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On A Wing & A Prayer

New airlines, greenlit by GOI, will fly into the same business turbulence as old ones

TOI Editorials
All perked up that three companies got a green signal to fly
passenger planes? It's great news, sure, but it's a long road
to seeing those planes fly-NOCs are perhaps the easiest
A step in the highly complex people-heavy business. Cargo is
‘ that much more stable, growing, and the segment that

often rescues the sector. Getting planes off the tarmac is a
1 challenge and keeping them airborne is where at least 13
airline companies have crashed in India. These include the

most successful ones, Jet Airways and Kingfisher - both
brutal stories of businesses that went into a tailspin over a
messy hash of financial stress, infra constraints, regulatory
weaknesses and abundant mismanagement.

There's something curious about how passenger aviation in India remains stuck in the same morass for
decades despite being the world's third largest aviation market in passenger traffic - 241mn flyers in
2024. There's enough analysis of the challenges - high operating costs, fuel & non-fuel, costs of repair and
maintenance, shortage of pilots, not enough planes, ageing fleets, leasing itself a tug-of-war. Foreign
makers of planes eye the expanding market but are wary of how quickly a robust operation can go turtle.
Yet, while there's tomes on how any airline business sank, there's nearly not enough on why any airline
was allowed to reach that point. Aviation's a mega contributor to the economy. So, every successful
operation that's allowed to fail hurts considerably. That aviation had become a duopoly was evident ever
since Tatas bought Air India. Why wait for an IndiGo fiasco to move the files for bringing in more
companies? New ventures enter a sector that hasn't seen fundamental issues addressed-complexities
inherent to the business and, at best, an inattentive regulator.

Running a plane has low-margin profits. Thin balance sheets can falter. Even the big players squeeze
passengers, even those who buy so-called 'low-cost' tickets-extra fees for baggage, seat selection and
meals etc. Yet, flyers must endure companies cutting corners. Severe safety lapses, fatigued pilots, poor
route planning, flight cancellations- flying has become a costly nightmare. Regional players and new
routes-short routes between Tier 2 and Tier 3 cities especially - can be a fabulous market in India, and
NOCS and GOI support come not a day too soon. But planes can't fly on jugaad and band-aid. Much much
more needs done to ensure new airlines aren't pies in the sky.
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Justice Denied

Three gruesome crimes in UP show how govt, court, society can further victimise the
victims

TOI Editorials

Ten years ago, a mob dragged Mohd Akhlaqg out of his Dadri home and lynched him. Justice moves
tortuously slowly in India. So, that his killers still haven't been convicted barely raises eyebrows. But
even by our shabby standards, it defies belief that the state has now decided to withdraw the charges
against all the accused. Supposed reason: inconsistencies in the statements of prosecution witnesses. But
surely the solution is to build a stronger case. Law & order would mean diddly squat if the state just
looked the other way every time such a challenge came up. The court that rejected this prosecution plea
as "baseless" found itself asking incredulously: Have you ever heard of a murder case being withdrawn?

When justice is stained even in cases that proceed under heavy public gaze, it spreads an awful hope-
lessness through those proceeding under routine light. Delhi high court's decision to suspend the jail
term of expelled BJP leader Kuldeep Singh Sengar is another such blemished moment. Supposed reason:
"MLA is not a public servant." Recall that this 2017 Unnao case saw real movement only after SC
transferred it to Delhi. Only then was Sengar convicted both of raping a minor and conspiring in her
father's death. For the survivor and her family to fear that the HC decision will re-draw the wrath of
Sengar's henchmen, is logical. It's not unlike how Akhlaq's family were the ones to become persona non
grata in their village, forced to scatter hither thither "for security reasons".

Consider, finally, a 'successful' case. A special POCSO court has convicted five men for the gruesome
gangrape of a mother and daughter, along NH-91 nine years ago. But the family still has to keep shifting

homes, because guess how neighbours respond when they find out about the rape case? With contempt
and hostility. They, like so many others in India, are victimised because they are victims.
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Green washing

Debate on what is Aravalli shows distrust of govt. on ecological issues

Editorial
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The government has been dealing with a firestorm on the question of mining in the Aravallis. On
November 20, the Supreme Court of India had passed an order prohibiting fresh mining leases in the
region until a Management Plan for Sustainable Mining (MPSM), under central supervision, was in place.
The heart of the controversy is that rampant mining, quarrying and deforestation have contributed to
groundwater depletion, denuding the ecological sanctity of the region and worsening air quality in Delhi
and Haryana. While reluctant to impose a complete ban on mining - the Court's argument is that it will
increase instances of "illegal mining" given that India's developmental trajectory requires an incessant
supply of stone and minerals - it has nevertheless said that except for government-sanctioned mining of
‘critical minerals', there should be a pause. In doing so, it has acknowledged the central conundrum of
mining in the Aravallis: States have limited enforcement capacity and given that this is a source of State
revenue, there is a conflict of interest in banning mining. In the last year, the Centre has been actively
promoting the Aravalli Green Wall Project. What is unacknowledged in this is that reforestation cannot,
in a predictable way, compensate for deforestation. Another intervention by the Court was accepting the
recommendations of an expert committee that proposed that only mountains 100 metres or higher above
the 'local relief' be considered in the Aravalli range. According to a Forest Survey of India estimate
(2010), this would mean that 92% of the hills would be out of that ambit. But the Court deferred to the
Attorney Solicitor General who argued that not using this definition risked reducing the region
considered 'Aravalli'. The Court did not reason why it opted for one interpretation over the other.

Given that none of this information is in the public domain, everything boils down to trusting one source
over the other. Such a system is inim- ical to environmental policy. What constitutes the Aravallis is a
geological and historical question and contour lines should not ordinarily be controversial; but the
conversation reveals the trust deficit that the government faces given its generally poor performance in
addressing air pollution. The government might cry itself hoarse that this definition of what is and is not
'Aravalli’ is specific only to the purposes of deciding mining leases and not, say, on permission for tree
cutting, residential leases and agriculture. However, without transparency, no amount of af- forestation
or accusing the Opposition of misinformation will work.

Date: 25-12-25

New labour codes, the threats to informal workers
R. Geetha, [ Is Adviser to the Unorganized Workers Federation (UWF) ]

Priti Narayan, [ Is Assistant Professor In the Department of Geography at the University of British
Columbia ]

Unions and workers' organisations have been raising
objections against the new labour codes of 2019 and
2020. The four codes - they concern industrial
relations, wages, social security and occupational
health and safety of workers - were passed without a
tripartite consultation between workers, employers
and government representatives at the Indian Labour
Conference (ILC). As implementation of the codes
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begin, the hard-won labour rights of workers across sectors are either threatened or destroyed.

While the impact on workers in the organised sector is rightfully being discussed, debated and
documented, the codes also significantly endanger unorganised sector workers, who are estimated to
constitute over 90% of India's workforce and producing 65% of its GDP. As Tamil Nadu deliberates on
issuing rules for the Social Security Code, the serious dangers posed by the Codes to unorganised workers
in particular must be highlighted.

On the Codes

The Union Government claims that the codes are an attempt to "consolidate" and codify existing labour
laws and "universalise" social security for workers. However, the claims of universalisation and
consolidation are myths. Unorganised workers have been mostly left out of consideration in all codes
except the one concerning social security. Alongside, in the name of consolidation, existing protections
for them under other laws such as the Building and Other Construction Workers (BOCW) Act, 1996, have
been threatened or entirely repealed.

For instance, about 180 rules have been laid out under the BOCW Act to ensure worker safety at
construction sites. These are now entirely missing in the central rules issued for the new Occupational
Safety, Health and Working Conditions (OSHWC) Code. This is a dangerous sign given the hazardous
nature of labour and the high number of deaths in the construction sector.

The OSHWC code has also replaced an existing system of inspection with a process that is web-based,
which cannot be an effective means of ensuring the safety of the workplace or minimum wage
implementation. This is in violation of ILO Convention 81 which is ratified by India.

Unorganised workers can also contract diseases from prolonged manual work and exposure across
several sectors. Silicosis is very prevalent in the construction sector, while agricultural workers have a
high incidence of cancer from pesticide use, while salt workers face chronic eye, skin and kidney
problems. There is no concern for these realities of informal workers and their working conditions in the
OSHWLC. This negligence stands in violation of ILO Convention 161, which calls for a national policy on
occupational health services for all workers and mandates identification, treatment and rehabilitation in
the event of an occupational disease.

In threatening and repealing sector-specific laws for workers such as the BOCW Act, the codes foreclose a
serious consideration of the occupational health of informal workers. Given that the Employees' State
Insurance (ESI) is not available to them, informal workers will have no state recognition or measures to
address their occupational health and safety concerns.

Threats to welfare boards and funds

In the Social Security (SS) Code, organised workers seem to be given some social security benefits, while
informal workers are to receive vaguely defined "welfare schemes". Also notable is the abolition of
various cesses as part of the Goods and Services Tax reforms, with no replacement of the cesses collected
to provide for the welfare of workers in the beedi, salt, mining and other sectors.

This implies that there are no guaranteed funds, raised either from employers in particular sectors or
offered by the Union government, to provide for the welfare of informal sector workers.
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In fact, the SS Code sets up one welfare board for all unorganised workers, with no imagination of the
various sectors that informal workers can and do work in, except for construction and gig work. Even in
the construction sector, the implementation of the now-centralised e-Shram registration system creates a
possibility for the central government to take over accrued funds raised for workers' welfare - estimated
to be of the order of 1 lakh crore.

As is, in Tamil Nadu, the SS Code stands to threaten the dissolution of all existing 39 sector-specific
boards established in Tamil Nadu. There are no saving clauses for these State-level welfare boards and
the protections they offer, including old age pensions, maternity assistance and educational assistance for
workers' children. This reality, highlighted consistently by unions and worker movements, is perhaps the
main reason why Tamil Nadu continues to deliberate on issuing rules for the SS Code.

What needs to be done

Some States including Andhra Pradesh have closed down their welfare boards in response to the Codes.
Tamil Nadu has a strong architecture for workers welfare under the Tamil Nadu Manual Workers Act,
1982, painstakingly built through worker and union demands and advocacy. It is estimated that there are
three crore informal workers in the State, and about two crore workers registered across the various
welfare boards.

To ensure the welfare of these workers, the State government must protect its welfare boards and State-
level labour legislation at all costs. Like Kerala, Tamil Nadu must refuse to implement the codes and
notify rules, and, instead, push for saving clauses of existing State-level welfare infrastructure.
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