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- ROYAL JOURNLISAM

Acultural gesture or a strategic reachout?

United States Vice President JD Vance’s
three-day visit to India might appear on the
surface as a cultural homecoming for his
family, but beneath the surface lies a layer
of strategic nuance that reflects the evolv-
ing dynamics of India-US relations —par-
ticularly amid the backdrop of Donald
Trump’s sanctions policy. Vance’s India
trip is being billed as a family-focused
tour, with cultural visits to Jaipur and Agra
aimed at helping his children connect with
their Indian heritage through their mother,
Usha Chilukuri VVance.However, even such
personal diplomacy carries weight. As the
highest-ranking US official to visit India
under the current administration, his pres-
ence alone sends a strong signal: despite
recent tensions and Trump-era trade policy
headwinds, the US values its long-term
strategic relationship with India.While the
official itinerary includes only one major
formal engagement — a meeting with
Prime Minister Narendra Modi followed
by a state dinner — the subtext of that con-

Why Ingia

As rural labour dwindles and food security
demands rise, mechanisation is no longer
optional — it’s imperative. Yet the very
tools needed to modernise farming are

taxed more than luxury items, placing an |

unjust burden on small and marginal

versation is expected to be significant.
Trade negotiations between the two
nations remain in a delicate phase, espe-
cially with Trump’s reciprocal tariffs on
Indian goods paused only temporarily until
July. The resumption or removal of those
tariffs hinges on political will from both
sides. Vance’s visit offers a diplomatic
window for quiet discussions, signalling a
willingness from Washington to keep dia-
logue channels open even if the Trump
administration’s broader rhetoric leans
toward economic nationalism.Vance’s visit
comes just weeks after Director of
National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard’s trip
to India, indicating a deliberate staggered
engagement from Trump’s key officials.
Vance’s attendance at regional and busi-
ness forums in Jaipur, including a speech
at the Rajasthan International Centre, and
his interactions with political figures, pro-
vide an opportunity to reinforce bilateral
ties beyond just military or economic
frameworks.His presence also comes at a

farmersindia’s agricultural sector, the |

backbone of rural livelihoods, is at a criti-
cal juncture. The transition to modern and
mechanised farming is no longer a choice

but is necessary to ensure food security, |

optimise productivity, and improve farm-

ers’ incomes. Yet, a significant bottleneck [

hampers this transition — the irrational
Goods and Services Tax (GST) structure
on tractors and other agri-
implements.Today, farm equipment is
taxed at 12 per cent, more than a luxury
watch is taxed at 5 per cent. For a small or
marginal farmer purchasing a low-horse-
power tractor costing Rs 5-7 lakh, this
means paying Rs 60,000 to Rs 84,000
upfront as GST alone — a prohibitive cost
for most. This, in turn, delays the mechani-
sation process in areas where it is needed
the most.

Pre-GST Scenario Was More Farmer-
Friendly

Before the implementation of GST on July
1, 2017, tractors and most agri-implements
were exempt from excise duties and sub-
ject to only 4-6 per cent Value Added Tax
(VAT), depending on the state. Fertilisers,
an essential element of agriculture, were
previously taxed at 6 per cent (1 per cent
excise and 5 per cent VAT). In the GST
regime, the introduction of a 12 per cent
GST rate on fertilisers was reduced to 5
per cent. However, on agricultural machin-
ery still, 12 per cent GST disrupted the
affordability landscape, disproportionately
impacting small and marginal farmers,
who make up over 86 per cent of India’s
total landholdings and are responsible for
producing more than 60 per cent of the
country’s food grains.While GST has uni-
fied the country’s indirect tax system, it
has also inadvertently penalised these vul-
nerable farmers by making essential farm
tools more expensive. Rationalising GST
to 5 per cent or even zero for tractors, their
components, and agri-implements would
significantly ease their financial burden

and  accelerate  rural  mechanis
ation.Haryana’s Chief Minister Nayab
Singh Saini has recently written to the
Union Finance and Agriculture Minister
seeking GST exemption on 10 essential
farm implements like rotavators, zero-till
drills, super-seeders, straw-balers, and
tractor-mounted spray pumps — a move
and other states CMs should also collec-
tively endorse.

Policy Contradictions: Subsidise on One
Hand, Tax on the Other

The contradiction is glaring. The
Government’s flagship schemes, like the
Rashtriya Krishi Vikas Yojana (RKVY)
and the Sub-Mission on Agricultural
Mechanisation (SMAM), offer subsidies
of up to 50 per cent on machinery such as
tractors, combine harvesters, sugarcane
harvesters, cotton pickers, for establishing
custom hiring centres (CHCs) and also to
individual farmers for buying pump sets,
tractor mounted sprayers, zero till and seed
drills. Yet, these efforts are undermined
when the same equipment attracts a steep
GST rate.A reduced GST rate on farm
machinery will empower smallholder
farmers and reduce the Government’s sub-
sidy burden. Lowering upfront taxes
means farmers can buy machines at more
reasonable prices, translating into more
minor subsidy requirements for the
Government.

Inconsistencies in the Green Energy
Push

The policy incongruities extend to the
renewable energy sector as well.
Renewable energy devices such as solar
panels, biogas plants, and windmill com-
ponents attract only 5 per cent GST to pro-

time when Modi is preparing for a high-
profile visit to Saudi Arabia, underscoring
how both nations are recalibrating their
global engagements and seeking balance
in a multipolar world order. Vance’s India
stop, sandwiched between Italy and other
key visits, thus plays a quiet yet strategic
role in maintaining American visibility in
the Indo-Pacific theatre.By prioritising a
family-led cultural immersion alongside
limited political engagements, Vance is
walking a fine line. It’s a display of soft
power — highlighting shared values, peo-
ple-to-people ties, and the significance of
diaspora connections — while also reaf-
firming the transactional, interests-based
nature of current US foreign policy under
Trump.The symbolic guard of honour,
shopping trips for Indian handicrafts, and
visits to Jaipur’s heritage sites are diplo-
matic gestures that soften the harder edges
of policy friction. This duality makes
Vance’s visit a potent blend of optics and
opportunity. Whether Vance’s trip trans-

must cut GST on Tarm

mote sustainability. Electric vehicles
(EVs) also enjoy a 5 per cent GST and a 15
per cent discount on third-party insurance
premiums. Yet, electric tractors — vital for
reducing agriculture’s carbon footprint —
are taxed at 12 per cent GST, the same as
diesel tractors, and do not qualify for any
insurance premium relief. According to a
study by the International Council on
Clean Transportation (ICCT), aligning
electric tractors with EV incentives could
reduce the price gap between electric and
diesel tractors by nearly 40 per cent, help-
ing India make a greener shift in agricul-
ture.

The Urgency for Mechanisation
Mechanisation is the key to addressing
India’s agricultural productivity paradox.
Despite India being the world’s second-
largest agricultural producer, only 47 per
cent of its farming processes are mecha-
nised, compared to 95 per cent in the
United States, 75 per cent in Brazil, and 57
per cent in China. At this pace, India will
need at least 25 more years to reach com-
parable levels.Labour shortages due to
rural-to-urban migration have further
exacerbated the crisis. The share of the
agricultural workforce has dropped
from59 per cent in 1991 to just 39 per cent
in 2023. Mechanisation is essential to off-
set this shrinking labour force, increase
yields, reduce drudgery, and make farming
more attractive to rural youth.

Limited uptake

Tractors dominate India’s farm equipment
market, while implements such as har-
vesters, seed drills, tillers, and planters
account for only 15-20 per cent of the mar-
ket share. This limited uptake is due to the
prohibitive costs and a lack of awareness
about the productivity benefits of modern
equipment.The Government and multilat-
eral agencies are already focusing on
mechanisation schemes. However, these
interventions will not reach their full
potential unless complemented by lower
taxation.Farm mechanisation is not merely
about replacing manual labour; it is about
optimising inputs, improving efficiency,
and securing rural incomes in a challeng-
ing agrarian landscape. It is time for the
GST Council to undertake an urgent

lates into tangible outcomes on trade or
security remains to be seen. But the fact
that his first visit to India is being posi-
tioned as a cultural one, while quietly
engaging on serious policy matters,
reflects the Biden-Trump transition’s lin-
gering complexities — and how Vance is
being groomed not just as a vice president,
but as a statesman with cross-cultural
appeal.In a time of strained alliances and
recalibrated partnerships, JD Vance’s India
visit is a quiet assertion: that while policy
may shift, relationships endure — and
sometimes, it’s the personal visits that
pave the way for political resets. As India
and the United States navigate a landscape
marked by shifting alliances and political
flux, visits like Vance’s offer more than
ceremonial value. They signal intent, test
the waters of diplomacy and often sow the
seeds for future policy recalibration. In an
age when optics can drive narrative, such
symbolic overtures may well prove to be
the quiet bridges over turbulent geopoliti-

quipment

review of agri-implement tax slabs. A uni-
form GST rate of 5 per cent or zero on all
agricultural machinery and their compo-
nents would make mechanisation afford-
able for small and marginal farmers, stim-
ulate demand in under-mechanised
regions, encourage the adoption of green
technologies like electric tractors, and
reduce Government subsidy outflows in
the long run. The ‘magical’ character of
farm mechanisation needs a booster dose.
Rationalising GST will empower farmers,
create rural entrepreneurship opportunities
via CHCs, and help India achieve sustain-
able development goals. It will bridge the
mechanisation gap and unlock the true
potential of Indian  agriculture.
Mechanisation is the future, but affordabil-
ity is the key.India’s agricultural future
hinges on widespread mechanisation, yet
high GST rates on essential farm equip-
ment act as a major roadblock. Small and
marginal farmers — who form over 86 per
cent of India’s agrarian base — are unfair-
ly burdened by the 12 per cent GST on
tractors and implements, a rate higher than
that on luxury items. This policy contra-
diction undermines Government subsidies
offered through schemes like RKVY and
SMAM, inflating costs and stalling
progress. Haryana’s call for GST exemp-
tion on key implements is a step in the
right direction that other states must sup-
port. The mismatch extends to green tech-
nologies too — electric tractors face the
same GST rate as diesel ones, with none of
the incentives that electric vehicles enjoy.
This hinders both affordability and sus-
tainability goals.Meanwhile, India’s mech-
anisation rate lags behind other major agri-
cultural economies, slowed further by
rural labour shortages and high upfront
machinery costs. Rationalising GST to 5
per cent or zero for all agricultural equip-
ment is critical. It would ease financial
pressure on farmers, reduce Government
subsidy burdens, and accelerate the adop-
tion of both conventional and green tech-
nologies. Mechanisation is not a luxury —
it’s a necessity. Affordability, enabled
through fair taxation, is the key to unlock-
ing a more productive, sustainable, and
prosperous agricultural future.



Hoardo 24 - 4 - 2025

24 THURSDAY APRIAL 2025

£ 0000 8920

- ROYAL JOURNLISAM

RTI amendment erodes transparency

By removing the public interest safeguard
from Section 8(1)(j), the amendment now
Imposes a blanket exemption on all per-
sonal data — even when linked to public
duties — thereby crippling the citizen’s
ability to hold public officials
accountableThe recent amendment to the
Right to Information (RTI) Act, 2005,
through the Digital Personal
Protection (DPDP) Act, 2023, marks a piv-

otal retreat from the transparency regime g

that India painstakingly built over nearly
two decades. By shielding personal infor-
mation under a blanket exemption, the
Modi Government has altered the balance
between privacy and the public’s right to
know. The operation of the RTI Act —
informed by several judgments by the
Supreme Court and High Courts — has
shown that personal information not relat-
ed to public activity was already protect-
ed.It underlines that there was already suf-
ficient judicial restraint in place to protect
genuinely private data. Landmark rulings
like Girish Deshpande vs CIC (2013), and
the Puttaswamy (2017) privacy judgment,
drew clear boundaries between personal
data and information relevant to public
interest. Courts consistently held that

India bo

As China deepens its presence through
major investments, India is doubling
down to protect its strategic interests —
offering aid, infrastructure to send a
message that it is Sri Lanka’s most reli-
able partnerAmid the intensifying
India—China battle for influence in Sri
Lanka, New Delhi has reason to be sat-
isfied following the recent two-day
state visit of Prime Minister Narendra
Modi to the island nation during which
economic, defence, and energy ties with
an important neighbour were shored up.
India’s strategic interests are intrinsical-
ly tied with those of Sri Lanka, hence
the need to maintain close and robust
bilateral relations with it. New Delhi
also sought to convey to the Anura
Kumara  Dissanayake led
Government the message, yet again,
that it can reap greater benefits from
India, which is a reliable friend.The
underlying message herein being that
Chinaisn’t one. It was also conveyed to
Colombo once again that protecting
India’s security interests as well as its
own should be of paramount impor-
tance. Towards this end, New Delhi also
extracted from President Dissanayake
an assurance, yet again, that he will
keep in mind India’s security
interests.To New Delhi’s undoubted
relief, President Dissanayake reiterated
that he will not allow Sri Lankan terri-
tory to be used in any manner that will
threaten India’s security interests. For
now, the Dissanayake Government
appears to be walking the talk on this
account going by news reports that Sri
Lanka cancelled a joint naval exercise
with India’s arch-foe Pakistan, which
was to be held in the waters off the
strategically located Trincomalee, not
too far from the Indian coastline. But
not before New Delhi intervened and
made its security concerns known, fol-
lowing which the exercise — which
was to have been held around the dates
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unless the disclosure of personal informa-
tion served a larger public cause, it should
be denied.Therefore, the amendment was
not needed and shows legislative over-
reach, reflecting mistrust in judicial discre-
tion. It signals a shift from a principle-
based regime to a bureaucratic shield
where no scrutiny is possible. The amend-
ment now legalises the denial of informa-
tion that courts had earlier allowed when
public interest was evident-setting a
regressive precedent that may encourage
arbitrariness and corruption.The SC judg-
ment reinforces that safeguarding personal
privacy and promoting institutional trans-
parency are not mutually exclusive but are

Isters tie

PM Modi was to visit the island nation
— was scrapped. Given its strategic
imperatives in the Indian Ocean Region
(IOR), it’s essential for New Delhi to
consolidate its influence in Sri Lanka
where India no longer holds sole sway,
and to maintain robust ties with the new
Government in place there.In its out-
reach to the island nation, New Delhi is
also seeking to burnish its credentials as
a leader of the Global South, projecting
itself as a dependable partner for
nations facing economic hardship, and
who need not fear falling into a debt
trap as is often the case when they avail
of loans from China.During the PM’s
visit, there was also important messag-
ing for Colombo about the perils of
hob-nobbing too closely with Beijing,
with PM Modi stating during the visit,
“We have shared security interests. The
security of both countries is inter-con-
nected and co-dependent.” As a mar-
itime neighbour in the Indian Ocean
straddling vital sea lanes, New Delhi
knows that Chinese expansionism can
pose a strategic threat to both India and
Sri Lanka.The spreading tentacles of
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)
in Sri Lanka too have given New Delhi
sleepless nights. As China’s footprints
in Sri Lanka increase, New Delhi
knows well that it cannot afford to let its
guard down vis-a-vis Beijing as the lat-
ter builds deep inroads into India’s
immediate and extended neighbour-
hood.This has forced India to redouble
its efforts to ramp up its engagement
and provide all manner of development
assistance to countries in its neighbour-
hood so that they remain within its
sphere of influence. In the case of Sri
Lanka, India provided financial assis-
tance totalling $4.5 billion in 2022 and
2023 to it during its post-pandemic eco-
nomic meltdown. This played a vital
role in helping Sri Lanka obtain an IMF
bailout. India’s outreach to the

jointly essential. This point underscores a
vital democratic balance. The Supreme
Court, especially in the Puttaswamy case,
held that privacy is a fundamental right but
not an absolute one; it must be balanced
with transparency, especially when public
interest is involved. The original RTI Act

| embodied this balance by permitting the

release of personal information where
larger institutional accountability or public
interest was at stake.The amendment
breaks this balance by giving unchecked
primacy to privacy, even when it is used as
a smokescreen to hide inefficiency, nepo-
tism, or corruption. For instance, public
access to officials’ attendance, disciplinary
records, or property details — which can
reveal disproportionate assets — would
now be blocked.The implication is that
institutions become unanswerable to the
public, reducing the citizen’s role from a
watchdog to a mute spectator.The sweep-
ing changes have been introduced through
the Digital Personal Data Protection
(DPDP) Act, 2023, which amended
Section 8(1)(j) of the RTI Act. Earlier, this
section exempted disclosure of personal
information unless there was an overriding
public interest. The amendment removes

this public interest override and compre-
hensively exempts all personal data from
disclosure under RT], regardless of its con-
nection to public duties. It is a fundamen-
tal shift from a “case-by-case” evaluation
to an “absolute bar” on access to personal
information, thereby hollowing out the
core of the RTI regime.The implication is
grave: details about the conduct, perform-
ance, assets, and public duties of
Government officials — even when cru-
cial to detect corruption-can now be
shielded from public scrutiny under the
excuse of “Privacy”. It turns the RTI from
a transparency-enabling instrument into a
tool riddled with opaque exemptions,
undermining citizens’ ability to hold offi-
cials accountable.This proviso was a cru-
cial equaliser — it mandated that any
information which cannot be denied to
Parliament or a State Legislature should
not be denied to a citizen.Its removal gives
disproportionate access to legislators
while stripping ordinary citizens of equal
standing in accessing information. It opens
the doors for selective transparency, where
MPs and MLAs can access sensitive
Government information while citizens
are stonewalled.

ith Sr1 Lanka

So if Dissanayake earlier this year
managed to secure the largest-ever
FDI (foreign direct investment) of
$3.7 billion for his country from
China for a state-of-the-art oil refin-
ery at Hambantota to be built by
Sinopec, he’s being wooed by India
as well in the area of energy securi-
ty. PM Modi’s visit saw the joint
launch of the plan to build the
Sampur solar power plant.It will be

Dissanayake Government has also seen
it convert $20.66 million given as lines
of credit into grant assistance to reduce
Sri Lanka’s debt burden. All this, plus
New Delhi’s willingness to help Sri
Lanka achieve economic stability, is
possibly what has helped it forge close
ties thus far with the Dissanayake
Government. Despite pursuing a policy
of “‘Neighbourhood First,” India’s strate-
gic space in the IOR is increasingly
shrinking amidst a relentless Chinese
onslaught. Though India has coined the
new term ‘Mahasagar’ (Mutual and
Holistic Advancement for Security and
Growth Across Regions) replacing the
earlier coinage of ‘Sagar’ (Security and
Growth for All) for countries in the
IOR, containing China’s influence
remains a challenge. India’s efforts
don’t always bear fruit, especially when
China-leaning Governments are in
power in the neighbourhood. Besides,
the offer of Chinese loans and financial
assistance to build infrastructure is too
tempting to resist for cash-strapped
neighbours of India struggling to exe-
cute mega projects.In the case of Sri
Lanka, the Left-leaning Dissanayake
has adroitly managed to balance his
country’s diplomatic ties with the two
Asian giants in the six months since he
took charge. It also means that the
island nation for now is seeking to reap
the benefits from the fierce India—China
rivalry in Sri Lanka and the wider I0OR.

developed by the Trincomalee
Power Company, which is a joint ven-
ture between Ceylon Electricity Board
and India’s NTPC. To boost the island
nation’s energy security, all the more
imperative as it went through a crip-
pling forex crisis post the pandemic —
which meant huge fuel shortages — the
visit saw a tripartite agreement between
India, Sri Lanka, and the UAE to devel-
op Trincomalee as a regional energy
hub. India needs to consolidate its
foothold in Trincomalee on the island
nation’s eastern coast and keep China at
bay. With its huge natural harbour,
Trincomalee is of immense geo-strate-
gic import and has the potential to be
developed as a naval base. India is also
already jointly redeveloping with Sri
Lanka World War Il — era strategic oil
tank farms in Trincomalee. Apart from
Trincomalee, New Delhi is also keeping
a close eye on another strategic port, the
one in Kankesa nthurai, which lies not
too far away from the Indian coastline.
The port in Sri Lanka’s Tamil-dominat-
ed northern province is close to the
Indian coastline and is being “rehabili-
tated” with a $61.5 million grant assis-
tance from India. Given its vital securi-
ty stakes in Sri Lanka, a defence coop-
eration agreement with the island
nation, the first between the two coun-
tries, inked during the visit would also
help India counter Chinese moves in the
region.
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