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Rewind to fast forward 

Delayed reset on retrospective tax is only the first step to regaining investor 

confidence. 

Reversing Tax terrorism 

1. A tortuous taxation tale that began with global telecom major Vodafone’s $11 

billion entry into India, is nearing its climax 14 years on, with the company 

having frozen fresh investments for a few years and its Indian operations now 

on the brink of collapse.  

2. Finance Minister introduced tax law changes to scrap the retrospective 

provisions brought in by the UPA-2 in the Union Budget 2012-13. I-T 

demands have been made in 17 cases, including from Vodafone and Cairn, 

using those retro-active clauses in the I-T law.  

3. That this government took so long to undo Mr Mukherjee’s gambit after losing 

a tax pursuit against Vodafone is disappointing. Even before 2014, the BJP 

had called the retrospective provisions ‘tax terrorism’. Yet, it did not walk the 

talk despite a resounding parliamentary majority, while promising global 

investors that it does not approve of such measures.  

4. Whether this was a result of political dithering, bureaucratic bungling or ill-

informed legal advice, the ‘sore point for potential investors’ remained on the 

statute. This should now lead to a formal burial of a matter that has cost India 

dear. 

Bury the hatchet 

1. In Cairn’s case, the tax department began action in 2014, but the assessment 

orders were passed, and its shares sold off to recover ‘retrospective’ tax dues 

under this regime’s watch, pending international arbitration.  

2. By December 2020, the Vodafone and Cairn arbitration cases had been lost 

and investors hoped the Government would abide by the legal process and 

close this sordid chapter.  

3. Instead, appeals were filed, with the Government asserting as recently as May 

that it will ‘vigorously defend’ its sovereign right to tax and had ‘never agreed 

to arbitrate a national tax dispute’.  
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4. It is quite clear the U-turn has been prompted by Cairn Energy’s relentless 

pursuit to enforce the arbitration award. That it has sought to get Air India 

labelled as the Government’s ‘alter ego’, creating fresh doubts for the airline’s 

potential buyers, and a French court has permitted it to freeze Indian assets in 

Paris, must be significant triggers. Whether Cairn will back down from those 

claims or forfeit the interest and damages, as offered by the Government to 

close the chapter, will likely depend on its institutional shareholders.  

Irrespective of the outcome, global capital is unlikely to immediately forget the 

‘ad-hoc’ approach to this critical policy issue and rush in. Be it fluctuating trade 

tariffs or shifting GST rates and rules, India needs to demonstrate greater clarity 

and consistency in policy across the board to fix its broken credibility. 

 

India’s schoolchildren need their childhood back 

The economy is open. Malls, bars, restaurants, and some offices are open, but 

schools have been closed for 16 months and counting.  

The wide-ranging impact 

1. In-person school education teaches children to share, wait for their turn, 

negotiate, and compromise; by depriving them of social contact, we are 

depriving them of essential learning and development.  

2. For children from economically weak backgrounds, schools are a key source 

of nutrition. For some, schools serve as safe spaces from the chaos of their 

homes.  

3. For many children, particularly those who do not have educated parents or 

cannot afford home tutors, the denial of education results in learning losses 

and, ultimately, denial of a chance to earn a livelihood.  

4. For parents, school closures have added to childcare and teaching duties. 

Household incomes are reducing amidst rising inflation as parents, mainly 

mothers, have quit their jobs. 

Experts opinion: 

1. The Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR) recently stated that “once 

India starts considering, it will be wise to open primary schools first and then 

secondary schools. Also, we have to ensure that all support staff[,] whether it 
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be school bus drivers, teachers and other staff in the school[,] need to be 

vaccinated”.  

2. Researchers do agree, however, that children are at low risk of developing 

severe COVID-19 compared to adults. 

3. A one-size-fits-all approach across India will not work. This means that in 

some states such as Kerala or Maharashtra, where COVID-19 cases could be 

surging again, students should stay home, while their counterparts in other 

States where positivity rates are lower, can start going to school. 

4. There are a host of recommendations on how to open schools safely, including 

by the World Bank, SRCC Children’s Hospital, Mumbai and the Lancet 

COVID-19 Commission India Task Force.  

5. Schools cannot be opened overnight. There is a large amount of preparation 

required, and the longer we wait to begin planning, the longer it will take to 

implement. 

Way Forward: 

1. As immediate measures, governments should: call for lists of school staff and 

procure full vaccination for them. Scientists should confirm if the gap between 

doses can be made shorter akin to healthcare workers.  

2. Engage relevant experts to undertake public campaigns to make school staff 

and parents aware of the low risk of transmission in schools and low severity 

in children, urge them to understand the science and encourage them to 

commit to a social contract to be ever-vigilant and keep a sick or exposed child 

home; issue guidance for staggered re-opening of primary schools — e.g., 

50% attendance or smaller groups of students on alternate days or weeks  

3. Upgrade school infrastructure to facilitate a hybrid system of learning where 

parents who do not wish to send their children to school have the choice to 

continue with online learning; train school teachers in hybrid learning;  

4. Formulate and issue guidance on COVID-19 protocols to be adopted by 

schools — distancing to the extent possible, outdoor classes weather-

permitting, masking, hand hygiene, and proper ventilation (scientists have 

indicated that even the humble pedestal fan can do wonders for ventilation);  
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5. Finalise logistics such as packed meals and transport, and ensure availability 

of medical consultation so that staff and parents need not scramble for 

assistance. 

6. Other required long-term measures, which will also require funding, time, and 

effort, include greater investment in healthcare facilities, particularly 

paediatric facilities, and the implementation of systems to track the local levels 

of infections. 

Managing the risks 

1. As parents, we must recognise the costs of isolation and online learning for 

our young children. We cannot wait for children to get vaccinated because this 

may take years.  

2. According to a media report, Britain has said that “it has decided against 

giving mass COVID-19 vaccinations to all children and they would only be 

offered in certain situations such as when young people have underlying health 

conditions”.  

3. We cannot expect schools to provide a 100% guarantee that our children will 

be safe. Nothing is risk-free; risk must be managed with mitigation strategies.  

4. Instead, we must build mutual trust among governments, schools, and citizens. 

Each of us must implement and adhere to COVID-19 safety protocols 

recommended by scientists.  

5. Each of us must be vigilant and responsible, ensure all adults in our 

households are fully vaccinated and ensure children stay home if sick or 

exposed.  

6. Until a greater proportion of the population is vaccinated, we should 

endeavour to curtail unnecessary travel or exposure because we know from 

serosurveys that adults are bringing infections home. 

Education, like oxygen and medicines during the second novel coronavirus wave, 

is becoming the responsibility but also a privilege of private citizens. Extensive 

literature based on studies on transmission in schools is clear — children are not 

super-spreaders, schools are not hotspots or driving viral spread. For young 

children, even a few hours of interaction per week with their teachers and other 

children would be an excellent starting point.  


