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Gandhi vows to reform sales tax, 
seek investment as polls near

‘We will take some rational economic decisions’
NEW DELHI: India’s main opposition Congress
party will simplify the goods and services tax
(GST) and take “rational economic decisions”
to attract foreign investment if voted back to
power in a general election due by May, its
leader Rahul Gandhi said on Saturday.
Launched in 2017, the GST was initially hailed
as Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s biggest
economic reform as it replaced more than a
dozen federal and state levies and unified Asia’s
third largest economy. 

But its chaotic implementation and complex-
ities months after a shock ban by Modi on high
value bank currency aimed at unearthing
untaxed wealth — badly hurt small businesses
and led to millions of job losses in the cash-dri-
ven economy, presenting the biggest challenge
to Modi’s re-election chances. 

Gandhi, scion of India’s Nehru-Gandhi
dynasty, said during a visit to Dubai that for-
eign investment was at a multi-year low in India
due to the “ill-advised and badly thought out
economic moves” such as the currency ban and
a “poorly designed GST”.

“We will take some rational economic deci-

sions,” he told a press conference, which was
broadcast live on Twitter. “We will restructure
the GST and we will embrace investments from
the Middle East and other parts of the world.
We are the party of (India’s economic) liberali-
sation, we are the party that gave the fastest
economic growth in the first decade of the cen-
tury, and will do that again.”

Fight over autonomy
He said his main priority would be to create

jobs, simplify the GST, rebuild confidence in
institutions such as the Reserve Bank of India
— whose governor resigned recently after a
fight over autonomy with the government, and
the Supreme Court. Four Supreme Court judges
held a rare press conference early last year
saying that “unless this institution is preserved
and it maintains its equanimity, democracy will
not survive in this country”.

Modi told a BJP convention in New Delhi on
Saturday that for Congress “every institution
was wrong and only they were right”. The
Congress press conference was organised by
the Indian Overseas Congress, which is present

in about 35 countries, as Gandhi tries to reach
out to rich Indians living abroad for funds and
social media support for the party that has
dominated the country’s politics for decades
before being nearly decimated in the last gener-
al election in 2014 by Modi.

But back home, Gandhi received a jolt when
bitter rivals Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) and the
Samajwadi Party (SP) announced an election
tie-up without Congress in Uttar Pradesh state,
which sends the highest number of lawmakers
to the lower house of parliament. “The BSP and
SP have made a political decision,” Gandhi said.
“It’s on us on how to strengthen the Congress
party in Uttar Pradesh and we will fight with
our full capacity. Whether we do or their
alliance does, the BJP is not winning there.”

Modi said at the Delhi convention that the
opposition was working on a “desperate
alliance”, while the BJP would give a “strong
government”. The Hindu nationalist BJP lost
power in three key states recently, forcing the
government to announce a flurry of measures to
woo small businesses and the less well-off since
then. — Reuters 

UN urges Pakistan 
not to execute 
mentally ill prisoner
GENEVA: UN experts yesterday urged Pakistan to
stay the “arbitrary execution” of a former police offi-
cer suffering from mental illness, just days before his
sentence was to be carried out.  The appeal comes
two days before Pakistan was scheduled to execute
Khizar Hayat, a 55-year-old former police officer
who was sentenced to death in 2003 for shooting a
colleague.

“The imposition of capital punishment on individ-
uals with psychosocial disabilities is a clear violation
of Pakistan’s international obligations,” said Agnes
Callamard, UN expert on extrajudicial executions
and Catalina Devandas, the special rapporteur on
disabled rights. Hayat, who has spent more than 15
years in custody, has been kept in solitary confine-
ment since 2012, they said, urging the government to
halt the execution and questioning the veracity of his
conviction.

“During his trial, no evidence or witnesses were
called in his defense and no questions were asked
regarding his mental health, although he was later
diagnosed with a mental health condition and has
been receiving treatment for the past 10 years,” they
said. The execution order was issued just two weeks
after the Pakistani Human Rights Commission issued
an order directing a stay of the execution in his case
on humanitarian grounds. 

“Implementing the death penalty under these con-
ditions is unlawful and tantamount to an arbitrary
execution, as well as a form of cruel, inhuman or
degrading punishment,” the UN panel said. Two
years ago, experts from the World Psychiatric
Association also appealed to Pakistan to halt his exe-
cution, saying he was suffering from schizophrenia
and did not understand the crime he had committed.
Government doctors had diagnosed Hayat as suffer-
ing from schizophrenia in 2008. A petition to move
him to a mental health facility was dismissed on 6
December 2018, the experts said. — AFP 

JAIPUR: An Indian farmer takes a photo on a smartphone during a rally for the farming
community held by Congress Party leader Rahul Gandhi. — AFP  

ALLAHABAD: An Indian devotee prays after taking a dip on the Triveni Sangam banks, the conflu-
ence of the Ganges, Yamuna and mythical Saraswati rivers, at the Kumbh Mela festival. — AFP 

Hindus gather in
India for world’s 
largest festival
ALLAHABAD: Hindu devotees began
gathering yesterday in northern India for
the world’s largest religious festival, with
millions of pilgrims travelling to bathe in
holy rivers for the spectacular Kumbh
Mela. State authorities in Uttar Pradesh are
expecting 12 million visitors to descend on
Allahabad for the centuries-old festival,
which officially begins Tuesday and contin-
ues until early March.

The ancient city rises alongside the
banks of the Ganges, Yamuna and mythical
Saraswati rivers, and the meeting point of
the three is considered highly sacred in
Hinduism. Hindus believe bathing there
during the Kumbh helps cleanse sins and

frees the soul from the cycle of death and
rebirth. Two days before the gigantic
bathing ritual begins, naked holy men wan-
dered the banks smeared in ash, offering
blessings for devotees.

“We help devotees get rid of their pains
and troubles through our blessings, sacred
ash, yoga, knowledge and wisdom,” said
Prahlad Puri, a holy man with his long
knotted hair tied in a bun. “We distribute
food, we serve the poor.” According to
Hindu mythology, gods and demons fought
a war over a sacred pitcher, or kumbh,
containing the nectar of immortality.

During the tussle, a few drops fell to
earth at four different locations-one
being Allahabad.  The historic city was
recent ly  renamed Prayagraj  by the
state’s conservative Hindu government
but is still widely known by Allahabad,
the name it was given by Muslim rulers
hundreds of years ago. The Mela, which
runs until March 4, was recognised as
an intangib le  cu l tura l  her i tage by
UNESCO in 2017. — AFP 


