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REWIND TO FAST FORWARD: ON RETROSPECTIVE TAX 
Delayed reset on retrospective tax is only the first step to regaining investor confidence 

 A tortuous taxation tale that began with global telecom major Vodafone’s $11 billion entry into 

India, is nearing its climax 14 years on, with the company having frozen fresh investments for a few years and 

its Indian operations now on the brink of collapse. On Thursday, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman 

introduced tax law changes to scrap the retrospective provisions brought in by the late Pranab Mukherjee in 

the Union Budget 2012-13. I-T demands have been made in 17 cases, including from Vodafone and Cairn, 

using those retro-active clauses in the I-T law. That this government took so long to undo Mr. Mukherjee’s 

gambit after losing a tax pursuit against Vodafone is disappointing. Even before 2014, the BJP had called the 

retrospective provisions ‘tax terrorism’. Yet, it did not walk the talk despite a resounding parliamentary 

majority, while promising global investors that it does not approve of such measures. Whether this was a 

result of political dithering, bureaucratic bungling or ill-informed legal advice, the ‘sore point for potential 

investors’ remained on the statute. This should now lead to a formal burial of a matter that has cost India 

dear. 

 In Cairn’s case, the tax department began action in January 2014, but the assessment orders were 

passed, and its shares sold off to recover ‘retrospective’ tax dues under this regime’s watch, pending 

international arbitration. By December 2020, the Vodafone and Cairn arbitration cases had been lost and 

investors hoped the Government would abide by the legal process and close this sordid chapter. Instead, 

appeals were filed, with the Government asserting as recently as May that it will ‘vigorously defend’ its 

sovereign right to tax and had ‘never agreed to arbitrate a national tax dispute’. On Friday, Ms. Sitharaman 

said the Government was waiting for those cases to ‘reach their logical conclusion’; now that they have, the 

BJP is fulfilling its commitment that it does not believe in retrospective taxation. If that were indeed the case, 

the Government could have introduced these changes in the Budget instead of wasting more legal resources 

on filing appeals. It is quite clear the U-turn has been prompted by Cairn Energy’s relentless pursuit to 

enforce the arbitration award. That it has sought to get Air India labelled as the Government’s ‘alter ego’, 
creating fresh doubts for the airline’s potential buyers, and a French court has permitted it to freeze Indian 

assets in Paris, must be significant triggers. Whether Cairn will back down from those claims or forfeit the 

interest and damages, as offered by the Government to close the chapter, will likely depend on its 

institutional shareholders. Irrespective of the outcome, global capital is unlikely to immediately forget the 

‘ad-hoc’ approach to this critical policy issue and rush in. Be it fluctuating trade tariffs or shifting GST rates 

and rules, India needs to demonstrate greater clarity and consistency in policy across the board to fix its 

broken credibility. 

 

 rewind (verb/noun) – winding something back. 

 fast forward (verb/noun) – winding something 

forward rapidly. 

 retro tax/retrospective taxation (noun) – 

retrospective taxation allows a country to pass a 

rule on taxing certain products, items or services 

and deals and charge companies from a time 

behind the date on which the law is passed. 

 reset (noun) – re-establishment. 

 tortuous (adjective) – complicated, complex, 

confusing. 

 taxation (noun) – the act of levying or imposing a 

tax by a government/the taxing authority. 

 tale (noun) – story, narrative, account, history. 

 freeze (verb) – hold, fix, set (at a fixed state).  

 frozen investment (noun) – an investment which 

is prevented from accessing. (i.e. the owner 

cannot withdraw the funds from that account). 

 on the brink of (phrase) – on the edge/verge of 

difficult/dangerous situation; at a crucial or 

critical point. 

 scrap (verb) – abandon, drop, abolish, withdraw. 

 retrospective (noun) – backdated, retroactive, ex 

post facto, backward-looking. 

 provision (noun) – clause, (legal) term, 

stipulation, requirement, condition. 

 bring in (phrasal verb) – introduce, launch, 

initiate. 

 retro-active (adjective) – backward-looking, 

backdated, ex post facto. 
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 clause (noun) – section, point, requirement, 

condition, provision. 

 undo (verb) – cancel, reverse, revoke, nullify, 

invalidate. 

 gambit (noun) – plan, scheme, proposal. 

 pursuit (noun) – following, chasing, pursuing.   

 tax evasion/terrorism (noun) – an illegal action 

in which a person or company purposely avoids 

paying a true tax liability. 

 walk the talk (phrase) – to do the things you 

have said you would do. 

 resounding (adjective) – emphatic, enormous, 

huge, massive, very great, tremendous. 

 measure (noun) – action, step, procedure. 

 dithering (noun) – hesitation, oscillation, 

ambivalence, indecisiveness.  

 dither (verb) – be indecisive, be unsure, be 

undecided, hesitate. 

 bureaucratic (adjective) – administrative, official, 

procedural. 

 bungling (noun) – mismanagement, mishandling, 

messing up, misapplication. 

 ill-informed (adjective) – ignorant, unacquainted, 

unknowing, insensible, lacking knowledge. 

 sore point (phrase) – a cause of distress; point of 

contention, problem, difficulty. 

 potential (adjective) – possible, likely, 

prospective, probable. 

 statute (noun) – act/law, regulation, rule (written 

& laid down by the legislature). 

 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring on. 

 cost someone dearly/dear (phrase) – to make 

someone suffer a lot (or) to lose something very 

important (particularly, as a result of a mistake). 

 dues (noun) – payment (which is (long) pending). 

 regime (noun) – government. 

 watch (noun) – period, spell, turn; guard, vigil, 

lookout. 

 arbitration (noun) – adjudication, conciliation, 

mediation, intervention/negotiation. 

 abide by (verb) – conform to, adhere to, comply 

with. 

 sordid (adjective) – disreputable, disgusting, 

abhorrent, dishonest. 

 appeal (noun) – attraction, interest, temptation, 

drawing power, enticement. 

 assert (verb) – state, claim, announce, declare. 

 vigorously (adverb) – aggressively, strongly, 

powerfully, intensely. 

 defend (verb) – justify, vindicate, support, speak 

in support of. 

 sovereign (adjective) – supreme, absolute, 

unconditional, uncontrollable. 

 arbitrate (verb) – adjudicate, judge, decide, 

determine, resolve. 

 indeed (adverb) – in fact, actually, undeniably. 

 U-turn (noun) – about-turn, a reversal of policy, 

change of mind/plan, about-face. 

 prompt (verb) – cause, impel, urge. 

 relentless (adjective) – constant, continuous, 

non-stop, unceasing. 

 arbitration award (noun) – a decision made by 

an arbitration tribunal in an arbitration 

proceeding/case. This award can be money one 

party has to pay to the other party. 

 label (verb) – categorize, classify, identify. 

 alter ego (noun) – Latin, meaning ‘other self’. In 

law, it is a corporation/organization/entity set up 

to provide a legal shield or protection for the 

person actually controlling the operation. 

 trigger (noun) – an event that causes a particular 

action.  

 back down (phrasal verb) – withdraw, give in, 

yield, submit, concede, reconsider. 

 forfeit (verb) – give up, renounce, relinquish. 

 likely (adverb) – probably, in all probability, 

presumably, doubtlessly. 

 institutional investor (noun) – an 

entity/company/organization which pools money 

from several sources to purchase securities, real 

property, and other investment assets or 

originate loans. 

 irrespective of (adjective) – notwithstanding, 

without regard for, regardless of. 

 unlikely (adjective) – doubtful, implausible, 

improbable, questionable. 

 ad-hoc (adjective) – relating to something 

needed/necessary to be done after an 

unpleasant/bad thing happened; emergency, 

makeshift, improvised, impromptu, unprepared. 

 fluctuating (adjective) – varying, changing, 

inconsistent, inconstant. 

 consistency (noun) – evenness, steadiness, 

stability, regularity. 

 across the board (phrase) – applying to all. 

 credibility (noun) – trustworthiness, reliability, 

dependability. 
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IT’S HOCKEY: ON INDIA’S OLYMPIC MEDAL AFTER 41 YEARS 
As the men’s and the women’s teams excel at the Olympics, hockey is again looking ahead 

 A splendid fortnight in Tokyo has steered Indian hockey back to the limelight tinged with an Olympic 

halo. Before this, for years the sport, much akin to the West Indies in cricket, had only the good-old-days 

cliché to fall back upon. Champions of the distant past but plagued by middling results, was the standard 

template. There was the odd flicker and the nostalgically inclined with their fond remembrance of legends 

such as Dhyan Chand, Mohammed Shahid and Dhanraj Pillay, would hope for a sunrise. It often proved to be 

a mirage while cricket, football, tennis and Formula One lured the fans. That India had to wait for 41 years for 

its next Olympic hockey medal tells a long tale of diminishing hope. Thankfully an upward graph has been 

finally etched due to the grit and skill-sets of Manpreet Singh’s men, who despite an early 1-7 loss to 

Australia held their own and winged into the semifinals where they ran into eventual champion Belgium. The 

soul-numbing defeat was quickly cast aside and India prospered to wrest the bronze with a 5-4 triumph 

against Germany during Thursday’s third-place play-off. Mentored by coach Graham Reid, India had turned a 

corner and hockey was the flavour of the season. The ancient game which melded magical wrists, sprinting 

feet, sticks and a speeding ball, has seemingly reclaimed its Indian heart. 

 If men as diverse as Manpreet and goal-keeper P.R. Sreejesh showed that India was at home in 

modern hockey, their female counterparts showed they are equal to the very best. Rani Rampal’s unit had a 

dream run but a bronze was missed by a whisker. It is one of the greatest fourth-place results in Indian 

sporting history and on a par with where Milkha Singh and P.T. Usha finished in their respective 400m and 

400m hurdles finals during the 1960 Rome and 1984 Los Angeles Games. If the men revived an old romance 

with hockey, the women stole hearts with a riveting performance. A semifinal berth followed by a 3-4 loss to 

Great Britain during Friday’s third-place play-off, left the nation with a lump in its throat as the women gave it 

their all on the ground. Rani, goal-keeper Savita Punia, Salima Tete and other stars showed that India has its 

heroes on either side of the gender-divide. To battle past stereotypes, misogyny, poverty and casteist 

boundaries, demands a bigger heart. The women’s hockey team had it in abundance and credit is also due to 

coach Sjoerd Marijne, who ended his tenure on a high. The effort put in by SAI and the sponsorship from the 

Odisha Government, played a big part too. Indian hockey has found its feet and this is a redemption song of 

the finest kind. 

 

 excel (verb) – shine, perform well, be excellent, 

be outstanding. 

 look ahead (phrasal verb) – look forward, 

anticipate, foresee, hope (the future). 

 splendid (adjective) – magnificent, impressive, 

spectacular. 

 fortnight (noun) – a period of two 

weeks/fourteen days continuously. 

 steer (verb) – guide, direct, lead, marshal. 

 limelight (noun) – the focus of attention, public 

attention, public notice, public interest, the 

public eye. 

 tinge with (verb) – permeate, penetrate, imbue, 

flavour. 

 halo (noun) – glory, fame, glow; crown of light. 

 akin (adjective) – similar, related, equivalent. 

 cliché (noun) – banality, truism, overworked 

phrase/opinion; predictable thing. 

 fall back upon (phrasal verb) – turn to, resort to, 

have recourse to. 

 the distant past (phrase) – a time long ago in the 

past. 

 plague (verb) – bother, disturb, trouble, irritate, 

worry, annoy, vex. 

 middling (adjective) – average, normal, 

unexciting. 

 template (noun) – model, pattern, example. 

 flicker (noun) – a small sign/indication. 

 nostalgically (adverb) – sentimentally, 

evocatively. 

 inclined (adjective) – gravitated, attracted, 

influenced (by someone else). 

 fond (adjective) – devoted, loving, caring, 

affectionate. 

 mirage (noun) – an unrealistic hope/wish; 

misconception/delusion. 

 lure (verb) – captivate, tempt, persuade, attract, 

coax, win over. 

 tell a tale (phrase) – reveal, depict, describe, 

narrate (about something significant/important). 
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 thankfully (adverb) – fortunately. 

 etch (verb) – carve, engrave, inscribe, score, 

mark. 

 grit (noun) – strength of character, courage, 

resolve, determination, resolution. 

 hold one’s own (phrase) – stand firm, stand 

one’s ground, keep/maintain one’s position. 

 wing (verb) – race, move quickly; whizz, zoom. 

 run into (phrasal verb) – encounter, meet with, 

be faced with, run up against, be confronted 

with. 

 soul-numbing (adjective) – mind-numbing, 

tedious, tiresome, unvarying. 

 cast aside (phrasal verb) – set aside, discard, 

ignore, reject, abandon. 

 prosper (verb) – do well, improve, succeed, make 

good. 

 wrest (verb) – take something after much effort 

or difficulty. 

 play-off (noun) – an extra game/match to decide 

a winner (in Olympics, it is played for third place 

(bronze medal)). 

 mentor (verb) – train, coach, instruct. 

 turn a corner (phrase) – improve, get better, pick 

up, look up (after critical/difficult situation). 

 flavour (noun) – a distinctive feeling, aura, mood. 

 flavour of the month (phrase) – the latest thing, 

the fashion, the trend, in great demand. 

 meld (verb) – combine, merge, unite, integrate. 

 sprinting (adjective) – running. 

 seemingly (adverb) – apparently, evidently, 

outwardly. 

 diverse (adjective) – involving people from a 

range of different social and ethnic backgrounds; 

very different, varying, multiple. 

 at home (phrase) – skilled in, experienced in, 

well versed in, proficient in, competent at, 

familiar with. 

 counterpart (noun) – someone or something 

that has the same job or purpose as another; 

equivalent, equal, fellow. 

 dream run (phrase) – used to mention a 

spell/period in which everything is going 

perfectly. 

 whisker (noun) – a very small amount. 

 on a par with (phrase) – comparable with, 

equivalent to, as equal to, on a level with. 

 revive (verb) – restore, renew, re-establish, bring 

back. 

 romance (noun) – love, passion, devotion 

 riveting (adjective) – fascinating, thrilling, 

interesting, engrossing. 

 berth (noun) – place. 

 a lump in the throat (phrase) – a sad feeling; 

sadness, grief, disappointment. 

 give one’s all (phrase) – put all energy and effort 

(to achieve something). 

 gender-divide (noun) – the difference between 

women and men in society. 

 stereotype (noun) – an oversimplified and/or 

unfair belief or idea that groups of people have 

particular characteristics or that all people in a 

group are the same. 

 misogyny (noun) – prejudice, dislike, hatred (of 

women). 

 casteist (adjective) – relating to something which 

has an attachment to a caste system. 

 abundance (noun) – large quantities; plenty, a 

lot. 

 credit (noun) – praise, admiration, 

commendation, acclaim, acknowledgement, 

recognition. 

 due (adjective) – deserved by, merited by, 

warranted by; appropriate to, fitting for, suitable 

for. 

 tenure (noun) – term, time, period (in office); 

incumbency. 

 on a high (phrase) – ecstatic, euphoric, elated, 

thrilled, overjoyed, excited, jubilant. 

 put in (phrasal verb) – devote, employ (time & 

effort). 

 Sports Authority of India (SAI) (noun) – It was 

set up in 1984 to carry forward the legacy of the 

IXth Asian Games held in New Delhi in 1982 

under the Department of Sports. SAl has been 

entrusted with the twin objectives of promoting 

sports and achieving sporting excellence at the 

national and international level.  

 play a part/role (phrase) – contribute to, be 

instrumental in, be a factor in. 

 find one’s feet (phrase) – adapt, become 

accustomed, adjust, get used. 

 redemption (noun) – retrieval, recovery, 

reclamation, repossession, recoupment; 

fulfilment, satisfying, accomplishment, 

achievement (after struggle/difficulty).  
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