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NAVIGATING THE STORM: ON THE FIFTEENTH FINANCE COMMISSION 
The Fifteenth Finance Commission has adapted well to swiftly shifting sands 

 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. 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 navigate (verb) – lead, helm, steer, manage. 
 storm (noun) – trouble, disturbance, controversy. 
 Finance Commission (noun) – It is a Constitutionally 

mandated body that is at the centre of fiscal 
federalism. Set up under Article 280 of the 
Constitution of India, its core responsibility is to 
evaluate the state of finances of the Union and State 
Governments, recommend the sharing of taxes 
between them, lay down the principles determining 
the distribution of these taxes among States. The 
first Finance Commission was set up in 1951 and 
there have been fifteen so far. 

 Fifteenth Finance Commission (noun) – The 
Fifteenth Finance Commission was constituted on 27 
November 2017 against the backdrop of the 
abolition of the Planning Commission (as also of the 
distinction between Plan and non-Plan expenditure) 
and the introduction of the goods and services tax 
(GST), which has fundamentally redefined federal 
fiscal relations. It is constituted to give 
recommendations for devolution of taxes and other 

fiscal matters for five fiscal years, commencing 
01.04.2020. 

 swiftly (adverb) – rapidly, quickly. 
 shifting sands (phrase) – used to refer to something 

that is constantly changing, especially unexpectedly. 
 scale (noun) – a device/instrument for weighing; 

weighing machine, balance, pair of scales. 
 seek (verb) – try, aim, attempt. 
 highlight (verb) – underline, underscore, emphasize, 

call attention to. 
 endeavour (noun) – activity, pursuit, exercise, 

undertaking, mission; aim/effort. 
 equitable (adjective) – fair, just, impartial. 
 unprecedented (adjective) – not done or 

experienced before. 
 divisible pool (noun) – the taxes of the central 

government that it should share with the state 
governments in accordance with the 
recommendations of the Finance Commission. 

 revenue deficit (noun) – it arises when the 
government’s revenue expenditure exceeds the total 
revenue receipts. 
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 revenue deficit grant (noun) – The grant (allocation-
a sum of money given by a government) is awarded 
by the Finance Commission. The grant is awarded to 
States that bear the burden of persistent deficit for 
bridging the revenue and expenditure gap. 

 stress (noun) – pressure, tension, strain, tightness.  
 accede to (verb) – agree to, consent to, accept. 
 conditional (adjective) – subject to, dependent on, 

depending on. 
 set up (phrasal verb) – establish, start/begin, 

inaugurate, create. 
 sanitation (noun) – it generally refers to the 

provision of facilities and services for the safe 
disposal of human urine and faeces. 

 in principle (phrase) – in theory, theoretically, on 
paper. 

 nod (noun) – approval, acknowledgement. 
 non-lapsable fund (noun) – it means the unspent 

amount from capital budget of the ministry will not 
lapse (revert/surrender back to the ministry if not 
consumed), and will continue (carry forward) in the 
next fiscal (financial year). 

 modernisation (noun) – improvement, revamping, 
refurbishment, remodeling. 

 belated (adjective) – late, behind time, not on time/ 
delayed. 

 capital spending/capital expenditure (CAPEX) (noun) 
– the money spent on the acquisition of assets like 
land, buildings, machinery, equipment, as well as 
investment in shares. 

 Consolidated Fund of India (noun) – All revenues 
received by the Government by way of taxes like 
Income Tax, Central Excise, Customs and other 
receipts flowing to the Government in connection 
with the conduct of Government business i.e. Non-
Tax Revenues are credited into the Consolidated 
Fund constituted under Article 266 (1) of the 
Constitution of India. Similarly, all loans raised by the 
Government by issue of Public notifications, treasury 
bills (internal debt) and loans obtained from foreign 
governments and international institutions (external 
debt) are credited into this fund. All expenditure of 
the government is incurred from this fund and no 
amount can be withdrawn from the Fund without 
authorization from the Parliament. (Courtesy: 
ccaind.nic.in) 

 the nitty-gritty (noun) – basics, essentials, main 
point. 

 modality (noun) – a particular method or procedure. 
 evolve (verb) – develop, progress, advance, move 

forward. 

 fret (verb) – worry, be anxious, feel uneasy, be 
distressed, be upset, feel unhappy. 

 non-committal (adjective) – evasive, 
equivocal/undecided, circumspect; dodge the 
question, sidestep the issue. 

 up to (phrase) – indicating a maximum amount. 
 up to (phrase) – the responsibility, duty of someone. 
 shortchange (verb) – swindle, defraud, deceive, trick. 
 fiscal (adjective) – financial. 
 framework (noun) – structure, system, organization. 
 given (preposition) – considering, taking into 

consideration, taking into account, in view of, 
bearing in mind. 

 frayed (adjective) – strained, stressed, fraught, 
overtaxed. 

 ties (noun) – bond, connection, association, 
relationship. 

 compensation (noun) – payment, repayment, 
settlement (for loss/damage).  

 GST Compensation (noun) – Under the GST law (In 
India), state governments are guaranteed full 
compensation for any revenue loss for the first five 
years after the introduction of the goods and 
services tax (GST) in July 2017. The compensation is a 
gap between actual revenue collected and projected 
revenue. 

 dues (noun) – payment (which is (long) pending). 
 lose out (phrasal verb) – fail to benefit from, be 

disadvantaged, be deprived of; suffer defeat, be the 
loser. 

 penchant (noun) – desire, inclination, preference. 
 cess (noun) – a form of tax charged/levied over and 

above the base tax liability of a taxpayer. A cess is 
usually imposed additionally when the state or the 
central government looks to raise funds for specific 
purposes. 

 surcharge (noun) – an additional or extra charge or 
tax. It is essentially a tax levied on a tax. It is 
calculated on payable tax, not on income generated. 
So a surcharge of, say, 10 per cent on an existing tax 
rate of 30 per cent effectively raises the total tax rate 
to 33%. 

 encore (noun) – repeat/extra performance, 
additional performance, replay, repeat, repetition. 

 infrastructure (noun) – the basic physical or 
organisational structure or framework that a country 
or organization needs in order to function properly. 
For a whole nation, it includes all the physical 
systems such as buildings, roads & railways 
networks, utilities, etc. 

 infrastructure (noun) – structures and facilities (e.g. 
buildings, roads, & etc). 
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 predecessor (noun) – previous holder of the post; 
forerunner, precursor, antecedent. 

 tumultuous (adjective) – stormy, turbulent, volatile; 
out of control. 

 macro-economic (adjective) – relating to the branch 
of economics concerned with large-scale factors 
(interest rates/national productivity). 

 landscape (noun) – the distinctive features of a field 
of activity. 

 The Planning Commission (noun) – The Planning 
Commission was an institution in the Government of 
India established in 1950, which formulated India’s 
Five-Year Plans, among other functions to oversee 
the country’s economic and social development. The 
Planning Commission was replaced by NITI Aayog 
(National Institution for Transforming India) in 2015 
to act as a think tank. (think tank is a panel of experts 
who provide advice and ideas on political, social or 
economic issues). 

 dissolve (verb) – dismiss, disestablish, disband, 
abolish. 

 tenure (noun) – incumbency, a term of office, a 
period in office. 

 interim (adjective) – provisional, temporary, 
transitional.   

 culminate (verb) – come to an end with, finish with, 
conclude with, terminate with. 

 virtual (adjective) – effective, practical. 
 zero-visibility (noun) – absolutely no visibility due to 

darkness, poor weather, etc. 
 break out (phrasal verb) – flare up, begin/start 

suddenly, erupt, burst out. 
 nudge (noun) – encouragement, prompting, push. 
 generous (adjective) – open-handed, free-handed, 

bountiful, large, huge. 
 deftly (adverb) – cleverly, proficiently, skillfully. 
 terms of reference (ToR) (noun) – Terms of 

reference define the purpose and structures of a 
project, committee, meeting, negotiation, or any 
similar collection of people who have agreed to work 
together to accomplish a shared goal. 

 foist (verb) – impose, force, thrust; burden someone 
with. 

 envisage (verb) – foresee, predict, forecast, 
anticipate, expect. 

 “double engine” government theory (phrase) – the 
concept behind “double engine” governments is that 
the same party (in this case BJP) should be in power 
in the state and at the Centre. 

 trajectory (noun) – track/course, route, path, 
direction, approach. 

 nadir (noun) – the lowest point, the all-time low, the 
bottom. 

****************************************************************************************** 

TIME AND PERSEVERANCE: ON NASA’S ROVER ON MARS 
The Mars mission will test out technologies to help sustain the presence of humans there 

 The possibility of life on Mars has excited the imagination. Among the scientific community, the current thinking 
is that life may have existed on the earth’s ruddy planetary neighbour a long time ago. Understanding this will enrich our 
studies of evolution and nurture of life outside the earth. The recent NASA mission, Mars 2020, that was launched from 
Cape Canaveral, Florida on July 30, 2020, landed on the Jezero Crater in Mars on February 18, to much celebration. Of 
special magnificence was the entry, descent and landing of the mission’s Perseverance rover, described as the ‘shortest 
and most intense part’. Entering the Martian atmosphere at about 20,000 km per hour, the mission had to bring the 
Perseverance rover to a halt on the surface in just seven minutes. Also, since it takes 11 minutes for a radio signal to reach 
the earth from Mars, the mission control could not really guide the landing, and the rover had to complete this process by 
itself. During the complicated landing process, using a camera eye, the rover checked the ground below to avoid 
hazardous terrain, all in a few breathtaking minutes. 
 NASA’s exploration of Mars has focused on finding traces and trails of water that may have existed, and relate it 
to finding evidence of ancient life. Its earlier Mars expedition which carried the Curiosity rover, landed on August 5, 2012. 
It identified regions that could have hosted life. Expected to last at least the duration of one Mars year, or about 687 
earth days, the science goals this time are to look for signs of ancient life and collect rock and soil samples. Perseverance 
will take the inquiry made by Curiosity to the next level and search for signs of past life by studying the Jezero Crater. The 
crater was chosen for study as based on an earlier aerial survey, it was found to be home to an ancient delta. Clay 
minerals and carbonates were seen, making the crater a good place to search for life’s existence. Further, the rover will 
study the geology here and store samples in a place that can be accessed by a future mission which would return them to 
the earth. The rover will test out technologies that could help sustain the presence of humans there in the future. This 
includes an instrument to extract oxygen from the atmospheric carbon dioxide. The rover also carries a helicopter named 
Ingenuity that is specially designed to fly in Mars’s thin atmosphere; its sole purpose would be to demonstrate flight on 
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Mars. Finally, to the question whether little green microbes did inhabit Mars in the distant past — only time and 
Perseverance can answer that. 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 perseverance (noun) – persistence, determination, 

resolution, resolve. 
 rover (noun) – a space exploration vehicle designed 

to move and explore the surface of a planet or 
moon. A rover is mobile, and has wheels with which 
it can move. 

 mission (noun) – expedition, journey (into space); 
assignment, project, operation.  

 test out (phrasal verb) – test, try out, trial/pilot, put 
through, carry out trials on, put to the test. 

 sustain (verb) – uphold, approve, validate, ratify, 
vindicate, confirm. 

 ruddy (adjective) – reddish, red. 
 neighbour (noun) – adjacent place (here in this 

context, it is an adjacent planet). 
 enrich (verb) – enhance, improve, augment, 

supplement, boost, upgrade, reinforce. 
 evolution (noun) – progress, advancement, 

progression, development. 
 nurture (verb) – encouragement, advancement, 

fostering, development. 
 Jezero crater (noun) – “Jezero” is a Slavic word 

meaning “lake.” Jezero crater is a dried-up lakebed 
on Mars. Billions of years ago, Mars was a water 
world with rivers and lakes. Microbes might have 
swum in those waters, leaving their imprints behind 
on an ancient lakebed called Jezero Crater. To 
pronounce “Jezero” correctly, think of the letter “J” 
as sounding more like the letter “Y”. 

 crater (noun) – cavity, hole, hollow. 
 magnificence (noun) – impressiveness, greatness, 

distinction, spectacle. 
 descent (noun) – an act of moving downwards; 

downward climb, going down, coming down. 
 landing (noun) – an act of bringing a flight/spacecraft 

down to the ground after a journey. 
 Perseverance rover (noun) – Perseverance, 

nicknamed Percy, is an SUV-sized Mars rover (a 
space exploration vehicle) designed to explore Jezero 
Crater on Mars as part of NASA’s Mars 2020 mission. 

 Martian (adjective) – relating to the planet Mars. 
 atmosphere (noun) – airspace, aerosphere, sky. 
 bring to a halt (phrase) – put to a stop. 
 hazardous (adjective) – dangerous, risky, unsafe, 

perilous. 
 breathtaking (adjective) – stunning, shocking, 

staggering, astounding/astonishing. 
 terrain (noun) – area, land, ground, territory. 

 exploration (noun) – research, examination, 
investigation. 

 focus on (verb) – emphasize, draw attention to, 
highlight. 

 trace (noun) – track, imprints, mark. 
 trail (noun) – path, beaten path, pathway, track, 

route, course. 
 relate (verb) – link, connect, correlate. 
 expedition (noun) – journey, mission (into space). 
 Curiosity rover (noun) – a car-sized Mars rover (a 

space exploration vehicle) designed to explore the 
Gale crater on Mars as part of NASA’s Mars 2012 
mission. 

 host (verb) – have. 
 last (verb) – continue, go on, carry on, keep going, 

proceed, survive. 
 Mars year (noun) – Years on Mars last about 687 

Earth days, as the planet takes almost twice as long 
to orbit the sun. 

 look for (phrasal verb) – search for,  try to find, quest 
for. 

 aerial survey (noun) – a survey carried out from the 
air. 

 Delta (noun) – Deltas form as rivers empty their 
water and sediment into another body of water, 
such as an ocean, lake, or another river. 

 carbonate (noun) – a salt of carbonic acid (H2CO3), 
characterized by the presence of the carbonate ion, 
a polyatomic ion with the formula of CO 2− 3. 

 geology (noun) – the study of the Earth, the 
materials of which it is made, the structure of those 
materials, and the processes acting upon them. 

 extract (verb) – obtain, get, take. 
 atmospheric (adjective) – relating to the atmosphere 

of the earth or another planet. 
 Ingenuity (noun) – it is a helicopter (carried by the 

Perseverance rover) that is specially designed to fly 
in Mars’s thin atmosphere. 

 demonstrate (verb) – show, indicate, confirm. 
 flight (noun) – An act of flying; air trip, journey by air, 

air journey. 
 microbe (noun) – microorganism/microbe is an 

organism that is so small & microscopic (invisible to 
the naked eye). (bacteria, fungi, viruses & etc). 

 inhabit (verb) – live in, occupy. 
 the (dim and) distant past (phrase) – to mention that 

something happened a very long time ago and so it is 
difficult to remember

 


