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Don’t talk, listen

Government is not paying heed to people’s
concerns on GST. It is too important areform to
be left to whims of jingoistic politicians

.

RANDEEP SINGH
SURJEWALA

THERE IS A disturbing lack of clarity inthe
minds of those tasked with defending the
BJF's vision of the Goods and Services Tax.
Most talking heads on television, when
asked to defend thedifferent rates{eight at
last count), arbitrary classifications (like
sharply inaeased taxes on glucose biscuits
or products for the differently-abled) or
multiple and confusing compliances (37 fil-
ings for a business in one state) revert with
oneof two answers.

One, the Congress was a part of the GST
Council. It should have objected then. Two,
the concerns are overstated, despite the
scores of independent professionals raising
them, And finally, they argue that given time,
this vision of the GST will indeed yield the
desired results (which have now been qui-
etly pared down from an originally prom-
ised 2 percentage point addition to the GDP
toclose to 75 to 1 percentage point).

Both of these ad-hominem arguments
fail to address the questions being asked.
This then leads to the worrying conclusion
that the government itself, forwhom these
proxies speak, has no convincing answers.

Inthis newera, there isa higher burden
onany party in the Opposition to prove that
its criticisms are not merely obstructive.
The Congress haswelcomed this standard
and has expressed, in detail, its concerns
over the GST atvarious stages — be it at the
stageof the constitutional amendment, the
GST Council or during the introduction of
the G5T laws in Parliament. The govern-
ment has at those moments assured the
Congressthat its concerns would betaken
onboardand the Congress has responsibly
supported alaw of whichit is the original
author, regardless of the BJP's abiding desire
to rewrite history.

However, itisimportant torecord three
major apprehensions that currently persist
with regard to the new GST, leading todis-
quiet, confusion and agitation.

One, the rates continue to be very high
across aspedrumof goods and services, One
mayrecall Rahul Gandhi'sinsistence on cap-
ping the rate at a maximum of 18 per cent
and protectingit from arbitrary inareases by
way of a constitutional amendment. The
wisdomofthatcriticismhas beenillustrated
in these past two weeks with the govern-
ment tinkering with the rates on an almost
daily basis. Thisalso implies thatinsufficient
thought went into the notification of these
ratesifthey can soeasilybe moved around.
Itisthe consumer who will suffer.

Two, there are several classifications
whichdefy reason. The government hasef-
fectively become the arbitrator of what the
middle class can aspire to and what, for
them, is a luxury, Washing machinesand re-
frigeratorsare taxed higher as luxury items.
Shampoos and soft drinks as well. Our own
youngleaders have been campaigning tire-
lessly with the finance minister to remove
taxeson essentials suchas tampons and san-
itary pads, which for some perverse reason
are treated as semi-luxury items. The 5 per
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cent taxon produds for the differently-abled
like braille paper, typewriters and wheel-
chairs further demonstrates a remarkable
absence of sensitivity, The stated commit-
ment towards the “divyang” was, as with
everything else, superficial since there was
no tax levied on these goods earlier (since
2006).Insurmn, thereisagrave lackof clarity.

Similar is the insensitivityintaxingagri-
culture while paying lip service to the cause
of farmers. Firstly, fertiliser was taxed at 12
per cent and only after a vehement protest
bythe Congress, ithasbeenreduced to 5 per
cent Thisisdespite thefact that most states
had no tax on fertiliser earlier. While trac-
torsand other agriculture appliances are be-
ingtaxed at 12 per cent, itisironical that trac-
tor tyresand tubes, engines and other parts
are being taxed at 28 per cent, In another
twvist, atax rate of 28 percent has been im-
posedon pesticides and 18 per cent oncon-
struction of cold storage for preservation of
vegetables, fruits and foodgrains, There is
some bizarre logic to this entire scheme,
which is incomprehensible.

Three, instead of building capacity and
addressing the shortcomings of the GST
Network as flagged by supportive chambers
of commerce {ASSOCHAM ), the govern-
ment is focused on establishing the Anti-
Profiteering Authority with the draft rules
having been introduced on June 20,
Intended toensure thatmanufacturers pass
on the benefits of the GST to the consumer,
the Anti-Profiteering Authority bears within
it the potential of being a new mechanism
for tax terrorism. Instead of providing the
methodology for calculating the difference
in prices before and after GST (like by its
Australiancounterpart) therules simply im-
bue the authority with wide-ranging pow-
ers, which include levying penal conse-
quences of fines and jail terms besides
cancellationof GST registration. Seenin light
of the overarching powers of searchand
seizure given to tax authorities earlier this
year, these point toa larger and more nefar-
ious objective.

These are just three of a large series of
unanswered questions. The BJP govern-
ment's insensitivity to criticism can be
gauged from itsindifference toa continuing
all-India agitation by cloth manufacturers,
tradersand shopkeepers, which has already
caused an estimated loss of close to Rs
40,000 crore. Man-made fibre and yarn is
taxed at 18 percent whilethe end product of
fabric is taxed at5 per cent. This canonly
have one sequence. Nearly 80 percent of tex-
tile trade is with medium, small, microand
non-integrated textile players. This will be
adeath knell for them while ensuring that
thebig fish survive. Similarly, all services will
seean increaseof 3 to 5 per cent in taxation
across the spectrum, while several busi-
nesses are still awaiting guidance onthe fil-
ing ofinward and outward remittances.

There are voices who seek to paint any
oppositionor apprehensions inbinary terms
of national and anti-national. Long after
these servile voices have faded, the Congress
shall continueits vigil againsta government
bent onwirecking all institutional and ad-
ministrative mechanisms putinplaceby its
predecessors. This is simply too important
areform tobe left to the whims of jingoistic
politicians, Unless this government starts lis-
tening instead of loudly advertising empty
slogans, it will be lost.

The writer is an MLA and media incharge of
Indian National Congress
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