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Winter is behind

A less acrimonious session is an opportunity to build upon
Editorial

The winter session of Parliament, which had 15 sittings, witnessed significant and controversial legislative
business, along with political grandstanding by the government to mark the 150th anniversary of the
national song, Vande Mataram. Ten Bills were introduced and eight were passed by both Houses. Notable
Bills that won parliamentary approval include one repealing or amending dozens of outdated laws; another
allowing 100% FDI in the insurance sector; one facilitating private sector investment in nuclear power by
reducing the liability of sup- pliers, and, importantly, major changes to the rural employment guarantee
scheme, a flagship welfare programme started by the UPA government in 2005. The titles of several Bills,
which were in Hindi, caused consternation among Members of Parliament from non-Hindi regions. They
pointed to constitutional provisions that re- quire legislation to be drafted in English, with translations
made available as required. The insu- rance Bill is titled Sabka Bima Sabki Raksha, while the rural
employment guarantee Bill is called Viksit Bharat - Guarantee for Rozgar and Ajeevika Mission (Gramin),
or VB-G RAM G, which became an Act on December 21 with the assent of the President. In the discussion
on Vande Mataram, Members spent over 11 hours in the Lok Sabha, with 65 participants, and nearly 13
hours in the Rajya Sabha, with 81 participants. Parliament could instead have passed a unani- mous
resolution commemorating the song rather than using it as yet another occasion to question the patriotic
credentials of political opponents.

A heated debate on electoral reforms went on for nearly 13 hours with 62 speakers in the Lok Sabha and
for nearly 11 hours with 57 speakers in the Rajya Sabha. This too was a missed opportunity for an open-
minded discussion beyond party lines to address the crisis of credibility in Indian elections. The closed-
minded approaches of the BJP and the Congress towards questions of election integrity are not helping
India's parliamentary democracy. The Opposition sought a discussion on air pollution in Delhi, a massive
public health crisis, but the government did not allow it. Bills were rushed through, and the role of
parliamentary committees in shaping legislation remains limited, though Question Hour and Zero Hour
were more productive. This winter session was far less acrimonious than in the recent past, a fact
acknowledged by Congress President Malli- karjun Kharge. As a result, Congress representatives accepted
the customary invitation for tea by the Lok Sabha Speaker and the Rajya Sabha Chairman at the end of the
session. These meetings also led to pleasant exchanges between the government and the Opposition. This
practice is worth continuing and building upon.
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The bulldozed demolition of MGNREGA

The annihilation of this powerful social security Intervention will have catastrophic consequences for
crores of people across rural India

Sonia Gandhi, [ is Chairperson, Congress Parliamentary Party |

The historic Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act
(MGNREGA) became a reality on September 5, 2005, during the first
tenure of Dr. Manmohan Singh as Prime Minister. MGNREGA was a
rights-based legislation inspired by Article 41 of the Constitution of
India, which calls upon the Government to secure citizens' right to work.
It was developed and given shape through an extensive process of public
consultations that lasted for almost 13 months. Both Houses of
Parliament passed the Bill. both enthusiastically and unanimously.

Over the past few days, the Narendra Modi government worked to
bulldoze MGNREGA's abolition without any discussion, consultation, or
respect for parliamentary processes or Centre-State relations. The
removal of the Mahatma's name was only the tip of the iceberg. The very structure of MGNREGA, so integral
to its impact, has been annihilated. It must be recalled that it has been the world's largest social security
initiative and one that has also been the most intensively studied and evaluated. All these studies have
emphasised its transformative effects on the weakest sections of our society.

A demolition in stages

Right from its conception, MGNREGA was envisioned as more than a mere scheme - as guaranteed
employment based on actual demand from rural families in distress. The Modi government has simply
annihilated the very idea of a legal guarantee in its new law, which is nothing but a set of bureaucratic
provisions.

MGNREGA enacted the right to work in all rural India. The Modi government's new Bill has restricted the
ambit of the scheme to rural areas as notified by the Union at its discretion.

Whereas earlier, the central allocation was meant to be uncapped, there is now a pre-determined
budgetary allocation that caps the days of employment provided in each State. The number of workdays
provided are, therefore, left to the Union Government's priorities rather than the people's needs.

The all-year guarantee of employment has been finished off. State governments have been asked to identify
60 days during peak agricultural season where no work shall be undertaken. One of the greatest impacts
of MGNREGA was to increase the bargaining power of the landless poor in rural India, which has elevated
agricultural wages. This bargaining power will definitely be eroded under the new law. The Modi
government is attempting to suppress wage growth and that too at a time when the proportion of
employment in agriculture has risen for the first time since Independence, contrary to what should have
been the case.
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MGNREGA exempted State governments from most of the financial burden, since the cost-sharing ratio was
90:10, borne by the Union government. This incentivised the State government to implement the scheme
in earnest, in response to demand rather than its own fiscal constraints. Now, the new cost-sharing ratio is
60:40. Worse, any expense incurred in excess of the Union government's pre-determined allocation will
now have to be borne entirely by the States. Effectively, by transferring a significant portion of the expense
onto the States, the Modi government is discouraging States from providing work under the scheme. The
finances of States, already under severe stress and strain, will be further devastated.

Aside from demolishing the demand-based nature of the programme, the Modi government has ended the
decentralised nature of the scheme. In accordance with the 73rd Constitutional Amendment, MGNREGA
provided for the Gram Sabha to undertake the planning of works as well as be the principal implementation
authority of the scheme. This constitutional vision of local self-governance will be replaced by a top-down
PM GatiShakti National Master Plan (PMGS-NMP) which will inevitably reflect the Union government's
priorities rather than local needs. This is centralisation with a vengeance.

The Modi government is resorting to fraudulent claims that it has enhanced the employment guarantee
from 100 days (under MGNREGA) to 125 days. For all the reasons outlined above, that will certainly not be
the case. Indeed, the real nature of the Modi government's intentions can be understood from its decade-
long track record of throttling MGNREGA. It began with the Prime Minister's (in)famous mocking of the
scheme on the floor of the House and proceeded apace through a 'death by a thousand cuts' strategy -
through, for instance, stagnant budgets, the use of disenfranchising technology and delayed payments to
workers.

The impact of its loss

For the last 20 years, MGNREGA has been the most powerful social security intervention at the disposal of
the government. It has secured better wages for crores of citizens, stemmed seasonal distress migration,
and hugely empowered gram panchayats. The social audits conducted by the gram sabhas brought about
a new culture of accountability and transparency. During the COVID-19 pandemic, when the whole
economy was severely dislocated, MGNREGA was one of two avenues through which the government was
able to reach the poor and most vulnerable sections of society - the other being the National Food Security
Act, 2013. Outside of COVID-19, the ever-high demand for work under this scheme only proves its
continued necessity for ensuring rural livelihoods. Its demolition will have catastrophic consequences for
crores of people across rural India.

In cross hairs

The demolition of the right to work must not be seen in isolation but as part of the long assault by the ruling
establishment on the Constitution and its right-based vision for the country. The most fundamental right
to vote is under unprecedented assault. The Right to Information has been desecrated with legislative
changes that weaken the autonomy of Information Commissioners, and by wholesale exemptions from the
Act for ill-defined 'personal information' data. The Right to Education has been undermined by a National
Education Policy 2020, which has legitimised the shut down of about one lakh primary schools around the
country. The Forest Rights Act, 2006, was markedly weakened by the Forest (Conservation) Rules (2022)
which removed the gram sabha from any role in permitting the diversion of forest land. The Right to Fair
Compensation and Transparency in Land Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act, 2013 has been
significantly diluted. The National Green Tribunal set up in October 2010 following the passage of the
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National Green Tribunal Act, 2010 has been emasculated. Through the three black farm laws, the
government attempted to deny farmers the right to a minimum support price. The National Food Security
Act, 2013, may very well be next on the chopping block.

MGNREGA realised the Mahatma's vision of Sarvodaya ("welfare of all") and enacted the constitutional
right to work. Its death is our collective moral failure - one that will have financial and human consequences
for crores of India's working peoples for years to come. It is imperative, now more than ever, to unite and
safeguard the rights that protect us all.

Date: 22-12-25

Lessons from China on tackling pollution

India need not emulate China's political system to achieve a turnaround, but It can draw on the principles
that made China's progress possible

Amrita Nambiar, [ PhD Candidate, Macquarie Law School, Macquarie University, Australla ]

China and India have long grappled with severe air pollution. Yet their trajectories over the past decade
have diverged sharply. Once a global symbol of smog, Beijing managed to cut its annual PM2.5 levels by
more than 50% between 2013 and 2021, while Delhi continues to rank among the world's most polluted
cities. How is Beijing breathing easier?

Clean-air transformation

Beijing's transformation was neither accidental nor incremental. It stemmed from a multifaceted approach
enabled by two major policy drives: the Air Pollution Prevention and Control Action Plan and the Blue Sky
Protection Campaign. These measures focussed on sweeping, top-down interventions across energy,
transport, and industry. Beijing's strategy was anchored in three features: coherent policy, strict
enforcement, and regional coordination. The government expanded electric mobility, shut down or
relocated hundreds of polluting industries, replaced thousands of coal-fired boilers with natural gas,
imposed stringent China VI vehicular emission standards, built one of the world's densest PM2.5 real-time
air quality monitoring systems, and imposed substantial penalties for non-compliance. Most importantly,
Beijing didn't act alone. Its coordination with the neighbouring Tianjin-Hebei provinces through a unified
*airshed' strategy ensured regulation of transboundary air pollution. The turnaround was remarkable-
PM2.5 levels dropped from the average 102 pg/m3 in 2013 to 31 ug/m3 in 2024.

India does not lack environmental laws, but from the shortage of coherence in implementing them. A strong
statutory framework - the Air (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act of 1981, the Environment
Protection Act, 1986, and rules governing waste, construction, and emissions-exists alongside courts,
tribunals, and pollution-control boards. Indirectly, various laws such as the Factories Act, 1948 and the
Motor Vehicles Act, 1988 also shape air-quality outcomes. Yet regulatory fragmentation undermines their
impact. Over the years, India has rolled out many initiatives: the National Clean Air Programme, the Graded
Response Action Plan, odd-even rationing, construction bans, dust-control rules, crop-residue measures,
work-from-home advisories, and Delhi's Air Pollution Mitigation Plan 2025. The Centre has also
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established the Commission for Air Quality Management (CAQM). These interventions, however, are
largely reactive and activated during pollution peaks rather than embedded in long-term planning; and
agencies function in silos.

The core difference between the two approaches lies in governance, enforcement, and coordination.
China's Environmental Vertical Reform created a clear hierarchy for realising local governments'
environmental protection responsibilities. This top-down structure ensured uniform actions, strict
enforcement, and rapid implementation. Delhi, however, operates within a fragmented governance system
involving the Union government, the Delhi government, pollution control boards, and multiple municipal
bodies. As a result, decision-making becomes slower, enforcement weaker, and accountability more
diffused. Beijing's regulatory agencies also possess sweeping authority and substantial resources. On the
other hand, India's pollution control boards remain chronically understaffed and underfunded. Also,
Beijing modelled inter-provincial alignment through the airshed strategy whereas the CAQM's directives
to address stubble burning from adjoining States remain unauthoritative.

China has made large sustained investments in clean energy, electric mobility, and industrial relocation.
Delhi's own industrial relocation attempts, such as the Bawana project, have faltered due to inadequate
infrastructure and poor service delivery. Even 'sustainable' alternatives such as waste-to-energy plants
have failed to meet air-quality norms. Delhi's pollution load is further intensified by industrial and
vehicular emissions, corrupted Pollution Under Control (PUC) checks, construction dust, open waste
burning, and meteorological inversions that trap winter pollutants. Public transport expansion has lagged
behind the city's growth. Odd-even rationing has shown negligible long-term impact. Behavioural change
too, has been slower in India.

What India can borrow

India need not emulate China's political system to achieve a turnaround, but it can draw on the principles
that made China's progress possible. First, governance must shift from episodic responses to a long-term
sustained, mission-oriented strategy and treat air pollution as a national public health emergency. Second,
India must accelerate its transition to clean energy. Beijing's move away from coal drove major PM2.5
reductions; Delhi similarly needs to expand and adopt energy-efficient standards suitable for all sectors.
Third, transport reforms must be enforced, not merely announced. BS-VI norms require credible PUC
systems, modern testing centres, a robust vehicle-scrappage policy, and congestion management.
Expanding EV charging infrastructure, incentivising electric mobility, and dramatically strengthening
public transport are essential. Fourth, industrial policy must shift from relocation on paper to functional
industrial zones with full utilities, transport access, and real-time emissions monitoring. Finally, air
pollution must be governed as a regional problem. A Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei style airshed model should
guide Delhi-NCR.
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HAFd AR & Felell Yot A T
1. FIAATT HEA, ( dEF rderE ¥ )

¢q &1 TR Fefaat 3N dRae samr & At v srfAfReaddarst
& T HRT & AT H Toladl & T &@r §1 sAdsx 2024
¥ AdeY 2025 & T HRA HT Fel @A 64.05 IRT SR A
g 73.99 3RT 3eR @ T f@ad & 15.52 wfaera &
m@@?%lmmwmmmw
& 3EH HASI AT S WY gl ¢ a¥ # 3ARe, Wi §@v

gl IR F3 3T 2 & T THET & HHR ot F AR FT AT
— IS 3ATS 9T B9 dUT AR T IOR °re $Hr A & gief
s@ﬁwaﬁ#wﬁm?a#a@wmaﬁmmmaﬁma%la’ra’raefrﬁrm
el Tgel THEIT T STcTdicd Y& AT AT| 580 THET § g1 a3l 3R Janit & FuR & a@ry- a9y
fder yatg @ gee iR IMYfd HW@ell Y Hslqd el H HAeq [HAEN| THY FV, WET THERTT,
A0 ST, HrAT, e 3R Jansit S & & AU 3G I T HY 3FAG §

$AY TEe & 18 fGHST T A & WY THAT | gEAER gV &1 37 THAT I 3nfawmRe IR
W AT e seferdy gHsiiar (@ar ) wer =& ¥ S§ UHAT & degd $Rd & 98 wfaera
aﬁmﬁaﬂawqgﬂﬁavmsﬂﬁmﬂmaﬁaﬁmﬁggqﬁremﬁmﬁaﬁaam
g1 SEY #RA & HUST, ol NN, GaTs, dlgel, HIY 3cUIG 3R THST 3T &I ST BIICT Blol
3FAIE §1 WEGR ¥ R 8 F09 3.64 31T SToR & ATd 9 30HAT & fregid @ arer uid
ferd oo YT 81 ST | S8 Seol H AR o INAET @ e arel [AfFest 3edrel w0 3mard Yo
& ol AR T B 9R o ITeA HAT 78 iR SR ST W Yok H 3SRAT T GAHA FHY
g W & Heg & fogre & AW & 9 & 95 YfaRIa 3cuiel & Yoeh A gial| ST To, Ao
3R dgihfAwd 3o anfAer §1 ARad §9 ¥ 50 THAT & dgd ARA & fd H 5 36H a1 gl
HRA o B fodl & T & AT Fo T&d Fed 8 331V & IS Jareier W 8 Thdv & $Rd
& BT &1 ggell O 3NHST o ARAT AT &7 FETERE W A9 RAad &F &1 'Sel- FRuUReE
STEBIST T HIeT 20 FidAd & Fereht 50 Fiderd Y f&am 37 g1 <8¢ & 3TUR 9 {1 YaTed Hlel
qrell HUAAT o foIT FHT &7 3afr HF 90 AT I Feret af I R fgar amr g1 3msdl, Nowa
qidast, nfSAr-fasprer, e AR Taeeg Qansit & o Hufaar 39 3tae & 100 gfderd goaer
facelr fder s Hhall THET of19] g1 & T HRA & 3cure 3R dar T A 7 a6 Fehal 3R
HRA I Yol SR HJell HA FREM HHAGT & MY Femel & 39AET § qdf U9 dh
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A WHR & RIS AR, FIFA 3R ARG 3R Ireeforar & arr vhde ) yorfd gg &1 o
HeFcal & AR 3N IR AT AT 35 Hels, Facoals, A AR foEensd & aag U Hm
¢3 Tl (Twer) & @i ff THAT &) g 7 § 3R uwer g2t A fAATa dea @9t €1 g4 A
H AR AR 9T 1 ThT o Ageaqol §1 319 AT a¥ 2026 # AR, U JiageT aF, e,
AT, AfFER!, FelsT, STEIUT 1P, SR, HRA-ITeh hlel HI3T Algd I=T W@ ol
geft & A S THAT HPR o g fe@ms <INl 5T &Rt & @y vhee # fak 3cug fAdid &
MAS ALY g et [T VoFeX UReeT § Ffod T o enfer gt Ifeh Far fda & sma
faAwAar st o1 W &, sufov S sRa ¥ uiRifera 4fFe ta IRt & fov TwdT arer gt A&
HH F FAlh &, I HRA AT AaT [T T FAS H S FHIGAT TSN

HRT & fIT URAT & omeil & HegooR Ueh 38T & o9 &l dlel #T HH hlofel Hel Al G
A Tl &g TPR A ST Sguciiaig IR o5 43 Hiearst o AfOgfaa f6ar &, 309 a7t &
Y 39T FRIGRT @1 Tgd A T 47 Fed TadadT & a6 § Fa8 9w 3R yerfaeha
HH 3oAE GUR g AT 57 Floel HAT & A0 T 0 ghIffeeH &1 AT 3@, S AHat &
HTRRT T &I WM 3R TEH 36T - SR P THET & HhdH oTeT gl gl I 3FHIG
ol &l

AT a¥ 2026 H R GiAAT & T G2 & Y THET HT Aol IR oA T IR W 3T G977
3rde A 5 0 i & 819 I THAT ¥R H AT, Far, AU, deedier Fgarer 3 oda’y
@rmaﬁ@raém%mmﬁgvmaﬁaézoﬂWW@MW@HW&T
3R a¥ 2047 d& TSI IS¢ § FT IR W @ TG0 |
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