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NAVIGATING THE STORM: THE HINDU EDITORIAL ON
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A pair of balanced scales representing the Union of India and the States, the cover visual of the
Fifteenth Finance Commission’s report for the period 2021-22 to 2025-26, seeks to highlight the
Commission’s endeavour to maintain an equitable approach at a time when the Centre and
States are facing unprecedented revenue stress and fiscal demands. The Centre has accepted
much of the Commission’s broad recommendations, including giving States a 41% share of the
divisible pool of taxes and revenue deficit grants of nearly 2.95-lakh crore for 17 States over the
next five years. It has also acceded to the Commission’s suggestion to make grants towards
urban and rural local bodies conditional upon States setting up their own finance commissions
and publishing online the accounts of local bodies. And 60% of these grants will be further linked
to these bodies’ providing sanitation and water services. There is an ‘in-principle’ nod to the
panel’s suggestion to set up a non-lapsable dedicated fund to support defence and internal
security modernisation — a response to the Centre’s belated request to examine if such a fund
can be considered for funding defence capex beyond normal Budget allocations. While the
panel has suggested moving 1.53-lakh crore out of the Consolidated Fund of India over five
years to partly finance this, the Centre has said the funding nitty-gritties will be examined later.
States would monitor how the modalities here evolve, even as they have reason to fret about the
Centre’s non-committal response to the Commission’s recommendations of sector-specific and
other grants for them adding up to about 1.8-lakh crore.

It is up to the Centre now to ensure that States do not feel short-changed from the new fiscal
framework, given their frayed ties over GST compensation dues. States have also been steadily
losing out, given the Centre’s penchant to raise more cesses and surcharges that do not have to
be shared. This Budget has seen an encore with the agriculture infrastructure development
cess. One wishes the Commission had at least noted its displeasure on this practice, like its
predecessors did. Unlike them, however, the N.K. Singh-led panel had to cope with a
tumultuous shift in the domestic and global macro-economic landscape. At home, the Planning
Commission was dissolved and GST introduced. The panel’s tenure was extended by a year,
requiring it to give an interim report first, with its work culminating in a virtual zero-visibility zone
as the COVID-19 pandemic broke out months before its deadline. Given these pressures and
the difficulties in projecting the economy’s path, the Commission has done well. It has resisted
the Centre’s nudge to review what it felt was a too-generous 42% share granted to States by the
previous Commission, and deftly dealt with most of the unusual terms of reference foisted on it.
As N.T. Rama Rao said, India lives in the States. If the Centre takes them along, it might help
attain the balance envisaged by the Commission, which is needed to drive the country onto a
double-engine growth trajectory from the current nadir.
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Dear reader,

We have been keeping you up-to-date with information on the developments in India and the
world that have a bearing on our health and wellbeing, our lives and livelihoods, during these
difficult times. To enable wide dissemination of news that is in public interest, we have increased
the number of articles that can be read free, and extended free trial periods. However, we have
a request for those who can afford to subscribe: please do. As we fight disinformation and
misinformation, and keep apace with the happenings, we need to commit greater resources to
news gathering operations. We promise to deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested
interest and political propaganda.

Dear subscriber,

Thank you!

Your support for our journalism is invaluable. It’s a support for truth and fairness in journalism. It
has helped us keep apace with events and happenings.

The Hindu has always stood for journalism that is in the public interest. At this difficult time, it
becomes even more important that we have access to information that has a bearing on our
health and well-being, our lives, and livelihoods. As a subscriber, you are not only a beneficiary
of our work but also its enabler.

We also reiterate here the promise that our team of reporters, copy editors, fact-checkers,
designers, and photographers will deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested interest
and political propaganda.

Suresh Nambath
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From the abrogation of the special status of Jammu and Kashmir, to the landmark Ayodhya
verdict, 2019 proved to be an eventful year.
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