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SCIENCE

While the El Niño is well known for reducing
total rainfall across India, a study that analysed
daily data from 1901 to 2020 has reported that it
simultaneously increases the intensity of heavy
downpours in the wetter parts of central and
southwest India. That is, the extremes become
more likely even as light and moderate rain
events decline. This means El Niño drought years
can still bring catastrophic �oods, complicating
how farmers, city planners, and disaster
managers prepare.

El Niño makes India’s heavy
rains more intense

Researchers have linked Republican control of
the U.S. House of Representatives or presidency
in 1980-2020 with more science funding,
challenging the assumption that Republicans are
“anti-science”. The di�erence amounted to $150
million more per account under a Republican
House and $100 million more under a
Republican president. The distribution of grants
across scienti�c �elds remained steady,
suggesting peer review and agency processes
shielded research areas from political swings.

Republican governments
spend more on science

According to a study in energy & fuels, combining
the blue (from natural gas with carbon capture)
and green (from renewable-powered electrolysis)
ammonia production pathways yields signi�cant
cost and e�ciency bene�ts. This design uses
oxygen from electrolysis in the natural-gas
reforming step and air for nitrogen. The levelised
cost of ammonia dropped by 7% over standalone
plants and cut lifecycle greenhouse gas emissions
by 63%.

Blue-green ammonia is
cheaper, greener to make

SNAPSHOTS
�

When you spill co�ee,
why does it leave circular
stains?

If you spill a drop of co�ee
on a table, you often see a
dark ring with a pale
centre after it dries. This
pattern arises from how
the drop evaporates and
how co�ee particles move.
The edge of the drop is
usually ‘pinned’ to the
surface and doesn’t slide
inward, and evaporation is
faster at this edge than at
the thicker centre.
To replace the water lost at
the rim, liquid is drawn
outwards along the
surface. This slow and
steady capillary �ow
carries suspended co�ee
particles from the middle

to the edge. As the water
disappears, the particles
are stranded there,
building a dense ring. This
is the co�ee-ring e�ect.
The ring can be weakened
or erased if the �uid inside
circulates di�erently.
Temperature or
concentration di�erences
can create surface-tension
gradients that move
particles back towards the
centre. Small amounts of
soap-like molecules (called
surfactants), added
polymers or some glycerol
can also change these
�ows, slow evaporation or
liberate the edge, creating
a more even stain.

Question Corner

Spill the co�ee 

Readers may send their questions /
answers to science@thehindu.co.in

Archaeologists working in
southeast Asia have long
been puzzled by pre-farm-
ing burials dating from
about 12,000 to 4,000
years ago. Unlike later Neo-
lithic graves, where people
were typically laid �at,
these older burials often
show bodies tightly
crouched or squatting, so-
metimes with patches of
darkened bone. Such con-
torted postures are hard to
achieve if a body is buried
soon after death.

Now, a study in Proceed-
ings of the National Acade-
my of Sciences by scientists
from across Asia has re-
ported that many of these
communities gently heated
and smoked their dead to
preserve them, much like
practices recorded in re-
cent times in the New Gui-
nea Highlands. The �nd-
ings explain the postures
as well as push back the
earliest evidence for arti�-
cial mummi�cation by �ve
millennia.

The team documented
dozens of pre-Neolithic bu-

rials from 11 sites. Then
they studied the bones us-
ing X-ray di�raction and
Fourier-transform infrared
spectroscopy. The team al-
so compared results from
di�erent bones of the same
person and used radiocar-
bon dating.

Stronger heating
About 84% of the tested
bones showed elevated
crystallinity, and nearly a
third reached values typi-
cal of stronger heating. Dif-
fraction identi�ed several
samples heated to around

525oC or more. Burn traces
clustered on the forehead,
knees, and elbows, while
other parts showed only
mild or no changes. Cru-
cially, di�erent bones from
the same individual often
recorded di�erent heat le-
vels, which was evidence
against e�ects due to the
soil. Together with the ex-
treme crouching, which
left no empty space for soft
tissue, the results �t a sce-
nario in which bodies were
tightly bound and sus-
pended over smoky, low
�res for long periods, then

kept for a time and �nally
buried.

The practice appeared
at least 14,000 years ago,
earlier than the Chinchor-
ro (~7,000 years ago).

‘Deep concern’
“Pushing back the earliest
known case of arti�cial
mummi�cation by about
5,000 years shows that
these early communities
already had remarkable
spiritual beliefs and techni-
cal skills,” Australian Na-
tional University senior re-
search fellow and the

study’s �rst author, Hsiao-
chun Hung, told The
Hindu.

“It highlights their deep
concern for the dead and
their willingness to devote
great e�ort to preserving
the body as part of com-
munity life. This discovery
changes how we under-
stand early human culture:
it shows that long before
we thought, people had
developed symbolic think-
ing, strong social bonds,
and rituals that kept the liv-
ing closely connected with
their ancestors.”

Dawn of arti�cial mummi�cation pushed back 5,000 years 
Vasudevan Mukunth

T
he Indian Coun-
cil of Medical
Research
(ICMR) recently

proposed the Impact of Re-
search and Innovation
Scale (IRIS), a scale with
which to measure the im-
pactfulness of the e�ects of
biomedical, public health,
and allied research pro-
jects funded by the organi-
sation. ICMR is India’s top-
most governmental
grants-giving and research
agenda-setting body vis-à-
vis health research, so the
scale and its calculi will be
of great consequence to
the Indian medical and
health research
communities.

ICMR proposes to mea-
sure research impact in un-
its called publication-
equivalents (PEs). A re-
search paper published in
a peer-reviewed journal
that reports results or
methods of primary re-
search, or a systematic re-
view and meta-analysis is
assigned 1 PE — while a re-
search paper that is cited
in policies/guidelines is as-
signed 10 PEs. A patent’s
impact is 5 PEs and that of
a commercial device being
used at scale is 20 PEs.

Pros of standardisation
There are several advan-
tages to measuring re-
search impact in this way.
First, using PEs as the ‘unit
of impact’ provides a stan-
dardised frame of refe-
rence to discuss di�erent
kinds of impact. It will al-
low ICMR to assess the im-

pact of heterogenous work
from researchers across
disciplines, such as bioche-
mistry, physiology, bio-
medical engineering, pu-
blic health, etc., operating
at di�erent scales, includ-
ing basic science, transla-
tional sciences, population
public health sciences, etc.

Second, IRIS recognises
that there is more to re-
search impact than cita-
tions. Medical and health
researchers, particularly
those working in academic
setups, typically lack in-
centives to pursue re-
search that wouldn’t lead
to citable academic pap-
ers. But a scale like IRIS
could break that structure
and incentivise research-
ers to diversify scholars’ re-
search portfolio. Third, ty-
ing PEs and IRIS to actual
decisions about funding al-
location and project priori-
tisation ensures it won’t be
a theoretical,  academic ex-
ercise. That ICMR is pilot-
ing IRIS to measure the im-
pact of existing research

grant programmes and in-
stitutes is an important sig-
nal of action.

Skewing evaluation
For the same reasons, it’s
important to examine
where and how this rela-
tively simple approach to
standardising research
evaluation could fail. First,
a sound theoretical ration-
ale is missing for PEs as a
unit of research impact the
way the ICMR will wield it.
The ICMR note states that
commentary, perspective,
and narratives review pap-
ers will have 0 PE. In this
case, the 1977 paper that
introduced the biopsycho-
social model of medicine,
which transformed medi-
cal and public health re-
search, will have no im-
pact. Articulating new
ideas and critical discourse
around emerging evidence
are at the foundation of re-
search and are evidently
impactful, yet the PE-
based system could dis-
courage Indian research-

ers from pursuing articles
of this nature.

Second, IRIS can skew
how certain research is va-
lued over some other. Re-
search that leads to policy
changes receives 10 PEs
while commercial devices
receive 20 PEs. As a result,
the RATIONS clinical trial
that studied nutrition in tu-
berculosis patients and In-
dia’s Home-Based Neona-
tal Care that revolutionised
community health pro-
gramming will be deemed
to be less impactful than,
say, a commercialised ro-
botic surgery device. This
outlook could discourage
basic science and academ-
ic medicine and coerce re-
searchers and institutions
to commercialise their re-
search and innovations.

While it is their preroga-
tive to do so, there is a dan-
ger of this happening at the
expense of the ethos of
scienti�c research as a pu-
blic good. The merits of
new proposals are contin-
gent on the local context.

Biomedical and health re-
search in India are known
to have su�ered from a
poor research ethics cul-
ture, and there is a risk this
could expand to a�ect PEs
as well. It is thus vital that
our public sector institu-
tions hold the line and
stand with the ethos of ‘re-
search as a public good’.

Finally, a unit and scale
that will determine the fate
of biomedical and health
research in India should be
developed following rigo-
rous research standards,
with full transparency and
mechanisms for accounta-
bility. The ICMR note men-
tions an ongoing pilot
across its institutions and
positive feedback, but it
should follow well-esta-
blished study design and
analysis methods to deve-
lop such scales. For in-
stance, the assignment of
PEs to di�erent indicators
could be done through a
national-level Delphi study
where researchers form a
consensus on the assign-
ment. Data must be shared
with independent groups
to analyse and validate the
scale.

Measuring research im-
pact is a complicated exer-
cise with no correct answ-
ers. Institutions such as the
ICMR have the opportunity
and the responsibility to
solve it creatively and
collaboratively.
(Siddhesh Zadey is a co-
founder of the nonpro�t As-
sociation for Socially Ap-
plicable Research (ASAR)
and a doctoral student in
epidemiology at Columbia
University)

ICMR impact scale may deter
research in public interest 

Siddhesh Zadey 

ICMR’s new IRIS scale promises a uniform way to weigh the impact of health research, but its reliance on

publication-equivalents raises questions about fairness, priorities, and the ethos of science as a public good 

A paper published on July
24, 2025, by Carmelo Vica-
rio et al., titled ‘Timing
Matters! Academic assess-
ment changes throughout
the day’ in journal Fron-
tiers in Psychology, pre-
sents an analysis of the aca-
demic performance of over
1,04,552 students across
Italy. The study �nds that
the time at which they take
their examination matters.
Examinations conducted
between 11 am and 1 pm
were found to o�er very
good results, with those ta-
ken at around noon being
the best, while those con-
ducted between 8 and 9
am and between 2 and 5
pm threw up poorer
results.  

The timing of critical de-
cisions can thus have far-
reaching consequences.

The success rate followed a
bell curve with a peak at
noon. That is, there was no
signi�cant di�erence in the
chance of passing the ex-
am if one sat for it at 11 am
or 1 pm, but the chances of
passing were lower if the
exam was taken at 8 or 9
am or at 3 or 4 pm. The
chance of passing was
equivalent in the early
morning and in the late
afternoon.  

“These �ndings have
wide-ranging implica-
tions,” Prof. Alessio Ave-
nanti of the University of
Bologna and a co-author of
the study said. 

“They highlight how bi-
ological rhythms, often
overlooked in decision-
making contexts, can sub-
tly but signi�cantly shape
the outcome of high-stakes
evaluations.”

Although the study did
not identify the mechan-
isms behind this pattern,
the peak in the number of
students passing at midday
is consistent with evidence
that cognitive performance

improves over the course
of the morning before de-
clining during the after-
noon. 

Students’ falling energy
levels could lead to dimin-
ishing focus, compromis-
ing their performance.

Professors might also expe-
rience decision fatigue,
causing them to grade
answer papers more
harshly.

Meanwhile, poorer re-
sults earlier in the day
could be down to compet-

ing chronotypes, or body
clocks. People in their ear-
ly 20s are usually night
owls, while people in their
40s or more tend to be
morning larks. The stu-
dents thus might also show
sleep inertia: low cognitive
performance at a time
when the professors are
most alert.

“To counteract time-of-
day e�ects, students might
bene�t from strategies like
ensuring [good] quality
sleep, avoiding scheduling
important exams during
personal ‘low’ periods,
and taking mental breaks
before performance tasks,”
Dr. Vicario, of the Universi-
ty of Messina in Italy, sug-
gested. 

“For institutions, delay-
ing morning sessions or
clustering key assessments
in the late morning may
improve outcomes.” But
more research is needed to
fully understand the fac-
tors that contribute to the
in�uence of the time of day
on academic performance
and to develop ways to en-

sure fairer assessments.  
“While we controlled

for exam di�culty, we
can’t entirely exclude oth-
er unmeasured factors,”
said Prof. Massimo Muc-
ciardi of the University of
Messina and a senior auth-
or. “We couldn’t access de-
tailed student- or examin-
er-level data such as sleep
habits, stress or chrono-
type. This is why we en-
courage follow-up studies
using physiological or be-
havioural measures to un-
cover the underlying
mechanisms.”

While this research was
in Italy, the �ndings may al-
so apply in India, when
students appear for many
entrance exams, which
are typically held during
the daytime, with morning
and afternoon sessions. 

For example, the Com-
mon University Entrance
Test (CUET) is conducted
in two slots at 9-12 am and
3-6 pm. If we go by the Ita-
lian example, the slots are
better o� being at 9-11 am
and 12-2 pm.

SPEAKING OF
SCIENCE

D. Balasubramanian

What is the best time to take examinations? 

Students’ falling energy levels could lead to diminishing focus,

compromising their performance. K. Murali Kumar
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The story so far:

I
n the latest version of the Major’s List sent
to the U.S. Congress, President Donald
Trump listed 23 countries as being

signi�cant sources and/or sites of transit of illicit
drugs — especially fentanyl — that he said
threaten the U.S. The list of countries includes
India, Pakistan, China, and Afghanistan.

What is the Major’s List?
The Major’s List is compiled every year to
highlight regions where geography, commerce
and/or industry contribute to the �ow of
narcotics or their precursor chemicals into
international markets. The U.S. State
Department has said that a country’s presence
on the list doesn’t necessarily re�ect the
strength of its counternarcotics e�orts but that
the designation is based on whether drugs or the
chemicals used to make them are being
produced or transported through that country
in important quantities. This said, Afghanistan,
Bolivia, Myanmar, Colombia, and Venezuela
were described as having “failed demonstrably”
to meet their obligations under international
drug-control agreements. 

What is fentanyl?
Fentanyl is a synthetic opioid and the leading
cause of overdose drug deaths in the U.S. It was
�rst developed for medical use in the 1960s and
is prescribed in controlled and regulated doses
for patients in extreme pain. In illicit settings,
however, fentanyl is about 50-times more potent
than heroin. Just 2 mg can be fatal because it’s

an agonist of the
mu-opioid
receptor, a protein
on nerve cells that
normally
responds to the
body’s own
pain-modulating
molecules. When

fentanyl binds these receptors in su�ciently
high quantities, it depresses the brainstem
respiratory centres that control automatic
breathing and crosses the blood-brain barrier
and becomes highly concentrated in the central
nervous system. Ultimately, the body su�ers
hypoventilation and respiratory depression.

Opioid overdoses are reversed by naloxone, a
competitive mu-opioid receptor antagonist that
displaces opioids from the receptor and restores
normal breathing. However, it needs to be
administered quickly because untreated
respiratory failure can lead to brain injury and
death within minutes. 

According to U.S. data, from August 2023 to
August 2024, more than 57,000 Americans died
of opioid overdose, most of them involving
fentanyl. The U.S. Drug Enforcement
Administration (DEA) reported in 2022 that it
seized 50.6 million fentanyl-laced pills and
enough powdered fentanyl to account for 379
million potentially deadly doses, an amount
su�cient to kill the entire U.S. population.

Why is fentanyl hard to regulate?
While heroin or cocaine are derived from plants,
fentanyl is made in laboratories using
compounds called its precursors. The most
important of these are
N-phenethyl-4-piperidone (NPP) and
4-anilino-N-phenethylpiperidine (4-ANPP).
These substances have legitimate industrial and
pharmaceutical uses but they can also be
diverted to illicit supply chains.

In a counterfeit laboratory, the precursors are
processed into fentanyl powder by chemical
reactions common in organic chemistry. These
reactions can be carried out with ordinary
glassware, solvents, and moderate amounts of
heat. As a result, once tra�ckers obtain the
precursor compounds, they can easily turn
them into fentanyl. And because only very small
amounts of precursors are required to make
large quantities of fentanyl and these substances
can be shipped discreetly, the trade has been
di�cult to regulate.

How is fentanyl supplied?
The international fentanyl supply chain involves
multiple actors. China and India play signi�cant
roles in the production of precursor chemicals,
some of which are diverted into illegal channels.
Mexican cartels are central in processing these
precursors into fentanyl powder. Once
produced, the powder is pressed into
counterfeit pills or mixed with other narcotics
and smuggled into the U.S., especially through
its border with Mexico. In response, the U.S.
government has pursued criminal prosecutions
of companies and executives, trade penalties,
diplomatic pressure, and enhanced law
enforcement. In January 2025, two Indian
companies, Raxuter Chemicals and Athos
Chemicals, were charged with conspiring to
export fentanyl precursors to the U.S. and
Mexico. Bhavesh Lathiya, a senior executive at
Raxuter Chemicals, was arrested in New York
and charged with smuggling. Following these
cases, the U.S. Embassy in New Delhi revoked
and denied visas for certain business executives
associated with tra�cking fentanyl precursors.

Why is India on
the U.S. blacklist
on fentanyl?
What are fentanyl precursors? Why is it

di�cult to monitor the trade? How does

the supply chain work?

China and India play
signi�cant roles in the
production of precursor
chemicals, some of
which are diverted to
illegal channels

Vasudevan Mukunth

The story so far:

S
audi Arabia and Pakistan have signed a
mutual defence pact. The agreement
formalises decades of informal military
cooperation. Its timing, coming days

after Israel’s bombing of Qatar and amid doubts
over U.S. security guarantees to the Gulf
monarchies, signals a shifting regional order.
With Israel’s war in Gaza, Iran-backed Houthis
�exing their military power, and America’s
retrenchment, Saudi Arabia is hedging its bets —
and Pakistan, strapped for cash but rich in
military manpower, is seizing the chance to
present itself as a security provider.

What are the terms of the agreement?
The o�cial text released in Riyadh and
Islamabad declares that “any aggression against
either country shall be considered an aggression
against both.” This principle of collective
defence e�ectively commits each side to
respond to threats to the other. The two
countries will establish permanent coordination
mechanisms, including a joint military
committee, intelligence-sharing arrangements,
and expanded training programmes.

Pakistan has stationed military personnel in
Saudi Arabia for decades. The mutual defence
agreement takes the partnership into a formal
treaty framework. Saudi Arabia had reportedly
provided generous �nancial assistance to
Pakistan’s nuclear programme. In his 2024 book
War, American journalist Bob Woodward writes
about a conversation Saudi Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman had with U.S.
Republican Senator Lindsey Graham, which
speaks of the close cooperation the countries

have had. When MBS, as the Crown Prince is
widely known, told Mr. Graham that Saudi
Arabia planned to enrich uranium, the U.S.
Senator asked whether the Saudis were planning
to build a bomb with the uranium. “I don’t need
uranium to make a bomb. I will just buy one
from Pakistan,” MBS told Mr. Graham. While
MBS’s comments clearly show the close
cooperation between the two countries, the
agreement does not spell out whether Pakistan’s
nuclear capabilities extend to Saudi defence
(though Pakistan’s Defence Minister Khawaja
Asif has said Saudi Arabia could access
Pakistan’s nuclear capabilities). But the
symbolism is clear: Saudi Arabia is no longer
satis�ed with existing security ties and is letting
Pakistan play a larger role in the Persian Gulf.

Why was the agreement signed now?
The timing is as signi�cant as the content. Saudi
o�cials said talks with Pakistan had been going
on for more than a year. But its announcement —
barely a week after Israel attacked Qatar —
underscores how the Gulf’s security
environment is changing. Qatar is home to the
Al-Udeid airbase, the largest U.S. military base in
West Asia. As such a heavily defended ally came
under Israeli attack without consequence,
Riyadh seems to have concluded that it cannot
rely solely on U.S. security guarantees.

This sense of vulnerability is not new. In 2019,
when Iran’s allies attacked Saudi oil installations,
the U.S. looked away. The U.S. doesn’t want to
get entangled in West Asia’s con�icts any more
as its strategic focus is shifting to East Asia.
Moreover, Saudi’s calculus is further
complicated by two other factors — the Gaza war
and the Houthis. The October 7, 2023 Hamas
attack in Israel, and Israel’s devastating response
in Gaza, derailed Saudi Arabia’s plans to
normalise ties with Israel under the
U.S.-brokered Abraham Accords. Since then,
Israel’s war in Gaza has spilled over into the
region, deepening the insecurity of Gulf
kingdoms. The Houthis in Yemen have also
steadily expanded their military capabilities.
Their missile and drone strikes had disrupted
Saudi oil facilities and shipping in the Red Sea.
While there is a tenuous cease�re between Saudi
Arabia and the Houthis now, the Saudis continue
to look at the Houthis as a challenge. The Saudis,
the U.S. and Israel have repeatedly bombed
Houthis, but they still remain a force in Yemen,
controlling almost half of the country, including
its capital Sanaa. Against this backdrop, Pakistan
o�ers a practical option. It is a Muslim-majority
country, and has long experience in providing
security services to the kingdom. In return,
Pakistan needs Saudi �nancial support to

stabilise its battered economy.

What about West Asia’s security landscape?
The U.S.’s pre-October 7 plan was to bring Israel
and the Gulf kingdoms closer. But Israel’s attacks
in Gaza, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen, Iran and Qatar
have alarmed Arab states. Post-October 7,
Riyadh has said it would normalise ties with
Israel only if Tel Aviv commits itself to the
creation of a Palestinian state based on the 1967
border. Israel, on the other hand, says there
won’t be a Palestinian state. This means that the
further expansion of the Abraham Accords is in
doubt. By turning to Pakistan, Saudi Arabia is
signalling to both Washington and Tel Aviv that it
is diversifying its security alliances.

The risks, however, are substantial. Pakistan
could be dragged into Saudi Arabia’s regional
rivalries with Iran or into the con�ict in Yemen.
For Saudi Arabia, the deal could entangle it in
South Asian instability, particularly if tensions
between India and Pakistan �are up again. The
pact does not resolve Riyadh’s core
vulnerabilities, such as Iranian missile strikes or
Houthi drones, but it does provide a hedge at a
time when America’s reliability is under doubt
and Israel’s behaviour is destabilising the region.

How does India view the pact?
For India, the Saudi-Pakistan defence pact
introduces complications on multiple fronts.
Over the past decade, New Delhi has invested
heavily in its relations with Riyadh, deepening
energy ties, expanding trade, and securing
cooperation on counter-terrorism. Roughly 2.6
million Indian expatriates work in the kingdom.
India has also sought to balance these ties with
its growing strategic partnership with Israel. But
Indian policy in West Asia clearly has a
pro-Israeli tilt. Now that Israeli-Saudi
normalisation is not happening and Israel’s
unchecked militarism poses security threats to
Gulf kingdoms, Saudi Arabia seems to have
overlooked India’s concerns by formalising the
defence pact with Pakistan. If India can have a
pro-Israel tilt, Riyadh can have a pro-Pakistan tilt
is what the Saudis seem to be conveying.

As Arab monarchies diversify their alliances,
they may be less sensitive to India’s concerns. If
Pakistan successfully positions itself as a
credible security provider to the Gulf, India’s
in�uence in the region could come under
question. At the same time, New Delhi must
reckon with the broader structural shift: U.S.
dominance in West Asia is no longer assured.
Regional powers are recalibrating, and security
arrangements once taken for granted are being
recon�gured. India’s interests — ensuring energy
security, protecting its diaspora, and preventing
extremist spillovers — are best served by stability
and balance in the Gulf.

New Delhi’s best course lies in maintaining
balance — deepening economic and political ties
with Riyadh, while continuing to engage with
other Gulf states, Iran, and beyond.

What is the signi�cance of Saudi-Pakistan pact?

By turning
to Pakistan,
Saudi
Arabia is
signalling to
both
Washington
and Tel
Aviv that it
is
diversifying
its security
alliances

What does a collective defence commitment mean? Why does it signal a shift in West Asia’s

regional order? Is Saudi Arabia willing to let Pakistan play a larger role in the Persian Gulf? Have

the U.S. and Israel’s recent actions in�uenced the formal signing of an agreement? 

Stanly Johny

Solid ties: Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman and Pakistan Prime

Minister Shehbaz Sharif in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, on September 17. REUTERS

The story so far:

O
n September 11, Union Transport
Minister Nitin Gadkari said the
Automotive Research Association of
India (ARAI) was exploring the

possibility of blending isobutanol with diesel.
Isobutanol is an alcoholic compound with
in�ammable properties and is used as a solvent
in several industries, including painting. Mr.
Gadkari said ARAI was studying the possibility of
blending isobutanol with diesel, after e�orts to
blend ethanol with diesel was unsuccessful. 

Is isobutanol better suited for diesel?
The discussion on the potential use of
isobutanol primarily stems from the assumption
that the alcoholic compound blends better with
diesel, and after the blending experiment with
diesel and ethanol failed. Ethanol, however, is
available in surplus; as a biofuel, it is being seen
as an important contributor to the government’s
objective of scaling the net zero emission target
by 2070. At the annual conclave of the India
Sugar and Bio-Energy Manufacturers Association
(ISMA), Reji Mathai, director of ARAI, explained
how isobutanol blended better with diesel

compared with ethanol. “There was no need to
add any complement [for e�ciency], and
isobutanol’s properties are better than ethanol
for blending diesel. This is one [area] where
studies are to be taken up,” he said.

More importantly, as Mr. Mathai pointed out,
the �ash point, or the lowest temperature at
which isobutanol yields a vapour igniting a
momentary �ash, is higher than ethanol. A
lower �ash point was among the reasons that
ethanol was not considered ideal for blending
with diesel. Fuels with lower �ash points are
more volatile and entail a higher risk of catching
�re. The other aspect relates to diverting some
of the raw material required to produce ethanol
to make isobutanol, as there is already a surplus
of ethanol. According to an ISMA note, even
after catering for industrial use in di�erent
States, the potential for ethanol supply is “more
than 50% of the requirement” for the one-�fth
blending with petrol. In addition to this, the
sugar manufacturers’ association has also urged
the government to revise the procurement
prices for ethanol produced from cane
juice/syrup or B-heavy molasses. The prices
have not been changed since Ethanol Supply
Year (ESY) 2022-23, while the Fair and
Remunerative prices (FRP), or the minimum
price sugar mills are required to pay farmers for
sugarcane has increased by 16.5% during the
period. “This imbalance has eroded economic
viability, discouraged ethanol production and
risked a build-up of surplus sugar in the
domestic market,” it stated. Thus, the proposed
blending also opens another avenue for the
surplus production to be used.

How economical is it to make isobutanol?
Isobutanol can be produced from the same
feedstock required to produce ethanol, such as
sugarcane syrup and molasses and grains,
among others. ISMA’s Director General Deepak
Ballani explained the process to The Hindu,
“Natural sugars are fermented by specially
designed microbes under sterile conditions,
unlike conventional yeast that produces ethanol;
these engineered microbes are tuned to produce
isobutanol.” On the aspect of costs, Mr. Ballani,
taking the example of a sugar re�nery, pointed

out that producing isobutanol from biomass
would require retro�tting a fermentation tank,
and a distillation tank to separate ethanol from
isobutanol. “A plant with a production capacity
of 150 kilo litres per day (klp/d) can easily
produce 125 klp/d of ethanol and 20 klp/d of
isobutanol without a lot of changes to the overall
infrastructure,” he stated.

What are some of the issues to consider?
Mathew Abraham, an automobile consultant
and researcher who has previously worked with
blending fuel types, noted two potential
concerns emanating from isobutanol’s
signi�cantly lower cetane number compared
with diesel, and about �ash points. At the
foremost, according to Mr. Abraham, isobutanol
and diesel may have issues on miscibility (ability
of two substances to mix to form a homogenous
mixture) though it can be sorted out by mixing
biodiesel to the blend. The latter refers to the
fuel manufactured from non-edible vegetable
oils, used cooking oil and/or animal fat.

Further, another point to note is the impact of
the blend on the cetane number, which is a
measure of combustion quality. An ideal
combustion translates to rapid ignition and the
fuel combusting completely to produce the
necessary energy. Mr. Abraham notes the
alcoholic compound’s signi�cantly lower cetane
number compared with the base fuel, diesel,
would reduce the blend’s overall cetane number. 

Also, a lower cetane number raises concerns
about ‘[diesel] knock’ which can result in
reduced power and can potentially damage
engines. ‘Knocking’ occurs when the fuel burns
unevenly and/or prematurely in the vehicle’s
fuel cylinder, also generating an audible sound.
However, Mr. Abraham added that the cetane
value can be restored through proper additives
which would entail incremental costs. 

Mr. Abraham further stated that the proposed
blend would have an impact on reducing
emission and help with import substitution, but
the riders must be addressed, and proper
studies should be initiated encompassing varied
vehicle classes and types. More importantly, he
emphasised, “No more than 10% blending [of
isobutanol] should be considered, else it could
have an impact on engines.” 

The blending paradigm is still being studied
and the pilot project would take about 18
months to complete, according to Mr. Mathai. If
successful, India would be the �rst country to
have blended isobutanol with diesel.

Is it feasible to blend isobutanol and diesel? 

‘The pilot
project
would take
about 18
months to
complete’

When will the pilot project be completed? Why has ethanol been discarded as the possible

alternative? What is the raw material? How is it produced? What are the pros and cons of using

this biofuel? Will it have a bearing on ignition and better engine performance?

Saptaparno Ghosh

New formulations: Workers harvest sugarcane in Kolhapur district in

Maharashtra in 2023. REUTERS
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U
.S. President Donald Trump,
on Wednesday, declared that
he was going to designate
the anti-fascist movement

known as “Antifa” as a terrorist
organisation. This is the second time
Mr. Trump has made such a
declaration; the �rst was in May 2020
in the aftermath of the Black Lives
Matter-driven protests over the murder
of African-American George Floyd.
This time around, the announcement
came amid the fallout of the killing of
conservative activist Charlie Kirk. Mr.
Trump’s administration has sought to
up the ante against left-wing activism
following the assassination.

Antifa, short for “anti-fascist”, from
all accounts, is not really an
organisation, but more of an
ideological and political movement
that functions as autonomous groups
and individuals who share the goal of
confronting groups and people who
they identify as fascist, including those
who are white supremacists or have
far-right beliefs or have engaged in
extremist actions. The movement does
not have any command structure or
central leadership. Legal experts such
as Mary McCord, former acting head of
the Justice Department’s national
security division, have been quoted by
the New York Times saying that there is
no legal mechanism to designate such
a decentralised movement as a
terrorist organisation. 

Mr. Trump’s declaration on Truth
Social calling Antifa a “radical left
disaster” and “a major terrorist
organi[s]ation” re�ects the views of
the powerful conservative
establishment of the U.S. polity.
Increasingly radicalised over time, this
section includes the largely Internet
driven “alt-right”, conspiracy theorists
and “MAGA” activists who have
formed the powerful populist wing of
the Republican party and have aligned
with Trumpism to move the GOP to
the far-right. Conservative media
outlets, such as Fox News, often
amplify calls for a crackdown on
left-wing groups, with Antifa being a

particular focus.
While the U.S. President’s position

may re�ect the anger within the
far-right over Kirk’s assassination,
formally designating Antifa is going to
be a di�cult task. Legal experts in the
U.S. aver that foreign terrorist
organisations can be designated under
federal law but there is no domestic
legal equivalent. While Mr. Trump
could attempt to work with a
Republican-controlled Congress, such
a move would likely face legal
challenges due to First Amendment
protections for freedom of speech and
assembly. The e�ort to designate
Antifa seems to be a strategic
manoeuvre — a political ploy to justify
a broader crackdown on left-wing
activists.

Historical context
The anti-fascist movement’s roots can
be traced to the 1930s Europe, where
activists organised to oppose the rise
of Nazism and fascism. Historian Mark
Bray notes in his book Antifa: the

Anti-Fascist Handbook that, in 1932, the
Communist Party of Germany had
founded the Antifaschistische Aktion
to confront the Nazis on the streets
and during demonstrations. 

This group was forcibly dissolved
after Adolf Hitler’s rise to power. He
also notes that a key historical
precedent is the 1936 “Battle of Cable
Street” in London in which Jewish
residents and leftist demonstrators
physically resisted agitators from the
British Union of Fascists. This event is
seen by modern Antifa adherents as
proof that direct action can prevent
fascist movements from gaining power.

In the U.S., Mr. Bray traces the
movement evolving from the
Anti-Racist Action (ARA) groups of the
1980s to later form a loose coalition
known as the Torch Network that also
used confrontational tactics against
white supremacists. 

The movement gained signi�cant
attention following the violent clashes
at the 2017 “Unite the Right” rally in
Charlottesville, Virginia. Princeton

professor Cornel West, who witnessed
the events, has said that anti-fascist
activists played a protective role that
day.

Ideologically, Antifa members are
generally left-leaning, with many
holding anarchist, anti-capitalist, and
anti-authoritarian views. They are not
known to align with the Democratic
Party. 

Tactics and controversy
The tactics employed by Antifa have
created a deep divide among
progressives. The movement has used
a variety of methods, from non-violent
activism to more confrontational
approaches that sometimes involve
property damage and physical
altercations.

Their digital actions can include
“doxxing” (revealing personal
information about opponents online)
and “no-platforming” (disrupting
events to cancel speakers they
consider fascist).

These militant tactics have drawn

criticism even from within the left.
Veteran intellectual Noam Chomsky
has argued that such actions are a
“major gift to the Right,” as they can
undermine leftist political objectives.
This view is supported by academic
research suggesting that non-violent
movements are often more successful
than those relying on violence. On the
other hand, some sympathetic �gures
such as Mr. Bray, argue that militant
anti-fascism is a “reasonable,
historically informed response to the
fascist threat.”

Despite these controversies, there is
a clear distinction between Antifa and
far-right extremism in the U.S.
Research by Gary LaFree at the
University of Maryland found no
terrorist incidents linked to Antifa
activists. This �nding is corroborated
by FBI data, which is why U.S. internal
security agencies have not treated
Antifa as a monolithic terror threat.

Mr. Trump’s persistent push for this
designation appears to be a calculated
political move. It could provide a
pretext for harsher police measures at
protests — which have been on the rise
since the beginning of Mr. Trump’s
controversial second tenure — and
create a broader chilling e�ect on
dissent. 

The pattern of exaggerating Antifa’s
threat, as exhibited by Mr. Trump, is
not new. During the Black Lives Matter
protests in 2020, false narratives about
Antifa activists spread rapidly through
local communities across at least 41
U.S. cities, mostly ampli�ed by
Republican politicians and
conservative media �gures, despite
police departments later con�rming
that no such threats existed or
materialised.

The decentralised nature of Antifa
means the designation is practically
meaningless in traditional
counter-terrorism terms, but it could
serve as a justi�cation for increased
surveillance and harassment of
left-wing activists. Unlike his �rst term,
Mr. Trump may face less internal
resistance to such a move, as loyalists
are now more entrenched in key
positions within his administration.

Amorphous and ideological
Antifa

The U.S. President �rst threatened to target the anti-fascist movement in May 2020 in the aftermath of the Black Lives Matter-driven protests. Following the killing of
conservative activist Charlie Kirk, Donald Trump has announced plans to designate the group a terrorist organisation
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L
ast week, the United
Nations Indepen-
dent Inquiry Com-

mission on the Occupied
Palestinian Territory an-
nounced its �ndings that
Israel has committed geno-
cide in Gaza, making it the
�rst UN-a�liated body to
do so. Leading the charges
against Israel is Navi Pillay,
the Commission’s chairwo-
man and an international
jurist of repute with sever-
al roles under her belt.

Navanethem ‘Navi’ Pil-
lay was born in 1941 in
apartheid-era South Africa
to Indian parents of Tamil
descent. She received her
BA and LLB degrees from
the University of Natal. In
later years, she also earned
a Master of Law and a doc-
torate from Harvard Un-
iversity. In 1967, Ms. Pillay
became the �rst woman to
start a law practice in Na-
tal, her home province.
Her early years saw her de-
fending anti-apartheid acti-
vists and advocating for
prisoners’ rights. 

The �rst democratic go-
vernment in South Africa
was set up under Nelson
Mandela post the end of
apartheid in 1994. Ms. Pil-
lay was appointed Acting
Judge of the High Court of
South Africa in 1995, be-
coming the �rst non-White
woman in this role. The
same year, she was also
elected as a judge on the
International Criminal Tri-
bunal for Rwanda, serving
for eight years, with four of
them as president (1999-

2003). During her time on
the Tribunal, Ms. Pillay
contributed to jurispru-
dence on propaganda, free
speech and crimes of sex-
ual violence in con�ict, in-
cluding rape as part of
genocide.

“The judicial panel over
which I presided convicted
three Rwandans of geno-
cide. So I understand the
word “genocide,” and it is
not one I use lightly,” Ms.
Pillay wrote in an opinion
piece for The New York
Times on September 16.

ICC judge
In 2003, Ms. Pillay was ap-
pointed as a judge on the
International Criminal
Court in the Hague, where
she served until August
2008. Following this, she
became the UN High Com-
missioner for Human
Rights and served a six-
year term, till 2014.

Ms. Pillay has worked
for the rights of women
and children, detainees,
and victims of torture and
domestic violence. As a
member of the Women’s
National Coalition, she
contributed to the cause of
gender equality in South

Africa. She also co-found-
ed Equality Now, which
works to advance women’s
legal rights.

Earlier this year, Ms. Pil-
lay received the 2025 Syd-
ney Peace Prize for “a life-
time of advocating for
accountability and respon-
sibility in the face of crimes
against humanity.”

She heads the three-
member Independent In-
ternational Commission of
Inquiry on the Occupied
Palestinian Territory,
which was established by
the UN Human Rights
Council in 2021. The Com-
mission’s latest report,
“the strongest and most
authoritative UN �nding to
date,” �nds reasonable
grounds to conclude that
four of �ve acts constitut-
ing genocide, as de�ned
under the 1948 Genocide
Convention, are being car-
ried out against a national,
ethnic, racial or religious
group (here, by the state of
Israel against Palestinians
in Gaza) since the start of
the war in 2023. The four
acts are: killing members
of a group, causing serious
bodily and mental harm to
them, deliberately in�ict-

ing conditions calculated
to physically destroy the
group, and imposing mea-
sures intended to prevent
births. The report conclud-
ed genocidal intent from
statements by Israeli lead-
ers such as President Isaac
Herzog, Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu and
former Defence Minister
Yoav Gallant, and the ac-
tions of the Israeli Defence
Forces.

More than 64,000 have
been killed and thousands
injured in Gaza since the
start of the war, which fol-
lowed a Hamas-led attack
in Israel on October 7,
2023. There has been mass
displacement, destruction
of civil infrastructure and a
famine in Gaza City. 

“The international com-
munity cannot stay silent
on the genocidal campaign
launched by Israel against
the Palestinian people in
Gaza,” Ms. Pillay said at a
press conference in Gene-
va announcing the launch
of the report. “When clear
signs and evidence of ge-
nocide emerge, the ab-
sence of action to stop it
amounts to complicity.”

The Commission does
not speak for the UN,
which maintains that a le-
gal determination about
whether a situation consti-
tutes genocide under inter-
national law can only be
made by a competent
court. The ICJ is currently
hearing a genocide case
against Israel brought by
South Africa; any resolu-
tion, however, may take
years.

Enabler of justice
Navi Pillay

The Indian-origin head of the UN Independent Inquiry Commission on Palestine has had an

illustrious career in humanitarian law

Sruthi Darbhamulla

I
t’s an infection that
has been documented
in India since the

1970s. The �rst case of
amoebic meningoence-
phalitis (AME) in two In-
dian children was reported
by Pan et al. in 1971, and
thereafter, several cases
were reported from va-
rious parts of India. But
AME has suddenly been
making headlines because
Kerala has now made it a
serious business to test and
treat all cases of AME.

This strategy has had a
huge downside, too. Kera-
la’s health o�cials are now
having a hard time explain-
ing to the public at large
why there has been a sud-
den surge in AME cases.

The �rst case of AME
was documented in the
State in 2016, and till 2023,
cases were sporadic and fa-
tality was total. In 2024,
AME cases suddenly
surged to 39, but with just
eight fatalities. This year so
far, there have been 71 cas-
es of AME — 24 cases diag-
nosed in September alone
— and 19 deaths.

Misleading headlines
Signi�cantly, of the 110 cas-
es of AME reported in Ker-
ala in 2024 and 2025, only
11 were due to Naegleria
fowleri, the “brain-eating”
amoeba, which causes
primary amoebic menin-
goencephalitis (PAM),
which has a fatality rate of
99%. Almost all of the re-
maining cases of encephal-
itis were caused by Acan-

thamoeba, another
free-living amoeba. Thus,
media headlines that Kera-
la is battling “brain-eating”
amoeba are misleading.

Acanthamoeba is widely
distributed in the environ-
ment in waterbodies,
wells, overhead storage
tanks, swimming pools
and even treated tap water.
It has been isolated from
dust samples in dialysis un-
its, air-conditioning and
ventilation in hospitals.
Acanthamoeba is so ubi-
quitous that 80% of the hu-
man population has natu-
ral IgG antibodies against
it. It is in individuals with
immunocompromising
conditions, ranging from
alcoholism and diabetes to
cancer, that Acanthamoe-
ba emerges as a huge
health risk. 

While the commonest
mode of exposure to this
pathogen could be through
waterbodies and nasal irri-
gation using tap/untreated
water, in immunocompro-
mised individuals, Acan-
thamoeba can also enter
through skin wounds and
reach the brain through
the bloodstream. 

Clinicians treating AME

cases in Kerala clarify that
the majority of the patients
are indeed immunocom-
promised individuals, such
as renal patients on dialysis
or cancer patients. They
stress that the people are
not up against a universal
public health risk. 

In the case of infection
by N.fowleri, there is a
clear epidemiological link
to waterbodies, or nasal ir-
rigation and dramatic pre-
sentation of central ner-
vous system infection in
patients within a short in-
cubation period of 5-14
days. However, in the case
of encephalitis caused by
Acanthamoeba, it is di�-
cult to establish a epidemi-
ological link as the source
is often unknown and the
incubation period could
range from weeks to
months.

The confounding epide-
miology of the disease is
thus posing diagnostic
challenges to clinicians,
while making it harder for
the health experts to dispel
the public’s conviction that
they were up against a new
public health threat.

In India, not more than
25-30% of Acute Encephal-

itis Syndrome (AES) cases
have a known etiology. But
there have been many re-
search studies from within
the country in recent
years, which point to the
fact that central nervous
system infections caused
by Free-Living Amoebae
(FLA) could be underdiag-
nosed because of a lack of
awareness/clinical
suspicion.

In Kerala, after the Ni-
pah outbreak of 2023, in all
cases of AES which are ne-
gative for viral diseases,
the CSF samples are tested
for amoeba, resulting in a
surge in AME cases in the
last two years. This aggres-
sive testing strategy has
been saving many lives in
the State. Early diagnosis
followed by intensive man-
agement has helped Kerala
bring down the mortality
of AME to 24.5%, someth-
ing that the clinicians are
very proud of.

Adopting a public
health approach rooted in
the One Health principle, a
massive chlorination exer-
cise has been launched
across Kerala to clean its
waterbodies. In a State
which has 55,000 ponds
and 55 lakh wells, this is a
task which may not sound
practical, but reducing wa-
ter contamination in all
waterbodies is important
to reduce amoebic density.

Last heard, the ICMR
and other research institu-
tions are stepping in to
help Kerala analyse the epi-
demiological data and ex-
plore the routes amoebic
infections are acquired.

Con�ated cases
Amoebic meningoencephalitis

Of the 110 cases of AME, only 11 were due to Naegleria fowleri, the ‘brain-eating’ amoeba; almost all

of the remaining cases of encephalitis were caused by Acanthamoeba, another free-living amoeba
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Approachable 
health care at a call
This is with reference to 
“Impact of floods on 
women’s health care” by 
Lalita Panicker 
(September  14). Floods 
this year have put life out 
of gear, posing a risk to 
women’s health especially. 
Health camps, mobile 
health clinics, and 
teleconsultation can prove 
to be a boon for pregnant 
women in flooded areas.

Abhilasha Gupta

Protect the Himalayas, protect life
This is with reference to “Towards a new paradigm of 
urbanism in Himalayas” by Dikshu C Kukreja 
(September 14). The Supreme Court’s concern over 
illegal tree-felling in the hills comes at a when floods 
and landslides are ravaging northern India. Protecting 
the Himalayas is vital for livelihoods and life itself.

Sanjay Chopra

II
Since we have not taken any proactive action on 
climate, we will have to do damage control. We have to 
have real-time weather monitoring in the Himalayas 
and community involvement in disaster management.

Bal Govind
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P
olitical parties are not workplaces, the
Supreme Court has determined, and
so do not come under the protection
of the Sexual Harassment of Women

at Workplace Act, or to use its catchy acro-
nym, POSH. To bring political parties under
POSH would make it a “tool for blackmail”, 
India’s top court observed while dismissing a
special leave petition.

The Supreme Court’s literal interpretation
of a workplace ignores the reality of modern
politics which, you could argue, for many is 
now a profession with the perks of power 
including free housing, medical benefits, and
other allowances. Even if you go only by 
nomenclature, parties have offices, office-
bearers and employees who are paid salaries.
There is a hierarchy of subordinates and sen-
iors. There is fund-collection, bank accounts
and organised activity such as protests and 
rallies. “To not call them workplaces defies 
logic,” said senior advocate Shobha Gupta 
who appeared for the petitioner, MG Yogam-
aya in the Supreme Court.

Sexual harassment is rampant in political
parties, said Yogamaya, an advocate and a 
member of the Congress legal cell who was 
appearing in her personal capacity. “Most 
cases go unreported due to fear of backlash 
and loss of opportunities,” she said. “The 
power imbalance and culture of silence 
worsen the problem.” 

Research backs this claim. In 2014, UN
Women and the Centre for Social Research 
(CSR) found 58% of women politicians sur-
veyed said the perpetrators of violence 
against them were party colleagues. Apart 
from the everyday sexism that women in 
public life are subjected to, it is “well known 
that politicians ask for sexual favours,” said 
Ranjana Kumari, director, Centre for Social 
Research.

POSH was intended to be a generous law.
It protects domestic workers employed in 
homes as well as women in the unorganised
sector. It covers “aggrieved women” and not

just employees. Its definition of sexual har-
assment is deliberately broad. It gives women
the option of filing complaints within their 
work spaces, rather than taking recourse to 
criminal complaints. Of course, they can 
choose to do both. But the Internal Com-
plaints Committee (ICC) is structured to give
both sides a fair, and quick, hearing. Now, 
said Gupta, “You are consciously keeping out
a very big and powerful sector of the work-
place known as political party offices.”

The narrowing of a law intended to make
workplaces safer and thereby, enable greater
participation by women in public life is 
unfortunate. The use of words like blackmail
reflects a growing judicial suspicion of 
women who assert their rights. In the recent
past, women who have sought maintenance
in divorce cases have been told to get a job. 
Rape survivors are counselled to tie rakhi or
even marry their rapists. Section 498A that 
recognised violence by a husband and his rel-
atives is now mired with judicial observations
about disgruntled housewives.

Sexual harassment is the manifestation of
an asymmetric hierarchy, where power lies 
in the hands of a few men over subordinate 
women (and men, though POSH is not gen-
der neutral). The Supreme Court’s observa-
tion offers no solutions. It is time for political
parties to pick up the slack and signal their 
good intentions. Of the 2,764 registered politi-
cal parties, just one — the CPI (M) — has an 
ICC, the petition avers. Nothing stops the oth-
ers from following suit.

Political parties must recognise how inte-
gral they are to nation-building. Women’s 
empowerment, a term so loved by all of them,
goes beyond cash transfers and women-
friendly schemes. It begins at home, at the 
party office where women workers can func-
tion with dignity, without fear in an environ-
ment free of sexual harassment.

Namita Bhandare writes on gender.

The views expressed are personal

Political parties have to 
be safe spaces for women

What we lack in civic sense, we make up
for in improvisational chaos. Crossing an 
Indian road is not so much an act of trans-
portation as it is performance art — a cos-
mic dance of auto-rickshaws, cows, bicycles,
that one guy who always walks diagonally 
while talking loudly on his phone, and 
another who’s shadowing him to snatch the
same phone. Or a gold chain.

The pandemonium of honking, jaywalk-
ing, sexual harassment, and whatnot gets 
blamed on the poor road. As if the road dug
its own pothole, which is not the bequest of
a corrupt contractor. As if the speed breaker
was put there by the devil himself, not by an
urban planner who spent college years 
doing everything but learning how to con-
struct good roads. Cities and roads are sup-
posed to be soulmates, but our roads resem-
ble the acid burns left on a woman’s face by
a jilted lover. Every new flyover is a case 

study in urban Darwinism. We must either
adapt or die.

Traffic fatalities get talked about only
when the aim is to bring a politician or party
down. The Global Road Safety Facility 
(GRSF) under the World Bank has found 
that in low– and middle–income countries,
road traffic injuries and fatalities cost the 
GDP between 2 and 6%. Another study sug-
gests low governance quality combined with
certain cultural traits (e.g. higher “hier-
archy”, “mastery” and lesser “intellectual 
autonomy”) tends to result in higher traffic
fatality rates.

Maybe, then, an Indian road is not a flaw
but a mirror. God made Man in His own 
image; we make and remake roads in ours:
Punishing, dramatic, and full of garbage.

Nishtha Gautam is an author and

academician. The views expressed are personal

turned crimson, either with embarrass-
ment or anger at himself. He immediately
offered to retype it. It took him a couple of
hours and it went on till well past mid-
night. 

In the process, he added a few flour-
ishes of his own which certainly embel-
lished the outcome.

I imagine that after success has ele-
vated him to the stratosphere, few people
get to see this endearing side of Peter. But
it’s definitely how I prefer to remember
him. 

I’m confident he’ll bounce back. He
always does. Yet at this moment that’s
slender consolation. I wish Peter luck and
hope our paths might cross sometime
soon.

Karan Thapar is the author of

Devil’s Advocate: The Untold Story.

The views expressed are personal

ens entrenched privilege. A 2025 study on 
Security Council reform suggests that radical
proposals will meet the strongest resistance, 
while gradual change remains more feasible.
Delaying, however, is not an option either — it
only raises the costs in lives and credibility.

And it is not for lack of proposals. The G4,
the L-69, the African Union, and the Uniting 
for Consensus — coalitions within the UN — all
tabled plans during the intergovernmental 
negotiations at the 79th session of the UN Gen-
eral Assembly. 

The real choice lies between comprehen-
sive reform, which commands broad support,
and quick-fix expansion limited to elected 
seats. Despite passionate debate, no headway
has been made — but stalemate should not be
mistaken for surrender.

This is not an optional debate for better
times; it is existential now. Delay will mean 

more wars, more displacement, and further 
erosion of trust.

Because we must remember: The UN was
not born in perfection, but has grown thought
by thought, drop by drop, through contribu-
tions of the best minds from every nation. A 
mammoth of humanity we created — and one
we cannot afford to replace with cynicism or 
breakdown.

For all its flaws, the UN remains unparal-
leled. Its global public goods — peacekeeping,
humanitarian coordination, norm-setting, 
development platforms — are not optional 
extras. If they weaken, the world grows more
dangerous faster than any environmental dis-
aster. Its specialised agencies, funds, and pro-
grammes — from World Health Organisation
and Food and Agriculture Organisation to 
Unicef, UNHCR and UNEP — are lifelines for 
millions. If this goes, we are truly heading for

destruction.
We are living in a changed world. Old met-

rics no longer suffice. Emerging powers, rising
populations, new challenges — those realities
demand a UN whose structure reflects them. 
More democratic, more diverse, more respon-
sive. Global South representation among per-
manent members is now a prerequisite for any
expanded Security Council.

As the president of the UN General Assem-
bly, Annalena Baerbock reminded us in her 
media briefing ahead of UNGA80, the UN 
must “adapt and evolve to carry us through the
next eight decades to show eight billion people
why this Organization still matters”. That is 
the bottom line.

Ruchira Kamboj is former permanent 

representative of India to the UN, New York.

The views expressed are personal

S
eptember 23, 2025 — this should
have been a milestone to write home
about. Eighty years of the United
Nations — eight decades since 1945
— ought to have produced a moment
that feels consequential, not merely

ceremonial. A standout deliverable, not just a
commemorative logo. The leaders will show 
up. The numbers and the spectacle will be 
there. But will the substance match the stage?

The reality is pragmatic, even mundane:
Internal administrative reform to make the UN
more coherent, effective, and better equipped
to serve “we the peoples”. The UN80 Initiative
explicitly urges change in how the organisa-
tion works — with belt-tightening as the burn-
ing platform. As secretary-general António 
Guterres warned in May 2025, “The United 
Nations’ resources have been shrinking 
because member-States are not all paying 
their dues, some not paying on time, contribut-
ing to what many describe as a liquidity crisis.”

That’s welcome and long overdue. For
years, the UN has suffered from unrealistic 
mandates, siloed structures, overlapping 
duties, and bureaucratic drag. It needs to 
streamline, rationalise, optimise. That could 
mean trimming overlapping mandates 
between peacebuilding and development 
agencies, consolidating back-office functions
across the UN system, or enforcing stricter 
budget accountability.

Now, the core question. With rising con-
flicts, climate change accelerating, new tech-
nologies outpacing regulations, and inequality
soaring, is the UN fit for purpose? Can it really
serve us for the next 80 years? Secretary-gen-
eral Guterres warned on September 18, 2024,
that “without fundamental reform, we risk 
sleepwalking into irrelevance”.

The recently adopted Pact for the Future, a
42-page agreement with 56 specific commit-
ments on peace, climate, development, secu-
rity council reform, digital governance and 
inequality, is one attempt to answer those 
questions, but implementation will be the test.
Germany’s presidency has already singled out
building on the Pact and ensuring its
delivery as a key priority this year. 

Take the Security Council. Its
meeting schedule is intense — 10,000
meetings and counting — but its 
impact tells a different story. Con-
flicts like those in Ukraine and Gaza
grind on. Despite its promise, the 
Council often lacks the unity, the 
teeth, or both, to enforce peace. This
erodes public trust in the UN, even as
its many specialist programmes, funds, and 
agencies continue important work.

But is this new? Have we not been here
before? Multilateralism has always contended
with headwinds. The push and pull of 193 
nations carries within it the seeds of frustra-
tion: Five members remain “more equal than
others,” fortified by the veto, while national 
interests often trump global cooperation.

The Cold War was the UN’s first great stress
test. From Korea and Hungary to Berlin and 
Cuba, the Security Council was paralysed by 
vetoes wielded by Washington and Moscow, 
and the institution was derided for inertia. The
1990s offered respite, even a so-called golden 
era. A cascade of treaties and agreements fol-
lowed — the UN Framework Convention on 

Climate Change, the Kyoto Protocol, the crea-
tion of the WTO, and the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals. One could almost believe in the 
rhetoric: “We’re all in this together.” Yet even 
then, Rwanda and Srebrenica exposed the 
UN’s inability to protect civilians, reminding 
us that failure does not always stem from 
vetoes alone.

The post-2000 period brought renewed tur-
bulence. The 2003 US-led invasion of Iraq and
the 2014 campaign against ISIS bypassed the 
UN altogether. This inability to keep the peace
spurred reform debates. In 2003, then secre-
tary-general Kofi Annan convened a high-level
panel on “Threats, Challenges and Change.” Its

report recommended strengthening
peacekeeping, peacebuilding, coun-
terterrorism, human rights, and
development. Some ideas bore fruit,
notably the creation of the Peace-
building Commission. Not all talk,
then, but talk that led to action.

The lesson: the UN has weathered
crises before. Today’s polycrisis may
feel unprecedented, but the cycle of
doubt, reinvention, and survival is

part of its DNA.
Speaking in Davos earlier this year, secre-

tary-general Guterres had sounded the alarm
saying, “We are living in an increasingly rud-
derless world. … We face widening geopolitical
divisions, rising inequalities and an assault on
human rights. … On every front, our systems of
governance are often ill-equipped to deal with
these challenges. Many were built for a differ-
ent era, a different economy, a different 
world.”

So, what’s the way forward? The reform of
the Security Council — the UN’s lynchpin for 
international peace and security — must 
remain front and centre. Though now it may 
seem implausible, there is no avoiding this.

Of course, the P5 will resist — reform threat-

UN@80: Reforms essential 
for continued relevance
The reform of the Security 
Council — the UN’s lynchpin 
for international peace and 
security — must remain front 
and centre. Though now it 
may seem implausible, there 
is no avoiding this

However, such bad luck has never
ended Peter’s career. He went on to serve
as one of Britain’s commissioners at the
European Union before returning to gov-
ernment as Gordon Brown’s secretary of
state for business. He was even promoted
to first secretary of state. It would seem he
has both God’s blessings and Satan’s
curse. The former elevates him, the latter
invariably drags him down.

Of course, none of this was apparent in
the years I knew him. That was in the
1980s and he would have been in his thir-
ties. We were television producers at Lon-
don Weekend Television, working on
what was probably Britain’s best-known
current affairs programme, Weekend
World. The legendary Brian Walden was
the anchor.

In those days he was tall, slim with a
debonair if patrician air. Everyone knew
his grandfather was Herbert Morrison, a
member of Clement Attlee’s fabled cabi-
net. Some people thought him arrogant
but that was probably because he was tac-
iturn. Certainly, he didn’t make friends
easily. He kept most people at arm’s
length.

If I remember the story correctly, with
a grand sweep of his right hand, as he was
excitedly explaining some obscure detail,
Peter knocked a cup of coffee all over the
script I was writing for that week’s show.
It was a monumental disaster. We were
barely 24 hours from “on air” and the
final version of the script was sopping
wet.

Peter was instantly apologetic. His face

{ SUNDAY SENTIMENTS }

Karan Thapar

U
nless you’re an avid reader of
British news you won’t know who
Peter Mandelson is. He’s the only
politician I know who has on

three separate occasions held high office
of State but been forced to resign in dis-
grace or summarily sacked. The most
recent was his dismissal as Britain’s
ambassador to the US on September 11. As
he once again tumbles down the ladder of
success, which he has so successfully
climbed on several occasions, I can’t help
but think of him. Once upon a time, he
was a good friend.

His most recent denouement was a
result of his close friendship with Jeffrey
Epstein, the sex offender. It seems Peter
did not reveal the details of his friendship
when he was appointed ambassador.
What was unknown is that in 2008, after
Epstein was convicted for soliciting pros-
titution from someone under 18, Mandel-
son wrote to his “best pal” in July of that
year. “I think the world of you and I feel
hopeless and furious about what has hap-

pened. I can still barely understand it,” the
letter said. “Your friends stay with you
and love you.”

This was more than Keir Starmer, the
British prime minister, had bargained for
when he appointed Peter. Within hours
he dispensed with him.

This was the third time misfortune
felled Mandelson. The first was in Decem-
ber 1998, when he was Tony Blair’s secre-
tary of state for trade and industry. After
it became known he had taken an unse-
cured loan of £373,000 from Geoffrey
Robinson, the paymaster general, whose
business affairs were under investigation
by Mandelson’s own department, Blair
forced his resignation to stem the scandal.

Two years later, he was back in high
office but misfortune was once again
waiting in the wings. Appointed secretary
of state for Northern Ireland, Mandelson
was forced to resign in January 2001, fol-
lowing accusations that he used his posi-
tion to influence Srichand Hinduja’s
attempt to acquire British citizenship.

Living in the grey zone: 
Peter Mandelson’s story 

N
obody cares for the feelings of a
road. With each pothole on the
highways, every single traffic jam in
the city, and every has-been trail-

like shadow in the hills, a road gets cursed 
and vilified. An angry “yeh wala road hi 
kharaab hai” (this road itself is bad) outburst
is the most benign of them.

What if the road isn’t the villain, but the
tragic hero in our collective drama of dys-
function? After all, the road 
doesn’t spit paan. It doesn’t jump
red lights or double park in the 
neatly encroached space outside
houses. The potholed, chaotic, 
crime-infested, rage-inducing 
mess isn’t the fault of a surface. 
It’s perhaps a symptom of a 
deeper national malaise: A 
chronic, criminal and unapolo-
getic lack of civic sense.

A young IPS trainee recently asked my
advice — no, I did nothing to deserve this 
honour — on one thing that India needed 
fixed urgently for its dream drive to develop-
ment. Between the bites of croissant, I could
only mumble, “Roads. Fix our roads”. 

A 2022 study by the National Academies
in Washington DC, on pedestrian behaviour
in India revealed that around “44.6% of 
pedestrians arriving during red light, violate
it” owing to long wait times, impatience, 
perceived low risk, and low adherence to 
enforcement.

In the same year, a Kerala-centric study
published in Heritage and Society reinforced
the Broken Windows theory by suggesting 

that people are more likely to misuse or 
show less care towards neglected public 
spaces. Welcome to the Indian version of 
nihilism. If the world is already meaningless
and ruined, what’s one more empty packet
of chips clogging the drains and causing the
“inevitable” floods?

Another study conducted in Chennai sug-
gested that people apparently intend not to
litter, but then do it anyway. In Delhi, this 

author recently witnessed the
shaming of a woman who accosted
a litterer. The latter and her com-
panion kept jeering at the brave
woman who didn’t think it was
“normal” to throw a banana peel
out of the ladies’ compartment,
hoping it would miraculously reach
a dustbin.

Clearly, we revel in the shared
cultural belief that public space is

someone else’s responsibility. The road is 
not “ours”. It’s the government’s. It’s the 
municipality’s. It’s karma’s. Anyone’s but 
ours. And roads, we don’t even treat them as
public infrastructure. They are our unpaid
interns, to be exploited and rewarded, if at 
all, only with platitudes and empty graces.

Our roads are blessed year-round with a
variety of divine benedictions. Roads are the
site of religious processions and events, and
even weekly prayers and darshans. They gal-
lantly receive the offerings — flowers, foods,
festoons — and never complain about the 
pegged tents right in their middle. Yet, there
is no deliverance in sight for them. They stay
condemned.

Our roads as mirrors of 
our lack of civic sense

Indians revel in the shared cultural belief that public space is someone else’s 
responsibility. The road is not “ours”. It’s the government’s. It’s karma’s. HT PHOTO

Nishtha 
Gautam

HIS MOST RECENT 
DENOUEMENT WAS A 
RESULT OF HIS CLOSE 
FRIENDSHIP WITH 
JEFFREY EPSTEIN, THE 
SEX OFFENDER. IT SEEMS 
PETER DID NOT REVEAL 
THE DETAILS OF HIS 
FRIENDSHIP WHEN HE 
WAS APPOINTED 
AMBASSADOR

{ ANOTHER DAY }

Namita Bhandare
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