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UNDERSTANDING THE K-RAIL SILVERLINE PROJECT 

What are the concerns around Kerala’s SilverLine Railway project? What is the State Government’s stand? 

 The story so far: The Kerala Government faces severe resistance at several places as it begins laying survey stones for the 

530-km SilverLine semi-high speed rail corridor to be built between Thiruvananthapuram and Kasaragod. The idea of a high 

speed rail corridor in Kerala was first mooted in 2009, and a detailed project report (DPR) was prepared from 2012 to 2016. 

In 2017, the Government of Kerala decided to go for a semi-high speed project, which is expected to reduce travel time in 

this stretch from 12 hours to four hours. The Kerala Rail Development Corporation (K-Rail), a Centre-State joint venture 

agency, has been tasked with conceiving and executing the ₹63,941 crore project, which is yet to get final sanction though 

the DPR has got an in-principle nod.  

 

 WHAT IS THE ROUTE? 

 The route passes through 11 of 14 districts of the State, with a station in each district, barring Ernakulam where an additional 

station will be added near the international airport located 25 km from the city. Trains operating at up to 200 kmph will 

initially operate every 30 minutes, in a State where the average speed of trains is 45 kmph. 

 The fare has tentatively been fixed at ₹2.75 per km, a little above the regular AC train fare. A total of 88 km of the viaduct 

would be elevated – hovering mostly over paddy fields. The State Government began laying survey stones on the alignment 

over a month ago, with workers even scaling the compound walls of houses whose gates were locked. Plot owners have 

vehemently protested against this at many places.  A bulk of the ₹63,941 crore is expected to be raised as overseas soft loan.  

 The Centre’s reluctance to give sovereign guarantee had invited criticism. The State Government has agreed to bear the land 

acquisition cost of approximately ₹13,700 crore. 

  

WHY HAS IT RUN INTO PROTESTS AND OTHER HURDLES? 
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 There are several concerns around the project. Critics feel that the massive cost will push the State further into debt. There 

is scepticism about the projected passenger patronage. But most of all, there are environmental concerns in the backdrop of 

the 2018 deluge that inundated almost the entire State. There’s fear that the project’s embankment will divide the State into 

two and stifle free movement of water. The need to bore hills – for the viaduct and to source aggregate and mud for the 

project  and evict/rehabilitate people living in the approximately 1,200 hectares that would have to be acquired, are also a 

cause for concern.  

 The K-Rail SilverLine Virudha Janakeeya Samity, which includes a clutch of organisations opposed to the project, cite a 

plethora of environmental concerns, including possible damage to wetlands and the need for extensive mining in 

ecologically-fragile areas to source mud. Environmentalist Medha Patkar was among those who addressed a protest 

organised in Thrissur earlier this month. ‘Metroman’ E. Sreedharan also stated that SilverLine as a project will yield little 

in return. 

  The K-Rail has zeroed in on standard-gauge rails, stating that trains cannot attain speed of over 160 kmph through broad-

gauge tracks that are the norm pan-India. It also cites other States adopting standard gauge for their upcoming high-speed 

rail corridors.  Staunch and vociferous critics of SilverLine, like Alok Verma, who retired as Chief Engineer from the 

Railways and was initially associated with readying the project’s feasibility study, say that the choice of standard-gauge 

track is the prime reason he feels let down by the project. He claims SilverLine would end up as a stand-alone project, since 

trains that can operate through broad gauge at a speed of up to 160 kmph will be unable to use the costly viaduct. 

  Critics point out that speedy completion of the long-overdue track doubling through Kottayam and Alappuzha, and the 

establishment of a third track beside the existing ones and upgradation of the signal system, could increase the speed of 

trains in Kerala, and for that the SilverLine project is not required.  With the Centre and the Railway Board yet to give the 

final go-ahead to the project, the LDF Government terms it a denial of an opportunity for Kerala to roll out a fast, reliable, 

comfortable, energy efficient and eco-friendly mode of commuting. The Congress and the BJP are on the warpath, terming 

the project as one intended to squander public funds. They too cite the need to upgrade the existing rail network, which they 

say can be done at a fraction of the cost of SilverLine.  

 

WHAT IS THE GOVERNMENT AND K-RAIL SAYING?  
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 Refuting concerns and allegations of critics, the Managing Director of K-Rail, V. Ajithkumar, says the project will need 

approximately 50 % less mud and aggregate for its embankment and for the 88 km elevated tracks, than that would be 

needed for a 45-metre-wide National Highway (NHs across the State are being widened to six-lane, while a new NH has 

been mooted on the eastern side). In addition, the viaduct would have a width ranging from 15 metres to 25 metres. He 

further points to the influx of cars and other vehicles through highways and their link roads, worsening congestion, pollution 

levels and increasing accidents in the State that already has over a crore of vehicles and a very high accident rate, in the 

absence of a reliable alternative like SilverLine. He further claimed the project’s embankment will be at much the same 

height as that of the existing rail corridor from Thiruvananthapuram to Kasaragod. Dispelling environment concerns, he said 

a comprehensive EIA (environmental impact assessment) study by a New Delhi-based agency is underway, although it is 

not required for railway projects.  
 

THE PROBLEMS WITHIN THE UDAN SCHEME  

How has the UDAN scheme fared so far? What are the setbacks it has faced? 

 The story so far: Prime Minister Narendra Modi launched the UDAN scheme nearly five years back with the aim to take 

flying to the masses. While over 400 routes have been launched by airlines, some of them have been discontinued.  

WHAT IS THE UDAN SCHEME?  

 The Ude Desh Ka Aam Nagrik (UDAN) scheme is a low-cost flying scheme launched with the aim of taking flying to the 

masses. The first flight under UDAN was launched by Mr. Modi in April 2017. It is also known as the regional connectivity 

scheme (RCS) as it seeks to improve air connectivity to tier-2 and tier-3 cities through revival of unused and underused 

airports. Airlines are awarded routes under the programme through a bidding process and are required to offer airfares at the 

rate of ₹2,500 per hour of flight. At least 50% of the total seats on an aircraft have to be offered at cheaper rates. In order to 

enable airlines to offer affordable fares they are given a subsidy from the Government for a period of three years. The 

Government had also earmarked ₹4,500 crore for revival of 50 airports in the first three years.  
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WHAT IS THE STATUS OF THE SCHEME? 

 A total of nine rounds of bidding have taken place since January 2017.  

 The Ministry of Civil Aviation has set a target of operationalising as many as 100 unserved and underserved airports and 

starting at least 1,000 RCS routes by 2024. So far, the Airports Authority of India (AAI) has awarded 948 routes under 

UDAN, of which 403 routes have taken off that connect 65 airports, which include eight heliports. Out of the total 28 

seaplane routes connecting 14 water aerodromes, only two have commenced. 

  However, in reality, some of the routes launched have been discontinued. On Monday, Rajya Sabha MP Ramkumar Verma 

asked Minister of State for Civil Aviation V. K. Singh whether “most of the routes awarded under UDAN are not active”. 

Though the MoS declined to provide the exact number of the discontinued routes, he provided three reasons why this was 

happening. These included failure to set up airports or heliports due to lack of availability of land, airlines unable to start 

flights on routes awarded to them or finding the routes difficult to sustain, and adverse impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

While the Ministry of Civil Aviation undertook interesting initiatives within the scheme to provide improved connectivity 

to hilly regions and islands through helicopters and seaplanes, as well as linking Assam with certain international 

destinations in South Asia and South East Asia, these mostly remain on paper.  

 

WHAT HAVE BEEN THE CHALLENGES? 

 Poor financial health of many smaller, regional carriers have been a bane for the scheme. Take the example of TruJet, a 

Hyderabad-based airline, which was among the most successful players under the scheme until the pandemic hit the industry.  

 It has since seen a change in ownership, but awaits infusion of funds to be able to undertake maintenance of aircraft, pay 

rentals to lessors, give salaries to its staff, etc. Of its fleet size of six planes, only one plane is currently air worthy and is 

being used for connecting eight routes out of the total 42 won by the airline. A senior executive of the airline said that they 

plan to have three planes ready to fly by end of December or early January. Earlier, Air Odisha and Air Deccan which had 

won 84 out of 128 routes in the first round of bidding shut shop due to financial troubles and the Government reallocated 

these routes in subsequent rounds. “Many players don’t have more than one or two planes and they are often poorly 

maintained. New planes are too expensive for these smaller players. For example, Air Odisha had only two planes and if one 
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plane is grounded due to a glitch it impacts their flights. Often, they also have problems with availability of pilots and are 

forced to hire foreign pilots which costs them a lot of money and makes the business unviable. 

 So far, only those routes that have been bagged by bigger domestic players such as IndiGo and SpiceJet have seen a better 

success rate,” said a Government official. “How you run the airline or how you plan the network and survive the tough 

competition from the bigger players determines whether you will be a successful player, with or without UDAN,” Simran 

Sing Tiwana, CEO, Star Air, told The Hindu. “We have to compete with big airlines to get pilots and other manpower who 

have to be paid on par with what major carriers in the market pay even though the size of our pie is much smaller,” he added. 

The airline serves 34 routes under UDAN and connects 15 airports.  

 

WHAT LIES AHEAD FOR THE SCHEME?  

 The Government offers subsidy for a route for a period of three years and expects the airline to develop the route during this 

time so that it becomes self-sufficient. But take the example of Kadapa- Hyderabad which was launched by Mr. Modi along 

with Delhi- Simla in 2017. TruJet stopped connecting Kadapa and Hyderabad once the tenure of the subsidy expired. A top 

airline executive said on the condition of anonymity, “we have stopped the routes that have completed three years. This is 

because of non-availability of aircraft and because of pressure on us to launch routes in Gujarat and Uttar Pradesh.” Airlines 

like Riverfront TruJet have sought an extension of the subsidy period by two years. Similarly, the only seaplane flight 

launched remains suspended. SpiceJet’s seaplane flight from Statue of Unity in Kevadiya to Sabarmati in Ahmedabad was 

launched in October last year by the Prime Minister and saw a few flights till April but has since been suspended “due to rise 

in COVID cases, travel restrictions and keeping passenger safety in mind,” said an airline spokesperson. 

 

THINKING BEFORE LINKING  

Despite progressive aspects, linking electoral rolls with Aadhaar raises apprehensions 
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 An unwillingness to allow meaningful debate and invite wider consultation can undo even the progressive aspects of 

problematic legislation. Ignoring protests, the Union government has managed to push through a Bill in Parliament to link 

electoral roll data with the Aadhaar ecosystem. 

  On the face of it, the Bill’s objective  to purify the rolls and weed out bogus voters  may appear laudable, and the seeding of 

Aadhaar data with voter identity particulars may seem to be a good way of achieving it. Indeed, this can also allow for remote 

voting, a measure that could help migrant voters. 

  The four qualifying dates for revision of rolls will help in faster enrolment of those who turn 18. However, other aspects  

hold grave implications for electoral democracy. The Opposition underscored the possible disenfranchisement of legitimate 

voters unwilling or unable to submit Aadhaar details, the possible violation of privacy, and the possibility that demographic 

details may be misused for profiling of voters. Each is a valid concern that ought to be considered by a parliamentary 

committee.  

 Union Law Minister Kiren Rijiju has said the proposal has been unanimously approved by the Parliamentary Committee on 

Law and Justice. But, it is not clear if the specifics of the Bill had been discussed widely and public opinion sought. 

  There are indeed complaints that some electors may be registered in more than one constituency and that non-citizens have 

been enrolled, but these can be addressed by other identification processes. In fact, the Aadhaar database may be irrelevant 

to verify voter identity because it is an identifier of residents and not citizens. And the complaints of wrongful enrolment 

have come up even against the unique identity number allotted to more than 90% of the population. Mr. Rijiju is confident 

that the Election Laws (Amendment) Bill satisfies the tests laid down by the Supreme Court  a permissible law, a legitimate 

state interest and proportionality.  

 However, this has to be rigorously examined. Even though the Aadhaar requirement is said to be voluntary, in practice it can 

be made mandatory. The Bill says the election registration officer may require the submission of the Aadhaar number both 

for new enrolments and those already enrolled. The choice not to submit is linked to a “sufficient cause”, which will be 

separately prescribed. Whether the few permissible reasons not to intimate one’s Aadhaar number include an objection on 

principle is unknown. If an individual’s refusal to submit the detail is deemed unacceptable, it may result in loss of franchise. 

Therefore, the measure may fail the test of proportionality. 
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  If the Government really has no ulterior motive in the form of triggering mass deletions from the electoral rolls, it must 

invite public opinion and allow deeper parliamentary scrutiny before implementing the new provisions that now have the 

approval of both Houses of Parliament. 
 

HOW THE CODE ON WAGES ‘LEGALISES’ BONDED LABOUR  

It allows employers to extend unlimited advances to workers and charge an unspecified interest rate on such loans 

 Debt bondage is a form of slavery that exists when a worker is induced to accept advances on wages, of a size, or at a level 

of interest, such that the advance will never be repaid. One of India’s hastily-passed Labour Codes the Code on Wages, 2019 

gives legal sanction to this horrifically repressive, inhuman practice, by allowing employers to extend limitless credit 

advances to their workers, and charge an unspecified (and hence, usurious) interest rate on them. Despite previously existing 

legal protections, vulnerable agricultural, informal sector and migrant workers were already becoming trapped in a vicious 

cycle of mounting debt and dwindling income, stripping them, their families and future generations, of their most basic 

rights. It remains one of the most pernicious sources of control and bondage in India, and is incompatible with democracy. 

What is shocking is that instead of preventing such enslavement of workers and protecting their fundamental rights, the 

present government appears to openly abet the practice, by undoing even the weakest safeguards earlier in place under the 

Minimum Wages Act, 1948 (now subsumed in the Code). 

 

A FREE PASS TO DEBT BONDAGE 

 Rule 21 of the Minimum Wages (Central) Rules, 1950 (corresponding to the Act) spelt out certain ‘deductions’ permissible 

from the wages of workers. The sub-rule (2) (vi) allowed for “deductions for recovery of advances or for adjustment of over 

payment of wages, provided that such advances do not exceed an amount equal to wages for two calendar months of the 

employed person”.  Additionally, it stated, “in no case, shall the monthly instalment of deduction exceed one-fourth of the 

wages earned in that month”. Compare this with Section 18(2) (f )(i) of the Code on Wages, which introduces two major 

changes to the foregoing.  This section allows deductions from wages for the recovery of “advances of whatever nature 
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(including advances for travelling allowance or conveyance allowance), and the interest due in respect thereof, or for 

adjustment of overpayment of wages”. 

  The subtle manipulations introduced have huge implications. One, it has done away with the cap of ‘not more than two 

months’ of a worker’s wages under the earlier Act, that an employer can give as advance. This allows employers to lend 

unlimited advances to their workers, tightening their grip.  

  Two, it has legalised the charging of an interest rate by the employer on such advances, by adding the clause on interest, 

and with no details on what might be charged. The net impact is an open sanction for the bonded labour system to flourish. 

Moreover, the Code increases the permissible monthly deduction towards such recovery, up to one-half of the worker’s 

monthly wage, as compared with onefourth under the earlier Act.  Not that the presence of any law under our Constitution 

even before the Labour Codes  such as The Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act, 1976  or various Supreme Court 

judgments, have ever deterred the bonded labour system from being widespread across sectors, from agriculture to quarrying, 

spinning, and more. 

 

CASES IN RAJASTHAN 

 In Baran district, Rajasthan (2011- 12), a series of Sahariya (a primitive tribal group) families boldly came out one after the 

other and spoke of their harrowing experiences of violence and even rape at the hands of Sikh, caste Hindu, and Muslim 

landlords, for whom they had worked as ‘halis’ for generations.  

 The mostly upper-caste government officials from the Collector onwards put up a wall of resistance in acknowledging them 

as bonded labourers as per the Act, thereby denying them any sort of relief or rehabilitation, till pressure was mounted. In a 

large-scale primary survey in a mining cluster of Nagaur district, Rajasthan for the Mine Labour Protection Campaign (2015), 

we found that one in three workers interviewed had taken advances from their employers ranging from ₹1,000-₹1,50,000 at 

the time of joining work. Of them, about 50% said they took the amount “to pay off the earlier employer or a moneylender”. 

But in Parliament, the existence of bonded labour has simply been denied among elected representatives, or grossly 

understated. 

  Debt bondage and forced labour flourish because the Government has done nothing to ensure the economic security of 

labourers. And it is set to worsen if this labour code provision is allowed to take shape.  
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NEED FOR STATE INTERVENTION  

 It is no coincidence that the disproportionate effect of this huge regression in the Labour Code will fall on Dalits and the 

landless. In the Nagaur study, for instance, we found that 56% of the workers were Dalits, as contrasted with only 3% of the 

mine owners.  The vast proportion of landless agricultural labourers in India, to date, are Dalits. 

  Anand Teltumbde powerfully writes in Republic of Caste, “The dominant castes understood that if dalits came to own the 

means of survival, they would repudiate their servile status and its attendant social bondage... Economic independence is an 

aspect of liberty and its absence, as a corollary, spells slavery.”  Indeed, this is exactly what B.R. Ambedkar feared would 

play out in India, and hoped to prevent, through his pamphlet, States and Minorities, released in the 1940s (see Article 2). In 

her Ambedkar Lecture, 2018 at the University of Edinburgh, Rupa Viswanath, Professor of Indian Religions at the Centre 

for Modern Indian Studies, University of Göttingen, expounds on Ambedkar’s later-age line of reasoning that “what makes 

the translation of ‘one-man-one vote’ to ‘one-man-one-value’ possible, is the worker’s economic freedom”.  Ambedkar 

understood that economic enslavement was an extreme form of coercion that rendered political freedom meaningless, and 

that democracy itself required state intervention in the economic structure to prevent such practices, she says.   

 While he proposed a complete recast of rural and agrarian land structures, and state ownership of land as crucial to this, she 

explains, he also defined democracy as resting on two premises that required the existence of economic rights. The first, 

relevant to the present discussion on Labour Codes, was that “an individual must not be required to relinquish his 

Constitutional rights as a condition precedent to the receipt of any privilege”. But that is exactly what the unemployed are 

forced to do — merely for the sake of securing the ‘privilege’ to work and to subsist, she notes.  

 

DEEPENING INEQUALITY 

 The larger picture we must keep in mind, therefore, is this. Government after government, under the garb of being pro-

worker, has schemed to intervene in exactly the opposite direction as desired — by maintaining and deepening economic 

inequality to the advantage of the privileged castes and classes, thereby keeping true political freedom out of the workers’ 

reach. And it is this line that the Central government has pursued with even more gusto, in the recasting and passing of these 
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retrogressive labour codes. If the farm laws could be repealed, then these anti-labour codes, with numerous other dilutions 

that snatch away the mostly non-existent rights of the far more vulnerable class of workers, must surely go. 
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