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SCIENCE

One dose of modi�ed vaccinia Ankara-Bavarian
Nordic (MVA-BN) smallpox vaccine is moderately
e�ective in preventing Mpox infection, a study
�nds. No randomised clinical trials of vaccination
against Mpox have been conducted. To �nd the
real world e�ectiveness, researchers used a
technique called target trial emulation. Over
3,200 vaccinated men were matched to an equal
number of unvaccinated controls. The estimated
vaccine e�ectiveness of one dose of MVA-BN
against Mpox infection was found to be 58%.

Smallpox vaccine moderately
e�ective in preventing Mpox 

The discovery of an exceptionally well-preserved
ancient primitive Devonian coelacanth �sh in
remote Western Australia has been linked to a
period of heightened tectonic activity, or
movement in the Earth’s crust, according to the
new study in Nature Communications. The new
fossil from the Gogo Formation in Western
Australia, named Ngamugawi wirngarri, also
helps to �ll in an important transition period in
coelacanth history, between the primitive forms
and other more ‘anatomically-modern’ forms.

Fish fossil shows evidence of
Earth’s evolutionary march

Ozone gas is reducing the growth of tropical
forests — leaving an estimated 290 million tonnes
of carbon uncaptured each year, new research
shows. It calculates that ground-level ozone
reduces new yearly growth in tropical forests by
5.1% on average. The e�ect is stronger in some
regions. The researchers ran experiments to
measure the ozone susceptibility of tropical tree
species and incorporated the results into a
computer model of global vegetation.

Study �nds ozone pollution
reduces tropical forest growth

SNAPSHOTS
�

Can light pollution be a
new risk factor for
Alzheimer’s?

Outdoor light at night
could be a signi�cant risk
factor in Alzheimer’s
disease, according to a
new study. Light pollution
has already been
associated with an
increased risk of some
disorders and diseases.
Based on light intensity,
researchers divided people
into di�erent groups.While
the cause is unknown,
higher nighttime light
intensity was associated
with a greater Alzheimer’s
disease prevalence than
any other risk factor
examined in the study for
those under the age of 65,
suggesting that younger

people may be more
sensitive to the e�ects of
light exposure at night.
Exposure to light
in�uences the body’s
natural sleep-wake
pattern, called a circadian
rhythm. Exposure to light
at night can disrupt a
person’s circadian rhythm,
which can make a person
less resilient and more
prone to disease. The
research results are limited
to a subset of the
population and further
testing is needed to better
understand the
connection between
evening outdoor light and
Alzheimer’s disease.

Question Corner

Risk factor

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

A new study �nds that a tri-
lobite species with excep-
tionally well-preserved fos-
sils from upstate New York
has an additional set of legs
underneath its head. The
research, led by the Ameri-
can Museum of Natural
History and Nanjing Un-
iversity in China, suggests
that having a �fth pair of
head appendages might be
more widespread among
trilobites than once

thought. Published in the
journal Palaeontology, the
study helps researchers
better understand how tri-
lobite heads are
segmented.

Trilobites are a group of
extinct arthropods whose
living relatives include lob-
sters and spiders. Like oth-
er arthropods, the bodies
of trilobites are made up of
many segments, with the
head region comprised of
several fused segments. As
with other parts of the tri-

lobite body (the thorax and
tail), these segments were
associated with appendag-
es, which ranged in func-
tion from sensing to feed-
ing to locomotion.

Two ways
The segments in the trilo-
bite head can be counted
in two di�erent ways: by
looking at the grooves
(called furrows) on the up-
per side of the trilobite fos-
sil’s hard exoskeleton, or
by counting the pairs of

preserved antennae and
legs on the underside of
the fossil. The soft appen-
dages of trilobites are rare-
ly preserved, though, and
when looking at the seg-
ments in the trilobite head,
researchers regularly �nd
a mismatch between these
two methods.

In the new study, re-
searchers examined newly
recovered specimens of
the exceptionally pre-
served trilobite Triarthrus
eatoni from upstate New

York. These fossils, known
for the gold shine of the py-
rite replacement preserv-
ing them, show an addi-
tional, previously
undescribed leg under-
neath the head. 

Resolving mismatch
By making comparisons
with another trilobite spe-
cies, the exceptionally pre-
served Olenoides serra-
tus from the Burgess Shale
in British Columbia, the re-
searchers propose a model

for how appendages were
attached to the head in re-
lation to the grooves in the
exoskeleton. 

This model resolves the
apparent mismatch and in-
dicates that the trilobite
head included six seg-
ments: an anterior seg-
ment associated with the
developmental origin of
the eyes and �ve additional
segments, associated with
one pair of antennae and
four pairs of walking legs,
respectively. 

Trilobite fossils from upstate New York reveal extra set of legs 
The Hindu Bureau

E
xcess body
weight, especial-
ly abdominal
obesity, is asso-

ciated with several health
problems like diabetes,
high blood pressure, and
cardiovascular disease. Va-
rious weight reduction
methods have been tried
over the years, but most
have not stood the test of
time.

Recently, a class of
drugs called GLP-1 ago-
nists, originally used for
diabetes, has gained atten-
tion for its role in weight
loss. These drugs mimic
the gut hormone GLP-1,
which enhances insulin re-
lease and slows digestion,
promoting a sense of full-
ness. Among these drugs,
semaglutide has been in
use for diabetes since 2017. 

In higher doses, it is
now used as a weight-loss
drug in Western countries.
A study published recently
in the Journal of the Ameri-
can College of Cardio-
logy revealed promising re-
sults from its use in people
without diabetes. 

The SELECT trial, fund-
ed by the makers of sema-
glutide, included 17,604
obese or overweight parti-
cipants with cardiovascu-
lar disease but no diabetes.
They were randomised to
receive weekly injections
of either semaglutide or a
placebo and were followed
up for three years. The aim
was to check for any reduc-
tion in deaths, heart at-
tacks, and strokes, as the
drug was known to reduce
weight. During follow-up,
833 people (4.7%) died.
Compared to the placebo
group, participants who re-
ceived semaglutide had
lower death rates from all

causes. The primary �nd-
ings of the SELECT trial
were published earlier
in The New England Journal
of Medicine in December
2023. A 19% reduction in
cardiovascular mortality,
heart attacks, and strokes
in the semaglutide group
was the highlight.

Reduced deaths 
However, these results also
raised questions. For ex-
ample, why was there an
early reduction in deaths —
even before the partici-
pants lost weight? Typical-
ly, the health bene�ts of
weight loss take longer to
manifest. For instance, a
Swedish bariatric surgery
study by Sjöström et al.,
which also demonstrated
reduced deaths from
weight loss, had an average
follow-up of 10.9 years. Fol-
lowing surgery, although
weight loss occurred in the
�rst year, death reduction
only occurred much later. 

Secondly, the SELECT
study participants were

not diabetic, implying that
the known anti-diabetic ef-
fects of GLP-1 agonists
could not have accounted
for the reduced deaths. Fi-
nally, there was an unex-
pected reduction in CO-
VID-19 deaths. The paper
did not mention partici-
pants’ vaccination status.
This leaves unanswered
questions about how GLP-1
agonists might a�ect CO-
VID-19 mortality.

When a clinical trial re-
ports an unexpected bene-
�t in the treatment arm
compared to the placebo,
two possibilities
arise — either the treat-
ment is genuinely better,
or the placebo group had
participants in worse
health at the start of the
trial. The surprising results
from this study were the
earlier-than-expected
death reduction and the
apparent e�ect on CO-
VID-19 mortality. This war-
rants a closer look at
whether the two groups
had important di�erences

at baseline. 
Large randomised trials

like SELECT can minimise
such discrepancies. Ac-
cordingly, there were no
major baseline di�erences
between the semaglutide
and placebo groups in
terms of age, gender,
HbA1c, blood pressure,
cholesterol level, BMI, or
waist circumference 

However, the supple-
mentary tables comparing
baseline parameters of
those who died with those
who remained alive have a
striking di�erence in the
use of loop diuretic medi-
cines. 

Among those who re-
mained alive, only 11.7%
were using loop diuretic
drugs at the start of the
trial, compared to 35.9%
among those who later
died of cardiovascular
causes. Loop diuretic med-
icines are commonly pre-
scribed for advanced dis-
ease conditions of the
heart, liver, and kidney,
and their use could serve

as an indirect indicator of
the severity of the partici-
pants’ health. This sug-
gests that many partici-
pants who died during the
trial may have had more
advanced heart disease
from the outset.

Although randomisa-
tion generally ensures a ba-
lanced distribution of par-
ticipants, some
unevenness could still oc-
cur. The total number of
people with heart failure
was comparable in both
groups, which included va-
rying degrees of severity.
However, the paper does
not specify whether the
placebo group had a high-
er proportion of indivi-
duals on loop diuretics,
which could indicate more
advanced heart failure.
Such a discrepancy could
have potentially contribut-
ed to higher death rates
during follow-up. This
might also explain the un-
expected di�erence ob-
served in COVID-19 deaths.
It is also possible that pro-
perties of GLP-1 agonists
other than weight loss and
control of diabetes are in-
volved here.

Research is essential for
advancing medical know-
ledge. While unexpected
�ndings are not uncom-
mon, it is vital to explore
all possible explanations
before concluding. GLP-1
agonists are already re-
commended for people
with diabetes, and this stu-
dy suggests they may also
bene�t overweight and
obese individuals without
diabetes. These �ndings
could impact medical
practice, particularly if
further studies con�rm the
results.
(Rajeev Jayadevan is Chair-
man, Research Cell, Kerala
State IMA)

Diabetes drug may lower death
rate in obese people: study 

Rajeev Jayadevan

Excess body weight, especially abdominal obesity, is associated with health problems like diabetes, high blood pressure,

cardiovascular disease; various weight reduction methods have been tried over the years, most have not stood the test of time

UNICEF has declared
March 21 of every year as
World Poetry Day, with a
chosen theme. It is devot-
ed to supporting linguistic
diversity using poetic ex-
pression. In 2022, the
theme was ‘environment’.
Last year it was ‘Always a
poet, even in prose’ and
this year, the theme was
‘Standing on the shoulders
of giants’. Poetry is used to
evoke emotions, create im-
agery, and convey ideas in
a highly structured and
imaginative manner. It has
rhythm (using two or more
syllables), metre (point of
emphasis), and emotional
resonance, where the
emotion of the poet is felt

by the reader or singer and
appeals to the heart and
mind more e�ectively. It
has a sense of economy,
embellishment, and
rhythm. It is often singa-
ble. Note for example our
national anthem ‘Jana Ga-
na Mana’, a poem by Ra-
bindranath Tagore, which
we all sing with gusto and
pride. At the same time,
many of us also remember,
hear, and sing sad songs in
our languages.

The World Poetry Day
2022 focussed on endan-
gered languages, their
poems, prose, and songs.
Across the world, more
than 7,000 languages are
endangered. In India, ac-
cording to UNESCO, 42 In-
dian languages (spoken by
less than 10,000 people)
are endangered. Since
2013, India has initiated a
scheme for the protection
and preservation of endan-
gered languages in the

country. The site ‘endan-
gered languages in India’
o�ers a list of these lan-
guages such as the Great
Andamanese, Tibetic Balti,
and the Asur of Jharkhand.
The Society for Protection
and Preservation of Endan-
gered Languages (SPPEL)
at Mysuru is actively en-
gaged in the area.

World Poetry Day 2023
had the theme: Always a
poet, even in prose. Sha-
kespeare was an outstand-

ing example. Even his
prose had a poetic lilt to
it. Here are some exam-
ples: ‘Brevity is the soul of
wit’; and ‘my words �y up,
but my thoughts remain
below’. Similar poems in
Hindi, Urdu, and Tamil
have been written by sev-
eral scholars.  

Why write a poem when
we can use prose to ex-
press what we wish to have
in mind? While the lan-
guage used in prose is nat-

ural and grammatical,
poetic language is �gura-
tive and symbolic. Oxford
Scholastica Academy
points out that poetry is a
form of literary expression
that uses language. As the
Encyclopedia Britannica
says, in poetry you careful-
ly choose and arrange lan-
guage for its meaning,
sound, and rhythm. While
reading or listening to poe-
try, the ‘pleasure centre’ in
your brain is actively en-
gaged in searching for sym-
bolism and interpreting
metaphors.

The site ‘Scientists take
on poetry’ points out that
the mathematician Ada Lo-
velace, the chemist Hum-
phry Davy and the physi-
cist James Maxwell wrote
poems about their work in
India, and S.S. Bhatnagar
wrote poems in Hindi. C.V.
Raman, though not a poet,
was interested in the scien-
ti�c basis of musical

sounds in violins and
wrote “Experiments with
mechanically played vio-
lins”, which was published
in the Proceedings of the In-
dian Association for the
Cultivation of Science in
1920. He also studied the
uniqueness of Indian
drums. His analyses of
the harmonic nature of the
sounds of tabla and mri-
dangam were the �rst
scienti�c studies on Indian
percussion. Likewise, the
physicist S.N. Bose played
the string instrument esraj.
The naturalist Salim Ali
(Birdman of India) wrote
many books on the birds of
India. The electronic engi-
neer Rangarajan (with the
pen name ‘Sujatha’) wrote
excellent books and arti-
cles in Tamil, which are
widely appreciated for his
language skills. Should
there not be more scien-
tists who write poems and
essays on music?

SPEAKING OF
SCIENCE

D. Balasubramanian

Poems express ideas better than prose 

While natural and grammatical language is used in prose, poetic

language is figurative and symbolic.
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The story so far:

O
n September 11, the Cabinet cleared a
₹2,000 crore programme called Mission
Mausam to upgrade infrastructure used

to make atmospheric observations. It will
involve a major upgrade of instruments used by
the India Meteorological Department (IMD), the
National Centre for Medium Range Weather
Forecasting, and the Indian Institute of Tropical
Meteorology.

What are its objectives?
The mission’s focus is to improve atmospheric
observations to enable better quality monsoon
forecasts, improve alerts warning of
deteriorating air quality, and warn of extreme
weather events and cyclones. Critical elements
of the mission include deploying
‘next-generation radars’ and satellite systems
with advanced sensors and high-performance
supercomputers, developing improved
earth-system models, and a GIS-based
automated Decision Support System for
real-time data dissemination. The nodal agency
involved in executing the mission is the Ministry
of Earth Sciences (MoES). In the �rst tranche of
the mission until 2026, the MoES hopes to
procure and install up to 60 weather radars, 15
wind pro�lers, and 15 radiosondes. These
instruments give regular updates on the
changing parameters of wind speeds,

atmospheric
pressure, humidity,
and temperature at
various elevations
of the atmosphere.

Is this the �rst
time that a
mission of this
sort has been
conceived?

No. The predecessor is the ‘Monsoon Mission,’
launched in 2012. Historically, the IMD has
relied on statistical methods to forecast
monsoons. Di�erent weather parameters were
permuted and combined in myriad ways to
prepare forecasts about the likely performance
of the monsoon in a particular year. These were
extremely broad estimates; they almost never
warned of the likelihood of droughts and also
could not capture the wide regional diversity of
the monsoon. 

Droughts and �oods co-exist and these
weather models were usually inadequate at
capturing that. The Monsoon Mission proposed
a radical approach. Since 2004, meteorologists
and climate scientists have been working on a
di�erent approach to forecasting that relies on
high performance computing machines, or
supercomputers. They sought to simulate the
weather on a particular day and, via physics
equations, make a map of how each day’s
weather would pan out over the next few days,
weeks, and even months. These weather
models, called dynamical models, are now the
standard approach to weather forecasts and
climate studies. This can give more accurate
‘medium range’ forecasts and often this is what
consumers of weather information �nd useful.
The Monsoon Mission eventually succeeded in
developing a general-purpose dynamical model
that can be tweaked to generate forecasts on
multiple timescales — from daily forecasts to
seasonal monsoon predictions. 

Beyond the monsoon, such a model could be
customised for heatwaves, cold waves, and local
forecasts. It is also an expensive approach to
forecasting and requires sophisticated
computers, radars, wind pro�lers, and an array
of data-gathering devices.

What is novel about this mission?
Improving dynamical models is an endless
pursuit, limited only by money and intellectual
curiosity. While the latest mission builds on its
predecessor by getting more of such equipment,
it has outlined a radical plan for “weather
management.” This means actively changing the
weather using cloud seeding. The latter involves
spraying clouds with appropriate chemicals to
increase or decrease their water-carrying
capacity. Plans are also afoot to control
lightning. As statistics reveal, lightning strikes
are the number one cause of nature-propelled
deaths in India and were responsible for 2,821 or
35% of the 8,060 accidental deaths attributable
to natural forces in 2022, according to the latest
NCRB report. 

Meteorologists say they hope one day to be
able to tweak the electrical characteristics of the
cloud so that there are less lightning strikes that
lethally traverse from sky to ground. To this end,
a large ‘cloud chamber’ – that simulates the
interior of a cloud – will be set up at the IITM. To
be sure, research into weather modi�cation has
a history stretching back to the 1950s and many
experiments have been conducted in India,
including spraying aerosols in certain regions of
one cloud, and leaving out the others. However,
the big challenge with weather modi�cation is
setting sharp boundaries. It is not unusual for
seeded clouds to rain in places where they are
not supposed to. Gleaning a better
understanding of these processes is a major
component of Mission Mausam.

Will Mission
Mausam improve
weather forecasts?
What is on the anvil to make accurate

predictions? What is the challenge with

weather modi�cation plans? 

Jacob Koshy

Meteorologists hope
they are able to tweak
the electrical
characteristics of the
cloud so that there are
less lightning strikes
that lethally traverse
from sky to ground

The story so far:

N
early 78 lakh Provident Fund (PF)
pensioners across the country under
the Employees’ Pension Scheme, 1995
(EPS-95) of the Employees’ Provident

Fund Organisation (EPFO) will receive their
pension through any bank, any branch from
January 1, 2025. The Union Labour Ministry
cleared the proposal earlier this month for a
Centralised Pension Payment System (CPPS) as
part of the EPFO’s ongoing IT modernisation
project, the Centralised IT Enabled System.

What contributed to the formulation of this
new arrangement?
At present, if a pensioner decides to migrate,
they have to seek the transfer of Pension
Payment Orders (PPO) from one o�ce to
another. This has invariably resulted in
complaints from pensioners about the delay in
transfers, and subsequent payments. Moreover,
pensioners can draw their monthly pension only
through a group of three or four banks
empanelled with the EPFO at every zone or
region. 

The new facility has been made possible in
the wake of the implementation of the CPPS,
which has been approved by the Union Ministry
of Labour and Employment, according to the
Minister and Chairperson of the EPFO’s Central
Board of Trustees, Mansukh Mandaviya, in a
statement issued on September 4. In the next
phase, CPPS will enable a smooth transition to
an Aadhaar-based payment system. The
pensioners will no longer need to visit the
branch for any veri�cation at the time of
commencement of pension and the pension
shall be immediately credited upon release, the
government said. The EPFO expects a signi�cant
cost reduction in pension disbursement after

moving to the new system.

Will the proposed arrangement make things
easier for pensioners?
“On the face of it, we welcome the development
even though we are waiting for the full details of
the announcement. Everything depends upon
implementation, during which we will come to
know whether there are practical di�culties or
not,” said K.P. Babu, general secretary of the
Chennai EPF Pensioners’ Welfare Association
and Organising secretary of the All India
Co-ordination Committee of EPF Pensioners’
Associations. However, he added that for all
practical purposes, many pensioners, like any
other group of bank customers, draw money
through ATM cards, thanks to the core banking
system.

Has the announcement satis�ed pensioners? 
To many pensioners, the Union Ministry’s
decision has been a disappointment, as they
expected the government to provide them with
a pleasant surprise, just as it has done for its
government sta� — a uni�ed pension scheme
which seeks to combine many features of the
Old Pension Scheme (OPS) and the New Pension
Scheme (NPS).

Trade unions and even Members of
Parliament, cutting across party a�liations, have
been urging the government to hike the
minimum pension amount of ₹1,000. Late last
month, a BJP MP from Gujarat, Shobhanaben M.
Baraiya, wrote to the Minister saying, that
approximately seven years ago, the request for
hiking the minimum pension to ₹7,500 along
with dearness allowance (DA) and medical
allowance was “assured consideration.” The
Chennai EPF Pensioners’ Welfare Association,
the EPS- 95 Retired Employees’ Welfare
Association, Mysuru, and the Provident Fund
Pensioners’ Association, Kochi, have been
seeking ₹9,000 plus DA. The same demand was
raised by trade unions during their pre-Budget
consultation with Union Finance Minister.

What is the status of applications by PF
pensioners and members for pension on
higher wages?
PF members and pensioners are increasingly
anxious over how their applications for pension
on higher wages are being processed. Many of
them had nursed the hope that they would get
higher pension immediately after the Supreme
Court’s judgment in November 2022 which
approved, as a matter of principle, the payment
of pension on wages that exceeded the PF
ceiling. However, a recent reply from the EPFO
under the Right to Information Act showed that
as of August 7, 2024, the number of applicants

who were issued PPOs was 8,401, which
included two from those who retired before
September 1, 2014. Besides, demand notices
were sent to 89,235 other applicants, requiring
them to transfer their share of arrears. Nearly
17.5 lakh applications had been submitted
online, of which about 1.5 lakh were rejected. 

What is the Union government’s position?
As regards the hike in minimum pension, the
Centre has been citing �nancial constraints,
though it has been increasing its allocation
annually for the EPS-95.

The government’s contribution to the Pension
Scheme is at the rate of 1.16% of the basic wages
of employees, apart from providing budgetary
support to ensure the minimum pension
payment. The Pension Scheme is also getting
funds through the transfer of 8.33% of the
Provident Fund contributions by employers. An
o�cial document reveals that during 2022-23,
the government’s contribution was
approximately ₹8,785 crore and it was ₹ 9,760
crore for 2023-24. For 2024-25, the bill would be
₹10,950 crore. Under these circumstances, it
remains to be seen to what extent the Union
government will increase the minimum pension
amount.

On the issue of pension on higher wages, the
EPFO was originally against it, as the body had
contended that the EPS-95 was meant for
economically weak workers, who had,
proportionately, contributed more than the high
wage earners. The “reverse subsidy” was an
“anomaly,” which was corrected by the
modi�cations in 2014. Even now, its stand has
been that it cannot be liberal in granting pension
on higher wages as this would a�ect the
sustainability of the Pension Fund. However, till
now, the fund has not witnessed any cash �ow
problems, despite there being a projected
actuarial de�cit in the valuation. There has been
a widespread complaint that the PF body has
been “unrealistic” in seeking very old
documents from pensioners, members, and
employers. 

What is the way forward?
Apart from increasing its contributions
substantially to the EPS-95 and revising upwards
the ceiling for PF contributions from ₹15,000
which was �xed 10 years ago, the Union
government should implement the idea �oated
by former Union Finance Minister Arun Jaitley,
during his Budget speech in February 2015, that
an option be given to employees to invest in the
EPF or the NPS, a move which will take care of
the issue of returns on investment. This is not to
overlook the fact that since 2015, the EPFO has
been investing in exchange-traded funds (ETF),
as noti�ed by the Union Labour Ministry. The
exclusion of the applicability of EPS-95 to those
who joined after September 1, 2014, and earned
more than the ceiling has to be removed,
making pension eligible to all employees,
regardless of the pay.

What are the issues faced by EPFO pensioners? 

Trade unions
and even
Members of
Parliament,
cutting across
party lines,
have been
urging the
government
to hike the
minimum
pension
amount

Have some of the problems eased with the government announcing that 78 lakh bene�ciaries can

pick up their pension from any bank, any branch from January 2025? What are some of their

other demands? Is a raise in the minimum pension amount likely? What are the di�culties? 

T. Ramakrishnan

Benefit dispute: To many pensioners, the Union Ministry’s decision has been

a disappointment. GETTY IMAGES

The story so far:

A
recent Finance Ministry advisory took
a �rst step at easing some of the
di�culties of daily life for queer
couples who cannot legally marry.

The clari�cation, along with a Reserve Bank of
India (RBI) circular, made it clear to all
commercial banks that people from the
LGBTQIA+ community and those in queer
relationships cannot be prevented from opening
joint bank accounts and nominating their queer
partners as their bene�ciaries.

What are the problems queer people face
when their unions are unrecognised?
Supriyo Chakraborty and his partner have been
together for 12 years, but when one of them is in
hospital or needs to take a medical decision, his
partner does not have a legal right to weigh in.
“We are scared. Right now, our parents are still
alive, so we have managed. But we are getting
older. What happens when they are no longer
there? For these kinds of life and death
decisions, the hospital looks for blood relatives
or a legal spouse,” he points out.

If caregiving rights are at the heart of the
demand for legally recognised marriages,

funeral rites provide an even bleaker example.
Earlier this year, a Kochi man named Jebin had
to petition the Kerala High Court to be allowed
to attend the funeral of his live-in partner Manu
who died of injuries sustained in a fall. Manu’s
family had refused to accept his body and pay
his medical bills as they did not approve of their
relationship. The court ruled that Jebin could
pay his �nal respects at the funeral, provided
Manu’s family did not object. 

Beyond such grave matters, the mundane
routines of daily life can all become harder for
queer couples. They cannot obtain a ration card
as a family; be nominated for the payment of
gratuity, provident fund bene�ts, or insurance
bene�ts as a dependent spouse; or receive tax
bene�ts for payments made on behalf of the
spouse. The laws of succession, inheritance,
alimony, and maintenance do not take queer
couples into account. Their communications are
not protected by evidentiary privilege reserved
for married couples, meaning they could be
compelled to give evidence against each other in
court. They cannot donate organs to each other.
They cannot adopt a child together.

“In our country, it is marriage that gives a
couple access to a bundle of legal rights. It is
about so much more than social acceptance,”
says Mr. Chakraborty, explaining why he went to
court to seek the right to same-sex marriage.

What did the Supreme Court say?
In its October 2023 judgment, the court refused
to recognise same-sex marriage, saying that
judicial review must steer clear of matters that
fall in the legislative domain. However, it also
noted that the Constitution protects the freedom
of all persons including queer couples to enter
into a union, adding that “the failure of the State
to recognise the bouquet of entitlements which
�ow from a union would result in a disparate
impact on queer couples who cannot marry
under the current legal regime”. It also noted
the Union government’s commitment to set up a
committee chaired by the Cabinet Secretary to
de�ne the scope of such entitlements. This
six-member panel — which includes the
Secretaries to the Ministries of Home A�airs,

Social Justice and Empowerment, Law and
Justice, Women and Child Development, and
Health and Family Development — was set up in
April, held its �rst meeting in May, and began
stakeholder consultations in July. Members of
the LGBTQIA+ community have been
encouraged to email the committee directly.

Apart from joint bank accounts, the court
directed that the panel must consider how to
enable partners in a queer relationship to be
treated as a part of the same family for the
purpose of a ration card. It also noted that
“medical practitioners have a duty to consult
family or next of kin or next friend, in the event
patients who are terminally ill have not executed
an Advance Directive. Parties in a union may be
considered ‘family’ for this purpose.” The court
directed the panel to consider jail visitation
rights and the right to access the body of the
deceased partner and arrange the last rites,
succession rights, �nancial and material
bene�ts, and rights �owing from employment
such as gratuity.

What kind of changes in rules are needed?
Even before last month’s advisories from the
Finance Ministry and the RBI, some banks
claimed that their inclusive policies allowed
queer couples to nominate each other as
bene�ciaries and open joint accounts over the
last few years. Mr. Chakraborty dismisses such
claims as a “marketing gimmick”, noting that
bank branch employees had not been given the
sensitivity training to back up the policies
proclaimed from their headquarters. “The local
clerk simply trades in familiar stereotypes. But
now that we have a government order, we can
demand our rights. Legal backing is essential,”
he says.

Similar advisories from the insurance
regulator, the State departments in charge of the
Public Distribution System, medical boards’
guidelines, and the Income Tax department may
be su�cient for some bene�ts to be made
accessible to queer couples. However,
amendments to family and inheritance laws, the
Juvenile Justice Act, and the Income Tax Act may
need to be passed by Parliament and State
legislatures to make deeper changes. 

“We tried to get ourselves a bouquet of rights
through the petition [to recognise same-sex
marriages], but that did not work. So now, it is a
longer slog to gain each of them one by one,”
says Mr. Chakraborty.

What rights are queer couples �ghting for? 

A six-member
panel of
various
departments
has been set
up to de�ne
the scope of
entitlements
to queer
couples

Why is the advisory to allow the LGBTQIA+ community to open joint bank accounts a small step

towards easing their daily lives? Why is the community kept out of succession, inheritance,

alimony, and maintenance? What did the SC rule on same-sex marriage in October 2023?

Priscilla Jebaraj

Rights overdue: The mundane routines of daily life can become harder for

queer couples. FILE PHOTO
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T
he Securities and Exchange
Board of India (SEBI) is the
apex regulator for the
securities market with a

preamble that a�rms its commitment
“to protect the interests of investors in
securities and to promote the
development of, and to regulate the
securities market.”

In February 2022, the Government
announced the appointment of
Madhabi Puri Buch, who was at the
time a Whole Time Member on the
SEBI board, as the �rst woman to head
the securities markets regulator.

An Indian Institute of Management,
Ahmedabad alumna with a graduate
degree in Mathematics from St.
Stephen’s College, New Delhi, Ms.
Buch is also one of the youngest chiefs
at SEBI, taking the helm from her
predecessor in March 2022, when she
was about 56.

A veteran of the investment banking
and �nancial services industry, who at
one-time headed ICICI Securities as its
MD &CEO, Ms. Buch was expected to
bring vital industry perspective to her
job of regulating the markets and
securities issuances while ensuring
that investor protection was always
accorded the highest priority.

A protege of N. Vaghul and
subsequently K.V. Kamath during her
years at ICICI, Ms. Buch even had a
stint as a consultant to the
Shanghai-based BRICS-established
New Development Bank, which Mr.
Kamath led for a while.

First test
Less than a year into her job at SEBI’s
helm, Ms. Buch faced her �rst stern
test of regulatory stewardship when, in
January 2023, U.S. short-seller
Hindenburg Research levelled
exhaustive charges of stock price
manipulation and accounting fraud
against the Adani Group of companies.

With the prices of all the listed
Adani Group entities nosediving in the
wake of the Hindenburg allegations,
hundreds of crores of investor wealth

was wiped out in just a matter of a few
trading sessions, sparking a series of
petitions in the country’s top court
seeking judicial intervention. 

In early March 2023, the Supreme
Court ordered the formation of a
committee to look into possible
regulatory failure in dealing with the
allegations that the Adani Group �rms
�outed norms in the securities market.

Clean chit
And in May, the court-appointed panel
returned a �nding that it could not
conclude there had been regulatory
failure. 

It also cited the various
investigations SEBI had been
conducting since as far back as
October 2020 into the ownership of 13
entities tied to allegations in the
Hindenburg report about minimum
public shareholding, adding that the
markets watchdog’s probe into the
entities’ �nal ownership had drawn a
blank.

So, when on August 10 this year
Hindenburg �red a fresh salvo, this
time levelling charges against Ms. Buch
of con�icts of interest including having
invested in a Mauritius-based o�shore
fund with links to the Adanis, all hell
broke loose.

The SEBI Chairperson and her
husband Dhaval Buch, a supply chain
specialist who had served as FMCG
major Unilever’s global chief
procurement o�cer before retiring,
issued two back-to-back statements in
response to the short seller’s
allegations seeking to clear the air.

In the �rst statement, the Buch
couple asserted: “In the context of
allegations made... against us, we
would like to state that we strongly
deny the baseless allegations and
insinuations. The same are devoid of
any truth. Our life and �nances are an
open book. All disclosures as required
have already been furnished to SEBI
over the years. We have no hesitation
in disclosing any and all �nancial
documents, including those that relate
to the period when we were strictly
private citizens, to any and every

authority that may seek them.”
The markets watchdog, for its part,

also issued an exhaustive statement on
August 11 in which it emphasised that
“relevant disclosures required in terms
of holdings of securities and their
transfers have been made by the
Chairperson from time to time.
Chairperson has also recused herself

in matters involving potential con�icts
of interest”.

People with knowledge of SEBI’s
inner workings stressed that Ms. Buch
had at no point in time sought to
in�uence any of the multiple
investigations being carried out by the
markets watchdog.

“She can be very aggressive in her

approach to getting work done and
demanding results,” said a former
member of one of the several
committees SEBI uses in its
consultative process to craft and �ne
tune policies and the overall regulatory
environment. 

“And yes, that level of abrasiveness
is a clear failing. However, most of her
former ICICI group colleagues
appreciate and vouch for her personal
integrity,” the person added, speaking
on the condition of anonymity.

Ms. Buch is also facing a
groundswell of internal restiveness in
SEBI, with a grouping of o�cers
questioning the “mistrust and lack of
respect shown at the highest level
towards employees”.

“She is facing a real media trial with
the Opposition also deciding to target
her to get at the government,” says a
former banker. “Also, there are several
regulatory measures that SEBI has
taken and is planning that a group of
market players are strongly opposed
to. They too will be happy to see her
fall,” the banker added.

Tightening norms
Among the measures tightening norms
is a SEBI guideline that took e�ect on
September 9 requiring all Foreign
Portfolio Investors (FPIs) with more
than 50% global exposure to India or
holding ₹25,000 crore investment in
Indian equities to disclose all granular
details on the ultimate bene�ciary of
the fund to the regulator. Failing
which, the FPI would have to liquidate
and rebalance its holdings to comply
with the threshold speci�ed by SEBI.
And another proposal aims to tighten
guidelines for derivatives trading.

“For the sake of the institution and
investor faith in the markets regulator,
it will, however, be best if an
independent review is conducted at
the earliest to clear the air on
everything related to the SEBI chief,”
said another former SEBI o�cial. “This
is something that will surely be in her
interest too, especially given the
statement asserting that her life is an
open book,” the person added.

The regulator at the centre of a storm
Madhabi Puri Buch

The SEBI chief has been facing a barrage of allegations following U.S. short-seller Hindenburg Research’s August 10 statement asserting improprieties tied to the Adani
Group that forced her and her husband to state that their lives and �nances were an ‘open book’

Suresh Seshadri THE GIST
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E
dmundo Gonzalez
Urrutia landed with
his wife in Madrid

on September 8, seeking
asylum in Spain. He had
been the o�cial presiden-
tial candidate of the Demo-
cratic Unitary Platform in
the Venezuelan elections
held on July 28. According
to Opposition parties, the
75-year old retired diplo-
mat was also the victor. 

However, the country’s
National Electoral Council
declared President Nicolas
Maduro the winner, re-
electing him for a third
term. Opposition parties
and poll observers dissent-
ed, citing their vote tallies
to assert that his rival gar-
nered more votes than Mr.
Maduro. Exit polls had
placed Mr. Gonzalez with
65% support, while Mr. Ma-
duro reportedly had only
between 14% to 31% of pop-
ular support. Countries
such as the U.S, the U.K
and Spain have not recog-
nised Mr. Maduro’s victory. 

But the powers that be
have refused to capitulate.
An arrest warrant had
been issued for Mr. Gonza-
lez ahead of his departure,
accusing him of several
crimes, including conspi-
racy and forgery of docu-
ments. 

Mr. Gonzalez was born
in 1949 in La Victoria, close
to Caracas, to a family of li-
mited means. His mother
was a teacher and his fath-
er a shopkeeper. 

Keen on foreign service,
Mr. Gonzalez studied inter-
national relations at the

Central University of Vene-
zuela, also becoming a stu-
dent leader during his time
there. After graduating in
1970, he joined the diplo-
matic services, serving in
Belgium and El Salvador.
Mr. Gonzalez also served as
Ambassador to Algeria and
later Argentina, during the
Hugo Chavez regime. He
came back to Venezuela in
2002 and retired from the
service. 

Unobtrusive beginning
His political innings began
in an unobtrusive manner.
He became a backbench
adviser for the Democratic
Unity Roundtable — a coali-
tion of Opposition parties
— in 2008. He became pre-
sident of the coalition’s
Board of Directors in 2021,
but continued in relative
public obscurity. He spent
his time in academic re-
search, writing papers and
giving talks, and being a
loving grandfather to his
four grandchildren.

Mr. Gonzalez found
himself the presidential
pick after two Opposition
leaders — the popular Ma-
ria Corina Machado and
Corina Yorisx — were
barred from running by of-

�cials citing technicalities.
As a deadline loomed, Mr.
Gonzalez was selected as
the Opposition’s candidate
in April. 

He exuded calmness
and a grandfatherly air,
particularly contrasted to
other �rebrand opposition
leaders. His demeanour
garnered him public ap-
peal and opinion polls
showed he had built a size-
able lead over Mr. Maduro
ahead of the elections. 

“It’s time for the big Ve-
nezuelan family to come
together once more,” he
said in an interview with
CNN en Español. His poll
plank consisted of curtail-
ing in�ation, at a 64% year-
on-year high, and bringing
back trust in government
institutions and the judici-
ary. Further, Mr. Gonzalez
was not as openly critical
of Mr. Maduro’s regime as
other Opposition leaders,
and left the prospect of
amnesty for political oppo-
nents open. Notably, some
of these leaders are under
investigation by the Inter-
national Criminal Court for
their role in crimes against
humanity, following brutal
attempts to suppress dis-
sent in Venezuela, which

has been witnessing a spi-
ralling economy, sanctions
and the �ight of citizens ov-
er the last few years.

Elections and aftermath
Early results on July 28
pointed to a Gonzalez win,
but Mr. Maduro was de-
clared as having garnered
51% of the vote. Opposition
leaders say their vote tal-
lies indicate a clear victory
for Mr. Gonzalez, and have
called upon the authorities
to publish the �nal poll re-
sults. International leaders
have called for transparen-
cy in polling data, while
Venezuelans have taken to
the streets in protest. 

Now, following what Mr.
Gonzalez has called “epi-
sodes of pressure, coer-
cion, and threats that I
wouldn’t be allowed to
leave,” he has sought asy-
lum in Spain.

On September 10, Span-
ish lawmakers debated a
symbolic motion from the
main opposition party to
recognise Mr. Gonzalez as
winner of the election, as
many exiled from Vene-
zuela gathered outside the
Spanish Parliament in Ma-
drid. Among the crowd,
which held Venezuelan
�ags and chanted “Brave
Venezuela” and “Edmun-
do, president,” was Caroli-
na Gonzalez, the retired di-
plomat’s daughter. 

She had a message from
her father for the protes-
tors: “I assure you that this
�ght will continue until we
reach our objectives, until
the end... Do not lose
heart, I will not let you
down.”

The challenger who �ed
Edmundo Gonzalez

First starting o� as a diplomat and then becoming the presidential candidate who �ed to Spain

after election results, Edmundo Gonzalez has had a tumultuous political journey

Sruthi Darbhamulla

I
n the absence of the
‘Begums’ in ruling
Bangladesh, Islamists

have staked claim to the
nation’s polity once again.
Just like Bangladesh’s form-
er Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina who attempted to
placate hardliner out�t He-
fazat-e-Islam, leader of the
caretaker government Mu-
hammad Yunus too has
adopted a similar ap-
proach by inducting the ex-
tremist group’s deputy
chief Prof. A.F.M. Khalid
Hossain as Adviser for Reli-
gious A�airs in the interim
government.

Hefazat-e-Islam, which
translates to ‘Protectors of
Islam’, was formed in 2010
to oppose the Sheikh Hasi-
na government’s Women’s
development policy which
promised equal rights to
property for women. Com-
prising mainly of Sunni
clerics heading a network
of 19,199 Quami madrassas
and its students in Bangla-
desh, Hefazat rose to pro-
minence as they took to
the streets against the Wo-
men’s Bill. The group also
protested against the re-
peal of the Fifth Amend-
ment which had altered
the Constitution’s secular,
socialist nature during the
military rule. The demon-
strations, in which dozens
were injured in clashes
with the police, eventually
resulted in the passage of a
watered-down Women’s
Bill.

Founded by Islamic
scholar Shah Ahmad Sha�,
the group initially started

o� as a ‘purely religious’
out�t with an aim to res-
tore an Islamic administra-
tion in Bangladesh. Its cur-
rent amir (chief ) is
Muhibbullah Babunagari
who heads the central
committee comprising sev-
eral Maulanas. Most of the
committee members were
incarcerated in 2021 for
staging violent protests
against Narendra Modi's vi-
sit to Dhaka. According to a
2017 Economist report, He-
fazat’s madarassas are
funded by Sala�-Wahabi Is-
lamists in Saudi Arabia.

Hasina’s soft stance
Emboldened by its initial
display of street power, He-
fazat launched a ‘long
march’ to Dhaka in 2013
demanding capital punish-
ment against ‘atheist’ blog-
gers involved in the Shah-
bag protests who had
allegedly ‘insulted Islam’.
Through a series of mas-
sive rallies in Dhaka, the
extremist group rolled out
its 13-point agenda which
demanded a stricter dress
code as per Islam, a ban on
statues, candlelit vigils,
women’s development pol-
icy, public mixing of men
and women and to declare

Ahmadiyas as ‘non-Mus-
lims’. Violent clashes broke
out between the Islamist
protestors and security
forces as Hefazat attempt-
ed to ‘lay siege to Dhaka’,
killing at least �fty.

Despite its extremist
policies, Sheikh Hasina
chose to indulge Hefazat.
Ms. Hasina’s decision to re-
move the statue of the
Greek Goddess Themis
from the premises of the
Supreme Court in 2017, re-
cognising Dawra–e–Hadith
(a master’s degree equiva-
lent o�ered by the Quami
madarssas) in 2018, and al-
tering history texts are
proof of her choice to ap-
pease the fundamentalists. 

After its successes, Hefa-
zat launched its biggest
protest in 2021 when Mr.
Modi visited Dhaka. Accus-
ing Mr. Modi of anti-Mus-
lim riots in Gujarat in
2002, Hefazat, along with
several other Islamist bo-
dies, launched anti-Modi
protests clashing with the
police, resulting in at least
13 deaths. Several Hindu
temples were also targeted
and a train was attacked in
Brahmanbaria.

Upon Mr. Modi’s depar-
ture from Dhaka, the

Sheikh Hasina government
cracked down on Hefazat,
arresting hundreds of its
members including 23 of
its top leaders such as Ma-
munul Haque, Harunur
Rashid and Monir Hossain
Qasemi. As Hefazat began
reorganising and reform-
ing, Ms. Hasina once again
indulged the group by pro-
mising to ‘look into its
more reasonable de-
mands’ in 2022. Most of
the incarcerated leaders
except Mr. Haque and Mr.
Qasemi were granted bail
in 2023.

Bigger ally
Following Ms.Hasina’s
olive branch to Hefazat and
her abrupt departure, Isla-
mists have found an even
bigger ally in Bangladesh’s
chief adviser Muhammad
Yunus.

The Yunus government
has lifted the ban on Ja-
maat-e-Islami and granted
bail to Jashimuddin Rah-
mani, the chief of the al-
Qaeda-inspired terror
group Ansarullah Bangla.
Moreover, Mr. Yunus also
met Mr. Haque, who had
spearheaded Hefazat’s
2021 anti-Modi protests,
raising alarms in India.
Amid reports of multiple
attacks on Hindus and van-
dalism of temples and
houses, Mr. Yunus has
downplayed it saying they
were not communal, but a
fallout of a political uphea-
val due to the community’s
supposed support for the
Hasina government – mark-
ing Bangladesh’s dark re-
turn to a hardline Islamist
regime.

Return of the hardliners
Hefazat-e-Islam

After Sheikh Hasina, it is the turn of Muhammad Yunus to indulge the hardline Islamists by

including them in the Bangladesh government

Suchitra Karthikeyan
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China’s expanding 
influence in Africa
This is with reference to 
“In Africa, China eyes 
minerals and UN clout” 
by Gurjit Singh (Sep 8). 
China’s pursuit of more 
BRI projects, despite the 
poor implementation of 
the contracted ones is  
concerning. Beijing 
should focus on existing 
BRI projects instead of 
further expansion.

Deepa Mishra

Government must clarify stand on Ayush

This is with reference to “Transparency is the right drug 
for Ayush regulation” by Dinesh Thakur and Prashant 
Reddy T (Sep 8). It is unfortunate that the government 
is buying the Ayush industry’s argument instead of 
working to protect public interest.

Sanjay Chopra

Eccentricities on LinkedIn 
This is with reference to “Why I love LinkedIn, and 
LinkedIn stories” by Abhishek Asthana (Sep 8). LinkedIn 
amplifies insecurities and preys on imposter syndrome 
— not for connections, but for professional climbing.

Naiyya Patel
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T
he horrific rape and murder of a
trainee doctor in Kolkata, one of many
incidents of violence against women,
underscores how important it is for

men and boys to be actively involved in coun-
tering all forms of abuse. Men Against Vio-
lence and Abuse (MAVA) has been trying to do
this for the past 31 years, engaging in critical 
conversations about masculinity and that 
absurd concept that “boys will be boys”, some-
thing put forward by some of our elected rep-
resentatives when they have no real answer to
why women are targeted so often.

MAVA rests its work on the precept that
there is no such thing as men being inherently
prone to violence and that attitudes can be 
moulded by interventions. It also advocates 
for the fact that it is not enough for men to stay
away from participating in any form of vio-
lence but to also be actively involved in creat-
ing a more inclusive concept of masculinity.

‘‘There are many developmental practition-
ers, including women’s groups, wanting to 
work with men and boys, but do not know 
what effective processes can be employed to 
engage with the latter. The participatory exer-
cises and youth-friendly modules tested by 
our team have received enthusiastic participa-
tion and positive results. And they could now
be used by any individual or organisation 
wanting to work with groups of men,’’ said 
Harish Sadani, co-founder of MAVA.

MAVA’s eight-module manual on this sub-
ject is worth a read. It addresses crucial issues
which every young boy should be made aware
of. It talks of empathy, collaboration and pow-
er-sharing, all essential to creating a level play-
ing field for gender equality. Omkar, a partici-
pant in one of MAVA’s workshops, said, “The
workshop activities simplify the complex top-
ics of gender relations and power dynamics. 
During one such workshop, the “Privilege 
Bingo” exercise was conducted, which 
prompted me to reflect on my privileges in a 
non-confrontational and insightful manner.”

Challenging patriarchal mindsets cannot
succeed without involving men in the mix to
redraw notions of gender roles and stereo-

types. If we are to succeed, we need to actively
involve men in conversations about male priv-
ilege and the pressure they face in living up to
societal expectations.

The manual may not have all the answers
but it is a promising start to look at how men
can be empowered to join the movement 
against violence and harassment. It highlights
how gender discussions should not focus on 
women alone but on the commitment of men
to all gender-based initiatives. A spokesperson
for the Centre for Equity and Inclusion, Delhi,
that worked with a group of male social media
influencers, said, “At the grassroots level, 
we’ve used some of the manual’s exercises to
engage young boys and explore themes of 
masculinity, power and violence. The well-ex-
plained interactive exercises have significantly
enhanced the impact of our training sessions.”

The manual uses participatory methods to
tackle concepts like patriarchy, gender stereo-
types, inequality, power dynamics and privi-
leges, intersectionality, inclusivity, equality, 
and equity. Altamash Khan, programme coor-
dinator and gender trainer, MAVA, said, “The
manual will inspire justice systems, media 
houses, government institutions, and the cor-
porate sector to include its content in their 
employees’ orientation programmes and 
development workshops. It will prove to be a
valuable resource for teachers, human rights
educators, animators of community-based 
and civil society organisations, women’s 
rights groups, and youth associations.”

Writing in the manual, Lakshmi Lingam,
chair professor, School of Public Health, DY 
Patil University, Navi Mumbai, said, “From 
understanding the complexities of masculin-
ity to developing partnerships, the manual 
offers a holistic approach that is enlightening
and empowering. The exercises have been 
tested by MAVA during their sensitisation 
work among male youth in rural and urban 
areas… It is paramount to acknowledge that 
men and boys are equal stakeholders in the 
struggle for gender equality.”

The views expressed are personal

Men, masculinity and 
gender justice for all

Association of Malayalam Movie Artists
(AMMA), veteran actor and stalwart of the
industry, Mohanlal, broke his silence on
the matter.

Shortly after, Mammootty too spoke out
and said that cinema was at the centre of
increased scrutiny because it reflected the
good and bad of society. But this perspec-
tive is rather reductive. The scrutiny is not
only because of the oft-quoted addendum
that “cinema mirrors life”. The scrutiny is
because a generation of artistes have failed
their women colleagues and are continu-
ing to sit on the fence over the issue. State-
ments made by these celebrities are
guarded. They said: What happened was
unfortunate, the matter is under investiga-
tion, but please don’t blame all of us —
words that are oblivious to decades of suf-
fering endured by their colleagues, most of
which continue to remain unaccounted

for.
The fandom that propels the stardom

also thrusts responsibility on it, and right-
fully so. The fandom seeks entertainment,
good storytelling and a histrionic repre-
sentation of social issues. But it also
demands a commitment to churn the cul-
tural violence, righteous indignation, activ-
ism, and a general sentience of empathy
outside of the celluloid.

After the decades of scrutiny and sub-
jection to male gaze the bodies of women
artistes have undergone, the concern
should not be whether or not artistic
morality can be questioned. Careers have
ended, lives have perished, but the lessons
have not stopped. A little introspection will
not hurt at this historical and cultural
moment in Indian cinema. 

The views expressed are personal

ner parties were frequent and lasted till
midnight. He took taxis, spent time
browsing in bookshops, went for walks
without security and drank uninhibitedly.

“At one o’clock in the morning”, writes
Harris of an occasion just before the war,
“the Prime Minister, with a quarter bottle
of brandy inside him, climbed slightly
unsteadily into the back of a taxi and was
driven by an amazed cabbie to Bucking-
ham Palace … where presently George V
appeared, wearing a pair of slippers, a
brown dressing gown over his night shirt,
his eyes full of sleep.” Asquith wanted the
king to telegraph the tsar for support
against the kaiser.

Leave aside other prime ministers,
even Keir Starmer and Rishi Sunak would
hesitate to emulate such behaviour. But
that’s what makes Asquith’s story special.

Karan Thapar is the author of Devil’s

Advocate: The Untold Story.

The views expressed are personal

T
hese days, in India, we are accus-
tomed to history as fiction, but
what we are not familiar with is
tantalisingly-crafted historical fic-

tion. That’s what Robert Harris’ latest
book Precipice is. It uses real people,
actual events and genuine letters to create
a spellbinding story that leaves you asking
did this, in fact, happen or is it cleverly
made up?

Precipice is the story of Herbert Henry
Asquith, the Earl of Oxford and Asquith,
who was prime minister of Britain from
1908 to 1916, and his infatuation for
Venetia Stanley, an aristocratic socialite.
He was 62, she 27. As the author states,
“All the letters quoted in the text from the
Prime Minister are — the reader may be
astonished to learn — authentic … the let-
ters from Venetia Stanley to the Prime
Minister are entirely invented.”

He calls her “my darling”, “dearest
love” and “dearly beloved”. He shared
secret diplomatic cables with her, detailed

accounts of cabinet discussions and fre-
quently sought her advice on how to han-
dle Winston Churchill or Lord Kitchener.
It seems he wrote every single day, often
two or three times in fact.

On Fridays, they took long leisurely aft-
ernoon drives. “They met often in
between, of course, at lunches and din-
ners and country weekends, but always
with other people around. The car was
the one place where they could be sure of
being alone.” The suggestion is they had
sexual relations in the back of his chauf-
feur-driven 1908 Napier after she “drew
the blinds” and 30 minutes later “straight-
ened her skirt”.

I have little doubt that, like Harris’
other masterpieces, Precipice will sell in
millions. But it has created quite a contro-
versy for Asquith’s heirs. His great grand-
son, Raymond, the 3rd Earl, has said it’s
“nonsense”. The suggestion they had sex
is “totally ridiculous”. Perhaps, but
Asquith’s obsession with Venetia makes it

HH Asquith, on the 
precipice of propriety

AI, including misinformation and deepfakes.
By focusing on AI, this year’s theme encour-
ages a global dialogue on how technology
can be harnessed to strengthen democratic
institutions across the globe.

It is a matter of great satisfaction that
India is leveraging AI to revolutionise gov-
ernance and public services. Initiatives such
as IndiaAI support AI start-ups and aim to
establish AI centres of excellence. AI is being
used to enhance data-driven decision-mak-
ing, improve citizen services, and streamline
administrative processes. Platforms like the
Aadhaar Enabled Payment System (AePS)
facilitate banking services for citizens using
biometric authentication. These efforts
reflect India’s commitment to using AI for
more efficient, transparent, and inclusive
governance.

India’s new Parliament building integrates
advanced technologies to enhance its func-
tionality and efficiency. One of the key fea-
tures is the Digital Sansad platform, which
uses AI for real-time translation of House

proceedings in languages in the Eighth
Schedule of the Constitution of India to
improve accessibility and inclusivity. The
building also employs AI-driven facial recog-
nition and biometric systems to ensure
secure and efficient access. Additionally,
AI-powered tools are being conceived to
facilitate seamless communication between
members of Parliament, government offi-
cials, and citizens, promoting transparency
and efficiency. These innovations reflect our
commitment to leveraging technology for
better governance and democratic processes.

In order to strengthen the democratic val-
ues in our country and other countries, it is
crucial that we give our youth adequate
opportunities to ensure their active partici-
pation in democratic processes. AI and tech-
nology can play an important part in this.
The Parliamentary Research and Training
Institute for Democracies (PRIDE) of our
Parliament has made significant contribu-
tions to this end. PRIDE has, so far, success-
fully conducted training and appreciation

courses for parliaments of more than 100
countries in the world. It also facilitates
study visits of school and college students to
the Parliament House, where they are
briefed about the functioning of Parliament.

The International Day of Democracy is an
auspicious occasion to celebrate and cherish
the lofty democratic ideals and principles
that underpin our societies, the advance-
ments in freedom, equality, and justice, while
acknowledging the challenges that persist. It
is also an appropriate moment for us, all
stakeholders, to reflect and re-dedicate our-
selves to upholding the values of our parlia-
mentary democracy by fostering open dia-
logue, encouraging civic engagement, and
holding institutions accountable. As we
reflect on the significance of this day, let us
all pledge to participate actively in the demo-
cratic process of our country and collaborate
to create a just and equitable society for all.

Om Birla is Speaker, Lok Sabha.

The views expressed are personal

T
he International Day of Democ-
racy, observed annually on Sep-
tember 15, is a celebration of
democratic principles and values
globally. Started by the United
Nations in 2007, this day aims to

promote and uphold the importance of
democracy in ensuring human rights, peace,
and sustainable development.

India’s democratic roots can be traced
back to the Vedic period, where assemblies
like the sabha and samiti embodied early
democratic principles. These institutions
allowed for collective decision-making
within the community. Around 600 BCE,
republics known as gana sanghas emerged,
exemplifying democratic governance. Nota-
ble republics such as Vajji and Malla were
governed by elected councils and leaders,
emphasising public participation and shared
decision-making. Our ancient texts provide
evidence of these practices, underscoring
India’s long-standing tradition of governance
through discussion, consensus, and inclu-
sion. It is a matter of great pride for us that

we have successfully established democratic
values and ideals in the world in spite of our
great geographical, linguistic, and other
diversities. 

Our journey with modern parliamentary
democracy began with our Independence in
1947. The adoption of our Constitution in
1950 officially established our country as a
sovereign and democratic Republic. Over the
years, our democracy has evolved through
key political and social developments,
including the integration of the princely
states, economic reforms, and the
growing influence of regional polit-
ical parties. Despite many challen-
ges, we continue to stand strong as
the world’s largest democracy, con-
sistently working to uphold our
democratic values and principles
even as many countries which
attained independence at the same
time could not remain functioning
democracies. That we could navi-
gate through the diverse challenges even as
a nascent country bears testimony to our
resilience as a country with democratic
roots. 

India is a country where democracy per-
meates institutions, from the village to the
national level. These democratic institutions
enjoy constitutional status at all levels. It is
indeed our great achievement that democ-
racy has reached the grassroots level. 

The Azadi Ka Amrit Mahotsav was a
grand celebration marking 75 years of our
Independence. The celebration of democracy
during the Azadi Ka Amrit Mahotsav has
ushered in Amrit Kaal, a transformative era
spanning 2022 to 2047 that aims to propel
India towards becoming Viksit Bharat. It

underscores the importance of collective
responsibility, youth empowerment, and
national pride. Amrit Kaal seeks to build
upon India’s rich democratic legacy, ensur-
ing inclusive growth and sustainable devel-
opment for all.

At the dawn of the Amrit Kaal, India had
the opportunity to host the G20 Summit. As
the world’s largest democracy, India’s presi-
dency of the G20 in 2023 showcased our
growing influence on the global stage. The
summit, appropriately themed “One Earth,

One Family, One Future,” empha-
sised inclusive and sustainable
development, reflecting India’s
democratic values of equality and
collective progress. The Ninth G20
Parliamentary Speakers’ Summit
(P20), held in October 2023, under-
scored the nation’s role in promot-
ing democratic values and interna-
tional parliamentary cooperation.
At the P20 Summit, India provided

a platform for parliamentary leaders from
G20 nations to discuss and address global
challenges collectively. A pre-summit confer-
ence was also organised where the parlia-
ments of the world re-emphasised their com-
mitment towards Lifestyle for Environment
(LiFE).

Each year, International Day of Democ-
racy is observed with a specific theme that
seeks to address current challenges and
opportunities for democratic governance.
This year the theme is “Artificial Intelligence
as a Tool for Good Governance”, emphasis-
ing the potential of Artificial Intelligence (AI)
to enhance democratic processes. It also
highlights the importance of effective gov-
ernance to mitigate the risks associated with

Renewing commitment 
to democratic principles
The International Day of 
Democracy is an appropriate 
moment for us to re-dedicate 
ourselves to upholding the 
values of our parliamentary 
democracy by fostering open 
dialogue, encouraging civic 
engagement, and holding 
institutions accountable

seem more than probable.
According to Harris, so intense and

irresistible was his love that Asquith
spent much of the cabinet meeting, where
Churchill’s disastrous Gallipoli campaign
was presented, writing a letter to Venetia.
His attention was on his amour, not the
Dardanelles. Perhaps that’s why it was
such a failure.

This is how Harris’ delightful account
of that meeting proceeds. “‘Prime Minis-
ter?’ He looked up. Winston was staring at
him. ‘I wonder if I might now bring before
the Council the matter of the Darda-
nelles?’ ‘Of course’. He quickly covered his
letter with a few Foreign Office tele-
grams.”

But the letter soon returned to the top
of Asquith’s mind. “(He) pulled the letter
he had just begun from beneath his pile of
documents. He shielded it with one arm
from Balfour’s languid gaze as he wrote.”
It was only when he finished that he
“returned his full attention to Winston’s
presentation”. By then “the First Lord of
the Admiralty had made a tremendous
impression”. As Harris writes, “nobody
raised any objections” and Asquith
declared “an operation to force the Darda-
nelles Straits is approved unanimously”.
But it seems the prime minister hadn’t
paid attention to its details! Thus, one of
the worst disasters of World War I was set
in motion.

Asquith’s was, of course, a different
time, a part of a forgotten world. His style
was unhurried, often casual and languid,
never driven by emergency or crisis. Din-

{ SUNDAY SENTIMENTS }

Karan Thapar

T
he skeletons in the Malayalam film
industry’s closet haven’t stopped
tumbling out since a redacted ver-
sion of the Justice Hema Commit-

tee report was made public. There have
always been skeletons, since the time
Indian women aspired to be actors. They
envisioned the same fame and recognition
their male colleagues seemed entitled to,
but they were handed a tweaked version,
only to make elbow room for
“some compromises and a little
adjustment”.

These are not new revela-
tions. These are facts, but they
need to be reiterated so they
don’t become mere memory, so
that the imagination of cinema
stays true to its marrow. KG
George, one of the most prolific
filmmakers in Indian cinema,
showed an interpretation of this reality in
his 1983 Malayalam  film Lekhayude Mara-
nam Oru Flashback (The Death of Lekha, A
Flashback). There has not been a time in
Malayalam cinema when this film was
more relevant.

Shanthamma, or Lekha (a monicker she
takes before entering the world of cinema),
played by Nalini, is already dead at the
beginning of the film. We know what may
have happened to her even before Lekha’s
lived experiences are showcased. The
scenes outline the crude episodes from the
life of a teen aspiring to work in films in
line with her mother’s wishes. It begins
with the faint ambition of shifting base to
Madras — the hub of South Indian cinema

at the time. The exploitation of Lekha’s
body begins days after she arrives in the
city with an assistant director who prom-
ises marriage and tricks her.

Thereafter, it is a crowd of filmmakers,
producers and others she is forced to have
sex with on the route to what appears to be
a career in cinema, in exchange for acting
roles. George’s robust writing smudges the
exact moment Lekha’s discomfort

becomes a familiarity and a norm.
He does not show the surface of
the coercion, but its repercussions
on Lekha’s life are portrayed
through the rapid advancement of
her career as an actress. She
attains fame, stardom, money, and
even a smidgen of love, but loses
the will to live in the end and dies
by suicide.

George’s writing was prognos-
tic. It gave screen time to an episode where
Lekha seeks permission from a male
superstar before signing an artsy film with
a critically acclaimed director. She has to
carefully navigate male egos while trying
to ensure she does not upset the “power
group”. Ironically, the main character of
this power group was depicted by Mam-
mootty — essaying the role of superstar
Prem Sagar — who has now denied the
existence of a power group in his response
to the Hema Committee report. 

This fraught underbelly of cinema has
been at the heart of the report submitted to
the Kerala high court last month. Over ten
days after the release of the report and
resigning from the post of the president of

A prognosis of the 
film industry’s shame

Lekhayude Maranam Oru Flashback, the 1983 film by KG George, showed an 
interpretation of the exploitation women face in the film industry  PTI
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Bob Dylan

I accept chaos. I’m 
not sure whether 
it accepts me

It is imperative that CBI dispels the notion of it being a caged parrot. Rather, the 
perception should be that of an uncaged parrot.
Justice Ujjal Bhuyan of the Supreme Court, while granting bail to Arvind Kejriwal

It’s all the club, not only players, everything as a unit, united. They have to 
rebuild from the bottom; if not, they cannot compete, it will be impossible. 
Cristiano Ronaldo to his former Manchester United teammate Rio Ferdinand

Parents’ duty
Ref: Need to change our approach to student sui-
cides (Sep 14). Many students who die by suicide 
within the precincts of educational institutes could 
not withstand syllabus pressure after being forced 
to join the course by their parents. The last sentence 
of the article advising parents to lend their ears to 
their  children’s future plans and having faith in 
their calibre is appreciable. Allowing young minds 
to have self-appraisal is the best course for paren-
tal duty in modern times. 

K Jayanthi, Chennai

Moral education
Young people die by suicide for various reasons. I 
saw the report a 20-year-old student who took the 
step just because his poor mother, a house help, 
could not buy a motorcycle he wanted. She had even 
managed to save Rs 50,000 for the purpose. Lack of 
concern for a loving mother leading to suicidal ten-

dency is the result of absence of moral education.
R Kasthurirangan, Bengaluru

Indian approach
As the author opines, there is no use adopting a 
Western model in dealing with suicides of Indian 
students. Indian culture, values and lifestyles are 
d i f f e r e n t .  E a s t e r n ,  i n d i g e n o u s  m e t h o d s  l i k e 
pranayam, meditation, engaging in socially useful 
work and avoiding recreational drugs would go a 
long way in curbing self-destructive thoughts.

G Nataraja Perumal, Elathur

Financial literacy 
Ref: Keep eye on global interest rate cuts for market 
moves (Sep 14). Indian investors must explore new 
investment opportunities to avoid missing out. Un-
fortunately, a significant portion of our population 
lacks basic financial knowledge. India needs to de-
velop stronger f inancial  l iteracy programmes to 
educate the youth on finance and investing, which 
could help reduce unemployment too.

Aman Aditya, Dhenkanal 

Airport dividend
Ref: Don’t sacrifice airport growth for lobbies (Sep 
14). The editorial has highlighted appeasement of 
billionaire stakeholders at the expense of common 
fliers and Kochi airport’s growth prospects. It’s a 
model of shareholder ownership. It’s shortsighted 
to ignore the high dividends that even the state 
government is enjoying as a stakeholder. But the 
aviation authorities should look into the function-
ing of the airport and ensure the “goose that lays 
golden eggs” is not sacrificed.

Hemanth Bhide, Mangaluru

Caged parrot
The Supreme Court has rightly chided the CBI as a 
“caged parrot” for the inordinate delay in Arvind 
Kejriwal’s case. During the UPA regime too judges 
used this epithet in the 2G spectrum case. It is obvi-
ous the investigative agency is not independent 
from the ruling dispensation, irrespective of the 
party in power. The CBI also comes under fire from 
the opposition. Until the national probe agency is 
made autonomous, it will remain a punching bag. 

Will our political parties allow it to function inde-
pendently through parliamentary laws?

R Sridharan, Chennai 

Kejriwal bail
The Supreme Court’s bail decision for Arvind Kejri-
wal highlights the importance of protecting per-
sonal liberty, a key democratic principle. The court 
criticised the CBI’s delay and handling of the case, 
stressing the need for fair treatment and adherence 
to legal standards. The ruling reflects a balance be-
tween accountability and individual freedom.

Sakshi Gawhade, Indore

Resolve impasse
Ref: WB govt to pay Rs 2 lakh to families of 29 who 
died due to doctor’s protest (Sep 13). While I com-
mend the state government’s decision to compen-
sate the bereaved families, the cause of the crisis 
remains unaddressed. There is a dire need for im-
proved dialogue between the state and medical 
professionals to prevent further disruptions. 

Md Shakaib Shoaib, Bengaluru

India’s position [on Gaza] has been principled and 
consistent. While we condemn acts of terrorism and 
hostage taking, we are deeply pained by the continuing 
death of innocent civilians. Any response must take into 
account the principles of humanitarian law. We support a 
ceasefire as soon as possible... We have consistently stood 
for a resolution of the Palestinian issue through a two-state solution. 
S Jaishankar, Indian foreign minister, at the first India-GCC Ministerial Meeting 
for Strategic Dialogue in Riyadh

T
HE necessity of  increasing work-
ing hours to augment productiv-
ity has been recently debated in 
the public domain. Certain suc-
cessful industry leaders have 
stated that a 70-hour work week 
is necessary for the growth mo-

mentum to be maintained. Highly suc-
cessful entrepreneurs who have built 
enterprises, generated jobs and wealth 
are being held up as examples. With the 
advent of  the knowledge economy and 
carry-on mobile devices, the concept of  
fixed working hours has become 
blurred. The work-from-home culture, 
which gained traction during the lock-
down, has further effaced the bounda-
ries of  the workspace.

In earlier decades, workers could drop 
their tools to retire for the day. Labour 
union activism and consequential legis-
lation ensured the rights of  workers to 
prevent exploitation through overwork. 
However, the hustle culture has changed 
the game. The glorification of  extreme 
work—the celebration of  CEOs who 
sleep in an office cubicle or do not sleep 

at all—has fuelled this trend.
In coffee shops across the globe, it is 

common to see employees hunched over 
their laptops, their eyes glued to the 
screen, their ears plugged. They per-
haps do not even smell the coffee that 
they have ordered. The fierce competi-
tion for jobs, the desire to gain better 
rewards and personal success drives 
them. While there is perhaps a digital 
log maintained of  the hours clocked, 
there is no record of  the opportunity 
cost. Further, there is prospective burn-
out and circadian rhythm imbalance 
which also has to be reckoned with.

It is necessary to analyse the nature 
of  rewards that accrue from the extra 
work put in by employees. Without 
doubt, wealth is created and there is a 
benefit to society. Perhaps, C-suite em-
ployees are rewarded in direct propor-
tion to the increased production of  
goods and services. Some benefits also 
trickle down to workers. However, the 
human cost of  the additional working 
hours is to be factored in.

Recently, a proposal by the Karnataka 
government to increase IT employees’ 
workdays to 14 hours was met with pro-
tests. Even if  additional compensation 
is offered, such terms are bound to have 
an adverse personal cost for the employ-
ees. They would be required to reallo-
cate personal time to work demands.

The effect of  stress caused by long 
working hours brings the focus on work-
life balance. Some industry heads have 
suggested that work commitments 
should be the most important aspect of  
an employee’s time. It is unclear wheth-
er the increased hours will translate 

into productivity and improved quality. 
Rather, productivity may be enhanced 
by constraints as it could foster the op-
timal use of  resources. Spending longer 
hours at work without involvement or 
dedication is counter-productive. Breaks 
from work help in divergent thinking 
and creative problem-solving. The fact 
that people are looking not merely at 
numbers either in terms of  remunera-
tion or working hours, but seek job sat-
isfaction, must be borne in mind.

Changes in the workplace being 
brought about by use of AI are also sig-
nificant. Many employers have de-
ployed AI to streamline processes, re-
sulting in lower costs and increased 
productivity. The flip-side is the poten-
tial reduction in manpower. This can be 
a source of  concern to the workforce, as 
the future is riddled with uncertainties. 
Strategic planning to tackle the pros-
pect of  employee redundancy, with the 
use of  AI through upskilling and re-
skilling, is the need of  the hour.

Working long hours beyond a fixed 

schedule is the norm in several profes-
sions, including academics, defence, med-
icine and bureaucracy. Those who have 
chosen such professions are conscious 
that they have to be available at all times 
to deal with situations that may require 
their attention or response. Employee 
benefits, leave, adequate remuneration 
and a certain degree of  job security help 
deal with such circumstances.

Toxic workplaces, where there are 
steep demands on the time and energy 
of  employees, breed stress and anxiety, 
leading to physical and mental health 
challenges. This is bound to impact 
long-term productivity. It could also re-
sult in a loss of  experience and mid-lev-
el leadership skills for the workforce.

One of  the most workaholic nations 
in the world, Japan, is looking at a 
shorter working week of  four days. 
Workers are being allowed a choice of  
working styles based on varied circum-
stances. The Japanese language has the 
term karoshi for death from overwork. 
Among other consequences of  over-
work is a fall in the country’s birth rate, 
which has led to a reduction in the via-
ble workforce of  the future. The lessons 
of  the Japanese experience are too val-
uable to be ignored. Work schedules 
must be sustainable in the long term.

In his essay In Praise of  Idleness,
Bertrand Russell said, “The individual, 
in our society, works for profit; but the 
social purpose of  his work lies in the 
consumption of  what he produces.” 
Only when workers get adequate time 
to themselves would the economy be 
able to produce and consume in good 
measures.   (Views are personal)

The glorifi cation of extreme work has 
fuelled a hustle culture. The hours 

put in may be digitally logged, but the 
stress and burnout caused by overwork 

is not. Japan’s example shows only 
monetary rewards are not enough 

for a society to prosper

OPINION
GEETHA RAVICHANDRAN

Former bureaucrat and author, 
most recently of The Spell of the Rain Tree

WHY OVERWORK DOES NOT HELP ANYONE

H
AS the irrepressible Rahul 
Gandhi stoked the very fire 
that consumed his grandmoth-
er, Indira Gandhi, on October 
31, 1984, singed the country for 
decades and turned Punjab 
into a petri-dish of  terror? In-

dira Gandhi uncorked the genie of  
Sikh radicalism in the 1980s 
and couldn’t bottle it back. She engi-
neered the rise of  Jarnail Singh Bhin-
dranwale, pushed Punjab into the 
vortex of  violence, ordered army ac-
tion in the Golden Temple to clear the 
mess she had created, hurt the Sikh 
psyche irretrievably in the process, 
and finally paid with life for her misad-
venture. Isn’t Rahul Gandhi following 
in her footsteps?

Addressing a meeting in Washington 
DC during his three-day US visit, Ra-
hul said, “The fight is about whether 
he as a Sikh is going to be allowed to 
wear his turban in India and he, as a 
Sikh, is going to be allowed to wear a 
kada in India, or he as a Sikh is going 
to be able to go to a gurudwara—that’s 
what the fight is about, and not just for 
him, for all religion.”

Rahul’s remarks bear no relation 
to the reality in India. He has desper-
ately issued such an untenable 
statement to further his political agen-
da. The idea is to tarnish Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi’s image in the glo-
bal arena and garner support for 
himself  from all those disparate sec-
tions who hate India.

To what extent Rahul’s irresponsible 
remarks would serve his political ends 
is difficult to guess, but two conse-

quences will undoubtedly follow. One, 
his rants will be used by the anti-India 
pack, including Pakistan’s ISI and its 
proxies, to besmirch India’s image glo-
bally. It would also provide impetus to 
the Khalistan movement, which has 
little base within the country.

It’s in this context one has to see the 
statement made by the US- and Cana-
da-based Khalistani leader Gurpat-
want Singh Pannun: “Rahul Gandhi 
justified Sikhs for Justice’s global Kha-
listan referendum campaign… Rahul’s 
statement on ‘existential threat to 
Sikhs in India’ is not only bold and 
pioneering, but is also firmly ground-
ed in the factual history of  what Sikhs 
have been facing under successive re-
gimes in India since 1947, and also cor-
roborates SFJ’s stance on the justifica-
tion for Punjab independence 
referendum to establish Sikh home-
land Khalistan.”

Pannun is the poster boy of  the Kha-
listan movement, particularly in the 
US and Canada. He co-founded the 
banned SFJ. He has been declared a 
terrorist in India and is charged with 
sedition and secessionism. He happily 
announces that Rahul’s statement res-
onates with his Khalistan agenda.

To repeat an adage, ‘Those who don’t 
learn history are doomed to repeat it.’ 
The tragic assassination of  Indira 
Gandhi was the culmination of  a 
disastrous chain of  events she had 
set in motion to achieve her political 
ends. This sordid story is convincingly 
narrated by G B S Sidhu in his 
deftly-researched work, The Khalistan 
Conspiracy: A Former R&AW Officer 
Unravels the Path to 1984. Sidhu, a 
former police officer, is the son-in-law 
of  Sardar Swaran Singh, a veteran 
Congress leader. He is an insider and 
thus a credible witness to the conspir-
acy that set Punjab ablaze. He was a 
special secretary of  India’s external 
intelligence agency.

According to him, the genesis of  the 
Khalistan problem can be traced to 
1978, “when former chief  minister of  
Punjab Giani Zail Singh advised Indira 
Gandhi’s younger son, Sanjay Gandhi, 
that the Akali Dal-Janata Party coali-

tion government in Punjab could be 
destabilised if  the moderate policies 
followed by the senior Akali leader-
ship... could come under constant at-
tack by a suitable Sikh sant... the mod-
erate Akali leaders would be forced to 
adopt an uncompromising stance on 
issues of  Sikh interest to retain their 
following”. He further reveals, “With 
Indira Gandhi’s approval, Jarnail 
Singh Bhindranwale of  Gurudwara 
Darshan Prakash at Chowk Mehta was 
chosen as the sant who would do their 
bidding in Punjab.”

What led to the sudden spurt in pro-
Khalistan activities in Punjab and 
abroad only after the Congress came to 
power in January 1980? Siddhu an-
swers, “The real reason was a con-
scious decision taken by some senior 
Congress leaders, soon after Indira 
Gandhi returned to power in January 
1980, to win the next elections (due be-
fore January 1985) by first creating and 
then solving the Khalistan issue 

through the use of  Bhindranwale.”
How was Bhindranwale elevated to 

the status of  a top Sikh leader, and by 
whom? According to Sidhu, “Despite 
the ban imposed by the Punjab govern-
ment on possession of  arms, not only 
was Bhindranwale openly moving 
around in Punjab with a possé of  
armed men, he also visited Delhi in the 
first week of  April 1982 at the invita-
tion of  Santokh Singh, president of  the 
Congress-controlled Delhi Sikh Gurud-
wara Management Committee. Bhin-
dranwale was accompanied by two 
busloads of  his followers, who were 
seen in the capital with armed men sit-
ting on the roof  of  a bus.” Such brazen 
contempt for the system by Bhindraw-
ale raised his stature to that of  an in-
vincible, fearless cult leader among the 
Sikh masses.

Do Sikhs suffer from any discrimi-
nation in India? Sikhs constitute about 
2 percent of  India’s population, but 
have had some of  the highest offices in 
the republic. India had a Sikh prime 
minister, Manmohan Singh, for two 
consecutive terms, and a Sikh presi-
dent in Giani Zail Singh.

However, the Congress party has, at 
times, used Sikhs as pawns in its mad 
pursuit of  power. Following Gandhi’s 
tragic assassination, thousands of  in-
nocent Sikhs became victims of  a po-
grom unleashed by marauding mobs 
led by some Congress leaders.

Rajiv Gandhi went as far as to justify 
the pogrom, saying at a public gather-
ing: “We know that the hearts of  the 
Indian people were full of  anger, and 
for a few days, people felt India was 
shaking. When a big tree falls, the 
earth shakes.” His party’s 1984 Lok 
Sabha campaign was based on the de-
monisation of  the Sikh community.

It’s a settled fact that the ogre of  
Khalistan was created by Indira 
Gandhi and her two sons Sanjay 
and Rajiv, with help from Zail Singh 
and some other sidekicks to win 
Punjab for Congress. Is Rahul carrying 
on the squalid family legacy? Isn’t he 
riding a tiger, too?

(Views are personal)
(punjbalbir@gmail.com)

OPINION
BALBIR PUNJ

Former Chairman, 
Indian Institute of Mass Communication

IS RAHUL RIDING THE KHALISTAN TIGER?

T
HE discourse in living rooms in the run-up to the assem-
bly elections is justifiably focused on parties’ use of  tax-
payer monies to woo voters. This week saw a parade of  
promises in Jammu and Kashmir, with the Congress of-
fering `3,000 a month for women, 11 kg of  rations and 

`25-lakh health cover, and the BJP promising  `18,000 cash 
transfer to a family’s eldest woman, `10,000 under PM Kisan 
Samman Nidhi, a 50 percent cut in power tariffs and land for 
the landless. The battle to win votes is fierce in Haryana, and 
will unfold in Jharkhand and Maharashtra, too. 

The sop story has been riveting attention—this column has 
highlighted the consequences of  taxpayer-funded acquisition 
of  votes. The pursuit of  power also demands the retention of  
votes. And the destruction of  taxpayer wealth to preserve po-
litical capital has largely escaped attention. It is a silent fiscal 
crisis. The auditor general’s reports on state public sector en-
terprises (PSEs) reveals the rot unravelling across states.

For starters, consider the state of  PSE affairs in the poll-
bound states. Let’s start with Ma-
harashtra, which has 105 PSEs—88 
of  them functional and 17 inactive. 
Of  the functioning units, 43 were in 
profit when last audited and 47 were 
loss-making. Their accumulated 
losses are at `49,373 crore. The 
present value of  the state’s invest-
ment: `5.28 lakh crore. The return 
on equity: -0.17 percent.

Haryana  has 37 PSEs, of  which 
four have been in liquidation proc-
esses for 18 years. Twenty reported 
profits of  `648 crore and 13 were in 
the red with accumulated losses of  
`28,237 crore. The return on equity: 

1.41 percent. Resource-rich Jharkhand has 31 PSEs, of  which 
three are non-functional. In 2022, only 16 of the 28 functional
PSEs submitted their accounts for audit—the 10 profitable 
PSEs netted `23.35 crore, while five reported losses of  `2,702 
crore. The accumulated losses were at `10,859 crore.

Poll-bound states have company in states of  sloth. As of  
March 2021, Karnataka had 113 PSEs, of  which 13 were non-
working. Between 2016 and 2021, nearly half  the PSEs were 
running at a loss. During 2020-21, 50 state PSEs incurred a loss 
of  ̀ 8,246.47 crore and the net worth of  33 PSEs was eroded. The 
accumulated losses: `26,193 crore.

In Tamil Nadu, of  the 57 PSEs that submitted their 2021-22 
accounts, 29 earned a net profit of  Rs 1,657 crore, while 28 suf-
fered a net loss of  `16,617 crore. According to a Comptroller 
and Auditor General report, 26 PSEs had accumulated losses 
of  `1.41 lakh crore. Gujarat has 101 PSEs in two categories—
government companies and government-controlled compa-
nies. Of  these, 63 reported profits of  `9,927 crore and 30 in-
curred losses of  Rs 2,456 crore, with the accumulated losses 
touching `18,379 crore in 2022-23.

Take the agrarian and populous states of  Uttar Pradesh and 
Bihar. As of  March 2023, there were 113 PSEs in Uttar Pradesh, 
of  which 41 were inactive. Of  the PSEs that submitted ac-
counts, 39 clocked profits of  Rs 2,169 crore, whereas 27 recorded 
losses of  ̀ 32,429 crore; the net worth of  15 PSEs was completely 
eroded and the accumulated losses were pegged at `1.95 lakh 
crore. There are no surprises from Bihar, which in 2023 had 76 
PSEs of  which 39 were non-active. Of  the active 37 units, 16 
reported profits totalling `317 crore, while 15 reported losses 
of  `2,847 crore; the accumulated losses were at `26,991 crore.

In March 2021, West Bengal had 85 PSEs, of  which 66 were 
working and 19 non-working. Out of  the 66 state PSEs, 33 
earned profits of  `1,752 crore and 33 incurred losses of  `1,061 
crore. The accumulated losses of  41 of  the 85 PSEs were ̀ 17,130 
crore; 41 PSEs cutting across sectors from agro and manufac-
turing to services had negative net worth.

It is manifest that there is a systemic crisis. Data is detained 
by the impunity with which PSEs across states fail to file ac-
counts. Nearly every third—if  not every second—PSE is in the 
red. The accumulated losses in just 10 states add up to nearly 
`5 lakh crore. It doesn’t seem to matter whether the state is 
industrialised or agrarian, is in the north or the south.

The race to the bottom engenders a fiscal fragility. The gross 
fiscal deficit of  all states is up from `3.2 lakh crore to `9.4 lakh 
crore in 10 years. The total outstanding liabilities of  states 
stands at `83.31 lakh crore. Nineteen states are running reve-
nue deficits—states are paying over `4.89 lakh crore, or `1,400 
crore a day, in interest costs.

The political resistance to a shift in strategy is about employ-
ment protection and triggers questions of  sustainability. The 
state of  affairs calls for a national census on state-owned PS-
Es—on the total number of  employees, jobs created, invest-
ments, borrowings, interest costs, accumulated losses and sur-
plus. It is evident that good money—taxpayer money intended 
to fund human and physical capital—is chasing poor outcomes. 
Ideally, the 16th Finance Commission should look into these 
questions and design a pathway for states to monetise assets. 

The persistence of  rot regardless of  the party in power vali-
dates the existence of  a political consensus for weak reforms. 
Ironically, in the public square there is much lather about loss-
making central PSEs, but scarcely a ripple about the erosion of  
wealth by hundreds of  state PSEs. The spectre unfolding symbol-
ises the boiling frog syndrome—the elector and the elected seem 
to be inured to the unfolding devastation of  taxpayer wealth. 

STATE PUBLIC UNITS
AND THE EROSION OF

TAXPAYER WEALTH

THE THIRD EYE
SHANKKAR AIYAR
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(shankkar.aiyar@gmail.com)

The genie of Sikh radicalism was 
uncorked decades ago to pursue 
political ends. As an account by 

a former spy shows, the Congress 
supported Jarnail Singh 

Bhindranwale as a foil against the 
Akali Dal-Janata Party government in 
Punjab. Indira Gandhi tragically paid 

for it with her life
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The Paris 2024 Paralympics
will go down as one of the
most celebrated sporting
moments in India's history.
The Indian contingent’s

extraordinary performances were not
just a display of athletic prowess but
also a powerful reminder of human
resilience, willpower, and the ability to
triumph against all odds. From setting
new records to inspiring millions, the
Indian athletes left a remarkable
imprint on the global stage.
India’s Paralympians wasted no time in
making their presence felt at Paris 2024.
In 12 days of competition India
registered 29 medals includes 7 gold, 9
silver,and 13 bronze. India's medal
count marked  significant landmark and
breakthroughs in Indian history of
Paralympics. 
India's first medal in the Paralympics
came in the 1972 Games, with
Murlikant Petkar winning a gold medal
in swimming. Up to the recent 2024
Games, India have won 60 medals
across all Paralympic Games, with the
most successful Paralympic campaign
being the Paris 2024 Games with 29
medals.
Shooting has traditionally been one of
India's strong suits in both the Olympic
and Paralympic arenas. In Paris, India’s
para-shooters continued their stellar
run from previous Games. Avani
Lekhara, a name that had already
become synonymous with Indian
Paralympic shooting, won gold in the
women's 10m air rifle standing SH1
category. Avani's calm demeanor and
laser-focused concentration were on full
display as she once again climbed to the
top of the podium. This win made her a
two-time Paralympic champion and
reinforced her place among the world's
elite shooters.
India's shooting success didn’t end
there. Manish Narwal, competing in the
men's 10m air SH1 pistol event,
clinched silver, narrowly missing out on
gold. His performance was another
testament to India’s dominance in
precision sports, along with Rubina
Francis in the same women’s 10m air
pistol category clinched bronze in
shooting.
India witnessed some historic milestone
in the paralympics event, For the first
time India won 17 medals in athletics,
with Dharambir winning gold and
Pranav Soorma taking silver in the
men's club throw F51 event.
Dharambir also established a
new Asian record of 34.92
metres. Later, Praveen Kumar
set an Asian record by winning
the high jump T64
championship, giving India its
sixth gold medal at the
Paralympics.
Mariyappan Thangavelu
became the first Indian to
win medals at three
successive Paralympic
Games when he won a
bronze in the T42 high
jump event. He took home
silver in Tokyo 2020 and
gold in Rio 2016. With a
personal best time,
Preethi Pal won bronze in
the women's 100-meter
T35 competition. It was
the first-ever medal for
India in a Paralympic
track event. Being the
only athlete from India
to win two medals at
the Games, her bronze
in the 200m made her
the most successful
competitor. India
finished the

Paris 2024 track season with four
medals overall. Among them was
Deepthi Jeevanji, who won a bronze in
the women's 400m T20 class to become
the first intellectually disabled Indian
athlete to earn a Paralympic medal.
In archery, records were also broken. In
the ranking round, armless archer
Sheetal Devi in short time broke the
world record before coming in second.
However, she later joined up with
Rakesh Kumar to win the compound
mixed team qualifying event with a
world record score. Together with
Rakesh, Sheetal, at just 17 years old,
won bronze in the mixed team event to
become the youngest medallist from
India ever. Eventually, Harvinder Singh
became the first-ever Paralympic

archery champion for
India.
Another athlete who

made headlines was
Sumit Antil, the javelin
thrower who had
previously set a world

record in Tokyo 2020. In
Paris, Sumit not only

defended his title but also
shattered his own record,
throwing an unbelievable
70 meters in the F64
category. His performance
earned him his second
consecutive Paralympic
gold, establishing him
as a global force in the
sport.

Delhi boy Navdeep
Singh genetically

short in height
4ft tall

(Dwarfism) Navdeep who hails from
Haryana employed as Inspector in the
Income Tax Department. The 23 year
old won a historic gold in day before
the closing ceremony of Paris
Paralympics. From being bullied to
national champion at F41 Javelin throw
event which was a astonishing turn of
event before the podium after he was
awarded to silver medal his Iranian
competitor got disqualified before his
throw which automatically upgraded
him to gold medal.
There are ups and downs,there are also
descents, Suyash Jadhav, (Asian para
games gold medallist) in the men's 50m
butterfly (S7) fell short in the
competition finished fifth in Heat 1
with time 33.47 although he didn’t
qualify for final but his fight against the
strong contenders from the U.S. and
Ukraine gave a solid remark of ginger to
younger athletes. IAS officier Suhas
Yathiraj came in paris to achieve the
previous best in Tokyo Paralympics
2020 but restricted to silver medal in
SL4 badminton.
After returning from Paris on Tuesday
with India’s best ever medal tally

ever(29) andr ranked
18th on team’s tally

athletes received
grand welcome

surrounded

by huge numbers of supporters greeted
with showering of flowers on them.
The Indian contingent met Prime
Minister Narendra Modi at his
residence on Thursday in New Delhi,
where PM Modi interected with all
para-athletes of Indian contingent and
congratulating the medal winners of
Paris Paralympics 2024
Athletes shared their journeys and
challenges to overcome the stereotypes
of the society. Paralympic Gold
Medallist Avani Lekhara gifted her
signed jersey to PM Modi.
Rewards were announced by Union
Sports Minister Mansukh Mandaviya of
75 lakh to gold-medallists, 50 lakh to
silver winners and 30 lakh to bronz-
medallists in the games and pledges full
support from Government for the LA
2028 campaign.
While the Paris 2024 Paralympics was a
roaring success for India, it also showed
the challenges that continue to plague
the country’s para-sporting ecosystem.
Access to training, medical support, and
sponsorships remains uneven, with
athletes in rural areas particularly
disadvantaged.
A Movement, not just Medals Paris
2024 Paralympics should not be seen as
an isolated success but as part of a
larger movement towards inclusion,
empowerment, and equality. India's
Paralympians have shown that they are
not defined by their disabilities but by

their abilities. Their victories are
symbolic of a changing India,

one that is
slowly

but surely starting to embrace diversity
in all its forms.
As India commemorates this new
chapter in athletic prowess, the effect of
these players will continue to resonate,
pushing the Government to provide
greater support, recognition, and
growth for para-sports. India's
achievement at the Paralympics is more
than simply a moment of glory; it is the
start of a future in which the country's
differently-abled athletes will continue
to smash barriers, demonstrating that
with spirit and drive, nothing is
impossible.
Famous Columnist Akhileswar Sahay
stated in his article Khel Vaani India’s
Paralympic Rise: A Beacon for a More
Inclusive Future
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It’s time to jumpstart two missions to be
accomplished in four years: Mission
Top Five Rank at Los Angeles and
Mission Inclusive Revolution to make
India disabled-friendly. For the first
mission, India must broaden its
participation base across the 550
events—both in terms of events
participated in and the number of
sportspersons per event. No country
has a larger pool of disabled individuals
than India, with “55 to 90 million,”
according to a recent World Bank
estimate. This demographic presents a
potential goldmine of “Khojo-
Paralympians” and a driving force for
“Khelo Paralympics”. The lowest-
hanging fruit? Track and field events,
where the investment per sportsperson
is low and the potential return high.
All Bharat needs to join the elite Top 5

club is 100 medals at the Los Angeles
2028 Paralympics. It’s eminently
doable, and the time starts now.
Considering that in the last three
years (2021–2024), between
Tokyo and Paris, Indian
Paralympians have amassed 48
medals, 100 medals in 2028 is
not a far-fetched dream.
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Even for locals, this area
feels distinctly
refreshing, offering a
different perspective of
Dublin while ensuring

that all of its iconic landmarks
remain conveniently accessible.
Embrace the fusion of old and 
Dublin's Docklands,
affectionately dubbed the 'Silicon
Docks,' serve as the European
headquarters for tech giants like
Facebook, Google, and Airbnb. At
the heart of this dynamic district
stands Anantara The Marker
Hotel, a striking geometric
marvel that has become its
unofficial emblem. The name
'The Marker' pays homage to the
Grand Canal' s rich trading
history. The canal, stretching 82
miles, was once adorned with cast
iron markers indicating the
distance to the journey's end. The
hotel stands proudly at the site of
the last of these markers.
Situated on the south bank of the
river Liffey, the hotel commands
stunning views of Grand Canal
Dock and the vibrant Grand
Canal Square, featuring the
striking Bord Gais Energy
Theatre, designed by Daniel
Libeskind. At night, the plaza
comes alive, illuminated in
captivating hues of red and green.
This dynamic locale is at the heart
of Dublin's thriving tech industry,
with one area even dubbed
'Googletown'.
Conveniently, the hotel is just a
20-minute drive from Dublin
Airport and a mere 15-minute
stroll to the city centre, making it
an ideal base for exploring the
capital's rich offerings.

������	��������	�����
All the design elements at Anantara
The Marker tell a story, much like
the vibrant neighbourhood
surrounding it. The Docklands
continues to evolve as a thriving
part of the city. As I step into The
Marker, I'm immediately struck by
its vibrant atmosphere that
resonates throughout. The
luminous lobby leads into colour-
infused bedrooms, each exuding
modern elegance. I notice young
Dubliners gathering in the atrium
for drinks, fostering a lively social
scene that pulses with energy. On
sunlit days, the rooftop bar
becomes a buzzing hub, offering
breath-taking views-a perfect
retreat amid the city's bustle.
Originally opened in 2013 and
recently rebranded under Anantara
in 2023 after an extensive
renovation, this hotel stands as a
beacon of modernity. Its striking
chequerboard façade, inspired by
the Cliffs of Moher, welcomes me
into a mesmerizing 67-meter-long
atrium with a cantilevered ceiling
reminiscent of the Giant's
Causeway, where public spaces,
including a bar, lounge, and
restaurant, invite relaxation and
enjoyment. Embodying the
Anantara philosophy, the hotel
seamlessly integrates the brand's
three core pillars-Indigenous,
Expertise, and Authentic Luxury-
throughout its offerings. Each of
the 187 rooms and suites offers
breath-taking views of the city,
Grand Canal, Dublin Bay, or the
mountains, enhanced by floor-to-
ceiling windows. The
accommodations are thoughtfully
designed with ergonomic
furnishings, cutting-edge

technology, and luxurious
bathrooms for an indulgent
experience. The Junior Corner
Suite proved to be the perfect
refuge for my stay. With ample
space to work, unwind, or simply
relax, I enjoyed the gentle sunlight
streaming onto my Eames-style
chair at the desk. A freshly brewed
espresso awaited me, a delightful
touch to start my day. I was
pleasantly surprised to find a bar of
Co Wexford's Bean and Goose
chocolate by my bedside, boxty on
the breakfast menu, and an 'Irish
Wine Geese' section on the wine
list. The fusion of striking
architecture and local storytelling
in this 187-bed haven feels
refreshingly new. I balanced work
and rejuvenation effortlessly.
Prioritizing wellness, the award-
winning spa provides an array of
rejuvenating body treatments and
massages, complemented by a 75-
foot indoor infinity pool, a steam
room, a eucalyptus-infused sauna,
and a whirlpool tub. This was the
perfect way to begin my mornings
before venturing out. One of my
favourite retreats was the chic
rooftop bar and terrace, which

boasts breath-taking panoramic
views. Each evening, I found myself
captivated by the skyline, capturing
the stunning sunsets that bathed
the city in warm orange hues. At
the heart of Marker's culinary
journey is the vibrant new Forbes
Street by Gareth Mullins. As a fan
of Gareth's weekly cooking
segment, I eagerly anticipated the
experience. I began with exquisite
Flaggy Shore oysters on crushed ice
paired with a delightful Bloody
Mary. Next, the marbled rib-eye,
flawlessly seared, accompanied by
zingy Chimichurri, house-cut
chips, and a rocket salad, was a
delight. For dessert, creatively

presented North County Dublin
rhubarb, with smoked vanilla and
crispy potatoes, encapsulated the
essence of simple yet exceptional
dining. 
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Unlike the traditional luxury of the
Merrion, Westbury, and
Shelbourne, The Marker embraces
bold architecture while ensuring
substance accompanies its style.
Anantara's mantra, 'Life is a
journey,' resonates through its
various activities like docklands
walks and sea swimming. What
truly distinguishes are its
unforgettable bespoke experiences,
meticulously designed to immerse
visitors in the local culture and
lifestyle. For food enthusiasts, the
signature Spice Spoons journey
with Executive Chef Gareth
Mullins is a delightful highlight.
Guests spend the day with Mullins
exploring the charming fishing
village of Howth, just 30 minutes
from Dublin, and embark on a
chartered fishing boat around
Dublin Bay, where they might spot
dolphins and seals. Afterward, a
visit to Kish Fish, one of Ireland's

premier salmon smokehouses,
precedes an enriching lesson in
baking traditional Irish soda bread
back at the hotel.  Other curated
experiences include Wild
Swimming in a popular local spot
under the guidance of an open-sea
coach, an insightful deep dive into
equine culture at the Irish National
Stud and Gardens with a renowned
horse trainer, and Afternoon Tea:
Poetry and Places, which celebrates
Ireland's literary heritage. For me,
the highlight was the Docklands
Storytelling Tour led by Derek
Brennan, the hotel's Irish
storyteller and guest experience
manager. His captivating narratives
weave together the rich history of
the Docklands, bringing the area's
past to life through his engaging
tales, a connection forged since the
hotel's inception in 2013.

�� 	����� 	�������
A trip to Dublin is incomplete
without exploring its rich offerings.
A must-visit is EPIC The Irish
Emigration Museum, conveniently
located within walking distance of
the hotel. This interactive museum
delves into the history of the Irish

diaspora and emigration. Just
around the corner lies The
Ferryman Townhouse, a lively pub
where locals warmly welcome
visitors, eager to share a table and
demonstrate the art of enjoying a
pint in under ten seconds. For
those with a sense of adventure,
Grafton Street, The Temple Bar,
and Trinity College Dublin are a
leisurely 30-minute stroll away. Be
sure to reserve an evening for the
renowned Guinness Storehouse,
where a guided tour reveals the
brewing process, and guests can
even create a 'stoutie,' a selfie on the
frothy beer head. This fusion of
modernity and community
encapsulates the essence of
Dublin's evolving urban landscape,
making it a must-visit destination
for locals and travellers alike.

Akanksha Dean is an independent
food & travel writer, a chef and a
catalyst and is the first Indian to

have trained at Osteria
Francescana, in Modena, Italy,

rated as the world's best restaurant
in the World's 50 Best Restaurants,
in 2016 and 2018 and currently in

the Best of The Best Category.
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As Indian Accent New Delhi
celebrated its 15th
anniversary, the occasion

paid tribute to its remarkable
culinary journey. With softly
dimmed lighting and elegant
candlelit tables, the ambiance set a
warm and inviting tone for the
evening. The sophisticated
atmosphere, combined with a
touch of nostalgia, created a
perfect backdrop for a dining
experience that was both refined
and memorable. Walking into
Indian Accent felt like stepping into
a space where the charm of
tradition and the excitement of
modernity seamlessly merged,
crafting an unforgettable
experience.
The evening featured a nostalgic
look back at Indian Accent’s
inaugural tasting menu from 2009,
allowing guests to revisit
beloved classics that had
been instrumental in
shaping the
restaurant’s journey.
Dishes like the Whole
Wheat and Semolina
Puchkas, Paneer Tikka
Chaat and Khakra Mille
Feuille served as a
heartwarming reminder of
the restaurant’s evolution and
enduring appeal. The journey
began with Chef Shantanu
Mehrotra at the helm, who crafted
a menu that would soon become a

sensation. Reflecting on those early
days, Chef Mehrotra recalls the
excitement and challenges of the
original menu. While some dishes
met with mixed reviews, others
quickly captured the hearts of
diners. Today, Indian Accent is
celebrated for its pivotal role in
bringing modern Indian cuisine to
the global stage.
The celebration commenced with
a sensory feast, beginning with the
Blue Cheese Naan. This dish was a
revelation, a delightful twist on a
classic favourite. The crisp texture
combined with the bold, creamy
blue cheese offered a unique start
to the evening. Paired with the
Mushroom Shawarma, subtly
spiced with garam masala, it was a
comforting yet adventurous
introduction that set the tone for
the meal to come. The evening

begins with a nod to the
past through a selection

of appetisers that have
become icons of
Indian Accent’s
innovative approach.
The Whole Wheat
and Semolina

Puchkas provided a
playful yet refined take

on street food. The trio of
waters - mint and coriander,
tamarind and jaggery and
buttermilk - offered a delightful
balance of flavours, beautifully
encapsulating Indian Accent’s

approach to blending traditional
elements with modern
sophistication.
Chef Shantanu Mehrotra’s talent
was unmistakable throughout the
tasting menu. His creations, such
as the Paneer Tikka Chaat and
Khakra Mille Feuille, were perfect
examples of his ability to blend
textures and flavours in
imaginative and delightful ways.
The Beetroot and Peanut Tikki
with Caper Wasabi Chutney was
particularly memorable,
showcasing his knack for
transforming humble ingredients
into something truly remarkable.
The main courses continued to
impress with their inventive twists
on both classic and global flavours.

The Bharwan Mirch with Goat
Cheese Mousse and Chilli Aam
Papad Chutney was a revelation,
blending bold flavours with
finesse. The Paneer Lasagna with
Smoked Aubergine and Goji Berry
Makhni offered a creative and
comforting take on a beloved
classic. The Turkish Sultanas and
CousCous Ki Tahiri with Anar
Avocado Raita was a brilliant
example of how global influences
can be seamlessly integrated into
modern Indian cuisine.
The grand finale of the evening
was nothing short of a dessert
lover’s dream come true. The
Indian Accent Kulfi Sorbet was like
a refreshing burst of icy goodness,
cleansing the palate with a playful,

creamy touch. But hold on tight,
things got even sweeter with the
Kinnaur Apple Shakarpara
Crumble. Imagine the crunch of
perfectly baked apple crumble
mingling with the smooth,
homemade vanilla bean ice cream-
every bite was a joyous celebration
of texture and flavour. And just
when you thought it couldn’t get
any better, the Coconut and Jaggery
Brulee with Ruby Grapefruit Pops
Amarula Ki Chuski arrived,
turning dessert into an art form.
The rich brulee, with its luscious
coconut and jaggery notes,
paired with zesty
grapefruit pops and a
hint of Amarula, was
an explosion of taste
that left us craving
m o r e .
Complementing this
sweet finale was the
Daulat Ki Chaat, which
emerged as a standout. Its
saffron-infused elegance,
adorned with almonds and a hint
of sugar, was both a visual delight
and a burst of refined flavours.
This dish exemplified the
restaurant’s commitment to
creative excellence and its ability to
elevate even the most familiar
flavours into something
extraordinary. Each dessert was a
playful, indulgent end to a meal
that was nothing short of
spectacular!

Reflecting on this milestone, it
became clear that the 15th
anniversary was not just a
celebration of Indian Accent’s rich
history but also a vibrant showcase
of its future. The event honoured
the restaurant’s legacy while
highlighting its ongoing dedication
to culinary excellence and
innovation. Chef Shantanu
Mehrotra’s passion and creativity
were evident in every dish,
underscoring the restaurant’s
status as one of New Delhi’s most
cherished culinary destinations.

Indian Accent’s 15th
anniversary celebration

was a memorable
reflection on its
past, with a touch of
nostalgia, while
also offering a
glimpse into its

future. The evening
was all about

elegance, creativity and
exceptional flavours. Chef

Shantanu Mehrotra’s innovative
approach and remarkable talent
shone through in every dish,
proving that Indian Accent is
more than just a restaurant - it’s a
symbol of innovation and
sophistication in the culinary
world. This anniversary wasn’t
just a milestone, it was a
celebration of a remarkable
journey filled with flavour,
creativity and lasting excellence.
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Nestled in the heart of
Gurugram, the
Heritage Transport
Museum offers a
vivid glimpse into

India's rich transport history. It is
not merely a museum but a living
narrative of how India's
transportation systems have
evolved over the years. From early
bullock carts to vintage cars, each
display in the museum is a portal
to a time when travel wasn't just
about the destination but the
experience itself.
India's transport history offers a
vivid reflection of the country's
broader cultural and social
transformations. The evolution of
transportation-from traditional
bullock carts and hand-pulled
rickshaws to modern vehicles and
advanced public transit-parallels
significant societal, technological,
and economic changes. Various
modes of transport illustrate the
evolution of cultural practices and
daily life. For example, traditional
transport methods like
palanquins and bullock carts
reveal historical social structures
and regional customs, while the
advent of motorized vehicles
signifies a shift toward
modernization and globalization.
The Heritage Transport Museum
is a treasure trove of historical
gems, each piece providing a
unique window into India's
transport legacy.The Museum in
Gurugram offers a fascinating
glimpse into the evolution of
transportation in India. As India's
first comprehensive transport
museum, it showcases a wide
array of unique items that reflect
the country's rich history in this
sector.
Among the standout exhibits is an
extensive collection of vintage
cars, including iconic models like
the Ford Model T and the Rolls-
Royce Phantom. Each vehicle tells
a story, with plaques detailing
their origins, ownership histories,
and their journeys through India's
roads.
The museum also houses an
impressive collection of two-
wheelers, featuring everything
from early Royal Enfield bikes to
classic Vespa scooters. These
vehicles capture the changing
dynamics of transportation in
India, from rural commutes to
urban lifestyles.
A particularly unique feature is
the railway exhibit, which
includes vintage carriages,

signaling systems, and detailed
replicas of early Indian trains.
Visitors can explore the interior of
these carriages and get a sense of
the grandeur of rail travel during
the colonial period.
For aviation enthusiasts, the
museum features models and
artifacts from India's early civil
aviation history, including scaled
replicas of early Indian aircraft.
Another intriguing exhibit is a
full-size 1950s Piper J3C Cub
aircraft, providing a rare close-up
view of mid-20th-century
aviation.
One of the more immersive
experiences is the display of

maritime memorabilia, with
detailed models of ships and boats
that were integral to India's naval
history and trade routes.
The museum's art and design
installations also deserve
mention, with sections devoted to
the design evolution of vehicles,
showcasing how aesthetics and
functionality have shaped modern
transport. Besides, the Museum
has also a 3D virtual reality ride
on a rickshaw over the China wall
which is a big hit with the children
and elders alike.
The development of
transportation also mirrors India's
economic progress. The transition

from horse-drawn carriages to
trains and automobiles highlights
the country's industrial growth
and enhanced connectivity, which
has facilitated trade and mobility.
Additionally, transportation
innovations have been crucial in
driving social change. The
introduction of public
transportation systems such as
buses and metro rails has
influenced urbanization,
accessibility, and social
integration, affecting how people
live and work.
The Heritage Transport Museum
plays a crucial role in enriching
our understanding of India's

history by preserving and
showcasing these transportation
milestones. Through its diverse
collection of transport artifacts,
the museum offers visitors
insights into how transportation
has both shaped and been shaped
by the broader socio-cultural
context. It effectively connects the
past with the present, providing a
tangible link to India's rich history
and its ongoing evolution.
The museum houses an
impressive collection,
thoughtfully curated to spark
fascination. The assortment
ranges from classic vintage cars to
steam engines, traditional

bicycles, and even airplanes.
Visitors can explore artifacts that
depict the evolution of transport-
some centuries old, others
representative of the industrial
age. There is also a segment
dedicated to maritime history,
complete with beautifully
preserved models of ships, giving
the experience an almost
encyclopaedic richness.
What truly sets the Heritage
Transport Museum apart is the
meticulous passion with which it
has been curated. The layout of
the museum is designed not just
to showcase relics but to narrate
stories. Interactive displays,

lifelike dioramas, and thematic
galleries transport visitors into the
very eras these machines were
part of. Each exhibit is placed
within a larger cultural and social
context, enabling visitors to
appreciate its significance beyond
the mechanics.
It's not just a collection of vehicles;
it's a carefully woven tapestry of
India's transport evolution,
enhanced by attention to detail.
For anyone with an interest in
history, innovation, or transport,
the Heritage Transport Museum is
a must-visit, where every exhibit is
a labour of love, offering a journey
through time.
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Tarun Thakral, the founder
&managing trustee of
Heritage Transport Museum

is also the Executive Director at CJ
International Hotels Ltd, New
Delhi that owns and manages Le
Meridien New Delhi. Tarun started
his career in the Hospitality
business in 1986. In 1990, he won
the French Government
scholarship to pursue MBA
program in International
Hospitality Management from
'Institut de Hotelier Management
International', Paris.
To pursue his hobby and passion in
vintage and classic cars, in 1996
Tarun founded Heritage
Transportation Trust (HTT) - a
registered not-for-profit trust to
promote the preservation of modes
of transportation that have been
used in India. As its Founder and
Managing Trustee, HTT has
developed India's first
comprehensive Transport
Museum, Heritage Transport
Museum, which opened to visitors
in December 2013.
Since its opening Museum won
many prestigious awards - The
National Tourism Award for being
the most innovative and unique
tourism project in the country, the
2016 and 2018 Travellers Choice
Award by TripAdvisor,
International PATWA award for
innovation at ITB, Germany, the
BITB Tourism Excellence Award,
SATTE Tourism award for
innovation, and more. He talked to
Gyaneshwar Dayal about his

passion and labour of love, The
Heritage Transport Museum:
What inspired you to create the
Heritage Transport Museum?
Was there a specific moment or
experience that ignited your
passion for preserving India's
transport history?
India did not have a
comprehensive transport museum
until the Heritage Transport
Museum opened its doors to
visitors. Given the presence of
remarkable transport museums
worldwide, I often wondered why
India didn't have one of its own. As
my personal collection of transport
memorabilia expanded, managing
it became increasingly difficult. We
launched the Heritage Transport
Museum in December 2013, and it
remains India's sole transport
museum to this day.
How did you go about collecting
such an impressive and diverse
array of transport artefacts? Were
there any particularly
challenging or memorable
acquisitions?
In 1994, I purchased my first
vintage car from Ramgarh
Shekhawati, Rajasthan, which was
in a state of disrepair. The process
of restoring this vehicle over nearly
a year brought me immense joy
and ignited a passion for collecting
and preserving vehicles from being
scrapped. My collection soon grew
to include cars, two-wheelers,
bicycles, carriages, and carts. In
2002, I came across an
advertisement from Indian

Railways about scrapping several
1930s railway saloons. I quickly
contacted the Railway Board,
expressing my interest in
purchasing and preserving one of
these saloons. Since the Railways
had never before sold such items to
private individuals, it took over a
year of negotiations. Ultimately, I
succeeded in acquiring and
restoring the saloon, which now
proudly stands at the museum on a
recreated vintage railway platform.
What criteria do you use to select
the items displayed in the
museum?
The Heritage Transport Museum
features a diverse array of
transportation modes used for
both private and public transport
throughout history. Our aim is to
display the full range of
transportation, encompassing cars,

buses, two-wheelers, traditional
transport methods, non-motorized
vehicles, railways, trams, aviation,
and maritime. We choose items
based on their historical
importance, popularity, and how
they complement our existing
collection. We also carefully
evaluate how each object will
engage and benefit our visitors.
What are the biggest challenges
you've faced in preserving and
restoring some of the older or
more delicate items in the
museum's collection?
Many items, especially those that
are decades or even centuries old,
face natural deterioration over
time. Components can become
fragile or worn, making the
restoration process both
meticulous and delicate. For
vintage vehicles and machinery,

locating original or compatible
parts can be extremely challenging,
often necessitating custom
fabrication or innovative solutions
to replace missing or damaged
components. Restoring complex
items, such as early aviation or
railway equipment, requires
specialized knowledge and skills,
and finding experts with the
necessary experience can be
difficult. 
What are your future plans for
the Heritage Transport Museum?
Are there any upcoming
exhibitions or expansions that
visitors can look forward to?
We have several exciting initiatives
in store for the Heritage Transport
Museum to enrich its offerings and
continue captivating our visitors.
One of our key plans is to
introduce an experience centre
that will provide a unique,
multisensory experience. We're
also expanding our exhibitions to
feature rare artefacts that showcase
various aspects of transportation
history. To keep up with the latest
technological advancements, we
aim to incorporate more
interactive and immersive
technologies, such as virtual reality,
augmented reality, and advanced
simulation tools, to make the
exploration of transport history
even more engaging. 
What drives your passion for
curating and expanding the
museum's collection? How do
you stay motivated in continuing
this labour of love?

A deep passion for history, culture,
and education, coupled with a
strong commitment to preserving
and sharing important stories and
artefacts for future generations.
The continual excitement and
inspiration of discovering new
ways to present these treasures and
enhance the museum's narrative.
The joys of seeing visitors engage
with, learn from, and appreciate
the museum's offerings. The
profound personal fulfilment
derived from working in a field I
genuinely love and enjoy. And, of
course, the pride in contributing to
the museum's enduring legacy.
What kind of experience do you
hope visitors take away from the
museum? Is there a particular
message or feeling you want them
to leave with?
One of the greatest compliments
we've received is being
recognized as a world-class
museum in India. Many visitors
leave with a profound sense of
nostalgia, feeling moved,
inspired, and reflective. They
depart with a deeper
understanding of the evolution of
transport, and the museum
continues to ignite curiosity and
further interest in its visitors. We
hope to instil a respect for our
heritage, encouraging visitors to
think about ways to preserve it
for future generations. For
younger visitors, we aspire to
inspire them to develop hobbies
that bring them fulfilment and
satisfaction.
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There is something
undeniably timeless
and evocative about

Indian classical music,
especially when performed
by an artist as deeply rooted
in tradition as Vidushi
Sunanda Sharma. On a
beautiful evening at the Stein
Auditorium in New Delhi,
Sharma brought the
monsoon season to life with
her performance, 'Boondan
Phuhaar.' The concert was
not merely a display of
musical mastery but a
heartfelt celebration of
nature, tradition and the
human spirit.
Sharma, a vocalist of the
Banaras Gharana, captivated
her audience with her soulful

voice that seemed to capture
the very essence of the rainy
season. Each note felt like a
raindrop, each melody a
breeze dancing through the
trees. She was accompanied by
a gifted ensemble, including
Pt. Vinay Mishra on the
harmonium, Pt. Mithilesh
Kumar Jha on the tabla and U.
Ghulam Ali on the sarangi,
who together created an
atmosphere that was almost
spiritual. Their performance
reminded everyone present of
the unique power of live
music to evoke deep emotions
and transport listeners to
another world.
What stood out most was not
just the technical excellence
on display but the depth of

feeling in every note. There
was a genuine joy and
emotional connection to the
monsoon season that
resonated throughout the
performance, making the
audience feel the beauty and
poignancy of the rains. In a
world that often feels
dominated by digital and
impersonal entertainment,
this concert was a poignant
reminder of the impact of live
music and its ability to make
people feel truly alive.
The evening was also a
celebration of India’s rich
cultural heritage. Lieutenant
Governor Manoj Sinha’s
reflections on Varanasi’s
spirit and its deep-rooted
connection to the classical

arts underscored the
importance of preserving
these traditions. Sunanda
Sharma’s commitment to her
craft and her work with the
Girija Darshan Trust, named
after her revered Gurus, Smt.
Girija Devi ji and Pt.
Sudarshan Sharma, is
commendable. Through her
efforts to nurture young
talent and provide a platform
for established artists, she
ensures that this exquisite
form of music remains
vibrant and relevant, not just
a relic of the past.
More than just a concert,
'Boondan Phuhaar' felt like a
journey into the heart of the
monsoon - a gentle escape
from the rush of daily life.

The performance offered a
rare chance to slow down, to
be present and to savour the
profound beauty of music
that is so intricately
connected to nature. Sunanda
Sharma’s devotion to her
heritage and artistry was
evident in every note, making
the evening a memorable and
moving experience. In an age
where life often moves at a
relentless pace, this event was
a timely reminder of the
importance of taking a
moment to appreciate the
simple, yet profound joys - a
rain-soaked evening, a
beautiful melody and a
shared experience that brings
people closer to the essence
of life itself.
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