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At a meeting with Chief Ministers about the resurgence of COVID-19 on Wednesday,

Prime Minister Narendra Modi charged Opposition-ruled States with committing an

injustice to the people by not putting duties on petroleum products as the Centre had

done in November 2021. Those cuts of ₹5 and ₹10 per litre of petrol and diesel,

respectively, came as fuel prices crossed well past ₹100 a litre — those levels have been

breached again after a poll-driven lull. The PM noted that the Centre’s plea at the time,

for States to back these cuts by paring their VAT levies on petroleum products, was not

heeded by States not governed by the BJP. But even NDA-administered States are now

facing extremely high inflation — retail inflation in April was 8.19% for Uttar Pradesh and

Assam, and 7.4% to 7.6% in Bihar, Jammu & Kashmir and Haryana — far higher than

the national retail inflation rate of 6.95% for the month. The PM’s remarks, buttressed by

the slogan of cooperative federalism, attracted an instant backlash from West Bengal,

Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra, Kerala, Telangana, Jharkhand and Andhra Pradesh. While all

States are fretful about resource constraints and pending dues from the Centre, some

had reduced VAT on fuel products and others have not hiked rates for years. Despite

its recent assertions that no taxes were levied to counter the pandemic, the Centre had

hiked fuel taxes even amid the 2020 COVID-19 lockdown with a preference for cess

levies that do not have to be shared with States.

While the political brouhaha over the PM’s pitch unfolds, the signal for the common

man is clear — abandon any hope of immediate relief. This is akin to striking a cruel blow

against the middle and lower-income classes, already besieged by successive setbacks

on the job, health and income fronts. Household budgets are severely squeezed

because of price rise. Even industry has mooted fuel tax cuts to sustain a fragile

consumption recovery. With record tax collections last year and revenue buoyancy

expected to hold up this year, the Centre has fiscal room to slash its fuel taxes, and there

will be an automatic cascading effect on State taxes levied on an ad valorem basis.

Expecting States, which are worried about their limited revenue sources once the

assured GST compensation stops flowing from this July, to take the lead in reining in

petroleum taxes, is unwieldy, short-sighted and unnecessarily confrontational. Even

more so as the States are also expected to ramp up capex spending to revive the

economy. As the PM said, the Centre and States need to coordinate better to spur the

economy amid global tumult. Singling out a few States to deflect attention from the

Centre’s excessive reliance on fuel taxes is not the right approach to attain such

harmony. Most of all, as high inflation will debilitate the recovery’s momentum, shirking

corrective action to bolster its revenue kitty would be a case of being penny wise and

pound foolish.



SAFETY FRST
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The tragedy on Wednesday at Kalimedu in Thanjavur district of Tamil Nadu, which

claimed the lives of 11 persons and left 17 injured after a small chariot touched a live wire

of the high tension category and caught fire, could have been averted by just follow-

ing laid down procedures. The idol-laden chariot was being taken out in a procession as

part of an annual festival to perpetuate the memory of Saivaite saint Thirunavukkarasar.

Almost 10 days earlier, two persons had died in a stampede at the annual Chithirai

festival of the Madurai Meenakshi temple, which attracts lakhs of devotees. Ten years

ago, an event that almost mirrored Kalimedu happened in Gudiyatham, Vellore district,

killing five persons. What is disturbing is the regularity with which these events occur

during religious or temple festivals. The fact that the State has such a dubious record

should compel the authorities to adhere to the rule book as the protection of human

life is a must.

Even as the findings of a one-member official panel and the police investigation are

eagerly awaited, there are a number of questions that the authorities need to probe.

These include whether the organisers, who have been holding the festival for over 90

years, had permission from the local officials; why there had to be a procession during

the early hours; whether such an event could take place without the knowledge or the

approval of the local authorities, and why power supply from the overhead HT line was

not switched of, whereas this was not the case with regard to low-tension lines in the

area. What is obvious is the lack of coordination among the electricity, highways, local

administration and revenue departments, which ought to have been there for an event

such as this. The height of the road was raised since the time of the last procession, but

evidently the organisers did not account for this. The scope for such events occurring

can be reduced drastically, if not eliminated, if the authorities strictly enforced existing

guidelines. Though the institution which had organised the festival is said to be outside

the purview of the Hindu Religious and Charitable Endowments Department, the

authorities can still be proactive, at least in sensitising organisers of such events about

safety guidelines and insisting that devotees who accompany a temple car or chariot

are aware of the risks. The Government should make public the reports submitted by

agencies that inquire into such events and issue regular updates in the follow-up action.

It is incumbent upon devotees to ensure that safety norms are implemented in letter

and spirit. It is only through collective efforts that tragedies such as the one in Kalimedu

can be averted.


