursuit of justice
for Vimal Negi is not merely
about retribution; it is about
safeguarding the integrity of
public institutions and en-
suring that no other individ-
ual suffers a similar fate. The
time for action is now.
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Himachal Pradesh

government's recent decision
to implement a substantial

The timing of the hike is
particularly contentious. On
the concluding day of the
Assembly session, lawmak-
ers swiftly passed a bill ap-

criticism for its abrupt im-
plementation and lack of
transparency.

While the budget did in-
troduce an environmental
cess on land
projects, the ex-

clusion of water
charges from
the fiscal plan
suggests an ad-
hoc approach to
revenue genera-
tion. The simul-
taneousincrease
in sewerage
charges further
compounds the
financial  bur-
den on consum-
ers, creating a
stark  contrast
to the govern-
ment’s  recent
fiscal generosity
towards its own
lawmakers.

The lack of
public  consul-

10% hike in water charges in
Shimla has sparked wide-
spread criticism, particu-
larly given its proximity to
a significant salary increase

for ministers, MLAs, and
legislative officials.
1 This move, executed

through an administrative
order rather than a budget
announcement, raises con-
cerns about transparency
and fairness in fiscal man-
agement.

Notably, Chief Minister
Sukhvinder Singh Sukhu
omitted any mention of this
water tariff revision in his
March 17 budget speech.
In that address, he explic-
itly avoided imposing new
taxes or levies on the public,
with the exception of a mi-
nor adjustment to milk pro-
curement incentives. This
omission has fueled specu-
lation that the water charge
hike is a reactive measure to
counterbalance the financial
strain caused by the govern-
ment's recent spending deci-
sions.

proving substantial salary
increases for MLAs, minis-
ters, the Speaker, and Depu-
ty Speaker. This decision is
projected to burden the state
exchequer with an addition-
al Rs. 25 crore annually. Fur-
thermore, the government
has allocated Rs. 100 crore
for the renovation of MLA
residences, including those
being vacated in the Metro-
pole building. These expen-
ditures have placed consid-
erable pressure on the state’s
financial resources, leading
to the suspicion that the wa-
ter tariff hike is a compensa-
tory measure?

The pattern of implement-
ing water tariff increases
through administrative noti-
fications, bypassing legisla-
tive scrutiny, is not unprece-
dented in Himachal Pradesh.
Past administrations have
also employed this tactic,
avoiding public debate and
accountability. The current
hike, which impacts domes-
tic, commercial, and insti-
tutional users, has drawn

tation and leg-
islative debate
surrounding
the water tariff increase has
amplified public discontent.
Citizens are questioning
the government's priorities,
particularly in light of the
simultaneous allocation of
substantial funds for MLA
salaries and residences.

The abrupt imposition of
these charges, without prior
notice or discussion, raises
concerns about the govern-
ment's commitment to trans-
parent and equitable fiscal
policies.

The situation has created
a perception of fiscal imbal-
ance, where the burden of in-
creased government spend-
ing is disproportionately
placed on the general public.
This move risks eroding pub-
lic trust and raising ques-
tions about the government’s
commitment to responsible
financial management.

The publicisnow demand-
ing greater transparency and
accountability in future fis-
cal decisions, as they grapple
with the sudden increase in
their living expenses

VNL officials face

misuse

M L VERMA
SHIMLA

The Central Bureau of In-
vestigation (CBI) has launched
three separate investigations
into alleged corruption involv-
ing former senior officials of
Satluj Jal Vidyut Nigam Limited
(SJVNL), a prominent public sec-
tor enterprise. These investiga-
tions, prompted by directives
from the Lokpal of India, focus
on suspected financial irregulari-
ties surrounding the Buxar Ther-
mal Power Project, questionable
dealings in the Luhri Hydro
Electric Project, and the alleged
misuse of Corporate Social Re-
sponsibility (CSR) funds for the
construction of a temple linked
to a former Chairman and Man-
aging Director (CMD).

The Lokpal, in its order dated
January 9, 2025, mandated the
CBI to conduct these inquiries
while maintaining the confiden-
tiality of the complainants and
accused public servants, as per
the Lokpal Complaint Rules,
2020. Though the FIRs do not ex-
plicitly identify the individuals
involved, sources indicate that
former SJVN CMD and current
Chairman of the Haryana Elec-
tricity Regulatory Commission
(HERC), is among those under
scrutiny.

The first investigation centers
on alleged corruption in the ap-
pointment of a consultant for the
Buxar Thermal Power Project.
The Lokpal's order directed the
CBI to investigate potential crim-
inal conspiracy, cheating, brib-
ery, and abetment, specifically
concerning the appointment
of an individual as Consultant
(DGM). Inspector Bhuvnesh Ku-
mar of CBI's Anti-Corruption
Branch-III in New Delhi has been
assigned to this case, which is
believed to involve suspected fa-
voritism and financial kickbacks.

The second investigation re-
lates to alleged irregularities in a
turbine procurement change or-
der for the 2100 MW Luhri Hy-
dro Electric Project. The Lokpal

) probe OVer

act (SR

/

has instructed the CBI to probe
the roles of the former SJVN
CMD, the former Director of
Electrical, and M/s Voith Hydro
Pvt. Ltd., among others, regard-
ing alterations to contract terms
for turbine bottom removal. In-
spector Gulshan Kumar has been
entrusted with this case, with in-
dustry insiders suggesting the
deal may have resulted in undue
financial benefits to private con-
tractors at the expense of public
funds.

The third investigation, also
linked to the Buxar project, con-
cerns the alleged diversion of
CSR funds for the construction
of a temple in Una, Himachal
Pradesh, purportedly connected
to a former CMD. The Lokpal's
order has led to the registration
of a case against the former Di-
rector of Electrical and others,
focusing on criminal conspiracy
and corruption related to the
misuse of SJVN's CSR funds.
While the temple's exact location
and beneficiary details remain
undisclosed, sources allege it
was built for the personal gain of
a high-ranking SJVN official.

SJVNL, ajoint venture involv-
ing the central government, the
Himachal Pradesh government,
and public shareholders, has
long been considered a finan-
cially stable public sector under-
taking.

However, these investiga-
tions threaten to damage its
reputation. The alleged involve-
ment of, who served as SJVN
CMD from 2016 to 2021 and was
subsequently appointed HERC
Chairman, has raised questions
about the scrutiny of top officials
transitioning to regulatory roles

The CBI is expected to sum-
mon the accused for question-
ing in the near future. Given the
sensitive nature of these inves-
tigations, the Lokpal has barred
the disclosure of identities. The
outcomes of these probes could
have significant implications for
governance within public sector
enterprises.
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BJP's
Himachal
MPs:

uiet on
concerns

HIMACHALSCAPE DESK
SHIMLA

The political landscape of
Himachal Pradesh has been
thrown into sharp relief by a
recent parliamentary exchange,
highlighting the complex inter-
play between state and central
governance, and the often-con-
tentious dynamics of party poli-
tics. A query raised by BJP Rajya
Sabha MP Dr. Sikandar Kumar
regarding financial assistance
under the Assistance to States
and Union Territories for Mod-
ernization of Police (ASUMP)
scheme, while seemingly rou-
tine, has ignited a wider debate
about the role of the state's rep-
resentatives in addressing lo-
cal concerns. Minister of State
for Home Nityanand Rai's re-
sponse, detailing the funds allo-
cated for police modernization,
underscored the central govern-
ment's role in supporting state
infrastructure, even as law and
order remains a state responsi-
bility.

However, this intervention
by Dr. Kumar stands in stark
contrast to the perceived si-
lence of the other BJP MPs from
Himachal Pradesh on pressing
local issues. The state, currently
governed by the Congress, has
consistently accused the BJP of
employing a "double engine"
political strategy, a term used
to describe a perceived neglect
of opposition-ruled states by the
central leadership. This percep-
tion has been amplified by vo-
cal Congress MPs from other
states who have championed
Himachal's cause, particularly
regarding its financial distress
following natural disasters.

Congress MP Rajani Patil
from Maharashtra, for instance,
has vigorously advocated for
post-disaster relief funds, em-
phasizing the state's urgent
need for assistance.

1 Similarly, Congress MPs

from Hisar have criticized the
Modi government's decision to
reduce import duty on foreign
apples, a move seen as detri-
mental to Himachal's apple
growers and a direct contradic-
tion of past BJP promises. This
external advocacy has placed
the silence of Himachal's own
BJP MPs in sharp focus, raising
questions about their commit-
ment to local interests.

The BJP's Himachal contin-
gent, which includes prominent
figures like party President JP
Nadda, former Union Minis-
ter Anurag Thakur, and newly
elected MP Kangana Ranaut,
has been largely reticent on
state-specific issues in Parlia-
ment. This perceived inaction
has fueled criticism from the
Congress, which interprets it as
a deliberate strategy to politi-
cally sideline the state govern-
ment. The disparity between
the proactive stance of Con-
gress MPs from other states
and the reserved approach of
Himachal's BJP representatives
raises critical questions about
internal party priorities and the
effective representation of local
concerns.

While Dr. Kumar's query on
police modernization may sig-
nal a potential acknowledgment
of these concerns, it remains to
be seen whether this marks a
genuine shift in the BJP's ap-
proach or is merely an isolated
instance. The political dynam-
ics at play suggest a complex
balancing act between national
party interests and the impera-
tive to address the specificneeds
of a state governed by the oppo-
sition. The unfolding narrative
underscores the importance of
parliamentary representation in
holding the central government
accountable and ensuring that
the voices of all states, regard-
less of political affiliation, are
heard.

A LOOK AROUND
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Disaster awareness day

RAJAN KUMAR SHARMA
SHIMLA

As on April 4, 1905, one of
the most devastating earth-
quakes in Indian history struck
the Kangra region of Himachal
Pradesh. The earthquake,
measuring 7.8 on the Rich-
ter scale, caused widespread
destruction and left an indel-
ible mark on the history of the
region. The epicentre of the
earthquake was near Kangra
city, destroying villages and
towns across the region. The
district headquarters, Dharam-
sala, suffered heavy damage
and many buildings collapsed.
The most tragic loss occurred in
Kangra city, where thousands
of people died under the rub-
ble of their homes. The disaster
took the lives of about 20,000
people and injured many more.
The region's infrastructure was
ruined, which hindered relief
efforts. Despite the massive
destruction, the earthquake
also brought about significant
changes in the way India man-
ages disasters. As we celebrate
the 120th anniversary of this
tragic event, we remember the
resilience and courage of the
people of Kangra who rebuilt
their lives and communities in
the aftermath of the event. Gov-
ernments around the world
have implemented a number
of initiatives to reduce the
impact of earthquakes, focus-
ing on preparedness, response
and resilience building. These
initiatives can vary from early
warning systems to structural
regulations. Here are some key
examples of government-led
efforts in earthquake mitiga-
tion.

1. Earthquake early warning
systems: Many governments
have developed and deployed
earthquake early warning sys-
tems (EEWS) that provide alerts
ranging from a few seconds to
a few minutes before a signifi-
cant earthquake occurs. These
systems can help people take
protective steps such as evacu-
ating or halting transport and
industrial activities. Japan: The
Japan Meteorological Agency
(JMA) operates the Earthquake
Early Warning System. It pro-
vides alerts to the public via
TV, radio and mobile phones.
Mexico: The Mexican Seismic
Alert System (SASMEX) pro-
vides earthquake alerts for
Mexico City and other areas
that are prone to seismic activ-
ity.

2. Building codes and regu-
lations: Governments often en-
act and enforce building codes

to ensure that structures are
earthquake resistant. These
codes require that buildings
be designed to withstand seis-
mic activity, reducing the risk
of collapse. California (USA):
The California Building Stand-
ards Code (Title 24) contains
seismic safety regulations for
new buildings. After the 1994
Northridge earthquake, strict
rules were introduced for ret-
rofitting older structures. Tur-
key: After the devastating 1999
Izmit earthquake, Turkey intro-
duced the Turkish Seismic De-
sign Code to improve building
safety standards.

3. Public education and
awareness campaigns: Govern-
ments often run public aware-
ness programs to educate
people about earthquake risks
and safety measures. These
programs may include teach-
ing people to “drop, cover, and
hold on” during an earthquake
and providing guidelines on
how to prepare emergency kits
and evacuation plans. USA
(Federal Emergency Manage-
ment Agency - FEMA): FEMA
provides educational resourc-
es about earthquake safety
through campaigns such as
“Shake Out” , a global earth-
quake exercise. The National
Disaster Management Author-
ity (NDMA) provides earth-
quake safety information, dis-
aster preparedness guides, and
conducts awareness programs
in earthquake-prone areas.

4. Earthquake-resistant in-
frastructure: Governments of-
ten focus on retrofitting critical
infrastructure, such as bridges,
dams, and highways, to en-
sure they can withstand earth-
quakes. This can significantly
reduce economic losses and im-
prove post-disaster recovery.
New Zealand: After the 2011
Christchurch earthquake, New
Zealand implemented several
measures to strengthen its
infrastructure, including ret-
rofitting major buildings and
public transportation systems.
Chile: Chile has also focused
on improving the earthquake
resilience of its public infra-
structure, particularly in cities
like Santiago.

5. Seismic hazard mapping:
Governments often invest in
mapping the seismic hazard of
different regions, providing a
clearer picture of earthquake
risk. This helps inform land-
use policies and emergency
preparedness plans. United
States: The United States Geo-
logical Survey (USGS) regular-
ly updates the National Seismic

Hazard Map, helping to guide
policy and regulation at the lo-
cal and state levels. Japan: The
Japanese government provides
detailed seismic hazard maps
to help local officials and indi-
viduals understand the level of
risk in different areas.

6. Disaster response and re-
covery planning Governments
establish emergency manage-
ment agencies to coordinate re-
sponse and recovery efforts af-
ter an earthquake. Thisincludes
preparing resources such as
food, water, and medical sup-
plies in advance, as well as
ensuring a well-trained emer-
gency workforce. Nepal: After
the devastating 2015 Gorkha
earthquake, the Nepal govern-
ment worked on strengthening
disaster response capacity and
recovery initiatives with the
support of international organ-
izations. Indonesia: Indonesia's
National Disaster Management
Agency (BNPB) has been key in
planning rapid response and
recovery after earthquakes and
tsunamis, particularly after the
2004 Indian Ocean earthquake
and tsunami.

7. Seismic risk insurance and
financial assistance: Govern-
ments sometimes create earth-
quake insurance programs to
help residents and businesses
recover financially after a
major earthquake. These pro-
grams can encourage private
insurance providers to offer
earthquake coverage. Japan:
The Japanese government has
established an earthquake in-
surance system, in which poli-
cyholders can receive govern-
ment-backed insurance pay-
outs in the event of an earth-
quake. Turkey: After the 1999
earthquake, Turkey launched
a state-backed earthquake
insurance program, DASK,
which encourages homeown-
ers to insure their properties
against damage caused by
earthquakes. A devastating 7.7
magnitude earthquake recently
struck Myanmar on March 28,
2025, with its epicenter near
the Sagaing-Mandalay border
region. The earthquake caused
heavy loss of life and wide-
spread destruction in many ar-
eas. The number of confirmed
deaths has reached above 3000,
with fears that the final num-
ber could exceed as rescue op-
erations continue. More than
4,600 individuals have been re-
ported injured, many of whom
require urgent medical atten-
tion. About 373 people are still
missing, raising concerns of ad-
ditional casualties.
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