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s the apple season ap-
proaches in Himachal
Pradesh, a cloud of

uncertainty looms over thou-
sands of growers who have
dedicated decades to culti-
vating orchards on the state's
fragile mountain slopes. De-
spite favorable weather and
an anticipated 6% increase in

Photo used for indicative purpose only

India's domestic apple pro-
duction this year —estimated
at approximately 2.55 mil-
lion metric tons—farmers are
facing potential losses. The
primary concern is the surge
in imported apples, which
are being sold at prices that
Indian farmers find difficult
to match.

India's annual apple con-
sumption stands at around

2.9 million metric tons, leav-
ing a gap of approximately
0.35 million metric tons typi-
cally met through imports.
However, in the 2023-24 sea-
son, apple imports escalated
to over 0.51 million metric
tons, surpassing the usual
demand. This increase is at-
tributed to re-
duced import
duties and ag-
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Over the past few years, a
concerning shift has become
visible in the socio-cultural
environment of Himachal
Pradesh. Once shaped by
determined political vision
and progressive social move-
ments, the state now seems to
be reverting to regressive pat-
terns rooted in casteism and
feudalism. Alongside this, a
surge in right-wing ideolo-
gies is increasingly reshap-
ing the social and political
dynamics of the region. Eval-
uating these developments
becomes crucial in wunder-
standing where the state is
headed, especially given its
missed opportunity to foster
a broader cultural and in-
tellectual awakening. Only
through honest reflection can
Himachal rediscover its path
towards inclusive and pro-

gressive ideals.

A recent episode from
Roopi village in the tribal
district of Kinnaur illustrates
the persistence of caste-based
exclusion, even among tribal
communities traditionally
considered more egalitarian.
Two young Dalit workers,
employed at a nearby hydro-
power project and inspired by
union-led awareness about
equality and dignity, sought
to challenge a long-standing
custom. They were asked to
participate in a religious pro-
cession by carrying the vil-
lage drums on their backs—
a role historically imposed
on lower castes. In a bid to
seek dignity, they proposed
that either this responsibility
be shared among all castes
or they be paid for their la-
bour like daily-wage work-
ers. Instead of
initiating dia-
logue or un-

Continued
on page 2
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Trade winds threaten Apple roots

gressive pricing strategies by
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foreign exporters, leading to
imported apples displacing
domestic produce on retail
shelves.

Himachal Pradesh, con-
tributing about 20% to In-
dia's apple production, is
feeling the brunt of this im-
balance. The state's apple in-
dustry supports over 2.5 lakh
families and generates an an-
nual income of approximate-
ly Rs 4,500 crore. The influx
of cheaper imported apples,
particularly from Turkey and
Iran, is undermining the live-
lihoods of these growers. In
2024, Turkey supplied about
1.17 lakh metric tons of ap-
ples to India, accounting for

(oqs

derstanding, the village re-

Contd from page 1

sponded by socially boycott-
ing them. Even their families
turned their backs, and their
complaint to the police at
Bhabanagar brought no jus-
tice. Though the Himachal
Pradesh High Court ordered
the state to safeguard their
rights, implementation re-
mained elusive. Only after
they issued a public apology
were they allowed to return
home —underscoring the en-
trenched nature of caste prej-
udices.

Despite Himachal Pradesh
being considered a peaceful
and development-oriented
state with notable achieve-
ments in health, education,
and local governance, the re-
ality of caste-based discrimi-
nation continues to haunt it.
This is often perpetuated un-
der the garb of religious tra-
ditions, especially through
the deity-centric cultural
practices that dominate the
region. While the state has the
second-highest percentage of
Dalit population in the coun-
try, and fares well on human
development indices, it has

23% of the country's total ap-
pleimports—a significant in-
crease from just 1,100 metric
tons in 1998.

Chief Minister Sukhvinder
Singh Sukhu has expressed
deep concern over this issue.
He has proposed to write
to Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, urging an increase in
the import duty on apples
from the current 50% to at
least 100% and the imposi-
tion of quantitative restric-
tions on imported apples to
protect domestic growers.
Sukhu emphasized that the
state's apple cultivation is
not only an economic asset
but also a part of its social
and cultural fabric. He plans
to discuss this matter person-
ally with the Prime Minister
during visit to Delhi.

The Sanyukt Kisan Manch,
a coalition of farmer organi-
zations, has also demanded

ove.

yet to undergo a true cultural
transformation akin to what
states like Kerala have expe-
rienced.

After its formation through
the merger of around 30
princely states and later ex-
pansion in 1971, Himachal’s
traditional regions like Shim-
la, Kullu, Mandi, and Solan
have remained deeply at-
tached to the deity system.
However, this influence is
no longer confined to the
older territories. In many
parts of the state, festivals
such as Shivratri in Mandi
and Dussehra in Kullu, while
publicly celebrated as cul-
tural showcases, often con-
tinue to reinforce caste dis-
tinctions. These events still
assign Dalits to roles akin to
servitude, their participation
framed not in terms of respect
or equality but as obligation.

This preservation of feu-
dal values is particularly
evident in how these festi-
vals are organised. For in-
stance, the Mandi Shivratri
remains linked to the legacy
of its former royal family,
and the Kullu Dussehra can-
not commence without the
symbolic consent of the erst-
while king. The deities them-
selves, particularly in places

a ban on apple imports from
Turkey. They argue that the
substantial import of apples
from Turkey, which gener-
ated revenue of Rs 800 to Rs
1,000 crore for the country,
is threatening the domestic
apple industry and the live-
lihoods of small and mar-
ginal growers in Himachal
Pradesh, Uttarakhand, and
Jammu and Kashmir.

The situation is further
complicated by geopoliti-
cal tensions. Amid rising
tensions between India and
Turkey over the latter's sup-
port for Pakistan, Indian
businesses and consumers
are initiating a widespread
boycott of Turkish products.
This movement includes
calls for banning Turkish ap-
ple imports worth $60 mil-
lion. (Reuters)

The challenges faced by
Himachal's apple growers

(aste's

like Kotkhai, Kumarsain, and
Bushahr, often represent fig-
ures from the feudal past,
with their worship inadvert-
ently maintaining caste and
social hierarchies. Govern-
ance in many villages still
functions under the sway of
“Devniti” —a form of cus-
tomary rule presided over
by castes historically aligned
with temple administration,
such as the Gur, Kaisth, and
Bhandari. These traditional
roles, sanctioned by old feu-
dal structures, continue to
dictate social norms, often
at the expense of democratic
and egalitarian principles.
Post-independence,

Himachal implemented
significant land reforms.
Through redistribution
schemes and policies like

the Nau Taur and the Land
Reform and Tenancy Act of
1972, Dalits received land
and a chance at economic
empowerment. These could
have laid the groundwork
for a larger cultural and so-
cial revolution. However, no
such renaissance occurred. In
fact, from the 1990s onward,
there has been a worrying
re-emergence of caste hier-
archies and revival of feudal
values. Gains made earlier by

are not limited to market dy-
namics. In 2023, apple pro-
duction in the state fell by
around 28%, even as the total
area under apple cultivation
increased. This decline was
attributed to adverse weath-
er conditions, including flash
floods and landslides, which
damaged orchards.

Apple  cultivation  in
Himachal Pradesh has seen
significant growth over the
decades. From just 400 hec-
tares in 1950, the area under
apple orchards expanded to
1,15,680 hectares by 2023.
Apples constitute 80% of the
state's horticultural output,
and 70% of Himachal’s popu-
lation is engaged in agricul-
ture. (World Bank)

The current crisis under-
scores the need for a bal-
anced approach to trade
liberalization that does not
come at the cost of local live-

Il Delow

marginalised communities
are gradually being reversed.

While the state has made
strides in democratic decen-
tralisation through Panchay-
ati Raj—with substantial res-
ervation for women and Dal-
its—the democratization of
culture has lagged. Religious
festivals, cultural symbols,
and traditional institutions
remain largely untouched by
these reforms. Despite the
legal and political inclusion
of marginalised groups, the
dominant social narrative
continues to sideline them.

What Himachal needs is
not just a redistribution of
economic resources or the im-
plementation of social welfare
policies. It requires a deep
cultural transformation that
embraces equity and inclu-
sion atits core. Public celebra-
tions such as Lavi, Shivratri,
and Dussehra must be reim-
agined to ensure equal dig-
nity and participation for all,
regardless of caste. Himachal
could draw inspiration from
Kerala, where Dalit priests
now serve in temples —mark-
ing a radical break from cen-
turies of exclusion. Similar ef-
forts must be encouraged in
Himachal's context.

The decline in social re-

lihoods. While a complete
ban on Turkish apples may
require careful diplomatic
consideration, reinstating
the 75% import duty is a
justified and immediate cor-
rective measure. Addition-
ally, the central government
should explore long-term
solutions, including enhanc-
ing cold chain logistics, pro-
moting farmer cooperatives
for collective bargaining, es-
tablishing minimum support
pricing frameworks, and
promoting Indian apples in
international markets.

The apple economy is the
lifeblood of Himachal’s hill
communities. It is imperative
to preserve this legacy with
policies that are both practi-
cal and protective, ensuring
the sustainability of apple
cultivation and the well-be-
ing of the farmers who de-
pend on it.

nere!

form and rise of caste and
feudal structures reflect how
vulnerable changes can be
when not rooted in cultural
consciousness. Recent moves
like the proposal for a “Swarn
Aayog’ are indicators of how
institutional energies are be-
ing directed towards rein-
forcing caste identities rather
than dismantling them. For
a genuine cultural awaken-
ing, a broader coalition—es-
pecially involving the caste
Hindu majority —must take
ownership of change. This
journey towards a more equal
Himachal must align with
the vision set by its found-
ing leadership, particularly
Dr Y S Parmar, who dreamt
not just of a democratic state
but of one where every indi-
vidual enjoys equal dignity
and respect.

In redefining itself,
Himachal must go beyond be-
ing the land of deities. It must
aspire to become aland where
every individual, irrespective
of caste or background, can
walk with dignity, free from
the burden of feudal history.

Tikender is the former Dy Mayor
of Shimla. R.S.Minhas a practis-
ing advocate. Views expressed are
personal.
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Without teachers, Knowledge
withers away

VISHAL SARIN
SHIMLA

The recently declared
board exam results have re-
vealed a paradox in Himachal
Pradesh's education land-
scape. While headlines laud
a commendable improve-
ment in state-wide pass per-
centages—Class 10 rising to
79.08% and Class 12 reaching
83.16% —the reality for many
remote and rural schools
paints a far bleaker picture.
In Government Senior Sec-
ondary School, Charna (Sir-
maur), not a single Class 10
student passed this year. All
21 students failed. The situa-
tion is no different in Lahaul-
Spiti's Salgran or even the Ed-
ucation Minister's own alma
mater in Dhar Pauta, where
all Class 10 students failed,
allegedly due to long-term
absence of subject teachers.

ML VERMA
SHIMLA

In a scathing 71-page judg-
ment, Justice Ajay Mohan
Goel of the Himachal Pradesh
High Court has exposed how
the state government and its
enforcement agencies active-
ly shielded delinquent offic-
ers of the Himachal Pradesh
Power Corporation Limited
(HPPCL) instead of ensuring
accountability in the myste-
rious death of Chief Engi-
neer Vimal Negi. The verdict,
which dissects the damning
findings of the Onkar Shar-
ma fact-finding committee,
reveals a disturbing pattern
of institutional harassment,
undue pressure on em-
ployees—including women
forced to work beyond 9 PM
without safety provisions—
and financial malpractices in
the Pekhubela Solar Power
Project.

Had the victim’s family
not approached the court,
the explosive excerpts of the
Onkar Sharma report—cur-

This isn’t an isolated aber-
ration. It is the direct fallout
of a broken system where
the teacher transfer policy
continues to favour lobbying
over logic and discretion over
data.

Despite repeated public
assurances of rationalizing
teacher postings, vacancies
remain glaring. In Charna
alone, five «critical teach-
ing positions—including for
Mathematics, Science, and
even the Principal—have
been lying vacant since 2023.
Repeated appeals to the Edu-
cation Department, the local
MLA, and even the Minister
have gone unheard.

What we are witnessing is
not a statistical anomaly but a
structural failure—a collapse
of basic educational govern-
ance. The result is not just
failed exams, but failed fu-

Sec
bility

unta

rently under government
lock-and-key —would never
have seen the light of day.
The report indicts three sen-
ior HPPCL officials —Manag-
ing Director Harikesh Meena
(IAS), Director (Electrical)
Desh Raj, and another IAS
officer—for creating a "toxic
work environment" that al-
legedly pushed Negi to the
brink.

The court’s observations
are unequivocal: the state
government and HPPCL
management went out of
their way to suppress the
truth. When the petitioner
sought a copy of the Onkar
Sharma report, the Advo-
cate General vehemently op-
posed its release, claiming it
was "still under government
consideration." Justice Goel,
however, ordered the report
to be annexed to the court
record, ensuring its contents
could no longer be buried.

The report paints a chill-
ing picture of Negi’s final
months. As per report, Desh

tures. For these students, the
state's negligence is not just
bureaucratic—it is deeply
personal and life-altering.

A School Management
Committee President, Bhu-
pendra Singh Verma, has
rightly blamed the govern-
ment for this disaster. Par-
ents, fed up with crumbling
infrastructure and non-exist-
ent academic support, have
begun pulling their children
out. The classrooms are in
such poor shape that dur-
ing the monsoon, they pose
a physical threat to the safe-
ty of children. How can we
speak of holistic education or
"Digital India" when schools
do not even have function-
ing roofs, let alone qualified
teachers?

In a previous HimachalS-
cape editorial, it was noted
that the state’s teacher trans-

rets f

Raj, a junior officer who had
studied with Negi at NIT
Hamirpur, routinely sum-
moned him to his office,
forced him to stand for hours
without a chair, and hurled
abusive language. Witnesses
testified in the report that
Raj’s behaviour created a
"toxic environment,” with
even female officers like a
Senior Manager breaking
down under pressure, forced
to work till 11 PM without
transport facilities.

Second the report high-
lights shocking financial ir-
regularities in the Pekhubela
Solar Project. Negi and his
team were pressured to re-
duce the delay penalty (Liq-
uidated Damages) imposed
on contractor M/s Prozeal In-
fra Engineering from 45 days
to 23 days—a move that cost
the state exchequer Rs 12.73
crore. Despite audit objec-
tions, payments were re-
leased without due process.

Further, Biometric records
show employees, includ-

fer policy is "opaque, politi-
cally manipulated, and fun-
damentally divorced from
ground realities." This rings
truer than ever in light of
this year's shocking failures.
While some urban schools
continue to receive surplus
staff through backdoor in-
fluence or pressure tactics,
rural institutions suffer from
chronic deprivation. Teach-
ers with political patronage
remain comfortably posted in
accessible zones for decades,
while aspirants from rural ar-
eas face endless waitlists. The
system doesn’t incentivize
service in hardship zones—
on the contrary, it penalizes
it.

If the state government is
truly committed to educa-
tional reform, it must start
with overhauling its teacher
deployment mechanisms. A

de,
akes

ing women, worked 14-hour
shifts routinely. When con-
fronted, MD Harikesh Mee-
na feigned ignorance about
safety arrangements for fe-
male staff working late.

One of the most damn-
ing revelations comes from a
DGM, who testified that Desh
Raj openly threatened him
and Negi when they resisted
tampering with the Pekhub-
ela project’s delay analysis.
"Aap problem mein aa jaoge
(You will land in trouble),"
Raj allegedly warned.

On March 1, 2025, Negi
worked 16 hours non-stop
finalizing manipulated pro-
ject reports under duress.
Just days later, he was found
dead.

The court minced no words
in slamming the state’s at-
tempt to whitewash the case.
The fact-finding report was
opposed for release under
the guise of ‘pending gov-
ernment consideration’—a
veiled attempt to protect the
accused. The contents reveal

robust, data-driven trans-
fer policy based on student-
teacher ratios, subject-spe-
cific needs, and tenure his-
tory must be non-negotiable.
Moreover, the state should
institutionalize hardship al-
lowances, better housing fa-
cilities, and career incentives
to attract and retain teachers
in rural belts.

The numbers don’t lie. The
government's own educa-
tion department may trum-
pet state-wide averages, but
averages mean little to those
children who fall below them
every single year. They de-
serve more than official si-
lence and statistical camou-
flage—they deserve justice,
and that begins with a teacher
in every classroom.

Anything less would be a
betrayal of Himachal’s chil-
dren.

a shocking abuse of power,
financial malpractice, and a
complete disregard for em-
ployee welfare."

The judgment directs a
CBI or ED probe into the fi-
nancial irregularities and the
role of Meena, Raj, and other
officials.

What Next?

With the courtensuring the
report’s annexation, the gov-
ernment can no longer hide
behind secrecy. The victim’s
family demands criminal ac-
tion against the accused of-
ficers, while opposition par-
ties are calling for the Power
Minister’s resignation.

One thing is clear: the
death of Vimal Negi was not
just a personal tragedy—it
was a systemic failure, and
the High Court has now en-
sured it won’t be swept un-
der the rug.

(Report includes excerpts
from Justice Ajay Mohan
Goel’s verdict and the sealed
Onkar Sharma Committee
report.)
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Hidden amidst the towering
Himalayan giants, Kothi Vil-
lage unfolds like a whispered
secret, where
mist-kissed
mornings meet
the gentle hum
of the Beas
River winding
through em-
erald valleys.
Here, time
slows down,
inviting wan-
derers to lose
themselves in
an enchanting
world of serene
landscapes and
timeless moun-
tain magic.

As you ar-
rive in Kothi,
you'll be greet-
ed by breath-
taking panora-
mas — dramatic cliffs carved by
the Beas River far below, framed
by lush greenery and the ma-
jestic snow-capped peaks that
seem to touch the sky. The air
here is crisp and pure, inviting
visitors to breathe deeply and
soak in the tranquility that this
little Himalayan haven effort-
lessly provides. Photography
enthusiasts find endless inspi-
ration here, as the landscape’s
dramatic contrasts and vibrant
hues create picture-perfect mo-
ments at every turn.

HIMACHALSCAPE DESK
SHIMLA

In a major step toward im-
proving sanitation in rural
areas, the Himachal Pradesh
government has issued the
Model Bye-laws for Solid
Waste Management and Sani-
tation-2025 under Section
188 of the Himachal Pradesh
Panchayati Raj Act, 1994. The
move aims to strengthen waste
management systems and en-
sure cleaner villages across the
state.

Accordingtoaspokesperson
from the Rural Development
Department, all Gram Pan-
chayats have been instructed

Adventure lovers find Kothi
to be a gateway into some of
the most exhilarating treks in
the region, including routes
leading toward the famous

wood carvings and colorful mo-
tifs, dot the landscape, offering a
glimpse into the rich heritage of
this mountain community. The
locals, known for their genuine

chickpea curry, and freshly
caught trout are culinary high-
lights that perfectly complement
the crisp mountain air. Simple
mountain cafes and homestays

Rohtang Pass. Whether you're
trekking through pine-scented
trails, camping under a canopy
of stars, or simply wandering
along the peaceful riverbanks,
Kothi invites you to experience
the Himalayas in their raw, un-
filtered beauty. It's a place where
the spirit of exploration thrives
and every moment feels like a
fresh discovery.

Beyond its natural wonders,
Kothi Villageis steeped in cultur-
al warmth. Traditional Himacha-
li homes, adorned with exquisite

hospitality, welcome visitors
with open hearts and stories
that weave together history, tra-
dition, and everyday mountain
life. Sharing a cup of local tea or
participating in a village festival
offers a rare opportunity to con-
nect deeply with the culture that
thrives here.

No visit to Kothi is complete
without savoring the distinctive
flavors of Himachali cuisine. Lo-
cal delicacies such as Siddu—a
steamed bread made from wheat
flour, Madra—a rich yogurt and

serve these dishes with warmth,
making dining here as memora-
ble as the vistas.

The best time to explore Kothi
spans from May to October
when the weather is pleasantly
cool and the landscape bursts
with greenery and wildflowers.
Winters cloak the village in pris-
tine snow, transforming it into a
wonderland ideal for those en-
chanted by snowy adventures
and the serene beauty of frost-
kissed mornings.

Getting to Kothi is fairly easy,

New Bye-Laws to boost
Waste Management in Himachal's Villages

to adopt these bye-laws within
six months. The guidelines em-
phasize key components such
as waste segregation at source,
door-to-door collection, impo-
sition of penalties for viola-
tions, and the recovery of user
charges from households and
commercial establishments.

The funds collected through
user charges and penalties
will be used for the operation
and maintenance of sanita-
tion infrastructure and to hire
manpower for daily waste col-
lection activities. Panchayats
have been given the autonomy
to fix charges and fines based
on local conditions.

“These rules are designed to
address the growing problem
of solid waste in rural areas.
By formalizing the responsi-
bilities of panchayats, we aim
to provide regular waste col-
lection services and empower
citizens to demand them,” said
the spokesperson.

Under the new guidelines,
Gram Panchayats will be re-
sponsible for organizing door-
to-door waste collection either
through designated waste
pickers or authorized agen-
cies. The collected waste will
be taken to segregation sheds
established at the panchayat
level.

Recyclable plastic waste
will be sold to recycling agen-
cies, while non-recyclable
waste will be sent to plastic
waste management units at the
block level and then transport-
ed to cement plants for co-pro-
cessing. The department has
already signed formal agree-
ments with cement plants to
ensure that non-recyclable
plastic waste is processed in
an environmentally responsi-
ble manner.

Officials said the effective
implementation of the bye-
laws will also lead to better
utilization of financial support
provided by the state govern-

thanks toits proximity to Manali,
just about 13.5 kilometers away.
The village lies along the Mana-
li-Leh highway and is accessible
via regular taxis and buses from
Manali town. For
those flying in,
the nearest air-
port at Bhuntar
is approximately
49  kilometers
from the village,
connecting  this
serene retreat to
larger cities.

Accommo-
dation  options
in Kothi range
from charming
homestays that
offer  authentic
local experiences
to cozy guest-
houses equipped
with all modern
comforts.  Stay-
ing here feels
like a warm em-
brace—where simplicity meets
hospitality, and every morning
dawns with spectacular moun-
tain views right outside your
window.

In essence, Kothi Village is a
hidden jewel that perfectly bal-
ances adventure, culture, and
tranquility. It invites travelers
to slow down, breathe deeply,
and fall in love with the timeless
beauty of the Himalayas, leav-
ing them with memories that
linger long after they’ve left this
enchanting mountain sanctuary.

ment for rural waste manage-
ment initiatives.
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