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New Delhi: Freebies and elec-
tions go hand in hand and all
political parties have been fol-
lowing the same script. Do free-
bies have anything to do with
governance? Do they make for
good or bad economics? Do
they make people devalue what
is being given? The debate is far
from settled. But they certainly
bring you goodwill, and votes.

With Delhi going to polls in
early February next year, 2019
was the year of freebies. Not
the kind that you usually wit-
ness — free rice, TV sets, lap-
tops, smartphones, loan waiv-
ers etc — but those giving you
relief on power and water bills,
hospitalisation, commuting
and even pilgrimages.

AAP stresses that the free-
bies are part of its government’s
commitment to ensure basic
dignity of life for every citizen
and are not linked to polls. The
freebies are helping the govern-
ment shoulder its responsibility
for providing fundamental ne-
cessities and improving the
quality of life of its citizens.

These came thick and fast
after the parliamentary elec-
tions in which AAP candidates
lost. The AAP government had
already made 20,000 litres of
water per month free and given
50% subsidy on electricity con-
sumption up to 400 units. 

Stressing on women’s safe-
ty, the government announced

free ride in public buses and
Delhi Metro for women. It im-
plemented it in DTC and clus-
ter buses since the process for
doing it in Metro got pro-
longed. Mukhyamantri Tirth
Yatra Yojana targeted senior ci-
tizens. It facilitated free pil-
grimage to 12 destinations in
the country with the govern-
ment funding travel, accom-
modation and food expenses
for pilgrims above 60. 

The pilgrimage scheme got
Kejriwal love and blessings of
the elderly while the free bus
ride scheme may work as an in-
strument for empowering wom-
en and improving their partici-
pation in the workforce. An
earning and mobile women pop-
ulation will go a long way in in-
creasing spending by families
because of greater disposable
incomes, goes the argument.

In the next round, the Kejri-
wal government made 
electricity consumption up to
200 units free, a move that has

benefited 31lakh consumers. 
During the 2015 polls, AAP

had promised free water
(20,000 litres per month) and
50% subsidy on electricity (up
to 400 units). It got an unprece-
dented mandate. The 50% sub-
sidy on power consumption
benefits 12 lakh consumers
while 14 lakh households in the
capital are not required to pay
any money for water use. 

Several other freebies fol-
lowed — free sewer and water
connections, free cleaning of
septic tanks in unauthorised
colonies, free treatment for ac-
cident victims, waiving fitness
fee for autos and taxis and free
Wi-Fi. The government ex-
panded the free surgeries
scheme and now people can get
over 1,100 different surgeries
done in private hospitals with-
out any cost if they are referred
by government hospitals. The
government also extended its
free coaching for OBC students
to prepare them for competi-

tive examinations to students
from poor families too.

AAP believes that the kind
of freebies it has given make for
good economics. These leave
an average citizen with an ex-
tra disposable income of Rs
5,000 per month which they
spend on improving the quality
of their life. The money comes
back into the economy, creates
demands, boosts sales and cre-
ates a win-win situation for all,
the party argues. The free elec-
tricity and water schemes are
playing a major role in electric-
ity conservation and checking
wastage of water, they say.

Consumers are not com-
plaining, but the Opposition
parties — BJP and Congress —
see it only as a vote-catching ex-
ercise, something that Delhi
BJP chief Manoj Tiwari never
tires of highlighting in rallies.
Some opposition leaders have
raised the concern that the
freebies will affect the capital’s
otherwise robust economy.

When it rained freebies, bills
got slashed, few complained

Govt Claimed
Bid To Provide
Dignity Of Life,
Oppn Bickered

 Mukhyamantri Tirth Yatra Yojana facilitated free pilgrimage to 12 destinations in the country

WHAT THE GOVT 
OFFERED 
IN 2019
➤ Free rides for 
women in buses and 
Delhi Metro 

➤ Mukhyamantri Tirth 
Yatra Yojana for senior 
citizens through which they 
could avail free pilgrimage 
to 12 religious destinations

➤ Electricity
consumption up to 
200 units free; move 
benefi tted 31 lakh 
consumers

50% subsidy on 
electricity (up to 400 
units); benefi tted 12 lakh 
consumers

➤ Free surgery scheme in 
which people can get over 
1,100 operations done 
for free at private 
hospitals if referred by 
government ones

➤ Free treatment for 
accident victims

➤ Free water and sewer 
connections

➤ Free cleaning of 
septic tanks in 
unauthorised colonies

➤ Waiving of fi tness fees 
for autos and taxis

➤ Free Wi-Fi

➤ Free coaching 
scheme for competitive 
examinations extended to 
OBC students

20,000 litres of water 
free every month; 
14 lakh households 
benefi tted
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Taking pole position

It was a year of ups and downs 
for Arvind Kejriwal, but the 
Delhi chief minister emerged 

stronger by the end of it. While 
his efforts to stich an alliance 
with Congress for the Lok Sabha 
polls resulted in a loss of face, a 
more conciliatory approach 

towards the Centre, coupled 
with a slew of welfare 

measures, put him 
and his Aam 
Aadmi Party in a 

comfortable 
situation

Different strokes of protest  

Delhi had a new protest hotspot as scores of 
differently abled railway job aspirants descended 
on Mandi House roundabout twice in a span of a 

month. Traffic was thrown out of gear in Central Delhi on 
October 23, as over 200 protesters lay siege. They left a 
day later following assurances from the railways, only to 
return on November 26. This time, they stayed put for 11 
days before being evicted by police

Serial winner’s last bow

Frail, but not short on enthusiasm, three-
time former CM Sheila Dikshit’s new 
innings as Delhi Congress chief 

certainly created ripples. The 81-year-old 
strongly resisted attempts by some party 

colleagues to forge a pre-poll pact with AAP 
and led Congress to the second position in 

five of the seven seats. Her sudden 
death in June came as a shock

Many storms in his tea cup  

Each of his past four years as JNU VC 
was mired in controversy and 2019 
was no different. M Jagadesh Kumar 

stirred a hornet’s nest by outsourcing 
entrance exams to NTA and making 

attendance compulsory for all. 
Things came to a head when 

JNU decided to hike 
hostel fees

Waste, wonder 
and woes 

The wonders of the 
world came to Delhi in 
February: metal scrap 

was converted into replicas 
of global architectural icons, 
such as Taj Mahal, Great 
Pyramid of Giza, Eiffel Tower 
and Leaning Tower of Pisa, 
and people made a beeline 

to the seven-acre park 
at Sarai Kale Khan. The 

roads couldn’t cope, 
though, and there 
were massive traffic 

jams on Ring Road, 
prompting the 

corporation 
to look for 

answers to the 
parking woes

Tearjerking story  

Onions sold costlier than apples, spicing up city 
politics. Delhi BJP blamed AAP government, which, in 
turn, put the ball in the Centre’s court. Delhi 

government’s move to sell the essential commodity through 
70 mobile vans and 400 ration shops at Rs 23.9 per kg 
brought temporary relief, only for the prices to shoot up 
again to reach Rs 120 per kg at certain locations. BJP MLAs 
wore garlands of onions to the assembly as a mark a 
protest, sparking a ruckus
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New Delhi: December 16, 2019,
marked seven years of one of
the most horrific sexual as-
sault cases India had ever wit-
nessed. With another year
drawing to a close with uncer-
tainty over the fate of the four
death-row convicts in the Nirb-
haya case, as it has come to be
known, voices demanding jus-
tice have only grown louder.

The victim’s mother has
patiently waited for a closure,
but it all seems to have 
gone on for too long. The re-
cent adjournment in the mat-
ter has only added to her anx-
iety and disappointment.

The mother and her law-
yers had filed a plea in Delhi’s
Patiala House Courts seeking
death warrants against the
four men — Mukesh Singh, Vi-
nay Sharma, Akhshay Tha-
kur and Pawan Gupta — on
December 13, 2018. The delay
in issuing death warrants, ac-
cording to her, only goes to
show how the “system is some-
where supporting these men”.

Even as her lawyers
pressed for issuance of the
warrants, the court had to
consider the convicts’ re-
maining rights under the
Constitution. In case of Vinay
Sharma, though it was
claimed that he filed a mercy
plea before the President, his
lawyer said no such petition
was filed by his client. Pa-
wan’s juvenility plea was dis-
missed by Delhi high court 
on December 19, 2019. He 
and two others, Vinay and
Mukesh, had moved their re-
view petitions before the Su-
preme Court, which dismis-
sed their pleas on July 9, 2018. 

Akshay’s review petition

was dismissed by the apex
court on December 18, 2019.
His lawyers sought three
weeks’ time to file a mercy plea
before the President. The SC,
however, did not express its
view in this regard and said,
“If as per law, any time is avail-
able to the petitioner, it is open
to the petitioner to avail such
relief of mercy petition with-
in the time stipulated (sic).”

According to experts,
the remaining legal reme-

dies with the convicts are cu-
rative petition before the Su-
preme Court and a mercy plea
before the President. “The
guidelines relating to a cura-
tive petition are well defined
and such a plea shall be filed
within a reasonable time
from the judgment passed in
the review petition,” senior
lawyer Rebecca John said.

For the mother, on the oth-
er hand, the very nature of
the legal remedies allowing
the convicts to file petitions at
their own will, is somewhere
proving to be roadblock in the
execution of the death penal-
ties. She said: “The legal proc-
ess is only giving the convicts
new dates, offering them an
opportunity to come up with a
new legal remedy.”

Wait for justice
extends to yet
another year 

TEAM TOI

The
legal
process
is only
giving the convicts new 
dates, offering them an
opportunity to come
up with a new 
legal remedy

ASHA DEVI
SAYS

11,529 this September against 5,120 during the
same period last year — for driving without a
licence. Similarly, the number of challans for
not having a pollution certificate also in-
creased to 13,659 from 3,279.

The cops soon faced a different problem
as Delhi government didn’t notify the Act for
the capital, which meant police couldn’t fine
any violator on the spot. According to the
government, it’s still studying some provi-
sions to save common people from undue in-

convenience. This means that if
challaned, all violators will now
have to go to court to settle it. As
per a police source, this acted as a
deterrent for some time as people
usually try to avoid the hassle. 

But as it became evident in a
few weeks that no challan was be-
ing issued for the violations
caught on the cameras — speed-
ing, red-light jumping, crossing

the stop line — the situation started worsen-
ing again. Police though have warned that all
data are being stored for future prosecutions. 

According to an officer, the court 
process requires a violator to hand over 
his registration certificate or the licence to
the officer issuing the challan and it is 
returned only after the fine is paid through
an e-court facility set up in July. “Since 
notices for camera-based prosecutions 
are sent online, the documents of the violator
cannot be seized,” the officer said. 

New Delhi: With the implementation of the
amended Motor Vehicles Act on September 1,
the hefty penalties for various traffic rule vi-
olations did force the capital’s unruly drivers
to toe the line, at least initially. 

According to Delhi Traffic Police, the num-
ber of violations dropped by nearly 66% in Sep-
tember compared with the same month in 2018.
The number of challans came down to 1,73,921
this September against 5,24,819 dur-
ing the same period in 2018.

Prior to September 1, 4,000 no-
tices were issued on average every
day for camera-detected violations.
The cameras put up around the
city, along with the prohibitive
fines, probably deterred motorists
from speeding, a common problem,
and post-September 1, the accident
count fell by almost 50%. Accord-
ing to the data released by Delhi Police for
September 2018 and 2019, while 13,281 chal-
lans were issued for speeding in 2018, the
count stood at 3,366 in 2019. 

Similarly, 1,853 triple-riding challans
were issued this September against 15,261
in 2018. Even the number of challans for rid-
ing without a helmet came down from
1,04,522 to 21,154 and that of drunk driving
from 3,682 to 1,475. The violation of the seat
belt norm also saw a dip from 40,065 to 6,445. 

However, more violators were caught —

False dawn: City fails to
get traffic act together

Amended Motor Vehicles Act was implemented on September 1
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Riding without helmet
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New Delhi:In various studies
and plans, pedestrianisation
has constantly been cited as a
solution to decongest busy
market areas in the city. After
years of conceptualisation,
multiple agencies finally
came together this year to im-
plement a project at three
prominent markets — Karol
Bagh, Chandni Chowk and
Connaught Place (CP) — to
make them more accessible
and safe for pedestrians.

However, the similarity
ended there. While the project
at Karol Bagh has clicked, it is
yet to take off in the rest. The
Chandni Chowk redevelop-
ment project has faced some
unique challenges while the
CP plan hasn’t proceeded be-
yond a two-day trial run due
to traders’ resistance.

Nine years after Unified
Traffic and Transportation In-

frastructure (Planning and
Engineering) Centre had ap-
proved a pedestrianisation
plan for Karol Bagh, North Del-
hi Municipal Corporation de-
clared a 500-metre stretch be-
tween Karol Bagh metro sta-
tion and Arya Samaj Road a ve-
hicle-free zone on May 1, 2019.

Today, the area looks un-

like most Delhi markets.
Shoppers and casual visitors
stroll down the streets, tiled in
most parts and dotted with
young trees, fancy street-
lights and benches.

While corporation com-
missioner Varsha Joshi at-
tributes the success to the lo-
cal market association, its

members feel the project
couldn’t have seen the light of
day but for Joshi’s efforts.
“Despite strong resistance
from hawkers and some shop-
keepers, the project has be-
come an example for the rest
of Delhi,” said Murli Mani of
Ajmal Khan Vyapar Mandal. 

At Chandni Chowk, the re-
development project, con-
ceived in 2006, could take off
only on December 1, 2018 after
Delhi high court’s interven-
tion. Shahjahanabad Rede-
velopment Corporation
(SRDC), the main body re-
sponsible for development in
Walled City, is redesigning
the 1.5km stretch between Red
Fort and Fatehpuri Masjid to
make it pedestrian-friendly.

The project is to be complet-
ed in March 2020, but the first
phase has missed its Septem-
ber-end deadline. A delay over
shifting transformers followed
by a one-and-a-half-month con-

struction ban due to pollution
in the winter had impacted its
pace. The 400-metre stretch 
between Red Fort and Foun-
tain Chowk will be thrown
open for public by January 31,
said Nitin Panigrahi, SRDC’s
deputy general manager.

The situation at CP, how-
ever, is disappointing. A pilot
run had hit traders’ wall in
February 2017, a trial was
planned in 2019 — on June 30
and July 31— after consulting
the local traders’ association.
However, two days before the
take-off, traders withdrew
support, blaming NDMC for
tweaking the plan.

Traders argue that being a
business centre, CP has a dif-
ferent demography. “We have
several tax liabilities. If
NDMC really wants to im-
prove the status, street hawk-
ers should be removed,” a
member of New Delhi Trad-
ers’ Association said.

One market walks the talk, two others can’t 
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KAROL BAGH

New Delhi: Eight-six people
have lost their lives in fires in
the capital this year. Most of
these fires — Hotel Arpit Pal-
ace and Anaj Mandi being the 
most devastating ones — were
triggered by short-circuits in
poorly constructed buildings
and inflammable materials
stored in illegal factory units.

After the fire in a Bawana
factory in 2018, a high-power
committee was formed to re-
view fire safety measures. But,
a fire official said, its recom-
mendations are limited to in-
dustrial areas while there is no
monitoring of the illegal colo-
nies where several small indus-
trial units have been running il-
legally from residential houses.

The civic bodies also often
fail to carry out all checks be-
fore issuing licences, the fire
department pointed out. The

owner of Hotel Arpit, where
17 people died in February, did
not even have necessary sanc-
tion plans and licences. De-
spite North Delhi Municipal
Corporation ordering demoli-
tion of the “unauthorised”
building in 1993-94, the hotel
continued to operate in con-
nivance with some civic offi-
cials. The corporation has
chargesheeted 25 officials

while a few have been forceful-
ly retired, a civic official said.

The Union home ministry
has now developed a single-
window portal for obtaining
hotel licences in Delhi, which
also ensures every depart-
ment’s accountability. 

Some of the stringent fire
safety rules were, however, re-
laxed in September following
hotel and guesthouse owners’

objections. For example, in-
stead of sealing any construc-
tion above the third floor to
get a fire safety certificate, the
owners are now required to
submit an affidavit promising
non-use of such areas.

“Under Delhi Master Plan
2021, industrial units can come
up after obtaining mandatory
clearances only in certain ap-
proved zones. But the rule was
violated in almost all cases
where fires had resulted in
deaths,” said Atul Garg, Delhi
Fire Service chief. The role of
police and the enforcement
agencies have come under
scanner for not raising a flag
over industrial units running
illegally in residential areas.

A fire department official
said workers’ safety were of lit-
tle importance to these unit
owners. “In many cases, work-
ers have also lost their lives due
to the basic error of running

inside and locking themselves
in a room to escape a blaze,”
said an officer. In the recent
Anaj Mandi fire, too, most of
the 43 victims died of asphyxia-
tion, not burn injuries. The
gates of illegal units are usual-
ly locked from outside at night
and only a small exit is left
open, wasting valuable time
during an emergency. Most
units also don’t either have any
proper firefighting equipment.

The fire department also
wants the civic bodies to re-
vise building construction
rules after it was found that in
many cases, such as the Ja-
mia Nagar fire in August or
another at Shalimar Bagh,
many residents couldn’t be
saved as the staircase had
turned into shafts, helping
the smoke and the blaze travel
upwards. While six people
had died in Jamia Nagar, four
were killed at Shalimar Bagh.

Close to hundred die, safety issues hang fire

A fi re at Anaj Mandi on December 8 killed 43 people 
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New Delhi: For decades, ef-
forts to clean up the 1,376km
stretch of Yamuna that 
flows through Delhi have vir-
tually gone down the drain.
However, armed with court
orders, authorities in 2019
managed to tackle at least
one source that’s killing
what’s left of Delhi’s lifeline. 

Probably for the first time
since Durga Puja celebrations
began in the capital over 100
years ago, the city authorities
ensured no idols were im-
mersed in the Yamuna by set-

ting up layers of barricades
blocking all routes to Delhi’s
most popular ghats. Similar ar-
rangements were made for Ga-
nesh Chaturthi and all immer-
sions took place at temporary
ponds built across the city.

Unlike previous years
when puja samitis were allot-
ted a spot at the nearest ghat,
this year they were required
to carry out “eco-friendly” im-
mersions at designated spots
across the city. And the results
were evident. Water quality in
the Yamuna “improved” this
year, a study by Delhi Pollu-
tion Control Committee re-
vealed from samples taken
right after Ganesh Chaturthi.

Relief for river
as pujas go
eco-friendly
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DIP IN NUMBER 
OF VIOLATIONS 
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