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Year of pink slips

Cost-cutting through payroll reduction is sometimes
required, but that can hardly be a business model

ORPORATE INDIA, LIKE its counterpartsacross theworld, redis-
covered the blunt instrument of laycffs in 2025 too.As growth
slowed in some sectorsand com-
paniesreached forthefastest leveravaﬂable~paymll reduction.
In homegrown technology startups alone, an estimated 9,500 people lost
theirjobs during theyear, marginally higherthanin 2024.Tata Consultancy
Services, India’s largest IT services firm, announced layoffs affecting about
12,000 employees—roughly 2% of its global workforce—as it sought to
adjust to shifting skill requirements and artificial intelligence (AI)-driven
business models. Multinational centres were not spared either. At Avaya’s
India global capability centre (GCC), over 30% of staff were laid off amid
intense competition in contact-centreservices. Beyond headlineannounce-
ments,“silent layoffs”and restructuringsacross sectorsare estimated to have
putnearly 50,000 roles at riskas automation and Al-reshaped work.
Labelled as “rightsizing”, “efficiency drives” or“cost rationalisation”,such
movesareoftendefendedas prudent Butlayoffsundertaken
withouta clearstrategic rationale tend to destroy more value than they pre-
serve. Cost-cutting, by itself, is not a business model. In the short term, the
arithmetic looks compelling. Wage bills fall, margins 1mpmve and analysts
applaud discipline. Yet these bers hide deeper,longer-] g that
rarelyshowupinquarterly earnings.Abrupt or poorly

Ginedlavotserode
employee trust, weaken organisational culture and drain productmty
among those who remain. The hidden cost of fear can far outweigh the visi-
ble savings from headcount reduction. Layoffs also send powerful signals to
the market. lnvestors may u'utlally reward decisiveness, hut repeated or

ERGERS AND ACQUISI-
TIONS (M&A) activity in
India has entered a
period of sustained
strength. In 2024 alone,
deal-making touched nearly $120 billion
asIndi i i qui
domestic businesses ata rapid pace. That
momentum has carried into 2025, with
another $50 billion in deals reported in
the first half of the year,
Commercial banks in India, despite
holdingone of the country’s: dcepeﬂ poc]s
ofdomestic capital,

® M&A BOOST
THE RBI IS CAUTIOUSLY ALLOWING BANKS TO PLAY AMORE CONSTRUCTIVE ROLE IN INDIA'S M&A LANDSCAPE

Enabling acquisition finance

SANDEEP PAREKH

Managing partner, Finsec Law Advisors

apply to all commercial banks except
ional

local area banks and payments banks.
Under the Du-ecuuns capltal market
both their

This is largeny it le to
the Reserve Bankof India (RBI) maintain-
ing a conservative approach on permit-
ting banks’ exposure to the capital mar-
kets.Under the provisions of the Banking
Regulation Act, 1949 and the directives
issued under the RBI Mastex Cm:ular on

LoansandAdvances, t

direct and indirect exposures, including
investment and credit Invest-

ora controlling stake in a target com-
pany’s shares or assets.

However, the RBI has not thrown cau-
tion to thewind. The Directions construct
a high wall around who can borrow and
how much. The RBI proposes eligibility

@ REMEMBERING RATAN TATA

Union home minister Amit Shah

[Ratan Tata] reshaped Indian enterprise with
integrity and compassion. From building
indigenous industry to selfless philanthropy, he

1 showed that true success lies in service to the nation

RBIhas cappedabank’s aggregate expo-
sure to this segment at 10% of its Tier 1
capital (bank’s core equity capital avail-
able to absorb losses). In terms of fund-
ing limits, a bank may fund only up to
70% of the acquisition value; the
remaining 30% must come from the
acquirer’s own equity, ensuring mean-
ingful ‘skin in the game’. The Directions
require banks to undertake regular
monitoring, stress tests, early-warning
assessments and valuation checks, cre-
ating a tightly controlled environment
foracquisition financing.

Against this backdrop, the case for
aL[owmg banks to play amoredirect role

filtersatboth tion.The

in financ learer.

ment exposure refers to banks’ direct or
derivative exposure to equity-linked
instruments including direct holdings in
Eqmtyshares,preference shares,convert-
and units of equity mutual

from granting loans or advances for
acquiring shares of other companies,
including financing corporate takeovers
or buyouts except to the

poorlytimed omfortat aboutl
India’s corporate context adds another layer of complexity. Formal-sector
employment remains scarce,and large companies play an outsized role in
shaping labour-market norms. Abrupt, opaque, or legally contentious lay-
offs invite regulatory scrutiny and reputational damage.

None of this is to argue that layoffs are never necessary. Busi must

funds, and of alternative investment
funds (AIFs). Credit exposure, however,
stretches wider. It captures

borrower must be a listed indian body
corporate with a satisfactory net worth
and at least three years of profitability.
The target must have three years of
audited financials and must not be a
related party. In substance, this ensures
that acquisition finance flows to strate-

gic,long-1 termtransamons

everything from

Borrowing locally

ratherthanp

Financial sovereigntyallows capital flows

exposure to external shocks. This objec-
tive is advanced when long-term corpo-
rate growth is supported by domestic
capitalratherthan offshore funding. Cre-
ating regulated pathways for banks to
support strategic acquisitions therefore
becomes essential, with acquisition

adapt to structural shifts, technological disruption and changing demand.
But there is a critical difference between strategic workforce restructuring
and indiscriminate cost-cutting. The former is anchored in a clear view of
the futurebusiness—what capabilitiesare needed,whichrolesare becoming
redundant, and how remaining employees will be redeployed, reskilled or
supported. The latter is driven by near-term pressure and offers no credible
pathtorenewed growth.Some compames haveshown thatad;ustmentmth-
outmasslayoffsis possible. Infosys, forinstance,responded to th
bydelayingcampus onboarding,steppingup resk:llmgand redeployingtal-
enttowards higher-value digital projects. Headcount growth slowed, margins
were protected, and reputational damage was avoided. The message to
employees and investors alike was clear: thiswas adjustment, not retreat.

Astrategic approach to workforce management is harder than across-
the-board cuts. It requires investment in reskilling, redesigning roles,
improving productivity through technology and aligning incentives with
long-term goals. It also demands honest communication. Employees are
morelikely toacceptdifficultdecisi theyund dtherationale
and see a plan beyond mere survival. Boards have a crucial role here as too
often, cost-cutting programmes are approved as financial exercises rather
than strategic ones. Companies do not shrink their way to greatness. Sus-
tainable competitiveness comes from clarity of purpose, intelligent capital
allocation and aworkforce aligned with strategy. Layoffs may sometimes be
unavoidable. But when they become the default response to uncertainty,
theysignal not toughness—but a failure of imagination.

Why Al could make
human jazz popular again

ASAMUSICIAN and music-lover, th
manyways.Alappssucl potential to gen-
erate catchy and professionally-produced music in certain genres. So it isn’t hard to

world inwhich, for session musicians,ji writersand purvey-
ors of educational music for kids could soon lose their livelihoods tomachines.

At the same time, I'm fairly optimistic that jazz — one of the most commercially
underappreciated of all the musical styles — will survive and thrive in the new Al
ecosystem. A 2024 year-end music report by Luminate ranked jazz 10th out of 11
“selected top genres”in the US,where itwas nestled between classical and children’s
musicand commands Iess than 1% of total on-demand streams

Almightbet hat
Icall the*jazz model”: away of ‘making music that putslive, ve.nﬂablyhuman perfnr-
manceat the center.And that model may point toa path of survival forother human
artists looking to carve outa niche in ourAl future.

Toseewhy, it helps tolook at what generative Al actually does well —and what it
struggles with. It can mine vast troves of patternistic text,images, audio and video,
then turnit into something you might want to consume.

But great jazz has two things that help set it apart. First, it is often harmonically
groundbreaking (Miles Davis'Kind of Blue,whichintro-
duced the world to modal jazz; John Coltrane’s Giant
Steps, which cycles through mind-boggling key
changes). Second, the genre experiments with novel
song forms (Ornette Coleman’s Free Jazz: a Collective
Improvisation). More than a century after the birth of
jazz,my favori yplayers — the
guitarists]ulian Lageand Kurt i it
topush harmony.

T'vetried to test Al’s ability to replicate the depth of
the sound and have been disappointed in the output.
Suno prompts such as “create an instrumental jazz
recording that pushes boundaries of form and har-
mony; expenmem with dissonance and key changes
result in something T might playon my
family. But there wasn’t anything novel or! boundary pushmgabout it.

Obviously,it’s to say that the tect won’t ever be able to create
good jazz.Yetevenif that happens,it’s likely thatwe’li start todistinguish more sharply
between craft — polished, repeatable style —and art, which we'll reserve for creative
work that is visibly, even vulnerably, human. A recent Pew Research Center report on
how US adults viewed Al found that 53% of people thuughnhe techna]ugywould
worsen theability to think creatively,whic wil forwaysto
believe that creativity still exists.

What genre can dothat betterthanj ]azz71magme piling into clubs like the Village

\.nusl{ 0 chthe per dwhereeach
performance isimp! iqueand In that moment, one can marvel
at the way human lungs pmduce expresswe trumpet solos and the human fingers
slidingup and down the upright bass. Virtuososwill be celebrated, muchasgreatath-

tificial i i i i in

Bloomberg

letesare,aslivingc ‘whatwe canacc hard: with-
outmachines.
It'sbeennearlya cenmry sincej music.Yet ryas. Alis

formusicianson i
arenewedappreciation fonhe jazz performers that Tholdsodear—a group of artists
that the world has long taken for granted.

extent of the infrastructure sector.The = finance to promoter fund- = restructurmgs or intra- linkthatenable:
rationale behind this restriction is to ing, loans secured against will help group self-deals. The Indian corporates to exemte comple‘(
ensure that banking funds,whichare pri- marketable  securities,  Indian companies  emphasis on long-term transaction:
marily pub].lcdepos\ts,am notexposedto bridge i :nfln e scale value creation is a recur- anchored banking channels.
withvolatile pated equity infusions, an . " ringthemethroughout the The Di po ible
equityi Butas M&Aactivity | financin; backcdbymutual without depending  pjrections. regulator’ thedoorto
grows in scale, the RBI is rethinking fund units (other than debt solely on While the Directions acquisition ﬁnancmgwhﬂe surrounding
these restrictions. schemes). Overume, Lhese foreign loans permit banks to finance it with tight safeguards to preserve sys-
Historically, banks” capital market categories ds acquisiti on- temic stability. While the frameworksig-
exposures have been subject to tight pru- through a patc_hwo):k of trolling stakes often nals a shift, its operational window
dential limits,and bank financing for the text-specific 519%,such ing remains remains narrow, with stringent eligibil-

acquisition of shares has generally been
prohibited. Against the backdrop of a
more mature capital market and a

tronger the RBI,through
i onD {Reg-
ulatoryPolicies, has proposed a calibrated

di finance,

; the Di
them into a single, coherent, and princi-
ples-based framework.

One of the most significant compo-
nents of the draft is the framework for
acquisition finance, an area India has
historically tiptoed around. While
Indian ies often relied on over-

widening the scope of lending against
securities, and moving towards a more
principle-based frameworkforlending to
capital market intermediaries. On Octo-
ber 24, the draft RBI(Commercial Banks —
Capital Market Exposure) Directions,

seas bank funding for cross-border
acquisitions, domestic financing of
acquisitions (apart from infrastructure)
remained a grey area. The Directions
providea cleardefinition of ‘acquisition
finance’, asfundmgextendedd.uectlym

subject to Section 19(2) of the Banking
Regulation Act, which restricts banks
from holding, whether as pledgee or
absolute owner, more than 30% of a
company’s paid-up share capital. Further,
the Directions also permit the banks to
takeadditional collateral,subject to their
internal policies. Yet where the targetisa
public company, its ability to offer guar-
antees or other forms of security may be
limited due to the C ies Act, 2013,

ity, collateral, and prudential conditions
limiting its applicability to a small seg-
mentof corporates. Evenso, thedirection
oftravelis clear. The RBI s cautiously lay-
ing the groundwork for banks to playa
more constructive rolein India’s expand-
ing M&A landscape, with the ﬁna] direc-
tionslikelytodetermi

between flexibility and restraint is ulti-
mately struclc This will help with Indian

which restricts financial assistance for
the purchase of its own shares.
The prudenual framework sur-

achieving scale, without
dependmg solely on foreign loans.

Coauthored MthMmlemgatand

pur-

financeisdelil

Pranjal.

2025(Di d,proposed
i April 1,2026.They

posevehicle (SPV) forthe purchase oi all

atelytight. To contain systemic risk, the

Finsec Law Advisors

When corporate fraud outpaces enforcement

a SANDEEP DAS

The author leads the Disputes and Investigations practice at
Touchstone Partners

As corporate fraud grows more complex,
enforcement must move faster, deeper,and

more cohesively

THE RECENT EXTRADITION proceed-
ings against Mehul Choksi and the alle-
gations of money laundering against
Reliance ADAG have once again spot-
lighted instances of monumental corpo-
rate frauds in India.

While such corporate frauds involve
mind-boggling amounts, tracing and
recovery of the proceeds of the crime
have been sluggish and ineffective. In
most cases,a fraction of the sum involved
is traced after protracted investigations.
At the same time, given the quantum of
moniesinvolved,courtsare typically cau-
tiousin granting bail to the accused. The
lengthy incarceration of the accused
pending the completion of investigation

routed through tax friendly foreign
jurisdictions.

‘The sophisticated nature of financial
crimes requires a specialised agency to
investigate and prosecute white-collar
criminals. While most state police forces
have a separate ‘Economic Offences
Wing, these departments have been
found to be inept in investigating com-
plexfinancial crimes.A majorhurdle has
been the jurisdictional overlap between
investigative agencies, often leading to

/trialisoft tobeviolative of their
right toaspeedy investigation and a fair
trial. In many cases, the process itself
becomes the punishment.

On the other hand, these frauds
impair the economy and jeopardise
interests of public shareholders and
leiderssineat . 1

public-listed companies. [n many cases,
the promoters / management siphon
corporate funds through a labyrinth of
structured but ostensibly legitimate
transactions. A classic ploy has been
transacting business with entities cam-
ouflaged as legitimate third parties,but
whichactin concertwith the

kof legislati g
which was remedied by according the
SFIO with statutory recognition under
the CompaniesAct,2013.

While the Naresh Chandra Committee
envisaged the SFIO as a ‘super agency’to
tackle intricate frauds by a multidiscipli-
naryand specially trained task force, this
vision could only be fulfilled if the SFIO
were to move beyond the scope of the
CompaniesAct,2013.Afinancial transac-
tion / corporate fraud could give rise to

conflicts between the e distinct offences underdis-
agencies th more tinct statutes (inaddition to
‘Against this backdrop, : & the Companies Act).

the Serious Fraud Investi- ~ Steelin the spine of ;o yever, whether the
gation Office (SFIO) was the SFIO would SFIO could investigateand

i asamultidisci-  balance the goals ~ prosecute ofﬁ;ntes related
plinarybody that could sin- . to corporate frauds pun-
gle-ﬁndegly tackle com- Of the Prasecf‘tlon ishab[lz under (iher
plex corporate frauds. VISTa-vis therights  tatutes remained unad-
Patterned on the Serious of the accused dressed. Many believe that
Fraud Office (SFO)of the UK sne———  since the SFIOisacreature

and the Corporate Fraud

Task Force of the US, the SFIO was envis-
aged as asingle agency for directing and
supervising investigations and prosecu-

of the Companies Act (and
notaseparate statute like SFO), it could
only investigate offences punishable
under the Companies Act. Due to such

However, instead of becoming the
premier investigative agency (as it was
supposed to be), the SFIO remained a

pertiger, ing minoroffence:

under the C Act,1956.Shock-

to conceal the ultimate beneficiaries.
Often, there is an offshore leg of such
t ionstoensure that is

ingly, it lacked even the power to arrest
an accused, a power that came to the
agencyonly in August 2017. The biggest

HE EDITOR

Liquidity bottlenecks

Apropos of "Liquidity matters" (FE,
December 27), rate cuts lose traction
when liquidity dries up. The
persistence of benchmark bond yields
near 6.6%, despite a decisive 125 bps
cutin the repo rate to 5.25%, proves
that borrowing costs are shaped as
much by cash availability as by
headline rates. A "perfect storm" of
seasonal tax outflows, forex

interventions, and aggressive state
borrowing has strained the system at
acritical juncture. While the central
bank's proactive open market
operations and dollar swaps are
welcome, incremental support may
not suffice as deposit growth slows.
Restoring confidence requires a
coordinated approach: smoother
government spending and perhaps.
bolder structural tools. Only by
addressing these liquidity bottlenecks

doubts, agen-

cies are still conducting investigations
financial cri P

SFIO investigation.

The Companies Act, 2013, however,

all
be transferred to the SFIO once it begins
i i i It

further directs other investigative agen-

can the central bank ensure that
monetary signals translate into real,
affordable credit.

—A Myilsami, Coimbatore

Regulating Indian IPOs

Apropos of "The reality of India's IPO
boom" (FE, December 27), initial

ciesto provideall theinformati d/or
documents available with them to the
SFIO. Under the Companies Act, 2013,
Special Courts have been established to
adjudicate upon cases of corporate
frauds.Such courtsareempowered totry
offences under other statutes which
emanate from the same transaction.A
combined reading of the provisions of law
makes it evident that once the SFIO is
investigating a case of corporate fraud, it
A ¢ .

under otherstatutes, if they form part of
the same transaction.

This view was also supported by the
Delhi High Court in the case of Ashish
Bhallav.State.The judgement reinforces
streamlining of cases for increased effi-
ciency and avoidance of multiplicity of
proceedings by having one investigative
agency dealing with all aspects ofa case.

In view of the burgeoning cases of
corporate fraud, it is imperative to arm
the SFIO with sufficient teeth and
remove all ambiguities. Injecting more
steel in the spine of a dedicated agency
like the SFIO would balance the objec-
tives of the prosecution vis-a-vis the
rights of the accused. A speedy and
sophisticated investigation would mean
faster recovery. It would also mean that
instead of being shuttled haphazardly
between muluple agencies, the accused

uldt fromasingle,
mechanism that ensures a fair, timely
and efficient investigation.

Min x and Max y. Subscribers are
allotted the number of shares always
with Max y value. On the first day of
listing, shares of many medium-rated
companies either touch the Min x
value or sometime even below that.
The regulator must make the
companles quote only one value for
1PO suk

public offerings (IPOs) have

an unprecedented boom in the past
few years. However, the pricing of all
IPOs are quoted with a price band of

—RV Baskaran, Pune
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In Myanmar, a
flawed election

The junta-led elections amidst civil war and a
ban on Suu Kyi's party face a legitimacy crisis

he three-phase elections that the Tatmadaw
(the armed forces) announced to electa civilian
government in Myanmar began on Sunday.
But with the principal political group in that
country, the National League for Democracy (NLD),
and its leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, banned from
electoral politics, the election has a farcical ring to it. In
fact, the United Nations and many Western capitals
have questioned the credibility of the elections.
Importantly, the junta has little control over large
parts of Myanmar, which are under the control of local
militias. The junta expects a civilian government,
which it can control from the barracks, to negotiate a
way out of sanctions that have crippled the Myanmar
economy. The military-backed Union Solidarity and
Development Party is expected to win the election.

There are at least two takeaways from Myanmar’s
recent political history. One, no unelected government
can stay in office for too long and expect to gain
legitimacy or successfully administer people who have
tasted democracy. Two, elections have to be free and
fair to find public endorsement. The junta in Myanmar
had disbanded the NLD in 2021, a year after it won the
popular mandate. The NLD, drawing on Suu Kyi's
popularity, a result of her family legacy and her own
principled political life that included long years of
incarceration, was the glue that held together
Myanmar's complex and ethnically diverse polity. For
sure, the NLD's policies towards the Rohingya
minority diminished Suu Kyi's moral authority in the
West, but she commanded trust and respect at home.
In her absence, Myanmar slid into anarchy, and the
strong-arm tactics of the junta only revived the ethnic
faultlines, leading to civil war and general misery. The
Tatmadaw’s disastrous attempt to control democracy
has lessons for the mandarins in Dhaka, now
threatened by mobocracy.

India has preferred to watch the developments in
Myanmar from the sidelines — Suu Kyi lived in exile in
India for many years, and New Delhi has worked to
build ties with the Tatmadaw, seen as close to China —
despite its impact in the northeastern states. The
porous border in Manipur, Nagaland, and Mizoram,
with people across borders sharing ethnic ties, has led
toarefugee influx into India. A refugee crisis is in the
making in Mizoram, whereas the ethnic conflict in
Manipur has a cross-border angle. India has
supported a “democratic transition” in Myanmar and
underlined the holding of fair elections with full
political participation. The poll outcome will be closely
watched in New Delhi.

When Kerala’s capital
city has a BJP mayor

BJP councillor, VV Rajesh, was sworn in as the
Amayor of Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala, on

Friday. This achievement is significant for both
the BJP and Kerala politics. First, the symbolism in
having a BJP mayor in the state capital is not to be
missed, especially when assembly elections are due in
less than six months. Second, the BJP has never before
‘won a corporation in Kerala, which is why Prime
Minister Narendra Modi said it was “a watershed
moment” for the party. However, the BJP should be
worried that its vote share in the local bodies
drastically fell from 19.26% in 2020 to 14.76% this time.

An interesting aspect of the BJP's record in Kerala is

that the groundwork it has done in the past few years
by raising local issues, especially related to faith such
as entry of women in the Sabarimala shrine, and
building broader social coalitions with the help of
caste organisations and political groups outside the
two dominant political coalitions in the state, have
helped the party increase its vote share in successive
elections. But, the rise in votes (for instance, 10.5% vote
share in the 2014 general elections to 16.8% in 2024)
has not produced the expected electoral gains — the
party has won just one assembly seat (2016) and one
Lok Sabha seat (2024) from Kerala so far. This is
unlike in other southern Indian states, where the BJP
has been successfully associated with dominant
parties/coalitions and won assembly and
parliamentary seats. Kerala politics has beena
duopoly since the state’s formation in 1956, and voters
have refused to back any party outside the two
coalitions led by the CPM and the Congress. The BJP
has broken that pattern in Thiruvananthapuram; the
challenge is to replicate it in the assembly polls.

0f8.2%. The important question to ask
here is: What must be done to sustain

sauun dismantled the most
egregious controls, momen-

Singh

BLOOMBERG

again. While the central government
focuses on the fiscal deficitand the debt
of the Centre, investors look at the gen-
eral government. Focusing on the gen-
eral government is the path forward,
ithin the frame-

This recent shift implies a
debt-based fiscal anchor at

jectery. Macroeconomic stability is
among the most important necessary
conditions for sustained high growth.
India has done rcmatkably well on
this front. After Covid,

opportunity emerged in the manage-
ment of fiscal federalism. While the
Centre undertook significant fiscal
reforms with the fiscal rspons:bﬂuy

ing the spurt which was inevitable dur-
ing that period, the central deficit fell
from 9.2% to 5.6% by 2023-24. Public
debt declined from a peak of 89% of
GDPin 2020 to about 82% in 2024-25.
However, India’s past tells us that peri—

and budget (FRBM) in
2003 and 2017, the architecture govern-
ing State-level borrowing and debt
remained unchanged for many states
after FRBM 2017. Looking at the Centre's
fiscal numbers alone is notenough, and
one ‘mustalsolookat what is happening

growthator near the next the Centre, to reach 50 £1per
twoto three decades? Ensuring thiswill  decade. The story wastrueevenin198L.  cent by FY 2030-31. As somebody who
decide whetheror notIndia can achieve  India undertook the biggestlendingpro- ~ chaired the FREM Review Committee
the goal of | IMFatthe timeoffive  of 2017, this is not just institutionally
try when it completes the centenary of DR),but  butal forme.
its Independence in 2047. did not goahead witha qu ofthe reforms.  The cruxof ‘my argument for focusing

A long-term high growth palh Second-generation reforms, pnmc\ﬂady on debt rather than deficit numbers
requires fulfilment of both: in factor mar p while pursuing fiscal stability was to
well as sufficient conditions. The l'crmer lic finance, remained incomplete. ensure that fiscal policy rewarded long-
is pretty much the bedrock of such a tra- The third, and more recent, missed  term prudence and did not end up

becoming pro-cyclical, which is what
mechanically cutting deficits during
slumps would entail. Our Constituent
Assemb]y was also aware of the need

debt, In Sep-

workof a federal pelity. This raises the
quesuon of how, and through what
ies, the macro policies of the

help address the problem of markets

central government are aligned with
those of the state governments.

In 2003, when the first FRBM Act
was adopted, all states, except Sikkim

We must discuss how,and  missed. Lopportunities Firstly,international financial insti
The first of these missed opportuni-  tutions and markets take into cogni-
[hIOL]gh What modalities, ties arose in the decades fol]oxixl’:og Inde-  sance the fiscal performance o(l}'gthe
the macro p()]icies of the pendence, when India choseadevelop-  “general government” — including
C aliened with ment strategy heavily influenced by  both the Centre and thestates—and  International financial institutions and markels (ake into cognisance the
entre are aligned wi Fabian socialism. While well- Fot just g whose  fiscal of the “general
tioned, this prioritised State ~ fiscal perfor indi getalot
those of the states control over markets, administrative  of scrutiny during the Union budget.  against uncoordinated borrowing.
is is the season for consul-  allocation over price slgnals and pro-  Secondly. the federal structure Unfortunately, in Indxa we have pre-
ation, tection over The result  enshrined in the C ion provides  vented th rk ising thi
to secure the attention of  was a prolonged suppression of pro-  a certain degree of sovereignty to the  disciplining function for debt. Our mar-
policymakers. The budget ~ ductivity in land, labour, and states in fiscal matters. Any  kets do not adequately distinguish
session of Parliament is  capital. The economy grew, reforms on this front haveto  between prudent and proflig
around the cornerand dis-  but well below potential. ith largersanc-  Reform of thy loan
cussions on the working of government A second missed opportu- tity of this framework. m‘chnecture is, thv_re[orc, essential if
continues to be relevant in the Indian  nity followed the landmark The Union finance minis-  market-ba:
fiscal calendar. India’s latest quarterly  reforms of 1991 and our lend- ter recently said that debt will Thad once asked if India should con-
GDP estimates, which were released in mg from the IMF and World NK be the principal fiscal anchor  template adopting the concept of sub-
I pointed rate the initial liberali- of the forthcoming budget.  national bankruptcies, which would

not being able to discipline state-level —and West Bengal, passed their own fis-
borrowing in India. The answer can be Gil rsponslbihthcts However, when
found in the principle of enacted the sec-
without withdrawing autonomy. Thisis  ond FRBM in 2017, state policies largely
notan argument fora fiscal counml but  remained unamended Itis lmportam
fora solution rooted i that d cajoled
eralism, buildingon the FRBM Actand  into accepting the 2017 FRBM amend-

state fiscal responsibility laws.
The idea was endorsed during the

ments and the finance minister’s recent
announcement of making debt the

framing of the Cc BRAmbed-
kar, chairmian of the Drafting Commit-
tee in the Constituent Assembly, on
August 10,1949, said, “(Article 292) spe-
cifically says that the borrowing power
uﬂhe executive shall be subject to such

lEmbEl' 1947, Gopa!aswaml Ayyangar
warned that financial provisions were
too complex to be left to intnition. An
expert committee argued that freedom
to borrow creates responsibility
because markets discipline govern-

as Parliament may by law
prescribe. If Parliament does not make
alaw, itis certainly the fault of Parlia-
‘ment, and Ishould have th it

of fiscal policy.

How do we do this? Can we create an
institutional mechanism thatexamines
the debtand fiscal policy of the general
government? Exiting the shadows of
Fabian socialism is not about diminish-
ing the role of the State. It isabout rede-
fining it— from controller to enabler,
from allocator to regulator.

very
difficult to imagine any future Parlia-
ment which will not pay sufficient or
serious attention to this matter and

NK Singh is president, Institute of
Economic Growth, and chairman,
Fifteenth Finance Commission.

ods of strong growth

ments, The committee also warned

enact a law.” That wisdom matters

Theviews expressed are personal

An Aravalli

lesson: Law

must factor in ecology

date that 1 with

crucial question about how India

protects its living landscapes. In late
November 2025, the Supreme Court accepled
a new uniform definition that

he controversy over the it
I of the Aravalli Hills has reignited a

hydro-
logical influence be incorporated into flood
zonation, urban heat action plans and
drought preparedness strategies irrespective
ofarbitrary height thresholds.

only those landforms rising at least 100
metres above the local terrain as the Aravalli
Hills and sets spatial criteria to group them
into ranges. The court is set to revisit its
order against the backdrop of critics arguing
that the change could strip legal protection
from over 90% of existing Aravalli Hills,
most of which are lower ridges and hillocks
that underpin essential ecological services.

The developments raise a pressing policy
question: Can an elevation-based legal defini-
tion adequately protect a landscape whose
value lies in its ecological function
and, if not, what must India do dif-
ferently?

First, legal definitions must align
with ecological function rather than
rigid geometric thresholds. Scien-
tific terrain mapping, using digital
elevation models, remote sensing
and GIS, aims to bring clarity to reg-
ulatory frameworks. Yet the Ara-
valli system is not a series of iso-
lated peaks. Of more than 12,000 mapped
hills at least 20 metres high, only about 1,048
(8.7%) exceed the 100-metre cut-off now used
in legal classification.

“These low-elevation ridges, often between
20 and 50 metres, act as the first line of
defence against desertification, modulate
wind and dust flows, and play a dispropor-
tionate role in shaping local rmcrochma(es
and soil stability. Scientific and

Aparna
Roy ing groundwater decline, threaten-

Third, the of water security
in rural India must be foregrounded in any
Aravalli policy. The Aravalli Hills act as a
vast, fractured rock sponge that captures
monsoon rain and recharges groundwater
aquifers. Central Ground Water Board

h

levels falling by more than 60% over two dec-
ades in parts of Haryana and Rajasthan,
driven by over-extraction, loss of vegetation
and disruption of natural recharge zones.
In regions such as southern Haryana, 26
out of 28 administrative blocks are catego-
rised as “over-exploited”, Recharge
rates in the broader Aravalli land-
scape are estimated at two million
litres per hectare per year under
intact conditions. Policies that
reduce the legal protection of these
recharge landscapes risk accelerat-

ing agricultural productivity,
domestic water access and indus-
trial supply across a region where

by more than 300%.

Delhi-NCR's environmental resilience also
hinges on how we treat the Aravallis. The
region is home to more than 46 million peo-
ple and routinely registers some of the high-
est ambient particulate matter concentra-
tions globally during winter months, with
PM2.5 episodes reachmg hazardous levels.
While ion sources

research shows that terrain features that do
not ¢ross a height threshold can still exen

ficant influence on d eco-
system connectivity, yet under the new legal
rubric, they risk being overlooked or deemed
expendable. It is not enough for the law to
map hills; it must account for the functions
those hills perform.

India must, therefore, adopt functional
ecological criteria, for example, recharge
potential, slope integrity, vege!anon cormnu»
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are a dominant factor. the natural topo-
graphic barrier that the Aravallis provide
dampens dust transport from the Thar
Desert and regional plains. Research and
monitoring indicate that when lower ridges
are breached or removed, dust loads can
spike by four to six times, exacerbating poor
air quality episodes. As urban heat islands
intensify under climate crisis projections, the
contribution of natural green and rocky buff-
ers to moderating surface temperatures

ity and corridor
vation. Only then will legislation protect
what truly matters in environmental and cli-
mate resilience, rather than what is conve-
nient to measure. Without this shift, a vast
proportion of an active ecosystem risks
becoming “invisible” to law even as it contin-
ues to regulate dust, climate and water flows.

Second, climate adaptation and disaster-
risk planning must explicitly integrate these
functional landscapes. Climate models and
risk assessments for droughts, floods and
heatwaves increasingly depend on accurate
representations of surface processes such as
runoff modulation, infiltration dynamics and
slope stability.

When features are excluded from legal
definitions, they tend also to disappear from
planning datasets, groundwater recharge
maps and urban resilience strategies. This is
especially concerning given that the Indo-
Gangetic plains and Delhi-NCR are projected
to experience more intense heatwaves, dust
storms and erratic rainfall patterns by mid-
century under climate change scenarios. The
Aravallis historically slowed desertification

becos more critical. Urban planning
for the Delhi-NCR must treat the Aravallis as
essential natural infrastructure, integrating
them into master plans, disaster manage-
ment frameworks and climate adaptation
strategies.

To be sure, the government has clarified
that “no new mining permits” will be granted
in core and ecologically sensitive areas of the
Aravallis under the new regime, and that
protections will apply to roughly “90% of the
landscape”, including much of the legally
defined range. But legal protection in name
must translate into ecological protection in
practice. Projections from land-use assess-
ments warn that if current trends in degrada-
tion, deforestation and fragmentation con-
tinue, up to 22% of the Aravalli area couid be
lost by 2059, with around 2,630 sq km poten-
tially subject to mining and allied pressures,
even as climate stress intensifies.

This debate on the Aravallis offers a
broader lesson for India’s environmental
future. As climate risks deepen, we cannot
afford a policy framework that separates
legal neatness from ecological function.

and regulated local micro-cli , a Tole
that over time will only grow in importance.
Future climate risk frameworks should man-

Aparna Ray is fellow and lead. climate change &
energy, ORE. The views expressed are personal

NARENDRA MODI
<
2025 has given India even greater
confidence... this year we had to

face natural disasters at very many
places. The country is ready to
move forward in 2026 with new
hopes and new resolutions

{ STRAIGHTFORWARD }
Shashi Shekhar

Why fixing environment is
the big challenge of 2026

said that “history, in illuminating
the past. illuminates the present,
andini inating the present, il i

hundred years ago, American law-
Ayer and jurist Benjamin N Cardozo

is the same in Nainital and Haridwar. The
local infrastructure is not equipped to han-
dle a sudden surge in populannn

Let me draw youranen tion to a research

the future”. Let's discuss our smoggy present
in the context of Cardozo’s statement.

The past few days have seen people in
Rajasthan, Haryana, Delhi and western Uttar
Pradesh coming together for the Aravallis
after the Supreme Court of India passed a
judgment on November 20 that only the hills
that are 100 metres or higher would be con-
sidered a part of the hills. The order was
based on the government's stance that a
clear definition for the ranges was needed to
formulate developmental policies. Those
who disagreed with the government and the
court called the judgment a death warrant
for the Aravallis. Union environment minis-
ter Bhupender Yadav held a press conference
and claimed that it was all a misunderstand-
ing, that only 0.19% of the Aravallis will be
open to mining, and that care would be taken
to conserve the entire range and its wildlife.
On December 24, the government said no
new mining leases will be issued. The Ara-
vallis, after all, act as a bulwark against
desertification and pollution.

According to government data, people in
North India have been denied the luxury ofa
single day of clear air in the past many years.
Conditions in Delhi and its neighbourhood
are even worse. In the passing year, GRAP-III
and GRAP-IV have been imposed for 40
days. Delhi was built on the banks of the
Yamuna so that the perennial river would
provide fresh water to its residents. But
today, its water is unfit to even bathe, let
alone drink. Now, the Delhi-NCR region is
short of both fresh water and clean air.
According to real estate company Savills’
India Research, new villas in Goa are selling
at prices between 37 crore to 10 crore, This is
because people from polluted metros such as
Delhi are moving to Goa. Property prices in
the green coastal state have seen a 65% year-
on-year increase.

Goa isn't alone. In Dehradun, Uttara-
khand, land rates have registered an upward
swing of 22% in the past two years. In
upscale areas, the rise is 100%. The situation

report Earth
and Environment. 'I'he report discusses the
reasons for the decline and fall of the Indus
Valley civilisation. The Indus cities were
built when a large part of the world was cov-
ered in forests and groups of underdevel-
oped populations. People still marvel at cit-
ies such as Harappa and Mohenjo-daro that
had roads intersecting at right angles, with
drainage facilities. The Indus Valley Civilisa-
tion also had highly developed agriculture
and grain storage systems. In Dholavira in
Guijarat’s Kutch area, water was purified
using a three-layer sand structure. The Brit-
ish replicated the same technique and cre-
ated water purification and storage systems
in many other cities across India. A large
partof Shimla’s water needs are met through
this system.

How come a civilisation, so advanced and
thoughtful, just vanished? Theories ranging
from foreign invaders, floods, earthquakes
and droughts, were suggested as possible
causes. But new research throws light on a
completely new and untouched aspect. It
says the complexities of urban life forced
people to move to hamlets and villages. Cit-
ies around the Indus started hollowing out.
This was also one of the many reasons for
the decline of the civilisation.

Are we witnessing a similar process?

Since the Covid-19 epidemic, exodus from
the megapolis has gained momentum in
India, Europe and in many countries of
Africa. Italian cities such as Cammarata,
Ollolai and Locana, have advertised that any-
one can come and stay there for free. All they
need to do is take care of the houses. Some
other European nations are also facing a
similar crisis.

So, as Cardozo stated, can we hear the
rumblings of an impending crisis? Clearly,
we need to urgently fix the deteriorating
environment. This is our biggest challenge in
2026.

Shashi Shekhar is editor-in-chief, Hindustan.
The views expressed are personal
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Beyond the glare

ndia’s solar story is often told as a clean break from a

coal-heavy past: sunlight replacing smoke, rooftops turning

blue, and power flowing without soot or ash. That narrative

is broadly true, but it is also incomplete. Beneath the
celebratory numbers lies a quieter question that India has
barely begun to answer: what happens when the panels stop
working? Solar power feels clean because their pollution is
invisible during use. Unlike coal, they do not belch fumes or
leave behind mountains of ash. But invisibility is not the same
as absence. Solar panels are industrial products with finite
lifespans, complex material mixes, and trace toxic elements.
When millions of them reach end-of-life, they do not simply
vanish. They accumulate.

This is not an immediate an, and that s precisely why itis

Most large solar were built in the ldbl
giving the country a false sense of comfort. The wa
wave is still over the horizon, roughly ten to fifteen years away.
By then, the volume of discarded panels will dwarf today
modest numbers, and reactive policy will be too late. India’s
experience with plastic, electronic waste, and urban landfills
shows that delayed regulation almost always leads to
informal handling, environmental leakage, and social costs
borne by the poorest. The current regulatory approach rests
largpl\‘ un pqu wmphanm

ers are notionally for collection and
rccvclmg‘ but enforcement is patchy and weakest where growth
has been fastest: rooftop and small-scale installations. These
systems are dispersed, hard to track, and easy to abandon. Once
damaged or outdated, panels quietly slip into landfills or
informal recycling yards, where crude dismantling can release
hazardous substances into soil and water. Yet framing solar
waste only as a looming threat misses an equally important
point. Embedded within discarded panels are valuable
materials ~ glass, aluminium, silicon, silver, copper ~ that India
already imports at scale.

Proper recycling could reduce raw material dependence, cut
emissions from mining, and create a new industrial segment
aligned with the country’s manufacturing ambitions. The
problem is not feasibility, but intent. Today’s recycling recovers
mostly low-value materials, leaving economic potential locked
inside wast

The deeper issue is conceptual. India has treated solar as a
deployment challenge rather than a lifecvele system. Targets
have focused on megawatts installed, not modules retired.
Subsidies reward adoption. not responsible disposal.
Households are encouraged to install panels, but rarely
informed about what to do when performance declines. Clean
energy policy, in other words, ends too Ldﬂ\

Ifthe energy ionistobeg
waste must move from the n-nrgms to [hﬂ mainstream of
planning, Dedicated recycling infrastructure, clear financing
mechanisms, reliable waste data, and public awareness are not
optional extras, they are structural necessities.

India still has time. The waste surge has not yet arrived. That
window is a rare advantage in environmental policy. Used well
it can turn a hidden liability into 2 cess
Used poorly, it will leave behind silent graveyards of panels.

ble, solar

Strikes and Stories

he recent US air strikes in north-western Nigeria signal

'more than a tactical military action against jihadist

groups; they reveal how global counter-terrorism has

become entangled with political messaging.
Announced by US President Donald Trump as a decisive blow
against the Islamic State, the operation was presented in stark
moral terms, framed as a response to the killing of innocent
Christians. Yet the reality on the ground in Nigeria is far more
complex than suggested by such rhetoric. Nigeria's security
crisis has never been a single-story conflict. Jihadist groups
have undoubtedly inflicted horrific violence, but they operate
within a broader Lm:yslcm of ms[abxh(y that includes criminal
banditry. local militias, and long-running disputes over land
and resources. Victims come from every religious and ethnic
background. By emphasising one community’s suffering over
others, external narratives risk distorting both the causes of
violence and the nature of its victims.

This matters because counter-terrorism is not only about
firepower; it is also about legitimacy. Nigerian authorities were
quick to stress that the strikes were a joint operation, planned
with local intelligence and aimed at terrorists rather than a
particular religious group. That insistence reflects a deep
sensitivity within Nigeria about sovereignty and social
cohesion. Any suggestion that foreign powers are intervening to
defend one faith against another risks inflaming tensions that
militants are eager to exploit.

From Washington’s perspective, the strikes demonstrate a
willingness to project force against Islamic State affiliates
beyond West Asia, reinforcing the idea of a global battlefield.
They also fit neatly into a political narrative that casts the US as
adefender of persecuted Christians worldwide. But such
framing, while resonant with certain domestic audiences, can
be counterproductive abroad. In Ni where communities
have coexisted uneasily across religious lines for decades,
simplification can harden identities and undermine local efforts
at reconciliation.

There is also a strategic question. Air strikes can disrupt
militant operations and eliminate key figures, but they rarely
deliver lasting security on their own. Nigeria’s insurgencies have
endured for years precisely because they feed on poverty, weak
governance, ‘and the absence of credible state authority in
rural areas. Without parallel investments in policing, ju
and economic opportunity, military victories remain ﬂccum,

The episode ultimately highlights a familiar dilemma in
international security cooperation. External partners can
provide intelligence, technology, and firepower, but they cannot
substitute for domestic political solutions. Nigeria's leaders
understand this, which is why they have been careful to
welcome assistance while reasserting control over the narrative
and objectives of the fight. If the US strikes are to have meaning
beyond their immediate military impact, they must be seen as
part of a quieter, longer process - one that prioritises accuracy
over rhetoric and partnership over symbolism. Otherwise, the
danger is that a complex national tragedy will be reduced toa
slogan, fying political needs abroad while leaving the roots
of violence at home largely untouched.

A dangerous power grab

Munirhaspositioned himselfas
thedecisivedefenderof
Pakistan’sstrategicinterests.
Hisconfrontationalrhetoric
towardIndia-especially after
theMayconflict-hasenhanced
hisdomesticstanding. Hehas
alsoadopted aharshertone
withthe Afghan Taliban,
accusingKabulofharbouring
militantsandthreatening
disproportionateforce. Anewly
empowered andlessrestrained
militarycommandstructure
raisesthelikelihood of rapid
escalation~ormiscalculation~
inSouthAsia

akistan's political landscape has
once again tilted sharply in favour
ofthe military. The recently enacted
27th Constitutional Amendment ~
passed hurriedly through both houses of
parliament in November 2025 ~ has
fundamemall\, reshaped the country’s
civil-military power structure and concentrated
unprecedented authority in the hands of a
single military leader: Field Marshal Asim
Pakistan has been
described as a “hybrid” state where elected
governments operate under the shadow of
the army. But this constitutional change
has formalized what was once implicit, and
risks steering the country toward outright
military authoritarianism, with serious
implications for Pakistan’s internal stability
and regional peace.

The amendment creates the powerful
new post of Chief of Defence Forces (CDF),
which Munir now holds simultaneously
with his position as Chief of Army 9(2![1
With this dual command, he now exercises
direct dulhunly over thearmy, air force,and

has never had. Italsoabolishes the Chairman
Joint Chiefs of Staff Committee, which at
least aymbuhml}v allowed the civilian
role in strategic and
at vestige of shared
authority has now disappeared.

The changes are specifically tailored to
secure Munir’s position. Hi: 1 m

administrative; they represent lhc hlgé,C\[
shiftin Pakistan’s power dynamics

~particularly in marginalized rcglon ’I hcrl.

afuture 28th:

Analysts warn that nuclear authority ~ which
at least formally rested with the civilian
leadership ~ has now tilted decisively toward
the military. Munir now oversees the National
Strategic Command and can make crucial
decisions without involving the Prime
Minister or the political cuhmq For a

toalter Pakistan's federal structure in ways

that may further reduce provincial autonomy

and trigger stronger resista
The regional implications are equally

dlblulbm'—' Munir has posmoned hxmself

asthed of P

interests. His conjronumn.ﬂ thetorictoward

nuclear ,nuumu- i India ~ y after the May conflict ~
with Indiaand i has ent 1 his domestic standing, He
of control inasingle military office raises has also aduplcdaharshcr

troubling risks.

establishes a Federal Constitutional Court
with powers to override the Supreme
Court and limits the influence of judges
on judicial appointments. Two senior
judges resigned in protest, describing
the changes as an assault on judicial
independence. By curtailing legal oversight,
the amendment grants the military
leadershipnotonly political and strategic
supremacy but also insulation from any
meaningful challenge through legal
institutions.

The political bargains behind the
amendment reflect Pakistan’s familiar
patternof elite collusion.

tone withthe Afghan Taliban,
accusing Kabulof harbouring
militants and threatening
disproportionate force. A
newly empowered and less

27th Constitution
Amendmcnt Proposes

e for Field
Marshal

acting as a guardian, hccdmc more dmpl\
ml.mbkd in pol 2

Wl[hdull\ont\ unchallenged by [mrl mcm:
hitcs

insulated from judicialch

as a national saviour, powerful military
leaders often believe they alone can define
national interest. But centralizing power in
a smble ul[“ce magruhes the consequences
of1 AF ulwulluur,u
coercion and strategic adventurism risk
descending into deeper crisis ~ precisely
when it faces economic struggle, societal
polarization, and militant threats.
Thisamendment may strengthen Munir’s
grip. over | Pakistan for now bul it weakens

th 1sofa ol

state. It the hybrid system into

t
of rapid escalation ~ or

that Asif Ali Zardari’ Al\mmnPcoplcs

Pam ﬁuppnrlcd the amendment in
for his own lifetime i

aspresident hile, Prime Minister

Shehbaz Sharif - g an uneasy coalition

five years starting from his apy
CDE, meaning he will remain in office unul
2030 and have significant influence over
the next general election in 2029. More
strikingly. his removal now requires a
two-thirds parliamentary majority ~ a
threshold higher than what is needed to
remove the Prime Minister. The amendment
also grants him lifelong immunity from
prosecution, a privilege he uniquely enjoys
as Pakistan’s only five-star military officer.
Ineffect, parliament has locked itself out of
any realistic oversight of the most powerful
military leader since General Ayub Khan.
These structural changes are not merely

18l The Korea Herald

~appears to have relied ummhw; backing
to sustain his government. With civilian
parties \\'czlkcncd and deeply divided. the
military has seized the opportunity toembed
its dominance into the constitutional
framework. These domestic developments
come at a time of rising insurgency and
ln\[dhl]ll) P1kl>un is gr'\pplmg with

ismin Balochistan
andincreas dmLh[uncyhy Tehrik-e-Taliban
Pakistan factions in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.
Ratherthan calming tensions, theamendment

ANAND e N
KUMAR: o scalculation ~ in South
Asia.

The writeris Moreover, Pakistan’s
Associate geostrategicdiplomacy under
Fellow, Munir has changed course.
Manohar Heis credited internally with
Parrikar breaking Pakistan’s isolation
Institute for by revivingdefense ties with
Defence Saudi Arabiaand strengthening
dies and withthe United
Analyses States Washingtoris willingness

to work with Munir may be

influenced by Pakistan’s

proposal to contribute to a
Muslim peacekeeping forcein Gaza ~ making
globalactorsreluctant to criticize Pakistan's
internal political upheaval. With the world
distracted by multiple major crises ~ from
Ukraine to the wider Middle East ~ Munir’s
power consolidation has generated only
mild international concern.

Yet history shows that military domination
hasnever brought Pakistan stability. Previous
eras of uniformed rule ~ Ayub Khan in the
1960s, Zia-ul-Haq in the 1980s, Musharraf
inthe 2000s ~ began with promises oforder
and efficiency. They ended in pohucal

economicsetbacks, and

overreach. repression. and resource extraction

isolation. Pakistan's military, instead of

anopenly militarized one, further sidelining

citizens, Civilian governments will be left
governing in name only, subordinate to a
military hierarchy that now enjoys constitutional
supremacy.

Pakistan has taken a dangerous step
toward authoritarian ruleatamoment when
democracy worldwide faces backsliding.
For the region, this shift could mean a more
unpredictable and aggressive Pakistan-one
where military decisions increasingly drive
external policy while domestic grievances
simmer unattended. For Pakistanis, it means
a shrinking demo c space and the

continued deferral of aspirations for genuine
civilian governance.

The 27th Amendment, celebrated by its
proponentsasasecurity reform, is in reality

litical i FRS

means. [t marks not only Munir's personal
triumph but the institutional victory of lhc
military over all other state authori
history warns, empowering any unclccwd
institution above the republics elected will
invites instability ~ not strength. Pakistan
nuywondjswvullmu.x)nw]xddlmgnullmry
power does not secure the nation’s future
but instead places it at greater risk, both
within and beyond its borders.

The beginning of the Al-induced structural changes

esearch assignments were
random and sometimes came
out of the blue. They used to
ununtilthe wee h andinto

ing back recruitment plans for junior
ciate positions.

Ii'snotjustlawyers. Olher professional
service sec iencing comparable

weekends. Resultsand reports werethen
submitted to partners, triggering a chain
of follow-up questions, which then prompted
more research and summary.

This was my experience almost 25
years ago when working in a law firm.
Junior associates’ work and life in law
firms are not that different even now.
‘The winds are changing, Al has begunto
take care of this initial work ~ research
and summary.

And it performs the task quldJy The
results are not perfect, but

transitions. Accounting, tax,
consulting and financial advisory
firms turn to Al for initial
rescarchand summary, atask
long reserved for entry-level
recruits in their respective
fields. Over time, the same & 99 W ¥
‘may alsobe true for any other B
sector where ajunior workforce is deploved
for research and summary.

The next in line would include
government agencies, public corporations,

good enough for an experienced lawyer
towork from there, checking forinaccuracies
with an eagle eye.

Come to think of it, humans also make
mistakes. So, law firms in Seoul are now
said to recalibrate their hiring strategies:

and the like. What isn't there to like about
someone making a quick initial draft for
the next step?

Structural shifts in the labor market
have long been one of the key topics of
the AL dmlogue The first wave has just

Letters To The Editor I CJeditor@thestatesman.com

Commendable

Sir, Lynchingis the act of killing a person
by agroup of people for an alleged offense,
without due process of law. In India, in
recent years, lynching has emerged as one
of the hate crimes that target people of a
particular identity, members of minority
communities, or strangers, merely on the
basis of suspicion. One such case was that
of Mohammad Akhlag.

On28September2015,50-year-old Akhlag
was lynched by a mob in Bisahra village of
Dadri. A rumour had spread that Akhlag
had slaughtered a cow and kept beef in
his house. The mob dragged Akhlag and
his son Danish out of their house and
attacked them. Akhlaq died. while Danish
was seriously injured and underwent

brain surgery.
Thisincident sparked a major controversy
inthe country regarding beefand lynching.
Ironically, during those days, India ranked
second in the world in beef exports.
Lnleuslm;,lv those mobs never almcked
houses \xhcrL v
Killed, becausett t

.xm;

A Member
Of The

reached the shore: Professional service
sectors where research and summary
oftengaina first foothold and thus where
Al penetration is much easier. Over time,
the wave will hit the manual labor
market, and “physical AI" is exactly
about this budding trend. But for
now, high-paying, high-degree jobs
arethe firstinline for Al displacement.

It means fewer jobs for fledglings
in these sectors, at least in the short
term. A Goldman Sachs report from
March 2023 predicted that roughly 300
million jobs worldwide would be exposed
to Al-induced automation.

Also of note: Al's impact, however, is
more complicated. It can also create new
jobs. Displacement and creation come
hand-in-hand from many corners of
society over the long run.

According to vet another BOK report
released in late October, for 3 years between
July2022andJuly 2025, 211,000 positions
foryoung people disappeared, 986 percent
ofwhich were those highly exposed to A
utilization. In contrast. 209000 positions
in fact increased for the older generation
(in their 50s), 699 percent of which were
those highly exposed to AL

The BOK reporl mterpre(s this as

A Bank of Korea report of »
2023 estimated 341 million workers (12
percent of the total employees) in Korea
tobeexposed to Al replacement. According
toapaper from the International Labour
Organization in May 2025, 1 in 4 jobs
globally (24 percent) had some degree of
Al exposure.

implying ™ d 1 work can be
replaced by Al easily but implicit knowledge,
experienceand social skills are not replaced
but complemented by AL" A similar logic
also underpins the 2023 Goldman Sachs
report which says that Al can raise the
global gross domestic product by 7 percent
over 10 years,

I believe that any country where the ruling,
government has the power to withdraw or
close a case against anyone should not be
called a true democracy.

In this case, the UP government sought
to withdraw the case to protect Akhlag's

Akhlagas “baseless™and ordered fast-tracking
of the trial with daily hearings.

The Government had moved the court
seeking permission to withdraw the case
against all 14 accused, citing maintenance
of social harmony.

I

killers. This dccmun by the SLLr'upur court
should be c and

foreign exchange for the country.

Now, in the Akhlaq lynching case, the
Uttar Pradesh government has suffered a
major setback. On Tuesday, the Surajpur
court rejected thegovernment's application
seeking to withdraw the case against the
accused. The court not only rejected the
application, calling it *baseless and futile,
butalsoordered that the trial be expedited.
Now, this case will be placed in the ‘most
important’ category and will be heard daily.

epaper.thestatesman.com

courageous. | hope this decision wi |]I be

upheld in the higher courts as well.
Yours, etc., Jang Bahadur Singh,
Jamshedpur, 24 December.

Welcome

Sir, A court in Surajpur on Tuesday
ruuted tl\c Ulldl’ l’radesh Government’s

f charges apainst

rhmu di 20

AN EEEN

chingof

2015aftera d himat his residence
in Bisahda village under Jarcha police
station limits in Greater Noidaover ramours
that beef was stored there, triggering
nationwide outrage and debate over mob
violence and communal tensions. Notably,
the UP government had “vehemently
“opposed the grant of bail to the same
accused in the same case. The judgment is
abig step for justice.
Yours, etc., S K Khosla,
Chandigarh, 25 December.
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Delhi’s air pollution has

a high economic cost

DEVI PRASAD DASH AND
SOURYABRATA MOHAPATRA

ir pollution is no longer

an environmental
inconvenience; it is an
economic shock with
persistent and compounding effects.
Arecent World Bank report (March
2025) estimates that nearly 5 per
centofglobal GDPis lost annually
duetoair pollution through reduced
labour productivity, lost working
days, and shorter life expectancy.
Thereport further highlights an
alarming USD 6 trillion in global
health expenditures every year
attributable to pollution- related
illnesses, placing a sustained drag
oneconomic growth. According to
the THME Status of Global Air
Quality 2025, 36 per cent of the
world's population lives in economies
where PM2.5 levels exceed safe
thresholds, with Asia, Africa, and
Latin America bearing the brunt.
India sits squarely within this
A Lancet report on Health
and Climate Change estimates that
more than 1.7 million deaths in
India are linked to pollution-related
causes, while the State of Global
Air Report 2025 places this number
at over 2 million deaths annually
from exposure to multiple pollutants.
Delhi. India’s capital, has emerged
as a concentrated symbol of this
failure. Each winter, toxic smog
does not merely choke the air - it
constrains economic activity, disrupts
mobility, and erodes human capital.
The WHO Ambient Air Quality
Report (2023) identifies Delhi's
annual average PM2.5 concentration
as 24 times higher than the prescribed
safe limit, placing it among the
most polluted cities globally. Evidence
from the Centre for Science and
Environment (CSE) attributes this
toxic mix primarily to vehicular

density, traffic congestion, and
Iocal emission sources, Importantly,
the report notes that stubble burning
impacts have reduced in recent
vears due to floods disruptingcrop
cycles, shifting attention back to

urban and industrial sources.
Despite this, 22 air-quality
stations in Delhi recorded

reforms t, including 25 distinct
action plans under Delhi’s 2025
air pollution mitigation strategy.
What remains deeply problematic
fragmented execution, limited
integration of the informal sector,
and significant resource leakage.

Air pollution’s most damaging

carbon monoxide levels beyond
permissible limits during
October-November, underscoring
persistent structural problems.
According to IQAir, Delhi currently
experiences 11 million exc it
movinginandoutof theci
coal- and fuel-based industries
contribute nearly 18 per cent of
total pollution.

The core problem is not the
absence of policy intent. Initiatives
ranging from electric vehicle adoption
and dust control to waste management

C ic effects surface through
public health and labour productivity.
The World Bank estimates Delhi’s
annual public health cost at USD
36.8 billion, with an additional
USD 55 billion lost each year due
to illness-related productivity
decline. Empirical studies from
Harvard University and the University
of Chicago suggest a 3-4 per cent
annual productivity loss in Delhi's
outdoor labour sectors caused by
continuous exposure to PM2.5.

Mortality data reinforce this
trajectory. According to IHME

pollution-related deaths in Delhi
rose from 15,786 in 2018 to 17,188
in 2023, accounting for nearly 15
per cent of total annual mortality.
Respiratory illnesses, particularly
bacterial pneumonia, have become
more prevalent. A PolicyBazaarcom
report indicates that treatment
costs for cardiac arrest and respiratory
illnesses increased by 6 and 11 per
cent respectively, in 2024, while
children account for more than
half of the rising health insurance
claims, These fj signal adeeper

quality deteriorates, tourists
increasingly divert to Himalayan
destinations and Uttarakhand,
shrinking Delhi’s tourism revenues
and local employment. Several
countries - including Singapore,
the UK, Canada, Malaysia, Taiwan,
and Australia - have issued travel
advisories for Delhi, while
international tourist inflows decline
sharply during the winter months.
Even medical tourism, though
relatively resilient due to superior
infrastructure, faces long-term
reputational risks.

Policy responses remain uneven.
Aparliamentary committee recently
revealed that Rs 858 crore allocated
for clean air initiatives in the
2024-25 Union Budget remained
unspent. Earlier, Rs 2,217 crore was
allocated in 2021-22 for clean air
programmes across 42 urban centres,
alongside targeted interventions
in Delhi, Punjab, Haryana, and
Uttar Pradesh. India’s COP26
Panchamrit commitments, green
bonds, circular economy initiatives,
and Delhi’s Rs 300 crore allocation
in the 2025 budget - with an
additional Rs 20 crore for NGOs -
reflectambition. Yet under-utilisation,
weak regulation, inadequate R&D
funding, and limited citizen
coordination continue to blunt the
impact.

Delhi's pollution crisis is no
longer a question of awareness or
intent. It is a test of whether
economic puluy canmove bey: ond

erosion of human capital that
conventional GDP metrics fail to
fully capture.

Delhi’s pollution crisis also
undermines its service economy.
Winter smog routinely disrupts
aviation and rail transport, leading
to flight diversions, cancellations,
and logistical bottlenecks. As air

productivity, puhhc ]'I(.d](h and
long-term growth. Without decisive
coordination, pollution risks becoming
anaccepied - yet devastating - cost
of doing business.

(The writers are Assistant Professors in

nomics ot 1T Indlmur expressed
are personal and do v reflect the

Views oEHT ottt any nmcn\mum body.)

IT CAME TO MIND | MANISH NANDY

The pastis in our present

woke up this morning thinking
of telling my brother Pritish
somethingabout our father that
I thought he would enjoy. Then
I realized that Pritish wasn't there to
talk to: he had died six months ago.

My neighbor, Lynn, talks often
about her husband, his values, his
likesand ces. He died seven years
ago. He still remains clearly very
vivid and lively in her mind.

Another neighbour, Arden, is a
widower who has built an ardent
relationship withanother neighbour,
a charming widow. But when we
drinkcoffee and chat, heoften recalls,
with great clarity and fondn
special days with his first w
special moments that lent inerasibility
to their time together.

Iwonderwhy thepast
to our life,

Ithas made us what we are. When
wewere born, we could have developed
in infinitely different ways. But we
developed ina specific way and that
is our past. We had a certain kind of
family, we had a certain kind of
rearing, we imbibed a certain kind of
town, we had certain kinds of relations
and friends who coloured our lives,
we also met ad ies and unkind

important

lllustration by Debabrata Chakrabarty

The past is also important in our
life because it can be so easily
reconstructed. Every event that ever
oceurred is entirely subject to our
reinterpretation. Maybe our heroes
weren'tall that heroic nor our villains
all that villainous, but we chose to
paint them so because it fitted the
narrative of our life that we were
dJI]) creating. Every hurt. every

people whodiscoloured ourlives. We
met whoseemed like heroes we could
emulate, as we also met villains we
would have detested to mimic.

we rumerprcled till they
all fitted the legend of our life we
were refashioning day by day.

ast is very important to us
because it is most familiar to us. We

LopEpasiaTs |

-

know it very well indeed. It gives us
asenseof mastery overit. Itempowers

we forget how critical these are to
our life and satisfaction. Itis not just
convenient but central to our existence
to be able to call upon people we
have met in the past or who have
been referredtous. Our large network
of friends, coworkers, associates,
professionals and others who help
us,assistus, or provnde us withuseful
services lifestyle.

on my hotel room door.

“Get ready, Mr. Nand;
what,  asked in confusion.

“22nd Decemberis fullmoonday,”
said the two charming conference
assistants, “One must see the great
Taj Mahal in radiant moonlight. It is
a rare sight that thousands come to
see.”

ly, I got dressed and

We need them all for convenience or
comfort. They help us navigate our
life.

Most importantly, the past is vital
to our life for its triumphs give us
confidence and conceit. Not all of us
win honours and awards, become
millionaires or gain worldwide
recognition. But we all know, in our
own sphere, we have achieved
something, we have done something
good. recognized briefly by some and
soon forgotten by others. But lhc

us to interpret and rei et every
component of it the way we choose.
Older people like our parents dieina
while; our neighbors change, either
because they move or we move
ourselves;even our colleagues change
because they transter to another job.
or we transfer. We end up as the sole
masters of our narrative: we become
itsunquestioned keepers and narrators.

The past is crucially important to
us because it comprises all our
references and assurances. Sometimes

act remains, I
inour past. Itis whatgives us strength
and confidence and help us feel
unique. It is that past that sustains
all of us, beggar and billionaire. It is
- a curious thought occurs to me -
what must have sustained that tragic
17th century emperor, Shah Jehan.
Coordinating an international
conferencein Agrain December1999,
I'was exhausted the second evening,
intending to take to bed by eleven
when someone banged impatiently

followed my tormentors toa car.

My cynicism dissolved instantly
as [ looked up in the chilly Agra air
and beheld what the Islamic scholars
had called the luminous dome. The
Tajglistened in the soothing moonlight,
as if touched by a magic wand of
magnum power, brilliant and beautiful,
magnificent and mesmerizing.

Asllooked at the grand spectacle,
1 suddenly realized that is how its
creator, the Emperor Shah Jehan,
now enfeebled, with dimming vision,
must have looked at it. across the
Jamuna river, incarcerated in the
Agrafort by his son. A hapless prisoner,
hemust havesstill looked at his dream
withjoy and content. The incomparable:
sculpture remained his grasp of the
past that he valued and cherished -
the part of the past that was themost
critical part of his present.

¢ writer is a US-hased international

lopment IJ\LM)rJnJ ad worked with the
World Bank e ca hed 2t
moandygnaiary
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Last Saturday's Solution

ACROSS harder than the 22 The cereal | have droproundarea B Maybe Pamela’s

others (8) picked up is a pain where students awful personality

1 Tight shirt 12 Bird covered in (8) are found destroyed love
restricting heaving  urine? it’s wee 24 Stay extremely (69) (10,5)
bosomisa ®) irresistible insuch 3 Provide address 14 Musicians keep
dangerous 13 Not as entertaining given by old judge shaking transport
obstruction bachelor withLove  (8) 5 that's jumped on
(10) Island (6) 25 Appropriate things 4 English invested in (@)

7 I'msurprised, 15 Mostly steamy 1put in half of the i 16 Terrible chap lifted
eating hot curry number by pop venison apart up reptile for the
Ingredient singer is capital (6 of their capital main explorer
() ® 26 Rule Conservative ©) (@)

9 Shelkshocked 17 Barkingruntdogis  must leave 5 Time inside to 18 Brilliant strike, not
Ottoman to run away promptly practise yoga straight
commander s the @) (7)
character most 19 It stimulates 27 Vehicle doctor has 7) 21 Race on motorway
often seen in members of a touse again losing 6 Outiine problem for a group of
battle (6) government, with energy once mates

10 Quixotic traveller Republican (10) 3.2) (5)
cut short breaking through 7 Officer from 23 Alwavs i
horseplay (8) (6 DOWN Europe wanting Germ:

11 Second biggest 20 Biblical divinity cut base for privates corulalitv
onein range, grass back (6) 2 Wasted on drug, @) (5)

NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters in the words required. (By arrangement with The Independent, London)
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100 Years Ago

Front page of The Statesman
dated 29 December 1925

OCCASIONAL NOTE

The railway authorities in India are doing
their best to make up for lost time. The result of
the labours of the Standing Finance Committee
for Railways during November is announced,
namely, the passing of a five years' capital
expenditure programme aggregating over 55
crores of rupees in the case of six of the principal
railways, that is to say the G. L. P, the B. B. and
C. L, the North Western, the South Indian, the
Madras and Southern Mahratta, and the Burma
railway. This works out to an average of about
eleven crores per annum in the case of
railways alone, whereas the first Inchcape
Committee recommended a minimum outlay
upon all the railways of only nine crores of
rupees. That, of course. was many years ago,
and there has been a war in the meantime.

NewslItems

FREE PASSAGES FOR SERVICES
RULES AMENDED

ia announces that regarding
age to the members of
ervice in lndl . a local Government
may sanction for any officer whom it has
appointed in Europe to public service in India
a free passage to India; a local government
may sanction for any officer deputed out of
India free return passage from India to the
country in which the officer is deputed. Free

es including t g expenses by rail
to the port of embarkation are granted by
local Governments in urgent cases where in
their opinion it is desirable that an officer or
his dependents should leave India and where
pecuniary circumstances of individuals
concerned are such that they are unable to
leave without assistance; and also a free return
passage for any officer entitled to a return
passage on termination of his agreement
whose services are retained in the public
interest beyond the original period of his
engagement. The same authority may also
sanction an extension of an original concession
in regard to free passage home for an officer’s
family. A d officer of the Ct y
classes, and a departmental warrant officer
in civil employ, shall be entitled to the same
passage concessions as he would receive if he
were in military employ. Articles 601A and
1123 of the Civil Service Regulations are
repealed.

COMMUNIST AGITATION

POSSIBILITY OF
PERSO-TURCO-
SOVIET ALLIANCE

(“Times"Special Service)
London, Dec.

The Soviet agitation against the Locarno spirit
has again flared up in Lunnexmn with the
Turco-Soviet treaty wi c1
ofthe Times, is held as having emmlv frustrated
Britain's designs to create a near-Eastern Locarno,
because it prohibits Turkey’s entrance into the
League. A near-Eastern Locarno without Turkey
is unthinkable, declares Izvestia. mentioning the
possibility of a Perso-Turco-Soviet allianceThe
Communist Congress at Moscow has passed a
resolution approving of the Central Committec’s
general activity. The opposition party including
Zinuvieft and Kamenefl, have rejected all appeals
to preserve tradition by passing a resolution with
65 dissentients, which forbids all open discussion
on the present differences.

WORKMAN KILLED

ANOTHER
ROCK-BURST AT
OORGAUM

QOorgaum, Dec.

Early Saturday morning there was a rock-burst
in the 4,000 feet level at Gifford Shaft,
Champion Reef Mine, which displaced a large
quantity of rock and earth. An assistant
mistry, named Damodaram 1, working
there at the time of the occurrence was killed
instantaneously, a large quantity of debris
falling on him. Others working at the same
place escaped.
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The lost message
Assurances of state protection for
minorities must go beyond symbolism

ime Minister Narendra Modi’s participa-
P tion in a Christmas morning service on
December 25, at the Cathedral Church of
the Redemption in the national capital, was one
that was noticed globally. Mr. Modi has hosted or
visited Christian leaders or institutions during
festivals, but taking part in a complete worship
service at a church was a first for him. Mr. Modi
also shared greetings and good wishes for peace,
compassion and harmony on his social media ac-
count, invoking the teachmgs of Jesus Christ.
Amid numerous reports of intimidation and vio-
lence against Christians during the Christmas
season and even prior to that, Mr. Modi’s church
visit was meant as a gesture of reassurance for
the minority community in India’s diverse social
landscape. Such symbolism of Governors partici-
pating in diverse traditions has been a feature of
political pragmatism and also a genuine reflec-
tion of the syncretism that characterises Indian
nationhood. The RSS, Mr. Modi’s ideological cra-
dle, has long considered Christianity and Islam as
foreign to India. However, in recent years, it has
sought to include these faiths also in its notion of
national identity, and Mr. Modi’s participation in
the Christmas worship could be seen as yet
another step toward moderation and tolerance.
But if that indeed is the message that Mr. Modi
wants to convey, he needs to do it stronger and
clearer for State governments and police forces
under the control of his party to hear. Vandalism
and violence against Christian places of worship
and festivities have been recurring. From Assam,
Kerala, Uttar Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Delhi, Od-
isha, and other places, reported cases include
disruption of worship and physical violence
against church leaders. Spurious charges of con-
version — which anyway is a matter of personal li-
berty and freedom of religion protected by the
Constitution — are often raised to justify this vio-
lence. Even commercial activities related to
Christmas have been disrupted by mobs in va-
rious parts of the country. Most of these incidents
are linked to Sangh Parivar-affiliated individuals
or groups. Even after Mr. Modi’s Christmas mes-
sage, no meaningful police action has followed
against the mobs that indulged in the violence.
On the contrary, intimidation and threats of vio-
lence against Christians and Muslims have conti-
nued, including by BJP leaders. All this points to
the inadequacy of the symbolism of Mr. Modi’s
church visit. It would have been meaningful had
the troublemakers and the law enforcers been
sent the message. There is no sign of that, and
that means the BJP either does not want to, or
cannot, do anything more than shallow symbo-
lism in favour of pluralism in India.

Sham election
Myanmar’s junta’s search for legitimacy
through controlled polls is futile
T he core of electoral democracy is the in-

stitution of popular will through repre-

sentation. When elections are merely
held to subvert this will by imposing favoured
candidates, they are clearly a sham. Such is the
case with Myanmar’s three-phase elections being
conducted by the junta nearly five years after it
upended a democratically elected government
and precipitated a raging civil war. Sunday
marked the first phase in 102 townships, with the
subsequent phases on January 11 (100 townships)
and January 25 (63 townships). The junta con-
trols barely half the country’s townships, with
elections being skipped in at least 65 areas. None
of the major parties from the 2020 elections is
participating, including the winner, the National
League for Democracy (NLD) led by imprisoned
leader Daw Aung San Suu Kyi. Only the Union So-
lidarity and Development Party (USDP), stuffed
with former junta figures, is a force. This reminds
one of the 2010 elections under the 2008 consti-
tution which the NLD boycotted and which the
USDP swept. But the situation is worse now, with
the junta bombing and killing thousands of citi-
zens for five years. It also faced its strongest chal-
lenge since the early 1960s as ethnic armed or-
ganisations and the NLD-affiliated People’s
Defence Forces (PDF), loyal to the opposition Na-
tional Unity Government formed by NLD exiles,
won control of significant territory. By late-2023,
this coalition, armed with Chinese weapons,
dealt the biggest blow through the Three Brother-
hood Alliance (TBA) in Shan State and Rakhine,
seizing townships along the China border.

The junta, sustained by Russian and Belaru-
sian weaponry, was on the back foot until China
changed tack in 2025, prioritising its geo-eco-
nomic interests, particularly access to the Indian
Ocean. Beijing pressured the TBA to cease hostil-
ities and return control to the junta, which two
groups reluctantly did earlier this year. This shift,
as well as the lack of centralised command
among Bamar-dominated PDFs and other ethnic
insurgent groups, have allowed the junta to re-
gain lost territory. Yet, the junta faces pitched
battles across Rakhine, Karenni, Karen, Chin
States and the Sagaing Region where it has only
nominal control. Only China, Russia and Belarus
have endorsed these “elections”, and reports
from Myanmar’s capital and junta-controlled
areas suggest participation to be far lower than in
2020. For now, the junta seeks legitimacy as it
has gained a semblance of control or managed a
bloody stalemate in the civil war. The military,
led by tinpot leader Min Aung Hlaing, will retain
its constitutionally enshrined 25% non-elected
quota of legislative seats, ensuring army domi-
nance regardless of results. But if history is a
guide, farcical elections will not win popular sup-
port and Myanmar must brace for more conflict.

A grand vision and the great Indian research deficit

ndia stands at a pivotal moment in its

economic and technological trajectory.

With its vast human capital and a rapidly

expanding economy, it harbours ambitions
of becoming a global power. Yet, this grand vision
is significantly hampered by a deep-seated and
chronic insufficiency in research and
development (R&D).

The scale in numbers

The scale of India’s R&D deficit is best illustrated
by a few stark numbers. Despite having 17.5% of
the world’s brains (since it is home to 17.5% of the
world’s population), India produces only a
meagre 3% of the world’s research output. This
disparity highlights a fundamental failure in
leveraging its massive demographic dividend to
generate high-value research.

The situation is not much better on intellectual
property creation. Recent reports from the World
Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO)
suggest a mixed picture: dramatic growth from a
very low base, but overall an unimpressive
performance. In 2023, India was ranked sixth
globally for total patent filings, recording 64,480
applications. This represents the fastest growth
(+15.7%) among the top 20 countries and is a
significant figure. However, in the context of the
total 3.55 million patent applications filed globally
in 2023, India’s share is still low, at approximately
1.8% of the global total. Critically, when
measuring resident applications per million
inhabitants, a truer reflection of domestic
innovation intensity, India ranks significantly
lower (47th), underscoring that the overall
growth is not yet translating into widespread,
population-level innovation dominance.

The most damning evidence of India’s R&D
gap lies in R&D expenditure. Gross Expenditure
on R&D in India, covering both private and public
sectors, has consistently hovered between 0.6%
and 0.7% of GDP in recent years (and is slipping
as GDP grows). This figure pales in comparison to
major economies and innovation hubs: China
spends around 2.4%, the United States is at
approximately 3.5%, and Israel leads globally at
over 5.4%. To grasp the magnitude of
underinvestment, one only needs to compare
India’s entire national R&D spend with that of a
single multinational corporation. In 2023, the
Chinese technology giant, Huawei, invested a
colossal CNY 164.7 billion (approximately $23.4
billion) into R&D. This amount of spending from
just one company — no doubt driven by intense
global competition and U.S. sanctions,
particularly focusing on crucial areas such as
semiconductor technology — exceeds the total
combined R&D expenditure of all public and
private entities in India, a nation of more than 1.4
billion people. As Nvidia Chairman Jensen Huang
noted, Huawei’s relentless investment has
propelled them to be “nanoseconds” behind the
U.S. in advanced semiconductor capabilities. This
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corporate-level intensity of R&D is the engine of
next-generation technological power. India’s
inability to muster even a fraction of this kind of
concentrated, strategic investment speaks
volumes about the challenge ahead for it.

So much for the numbers. They are merely
symptoms of deeper, structural problems within
the Indian innovation ecosystem that it must
tackle on a war footing.

The government sector is the funds driver

(Lok Sabha), an
award-winning author
and a former Minister
of State for Human
Resources
Development

The current
deficit in R&D
investment
cannot sustain
India’s ambition
to become a
global
innovation
leader

Most disap , private sector participation
in R&D spending is abysmal. A global hallmark of
a mature innovation economy is the dominant
role of the private sector in R&D. In developed
nations, industry typically accounts for
two-thirds or more of such expenditure. In India,
however, the government sector (central, State,
higher education, and public sector industry)
remains the main driver, contributing
approximately 63.6% of R&D funds, with the
private industrial sector contributing only around
36.4%. India’s business tycoons need to rise to the
R&D challenge, but they are instead large]y
complacent and myopic about it. Indi:

industry’s low investment is driven by a focus on
incremental improvements over disruptive
innovation, a preference for technology licensing
over domestic development, and a general
risk-averse culture,

The second dismaying feature is one we had
already identified in the second tenure of the
United Progressive Alliance: a persistent
academia-industry disconnect, the subject of a
report N.R. Narayana Murthy wrote for us more
than a decade ago that is sadly gathering dust.
Indian academia, despite producing millions of
highly skilled graduates, often operates in a silo.
Research is frequently theoretical and
disconnected from the immediate, market-driven
needs of the industry. The mechanisms for
technology transfer, commercialisation of
research, and joint industry-academic projects
remain underdeveloped. Nor do Indi
companies look to the world of academia for
help. In the U.S., companies commonly bring
ideas to universities and give grants for student
researchers to develop them into marketable
innovations. There is no such culture in India.
This gulf prevents valuable research from
crossing the “valley of death” between the
laboratory and the marketplace.

And there is no escaping the brain drain. While
India produces a vast number of PhDs and
engineers, the most ambitious and the talented
often seek better infrastructure, funding, and
career progression opportunities abroad. The
domestic R&D environment struggles to attract
and retain world-class researchers due to limited
high-end research facilities and lower salary
benchmarks compared to the rest of the world.

The allocation of public R&D funds is often
constrained by slow bureaucratic processes.

Project approval times can be excessively long,
and the release of funds is frequently staggered
and unpredictable, impeding the smooth
execution of ambitious, long-term research
programmes.

What, then, is the path forward?

The goal of building comprehensive tech and
economic muscle, worthy of a “Viksit Bharat”, is
not a sprint but a marathon. To achieve it, India
must engineer a fundamental shift in its
approach. The most immediate and critical step
is to raise the R&D expenditure to GDP ratio to at
least 2% within the next five to seven years. This
Tequires a massive public spending commitment,
coupled with substantial tax incentives and grants
to encourage the private sector to ramp up its
contribution to at least 50% of the total R&D
spend. The launch of the 1 lakh crore Research,
Development and Innovation (RDI) Fund by the
government is a step in the right direction,
provided it is disbursed efficiently and targeted
towards frontier technologies.

An ambitious India needs to move away from
scattered research efforts and focus on national
missions in strategic, high-value domains:
semiconductors, artificial intelligence (Al),
quantum computing, advanced materials and
green energy. These missions require long-term,
uninterrupted funding and clear, measurable
outcomes tied to national security and economic
sovereignty.

Universities and research
And there is no escaping India’s obligation to
reform higher education. Universities must
transition from being purely teaching institutions
to also becoming centres of excellence in
research. This involves significantly boosting
funding for PhD programmes, creating
competitive research faculty positions, and
building world-class research infrastructure.
Furthermore, mandatory and structured
mechanisms for industry-sponsored research
chairs and joint incubation centres must be
established to bridge the academic-industry gap.
India must also inculcate a robust intellectual
property culture in the country. This means
simplifying patent filing processes, strengthening
enforcement, and creating attractive financial
incentives for inventors (both academic and
corporate) whose patents are commercialised.
India possesses the intellectual capital and the
aspiration to become a global innovation leader.
However, the current deficit in R&D investment —
so glaringly exposed by the comparison to a
single company such as Huawei — cannot sustain
this ambition. The next decade must be
dedicated to creating the structural, financial and
cultural foundations for innovation. If these
fundamental changes are not executed with
political will and unwavering commitment, the
goal of Viksit Bharat will recede well beyond
2047.

Linked civilisations, a

elations between Iran and India
Rtranscend the boundaries of conventional

diplomacy. They represent an ongoing
dialogue between two ancient civilisations that
emerged from a shared cultural womb at the
dawn of human history. Long before the Aryan
tribes divided — one settling on the Iranian
plateau and the other in the fertile plains of the
Indus and Ganges — they spoke related languages,
worshipped through similar myths, and held a
common worldview.

The profound resemblance between the Avesta
and the Rigveda stands as clear testimony to this
shared origin. Through centuries of political
change, this civilizational affinity has nurtured a
deep reservoir of trust and cultural
understanding — never completely severed
despite periods of distance and turmoil.

Nowhere is this historical bond more vividly
reflected than in the enduring presence of
Persian in the Indian subcontinent. India
embraced Persian for centuries — not merely as a
language, but as a vessel of art, diplomacy and
poetry. This cultural hospitality gave rise to the
luminous “Indian Style” (Sabk-e Hendi) in Persian
literature, shaped by the imagination and
creativity of Indo-Persian poets. Among them,
Mirza Abdul-Qadir Bedil Dehlavi shines as the
most illustrious figure — a poet whose
philosophical depth and boundless imagination
expanded the horizons of Persian poetry and
continues to inspire scholars and writers across
generations.

The modern drivers of ties

In today’s world, nostalgia alone cannot sustain
bilateral relations. Fortunately, the evolving
geopolitical environment and economic needs

Mohammad
Fathali

is Ambassador of the
Islamic Republic
of Iran in India

A revitalised
partnership
between Iran
and India will
aid economic
partnership and
ensure stability
in West Asia

modern strategic partnership

have drawn Tehran and New Delhi closer than
ever. As the global order tilts toward
multipolarity, the Iran-India axis is positioned to
assume a strategic role in shaping regional
stability and economic architecture.

Energy security remains a central pillar. India,
one of the fastest-growing economies globally,
continues to rely significantly on oil and gas to
fuel its industries. With extensive hydrocarbon
reserves, Iran stands as a natural partner in
securing India’s long-term energy needs.

Perhaps the most consequential arena of
cooperation is transport and connectivity. India’s
participation in the development of the Chabahar
Port signals the strategic weight both nations
attach to this maritime gateway. Complementing
this, Iran forms a vital link in the International
North-South Transport Corridor (INSTC) — a
multimodal route connecting India to Russia and
Northern Europe through Iran. This corridor is
approximately 40% shorter and 30% more
cost-efficient when compared to the traditional
Suez Canal route, granting both countries a
competitive advantage in Eurasian trade.

Security and technology

Beyond commerce, Iran and India share mutual
concerns regarding regional security. The rise of
extremism and terrorism in West and South Asia
threatens both nations, making mtelllgence

imperative for both countries to strengthen
flexible financial mechanisms — such as trade
through local currencies — to reduce vulnerability
to external constraints.

The future demands diversification beyond
traditional oil trade. Cooperation in
knowledge-based industries, information
technology — where India holds significant
comparative advantage — and in nanotechnology
and the medical sciences (fields in which Iran has
made remarkable progress), can open new
horizons of economic partnership.

Such collaboration can transform the
relationship from transactional to
innovation-driven, benefiting both societies.

A shared future built on an ancient past
Iran and India may rightly be described as one
soul in two bodies — united by history, enriched
by culture, and positioned by geography to
complement one another. If the Silk Road and
Persian language once formed the bridge
between them, today, energy cooperation,
counterterrorism and strategic transit
connectivity serve as the new pillars of
partnership.

As the two nations mark the 75th anniversary
of diplomatic relations, the moment is ripe for
Tehran and New Delhi to transform historical
goodwﬂl into a bold, forward-looking alliance. A

cooperation a discreet yet of
bilateral ties.

Challenges remain. Historically; third-party
pressures have influenced the trajectory of
relations. Yet, India has often navigated these
complexities by prioritising its national interest
with strategic prudence. In an era marked by
shifting power centres and the rise of Asia, it is

d partnership will not only enhance the
prosperity of their peoples but also anchor
stability in the turbulent landscape of West Asia.
The time has come for Iran and India, guided
by their shared legacy and mutual interests, to
design a future that is collaborative, resilient, and
independent, echoing the ancient symphony of
civilisations that still binds them today.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Bangladesh’s future

The recent coverage of
Tarique Rahman’s historic
return to Bangladesh
underscores a pivotal
moment in South Asian
politics. This moment offers
both promise and peril.
Bangladesh’s future hinges
not only on charismatic
leadership but also on a
genuine commitment to
democratic freedoms,
accountability and
pluralism. Mr. Rahman’s
repeated calls for unity and
a “safe, inclusive

Bangladesh” are
heartening, but they must
be matched with clear
policies to protect minority
rights and human rights for
all citizens, particularly at a
time when sectarian
violence and unrest have
caused deep societal
fissures.

Kenneth John George,
Angamaly, Kerala

Save the Aravallis

The Aravalli ranges have
served as a natural wall to
keep the desert at bay, a

pollution sink, a perennial
source of groundwater and
home to diverse flora and
fauna. What nature has
made over millions of years
is now being destroyed by
relentless and reckless
mining and quarrying and
construction. Of course, as
always and everywhere, the
fig leaf is ‘development’ and
‘economic growth’. The
fine-sounding phrase,
‘sustainable mining plan’, is
coined only to continue the
degradation and
destruction. The ranges

must be defined by criteria
such as as geology,

certain elements in the right
wing are engaged in the
ion of churches

wildlife connectivity, climate
resilience and the vital
functions that they perform.
These criteria cannot be
substituted by ‘height’ The
fragmentation of a
life-supporting ecosystem
would be the height of folly
and spell disaster.

G. David Milton,
Maruthancode, Tamil Nadu

Assilence that matters
It is of great concern that

and Christmas decorations,
with some incidents of
violence against Christians
on the eve of Christmas.
What is appalling is that
policemen, who should
have prevented such

leave alone initiating any
action against them.

The Prime Minister visited
the Cathedral Church of
Redemption in New Delhi
on Christmas day.

Yet, there was not a word
about the attacks or signs
of remorse. Does not the
visit to the church amount

elements from
such atrocities, remalned
mute spectators. Moreover,
none of the tall leaders of
the government of the day
came forward to condemn
the attacks by the goons,

to just app it
politics?

Tharcius S. Fernando,
Chennai

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in

must carry the postal address.
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Tamil Nadu needs to think beyond the metro

ast month, Tamil Nadu

Chief Minister M.K.

Stalin criticised the

Union government for
denying metro rail projects to
Coimbatore and Madurai. This
created some political controversy
and also sparked a wave of urban
aspiration. For many people, glitzy
metros have become a sign of
development and modernity. The
absence of metros feels like a
slight; their approval, a stamp of
urban arrival.

But we need to step back and
ask a crucial question: do cities
like Madurai and Coimbatore
actually need metro rail systems?
Or has the metro become an
elite-driven aspiration that is
fundamentally misaligned with
how Indian cities move and live?

Metro: not a mobility solution
India’s obsession with metros is
relatively new but powerful. Over
the past 15 years, metros have
consumed nearly 40% of all urban
development funds, becoming the
single largest item in the urban
budget. And yet, their
contribution to mobility remains
surprisingly limited. In most
metro cities, only 5-12% of daily
trips are made on the metro. The
overwhelming majority of people
still walk, cycle, or take buses and
small para-transit modes.

This gap arises from the
mismatch between metro systems
and the pattern of everyday
mobility in India. Nearly 90% of
India’s urban workforce is
informal, and the average daily
commute for most workers is just
4-5 kilometres. These are short,
dense journeys. They do not
require high-speed,
capital-intensive corridors
designed for long-distance travel.
Metros therefore do not serve the
functional needs of the majority;
they serve the elite imagination of
a “world-class” city.

Tamil Nadu is one of India’s
most urbanised States. The middle
class is rapidly rising and so is an
aspiring elite. With this comes a
new visual language of
development: gleaming airports,

Tikender Singh
Panwar

Former Deputy Mayor
of Shimla and
currently a member of
the Kerala Urban
Commission

Modern mobility
is not defined
by infrastructure
scale, but by
access,
affordability,
and last-mile
quality

skywalks, elevated corridors and,
invariably, metro lines. But elite
desire is not a substitute for public
need. Globally, cities comparable
to Madurai or Coimbatore —
medium-density, mixed-use, and
compact — do not rely on metro
systems. The successful examples
are buses, surface-level rapid

Cities that redefined urban
mobility in the last 30 years—
Curitiba, Bogota, Copenhagen,
Freiburg, Medellin — did not rely
on metros alone. Many, in fact, did
not build metros at all. They
invested in Bus Rapid Transit that
moves more people per rupee
than any metro; cycling

uperhi;

transit, cycling hig]
pedestrian-first planning, and
integrated feeder systems.

Singapore and Dubai, the
frequently cited models, are not
comparable in scale, governance,
land control, or economic
structure. Their metros work
because their entire urban systems
are shaped around them. Indian
cities cannot simply copy-paste
such models.

Metros are also extremely
expensive. A metro costs ¥300
crore-900 crore per kilometre,
depending on whether it is
elevated or underground.
Operating costs are equally steep.
Almost no Indian metro recovers
its costs through fares. Massive
public subsidies keep them afloat.

neighbourhoods; hill connectivity
via ropeways; multimodal
integration rather than a single
grand system. Modern mobility
should not be defined by the scale
of infrastructure, but by access,
affordability, and last-mile
connectivity and quality. India’s
own mobility patterns mirror
these best practices far more than
the metro-dominated model.

‘Tamil Nadu’s opportunity
Mr. Stalin’s disappointment at
being denied metro projects for
Madurai and Coimbatore is
understandable from a political
point of view. But it also
inadvertently gives Tamil Nadu a
an opportunity to reimagine
Coimb

For cities like Coimt eand

with a grid of fast,

Madurai, metro systems would
mean decades of financial strain —
diverting scarce funds away from
schools, water supply, local roads,
housing, public health, and basic
neighbourhood infrastructure. To
interpret the lack of metro
allocation as a lack of
development is to miss the real
opportunity: freedom from a
financially draining model.

Madurai’s radial street system
and Coimbatore’s industrial
neighbourhood clusters are
inherently walkable and compact.
The majority of workers move
within short neighbourhood
loops. Imposing metro systems
onto such cities disrupts their
organic form. What they need
instead is a high-frequency electric
buses, dedicated bus lanes on
major corridors, shaded
pedestrian networks, protected
cycle tracks, better-integrated
autos and share mobility, and
neighbourhood-level last-mile
systems. These are quick to build,
cheaper, and beneficial.

frequent electric buses, connected
to industrial clusters; Madurai
with pedestrian-first temple
circuits, cycle highways, and
seamlessly integrated shared
autos; and cities where
neighbourhoods are built as
15-minute communities, where
work, school, healthcare, and
markets lie within short walking or
cycling distance. These constitute
modern, climate-sensitive,
affordable, and socially inclusive
infrastructure. They match how
people actually move. And most
important, they won’t bankrupt
cities.

Tamil Nadu must resist the
pressure of equating development
and modernity with metros.
Instead, it should craft mobility
systems that reflect the realities of
its workers, the densities of its
neighbourhoods, and the
constraints of its municipal
finances. If Tamil Nadu dares to
think beyond the metro, it could
set a new template for the rest of
the country.

Bihar's unrealised potential

Its infrastructure story and women’s empowerment narrative are under strain

STATE OF PLAY

M.R. Sharan
Munish Sharma

ast month, Nitish Ku-

mar returned as Chief

Minister of Bihar after
the National Democratic Al-
liance swept the Assembly
elections. Two lanati

BIHAR

from this model: the responsi-
bility for impl ing the

have featured prominently in
much of the commentary by
analysts: the State’s improve-
ments in basic infrastructure
such as roads, piped water,
drains, electricity; and wo-

Nal-Jal (piped water) and Naa-
li-Gali (drains and lanes)
schemes was handed over to
ward members. Each ward —
with a population of roughly
1,000 and a directly elected
i —  received

men'’s emp: ment through
selfhelp groups, cycles for
girls, and reservations in pan-
chayats, police and State-level
jobs. While both these narra-
tives have merit, Bihar’s in-
frastructure gains and some
elements of its record on wo-
men’s empowerment have
been under quiet strain.

Take piped water and
drains. During the first phase
of Saat Nischay (Seven Re-
solves), rural tap water access
increased from negligible le-
vels in 2011 to nearly 30% of
households and over 60% of
villages by 2020. There were
similar leaps in drainage and
other small civic works. This
transformation hinged on
Panchayati Raj institutions:
not just the mukhiyas, who
head the Gram Panchayats,
but also the L1 lakh ward
members who directly imple-
mented these projects.

Understanding Bihar’s lo-
cal government structure is
key to grasping why this de-
centralisation was so remarka-
ble. Its panchayats are large —
an average Gram Panchayat
covers approximately 12,000
people, around four times the
national average. Historically,
whatever powers were de-
volved were concentrated in
the mukhiya. In 2016, Bihar
made a radical departure

about ¥20 lakh to implement
works.

Many ward members were
political novices. Severe land
constraints meant locating
sites for tanks and drains of-
ten produced local disputes.
Yet, they persevered. Their in-
centives were hyper-local:
more than any other elected
representative, ward mem-
bers live among, and are in
close contact with, their con-
stituents. A direct conse-
quence of this devolution was
a change in where people
chose to contest elections:
between the 2016 and 2021,
ward candidates nearly dou-
bled, while competition for
the mukhiya post declined by
about 20%.

This decentralised model
was abruptly dismantled in
May 2023, when a rule change
stripped ward members of all
financial authority. Citing con-
cerns about corruption, main-
tenance and implementation
of tap-water projects were
handed to the Public Health
Engineering  Department,
whose unelected officials have
no local presence in Gram
Panchayats. Thousands of
ward bank accounts now lie
dormant, and ward members
are frustrated.

These moves have direct

consequences: expansion of
piped water connections has
stalled. Even mukhiyas, who
now have the final word on
drain constructions, complain
of reduced autonomy under
tighter bureaucratic control.
This pattern extends to other
public goods and services
such as waste collection, solar
and street lighting.

If the infrastructure story is
fragile, so too is the women’s
empowerment narrative. Bi-
har was neither the pioneer
nor is it unique in adopting
50% reservation in pan-
chayats for women. Research
suggests that many women re-
presentatives still operate as
proxies for their husbands.
More important, substantive
empowerment requires
strengthening the more than
55,000 women ward mem-
bers who form the backbone
of local governance — precise-
ly the actors whose financial
authority has been removed.

Jeevika, Bihar’s self-help
group movement, remains a
success. But entrepreneur-
ship cannot be catalysed
through one-time transfers
such as the Mukhyamantri
Mahila Rozgar Yojana. The
scheme cost roughly 15,600
crore — resources unavailable
for health, education, or the
physical infrastructure Bihar
needs. Also, an over-reliance
on direct transfers weakens
the chain of accountability
between citizens and their
elected representatives. When
higher tiers of the State bypass
panchayats and send money
directly to citizens, local de-
mocracy is hollowed out.

Bihar’s greatest resource is
its unrealised potential. Much
of it can be unlocked
ground-up.

M.R. Sharan is Assistant Professor at
the University of Maryland, College
Park; Munish Sharma leads GRAMA, a
policy initiative based out of Patna
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Sambavi Parthasarathy

fter announcing a naval
A blockade and seizing two

oil tankers, the Donald
Trump administration has now or-
dered U.S. military forces to focus
on enforcing a ‘quarantine’ of Ve-
nezuelan oil for at least the next
two months, amping up economic
pressure on Caracas. The impact
of this imperialist step could wor-
sen the already weak Venezuelan
economy. But how did a petrostate
with the most proven resources
end up with a strained economy in
the first place?

Venezuela has the largest pro-
ven reserves of crude oil in the
world at 303 billion barrels (2023).
Yet, it ranks much lower in the
production and refining of oil.
Most of its resources are extra-hea-
vy crude oil, whose extraction and
processing require specialised
technology and refineries. Howev-
er, internal issues and internation-
al sanctions have starved it of the
capital required for this.

While the state-run oil company
Petroleos de Venezuela, S.A.
(PDVSA) owns and operates five re-
fineries in Venezuela, it also suff-
ers from years of under invest-
ment, mismanagement, and a lack
of technical expertise. Specifically,
following a failed coup attempt in
April 2002 and the subsequent
general strike/oil lockout in De-
cember 2002-February 2003, the
then President, Hugo Chavez, was
forced to replace PDVSA’s manage-
ment. Critics say this led to a bu-
reaucratisation of the company.

In 2024, the country produced
9,21,000 barrels of crude oil per
day, at least 56% lower than its pro-
duction in the 1980s. In the 1970s,
Venezuela benefited when oil pric-
es soared due to the Yom Kippur
War, and its per capita income be-
came the highest in Latin America.
1t was then a largely unequal coun-
try. However, the figure has only
dwindled since 2014 following

Venezuela's resource curse

Despite having the world’s most proven oil resources, the country has a strained economy

sanctions and the oil downturn
(Chart 2). Venezuela’s GDP per
capita in recent years has become
almost similar to what it was three
decades ago. No other country’s
GDP per capita has slid to this ex-
tent in this period.

Consequently, despite being a
founding member of the Organisa-
tion of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries (OPEC), Venezuela has
the highest general government
gross debt compared to other
OPEC members (Chart 3). While
others have steered through global
oil price crashes, the country con-

Trump
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FROM THE ARCHIVES

7B Windu,

Unfulfilled potential
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non-oil exports,

failed to do so. As seen in Chart 4,
Venezuela has largely continued to
rely on its mineral (oil) exports.
Despite Venezuela exporting
mostly only oil, the country’s
share in global exports of oil fell
drastically due to these internal
and external factors. Chart 5
shows the share of select coun-
tries’ share in global exports of
crude oil over time. Venezuela
formed over 4% of the global oil ex-
ports in the 1990s, second only to
Saudi Arabia’s share. However, this
dwindled to around 0.35% in 2023.

Chart 4: Venezuela's exports over time across different
commodities. Figuresin $ billion
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Chart 3: Gross government debt as a share of GDP (in %) for select OPEC countries
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Chart 5: Select OPEC countries' share in global exports of
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FIFTY YEARS AGO DECEMBER 29, 1975

Time to encourage Indian
literature in English
Madurai, Dec. 28: The three-day 26th All-India

English Teachers Conference opened here
to-day with a call for recognition of and

encc

to Indian li

in English

and a “respectable place” for it in the
undergraduate and postgraduate syllabi.

Prof. Shiv K. Kumar, Head of the Department
of English, Osmania University, Hyderabad, in
his presidential address, said Indian literature in
English need no longer be disparaged as a “mere
illegitimate child of British or American
literature or treated with contempt.”

He said Indian short story writers in English
and poets and novelists had won acclaim from
discerning Western critics for their creative
handling of English and for their imaginative
tendering of human experience. “The time has,
therefore, come to offer their works a
respectable place in our undergraduate and
post-graduate syllabi. You may encourage your
research scholars to spin out sophisticated
dissertations on Keat’s use of Miltonic
inversions, or the archetypal imagery in
Coleridge’s early poetry, but you may find it
equally rewarding to put them on to R.K.
Narayan’s use of the comic mode, or linguistic
experimentation in contemporary Indian verse
in English,” he added.

Prof. Kumar was confident that English would
stay in India as the only link language for quite
some years to come and “may remain on the
scene longer, however much we rail against it.”

2025

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO DECEMBER 29, 1925
Labour in coal mines

London, Dec. 29: Commenting on the 1924
report of the Chief Inspector of Indian Mines
with special reference to the employment of
women and the number of fatal accidents which
reveal extraordinary callousness and neglect on
the part of colliery managements, the
Manchester Guardian says reports such as this

/ should spur on the efforts of western nations

country.

who are trying through the International Labour
Office to raise Labour standards in the new
industrial countries in the east to a more decent
level. The paper refers to India’s efforts to
stimulate coal exports and says there is little
doubt about India’s future as a coal producing
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People displaced Decline in private Britain’s joint Number of wagons of  Adani Group’s
in Sudan in the last equity investments in ~ procurement contract a goods train derailed  investment in
three days India’s real estate with Germany in Bihar’s Jamui defence next year

Viol-
10,000:.
’ Western
and Southern Sudan displaced more than
10,000 people within a three-day period
this week, according to figures released by
the United Nations’ migration agency on

In per cent, Private equity
29 investments in real estate fell

29% this year to $3.46 billion
due to lower inflow of funds in housing

and warehousing projects, according to
Knlght Frank India. Private equity (PE)

Sunday. se

stood at $4.9 billion during
the preceding year. eni

In $ million. Britain said on
Sunday it signed a

million) joint procurement contract with
Germany to acquire advanced artillery
mounted on armoured vehicles that can
fire while moving and hit targets more than
70 km (44 miles) away. reuters

S

52-million-pound ($70

Eight wagons of a goods train have
derailed in Bihar's Jamui district,
causing disruption of railway
services on the Howrah-Patna-Delhi route,
officials said. No casualties have been
reported so far, they said. The accident
took place between Lahabon and
Simultala railway station. e

said. Fn

1.8

with a focus on strengthening capabilities
in unmanned and autonomous systems as
well as advanced guided weapons, sources

In  lakh crore. Adani Group
plans to invest 1.8 lakh crore
in defence manufacturing,
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Gaps in regulating digital campaigns

An analysis of digital political advertisements during the Bihar Assembly election shows that third-party actors outspend official parties and candidates and

achieve far greater visibility: this creates an accountability gap, allowing opaque funding and influence to persist beyond regulatory oversight

LETTER & SPIRIT

Abhishek Sharma
Vandita Gupta

ndia’s election rulebook is
governing a campaign ecosystem
that no longer runs only on parties
and candidates. As political
persuasion shifts to platforms and
intermediaries, regulation is struggling to
keep pace with how votes are actually
influenced. This disjunction surfaced in
the Election Commission’s (EC) press note
of October 14 on the Bihar Assembly
elections, which mandated
pre-certification of political
advertisements by the Media Certification
and Monitoring Committee (MCMC) and
reiterated the requirement under Section
77(1) of the Representation of the People
Act, 1951, that political parties disclose
social media campaign expenditure.

Limited lens

What unites these directives is their point
of address. They remain focused on
parties and candidates, even as electoral
outreach is increasingly medlated by

<
-

third-party actors such as ¢
firms, influencers, and interest groups
operating outside formal regulatory
structures.

A subsequent notification issued by the
EC on October 21 sought to widen the
regulatory net by requiring that no
political party, candidate, organisation, or
individual publish political
advertisements in the print media on
polling day or the preceding day without
prior MCMC certification. While this
acknowledged the changing campaign
environment by including entities other
than parties or candidates, it also exposed
the limits of the Commission’s regulatory
imagination. The restriction applies only
to a narrow pre-poll window and remains
confined to print media, even as electoral
influence has decisively migrated to
digital platforms.

Read logether, these adwsones

d two I
time, in an era where dlgltal campaigns
peak well before polling, and
stakeholders, in a system shaped by
actors beyond those formally regulated.

This analysis uses the Bihar Assembly
election as a case study. Using Meta’s Ads
Library, it examines digital political
advertisements by advertisers spending
over one lakh in Bihar during the 30 days
ending on November 10, the day before
the final phase of polling, distinguishing
between official party, candidate pages,
and third-party actors.

‘Who pays, who persuades

An analysis of party expenditure reports,
published by The Hindu on May 6, 2024,
shows that digital campaigning now
dominates election spending. What
remains less visible is how this
expenditure is distributed beyond parties
and candidates, a gap that becomes
evident from digital advertising data from
the Bihar Assembly election.

On Meta, 55 campaigners spent more
than 21 lakh on digital political
advertisements nationally during the
period under analysis. Of these, only 23
were official parties or candidates. The
remaining 32 were third-party or
surrogate campaigners.

In digital elections, reach is shaped as
much by who speaks as by how much is
spent. Third-party actors not only
outspent parties and candidates but also
achieved far greater visibility. Despite
near-identical average spending, their
campaigns generated almost twice the
average impressions of official parties and
candidates (Table 1).

»

Bihar election on Meta

Stakeholders. Number = Totalspend

Parties/Candidates | 23 | ¥5.55crore

Total
impressions

85.93 crore

Table 1: Summary of digital advertising during the

Average

Ruerenssoand ‘ impressions

324.16 lakh

3.74 crore

Election outreach: BJP supporters celebrating after the party’s victory in Patna on November 14. R. V. MOORTHY

entity may publish advertisements for the
benefit of any political party or candidate.
By the same logic, advertisements
directed against a party or candidate are
equally impermissible, as such messaging
inevitably benefits electoral competitors.
Yet the guidelines issued by the EC ahead
of the Bihar Assembly elections fall short
of applying this standard to third-party
actors,  many of whom continued

efficiency of political
advertisements

Impressions.

Staketiolders e
Parties/Candidates | 154 crore
Third-parties | 2.60crore

Nearly three-fourths of all digital
outreach by parties and candidates
(76.4%), as well as by third-party actors
(74.5%), is consumed by individuals aged
13-34. However, the age-wise distribution
of consumption diverges. Party and
candidate advertisements remain sharply
concentrated among the 13-24 and 25-34
age cohorts, while third- party
adverti show a more di
pattern, generating relatively l-ugher
impressions among those aged 25-44 and
retaining a comparable presence beyond
the age of 44 (Table 2).

A clearer asymmetry between official
and unofficial campaigning emerges
‘when campaign efficiency is examined.
Measured as impressions per 10 lakh
spent, third-party advertisers are
markedly more cost-efficient, generating
an average of 2.60 crore impressions
compared to 1.54 crore for party or
candidate pages (Table 3). This shows that
in digital campaigns, comparable
spending produces unequal circulation,
raising questions about where
communicative power in online elections
actually resides.

q

An unaccountable nexus
Beyond differences in reach and

emerges when the efficiency is
examined; it shows that in digital
campaigns. comparable spending
produces unequal circulation,
raising questions about where
communicative power in online
elections actually resides

efficiency, the analysis reveals direct
financial entanglements between political
parties and third-party actors. In some
cases, advertisements on official party
pages were funded by external entities.
For instance, advertisements on the
official Meta page of the Janata Dal
(United) were sponsored by an entity
identified as “The Spectrum”.

This raises a deeper concern.
Expenditure incurred by third-party
entities to sponsor advertisements on
official party pages may not be reflected
in the expenditure statements submitted

even on the evening of
po]]mg and on polling day itself.
Addressing this gap requires a
recalibration of how electoral
stakeholders are understood. Political
campaigns are no longer confined to
parties and candidates alone, but are
shaped by a wider ecosystem of actors
involved in content dissemination and

Unless regulatory obligations are
extended — both in substance and scope
— beyond parties and candidates, space
will continue to exist for opaque,
bi-directional arrangements that escape
scrutiny.

The problem is compounded in the
context of campaign finance. While
parties are legally required to submit
expenditure statements to the EC, digital
spending is often disclosed ambiguously,
with payments listed under platform
names such as ‘Facebook’ rather than the
specific entities that design or fund
advertisements. More troubling still is the
reverse flow of funding, where third-party
entities pay for advertisements on the
official page of a political party. Parties
are required to report what they spend;
they are not required to disclose what
others spend on their behalf. This
inversion poses an equal, if not greater,
threat to the principles of transparency
and fairness, allowing political influence
to remain formally invisible.

Third-parties | 32 | 808crore | 21084crore | 25250akh | 6s9crore

Table 2: Age-wise consumption of political
advertisements

Stakeholders 13-24 25-34 35-44 Aboy

Parties/Candidates a03% | 3w | B3 | 102%
Third-parties ‘ 36.8% ‘ 37.7% ‘ 14.8% I 10.6%
campaign finance.

Table 3: Campaign M,Mp_-umg

to the EC, risking an unc of
the true financial footprint of digital
campaigning. More importantly, this
pattern challenges the assumption that
influence flows only from parties to
third-party campaigners. Instead, it
points to a dual-directional relationship in
which third-party actors not only amplify
political messaging but also directly
finance it on official platforms, blurring
the line between authorised expenditure
and unaccounted influence.

Accountability gap

In Secretary, Ministry of Information and
Broadcasting v. M/s Gemini TV (2004), the
Supreme Court held that no individual or

Finally, the temporal framing of
regulation remains inadequate. Electoral
influence now builds over months
through sustained digital exposure,
rendering rules that activate only on the
eve of polling ineffective against harms
already set in motion. Each election
conducted without a framework attuned
to this reality carries clear costs in terms
of the gradual erosion of trust in a fair
digital democracy. The challenge now is
no longer one of recognition, but of
resolve.

Abhishek Sharma is a Senior Political and
Policy Researcher. Vandita Gupta is an
independent researcher
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v

India’s election rulebook
governs a campaign ecosystem
that no longer runs only on
parties and candidates, as
political persuasion shifts to
platforms and intermediaries
operating outside formal
regulatory structures.

v

Digital advertising data from
the Bihar Assembly elections
shows that third-party actors
outspend official parties and
candidates and operate with
higher campaign efficiency.

v

The absence of regulatory
obligations for these actors
creates an accountability gap,
allowing opaque financial
entanglements and
unaccounted influence to
persist.
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What are rare-earth elements and why is
everyone looking for them?

Even when they are not very scarce in the earth’s crust, they tend to be spread out in low concentrations and mixed together in the same minerals,

so they are difficult to separate; however, countries worldwide are interested in acquiring them because they are crucial for many green technologies

Vasudevan Mukunth

are-earth elements are a set of

metallic elements in the

periodic table. Chemists

usually refer to a group of 17
elements when they use this label: the 15
lanthanides from lanthanum to lutetium,
and scandium and yttrium. In most
classroom periodic tables, the
lanthanides are shown as a separate row
placed beneath the main periodic table.
Scandium and yttrium lie in the main
table, in Group 3, above and near the
transition metals.

Even when they’re not very scarce in
the earth’s crust, they tend to be spread
out in low concentrations and mixed
together with each other in the same
minerals, so they’re difficult and
expensive to separate. However, countries
worldwide are interested in acquiring
them because they're crucial for
high-performance magnets, specialised
lighting and optics, catalysts, and other
components that underpin many green
technologies and electronics.

History and technology

The rare-earth elements are scandium,
yttrium, lanthanum, cerium,
praseodymium, neodymium,
prometheum, samarium, europium,
gadolinium, terbium, dysprosium,
holmium, erbium, thulium, ytterbium,
and lutetium.

They're called ‘rare earths’ for
historical reasons. “Earth” was an old
chemistry term for oxide powders and
many of these elements were first
identified as oxides from which they
couldn’t be isolated easily.

However, people often use the term
‘rare-earth’ loosely, leading to confusion.
Some use ‘rare-earths’ to mean only the
lanthanides. Some others bundle
rare-earths with ‘strategic’ or ‘critical’
elements such as lithium, cobalt, gallium,
and germanium even though the latter
aren’t rare-earth elements.

Rare-earth elements show up in many
contemporary technologies because of
their useful electrical, magnetic and/or
optical behaviour. One particularly
important application is as permanent
magnets.

Neodymium-iron-boron magnets,
which are the world’s most common
magnet type involving a rare-earth
element, are used in motors and
generators.

Phosphors — substances that emit light
when irradiated — also incorporate
europium and terbium while dopants in
lasers and optical devices (including in
fibre optics) use neodymium and erbium.
Rare-earth elements are also used in
catalysts, glass and ceramics, polishing
powders, and other specialised materials.

Magnetic chemistry
In permanent magnets, rare-earth atoms
have electrons in the 4f shell that behave
differently from the other electrons. The
4f electrons are relatively more localised,
meaning they stay close to the nucleus,
whereas the other electrons become
‘smeared out’ when they become part of
bonds in a solid. As a result, the 4f
electrons maintain a strong magnetic
moment, i.e., they behave very faithfully
like small magnets. An atom with multiple
electrons like this also behaves more
strongly like a magnet.

Every good permanent magnet needs
to have two things: a large magnetisation,

Rare-earth axnde powders are typically heavy and gritty; clockwise from top-centre: praseodymium,

cerium, and

meaning many atomic magnetic moments
can line up in the same direction to make
astrong overall field; and stability, which
means once the magnetic moments line
up, they don’t easily get knocked out of
alignment by heat, vibrations or even an
opposing magnetic field.

Rare-earth atoms have both. Their 4f
electrons can carry relatively large
magnetic moments, so they can
contribute to strong magnetisation. And
because these electrons are localised as
well as closely align with the crystal’s
preferred direction (due to a property
called magnetocrystalline anisotropy)
they can ‘pin’ the magnetisation down.
Motors and generators that use such
magnets thus work efficiently even at high
speeds and high temperatures.

Rare-elements are also good phosphors
because they produce sharp, stable
colours. The idea is to supply energy to
such a phosphor at a frequency its 4f
electrons are likely to absorb. When they
do, the electrons get excited, then
de-excited, reemitting the excess energy
at a different (but fixed) frequency. We see
this emission as light.

Because the 4f electrons sit relatively
close to the nucleus, they’re partly
shielded from the surrounding solid by
the outer electrons. So the exact energy
levels of the 4f electrons aren’t much
affected by the crystal they're inside. The
light the 4f electrons emit is also
concentrated in a small slice of the visible
spectrum instead of being a mix of
colours.

Rare-earths v. oil

Rare-earth ore deposits that can be mined
in an economically feasible way are
usually found in a few pockets of rock and
soil rather than being spread evenly.
Companies start by looking for minerals
that carry rare-earth elements in higher
concentrations, such as bastnsite and
monazite, or for certain clay deposits in
which rare-earth ions are loosely held on
the surface of clay particles.

Many mines are open-pit since these
minerals are usually dispersed through
large volumes of rock and the ore has to
be dug out, crushed, and moved in bulk.
This is also where some of the
environmental complications of
rare-earth element value chains first
appear: some minerals occur alongside

PUBLIC DOMAIN

thorium or uranium, so the waste rock
needs to be handled carefully. Mines may
also need copious amounts of water and
specific chemicals to produce an initial
concentrate.

This said, while both rare-earth
elements and crude oil have to be
extracted and processed before use, the
processing step is significantly different —
so much so that for rare-earth elements it
has emerged as a strategic element.

Arefinery uses physical separation
plus some chemical reactions to refine
crude. Fractional distillation, the main
step, works because hydrocarbons’
boiling points are spread out, so just
heating and condensing the crude can
separate its constituents efficiently at
industrial scale.

On the other hand, rare-earth
producers start with solids that contain
many elements together, and they must
be separated at very high purity for
applications. The problem is that
neighbouring rare-earth ions behave
similarly in solution, so the corresponding
separation process is voluminous and
energy-intensive.

Second, a magnet maker doesn’t want
any or all rare-elements but a specific
oxide or metal, of a minimum purity. If a
separator is short on one element or can’t
deliver the required purity, the factory
can’t switch one element for another. In
the oil industry, however, refineries can
swap feedstocks and trade intermediates
at scale.

Midstream menace

After mining, the first goal is to make a
smaller, richer product. This begins with
beneficiation: physically processing the
ore to separate more valuable mineral
grains from the less. Workers crush and
grind the ore to free the grains, then use
flotation, magnets or gravity to separately
collect different concentrates. The
resulting concentrate will still contain
many rare-earth elements together, plus
other unwanted elements.

Next is chemical cracking, where the
producer breaks the rare-earth minerals
apart using strong acids or bases or high
temperature, converting them into a form
that dissolves more easily.

Third is leaching. The cracked material
is mixed with a liquid, often an acidic
solution, so the rare-earth atoms move

into the liquid as ions. Then the producer
separates the liquid from the remaining
solids; this liquid contains a mixture of all
rare-earth ions dissolved together plus
some impurities.

The hardest step is separating this
mixture into individual rare-
elements of high purity because these
elements often have the same common
charge (usually +3) and their ions are
similar in size. In a simple chemical
reaction, then, the ions behave in roughly
the same way.

Industry thus uses a technique called
solvent extraction instead. The leach
solution is repeatedly brought in contact
with an organic solvent that doesn’t mix
with water. The solvent contains
molecules that prefer to bind with certain
rare-earth ions slightly more than others.
When the two liquids touch and separate,
a little more of one rare-earth element
moves into the solvent than its
neighbours do. The difference is small, so
producers run the liquids through many
stages in a row, until the process
separates the elements one by one and
each element has been collected ina
separate stream at high purity.

Producers finally recover the elements
from the liquid as a solid by precipitation:
they add a compound that bonds with the
rare-earth ions and becomes insoluble,
falling out of the solution as a solid. The
solids are filtered and washed, then
heated to remove the water and some
other substances, to finally yield a
rare-earth oxide. The elements are
usually stored and transported as these
oxides.

Ifa manufacturer needs an element as
ametal, the oxide is subjected to a
reduction reaction in which the oxygen
atoms react away from the oxide.

Some rare-earth ores contain thorium
or uranium, which can make some waste
streams radioactive and harder to store
safely. Acids and bases can also create
hazardous wastes if they aren’t captured,
treated, and recycled properly.

China’s dominance

Because rare-earth elements’ midstream
refinement is so arduous, a country can
have substantial deposits in the ground
but still have to depend on other
countries if it doesn’t have the means to
convert the ore into rare-earth oxides.

According to the U.S. Geological
Survey’s Mineral Commodity Summaries,
the world has more than 90 million
tonnes of rare-earth-oxide equivalent.
Some notable national reserves include
China (44 million tonnes, MT), Brazil (21
MT), India (6.9 MT), Australia (5.7 MT),
Russia (3.8 MT), Vietnam (3.5 MT), the
U.S. (1.9 MT), and Greenland (1.5 MT).
Note: these estimates exclude scandium.

On December 23, Japan announced
that in January and February 2026, it
would excavate mud rich in rare-earth
elements from 6 km underwater off
Minamitori Island.

The International Energy Agency has
estimated that China’s position is
especially strong in separation and
refining, accounting for around 91% of
global production, and around 94% of the
production of sintered rare-earth
permanent magnets.

Since many green technologies require
motors, generators, and other hardware
where high-performance magnets are
crucial, countries are focusing on building
refining and magnet-making capacity,
rather than just approving new mines.
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THE DAILY QUIZ

Please send in your answers to

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Mongolia is celebrating its Independence Day today. Here is a quiz on the Asian nation

V. V. Ramanan

A 12067
QUESTION 1

Mongolia is the largest
landlocked country that
does not border an inland
sea. Between which two
big nations is it located?

[N
QUESTION 5

diet?
QUESTION 2

What is the ‘Morin Khuur'
in the context of the
nation’s art and culture?

[N
QUESTION 6

QUESTION 3
Name the Capital of

literally mean?

QUESTION 4
How does one better
know the famous warrior
Temujin, who unified the
CcM
K

QUESTION 7

warring steppe tribes at a
great council (kurultai) in

What is the name of the
traditional fermented
mare’s milk drink that is a
staple of the Mongolian

One of the most critically
endangered animals on the
planet (with only about
30-35 left in the wild) is the
‘Mazaalai' Its common
Mongolia and what does it | name comes from a big
feature in the Mongolian
landscape. What is it?

[N

What do a ‘deel’ and a ‘ger’
mean to a Mongolian?

[N
Visual Question:

What is the symbol on the Mongolian National Flag called?

Questions and Answers to the
previous day’s daily quiz: 1. In which
village and province was Mao Zedong
born? Ans: Shaoshan, Hunan.

2. Which influential early essay by Mao
examined physical education and
national strength? Ans: A Study of
Physical Culture (1917)

3. What was the name of the arduous
1934-35 retreat that became symbolic of
Chinese communist endurance? Ans:
The Long March

4. Which poetic work was written by Mao
in 1936, soon after the Long March? Ans:
Snow: To the Tune of Chin Yuan Chun
5. How old was Mao at the time of his
death in 19762 Ans: 82 years old
Visual: This 1971 painting by Tang Xiao
calls back to Mao's famous 1966 swim
across China’s longest river. Identify this
river. Ans: Yangtze River

Early Birds: Tamal Biswas | Parimal Das
| Vidyasagar Reddy Kethiri | Surojit Pal |
Piyali Tuli

KNOW YOUR ENGLISH

The flat is
going to cost
her a bomb

Luckily for her. her parents have
very deep pockets

S. Upendran

“You're watching the news? That's very
unusual, indeed! Thought you hated it.”

“Ido hate it. Always leaves me feeling
depressed.”

“If that’s the case, why are you
watching it now?”

“Was switching channels when I saw
my cousin, Saroja. Ended up watching her
interview with Rajdeep. She sounded very
bullish about winning the upcoming...”

“Bullish? Does it mean to sound rather
confident?”

“Very good! When you're bullish about
something, you're very optimistic about
it. This is one of the meanings of the
word.”

“Isee! In other words, when you're
“bullish’, you're quite confident that you
will be successful in whatever it is you're
doing. In this case, your cousin is quite
confident of winning the election.”

“Exactly! My boss is very bullish about
the two products the company is
launching next month.”

“Meaning, he’s quite confident they’ll
be successful. How about this example?
Sunitha is very bullish about getting a
promotion.”

“She’s always in a bullish mood.”

“That’s true. She’s always positive.
Gives everyone hope.”

“True! She’s quite bullish that the bank
will approve her loan. She’s keen on
buying a four-bedroom flat near...”

“The flat! She showed it to me last
week. It’s beautiful, but looks really
expensive.”

“Itis! It’s going to cost her a bomb!”

“Cost her a bomb? Does it mean that
it’s very expensive?”

“Very good! The expression ‘cost a
bomb’ is used in informal contexts. When
you say the house costs a bomb, what
you're suggesting it costs a lot. Here’s an
example. The tickets for the World Cup
final must have cost Amit a bomb.”

“He can easily afford them. Have you
seen the designer clothes he wears? I'm
sure they cost a bomb.”

“It’s also possible to say ‘spend a
bomb’, ‘save a bomb’ ‘worth a bomb’, etc.
I'm sure Sunitha will spend a bomb
furnishing the new apartment.”

“Let’s hope that Sunitha gets the loan
from the bank.”

“Even if she doesn’t get the loan, |
don’t think it matters. She’ll end up
buying it.”

“How’s that possible?”

“Dom’t you know that her parents have
very deep pockets?”

“What does it mean?”

“When you say that someone has deep
pockets, what you're suggesting is that the
individual is wealthy.”

“Since his pockets are deep, he can put
alot of money in them!”

“Exactly! Many of the families in this
neighbourhood have deep pockets.”

“There’s no one in my family who has
deep pockets.”

“That's a good example. The
expression can be used with corporations
as well. A company that has substantial
financial resources is said to have deep
pockets. For example, Ashwin has been
asking companies with deep pockets to
fund his project.”

“I'm sure some company with deep
pockets will help him out.”

“Dream on!”
upendrankye@gmail.com

Word of the day

Credence:
belief in or acceptance of something as true

Synonyms: certainty, trust, conviction

Usage: The news report gave credence to
the claim.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/credencepro

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /kredans/

N
A4
For feedback and suggestions for
Text & Context, please write to

letters@thehindu.co.in
with the subject ‘Text & Context'
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The history Bangladesh must not forget

In 1971, India did far more than fight a war. It sheltered over 10 million Bangladeshi refugees, bore enormous human and
economic costs, and delivered one of the most decisive military victories in modern history — the liberation of Bangladesh

Myanmar casts a sham
ballot amid repression

Peace in Myanmar will come only through dialogue, g — 7 = e : e T
inclusion, and an end to impunity — not through a » £ M ; l ‘m \ ¥
democratic farce orchestrated by the junta = BHOPU;‘NDS;: S
S

Myanmar, a country at war with itself, is going through
hustings, but there are no cheers there. The whole exercise is
designed by generals to give them a semblance of legitimacy,
however flimsy. Myanmar is a broken country today, governed
by a military junta with brute force that has alienated vast
sections of its citizens and rules with an iron fist, though itis
facing a tough time as rebels have grown stronger and its
authority has been seriously undermined.

Myanmar’s generals are staging an election under the
shadow of guns. It is less a democratic exercise than political
theatre - an attempt to cloak continued military rule with a
veneer of legitimacy nearly five years after the 2021 coup that
toppled Aung San Suu Kyi's elected government.

With voting cancelled in large areas of the country,
opposition parties barred, and the National League for
Democracy dissolved, the outcome is predictable.

The election is taking place against the backdrop of a brutal
civil war that has killed an estimated 90,000 people and
displaced over 3.5 million. In many regions, there is no
c igning, no public eng
citizens who see the ballot as irrelevant to their daily struggle

for survival. Myanmar's military is indulging in air strikes on its
own people, burning villages and attacking with drones to stay
in power. An election held amid such violence cannot unify the

country; it risks hardening divisions and prolonging conflict.

and little interestamong

India hosted over 10 million Bangladeshi
refugees following the genocide by Pakistani
forces, who accounted for 3 million Bengali
deaths, as per official Bangladeshi records. The
Indian Government recorded 3,842 Indian
soldiers as having been killed and 9,851
wounded in the 1971 Indo-Pak War (an estimat-
ed 8,000-9,000 Pakistani soldiers were killed,
and 93,000 were taken prisoners). Besides the
incalculable human cost that India sacrificed,
it wily-nilly funded the creation of “Bangladesh”
with its own government expenditure, with
reallocated budgetary spends and the subse-
quent creation of a Bangladesh Relief Fund.
The doyen of the Bangladeshi Freedom
Movement, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, was to
generously acknowledge, “The people of
Bangladesh will remember forever the sacri-
fices of the Indian people and soldiers,” and
that, "Without India's support, our indepen-
dence would not have been possible.” In
what might seem surreal today, given the per-
ception being sought to be created by the dis-
pensation of the day in Bangladesh, Mujibur
Rahman had bluntly said, “India stood by us
in our darkest hour.” But as the wounded and
recorded history of Bangladesh is getting cal-
lously and falsely reimagined, and Mujibur

the action against the Portuguese in Goa.
Leading the famous 50 Para Brigade that was
brazenly airdropped into Goa, stunning the
Portuguese with its furious pace and spirit,
Sagat's brilliant leadership shone as he

and kinetic bluntness that not only caught the
enemy by surprise, but even Sagat's own
Headquarters, who struggled to keep pace
with his guts, moves, and grit.

His crossing of the Meghna River was

True, Beijing’s brokering of ceasefires and pressure on ethnic Rahman himself is getting demonised, the IF THERE IS seized fleeting opportunities to press ahead, ~fraught with risk, but the man was destined
armed groups has slowed rebel momentum. Yet these gains are outcome of the "new history” in Bangladesh ONE PERSON cavalierly and fearlessly. to back his instinct, and he pressed on like a
limited and fragile. Large parts of Myanmar — particularly could fail so many countless heroes, even on THAT THE Later, commanding the 17th Mountain man possessed, and soon, troops from his 4
Rakhine, Kachin, and border areas - remain beyond effective the Indian side. BANGLADESHIS Division, Sagat was to “hit” the Chinese ina Corps entered Dhaka. Like in all previous
state control. China's role reflects its overriding concern: stability Regrettably, those who delivered what is OWE THEIR way they never imagined combats, Sagat would always trust his
along its border and protection of strategic economic corridors oftej\ c_a]led the lndlan‘Alrme_d Forces’ “Finest SALVATION after the 1962 operations — T !1unch and go ﬂag out for total victory,

he Indian O For Beiii he election off Day" —i.e., the most decisive victory (the largest the Chinese had unknow- ’TI . instead of resorting to safer means of
to the Indian Ocean. For Beijing, the election offers surrender since World War Il) — went unsung. FROM THE ingly stepped on a man (/Je C{ 1ONELY pitter-patter, as conventionally
predictability, not democracy. Russia and India, too, have Beyond the human and moral underpinnings BRUTALITY OF who knew no fear. c ordered. It is only due to the unmiti-
offered explicit support to the process, while Western nations of the victory, 1971 remains an unprecedent- THE PAKISTANI Disregarding all official gated dare and fury of such combat
dismiss it as a sham but have largely failed to engage ed (and under-recognised) saga in militaristic ARMY - IT IS THE calls for caution, restraint, commanders that the odds can be
ingfully with 5 forces or address the professionalism for its tactical genius, lightning- - and even withdrawal from certain forward defied, as his instinct, talent, and untamed
humanitarian (a!as(n; h g " B speed campaign, and sheer valour. UNPARALLELED posts, the barrel-chested Sagatrefusedtobe ferocity as a combat leader remain
phe unfolding daily. The resultis a , A

d h i aims leqiti One such hero who never really got enough HEROICS OF cowed down and bloodied the Chinese nose unmatched.
angerous v.a(uum ~onew ere? ‘e.)unta claims: ggmmacy, credit for his unprecedented heroics in the LT GEN SAGAT at Nathu La. As a Major General, Sagat kept Ifthere is one person that the Bangladeshis
rebels remain fragmented, and civilians pay the price. Indian "uniform” (including in the creation of SINGH hitting back at the Chinese to seta new tem- owe their salvation from the brutality of the

For India, the stakes are high. Myanmar is a critical
neighbour, sharing a long and sensitive border with India's
Northeast. Instability leads to refugee flows, arms trafficking,
and insurgent linkages across borders. While New Delhi’s
pragmatic engagement with the junta is driven by security
concerns and competition with China, India's own democratic
credentials give it leverage — and responsibility — to push fora
more inclusive political dialogue, expanded humanitarian

Bangladesh in 1971) is the legend of Lt Gen Sagat
Singh. He goes down in the glorious annals of
Indian military history as perhaps the only
General in the Indian Army who never lost a
battle he partook in. Hailing from a martial
stock of fearsome Rathore warriors of the
Rajputana deserts, Sagat was to naturally
join the profession of arms. The die-hard
soldier in him saw a certain inexplicable pro-

The writer, a military
veteran, is a former Lt

Govemor of Andaman &
Nicobar Islands and
Puducherry

plate of Indian soldiering for the Chinese to
fear, for posterity. As always, the incorrigible
audacity to defy orders in order to hold his
ground, stare the enemy in the eye, and attack
furiously as he pleased typified Sagat's gen-
eralship.

After vanquishing the Portuguese and the
Chinese forces, the pivotal moment of Sagat's
patent dash and bold style of leadership was

Pakistani Army, it is the unparalleled heroics
of Lt Gen Sagat Singh. Sadly and unbelievably
(perhaps owing to his unconventional and
incorrigible military genius), Sagat was denied
a military gallantry award, when many far less
deserving got credit for the creation of
Bangladesh.

Today, Bangladesh is incredulously reimag-
ining its own history and succumbing to the

access, and protection of civilians, particularly in border regions. clivity for daredevilry and unconventional © coitpioneer reserved for the 1971 Indo-Pak War, as his 4  very forces (read: religious extremists) who
The wider international community must move beyond means that brooked no justification for inac- Corps smashed its way to Dhaka to deliver the undertook the bloody genocide barely 54
A tion or failure — he always delivered, whatev- € @LtRajputs Indian Armed Forces' “Finest Day". In the 14-  years back. When they can thanklessly ques-

rhetorical condemnation. Sanctions alone will not end the war,

but neither will quiet acquiescence. Myanmar's future can be

secured only through inclusion, not through stealing a mandate

in the most brazen way.

v
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er the task and whatever the odds.

His meteoric rise was seemingly preor-
dained, and his first big moment to honour the
warrior’s call came with the opportunity to lead

@ e pioneer

day Indo-Pak War, Sagat was to redefine the
ing of speed, fortitude, and combat

command, as he pieced together his moves
with clinical precision, unorthodox means,

tion India today, there is little hope that they
would recognise the few like Lt Gen Sagat
Singh, who staked their own lives to liberate
Bangladesh.

When classrooms fail, look first at the staffroom
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Along-billed vulture named J132 that was released in Pench Tiger Reserve has

travelled nearly 750 km to Anjaneri hills in Nashik district
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PROTECT ARAVALIS BEYOND NARROW AND
FLAWED LEGAL DEFINITIONS

The official definition of the
Aravali hills remains vague and
contested. The idea that only hills
higher than one hundred metres,
or two in a line within five
hundred metres, should qualify as
Aravali defies logic and common
sense. It is welcome that the apex
court has taken up the matter suo
motu in the backdrop of rising
public protests.

Whether an area is formally
included in the Aravali range or
not, its ecological integrity must
not be compromised. India has
repeatedly witnessed the
consequences of mindless mining
and unplanned construction:
floods, landslides, heat-isiand
effects, water scarcity, and long-
term degradation of soils and
forests. These outcomes follow
from violating nature’s limits.

The Aravalis, acting as natural
barriers against desertification
and dust storms across a vast

region, deserve firm protection in
return. Sustainable preservation
of the ecosystem must take
precedence over short-term
commercial gain. Once damaged,
such landscapes cannot easily be
restored. Sound policy demands
scientific mapping, strict
enforcement, community
participation, and transparent
environmental impact
assessments. Urban planners
should integrate green buffers
into development plans.
Education and public awareness
can build local stewardship and
reduce illegal quarrying. One
cannot be penny wise and pound
foolish when dealing with
nature's capital, on which
livelihoods, climate resilience,
and public health uitimately
depend.
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As the academic year draws to a close, schools across the
country move into a familiar ritual of wrapping up.
Annual reports are prepared, achievements listed, pho-
tographs chosen and stories of progress assembled with
care. This end-of-year exercise is meant to signal reflection
and accountability, yet what is often missing is any serious
examination of staffroom culture, even though it has a direct
bearing on teaching quality, staff morale and the stabili-
ty of classrooms.
The staffroom is sometimes treated as an informal space,
butin practice it operates as the emotional and profession-
al centre of a school, shaping daily interactions and influ-
encing how teaching unfolds.

When classrooms begin to struggle, explanations are

usually located outside the institution. Students are said
to be distracted, parents are labelled demanding, technol-
ogy is blamed for shrinking attention spans, and curricu-
la described as excessive. What is rarely acknowledged is
that teaching is not a neutral or mechanical activity: it is
deeply emotional and relational, shaped by
the conditions in which teachers work.

appears as intolerance of dissent, unclear decision-
making, uneven accountability and recognition that pri-
oritises visibility over substance. Control is confused with
authority, speed mistaken for effectiveness. Meetings
become rituals of agreement, and teachers learn that com-

pliance carries fewer risks than judgement.

Fear gradually becomes the organising prin-
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Over time, the staffroom becomes an invis- Ebt (‘]Jlonger ciple, even as it erodes trust and initiative.
C

ible curriculum, passing on unspoken rules
about hierarchy, endurance and who is
valued. When this space is marked by selec-
tive recognition, performative compliance, suppressed dis-
agreement and quiet acceptance of fatigue, problems do
notappear suddenly; they accumulate. By the final term,
many teachers are not only tired but emotionally drained.

under such conditions, teaching changes in subtle ways.
Patience narrows, experimentation feels risky, and lessons
drift towards routine c( ionrather than
The focus shifts to finishing the syllabus instead of
responding to pupils. Young people quickly sense incon-
sistency among adults. Their reaction may be indifference,
withdrawal or passive resistance. What is labelled class-
room disorder is often the outcome of professional envi-
ronments that have already weakened teachers' sense of
safety and purpose.

Leadership has a decisive role in maintaining or chal-
lenging these cultures. It is rarely dramatic. More often it

Alongside this is peer complicity: staffrooms

can turn into spaces where gossip replaces

support, average performance is defended in
the name of harmony, and strong work is resented for dis-
turbing a fragile balance.

Ifyear-end reflection is to matter, it mustaddress these
realities. Identifying warning signs requires honesty and
courage. Superficial wellness programmes or student-
centred initiatives cannot offset environments that
exhaust teachers. When staffroom culture improves,
other changes follow. Teachers regain confidence, collab-
oration strengthens, and classrooms become steadier.
Discipline grows preventive rather than reactive, innova-
tion feels shared, and learning recovers direction because
educators are no longer working in survival mode for pupils,
teachers, and families across the school community in the
year ahead.

[ The witeris an educator and a councillor ]
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Reading Assam electoral roll deletions

The deletion of 10.56 lakh names from Assam’s draft
electoral rolls has caused anxiety, yet the situation
deserves a steadier reading. Electoral rolls are living doc-
uments that must mirror present reality rather than pre-
serve residue. Available figures suggest that most dele-
tions concern deaths, migration, duplicate entries, and
cases before Foreigners' Tribunals. These are not arbi-
trary exclusions but outcomes of house-to-house ver-
ification long delayed by many States.

The real issue is less deletion than correction. Any
large revision will produce errors at the margins, and
there the system must slow down and listen. Clear com-
munication, reasonable notice, and accessible hearing
desks are essential. Elderly voters and those who have
shifted within districts should not face repeated travel
or heavy paperwork. Simple steps will help: mobile
camps, extended deadlines, and clearer guidance on
Forms 6,7, and 8 in local languages. Experience shows
confusion spreads when officials are rushed and
voters uninformed. Calm explanations at ward level
prevent fear. Transparency is not only publishing
numbers but making procedures intelligible. A credi-
ble election rests on two pillars: clean rolls and confi-
dence. One cannot stand without the other.

AMYILSAMI | TAMIL NADU

Screen addiction: Health crisis in the making

Children's stubborn behaviour today is shaped less by
natural immaturity and more by growing screen
addiction. Television, mobile phones, and streaming car-
toons dominate daily routines, disturbing eating
habits, sleep patterns, and outdoor play. Over time this
leads to headaches, cervical pain, poor concentration,
irritability, and emotional imbalance. Another serious
concern is the nature of available content. Many pro-
grammes are deliberately designed to be addictive,
chasing ratings and online views rather than children’s
psychological well-being. Entertainment slowly
becomes dependency, quietly harming physical and
mental health. The answer is not punishment but con-
scious parenting. Screen time must be limited, super-
vised, and balanced with real life. Parents should encour-
age conversation, storytelling, reading, outdoor games,
and creative activities.

These habits nurture imagination, emotional stabil-
ity, social skills, and self-control. Schools, too, can guide
families through awareness sessions and model
healthy digital use. Community campaigns that involve
teachers, doctors, and counsellors can reinforce con-
sistent rules at home. Without timely action, screens
will turn deeply harmful indeed for the next generation.

AMRITLAL MARU | INDORE

The journey of CBSE

In daily life we learn continually, drawing on journals,
books, newspapers, and many other sources. We are
often curious about the history behind familiar names.
One such example is the Central Board of Secondary
Education. The board was first established in 1929 during
British rule as the Board of High School and Intermediate
Education, Rajputana, to serve schools in the regions
of Ajmer, Merwara, Central India, and Gwalior, partic-
ularly for the children of transferable government
employees. It was reorganised and renamed CBSE in
1952 to bring greater uniformity in school education
across diverse regions.

In 1962 it was further restructured to serve a wider
student population, introducing more common syllabus-
es for all. It subsequently emerged as India’s national
school board. Several State boards have since aligned
their patterns to CBSE to improve quality and compa-
rability in teaching and assessment. Following the NCERT
syllabus, CBSE has become a backbone of school edu-
cation for millions of Indian students. CBSE-affiliated
schools now function in many foreign countries,
giving the board a significant global presence and con-
tinuing relevance in Indian education today, both aca-
demically and administratively for stakeholders

S. SANKARANARAYANAN
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The 100 metre death warrant for Aravali mountain range

A fundamental question is: can an ancient, ecologically fragile and already degraded mountain system like the Aravali be defined by a rigid geometric benchmark, or does such a definition

risk withdrawing protection from large parts of the landscape, thereby enabling mining, real estate expansion and irreversible ecological harm?
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Abig controversy has erupted in the country
on the recent order of the Supreme Court
delivered on 20th November 2025 on the def-
inition of the Aravali mountain range based
on 100-metre height as a limiting factor to
define the mountain range and set some
conditions for mining. While reading the
judgement it is quite clear that the report
of the experts and the Ministry of
Environment, Forest and Climate Change
was vociferously criticised by the Amicus
Curiae, Mr K. Parmeshwar, during his presen-
tation, who inter alia said that the 100-metre
criteria to define the Aravali will seriously
impact the ecology of the entire region. The
Additional Solicitor General, on behalf of the
Central Government, dismissed it as more
an emotional opposition and argued that
Rajasthan is already using the 100-metre
height in defining this mountain range
and said it is necessary to have a common
criterion for the entire mountain system. The
Court, therefore, decided to accept the
report of the government and issued this
order which has caused an unprecedented
backlash.

An appeal has been filed in the Supreme
Court against this order, which will be taken
up appropriately by a new Bench. | have also
heard the debate on TV between the
Republic Editor, Mr Arnab Goswami, and the
former Chief Justice of India, Justice Gavai,
who wrote the decision. | have also gone
through the statement of Mr Bhupender
Yadav, Forest and Environment Minister,
who claimed that 90 per cent of the Aravali
will be better protected with this order. This
author was engaged by the Supreme Court
in the year 2011 as Director-General of the
Indian Council of Forestry Research and
Education (ICFRE) to inquire into and
conduct EIA on the Karnataka mining
scandal, which was a big emotional issue
there due to allegations of illegal mining, and
I know for sure how different lobbies in the
State operate and how emotional people
were for and against mining, including
allegedly some foreign hands. This case is
still far more serious than the Karnataka and
Goa cases because of repeated instances of
illegal miningand illegal construction by the

THE real-estate builders and miners in cohort
FUNDAMENTAL  with powerful political powers over the
FLAW THIS TIME VYears in the States of Haryana and
WITH ALL Rajasthan. The Secretary-led committee
failed to gauge the seriousness of the sit-
ACTORS WAS uation, especially on its mandate of first
IGNORING THE rotecting the environment. Now let us
P
passionately, in a neutral manner,
LANDSCAPE s e
examine the current controversy.
IN;SIOCQF(I:II\‘ES AAII\}]D First of all, on the positive side, but for
G this defining Aravali over 100-metre
ARTIFICIAL WAY  height, which effectively means thata 30-
OF RAJASTHAN storey building's size of hill will not be
TO DEFINE THE named as Aravali, the
LANDSCAPE Supreme Court's operative

The writer is former IFS
officer and Chairman
Centre for Resource
Management &amp;
Environment
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illegal mining.

partofthe order to prepare a
sustainable mining strategy
through ICFRE will definitely
help check rampant mining, illegal mining
and other constructions if implemented
judiciously, and will definitely check

Now let us focus on how and why this
extension of the 100-metre criterion of
Rajasthan was brought to all States of the
Aravali range and why it is a flawed
concept in the midst of strong public
opinion about damages to the Aravali by
mining and buildings. The Supreme Court
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had therefore fallen on the wrong side
when it first set up a committee under the
Chairmanship of the Secretary of the
Environment Ministry while at the same
time it has an expert body as CEC and FS|
at its beck and call. However, the Forest
Survey of India as well as the Central
Empowered Committee (CEC) was includ-
ed as its member, but finally their views
were not taken into account as FS report-
edly opposed this 100-metre criterion,
arguing thatif this definition is accepted,
91 per cent of Aravali hills will not be
Aravali. This is because the
FSl conducted a mapping exer-
cise of Aravali to assist the
Empowered

Committee (CEC) and the
Supreme Court. The FSI mapped 12,081 hills
in the Aravali region. Their analysis
revealed that only 1,048 — just 8.7 per cent
— met the strict “100-metre above local
relief” criterion. The Union Environment
Ministry has not disputed these numbers.
Instead, they have disputed the interpre-
tation, arguing that the new definition
effectively protects the entire hill complex
(including slopes and clusters) even if indi-
vidual peaks do not meet the 100-metre

oppose the government.

etc.

its adjoining areas.

height threshold. The Supreme Court,
while accepting the expert committee
report, ordered a freeze on all new mining
leases until the Ministry and the Indian
Council of Forestry Research and
Education (ICFRE) finalise a sustainable
mining plan, like it did in Karnataka and
other States. The CEC has been acting as
awatchdog for the Supreme Court, butin
this case the Court did not accept its
advice. CEC should have filed an affidavit
in the Court, unlike the FSI which is
under the Ministry and cannot per se

The Supreme Court has been engaged
for long on Aravali cases and on several
occasions prevented damage to the
Aravali by ordering demolition of buildings

The outrage of people is more on
account of loss of protection due to the
combined clout of greedy mining and
builders’ lobby and the resultant spread
of desert further eastward towards Delhi,
biodiversityjwildlife corridor loss and
drying up of water resources for Delhi and

One of the points administrators, busi-
ness tycoons and many politicians miss is

FIRST
olumn

the fact that the Aravali is not a solid wall
but a series of ridges and gaps and is
already degraded. Further, in districts like
Sikar and |hunjhunu in Rajasthan, many
ridges are only 40 to 60 metres high.
Under the 100-metre rule, these are no
longer hills. These low ridges are the
primary barrier against the Thar Desert's
eastward drift, as the wind tunnels created
by mining will carry the sand eastwards
to Delhi. It is also true that hills in
Mahendragarh and Alwar are being
degraded and lowered by mining. The
Alwar-Bhiwadi Belt is a vital wildlife cor-
ridor for leopards and other wildlife
moving from Sariska. Many “transit
hillocks” here are low-lying, and they will
all be lost with this definition. Under the
100-metre definition, many of these
mineral-rich but low-elevation blocks in
Chittorgarh and Udaipur will now be
legally classified as plain.

This writer thinks that all these facts are
known to CEC and the Court and to the
public. The geomorphology should have
been the criterion rather than the geom-
etry in order to save this two-billion-year-
old ancient mountain range.

The fundamental flaw this time with all
actors was ignoring the landscape intri-
cacies and adopting an artificial way of
Rajasthan to define the landscape. It was
simply a case of ignoring common sense.
The Expert Committee adopted the
Rajasthan example in a bureaucratic
manner to have a uniform criterion across
all States, conveniently ignoring the pos-
sibility of backlash.

This writer is a firm supporter of devel-
opment and scientifically and environ-
mentally sustainable mining. Mining and
real estate are necessary for social and
economic criteria without damaging
nature. Had the Supreme Court agreed
with the 3-degree slope recommendation
of CEC, the order dated 20th November
would have been a landmark decision on
the future planned developmental activ-
ities in Aravali.

Considering the backlash the govern-
ment had to face, on 24th December 2025
the government stopped all mining activ-
ities in Aravali. To ensure modification in
the Supreme Court order, the Ministry
should file an affidavit in the Court to agree
with the CEC recommendation for treat-
ing Aravali hills beyond 3-degree slope, The
sustainable management plan should be
not only for mining but all developmen-
tal activities in the Aravali range. A minor
correction in the Court order will save

Navika Sagar Parikrama: A voyage of women
empowerment and maritime diplomacy

s

On October 2, 2024, the Indian Navy launched a
mission that quietly yet powerfully redefined the
intersection of adventure, national resolve, and
diplomacy. Under the banner of Navika Sagar
Parikrama Il (NSP 1l), Lieutenant Commander Dilna
K and Lieutenant Commander Roopa A set sail
on a historic circumnavigation of the globe —an
expedition that would span eight demanding
months, cover more than 25,500 nautical miles,
and conclude with their return to India on 29 May
2025.

Along the way, they made strategic port calls
at Fremantle in Australia, Lyttelton in New
Zealand, Port Stanley in the Falkland Islands, and
Cape Town in South Africa. This remarkable
voyage was far more than a test of seamanship
and endurance. It was a visible assertion of India’s
evolving naval ethos — one that places women
firmly at the centre of operational excellence —
and a sophisticated exercise in maritime diplo-
macy. Through a single sailing vessel and a two-
officer crew, the Indian Navy projected confi-
dence, capability, and commitment to global
engagement.

Navika Sagar Parikrama is a mission steeped
in symbolism. “Navika" signifies a woman sailor,
while “Sagar Parikrama” means a complete
oceanic circumnavigation. The first such all-
women mission in 2017-18 aboard INSV Tarini
marked a watershed moment for the Indian Navy.
NSP Il built upon that legacy but raised the bar
further. With only two officers at the helm, the
2024-25 edition demanded heightened levels of
physical stamina, mental resilience, and profes-
sional mastery. Departing from Goa aboard
INSV Tarini, Lt Cdr Dilna and Lt Cdr Roopa
embarked on a journey that tested human
limits as much as nautical skill. They encountered
volatile weather systems, towering waves,
mechanical challenges, and the psychological
strain of prolonged isolation.

The route included crossing the equator twice,
sailing through Point Nemo — the most remote
location on Earth—and rounding three legendary
capes: Cape Leeuwin, Cape Horn, and the Cape
of Good Hope. These waters, notorious in mar-
itime history for their ferocity, demanded preci-
sion, patience, and constant vigilance. Atits heart,
Navika Sagar Parikrama Il stands as a powerful
marker of women's rising role within India's
armed forces. The success of this mission dispels
any lingering doubts about women'’s ability to

operate independently in high-risk, high-respon-
sibility environments. It reinforces a simple but
transformative truth: competence, leadership, and
decision-making are not defined by gender.

Both officers are seasoned naval professionals
trained extensively in navigation, meteorology,
marine engineering, damage control, and survival
at sea. Their selection reflected not symbolism,
butinstitutional confidence in their operational
capability. In doing so, the Navy aligned itself with
broader national aspirations of gender equity —
translating policy intent into visible action on the
world’s oceans.

The impact of their achievement extends well
beyond the naval ity. For

Cape Town marked the final international halt
— a city whose maritime heritage resonates
strongly with India’s historical and contemporary
links to Africa.

For a nation with an extensive coastline and
expanding blue-water ambitions, maritime diplo-
macy is an indispensable tool of foreign policy.
NSP Il exemplified how naval presence can be
exercised without coercion — through dialogue,
cultural exchange, and goodwill. At every port,
India demonstrated respect for international mar-
itime norms, freedom of navigation, and collab-
orative ocean governance.

The mission also strengthened bonds with
Indian diaspora communities, whose engage-
ment added an emotional dimension to the
voyage. These interactions reinforced national
identity abroad and amplified India’s soft-power
narrative through lived experience rather than
formal diplomacy.

Environmental stewardship formed another
quiet but crucial pillar of the mission. Throughout
the circumnavigation, the officers documented
marine biodiversity, monitored plastic pollution,
and collected water samples from diverse
oceanic regions. These samples are now part of

research initi at the National

young women across India, especial-
ly those contemplating careers in
uniformed services or maritime
professions, this mission offers a
compelling example of what is possible. By suc-
ceeding in one of the most demanding nautical
challenges, Dilna and Roopa dismantled stereo-
types in a domain where endurance, intellect, and
adaptability matter far more than physical dis-
tinctions.

Equallysignificant were the mission’s careful-
ly chosen port calls, each serving as a node of
diplomatic engagement. In Fremantle, a major
maritime hub in Australia, the officers interact-
ed with members of the Indian diaspora, local
leaders, and naval counterparts. Invitations
from the Western Australia Parliament, HMAS
stirling, Fremantle Sailing Club, and Ocean Reef
Senior High School reflected the warmth and
strategic depth of India-Australia maritime ties.

In Lyttelton, New Zealand, the engagement
took on an academic and people-centric dimen-
sion. The officers interacted with diplomats, uni-
versity communities, students, and scholars,
underlining India's commitment to outreach in
the South Pacific and its emphasis on education,
research, and shared maritime interests.

The stop at Port Stanley in the Falkland Islands
was perhaps the most distinctive leg of the
journey. Hosted by the local administration, the
officers visited the Falkland Islands Legislati
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Institute of Oceanography, contribut-
ing to a deeper understanding of
ocean health and climate dynamics. By
traversing ecologically fragile zones
such as the Southern Ocean and South Atlantic,
the mission underscored the inseparable link
between maritime security and environmental
security. In their public interactions, the officers
consistently highlighted the urgency of protect-
ing marine ecosystems —a message increasing-
ly central to global maritime discourse.

INSV Tarini's return to India on 29 May 2025 was
marked by a ceremonial welcome attended by
the Hon'ble Defence Minister, the Chief of the
Naval Staff, and senior officials. The occasion for-
mally acknowledged not only the completion of
an extraordinary voyage, but also the profession-
alism, discipline, and leadership displayed
throughout the mission. Navika Sagar Parikrama
Il stands today as more than an endurance sail.
It reflects a confident, forward-looking India— one
that is inclusive in its institutions, assured in its
maritime reach, and responsible in its global
conduct.

Through courage, competence, and
quiet determination, Lt Cdr Dilna K and Lt Cdr
Roopa A did more than circle the globe. They
expanded horizons, redefined possibilities, and
charted a course for future generations of Indian
women — and for India's maritime vision itself.

Assembly and met the Deputy Governor, govern-
ment representatives, and Royal Navy officials,
These interactions reinforced India’s support for
peaceful maritime cooperation and scientific
exchange, even in geographically remote and
strategically sensitive regions.

Commander (D) Kalesh Mohanan is iIvoi
Officer-n-Charge of Naval History © daiwioneer
Division of the Indian Navy. He has ° @TheDailyPioneer
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The retreat of tolerance and
the rise of religious patriotism

JAGMOHAN
SINGH RAJU

As societies across the world retreat into hard-
ened identities, tolerance is giving way to reli-
gious patriotism. From the West to South Asia,
faith is being tied to geography — squeezing
minorities and forcing India to confront a stark
civilisational choice. The year 2025 will be
remembered less for a single dramatic rupture
and more for a quiet but consequential shiftin
the moral grammar of societies across the world.
From North America and Europe to South Asia
and West Asia, the language of pluralism is thin-
ning. In its place is emerging a harder, more ter-
ritorial idea of religious identity. Tolerance, once
projected as a universal virtue, is increasingly
seen as a concession. Replacing it is what may
best be described as religious patriotism — the
fusion of faith with geography, ancestry and
national belonging. This is not a development
confined to one country, one religion, or one
political ideology. It is global, civilisational, and
systemic. Its most visible victims are minorities,
but its deeper consequence is the steady
erosion of the moral space that once allowed
diverse societies to coexist without
demanding cultural conformity.

A Global Turn Inward

Across the Western world, long cele-

brated as the custodian of liberal pluralism, the
: ot
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towards West Asia, and Hinduism is framed as
something that belongs in India and nowhere
else. The implicit message is blunt: practise your
religion where it originated.

Itis civilisational zoning. Once religion is tied
to territory, the politics that follow are rarely
benign. Demands for cultural conformity can
harden into claims of exclusive belonging, and
minorities are no longer seen merely as differ-
ent butas geographically misplaced. In extreme
forms, this logic has justified displacement, the
redrawing of borders, and even ethnic cleans-
ing. The insistence that faith must remain
within its “own” geography has, in the past, pro-
duced not stability but violence.

The Rising Tide in India
It would be a mistake to assume
that India is insulated from this

Often described as the world's
largest experiment in pluralism, the country is

signs are ation move-
ments have acquired cultural and religious over-
tones. Migrant faiths — Hinduism, Islam, Sikhism
—are no longer viewed merely as personal belief
systems but as markers of foreignness. Hindu
gods are openly demonised in parts of the
United States. Sikh religious processions face
resistance in countries that pride themselves on
multiculturalism. Religious symbols are increas-
ingly treated not as expressions of diversity but
as challenges to national identity.

This shift is often explained away as econom-
icanxiety or migration stress. While these factors
matter, they do not fully capture what is unfold-
ing. The deeper driver is a form of cultural jin-
goism — a defensive assertion of identity in
response to perceived civilisational decline.

Rapid demographic change, i

symptoms of the same hardening,
shaped by its own historical and social speci-
ficities.

The intimidation and disruptions faced by
Christian communities in India during Christmas
celebrations are not random aberrations. They
reflect a growing anxiety around conversion,
foreign influence, and cultural cantrol. Periodic
tensions involving Muslims, too, are driven by
historical memory, political mobilisation and
socio-economic segregation. These develop-
ments differ in cause from Western migration-
driven hostility, but they converge in effect: a
growing sense of minority insecurity.

Please read the complete article
onling at dailypioneer.com

shared moral vocabularies, and declining civil-
isational confidence have pushed societies
inward. Religion, once imagined as portable and
universal, is being territorialised. Christianity is
subconsciously reclaimed as native to the
Northern Hemisphere, Islam is pushed back

jagmohansraju
e @JagmohanSRaju

@ jegmonan-singh-raju-
3784b8211
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Capitalism: History isn't
a gauge of its durability

A Harvard historian’s new book traces its global success, warts and all, along an arc that

covers Indi

t'sunlikely that reading a book—or reading
atall, let alone an infinite scroll or hardback
doorstopper—will ever be a popular way to
ring in a new year. But 2025 gave usa tome
worthy of such bravery: Capitalism: A
Global History by Harvard historian Sven
Beckert. In the self-interest of this claim, its
length is best left undisclosed. It kicks off with a
Jjaw-dropper: the 1639 trial in America of Robert
Keayne, a trader shamed for ‘false principles’
like it being fine for someone to “sell as dear as
he canand buy as cheap as he can” and take
advantage of either “his own skill or ability”
or “another’signorance or necessity.” Adam
Smith’s thesis of an ‘invisible hand’ blending
our interests to serve our collective well-being
came much later, in 1776, though capitalism as
an economic order is characterized not just by
afree market, but also by the right to private
property, contract enforcement and other
props. The charm of Beckert's account of end-
less capital self-creation is that it offersus a
global view. After all, its story not only spans a
millennium, it girdles the globe.

Aptly, thus, thisbook takes us back to trade
across the high seas around India about nine
centuries ago. Capitalists thrived, Beckert
notes, but capitalism did not. The latter took
hold only after Europe stormed in with fire-
power to control trade routes, its merchants
forged alliances with states, social reproach
eased and key enablers arose, such as limited
liability and shares, central banks and war-
funding. Yes, the East India Company features
with its colonial exploits, from its opium-for-
tea game with China to [orced indigo farming
inBengal. The latter was not quite as horrific as
slavery in the West, but the worldwide warts of
capitalism’s rise serve to support Beckert’s big

5 past too. It’s a worthy read, but stumbles on one key aspect—market theory

point that it was “extraordinarily statist.” Its big
catalyst, though, was the Industrial Revolu-
tion, an “offspring” that harnessed energy and
innovation to boost economic growth—one
reason why we celebrate it. This book does not
dismiss these gains, but its dot-plot portrays
capitalism asjust another construct, fallible
and wobbly. It refers to the free market asa
mere ﬁgment of scholars’ and ideologues’
imaginations” whose claim to self-correction
was taken apart in the 1930s by Keynes, who
showed how savings and investment could
stay out of whack without a state rescue.

India finds place in this book's 20th century
arctoo, thanks to the 1944 Bombay Plan pitch
by top industrialists for a ‘mixed economy’ and
our post-1947 quest for self-reliance. This
wide-angle lookback plugs important gaps. It
places capitalism under an academic lens that
zooms inand out to enrich our view. It is timely
too, as neoliberal calls to let the free market
allot capital with full liberty go limp in the face
of China's centrally led rise and AT's rogue
risks. Yet, this volume fails to engage in any
depthwith market theory. Beckert could have
taken up a case study like India’s post-1991
reform thrust away from autarkic statism. In
general, since markets function as ears to
ground reality, capital allocations driven by
the many minds that make up market forces
are likely to beat the results of a few people
making choices. Sure. such efficiency does not
always work out, capital concentration can get
in the way and examples do exist of state-led
prosperity. Even so, while we must squash the
risk of inequality stalling India’s emergence, a
bet on a remixed economy with more space for
competitive market forces islikely to pay off
forus. Market fallibility doesn’t change that.

What a strong opposition party
in the country needs to look like

The Congress should forge a liberal nationalist agenda instead of hopping issues to attack the BJP

I
&

NITIN PAI
is co-founder and director of The
Takshashila Institution, an independent
centre for research and education in public
policy

ommenting on the politics ofa
Western democracy where he
resides, myold friend S
Krishnan remarked that the libera
i nd. The
saveitself, the
sinks. It needed a different
strategy. The scene is somewhat similar
in India, where opposition parties are
vociferous about different things on dif-
ferent days tosuchan extent thatit is
hard to see what they are really against
and even what they arereally for.
First, a disclaimer: Iam neitheran
expert in electoral politics noran ana-
lystoftheinternal politics of i

walked thousands of kilometres across
the country for, just a couple of years
earlier. Nomatter how smoothly its case
is presented, a division of In i
sion, beit horizontal or vertica

and federalism. Any political alternative
that seeks to come to power in New
Delhi must embrace this unreservedly.
Itshould also attempt to create a social
base munddshal?dmlmnd] identity,

Ido not know enough to di;
why the Congressisunable to connect
the deep convictions ofits leadership to
acoherent national political agenda
that is fully backed by the party organi-
zation. What I'do see is a massively dis-
tracted party chasing numerous contro-
versies evel Jreflexively opposing
everything that the g government does,
with party leaders projecting aggrieved
outrage at every opportunity. The sum
total does not inspire confidence, not
least because the ruling Bharatiya
Janata Party (BIP) isnot only ideologi-
cally more coherent and better backed
by an election-winning apparatus, but
because it can easily do all the popular
things that the Congress says it will do if
it were to achieve power.

Writingabout Europeand the US,
Mark Leonard notes that “the new right
hasthe narrative, the s base, the
policy agenda and the communications
channelsto thrive.” This has been the
case in India fornearly 15 years now.
That ought to have been along enough
for opposition parties to put together

cal parties. Iam rather
them and not too concerned about the
fortunes of this leader or that faction.
Tam makinga few observations and
indulging in some year-end wishful
thinking because I think India needsa
political alternative that can keep the
entire constitutional machinery in
balance by havinga real chance to come
to powerat the next election.

Lhave been mystified by changes in
the Indian National Congress's posi-
tionsand posture over the past two
years. How doesit go from Bharat Jodo
Yatra to championing a caste census?

The formerwasa worthy corrective to
the divisive politics of recent years and
united Indians under smand
pluralism. The latter divides India along
caste, negating what the party’s leader

thei forsuccess.

Yet, Bharat Jodo was abandoned as
the nucleus of analternative narrative
despite the tremendous investments
that went into it and the electoral results
it showed. The caste census will have
unpredictable consequences for the
Congress, asits experience in Karnataka
has shown. Quotas and reservations asa
policy agenda might work in some
states but come at the cost of alienating
the party from supporters and donors
across the rest of the country. Its com-
munication channels, meanwhile, are
exhausted by chasing daily controver-
sies, dissipating energy and diluting the

Asthe national reception of Bharat
Indo z|v|n1)l|’~| rated, people ar erecep-
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not this caste against that caste. It
should be comfortable with Hinduism
in political life and promoteits genuine
pluralistic expression. It should uphold
secularism, but recognize that it applies
tothestate, not to individuals and soci-
ety. On the economic front, it should
promote growth through publicinvest-
ment in infrastructure and private sec-
tor competition.

Itis possible to create a liberal nation-
alist political agenda that is sufficiently
differentiated from the BJP's to form
the basis of a credible political alterna-
tive. Nationalism with pluralism.
Growth with competition. Develop-
ment with social security. National
strength with federalism. With the con-
viction and communication discipline
tostick toone’s ownagenda without
compulsive wild geese hunting expedi-
tions. The party has to hold iis line
across election cyclesto be trusted by
the voter. Jumping from issue to issue
from one election to another suggests
anover-reliance on data analysts.

Today, voters may think that the Con-

gressisabout personalities or caste
arithmeticand little beyond that.

The Congress needs to change if itis
tobeacredible political alternative.

ness of its members, supporters and
leaders. Yet, how it conductsitselfin
Parliament is of public interest. Iwould
like to see a more creative opposition
than a noisy one. I'would like to see
more confident and inspiring spokes-
persons, not aggrieved ones.

The way to escape quicksand is non-
intuitive. When lasked Perplexity how,
it said you should stay calm, move very
slowly and jettison heavy items that
dragyoudown. Take a deep breath to
stay afloat. Then reach out for solid sup-
port. None of this is easy, but one can
start by not making things worse.
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Capitalism is a process,

not a discrete historical

event with a beginning
and an end.

SVEN BECKERT

is ajournalist, novelist, and the
creator of the Netflix series,
‘Decoupled’

fyouwant higherstandards for drinking

water packaging in India, who do you

turn to? A few days ago. the Supreme
Courtseemed toscold a petitioner for want-
ingthat, calling his plea for India to comply
with top international standards a *luxury
litigation.” The apex court was hearing a
writ petition filed by Sarang Vaman Yad-
wadankar, As reported, one of the judges
said, “Where is the drinking water in this
country? People do not have drinking
water. The quality of bottled water will
come later on... This is an urban-centric
approach... Water bottle should have this
content, that content, these are all luxury lit-
igations....” (shorturl.at/EFYLw)

The spirit of those observations could
explainmany of India's deficiencies. Poverty
in the country results in a tendency to peg
everythingonit. So India's plans are often of
low calibre. Indiashould instead considerall
Indians upper middle-clas:

Plastic packaging contains some chemi-
cals that could be harmful, even carcino-

genic beyond a point. For instance, anti-
mony, achemical element that issomething
between a metal and a non-metal, can be
harmfulin high quantities. DEHPis another
chemical that carries asimilarrisk. The issue
is not whether these chemicals are in fact
harmful. The developed world h:
worried about it and come up with guide-
lines to reduce their presence. The issue is
whether we too require higher standards.
If carcinogens in plastic water bottles is
seenasa ‘luxury’ concern, it may inadvert-
ently explainasociety that still struggles to
get potable water toallits people. When we
have low standards, we aspireto less.
India’s top courtsaid that it is

peopledon’t have bread, someone wasask-
ing forcake. not clear how asking for
higher standards for water packaging has
anything to do with water consumed by the
poor. It is not as though following better
health standards would increase the cost of
water for the poor or distract governments
from providing them
water.

The attitude that just

I
toexpect the country to enforce guidelines
for packaging that have been adopted by
advanced economies. “The people in rural
areasdrink ground waterand nothing hap-
penstothem,” noted the judge, according to
that news report. The poor, however, are not
superhuman. Infact, they die of diseases all
the time. These are unnecessary deaths.
The court drew attention to rural India in
ahistorical context too: “Mahatma Gandhi,
when he returned from South Africa, trav-

because most Indians are er-middle-class families
poor, we should not have back are the low spend a considerable por-
high standards for Indian standards we tion of their income on
life explains why ourroads sending their kids to pri-
are dangerous and why vate schools. result, a
li insderil our fard. set for ourselves whole category of private
are low at almost every on account of  schoolshavemushroomed
level. . that cater to their aspira-
A train that is highly w]despread tions, which includes
comfortable for passen- escapin, government
gers will automatical poverty schools designed for them

have highsafety standards.
Like the Delhi Metro,

i considereda project for
the rich’ but s today alifeline for the aver-
age citizen in the national capital region.
Trains' Ful thepoor’ au-lheunes\\lwlellu-

elled across rural areas to the
plight of the people.” (shorturl.at/Iz181) It
seemed to suggest that ina country where

What holds us

But Indialooksat comfort assomething of
a luxury. In perpetually planning for the
poor rather than the rich, India has
remained a poor country.

The poor themselves have higher stan-
dardsthan India hasfor them.
many ol them reject gove e‘rnmenN haolsin
most states, with a few
exceptions like Delhi and
Kerala. Some poorand low-

by governments that think
they need no better.
India’s lowstandards for its poor created
alow threshold for vulgarity. Asaresult, for
decades, it couched scienceand technology,
including its on, in terms that
suggested it was i
poor. Thatisthe least romantic spect of'sci-
ence, especially for the talented young.

spirit of the Supreme
rritation is not without substance.
egment of the urban popul
°s Western elites whose excessive
consumption lends them a certain narcis-
sism that makes them obsess over ways in
which their party of life may come toan end.
is true that some people have pho-
» which found a mention in the court’s
observations. Fears can be contagious, even
among those who are not clinically para-
noid. It explains why some people worry
about carcinogens in everything.

Indians have also borrowed some luxury
abstractions that may diminish the lives of
the poor. Take the paranoia around ‘pri-
vacy, forinstance, and howa class of people
who have no qualms giving their biometric
datato the US government for a mere visit
tried to sabotage India’s biometric identity
project, Aadhaar.

Soitisnotas though thereare no *urban
phobias” or “luxury petitions.” But, as with
the water packaging issue, there is an

in India that high dard:
not appropriate in a country with poverty.
’ ‘hereisalessonin
duals, especially the poor, should
think big, be grand and ook much above
their station.
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Indiain2026: Here are three big
shifts that few are talking about

Greater openness, stronger state-level investment and better-balanced macro policies are gains the country must hold on to

P-;“\A!\J’,JUL BHANDARI
is chief India economist and Asean economist
atHSBC

I hree important shifts are quietly
underway in India that could shape the
economy through 2026 and beyond.
One, even as the world is becoming more
protectionist. India is opening up: Ata

= time when many countries are turning
inward, Indiais moving in the opposite direction.

Overthe last year, it hasbeen cutting import taril

onintermediate inputs, trying to fast-track trade

deals with various countries and becoming more
opento foreign direct investment (FDI) across
These steps can have sizeable henefits

e the nature of trade itselfis changing—ina

v that can work to India’s advantage, particu-

it continues to signal openness.

nas goods trade falls under the shadow of

tariffs and geopolitics, services trade is rising

faster, supported by technology and remote
delivery models. India is moving up the services
value chain—from information technology service
exportsa few decades ago to becominga software
solutions provider and now a leader in profession:
services. From its ever-rising global capability
centres, Indiasells a wide range of services around
the world, from design and accounting to legal,
engineeringand HR services. But thisisnot where
itends.

The line between goods and services trade is also
blurring with the rise of *hybrid’ products. Many

states are comfortable on the fiscal revenue front,
they tend to raise capex, especially in the case of
ing states. After the pandemic, tax b

tion, the challenge will be to maintain it in 2026.
A relaled challenge is to address underlying
uchastoolittle a contribution from

increased, helpmgtlm cause.

actured goods now have a large
services component. A smartwatch isnot simply a
time-keeping device: much of its value lies in the
software ecosystem that tracks health metrics and
synes with cloud platforms. Medical devices come
bundled with diagnostic software and remote
monitoring. Cars are increasingly described as
“software on wheels.”
Given India’sstrengths in services and software,
thﬁ eraof hybrid | products—w] her:- lhe services
isrising rapidly
uppumm or the ¢ oumrv to move iunhel up
global v alue chains.
Two, India’s lower income states are showing the
Sirstsignsof mttlngup Lower GDP per capita
rong calch -up growth fur

is. knm\ nas 'g1 owth umvergem_e' and canbe
an important driver of national grow
idence around convergence in lndm hasbeen
mixed. However, we find early signs that lower-
income states are starting to rise, in some cases
gm\\ mg faster than higher-income states. Our
that Indian states haver
froma period of growth divergence before the
lemicto earlysignsof'c ' eafterit.
One variable best explains this pattern—public
capital expenditure by states. The states that stand
out forstrong public capex and growth include
ssam, Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan and Bihar. When

Two it rising now. Tax rev
growthisslowing and several states, espe;
those goinginto elections, ar ingnew
cash-transfer programmes. So far, this has not
eroded state capex, but if revenues weaken further,
that could change. Both the central g‘o\ ernmenl

private-sector capex and insufficient capital
inflows to fund the trade deficit.

Reforms are the ideal way to bring in the private
sector over time, but in the short-run, the focus is
onachievinga more balanced fiscal and monetary
policy mix

Onthe ﬂsul side, the aim should be toc ontinue

|

and the states have arole in

The Centre could increase the su:p(' ol na capex-
loans-to-states programme. These funds are
mmh Inr capexand tend to crowd in states’ own

re here isroom to increase the size,
hr(mden thee gible uses, make lhe scheme more
ibl lincreaseits p

P ortheir part, Indian stzncs QhO\le seize the
growth opportunities coming their way. The
Centreis leading: te deregulation drive and
has éased key norms in labour laws, which had
become a deterrent to growth. States can opera-
tionalize these changes on the ground and simplify
procedures.

Asglobal supply chains are being reconfigured,
opportunities have emerged to attract FDlinto
labous -m\enxn esectorssuch as textiles, furniture

advantage, If this is combined with better infra-
structure, further deregulation and easier labour
laws, these states can rise quickly for long.

: Having achieved something close to a Goldi-
enario of recovering growth and low infla-

MYV

¢ government
cl ro\vdmg outthe private sector. 'l
gradual and disciplined fiscal consolidation over
several years, in order to bring public debt levels
closertor ic norms while protecti

MINT

Islamic State isn't back in Asia
but its influence has endured

It has weakened but the Bondi attack showed it still has followers

KARISHMA v 'AJWI\'JI
is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
Asia politics with a special focus on China.

lslamic Slale (IS) revi al

es
the group S lemtonal collapse inlraqand
Syria, theassault at Sydney’s Bondi Beach
highlighteda (muhlmgmalltv This radical
ideology remains: veacross the region.

The father-and-son duo who gunned
down 15 people celebrating a Jewish holi-
day on 14 December are believed to have
been radu.llued h) 1S pre opdganda Thc

netw
tion for the shnnlmg*and while not offi-
cially claiming responsibility hasacknowl-
edged the influence of its ideology on the
gunmen.

Lastmonth, the men travelled toanarea
in the southern Philippines where
IS-aligned groups have operated. Officials
said it's unlikely they received training
from local insurgentsorterrorists, but the
duo may have met with religious leaders,
according to intelligence authorities.

The events in Australia resemble pat-
terns elsewhere. In October, a Syrian-born
British citizen rammed a carinto pedestri-

bl

Policymakers will have to counter its threat
with a digital-first approach. AP

January 2016 in Jakarta, which left four
civilians and four militants dead. In the
aftermath, I travelled to Solo to meet the
family of the alleged ringleader, Bahrun
Naim, then the group's most notorious
Indonesian member. Authorities said he
coordinated the attack from Syria. Experts

told me that Naim was rddl(d[lﬂ‘d long.
befc i

nationof online
and time in prison. Ina hl% attributed to
l'n.m he praised pr(*\'musalld(k‘ urging

shack home.

The digital environment has only
strengthened the network’s reach since
then. Southeast Asia has some of the
world's most active youth populationson
social media, where extremist content
often spreads unchecked. Singapore's
2025 Terrorism Threat Assessment warns
that this radical propaganda continues to
resonate among young people, especially

agogue in Manchester on Yom Kippur,
which authorities later labelled terrorism.
Amonth later, Polishauthoritiesarrested
a law student suspected of plotting an
nspired attack at a Christmas market.
Earlier thi th, two US soldi dan

those ¢ material in encrypted
channels like Discord and Telegram.
The movement exists more online these
days than as an active physical structure,
Sidney Jones, a terrorism expert and
adjunct professorat New York Universi

American civilian interpreter died in Syria
inanambush byan IS gunman. In Afghani-
stan, the Islamic State Khorasan Province

told me. “In , Islamic State los
much of its appeal when it no longer
became possibh- togo to Syria,” she said.
“Inthe Phil lppmcs the remaining fighters

isexperimenting withart
to pushits message and reach new recruits.
The recurring bloodshed reflects how
lhc nz‘mnrk ha< ad1ptcd even Ihmlgh it
bly¢ .uu,mmwnn

capital expenditure.

Onthe monetary side, policy must work for hoth
saversand investors. For an inflation-targeting
central bank, that means setting interest rates and
hquulny conditions consistent with achieving the

90 inflation target over time.

Here, there is some good news: several drivers
of India’s current phase of disinflation, such as
exported disinflation from China, look persistent,
and inflation could come in a shade below 4% in
2026-27. This would give the central bank some
room to ease rates if growth were to slow, making

the ition towards a better bala growth

l”.ﬂdld can hold on to these shifts—greater
openness, stronger state-level investment and a
more balanced macro policy—it could turn
today’s early gainsinto more durable, broad-
based economic growth.

bably asmuch by clan feud-
mg:u\(l Ioml pulmcsdsbv ideology.” Day-
to-day grievances make the beliefsystems
even more appealing.
Poli nakers w ill have to c ounter this

adecade ago, whenit held].

territory in fraq and Syria. Today. its power
liesin propaganda, much of it circulating
online. During the group’s peak, it hecame
known for using social media platformsto

withanti aredig-
ital-first. Authorities need to track extrem-
ist messaging in local languages, and work
with platforms to curb their spread. Pro-
vi(lin-vultcmanv seational pathways l'm'

h

genemte support and recruit
inits magazine, Dabig
Authorities have battled this threat for
years. In Indonesi
lous Muslim nation, groups such as Jamaah
Ansharut Daulah swore allegiance to 1S,
and carried out several attacks across the

would .alsu be wise. ()nhne literacy pro-

Id focuson vuls ble com-
vernments must also address
ngsocial tensions that extrem-
ists exploit. Delays in implementing the
Bangsamoro peace process in Mindanao
nsks fanning flames of resentment. In

archipelago initsname. In the P prison emainsa
rebelslin ked toISstaged the 2017 siegeof | seriousand persistent challenge.

Marawiin iF afivi th battle Theqt isnotwhetherls is ‘hack’
thatkilled hundreds. inAsia. Itisn't. Butitsideology remains. As

Lsaw thegroup’s power while covering
1S's first claimed attack in Asiain

ly in Bondi shows, that isdanger-

Politics over Al is a trend that will endure next year too

RAJRISHI SINGHAL

is asenior journalist and author
of 'Slip, Stitch and Stumble: The
Untold Story of India‘s Financial
Sector Reforms
@rajrishisinghal

hisisthe last episode of General Dise-
quilibrium for 2025, Looking through
afoggy windscreen, it seems IJke(he
approaching 2026 season willbe d

might be wise to recall 2007, when mmt
il

Aialoned

new Cill.l[ol'ﬂl’lhl"l‘('quﬂ'c\ Alc iesto
by safety ies for man-

traders were in denial about the lik
ofamarket meltdown. History remains the
best starting point for building a risk-mitiga-
tion model.

Bubble ornot. one thing is certa lis
here to stay and governments across the
globe will have their hands full trying to
erect meaningful guard-

i o)

by politics over artificial intelligence (AI).
This trend, apart from the polarizing debate
over an Al bubble bursting or not bursting,

forIndia too, which
Alloser’ by sectionsof

global markets.
An Al bubble is a top-of-the-mind issue

today. However, it is perhaps premature to
debate the likelihood nfa I)ubl)]e ornon-
bubbleat th let

bound to collide with industry resistance.
Thisnew flashpointislikely to define 2026.

Battlelines have already been dmwn g,],,
con Valley's Al tech

aging Al risks. A New York bill sought to

improve on thisbill, but industry influence

mfmdgnd towaterdownthe le\lol the Fmal
ion. A White H

has further muddied regulatory waters by
trying to rein in states’
power to regulate the Al
industry, but that comes

fund tosponsor politicians promising llglu»
touch Al regulation. A political action com-
mittee—Leading The Future, backed h) ven-
ture capital firm Andreessen Horor and
OpenAl co-founder Greg Brockman, among
others—hasraised $100 million to finance the

Alot willd fonthe 1 lof
Aladoptionand its manifestation in enter-
prise bottom-lines. Much money has already
been sunk into Alinfrastructure, products
and services, and alot more has been com-
mitted for the nextthree-four ryears. Conse-

lection findustry-friendly poli-
ticiansduring the November 2026 mid-term
electionsin the US, The pro-regulation sec-
tion is not sitting on its hands. Two former
Congressmen—a Republican and a Demo-
crat—nhave launched Public First, withan Am-
tml $50- m:llmn kitty

afteralmost every US state i H behind this policy mix
hasalready passed Al regu- regUIaﬂon will seems to be driven by a
l.xuon with over 100 laws intensify in the global perception of Indiaas
lated between them an*Alloser, aview that may

all. Expectfeatherstofly.  Weast while India have led to a record
India, on the other hand, retrenchment this year by
has started its Al regula- could expect foreign portfolio investors
tory journey on a circum- .. infavourof Al'winner' mar-
spect but predictable note: friction over kets siich as South Korea

policies are tilted in favour
ofindustry rather than citi-
zens, asthey focus more on
governance than regula-
tion. The government 'srecently released Al
Governance Guidelines rely on existing
laws, such as the Digital Personal Data Pro-

both sides of lhe .usle

quently, most financial i seem
reluctant toaccept th ity of amelt-

| inthe USare headed for

down. As a precautionary note, though, it

ashowdown with the federal government. A

tection Act, i lofenacting separate Al
legislation. While the government has com-
mitted tointerveneif Almodels cause harm,
there isapprehension that the absence of a

Lobbying over

Al adoption

awwill
tation and misuse.
The Indian government's soft-touch regu-
latory regime may have beeu neces itated by
marketc I

forinterpre-

Google, Microsoft, Amazon and Meta com-
mitting large sums to Al data centres. But
India lacks large homegrown Almodels, like
based OpenAl's or China’s DeepSeek,

The Al Governance Guidelines have “innova-
tion" as their centrepiece and wish to be
viewed more asan enabling
provision than aregulatory
decree. The motivation

and China. The new guide-
linestry toreverse that sen-
timent.

Thereissome realization
that India may have missed critical layersof
the Alstack. The Alindustry has three broad
layers: infrastructure (chips, servers, data
centres, energy grids), software (large lan-
guage model) and, finally, products and ser-
vices for enterprise clients. India has seen
investments come into the first layer, with

which require deep and patient i

The government has committed 310,300
crore ($1.15 billion) for supplying subsidized
chips to startups or research centres for
developing Al platforms that exclude the
Western biases of existing models.

‘This puny outlay, compared with other
sovereign budgets (such as France's $117 bil-
lion), is predicated on the hope of private
€ ,npml pitching in. That might be slightly

ic, given India Inc’sreluctance to
invest:asurvey by EY Indiaand C(mfedem—
tion of Indian Industry shows that over 95°%
ofenterprises have earmarked less than ')U"n
oftheirinfotech budgets for AL

Butthe government’s year-end guidelines
reveal an indulgentattitude towards the pri-
vate sector in the name of innovation that
‘may tempt many Indian companies to use
artificial intelligence for shirking their after-
sales service responsibilities. Many banks
and consumer-facing companies have
already replaced a human voice with under-
developed, inefficient and untrained Albots.
This promises to stir up a different kind of
politicsover AL
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Modern economies need flexible currencies

Traditional safe asset, gold, has regained much favour du-
ring the year amid mounting po)mcal and trade risks, fal-
linginterestrates, and sustai dasareserveasset
by central banks. The dollar, weakened by a wider US fiscal
deficit and concerns over an assauilt on the Fed's indepen-
dence, isaddingto gold’s allure by making it less expensive
overseas. The rally in bullion prices — silver has surged
impressively—is squeezinghousehold purchases in tradi-
tional markets like China and India, as buying interest
emerges elsewhere due to the softening dollar. Buying on
dips by the Chinese and Indian central banks isactingasa
counterweight to slackening demand by households.

The de-dollarisation drive is feeding the gold rally in the

b: f aviabl forareservecurrency Emer-
ging economies, which need an alternative to the dollar as
trade among members begins to rival
trade with mature economies, are un-
likely to be able to provide one without
some form of monetary integration.
Onits part, the US will not allow a viab-
lethreat tothedollar, and it will prevail.
Gold steps into this standoff asastrate-
gic reserve. This role becomes amplifi-
ed with the persistence of geopolitical tensions, The US is
now, ironically, resurrecting the world’s confidence in gold
after thefinal burial of the gold standard in1971.

The global economy has gone through convulsionssin-
ce it went off gold, yet the standard is unlikely to return.
Inflation has been tamed in advanced economies, and
monetary policy has reached a happy consensus. Go-
vernments have become extravagant and will find it to-
ugh to change their spending habits. Managed exchange
rates have served the cause of globalisation. Trade and
investment flows are now of an order that need to be sus-
tained by floating currencies. The economic system sin-
ce the gold standard is much more flexible and relatively
painless to set right after shocks. Gold’s comeback as an
asset will necessarily have to belimited.

Aravali, a Defining
Matter & Moment

The controversy over the uniformdefinition of the Aravalisis
about more than the country’s oldest mountain formations or
permissibleand illegal mining. With the Supreme Courtsche-
duled to hear the matter today before a bench headed by CJI,

hy kes haverisen. Th turnsthe onadee-
per issue: India’s approach to the environment as natural ca-
pital, and how environmental well-being is treated in the pur-
suitof economic growth.

At the heart of the debate is Gol's controversial 100-m uni-
form definition’. Bhupender Yadav argues it protects nearly
90% of the Aravali region, particularly from illegal mining.
Conservationists and experts contend otherwise. This disag-
reement must be resolved. But it should
not obscure that environmental protec-
tion continues to be framed as an econo-
mic cost. The ‘grow now, pay later’ mind-
set must give way to the recognition that
prosperity cannot be sustained without
environmental well-being. The range is
* notmerely spread across mineral-rich re-
gions. Itisafragileecological system thatactsasabarrieraga-
instdesertification, mitigates pollution, enables groundwater
recharge and influences local climate. Protecting it is not an
economic burden, it is an investment in long-term resilience.

The controversy also exposes weaknesses in environmental
governance. Opacity in rule-making and implementation has
eroded trust. Claims of misinformation can only be countered
through transpar: with scienti: d civil so-
ciety, and clear accountability in enforcement. The Aravali de-
bateisan inflection point. How Indiaresponds will signal whet»
protection regulatory -

h
owth.

herenvir

e—orisfinallyr

 JUST IN JEST

|
J Junk that ‘work-life balance’ canard
and live your well-earned life

New Year Resolution
No. 1I: Live More

Another few days and we're in New Year Action, rather
than New Year Resolution, country. So, as No. 11 on HET-
LoR HonestET List of Resolutions —we suggest youre-
thatnew-ags i f ‘work-life balan-
ce’,and dance upon its ashes with the vim and vigourof a
E hoof all this ‘bounda-
nes and ‘self-care’. No more scheduled power naps betwe-
en Zoom calls, but naps whenever there is no Zoom. Work-
life balance isa myth mvented by laggards~ of life, those
timid souls who beli PowerPo-
ints and not picnics. While others guzzle deadlines, you
will now accumulate time and spend well-earned money
on paperbacks and streaming shows, not for quarterly re-
portsand video cons:
Embrace the joy of imbalance, The working life is to be
spent on life, not the other way around. And if youneed a
anti-Gen X vax toget the courage todo that, getyourse].f in-

Jeff Bezos'idea of ‘other people’ becomingrich is more revealing of the rich than of being wealthy

‘Let Them Make Wealth’

W t December, Jeff Bezos
had said in a much-publici-
sedinterview thathefeelsa

q ‘glow inside’ for the wealth

_4 e has made for ‘other peo-
ple ‘Who are these ‘other people™?
They are not your everyday next-do-

a stir, including some sand in your
eye. His votaries have interpreted
his remark to mean that the stock
market rewards everybody, and you
would be a fool not to get in there
through the front door: as it isalways
open. The rich deserve to get richer:
And if the poor are poor, well, it's the-
irfault. Nobody in their senses shou-
1d argue against money, It's way bet-
ter than politics.

away our blinkers and read the bill-
boards. Capitalism has made us mo-
re prosperous, yes, some more than
others. But by absolute standards,
we are all better off. This is why it's

wrong to stick 1

Bezos' votaries want us to take

onincome in-

or uta whose pri-
marytalentistotakerisksand invest
heavily in stocks, say, of Amazon or
Nvidia. They did thisat theri-
ght time and price, and were [
lucky enough tostrike gold.
For some perspective, re-
call Milton Friedman. Years
ago, hetook off hisglovesand
snap-stung economic thoug-
htwithout dodgingand duck-
ing. With heels firmly plant- §
ed, he said that an entrepre-
neur’s business is business.
That translates into keeping stock-
holders happy, and not meandering
intosundry philanthropy. He wascle-

equality and make it look like a
monster. Tweedy left-wing policy to
tax the rich isa disincentive from in-

nually. But as 50% of US households
earnas much, many more should:

vebeen ‘active’ inthestock market. It
is then not the poor alone who are

vesting in stocks and an in-
vitation tostay poor:

Yet, so many are inactive
| in the stock market. Take
the US, the heart of free en-
| terprise. There, only 21% of
households actively partici-
pate in buying and selling
shares, and mostof them ha-
ve incomes over §1 lakh an-

Have your cake and eat theirs too

engagements, there is little to no in-
vestoragency.

As Brookings Institution points
out, neither is there any agency am-
ongthe47% who
formally pay no
incometax in §
theUS. Yet, from
their earnings,

looks for the Aristotelian ‘middle’.
One must be reminded that risks

work in theshare market because so-

me must lose so that others might

win. That, by definiti-
on, iswhatriskisabout.
Bezos’ ‘other people’
are winners who have
fallen on the right side

arabout whohis ‘other people’ were.  yigk-shy and staV away fromwalking money is conti- of risk and come out
Andhehityouon the chin with it. into Wall: nuously deduct- on top. Many, mostly
Bezos softens that blow. He said In the wea.lthy EUtoo,amuchlow- ed to fund soci- the poor, don’t take ch-
¥ a1 about al security and ances. For; out of their
but with a feather touch. The Ama- u 13%, areactwelntheshmmarkel Medicare. They, scarce resources, they
zon founder disarmingly told his in- A mom granular look tells us that too, like those must pay mortgages
terpolator on camera that he had no rth risk-tak-  invested inpen- and rents. One wrong
need for more too exsthan their southern counterpar- give Onemust that move and their lives

many billions to keep track of. He (5 Yet, Jikein the US, it'sthewell-off up theirability risks work in the share aregone.
gets his highnow bymaking hissha- - Buropeans who are stock market-ac-  to sniff up the market because some must Chunks of the mid-
reholders happy. It is these well-defi-  tive —thisdespite the fact thatsocial bestbuy for th-  |ose so that others might dle class, too, would ra-
ned ‘other people’ who currently o¢- - service networks in the EU are way  emselves, dep-  win, That, by definition, is ther mow their lawn in
cupyhismind.  petter than in the US. ending,instead,  whatrisk is about the day and sleep well
Bezos' interview Rich Japaniscloserto Europe,not on laws of the atnight. They fear fall-
createdabitof  the S, asonly 15-20% of households land tostand by them. Thisisastark ingonthewrongsideof riskandthen
there are active in the sto- demonstration of tax for welfare. sleepinglike a baby, crying all night.
ck market In poor India, ‘Leftwing' overtaxationcanremo- When seen in the round, Bezos' ‘oth-

50% of US households P i 5 g

$1lakh the numhar ve inequality, but makes every vehi- er people’ must moon over money
ds cle,al iniincluded, moveat and be ready tolance the loser in the

stay away from

.23

annually. Yet,only 21%
actively participate in
the stock market. So,
it'snotthe poor alone
whoarerisk-shy and

walking into Wall St

the pace of the slowest one. ‘Right
1d be disingenuous to inc-  Wing'notaxation policy would dry up
lude in this lot those who  funds for ‘invisibles’, like services,

fallinthis mtegury It wou—

stockmarket. They areararespecies
of victors who have won, and won in
loveand war.

invest indirectly inshares and'i ucture,
throughretirementplans, both critical for reahsmg dividends.
whether individual orem- Withouthatcheries, GenZ golden gee-
ployer sponsored. Insuch ~ se would die out. Sensible taxation

The writer s former professor.
Centre for-the Study of Social Systerns.
Jawaharlal Nehru University

THE SPEAKING TREE

Transcend,
By Choice

AKJAGANNATHAN

Lifeis full of upsand downs. Bless-
ed is the person whose day is or-
dinary—good health, family in
harmony, and nothing to worry
about. Such days areoften taken
forgranted; weneither invoke God
nor remember Him. The Almi-
ghty remainsin heaven, and all
seems well with the world.
‘Thenamishapoccurs—afallin
the bathroom, or a terminal
nosis. Suddenly, God isno !uuger
distant. Mature minds, however,
seek solutions for everyday illness-
esthatdisturbthespirit. Creating
vour own divine dwelling dedi-
cated to Saraswati, Lakshmiand
Parvati—the Tridevi of know-
ledge, wealthand nurture— can
help find the middle path.
This transcendental abode i
garden carpeted with flowers; its
boundaries lined with vthm
blossomsof varied fragrance.
aswati, all draped in white, plays
her veena, filling theair with di-
vinemusie. Lakshmi, inred. sits
gracefully on kamal-asana, hold-
ingalotus, Gauri (Parvati). raci-
ant inred, spreads positive ener-
gy with her benign presence.
The Tamil film *Mahakavi Kali-
das'featuresasong— Twasborn
in the presence of Ma Kali; recei-
ved affection and blessings; my
‘words became poetry; Imoved
with Kingsasanequal.’ This can
guide us towards our transcend-
ental world — company of God.
John Milton, in Paradise Lost,
writes: 'The mind is itsown place,
and in itself can makea heaven
of hell, ahell of heaven.’ One can
create or meditate on the Divine,
‘When God dwells in thought, wor-
1dly matterslosesignificance.

Gt o

Newspaper, The
= MEME’S THE WORD Page-Turner

ChatGPT WOOD MATTERS s e T,

S ge of Industrial Roundwood and Wood et ey I oung h
H AI RI Shoually, weood Foetin Toia) Roundwood Removars (1038) still relish that familiar thud on

OF THE DAY el Voo fuel 8 Industrial roundwood ggbr;x:agevegy mor m‘;i ;Sh‘:]o]sv
There once was a film, for halfof all ok Tibe oo newspapers and brow:
Dhurandhar, o hot, foumiuond i [ S ke i e sy
o produg Aiia onal panersand magazinies, Ad:
Half yelled, ‘Propaganda’, 225 ”“'“'"B T — mitiadly thehalitt of readingthe
half yelled, ‘No, it’s not!” D o Gurope PRI morning papers has often shift-
While ists flew wood obtained | LatinAmericakthearisbean edtotheafternoon orlateeven-

on screen: from forests Northern America FETRII ing, thanks to the busy-ness of
S and from World modernlifeand gledlstmmnns
And hashtags turned treesoutside s of ourdigital world. Tamno Lud-
" mfne:ﬁs e T dite, yet, [continueto cherish the

" = e Sg,?vjﬁfn%g;ﬁal E e old-school traditions of asimp-
t,,,,'; ‘;Zf,::‘“’,,-,,,":',{‘,',’“ roundwood China. mainiand | 146 Brazil 200 ler time when one had the h_lxur
’ Yed! wood fuel, India | [Brazi 0 e 7y 193 ryof unhurried reading. For me,
Tousee: is the world" Ethiopia 120 China, mainland | 191 reading the newspaper hasalwa-

M mmvéuclng PR ]:% o 1;3 ysbeenan intellectually stimu-
o] i gera . picnesa lat_mgacuvllv —agenuinefood

of industrial T 46 India 50 is consumed in bite:sized snip-

Myanmar 38 Germany 47 pets onInstagram, WhatsApp
and Facebook —often unverified,
“Used for cooking, heating or power, & make ct &pellets utright —the
depth, amhentlcuy andresearch
that newspapers offer remain un-

All That Glitters... is Silverya, i

then separated and extracted. For most
of theseminerals (and, therefore, sil-
ver), production hasn't kept pace with
demand, and new projects are too few.

solar capacity, EVs and electronics sec-
tor: In2024, India’s silver demand in the
electrical and electronies sector grew
by5°%,nextonly to China's8%.

A New
Yestenll)gvy

matched. Thislifelong habit, cul-
tivated since Class 5and sustain-
edacross many summers, conti-
nuestogiveme deep satisfaction.
Nawal Thorat

Chhatrapati Sambhajinagar

Theemphasis on introducing
newspaperreading in classrooms
isboth timely and sensible. Inan

Recycling hasalso failed tobridge the Someanalysts believe that it will be Jethro Tull ageof endlessdigital feedsand
gapand hasremained virtuallycons-  the outstanding metal performer in ‘When you stand at the cusp of their weak filters, curated news
- tantover the last five years. 2026as well. Tk tosup- ly —never offers young readers structure,
Dhiﬂ] Nayyar & Another fascinatingaspect of silver's port this view. ‘mind an old and new year— contextand discipline of thou-
riseisthegradual re-monetisationof P USinterest rates Oneof thekeyfac-  JethroTull's’A New Day Yes- ght. The habit
Gouranga Sen silver: Historically silver played an tors behind thelate-2025 jumpinpreci-  terday’ erupts. This blues-rock builds patience,
N important role inthe global financial ~ ous metal prices isfalling interest rat- classic, infused with English sharpensjud-
system. Gold assumed that importan-  es inthe US. Thelast US Fed meeting folk music, from theband’s gementand
And, so, the goldmedal in2025goesto  ceduringthe19®and 20" c.,andsilver ~ inDecember mdlcated thatits focus 1969 album, Stand Up, isele- | helpsseparate
silver— for being the commud.lty that was graduaﬂv demonetised. Butthat  tilted towards 1 vated by -flautist lan factfrom noise
delivered the most returns. may h InOctober 2024, Rus-  rather than inflati With i Vi —sKillsnosyl-
Silver hasemerged from gold’s: shad- sia’s central bank announced its plan i 4.6% in Nov- Tk ithaheavy, labus can teach
ow by appreciatingaround135% toaccumulatesilveraspartof itsstra- ember—the mghest level since 20’71— grindingriff thatimmediately i v Whi
year,double thereturnon gold, which  tegicreserves. Recently, RBl hasissu-  the Fed may cutrates assertsi thority The gui- digital literacy matters, print-
had 67% appreciation, and nearly four  edguidelines underwhzch fromApril 1y.The selection of the next Fed chair- tar work is muscular yet fluid, readinganchorsattentionina
i of themetal of 1.2026, NBFCS manand the degree of autonomy al- channellinggritof theearth ‘way screens rarely do. Expand-
copper, which delivered: 36% return. will beall ‘toul’fe.r lowed under the cur: i ing into hards i h i i
The price trend of p is silveror d coi de tion willalso be crucial for the move cess tolibraries, could quietly

linked to the stateof v uncertainty inthe
world. The return of Donald Trumpto
the US presidency and his aggressive

tariff policies upended four decades of

mentof interestrates, the USdollar
and silver prices.

» China restrictions The country is
the second-largest miner of silver and

access toformal credit.

India’s demand forsilver has grown
this year. Between April and October
2025, impnnsmsebyﬁr"u 104,605 ton-

relati bility in tradin;
system. Entire supply chains were dis-
rupted. Therole of the US(and the US
dollar) as the underwriter of theglo-
bal economy also came into question.
Insuchascenario, precious metals
becomea haven for investors. Indeed,
uncertainty can explain much of gold's
appreclauon butitdoesn’tfully exp-
lainsilver'srise.

Unlike gold, silver has alargeand
growing industrial demand. In fact,
almost60% of global silver demand
comes: from industry —upfrom 46%

in2022. This is primarily driven by the
euergv nansmon sectorslike photo-
d EVs, butalso by emer-

oculated. There will be folks who will tell thatabands
thebjastowards work in ‘work-life’ is woke, Tell them, poli-
tely, you'd be happy to be ‘awoke’ then while they sleep-
work th through year So, here’sto the ye-
ar we stop extolling the virtues of ‘Protestant work ethic’
— while some continue with ‘Catholic leisure’— and start
enjoying a well-earned life. While you're alive, you might
aswell miss some deadlines.

gingapplications indata centres and
ese are sunrise sectors.

“Onthe supplyside, thereisa. | structur-
aldeficit. The World Silver Survey 2025
says that global demand outpaced sup-
ply for the 5* consecutive year, witha
cumulative shortage of around 800mn
ounces by end-2025. In nature, silver oc-
curs concurrently with other miner-
alslike copper; lead-zincorgold. Itis

nes % decline in gold
imports. The dlﬂ‘crence is pamy exp-
lained by gold’s high price in ahsolute
terms, butalso by India’s
etite for silver jewellery and its emer-
ging strength in the manufacturing of

the second-biggest exporter by value.
But China has imposed export res-
trictions on silver, as exportersneed
toobtainli January 1,2026
—inline with itsrestrictions on criti-
cal mineral exports(the US classified
silver asa critical mine-
ral this year). This is like-

sematspnmal and precise.
Anderson’ §vo|zls—half—gm

wland

strengthen India’s reading cul-
tureand civicawareness.

K Sakunthala

Teacher (Retd)

Coimbatore

AssistBorrower,
Resist Depositor

RBI'S

1

gerthan

ly toadd pressuretoan 'melody and words. signals welcome concern forbor-
already under-supplied ‘What makes the track beauti- rowerfairness. Yet, this sensiti-
market. fulis its balance of aggression vity ismissing in NBFC deposit
» Low inventories Allof The interplay regulation. Premature withdra-
this ined with low flute adds interest
i; ver inventories globall ahaunting, mystical cuts, even whendriven by illness
fromsil- orage. The inconsistency is trou-
ver ~intensive industrial apart from their contempo- bling in cases of death. Deathis

applications, and renew-
ed and new geopolitical
tension (Venezuelaisata
boil, Taiwan simmering),
means that silver’s gold-
en run may continue into
the new year.

Nayyar ischief economist, and
Sen s hend, economicand
‘policy analysis, Vedanta

Shine stealer

raries.‘Oh, Iwant tosee you
soon/ ButIwonder how/ It
wasanew day / But
it'san old day now'—the wor-
ds, with their paradoxical for-
ce, are Heathcliffian in their
patient urgency.
Asyouwatch the new day of
thenew year raise its curtains,

neither voluntary noracontract-
ual default, yet, thedepositor’s
estateis. asthough it
were. Compassion should not
stopat borrowers; depositors
deserveit, too.

Gopalaswamy J

Chennai

Letters to the editor may be addressed to

editet@timesofindia.com
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NEVER BELIEVE i

225 ALWAYS QUESTION
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CONTRAPUNTO

3 Always read something that will make you
look good if you die in the middle of it
~PJ O'ROURKE

People Targeting People

Indian racism, behind three lynchings in Dec,
is a problem ignored at our own peril

ﬁ nother day, another state, another horrific lynching - the

third this month. The year is ending on a shameful and

scary note with the creeping normalisation of ‘othering’.
Can youngsters and working people not move around in their
own country without fear, and safely? The 24-year-old from Tripura
stabbed by a group of Uttarakhandis in Dehradun was an MBA
student, in the city for a year. He met racist slurs with calm but
was fatally wounded in a hate crime. The two migrant workers
lynched, a 19/20-year-old Bengali in Odisha and a 3l-year-old
Chhattisgarhi in Kerala, were called ‘Bangladeshi’, a charge
risking the safety of migrants anywhere in the country.

African and Northeast India’s students and workers have
for decades faced racism in even the heart of Delhi and across
northernstates. Nogovthasrecognised racismorhatecrime; police
invariably excuse dangerous views and such extreme violence as
‘stray incidents’, which they are not. There are

patterns to this racism and ‘othering’, but
, unaddressed, it's finding brute expression
¥ more frequently Indian students
themselves are at the receiving end
of racism, especially in Trump's
America. Privileged and upperclass
Indians have always been startled
to find themselves classified as
‘coloured’ in Western contexts —
lumped together with the very
communities many of them look down upon — but now are
being MAGA-othered like never before. Yet, while we ourselves are
victims in other lands, we overlook racist attitudes that mark our
own people. A Niti policy report suggests India host 1L international
students across central/state universities by 2030. This can't happen
if foreign students’ safety — on race and skin colour - isn't 100%
assured. For India’s Northeast, mainland’s ‘othering’ isalong-held
grievance that, allowed to grow, has political repercussions.

eautiful Game In Trumpistan

Sports in 2026 will be defined by football World Cup, the last one for Messi & Ronaldo.
But, tragically, most of the tournament will be hosted by foreigners-hostile America.
Among other potential news is doughty Vinesh Phogat’s return

Rudraneil Sengupta

Football World Cups tend to define the
year in which they are held. Mention
the year1986and it may not immediately
bring to memory the worst nuclear
disaster inhumanhistory - Chernobyl
- but it is almost certain to evoke
images of Maxadona single-handedly winning the
World Cupfor Argentina.

In 1998, Google was founded, Bill Clinton was
caught in a sex scandal and Frank Sinatra died. But
that was also the year of a magical French
team led by Zinedine Zidane winning the
World Cup for the first time.

The people’s game is remembered by its
people, but wiil the 2026 World Cup leave behind
bitter memories of a fraying relationship
between football and its followers?

‘Whatever else may feature in the 2026
sporting calendar, for sure Fifa World Cup -
expanded to a massive 48 teams who will play
across US, Canada and Mexico - will eclipse
everything. Yet, the run-up to the mega event
hasalready been marred by news of exorbitant
entry fees. Group stage tickets are priced at
over three times that of 2022 Qatar, ‘dynamic’
pricing for matches based on their perceived
popularity over flat rates, like at all previous
World Cups. Cheapest tickets for the
final start at §4,195 - more than the
average monthly salary of over half
the participating nations.

Instead of a festival that unites the
world in celebration of the ‘beautiful
game', this World Cup wants to be an
exclusive party for the global elite.
Worldwide outrage has already
led to Fifa announcing mitigatory
measures, but they are nearly not
enough. Other factors also dampen
this World Cup - Trump's sweeping
travel ban against countries includes
four that have qualified for the
~Iran, Haiti, Senegal and

Years of soft-pedalling on the swift scale of ‘othering’—whether
on social media with propaganda and fake news or in xenophobic
violence on ground - is making it dangerous for ‘notlocal’ workers.
There is little consequence for perpetrators; police and govt
response is reactive. Years ago, when fear of ‘kidnappers in
town' triggeredlynchingsof eventourists, police cracked downand
controlled the false propaganda. Ahead of elections in politically
volatile Bengal, Assam and Kerala, a surfeit of ‘infiltrator’ tropes
is increasing intolerance. ‘Othering’ is a systemic poison. Its
spread must be acted upon determinedly, if govts don’t want to
end up having to protect the people from one another.

Monkey Business

Silly Al videos are bad for business and grey cells, but
don’t blame AL It's a great creative tool in the right hands

Pew survey in summer found that 45% of Americans want
Aw live in the past, as against 40% who are happy with the
present. Don't be surprised if some of those nostalgists are
impelled by the tide of Alslopintheirsocial mediafeeds. For, wasn't
it July when a fake surveillance video of rabbits on a trampoline
went viral, clocking 200mn-odd views? Things have only got worse
since. A new analysis shows one of every five videos recommended
to first-time YouTube users is ‘Al slop’ - low quality, Al-generated
videos, certified injurious to grey cells. About 2% of YouTube’s
top 15,000 channels are unadulterated slop, worth $117mn in
annual revenue, and led by made-in-India Bandar Apna Dost
thathas over2.5bn views.
Thistellsustwo things. One, how easy it
isto generate videos wnhAlprompts and

Ivory Coast. Travellers to US may also
be asked to disclose their social media
activities for the last five years.

Onthe pitch though, there will be much
to celebrate. Debut of tiny Caribbean
island Curacao, less than a third the size

of Delhi. with pristine coral reefs and eponymous
bitter orange liqueur. epitomises the universal reach of
football. Jordan and Uzbekistan among others will also
make their debuts. Traditional powerhouses remain
favourites. All eyes will be on Kylian Mbappe, who is in
the form of hislife for Real Madrid. Many of his French
teammates are in spectacular form - Michael Olise,
Ousmane Dembele, William Saliba - that France and
Mbappe are favourites torepeat their 2018 triumph.
Spainand Euglandam bursting wnhlalenl too. This
World Cup willal twoof
players in the history of the game: Lionel Messx at 39,

will play a record sixth World Cup, extending

his own record for most appearances by a
player at the tournament, and Cristiano

Ronaldo, at 41, will also play a record sixth
World Cup, and if he scores, will become
theonly player to have goals insixeditions
of the tournament.

Beyond the grand old football World
Cup, 2026 will see Jannik Sinnerand Carlos
Alcaraz pick up from where they left off in
2025 - dominating Grand Slams. Sinner
reached the finals of all Slams last year,
and played Alcarazin three of the four.

Thore 's plenty on oifer for alhletes in the Olympic
ell, and it's ignificant year
for Indians, because there’s both lhe Commonwealth
Games (G Asian Games (Aichi
up. Neeraj Chopra will look to rack up the medals like
hedoes, but the story of the year may well be the return
of VineshPhogat, whose
tumultuous and tragic
exit after reaching the
[J wrestling finals at the

WHAT LIES AHEAD 2024 Olympics is now the

FIFTH OF A MULTI-PART SERIES  Stuff of legends.

Meremortals would have
SPO RTS glven up and walked away

from the sport — as Vinesh
did for some months - before announcing her
returntothemat. Watch outalsofor PoojaSingh,
‘who, at 18, became the first Indian to win a high
jump gold at an Asian event in 25 years when
she took the top honours against an elite field
at the 2025 Asian Athletics Championships.

CWGwillbeashadowof itsusualself though,
featuringonly 10sports, down from last edition’s
19. Among disciplines that got the axe are
those where India has dominated - wrestling,
badminton. hockey and cricket.

As is the norm now, it's India’s women
who promise to bring back loads of medals
from these events, including the superbboxing
contingent, full of world champions like Nikhat
Zareen, Minakshi Hooda, Lovlina Borgohain
and Jaismine Lamboria.

It's also the women who'll kick off the
cricketing year for our cricket erazy nation.
For the first time, it'll be the Women's
Premier League that’ll start the cricket
s‘ calendar, and what a pleasure it will be to

E watch those fabulous, history- makmg
players who won India its first world cup in women's
cricketat the 2025 Women's ODI World Cup.

You know the headliners - Smriti Mandhana,
Jemimah Rodrigues, Shafali Verma - but keep an
eye on the fiery young talent coming thick and fast
through the ranks: Kranti Goud, Shree Charani, or
the lanky 16-year-old Deeya Yadav, who became the
youngest player to get a WPL contract. The Indian
women's national team will try to replicate their ODI
World Cup success at T20 World Cup in England in
June-July, while the men will defend their T20 World
Cuptitleas co-hosts(with SriLanka) in Feb-March.

Thewriter isa sports journalist

2025 A Year Of Reforms For Trust, Simplicity & Predictability’

From taxes to labour, land and nuclear energy, Centre has amended many laws to drive growth in
a difficult year. Now, states should carry the momentum forward, writes former Niti Aayog CEO

Amitabh Kant

In a year marked by geopolitical
fragmentation, trade uncertainty, supply
chain ma].lgnments and battles for

v India’s macro-

governanceof lnd)a 'scapital mar} kets enhance consumer
protection, and r
regulatorsarealso facilitating; gmwth RBI for instance,
has consolidated 9,000+ circulars into fewer than 250,

IRDAI has constituted a committee to suggest
regulatory reforms in insurance.

ystood out. G:

Env an dto

inat8.2% in the latest quarter; inflation
mmalned low, and fiscal deficit manageable.
an

arisk-based system of compliance. For instance, moving
away from a uniform 33% green cover will free up 1.2L
hectares of industrial land. Units located in industrial

and tax policy plays a role in stimulating
consumption. India saw both direct and indirect tax
reforms this year: In Feb, the Budget put more money in
people’s hands by making salaries up to 312L effectively
tax-free. Then, in Sept, GST reforms introduced a two-slab
structure and simplified governance, Consumer
sentiment has soared. with festive sales reaching
T6Lcr Importantly, these movesare not revenuelosses,
as the resultant consumption and growth spurt will
increase tax collections in coming years.

. - . —_——
of India’s economy, rising consumption will increase
capacity utilisation, eventually triggering fresh

two, that algorithms or recc tion

effects. But

engines only care about L The
downside is that the internet is losmg
its charm. More than half of all articles
online are already AI generated; now
music, photos and videos are headed that
way. Seeing used to be believing, but at
this rate it won't be for much longer.
Also, Al has progressed by training on human content. But as
slop takes over, its own training is jeopardised. So, both social
mediaand Al firms should take note.

Thatsaid, slopis partof every media advance. The printing press
created London’s Grub Street in the 1700s. Much rubbish emerged
from it, but so did Jonathan Swift and Daniel Defoe. Cinema in the
early 1900s produced its own tripe before rising to an art. Likewise,
Al is a tool with possibilities beyond slop. What'’s needed is better
filters, like we have against spam in email today.

Nation of ‘one tight slap’

This is the ultimate Indianism

Nandita. com
It'snevertoofarfromheadlines-KC dunfz
ilingly speaks to the satisfaction of he/: she who utters the ulti-

£y mate Indianism: One Tight Slap. It's vindication central. Final
| o= word. Point made. Lesson learnt. So off with you, rascala.

NoEnglishman has ever swept up inany idiom the glee that

ccomes through in One Tight Slap, violent imagery as it is. A

stock phrase for desi netas for both electoral outcomes that cream rivals, or

court cases that go one's way. ‘People’s voice', or ‘justice served’ is too much
English, very Macaulay. ‘One Tight Slap’ speaks to us.

Question is why this kolaveri? A TMC bigshot had verbally swung one ata
former judge, Shah Rukh ducked one from an irascible fundoo in another city,
Marathinetas merrily go swinging ‘hereaslap, there a slap, everywhere aslap,
slap’ often confused who ison whose team. Mamata had sent oneflying towards

Delhi, but self-preservation struck, and she redirected it to Agra or
m , someplace. Among the most ‘popular’ One Tight Slap events that
| ricocheted off social media like a bullet that’s lost mind and vector

N~ waswhen Jaitley had hauled Kejriwal to court.

o We're a violent society. Children know hell hath no fury than
One Tight Slap in a hand raised midair by parental G Force. By and large, as
onlookers, we well recognise -even appreciate - the thwack sound in our heads
when a Tight One lands in rhetoric. And when anyone is shown his or her
rightful place in India’s cripplingly hierarchical society. the collective
smugness knows no bounds.

Nomatter the veneer of sophistication or fanciful language skills, many of
India’s cream, rich & thick. also feel not the slightest remorse at slapping, for
real, domestic help, drivers or any of the dozen-odd men and women without
whom theirluxe lives would stall. It'sa quick phataak to the cheek. Staff often
turn the other cheek. Justa slap. Nothing tight about it, ‘just’ violent.

One Tight Slap is something you can see only in your mind. It has trajectory
and a swing and has to be imagined because what after all is ‘tight’ about a slap?
It thoisuptight. It'snota noroneontheback. it'snoteven
ahardslap-which would be in English what a ‘tight slap’ isin Indian English. As
for our fondness for ‘One’, that'sanother Indian English story for another day.

th,
new labour law reforms will ensure. By consolidating
29 fragmented laws into four modern codes, India’s labour
framework is now more transparent for businesses
and more secure for its 6dcr-strong workforce, The
focus is on fair wages, stronger industrial relations,
social security and workforce safety.

As formal employment increases, contributions to
provident, pension, and insurance funds will increase.
Globally, such funds inject capital into domestic capital
markets, by investing in debt and equity in companies,
projects, or govt bonds. Allowing100% FDI in insurance

parks with -ances will
nn longer mqu.u'e separate cleax ances. A newly created
industries

for low-risk sectors, freeing up pollution control board

resources for higher-polluting, higher-risk sectors.

Jan Vishwas reforms decriminalised over 200 minor
offences and scrapped hundreds of outdated laws.
F\Lrthermore many states have alsu come together to

lecri instituted

will deepen India’s capital market: ition
and the quality of service. Raising FDI limits in
insurance is both a financial sector reform and an
enabler of social security.

The investment climate hasalso improved. GST reforms
significantly eased the registration and compliance
process-registration timereduced from 30 to 3days for
small firms. The Securities Markets Code will strengthen

reformsinland, uction,
allowing faster project clearances. These moves signal
that India is moving towards a trust-based economy,
rather than one based on control.
Despite the surrounding volatility and uncertainty,
trade will e emam cruclal to our growth aspirations. In
S aligned India’s maritime
governance with global standards by replacing the Acts

of 1908,1925and 1958. Reducing documentary requirements
and strengthening governance will lower logistics
costs, enhancing India’s competitiveness. Second, the
removal of over 200 quality control orders (QCOs) has
lifted a significant burden off MSMEs and exporters.
We have also opened new markets for our exporters
through trade deals with UK, New Zealand and Oman,
and operati isation of the with the
European Free Trade Association (EFTA).

For toolong, policy encouraged Indian firms to stay
small, depriving them of the economies of scale. But
since 2020, MSME thresholds have been raised 10x. A
new export promotion mission worth 220,000cr will
support export growth, especially for MSMEs.

Energy consumption is seeing a massive spike
as ATand the associated infra, such as data centres,
are seeing increased uptake and investment. In the
past few days, India has attracted $70bn worth of
investments in this space. Nuclear energy can help
power these innovations sustainably. In the Winter
Session, Parliament enacted SHANTI (Sustainable
Harnessmgand Ad\'ancemem of Nuclear Energy for

India)Bill ingavoluntary move
away from India’s state-monopoly model towards a
safety-first, investment-friendly regime. The law allows
for private and foreign participation in civilian nuclear
projects, while keeping elements like fuel, enrichment,
reprocessing and weapons under govt.

Rural: law reformrai.
guarantee from 100 to 125 days, and shifts focus
from relief to productive rural employment, linking
wage work to durable assets, water security, climate
resilience and livelihood infra. Education sees a
major reform with Viksit Bharat Shiksha Adhishthan
Act, which establishes a single, unified higher educa-
tion regulator. replacing overlapping bodies (UGC,
AICTE, NCTE).

Under PMModi'sleadership, ZDZSmarked a deusxve
year of reforms, rised by trust,
predictability. These are not easy reforms. Theyrequu‘e
significant political capital and will to push through,
acknowledging that sustained growth depends as
much on institutional quality as on fiscal or monetary
stimulus. Now, it is for state govts to follow suit.

Calvin & Hobhes
5 1 >,

Sacredspace

Inagrowth
mindset,
challenges
areexciting
rather than
threatening.
Sorather
than thinking, oh, I'm going to
rey 'E,'lll my \\'e'uknu.\‘se& Yousay,
wow, here’s achance togrow.
Carol Dweck

We Are A Flower, A Tree, And The Whole Garden

Thich Nhat Hanh
lookat:

wulevarmlv of treesand flowers. When we

seethat wearea flower ora tree, and weare

Asacommunity, our: pmcr.\ce of

autiful,

the d well, all i

3 wiul, relaxed

unique flowers. and trees, we can truly grow

nsociety, much of nursuﬂ’ering uomes
from fé

another: We often don’t t!eel area] cmmec- flower mayblonm early inthe spring, on theearth tobe, soitiswithallof us.
noneven with people ), our may bloominlate a0, None of uscan be by ourselves
OUr coWor d r summer: One tree may bear alone. Interbeing is the teaching
family members, Each personlive many frui tree ¥ vv of the Buddha thateverything
ly,cut off from support of th i may offer Noone = s .’h ismade by and made up of
Practising Mindfulness, webeginto  plantisgreaterorlesseror & everythingelse. If wereturn

seeour connection withother human
beings and realise that to flourish in our

thesameasany other plant in
the garden. Each member of
3 >

own practiceand to support others, we

need a community or a Sangha. We can

make our families, our workplace, and tv. Weeach h:

ion person,
member’s

even our neighbourhood intoa Sangha. When

Being with a Sangha can heal these

feelings of isolation and separation.
The Sangha islikea garden, fullof a

contribution and see our weaknesses as
potential for growth, we canlearn tolive
together harmoniously. Our practice is to

To bereally meansto inter-be. Justasa
One flower relies on the sunshine, on the cloud,

sunshine to the sun, waterto
earth, soil toearth, then there
cannolonger be any flower:
THE SPEAKING TREE ™. ilErodlngat any
hould be able to see the whole
all our ancestors. In each person,
if we can see the nature of interbeing, then
we will suffer muchless and we will u.nden

‘Weare bells of

foreach other; supporting and reminding
each otheralongthe path of practice.
With the support of thecommunity, we
can practice cultivating peace and joy
withinand around us, as agift forall
those we love and care for: We can cultivate
oursolidity and freedom - solid in our
deepest aspiration and freefromour fears,
misunderstandings and suffering.

Excerpted from Happiness - Essential
Mindfulness Practices. Ahimsa Trust is
organising a seriesof events led by Br
Phap Huu, Dharmacharya Shantum
Seth, and other monastics from Thich
Nhat Hanh's Plum Village tradition. For

stand why it is important to by

details, visitahi) rust.org
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‘Digvijaya Singh said what he

said because he cares deeply

about Congress' — By Sanjay Jha
Log onto www.indianexpress.com
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Democracy is good. I say this because
other systems are worse.

— Jawaharlal Nehru
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SChasrolein clean-up,
notin GST on purifiers

Atyear’s end, robustgrowth, signs that
economy weathered the storms

OR THE Indian economy, 2025

driving up their exports of high-tech hard-

wasaG

wareand US. This, to-

major surprises. The first was ro-
bustGDPgrowth. Cominginatan
impressive74 percentand 82 per
centin the first and second quarters of the
currentfiscal year, respemvely. itsurpassed

gether with frontloading of exports before
thenewtariffrollout, led the World Trade Or-
ganisation to revise its world merchandise
‘tradevolumegrowth for2025to 24 per cent
from 09 percent.

expectation:

However, capital i

among

revising their forecasts upward. volatile. The: rupeedeprecxated sharp]y :md
HERE HAVE beenc inIndiaap- Tl i infla-  wasthe currenc
peared to. oversxep mtc the domain ot the leu:slatuxe tion coming in lower than expected. Retail ~ emergingmarketeconomies. Net foreign in-
orh of wl dto0.3 percentin October, smunonal investments were negatnve in
dicial h in fac(.ﬂ'us thelowest since fiscal 2012 mutedindebti

concern has also been articulated by the court. However well-
intentioned the court’s interventions may be, in a constitu-
tional system [ha( enshrmes the principle of separation of

po they run therisk of unsett-
].mg adelicate halance In this context, the Delhi High Court’s
recent intervention in the matter of taxes on air purifiers veers
into the legislative domain.

Last week, intervening in a PIL seeking GST reduction on
air purifiers from 18 percentto 5 per cent, the Delhi High Court
asked why "GST at 5 per cent cannot be provided” for air puri-
fiers and HEPA filters by categorising them as “medical de-
vices”. In fact, it went a step further, and reportedly urged the
GST Council to meet at the earliest, perhaps virtually, toexam-
ine the issue. There can be no denying that the issue of air pol-
lution is of urgent public importance, and that governments,
atboth the Centre and the states, need tobe nudged to take ac-

headline inflation is in the negative zone.
The third was the muted impact of the

high tariffs imposed by the US on the global

economy, India and the US itself. Elevated

foreign direct investment remained sub»
dued during thefirsteight months of the fis-
cal. This stress can be seen as a function of

tariffsand record-hig hadaless
severe impact than anticipated on global
growth, which the International Monetary
Fund revised up by 40 basis points to
32percent for2025.

Consequently, forecasts for the Indian
economy’s growth have been revised up-
wards and for inflation, downwards. We
have raised our GDP growth forecast for this
fiscal by 50 bpsto 7 per cent and expect in-
flation to average just 2.5 per cent. Global
gmwth turned out srmnger than expected

While India’ is relatively low,
it faced among the highest tariffs from the
'US, which weighed on investor sentiment.

During the taper tantrum in fiscal 2013,
domestic vulnerability was elevated, amid
high current account deficit (4.8 per cent of
GDP), fiscal deficit (4.8 per cent of GDP) and
retail inflation (99 per cent), and

insufficient to finance the current account
deﬁcnbelowl percentof GDP. Adoseofgood

Thereareencouragingsignsofa belated
pick-upin pnvatecorpomte cap&x,wmchwe

froma monsoon
and low crude oil prices — factors beyond
the country’s control — that supported
growth this fiscal. Additionally, proactive
cyclical policies played a key role in activat-

‘monitor. Itisworth

that the: mrure of private uwestmem isalso
over

fiscals 2026 to 2030, the production-linked

|ncenuve scheme and emerging sectors

external risks from tariffs.
‘The dominant impact was from fiscal
policy in the first half ‘of the year. Govern-

aresetto account foraquarter of
the country’s capex, up from 12 per cent in
fiscals 2021-2025. Data centres serve asa
prime example in this context. With several

mentc
loaded, and the mid-year rauonahsauon or

vestments in India’s data centre, cloud and
Al

the Goods and Services Tax thi is likely to wit-
mented income tax reductions announced ness robust growth and sustained invest-
in the budget. Dlrect beneﬁ! Lransfers m mentinthe medium term.
women, which Tt further policy
Rs2lakh fiscal is limited, but transmission of the al-

Onthe monetary front, the RBI's Monet- ly cutswill il p-
ary Policy Committee cut the reporatebya  port policy
cumulanve 125bpsi year2025.1t  typicallyope: ithalag. Th

100-bpscutin the i i i i i in-

serve ratio, as well as regulatory easing and
open market operations to improve trans-
mission, facilitate bank lending

lowGDPgrowth(S5percent).India  The dominantimpact was and stabilise bond markets. We ex-
wasthen apartofthe “fragile five”. from fiscal policy in the first ~ PectGDPgrowthof6.7percentand

In fiscal 2025, all these par- halfofthe po }é n inflation at S percent, largely driven
ameters remain healthy, and India naltol the year. Lapex was bymeluwbaseeﬁemnhscalzon

tion. But, as the Centre has also pointed out, by
the petition, the court risks short circuiting the due legislative

Erom concems about downside risks due to

process. Decisions the GST ratesand sl taken
by the GST Council—a constitutional body that comprises the
Centre and states. The Council’s decisions require a three-
fourth majority. So, for the GST rates on air purifiers to be
lowered, neither the Centre alone, nor only the states — and
certainly not the courts — can decide.

Pollution inIndiaisindeed a it The
apex court has time and again pushed the executive to accel-
erate environment reforms, That impetus is needed more than
everand, inthat context, thecourt'sdecision torevisit the Ara-
valli case is very welcome. Lowering taxes on air purifiers may
make them more accessible but Lhat snotacallforthecourtto
take. Also, th bysimply
loweringtaxes onair purifiersand putting the onuson individ-
uals to ensure clean air in private spaces. A carefully thought
through long-termstrategy is required to tackle the issue of air
pollution. Of course, the court has a pivotal role in it but that
doesn'tinclude deciding GST rates.

Polls begin in Myanmar,
but democracy is elusive

tariff y to optimism driven by
massive investments in the artificial intelli-

the capital account. The US has
been thekey recipientof FD, feed-
ing into the Al boom, whereas the

The Alboominthel

frontloaded, and the mid-year
rationalisation of the GST
rates complemented income

cludmu deregulation, to improve the busx—
and enhance
1. Thi

uwlﬂ'
itial signsof a lift in private investment.

We expect foreign capital inflows to re-
cover next year and strengthen the rupee.
Tt pick- umeDI ith
tech majors b

shoul
nominal GDP gmmh plcks upon
the back of robust real growth and
amoderate increase in inflation.

plansfor India. Reac]nngatrade agreement
withthe USisexpected toreduce uncertainty
and improve confidence, encouraging
capital inflows into India.

The writer is Chief Economist, Crisil Limited

gence(Al) ecosystem, particularlyintheUS.  Indian markets faced valuation (XTI ed.uﬂions announced  powever, the, government’s ability
concerns. C ly, the net in the budget toinvest will be constrained by the
eral Asian and iesby  capitali i iahavelt need for fiscal prudence.

Political funding needs reform to
protect democratic competition

Ml

NEQUAL ACCESS to private

donations  undermines

political equality and dis-

torts electoral competition.

InIndia, financial disparities

between political parties skew the level
playing field, allowing better-resourced
parties to dominate campaigns and in-

EARLY FOUR decades ago, when Myanmar’s mili- AND SHELLY fluence outcomes. Despite decades of re-
tary crushed the 8888 pro-democracy uprising, MAHAJAN form proposals, the nexus between
India backed the protesters and offered refuge to money and politics persists due to weak
fleeing citizens. By the early 1990s, New Delhi had enforcement, inadequate regulation, and
to nuance its strategy as the military consolidated power and alack of political will.
drew closer to China. Equally crucial was cooperation from the Before the introduction of electoral
Tatmadaw to manage security challenges in the Northeast. bonds, ruled unconstitutional by the Su-
Afterthe February 2021 coup that deposed the democratically preme Court last year, corporates made
elected head of government, Aung San Suu Kyi, and triggered donations to political parties either di-
a prolonged civil war, India reaffirmed its “steadfast support rectly or through electoral trusts.
far democratictransition” and has called for the restoration of Between the financial years (FY) 2013-
in That ition is now being tested, 14 and 2023-24, direct corporate dona-
begmmngwﬂh the first phase of a three-phase process on De- tions declared by the incumbent BJP are
cember28, the first polls since the coup. at least four times more than all other
Asrecently as December 26, India reiterated its support for national parties combined, and itsoverall
free and fair polls, echoing PM Modi's message to junta leader share is 84.648 per cent. In the case
‘MinAungHlaing at the SCO, but Myanmar‘selections are being, of electoral trusts, the BJP received six
widely viewed, at home and abroad, as a "sham”. More than times more funds and 71.665 per cent of
half of the parties that contested the 2020 election no longer the total share.
exist. The military-controlled Union Election Commission has The Electoral Trust Scheme was intro-
i i ili itscriteriaand di: d duced by the UPA government in 2013.
Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for Democracy. At the ‘Among the top ten trusts, Prudent Elec-
ASEAN-UN! Sumrmt UN Secremry General l\utoruo Gutenes toral Trust received the highest donations
:“Idon’t of Rs 33,30.537 crore, 86.38 per cent of the
[in Myanmar] will be free and ﬁm For Min Aung Hlaing, ar- total contributions declared by all trusts
guably, regional !eginmacy ‘matters more than Western or do- between FY 2013-14 and 2023-24. During
mesticapproval, a ioritise borderstability, tack- this period, 75 per cent of the donations
ling refugee flows and the thnvmg drug trade. Armed with disclosed by the trust were made to the
Chinese weapons, the junta has been regaining lost ground. BJP. In FY 2024-25, the trust declared re-
i it with i ceiving the largest donations of Rs
and non- tors who control hes of the border. Whiletrustsare  2,668.4917 crore. It donated Rs 2180.7119
For example, Delhi interacts with the rebel Arakan Army for relatively more ~ crore to the BJP and Rs 216.335 crore to
the Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit Transport: P\'D]E(,[ To actual- transparent the Congress.
iseits Act East policy, lndm Thus, not only are the funds con-
outside China’ssph thatcanser than the tributed to electoral trusts dominated by
toSoutheast Asia. Delhl must press for a return to democracy electoralbonds  one particular trust, but the funds dis-
in asdem- scheme, the bursed from these trusts favour the in-
d by its fi roleafter information cumbent party.
quake in March. Given that ties with Dhaka continue to be in . ‘While trusts are relatively more trans-
flux, stability with other nei the g8 5 parent than the electoral bonds scheme,
cal for India’s neighbourhood strategy. themethodof  theinformation regarding the method of
disbursal of disbursal of funds is not publicly available
fundsis and is likely left to their discretion. The
5 companies that have donated to these
FREEZE FRAME BYEPUNNY not publicly trusts and the beneficiary parties are
availableand ~ known through the regular filing of re-
T ports. However, what is not known to the
B hkely.kfl public is which party benefited from
.m [he}r ‘which company. Only the Election Com-
discretion missionand the Income Tax department

50¢ 2026 2

know this since the introduction of the

transparency guidelines in 2014, which
required trusts to disclose the records of
their donors or donees to them. For
greater transparency, the names of elec-
toral trusts should indicate the name of
the company/group of companies that set
up the trusts.

At present, political funding in India
relies largely on corporates that donate di-
rectly or through Electoral Trusts to politi-
cal parties ruling at the Centre or state
level. There seems to be a quid pro quo be-
tween corporates and such parties. As far
asother parties are concerned, thereis no
level-playing field. The five-judge consti-
tution bench of the Supreme Court in the
electoral bonds case called quid pro quo
an instance of institutionalised cor-
ruption. In paragraph 212, it added that
“contributions made by companies are
purely business transactions made with
the intent of securing benefits in return™.

‘The Constituent Assembly in 1948 ar-
gued in favour of the need for the
state/public treasury to bear election ex-

i ina least expensi
and organised manner. They reasoned
that an election is a state affair, not a pri-
vate concern, and any unfair advantage
toricher candidates must be avoided.

Several committee reports and experts
have recommended public funding in
India, subject to reforms such as internal
party » fAnancial
bringing parties under the Right to ln»
formation, and restricting private dona-
tions. However, the ban on corporate do-
nations in the 1960s was followed by the
consolidation of an opaque, corrupt
political finance regime in which political
favours were traded for donations, popu-
larly referred to as “briefcase politics”,

Hence, any future political finance
framework must address disparities in ac-
cess to funds, excessive concentration of
economic powey, and corruption arising
from illegitimate funding sources.

Reducmg ﬁn:mclal Lentry barr_lers for
political
sources, and ensuring transparency are es-
sential to protect democratic competition.
Without i isulti

a
equal and distorted democracy.

Verma is a major general (retd)
and the head of ADR. Mahajan is
Program and Research Manager
(Political Party Watch), ADR

Tarique Rahmanmust break cycle
of vengeancein Bangladesh

Q

in London, imposed in September 2008 by an un-

N DECEMBER 25, Tarique Rahman, the acting
chairman of the Bangladesh Nationalist Party
(BNP), returned to Bangladesh after a 17-year exile
e]ec!ed rmm.«n'y ~backed government. Beforebeing

d flight, he Subj
to physical mmu'e while in custody and compelled to sign an
Emumm e akifigpla S e
JAMAL than a decade and a halflater, Rahman's return was marked by
Jmlhons of supponexs mmmg out to receive him — an unmis-
s cal relevanc:

Rahman the role of acting. hile his
mother, former prime minister Khaleda Zia, was imprisoned
under Shexkh Hasma s Awaml League (AL) government. Her

fthe most shameful
episodes in Bangladesh’s recent political history. And Rahman
himself was named in more than 80 cases under that regime.
Against this backdrop, his conduct since the fall of the authori-
tarian AL government has reflected growing polmca! marumy
Rather than invoking retribution, he has, on
called for restraint, unity, and reconciliation — ]anguage rarely
heard in a political d by cyclesof . His
emphasis on national unity and democratic discipline suggests
an effort to reframe the country’s political future.
ofactivistSharif
(Osman Bin Hadi, along with other incidents of unrest across the
country. Clearly, both domestic and foreign forces appear to be
seekmg o i most likely to rdli
forFebruary12,2026.\
althoughthei assumed amid
high pubhc expectations, us perfoxmanoe has proVed tobe far
Asaresult, thy ion:
of Bangladeshissince theJu!yupnsmg remam unmet.
The ENP hing,
extortionand criminal byitsac-
tivists — similar to those levelled against other parties — have
perslsted smce lhe AUs fall. Rahman 's task will be to bnne party
al
TheBNP, reducingi divisi res toring discipline, and
meanwhile,is  ensurir ngthatpart
5 Final lookat Asia
alsoin urgent dudlng Nepal, Sn Lanka Indonesia, and Thailand, is instruc-
needofsoul- e, vouth-
searching. led movements The causes are clear, even if theyvary in form
Accusations of Compon
extortionand pects, and precarious futures have pushedyoung people in par-
o ticularto a point where they feel [hat enough is enouth'
other criminal is currently divi-
behaviour by dend. Yet many young people facea future that appears bleak.
its activists — Opportunities forupward moblhry arescarce, and ml{chof[heu
similar to thAOSE ness of rights that governments have: 1gnored for decades. Rah-
levelled against  man must find a way to understand the pulse of young Bangla-
other parties —  deshis and overcome entrenched special interest groups that
have persisted would surely resist stmcruml dnn,es aimed at creatinga mz;‘e
s eordi-
S[l\Ln?:;a'}le naryyouth, aga inst the: desms ofold elitesto clingto power.

The writer i ly inCanada

40YEARSAGO

December 29,1985

Divisive forces will
be crus PM

INDIAN EXPRESS

Martiallawtobe lifted

THE PAKISTANI President, Gen Zia-ul-Hag,

will the lifting of the eight-and
I~ a-half year old Martial Law in the country
www | ataspecialjointsession of on

for the plenary session, follnwmg astam-
pede forentry. Ey

!hls tothe Centre. The Cabinet also decided
the Centre for the sch

president, Rajiv Gandhi, honsted theflagat
Indira Gandhi Nagar, several VVIPsinclud-
ing Union ministers, CWC members, and

h £ ol di I

December 30. The President will also sim-
ultaneously issue four presidential orders.
One of them will pertain to the July 5,1977
declaration through which he had im-
posed Martial Law in the country.

StampedeatCongcelebrations

HECC

were left stranded outside.

Assam-Centrerift
THE NEW Assam government has a differ-
th

garding the road and the fence.

PMdefends Emergency

RAJIV GAN.DHI hasonce again defgnded the

by
dhiin1975. Delivering his presidential ad-
dress to the Congress centenary sessionin
Bombay, Gandhl sald that the Emergency

ence of opinion with the Ce
erection of afenceand th

dhito “meet
threat tothe nation’s

the road alnng theinternational border with

T y
tions were thrown into a turmoil in Bombay
llelab i I

I tocheckillegal i
fmm that country. The matter was also

ity
lapsed at the Brabourne Stadium, the venue

O .
k

epaper.indianexpress.com

p at the Cabinet mee(lngmGuwa-
hatiand it was decided t

stablmy He also reminded the audience
that the “process of socio-economic
change gathered momentum with the pro-
mulganun ofthe bold and dynamic 20-
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‘© WHAT THE OTHERS SAY
Rahman's physical presence serves
as a counterweight to the swelling
influence of rival political actors.
— The Daily Star; Bangladesh
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Going forward, RBI’s rupee policy must
not repeat errors of recent history

Yo

ABHISHEK ANAND,
JosH FELMAN AND
ARVIND SUBRAMANIAN

"AVING CROSSED some psy-

chological “90” barrier, the

rupee is once again in the

news and once again giving

rise to angst and confusion.
‘What is happening and is the rupee being
well-managed?

First, to give credit where it is due. The
rupee is better managed today under Gov-
ernor Sanjay Malhotra and his team than it
was in the period mid-2023-late 2024 (the
period of the peg). Then, the rupee was fixed
for a considerable period based on motiva-

#Fig 1: Rupee-Dollar Exchange Rate,
Jan2021-Dec 2025 (Rsper US Dollar)

Fig 2: Real effective exchangerate,
Chinaand India, Jan2020-0ct2025
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tionsthat
in favouring large foreign currency bor-
rowers (Figure 1). The fixity worsened the
competitiveness of the economy and was
only sustained by a loss of over $150 billion
invaluablereserves. Intheend, it provoked
i instarupeethathad

become clearly over-valued.
Incontrast, in the last one vear, the new
RBI regime has managed the rupee better

the spot market to the extent of $30-35 bil-
lionand may have intervened in the forward
market to the extent of up to $30 billion.

This raises the question: Why, oh why?
Losing reserves to prevent high mﬂanon is
onethingbutdoi

nsk is damaging. One might speculate that

a decline. Firstar h

and more flexibly. There isthe i
5 e sy
of India when, in fact, there ought tobe a
stampede into the country if the economy
issupposedly growingatatorrid 8.2 percent,
much faster than any comparable country.
In the event, the RBI has partially allowed
this capital flight to be reﬂecxed inthe ex-
which

pees to the dollar to 90 rupees to the dollar
overthe last year.

Second however, old habits persist.

From 2025, when
the rupee re- emerged fora host of external
(Trumptariffs, investor infa-

have dollar expenditures, including large
companies that have borrowed in dollars,
and middle class and rich households who
want tosend their children abroad foredu-
cation. The second group are nationalist
politicians for whom a declining rupee isa
signofweakness.

The response of policy-makers to the
former group must be to highlight the
plight of the tens of millions of
workers in labour-intensive in-
dustries (fisheries, gems and
1ewel]ery and clothing) all across

vourof China) and domestic reasons (weak

growth numbers), the RBI started interven-
ing again to partially defend the rupee.
Based on official data and some estimates
for November and December, it seems that
since June 2025, the RBI has sold dollars in

Theirony is that markets are

strong rupee favours the rich few.
The response to the nationalists must
be: Look at the uber-nationalist country
he Hi iohtles-

son. As Figure 2 shows, despite the relent-
less march of the Chinese export jugger-
naut, despite China running massive
current account surpluses and despite the
world railingatthese outcomes, China’s real
exchange ratehasdepreciated by about12.5
per centsince January 2020. This is despite
pressure on the Chinese currency to be-
come stronger, which China is actively re-
sisting notvia intervention by the central
bank (PBOC) but by state-owned commer-
cial banks. In contrast, the rupee has only
depreciated about 5.5 per cent despite a
much weaker external position.

‘The reality is that protecting
the job-intensive export sector
requiresamuch weaker currency.
How much weaker? Take someil-

orareat tryingto '.:10 adesirablejob lustrative calculations. Figure 2
risk of losmg their jobs and liveli- that policy makers have shows that India’s real exchange
hoods because of the devastating themselves been unable or rate has declined relative to the

tariffs. Itis undeniable illi he last fi b
oo e songs. o VoWiingtapee  SUEs R
tributional consequences. Andin dePreC'rf‘uon 1s eﬂecuvely a by about 12 per cent. An alter-
thisinstance, a weaker rupee pro- subsidy to exporters) native calculation isthat India has

tects millions of the poor, while a

been by a punitive

Trumptariff of 25 per cent (overand above
competitor countries). Whether India
needs to catch up with Chinese competi-
tiveness or needs an exchange rateto offset
the punitive tariffs, a further 10 per cent de-
clinein the rupee seems almost necessary,
especially given that there has been very
little fiscal support from the government.
In that case, arupee at100 to the US dollar,
occurring gradually over the next few
months, rather than a rupee that is kept
closeto90, is the minimum that the econ-
omy and itsexport sector needs.

‘Theironyisthatmarketsare tryingtodo
a desirable job that policy makers have
themselves been unable or unwilling to (a
rupee depreciation is effectively a subsidy
to exporters); instead of sitting back and
availing themselves of the benefits, vested
interestsand politiciansare actually thwart-
ing markets to the detriment of the econ-
omy. Thisisself-inflicted damage. Also, the
government should allow the RBI to man-
ageatruly flexible exchange rate policy be-
cause it isundertaking a number of desir-
able reforms whose impact can be
magnified and brought forward by a more
competitive currency.

The tragedy is that we don’t seem to
learn the lessons from history and experi-
ence. Inarecent book, A Sixth of Humanity,
that one of us co-authored, we found that
over 75 years, the Indian state had been re-

Healthcare gets
privacy backbone,
but devil is
indetails

nm

TISHAMPATI SEN AND
HARSH MAHAJAN

HE RECENTLY notified Digital Personal Data Pro-

tection Rules, 2025, have brought into effect parts.

of the DPDP Act, 2023, and have started the timer

fortheother provisions of the Acttokick in. This s,

ably, the mostsignificant privacy reformsince

the IT Act, 2000. The DPDP Act, along with the Rules, alms t©
foster respect for indivi rightsand data

Itwillimpact the healthcare sectorinabig way. Aswith most

ambitious reforms, the devil lurks in the details. The Act elev-

atesevery clinic, hospital, laband telemedicine app to the cat-

egory of “data fiduciary”. It does not differentiate between a

large hospital, a small clinic, a large corporation, or a start-up.

Any personal data in digital form, or in non-digital form and

digitised later, is subject to the Act (unlessit falls in the limited

exceptions in Section 3(c) of the Act). Patients become “data

principals” with rights to access, correct and even erase their

medical information. On paper, thisis empawermg Inpractice,

self- in; self- Indian ze wherethe
flagellating, but rarely self-correcting. The law is clear about dunes, but vague aboul the boundaries.
last episode of rupee fixity (under the pre- Anyone hosg form knowsthat

vious RBI regime) was a textbook case of
how NOT to manage the currency —un-

itis quite often an exercise in blind faith rather than informed
choice. The DPDP Act forcest i uch asystem.

and as
earlier. While the exchange rate policy has
improved this time around, it could be
much better. Or to put it both more gener-

Yet, consider ward. Patients don’t

privacy ival.

the Act acknowledges xh]s rea].xry by perrmmng pmcessmg
without consent during

ously and more critically, it i
able if the Indian state and its institutions
commit mistakes and occasionally forget
the distant past. But they should not com-
mitthe same old mistakes, especially those
ofrrecent history. In2026, itwould beunfor-
givable if rupee policy were to repeat the
egregiouserrorsof2023-24.

Anand is Visiting Fellow, Madras Institute for
Development Studies, Felman is Head, JH
Consulting, and Subramanian is Senior Fellow,
Peterson Instit i i
and ca-author of A Sixth of Humanity:
Independent India's Development Odyssey

LETTERS
To THE EDITOR

Christmas vandalism

‘THIS REFERS to the editorial,
‘Goonscan’t hijack Merry Christ-
mas’ (IE, December 26). Itis of

(-

BHUPINDER SINGH HOODA

'!HEPASSAGEO(LheVB GRAMGActto

greatconcern thatri 4 GNREGAisnot
many ing to lati i

the VHP and Bajrang Dal in BJP- form. Ir isafundamental retreat: from].nfhas

ruled states, engaged in vandal- 0

ising churches and ChnsLmas

work and an unmistakable shift away from
T ismand =

decorations. There
reports of them violently attack-
ing Christians, including a vis-
ually impaired Christian woman
on Christmas Eve. Whatis more
appalling is that the police, who
should have prevented the bigots
from committing such atrocities
againstthe hapless Christians,
remained mute spectators.

— Tharcius S Fernando, Chennai

Inclusive i |n|t|at|ve

dignity that have underpinned rural liveli-
hoods for nearly two decades. The attempt
torebrand and restructure MGNREGA can-
not be divorced from the ideology that no
rural household willing to work will be left
‘without livelihood support. Despite claims
that the new law aligns with the ideals of
Ram Rajya, good governance cannot be
achieved by weakening Panchayati Raj in-
stitutions and marginalising states.

The most damaging aspect of the new

men(asaceutral]ysponsored pro-

THISRE it
rights, mylanguage’ (IE,

,‘My

2 ding pat-
lem between the Centre and the

Despite claims that the new

Bring back MGNREGA inits
original rights-based form

fiscal space, GST-related uncertainties and
growing welfare obligations. Forcing them

states liable for any expenditure beyond

crises. But, post-ope ICU care, chronic
illnesses, follo remain theAct.
Consent archxtecmre may need to be redesigned to include
these grey zones.

TheAct, with le objecti inimising datacol-

lection and retention, gives a wide berth to the individual to
withdraw consent or to seek
deletion of data. While this
may be relevant for sectors
such as online gaming or e-
commerce, it creates compli-
cations for the healthcare sec-
tor. If a patient withdraws
consent, orifthere is arequest
to erase personal data, the fi-
duciary isbound todeletethe
said data and stop “process-
ing” it. However, who is to
take theresponsibility for the
treatment and health of such
a patient? The Act does warn
the data principal that it will
bethe individua] who will be
for consent.
But it is worth remembering that the DPDP Act does not take
away the legal obligations of the healthcare sector.

The definition of “processing” in the Actincludes “erasure”
and “destruction”. A conservative reading would suggest that
even for the deletion of personal data, the data fiduciary
would need totake the data principal’s consent. Without such
& ission, how long would the healthcare participant —a

for which datare-

to bear a significantly higher financial agethedemand forwork_ nursing home, for example — be required to retain patient
burden will inevitably lead to reduced ap- MGNREGA wo data? I of the Rulesli
rovals anc de d for work. billion p: d an- tention timelines are prescribed. Healthcare, however, is ab-
The government’s claim that thenew  nually, suppomng nearly 50 mﬂhou rural sent from such timelines. A patient’s medical records are life-
halfofi

by
the annual employment ceiling to 125 days
is misleading. MGNREGA data shows that

consistsof women, whilearound 40 percent
beloug to SCs and STs, rnalq.ng it one of the

lines, often needed years after treatment, By not specifying
retention norms for medical data, the Rules inadvertently
leave hospitals guessing, lawyers busy, and patients poten-

the issue has never been thy y limit
on but it del. d
wage payments. Even during COVID-19 in
2020-21, when distress was at its peak, only
about 9.5 per cent of rural households com-
pleted 100 days of work. Over the past three
years, this figure has averaged close to 7 per
cent. Raising the ceiling without guaran-
teeing adequate financial allocations is not
an expansion of livelihood security.

Equally troubling is the shift
fromabottom-up, demand-driven
framework to a centrally capped,

December26). The release of the states. Under MGNREGA, the law aligns with the ideals supply-driven one. MGNREGA
Constitution inSanthali language Centre bore the entire cost of un- of ‘Ram Rajya’,good empowered rural households to
isa cummendal:{lel initiative which skilled wages, recognising ma( governance cannot be dem.:mdwonkasalegalngh[, com-

t India’ poorer i N pelling the state to respond. The
towards inclusivity. It not only to guarantee employment during ad“evec'.by Weakemﬂg new lawreversesthislogicbyallow-
provi i perioc Todaystatesare  Panchayati Rajinstitutions  ingthe Centretodeterminealioca-
asenseof belongingbutalsoa already with tions in advance and by making
voicethatthey were long denied.

— Abhay Negi, via email

Protect MGNREGA

THIS REFERS to thearticle, ‘A
breach of contract between poo-
rest citizen and the republic”
(IE, December 25). The Congress
party’s campaign for the
rollback of the Viksit Bharat G-
RAM-G and restoration of the
MGNREGA deserves our
support. Doing away with
MGNREGA, ascheme that has
provided the rural poor
unskilled public work, enabling
them to earn some income for
thelast 20 years, is nothing
short of breaking the backbone
of rural liveli NREGA

A
SRUTHIRAJAN

KG GEORGE'S political satire Panchavadi
Palam (1984) ends with an image that
lingers long after the chaos subsides: the
‘wooden rollator of the crippled Kathava-
rayan, played by Sreenivasan, drifting
down ariverasanewly inaugurated bridge
Itis a moment of devastating

has proved to be a boon at times
ofeconomic distress. It was
more than just a scheme; it af-
firmed a place for the poor and
the needy in Indian democracy.
Itshowed a semblance of justice
—socialand economic —and it
was betterthan none.

— David Milton. Maruthancode

louder

whereinthe world. Itsearly years coincided
with unprecedented growth in rural wages.
MGNREGA also led to the creation of dur-
able rural assets that directly support agri-
enhance climate
The politicisation of funding decisions

tially
Section 5(2) of the Act mandates that for datacollected prior

to the commencement of the Act, the data fiduciary may gwe
noticetodata principals “a:
regarding their rights. While the phrase “reasonably practi-
cable” may provide some comfort to hospitals or clinics, there
isnoceiling in terms of the time period for which such alook-
ification, it may well mean

oonasiti:

yof back may Without
framework. The suspension of MGNREGA thatall the data in digital form, irrespective of how longago it
ftmdsloWwBengalforthepastthreeyears would h =br ghtwithin

isa >fhoy Despil thelaw at mvmgln—

be misused. Ins(xtuuonahsmg such discre-
tion

dian healrhcare a prlvacy backbone. It tells pauen(s — your
dataisaright. Tt tell:

yourduty

mentguarantee meanmgless tal care. Some pmvmons need revisiting. HE'\thcare possibly

The new scheme must be not itisburden-

and MGNREGA mustbe retained inits orig- same hutbecause itistoo consequen.na] to be lumped together
inal, rights-based form.

The writer is Leader of Oy itic d St oy Supreme Court and Mahajan is founder and chief

former Chief Minister of Haryana dlic Mahajan Labs ", health Ficel

Thetimeless art of Sreenivasan

with PABacker's Manimuzhakkam (1976),
but it took nearly a decade, and a nudge
from Priyadarshan, forhimto discover his
most transformative voice as a screen-
writer. His first screenplay, Odarutham-
mava Aalariyam (1984), was both a com-
mercial success, announcing the arrival of
satire into mainstream Malayﬁlam cin-
ema. The Pri col-

speech, it was his unsparing exposure of
human frailty that lingered most power-
fully, holding up a mirror to the audience.

Over 19 years, Sreenivasan wrote 12
films for Priyadarshan, shaping popular
Malayalam comedy for a generation. His
collaborations with Sathyan Anthikad
were equally defining. inning with T

Nadodikkattu (1987) continue to echo in
everyday ar

ation with self-doubt (Paavain Paavam

the
beauty and futility of impossible dreams
with affectionate irony.

When Sreenivasan stepped into the
dual role of writer-director, his gaze turned
anard towalds marriage and the frague

helters. In

an). Collectively, these por-
Lmya.ls reveal a \vnter mvested nol mere[y

[he difficult, unfinished palhs through
which men might transcend it.

Not long ago, an Insmgram post circu-
lated with th isal-

P Bnla(,opnlm( M A (1986), their partner-
d over three decades and cul-

laboration struck an immediate chord,
yieldinga bunch of ﬁlms in quick succes-

mma[ed in Njan Prakashan (2018). To-
ve[her they crafted gentle yet incisive
iddl

understatement, where absence speaks ion, idiomthat com-
nw-fnr-lﬁ Itfeelseerilyreson-  bined sl: ick sharpso-  piration, precarity, and moral
anttoday. With ’'spassing, the ciali

many lives he gave to Malayalam cinema
endure, elched into collective memory

Sreenivasan’s work achieved a rare
timelessness by treating caricature not as

hroush siftreand e

ion but as distilled social truth.

appmached cinema asalived socxal prac-

HlS writing did not privilege protaaomsts

lass life marked byas»

(1989) and Chil
Shvanmln (1998), he cast himself as mo-

most faded,” stitched toaether from clips
of ]ate -1980s and 1990s Malayalam films,
an roll call of icons, many now

usingsat-
ire ro anatomise male insecurity and its
transformation into emotional toxicity

Characters like Dasan and Vijayan fmm
Yet Sreenivasan’s men were

never monolithic. Alongside
corrosive insecurity, his cinema

tice, using humour

pocrisy and everyday anxieties, and to, glve
enduring form to the insecurities of the
Malayali middle class.

o

3 minor
W|Lh such precision that they survived
long after the films themselves. While his
dialogue slipped effortlessly into popular

llowed room for growth,
redemption, and quiet dignity

withi ingmelo-
drama for discomfort and irony, these
films remain among the most incisive
critiques of everyday patriarchy in popular
Malayalam cinema.

Yet Sreenivasan’s men were never
monolithic. His cinema allowed room for
growth, redemption, and quiet dignity,
wherhennnemamemoucnal generosity
or Gopalakrishnan's negoti-

.
I

epaper.indianexpress.com

L] |

gone. With Sreenivasan’s death, the senti-
ment acquires devastating clarity. The
image of Mohanlal and Mammootty
seated beside his mortal remains at Kochi’s
‘Town Hall is more than public mourning;
it is a generational reckoning with an era
thatslowly withdrew, taking with it the tex-
tures of ashared childhood.

The writer is Assistant Professor,

School of Communication, Birla Global
University, Bhubaneswar

. Ahmedabad U |
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AamirKhan: Atarecentevent, you
mentioned that not only climate
activists but even judges are attacked
for issues
and passing strong orders. Were you
orany ofyour colleagues targeted?
When I talked about environmental ac-
tivists, | meant that they deserved support
and praise from society. Instead everybody
attacks them, calling them anti-religion or
anti-national. As far as judges are con-~
cerned, they face attacks from social media
now. I recollect an incident in 2017 when 1

issueof pol
and construction of pandals on roads for re-
ligious festivals. The Government of Maha-
rashtra had moved an application to the
Chief Justice, contending that I had a bias
against the state simply because I had re-
fused to accepr its stand that no “silence
zones” existed across Maharashtra follow-
ing an amendment to the Noise Pollution
Rules. Of course, the Bar came down very
heavily on the Government and the Chief
Justice of the Bombay High Court. The rest
ishistory.

Aamir Khan: How can environmental
pollution be nipped in the bud? Can
yousuggest some safeguards?

Itis about the approach. It has been 75
yearsofthe Constitution and wearestill not
doing our duty of protecting the environ-
ment. Once every citizen realises it is their
dutytoimprove and conserve the environ-
ment, things will change. Otherwise today

istswhotry to raise issues and goto court.

AamirKhan: Supreme Court Justice
BV Nagarathna recently spoke about

said
thatjudgments are written in ink, not
insand, and should notbe “tossed
out” by subsequent Benches merely
because the judges who authored
them have retired or changed. What is
youropinion since some of your
judgments have alsobeen
overturned?

‘There are two different aspects. When
theSupreme Courtdeliversajudgment, his-
tory tells us that the law does undergo a
change. Forexample, the case of A K Gopa-
lan vs State of Madras (this was a landmark
Indian Supreme Court ruling challenging
preventive detention under the Preventive
Detention Act) in1950.

Wewenttotheotherextreme in Maneka
Gandhi’scasein1978 (revolutionised Indian
constitutional law, establishing that the
“procedure established by law” in Article 21
ortheRighttoLifeand Liberty must be “just,
fair, and reasonable,” notarbitrary). Here the
Supreme Court actually made progress in
laws relating to liberty.

What Justice Nagarathna meant, ac-
cordingtc me, wasthatifthereisajudgment

ourt, itcanl
cnly wuh methods known to the law Per-

haps,

ase.
was referring to the fact that since it was a
review by a two-judge Bench, could it be
taken up by a Bench of three judges, as if it
was an appeal? But it can't be an absolute
proposition that the judgment thatyou once
delivered must remain static.

One more historic example is of the Go-

NEWSMAKERS IN THE NEWSROOM

WHY ABHAY SHREENIWAS OKA

Justice Abhay Shreeniwas Oka, who recently retired from the Supreme Court, is widely seen as a conscience keeper of the judiciary. His elevation to
the Supreme Court itself was a victory for judicial merit. He has taken a stand in matters of liberty. And in times of extreme polarities, he has prioritised real
issues, saying courts must show ‘zero tolerance’ for environmental law violations and should not be swayed by popular or religious sentiments.

He highlighted the judiciary's crucial role in restraining the executive from violating fundamental rights

ONOVERTURNING
JUDGMENTS

The SC established the
‘basic structure doctrine,
which says Parliament
has some power to amend
but cannot amend the
fundamental features of
the Constitution. You
cant get rid of it because
you don'tlikeit

ON TAKING UP JOBS
POSTRETIREMENT
My personal view is that
after serving as judge of
the Supreme Court, I
should not do any work
which involves
adjudication like
arbitration. Thatswhy, I
amdoing all consultation
work and teaching

‘It’'s been 75 years of the Constitution
and we are still not doing our duty
of protecting the environment’

Retired Supreme Court judge Abhay S Oka on the apex court being Chief Justice-centric,
judicial appointments, gender diversity in civil courts and entry level pay for lawyers. The session
was moderated by Aamir Khan, Head, Legal Pro1ect Indian Express Digital
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Retired Supreme Court judge Abhay S Oka (right) with Aamir Khan during the Idea Exchange at The Indian Express’ Noida office. agrinay st

laknath 1967)inwhich rul-

ing which held that

cannotamend RightsinPart Daiva’asa ‘female
Iilofthe Constitution. Butlateroninthe Ke-  ghost.’) Society itselfis becoming
savananda Bharati casein1973, whenit
Court established the “basic structuredoc-  comes to religiousidols. Should
trine,” which holds that Parliament has  judgesdiscourage such casesand
some power to amend but cannotamend ~ imposeafine?

the fundamental features of the Constitu- My view iscompletely realisticand con-
tion. Thel withtime The court’ should be

but it can't be that you get rid of it because
youdon'tlikeajudgment.

Aamu](han.])llnngyourfarewell
Jourt Bar

(SCBA), you
thatthe Supreme Court (SC) is

by the view taken by a coordinated Bench;
it is that simple. But the concern you have
raised is correct. Different Benches cannot
have different views. The question is
whether the complaint constitutes an of-

controllmg comedlans Personally, I feel
whateverist mediaisquickly
forgotten too.

Vineet Bhalla: You were always known

whetherany offenceisattracted
that allegations are correct) or not attracted
(then it is the duty of the court to quash it).
On the issue of quashing the petition, the
court has to see if a person’s freedom of
speech and expression is infringed upon.
The judges may not like a particular utter-

heavily Chief Justice-¢ ic. Can this
bedemocratised?

‘We must follow the models of our High
Courts. In the High Court, all major deci-
sions are taken by a committee of three or
five judges known as the administrative
committee. In some High Couuts, there are
twoadministrative committees. The impor-
tant decisions are presented before the full
House, That is how the decision-making

ancebutthat doesnot: not
grant relief in that case. One has to strictly
examinethe case accordingtothe Constitu-
tionand the law.

Vineet Bhalla: In the Imran
Pratapgarhi vs the State of Gujarat
case, you quashed an FIR filed by the
Gujarat police against him forasocial
media post of himreciting an Urdu

process on the admxmstratwe sidetakes poem.Itwasalleged the poem
place. In fact, i ':vnamka even i i
ofthedist

the full H om-  ofthe hita (BNS).

mittee demds Bul in Ihe Supreme Court, Similarly in the case of Javed Ahmed

many Hazam, a Kashmiri professor working

the Chief Justice alone. atMaharashtra’s Kolhapur College,a
Second, lheHJghCoun_has afixedroster. criminal case was filed fora

n ourt only called August 5

subjects. In fact, more than one Bench has “BlackDaylorJammu and

the same subjects. And, therefore, aftera  Kashmir” In both these judgments,

new matter is filed, the question of discre- ~ you had written thatlegitimate

tion comes up. In the High Court system,
there is no scope for manual intervention.

dissent should notbe suppressed and
areasonable person’s standard

Aspertheroster notification, thesubject will should be: used, not one ofa
goonlytoa particular Bench. mind. Why d
seethe Supreme Courtbeing

Liz h: legalaction  poly on fundamental rights?

against for A similar question was asked of me on
theircomments that may hurt why the High Court is not following some
sentiments of a particular judgments. My answer is simple. If there is
community, the latest case bemg abinding precedent of the Supreme Court,
actor Ranveer Singh ithastobe foll

ritual scene from Kantara: Clmpterl,

ENEE B

the Supreme Court. Uluma[ely, itis bound

1

merit. It's a gradual process. For example,
the Bombay High Court has more than 10
‘women judges. It’sa matter of time.

Alotof

prepare for thejudiciary
examinatlon Time and again, the
uponthe
three-year mmlmum legal practice
requirement for entry level civil
judges. Your views?

There was a report of the committee,
which 1 think suggested this. The reason is
that it was possible for a fresh law graduate,
who may be 23 years old, to get into the ju-
diciaryat 25, But they face problems because
they have not seen the court inaction, pro-

i howthej lawyers con:
ductthemselves. Itwas feltthatteachingin
ajudicial academy for a yearwould help.

Uma Vishnu: Have youseena

law colleges in terms of their
approach, howready are they for
litigation, for the grind, fora career
inthejudiciary?

Everytime [ goto law colleges, I encour-
age them to join traditional legal practice
and the judiciary as well. Even if you don’t
‘want alongwaiting period, joiningisagood
option because the salary packages are rea-
sonable. Iam told that at entry level, a civil
judge gets morethan whatis paid toIPSand
1AS officers. But, of course, there isashift in
the sense that many students want to do
somethingdifferent, they want tojoin firms
orwork in the corporate sector as law of-
ficers, In terms of knowledge of law and in
termsofcapacitytounderstand law, they are
far superior than my generation of law stu-

of

underwem change in mydays

isanissue. Noteverysen:
iorlawyer pays remuneration. But there are
good seniors, too, who not only pay but give
workalso. Today’s younger generation gets
‘worried about this period of two to three
years when they begin practice. So I have
been talking to law schools and the Bar
Council too. Everybody can’t survive with-
out earning. Somebody from a reasonably
earning family or lawyers’ family can sur-
vive. Butwhatabout others? Some kind ofa
payment can be made like a sustenance
allowance for junior lawyers, particular for
those who come from that background or
don’thave funds.

Uma Vishnu: There are children who
n th 1i

8
lawschools. How connected are they
tosocial reality?

Some of the law schools are really good.
‘They impart quality education, though this
criticism is there. The students I have seen
from local 1
Idontthink there isany major difference.
don’tthinkstudents from law collegesinta-
luka and district levels are inferior to those
from law schools which charge high fees.
Maybe students from elite law schools will
have an advantage in terms of getting jobs
in the corporate sector. But when it comes
1o traditional legal practice, there is no dif-
ference between a student from a regular
law college and elite law schools.

Ananthakrishnan G: You were in

office when the Yashwant Varma case

happened (A large amount of burnt
in 1

fhici

nal (NCLAT). There are legal p:

which allow a retired Supreme Court judge
o occupy office. So, you can't say that is il-
legal. The other issue is about the cooling
period. I think the late Arun Jaitley had

mldence of Justice Yashwant Varma
‘when he was ajudge in the Delhi High
Court). You were a part of the

& =

fence or not. That should be the test. judge. Whenyou talked about it. Itis an idea that should be  opinion onwhether theevidence
wereservingasajudge, did you face considered — whether thereshouldbea  should have beenapproved or not?

‘AamirKhan: What is your on any g or  cooling period, say about three years from Two things I must say. I was part of the
social it y ?What isyour the date thejudge is admitted tooffice. Still  first five atthattime. So, Iwould like toavoid
comes to comedians, what they view post- thi will continue. commennng upon u Itis not pmper Now
canspeak orjoke about. Don’t retirement appointments? it bythe
you think they violate the right Personally, I haveneverfacedany ~ VineetU Ifth i i
to freedom of expression? pressure. On taking up post-retire- had notrevoked its Ithink,

1 have said in one of my judg- ment appointments, my personal iapp, Courtjudge, one Chief. lead-
ments thatwe havetheright tolivea view is that after serving asjudgeof ~ would the court have taken suo ing lawyer from Karnataka.

ified and i life. 1f  SCANTHE  the Supreme Court, Ishould notdo  motugovernance?

there are no comedians and no art ?g V(\:IgTDCEH any work which involves adjudica- On first princi chal- ‘Woulditbe
and literature, we can’t lead thatlife. THE VIDEO tionlikearbitration. That'swhy,]lam  lenges an Act of thy beforethe  wrongforaperson
Article21 gives us therightto.Even —————  doing all consultation work and  court itis Article21 G todraw from
ifsuch guidelinesare made, they will teaching in law colleges. But legally  orArticle 190ranyother right.

have to be tested on the basis of constitu-
tional principles. Moreover, the talkis about
framing guidelines for ¢ ing social

speaking, so many enactments provide for
appoumnga retired Supreme Courtjudge
‘some tribunal, forexample

media. I don’t think there is any talk about

[
epaper.indianexpress.com

the National Company Law Appellate Tribu-

ON GENDER PARITY
IN JUDICIARY
Practically in all states,
data of the last six years
show that ifyou are
appointed as civil judges,
yourentry level is at the
ageof26 and 27. That's
why in almost all states
now, more than 50

per cent of new jucges

g are women

itis my personal belief that the courts have
tointerfere.

y?

Secularism does not mean that every-
body should become atheist. In fact, the
Constitution, xfyou goby Article25and 26,

Jagriti Rai;
gender-insensitive comments,
particulaﬂyi.ndistrict and High

ptheir faith and follow
arehgwn Thelefure essential religious
pramces are protected. But I don’t think

courts. Doyou
liesinthe gender disparity in the
judiciaryitself?
Letustalkaboutthejudiciaryintrialand
district courts. Pracucal!y in all states —
dataofthe
last five m sixyears show that if you areap-
pointed ascivil judges, yourentry point level
isattheageof 26and 27. That'swhyin almost

fajudge who may beanon-
beheven orajudgewhoisabeliever,canbe
different. And if you study the rulings of
judges on liberty issues, you'll be able to
support what T have said, that it hardly
matters whether a judge is believer or
non-believer.

Ananthakrishnan G: Judicial review

allstatesnow more than 50 percentofthe  hasbeenspoken ofasabasic

at’s fthe Ci ion.Sois
abig change over the last 10 years. Thenif secularism.In caseofaconflict
you see the rulpc to i
thedistric inmostofthe  whatdoyou prevail?

statesthere is a reservation.

Thingsare also changingat law schools.
My experience is that in moot court com-
petitions, the winners are mostly girls. It'sa
matter of time that things will change. Re-
cently, there was an event at the Munjal
School ofLawandefeﬁsm Faxzan Mustafa

It's a hypothetical question. Ultimately
the legality and constitutionality of the Act
havetobetested on the basis of fundamen-
tals, whether it violates any fundamental
right, whetheritisinviolation ofany consti-
tutional provision. Soif it is proved thatitis
violative of: say Article 25or Article 26, it has
to) Tdon'tthi

Court but it cannot be by compmmlsmg

0 .

arises there.
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Eyeing power,
BNP may finally
shed reactionary
stance on India

EXPERTEXPLAINS
BASHIR ALI ABBAS

ON DECEMBER 25, Taris d
de facto chief of the Bangladesh Nauonahst Party (BNP), ar-
rived in Dhaka after a self-imposed exile of 17 years in the UK.
Rahman, whose return came amid widespread violence
inthe countr a BNPrallyin i
setting the stage for the February 2026 elections. While Rah-
man acknowledged populist concerns about “spies of a he-
gemonic power”, he also called for “restraint and patience”.
The BNP has long waited for this moment in Bangladesh
history. It appears to be among the frontrunners for the na-
tional elections. For New Delhi, what is worth watching isifa
party with a history of anti-India politics can temper its stance.

Under Gen Ziaur Rahman & Khaleda Zia
First, it is essential to understand the raison d’étre of the
BNP. The policies of Gen Ziaur Rahman (Bangladesh Presi-
dent from 1977 t0 1981), who founded the party in 1978, were
essentially reactions to those of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman.
Gen Zia felt that with the objective of Bangladeshi inde-

After the year thatresetglobal
equations, time to repair, rebuild

Trade talks, neighbourhood polls, great-power ties: India’s choices will shape its global standing and regional stability

LOOKING AT

2026

DIPLOMAC

SHUBHAJIT ROy

FOR 80 years, the geopolitical and geoeco-
nomic compact forged after World War IT
largely held on, despite the odd tremors
and pressures. The year 2025 was when it
exploded inthe world’s face, with US Presi-
dent Donald Trump's second-term policies
in full swing. Closer home, India and Pak-
istan saw a brief but lethal conflict, which
drew some lines in the sand. Meanwhile,
theshadow of the Russia-Ukraine war, now

pendence being met, it was Mujib’s turn t ianism
thatneeded Thi; theneedtoundo
Mujib’s policy choices. These choices included the Indo-
Bangla Friendship Treaty of 1972; Mujib’s “concessions™ to
India on the Farakka Barrage; and his idea of secularism for
Bangladesh.

For the BNP, under both Gen Zia and Khaleda Zia, India’s
role inthe 1971 war could not translate into lopsided influence
over Dhaka’s political trajectory. So the party-led government

to diversify 's foreign par
movingaway from Mujib and Sheikh Hasina’s focus on India
and towards countries such as China.

The BNPunder Khaleda Zia's premiership (19‘)[ 96; 2001-
06) also warmed up to Pakistan; this effort was i

draggingi year, and the brutal
Gazawar, hang large over the world.

For New Delhi, there were some posi-
tives too: Ties with Europe improved, and
re-engagement with Canada and China
began, even if the underlying causes of
strain remain unresolved.

THE HIGHLIGHTS OF 2025

INDIA-U.S. UNDER TRUMP 2.0

Avyearago, India was bullish about ties
wnh US after Trump’s re-election. Early,
raised hopes and the

the BNP’s partnership with Islamist parties such as the Ja-
maat-e-Islami. The party continued its focus on China, with
a2008treaty cementing Beijing as Dhaka’s principal military
supplier.

Under Khaleda Zia's tenure, Bangladesh opposed transit
arrangements with India on the grounds of sovereignty. It
passively allowed Northeastern militants safe havens. And it
assumed an entrenched and
adverse position ondisputes
relatingtothe India-Bangla-
desh maritime boundary.

While there were other
catalysts for the BNP's anti-
India posture, such as the
Babri Masjid demolition of
1992, the BNP's main effort
was to “correct” the Awami
League’s measures.

TheHasina era
Until at least the 2008
polls, the BNPwas a counter-

welgh[ to Lhe Awami League.
d as Hasina con-

Tarique

gz

But
teriorated sharply after Trump claimed
credit forstopping the war with Pakistan and
imposed 50% tariffs on India — the highest
on any country. India was forced to reduce
oilimports from Russia. Tr illcon-

tinue, butstrategic trust has taken a hit.

FRAUGHT TIES WITH PAKISTAN
UNDER FIELD MARSHAL MUNIR

After the April 22 terror attack on civil-
ians in Pahalgam, Operation Sindoor was
paused after four days, but Delhi drew a
new redline: no nuclearblackmail, andany
terror attack would be treated as an act of
war. The escalation alarmed the global
community. The year ended with another
terror incident near Delhi’s Red Fort, but

after a Trump-brokered ceasefire, despite
violations by Israel and Hamas. Israeland
thel
over Iran following a 12-day conflict in
which US bombers struck fortified Iranian
nuclearsltes Israelalsostruckinside Qatar,

Indiaavoided icorretali-

ation. Meanwhile, Pakistan Army chief
Asim Munir anointed himself Field
Marshal, gaining immunity from future
prosecution and consohdatmg powerina
ith General Zia-ul-Haq.

BNP
Rahmanin Dhaka Thursday AP

solidated power after her
2008 win, In the 2008-2024
period, the BNP was steadily pushed out of the formal political
space as Hasina made structural changes to Bangladesh’s
political system. The BNP’s loss of potency allowed Hasina to
conclude pacts on key issues with India (which the BNP had
earlier opposed), such as the settlement of boundaries.

Having lost access to institutional heft under Hasina’s 15-
year rule, the BNP relied on street mobilisation and non-in-
stitutional methods. Thisled to greateralxgnmem withIslam-
ist, anti-Hasina, anti-Indiaand the
Jamaat). Note, however, that unlike the Jamaat, the BNP has
competed with, and not contested, the Awami League’s na-
tionalism.

After August 2024

‘The BNP's domestic and foreign policies have been reac-
tionary right fromits. nascence. Now, the BNP has found msell’
inan its principal sh
been effectively consigned to the underground.

‘This, then, isarguably the first moment in B: leshi his-
tory when the BNP has. found spaceto be pmacnve Whileits
need to continu itnow
does so with the confic deuce of being Bangladesh’s most ex-
perienced formal political force.

It is this predicament that has also allowed the BNP to
adopt a more pragmatic posture domestically. Since August
2024, it has focused on advocating for early elections (unlike
the NCP and Jamaat), has given no indication of formally re-
allying with the Jamaat (and has even chastised it), and has
guarded against inflammatory rhetoric.

Similarly, senior BNP leaders focused on re-framing the
party’sapproach to India. Last August, BNP Secretary General
Mirza Alamgir called for a “friendly relationship with India”
based on “mutual respect” with the “one-sided relationship”
now over. The nex( month, Tarique Rahman highlighted

ep ties”and BNP’s
and notanti-India”.

Inthe following months, other leadexs .ssserted that India

was s “most i ", that Bangla-

desh’s “soil would not be used by terrorists”, zmd that “coop-
eration with India was not an option, buta necessxty

T pillarsof the BNP*s anti-
India new ith Pakistan,
thequesuon of watersharing (with the Ganges Water Sharing
Treaty expiring in December 2026), and the future of Sheikh
Hasina. However, the BNP can now afford to calibrate ts ex-
pressions on these issues.

The degree to which it does so will depend on its need to
cater to populist sentiments, without ceding space to the Ja-
maat. The BNPthat India may deal with, should it win the Feb-
ruary polls, will arguably be more amenable to cooperation.
But therise of a new political class in Bangladesh and a polar-
ised regional environment also means that any new govern-
ment faces an uncertain path vis-a-vis India.

Bashir Ali Abbas is Senior Research Associate,
Council for Strategic and Defense Research, New Delhi

ANEE B

REGIME CHANGE IN NEPAL

Angeragainst corruption and nepotism
spilled onto Nepal's streets, and Gen Z pro-
testers ousted the ruling dispensation. An
mlen.m government led by former Chief
i ithelec-

Karki

‘Trump to pressure Prime Min-
ister Benjamin Netanyahu to apologise to
Emir Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani.

WAR IN UKRAINE AND EFFORTS TOENDIT

As the Russia-Ukraine war nears four
vears, Trump has pushed for a ceasefire, os-
cillating between publicly rebuking
Ukraine’s President Volodymyr Zelenskyy
and castigating Russian President Viadimir
Putin. While envoys are negotiating, key
disagreements over territory and security
remain.

Wil
tions promised in early 2026. The upheaval
strengthened the army and revived some

INDIA'S OUTREACH TO

CHINA

upport for
cal class continues to resist deeper change.

TURMOIL INBANGLADESH

Bangladesh saw renewed unrest after
thekillingof youth leader Osman Hadiand
a Hindu man’s lynching, adding to a year
of tension with India. Nearly 18 months
after Sheikh Hasina’s ouster, the student-
backed interim government led by Mu-
hammad Yunus continues to face legit-
imacy and security challenges as it heads
to polls in February 2026.

TENSION INWESTASIA
The two-year war in Gaza was paused

As ties with the US soured, India as-
serted strategic autonomy. Prime Minister
Narendra Modi met Chinese President Xi
Jinping and Russian President Viadimir
Putin at the SCO summit in Tianjin, and
later hosted Putin bilaterally. The outreach
unsettled European partners.

RE-ENGAGEMENT WITH CHINA

Re-engagement continued with there-
moval of visa curbs and restoration of direct
flights after the October 2024 Kazan sum-
mit. However, around 50,000 troops re-
main deployed on each side of the Line of
Actual Control.

NEWIN THE

NEW
YEAR

Talks table
In2026, key for
India willbe
getting the trade
deal with the US
acrossthe
finishing line.
.

Indiais also
invested in the
Ukraine talks
amid the 25%
tariff over
Russian crude,
andalasting
West Asia peace,
which will help
revive IMEC.
P—

ILLUSTRATION: SURAITPATRO

RESET WITH CANADA

After two tense years following allega-
tions by former PM Justin Trudeau over the
killing of Khalistan separatist Hardeep
Singh Nijjar, new Prime Minister Mark Car-
ney sought a reset. Both sides are firewal-
ling political and economic ties from the
Nijjarinvestigation, restoring visas, staffing
missions and envoy:

Antonio Costa — for the Republic Day
parade celebrations, for the first time. It will
also host German Chancellor Friedrich
Merzin early January, within a year of his
assuming office,

New Delhi, which has already signed a
trade deal with the UK, is now negotiating
atrade deal with the European Union that
promises to unlock its markets for Indian
products, and vice-versa. In February,
French President Emmanuel Macron is
also expected to visit India, giving a solid
start to European engagement.

PAKISTAN: UNEASY PAUSE

The pausein Operation Sindoor haskept
the door for a confrontation with Pakistan
ajar. Delhi is on guard, and will be tested
throughtheyearin caseofanother terrorat-
tackwhose linksare traced to Pakistan. This
will require considerable military, political
and diplomatic bandwidth from Delhi.

ELECTIONS IN NEPAL AND BANGLADESH
Both neighbours face high-stakes elec-
tions. In Nepal, the test will be whether old
elites give way toyounger leadersormonar-
chist-aligned groups gain ground. In Bang-
ladesh, security concerns and the likely ex-
clusionofthe Awami League from the polls
could undermine electoral credibility.

INDIA'S BRICS PRESIDENCY
AND THEQUAD SUMMIT

India is set to host the BRICS summit
this year, with Putin and Xi expected to par-
ticipate. At the same time, Delhi would
want to host the Quad leaders’ summit —
if Trump makes a trip to India. Both sum-
mitswill beatestof India’s strategic auton-
omy and convening power.

THEA.L.IMPACT SUMMIT
Like the G20 summit in 2023, India is
preparing to host an Artificial Intelligence
Impact summit in February, with world
Ieaders and lechnology czars invited. This
the
firstonein Paristhis year, and will be Delhi’s
opportunity to showcase its prowess in
technology and the new frontiers of hi-tech.

THE G20 UNDER U.S. PRESIDENCY

‘The US will host the G20 leaders’ sum-
mitin2026, ayearafteritdid not participate
in South Africa. How the Trump adminis-
tration convenes the summit will be testi-
mony to its priorities — and a test of its
influence.

CHINA-U.S. DETENTE

Delhi will be watching the engagement
between the US and China. Trump and Xi
are locked in a battle for dominance over
AI and chips, and much is at stake about
whereIndia

TURKEY AND AFGHANISTAN

Tieswith Turkey deteriorated after Tur-
kish drones were found in Pakistan’s ar-
senaland President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
openly backed In contrast,

isanew entrant in the race.

INDIA'S ENGAGEMENT WITH AFRICA
After having won Africa’s goodwill by
anludmg the African Union into the G20
ing the Delhi G20 summit in

Indiastrengthened engagement with Tali-
ban-ruled Afghanistan, hosting ministers,
allowing the Taliban to take over the
Afghan embassy, and reframing Kabul as
“the enemy’s enemy” amid deteriorating
Pakistan-Afghanistan ties.

WHAT 2026 HOLDS
INDIA-U.S.: THAW OR TURBULENCE

Much d dedeal

2023, Delhi will be looking at holding the
next edition of the India-Africa Forum
summit.
UKRAINE-RUSSIANEGOTIATIONS

With the US now imposing 25% tariffs
overthe purchase of Russian oil, India has
become deeply invested in the Ukraine
peace process. New Delhi is discussing
hosting Zelenskyy, depending on the Sltlk

whethera

ationonthe onthe

is concluded and how India navigates
Trump’s unpredictability, including his
peace-making ambitions between India
and Pakistan. Back channels are active, and
the role of new US Ambassador Sergio Gor
will be crucial.

EUROPEINFOCUS
India is set to energise its ties with the

European Union, as it is going to host the
EU’s leaders — Ursula von der Leyen and

table, and in Ukraine’s internal politics.

PEACE IN WEST ASIA: IMEC REVIVAL
Alasting peace where the Arab world
and Israel areable tobury their differences
will be instrumental in reviving the India-
Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor
announced in September 2023.
Inafractured global order, Delhienters
2026 balancing autonomy, alignment and
ambition —with little room for missteps.

 ECONOMY

In 2025, big companies were the big winners in stock markets

GRAPHS,
DATA,

() PERSPECTIVES
BYUDITMISRA

WEEKLY ECONOMICS AND POLICY INSIGHTS USING DATA

THIS IS agood time to look back at howdif-
ferent investments performed during the
year. In India, people are increasingly in-
vesting in the stock markets, not just to
shield themselves from inflation eating
away theirmoney’s worth but alsoas away
tobecome wealthy or, atthe very least, cre-
ate aretirement corpus.

In the past few years, especially since
the start 0f 2021, the stock markets have
given an excellent return on investments.
Thi 3 p

number of mutual fund investoraccounts
went from 98 million at the end of March
2021t0 235 million at the end of March
2025. However, 2025 by itself has been
rather underwhelming forequity investors.

Animportant reason was US President
Donald Trump’s tariffs, which upended the
global trading order and, with it, the for-
tunes of many companies globally. Of
course, there are many other reasons at
play, too, but here’s a check on which in-
vestments paid off in 2025.

The chart alongside mapsthe returns (in
percentage) of a group of indices between
December 2024 and December 19, 2025 —
asclosetoafull year:

eAclearloser

Index returns (%) between Dec 20, 2024 and Dec 19, 2025
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provide a good sense of which categury of
companies was a good bet in 2025.

The Indian stock market is most often
categorised by market capltahsanon.

vest in mutual funds.
ing to Crisil 1

dopt
(SIPs)andin-

the

whichi: hare price multi-

plied by the number of total outstanding

shares of a company.
Tt

cap, asitisc dled, pro-

N .
[

epaper.indianexpress.com

vides a sense of the size of a company. As
with economies, larger companies tend to
growslower in percentage terms, and thus
provide more modest returns, while
smaller companies can grow at a fast
clipand provide higher returns (in percen-
tage terms).

|

Butas the data shows, in 2025 it paid to
invest in the bigger companies.

TheNifty 50, whichisanindexofthetop
50 companies by market cap, grew by 10.1%.
Butas one moved down the order and con-
sidered smaller companies, the index re-

‘Assuch, the Nifty 100, which maps the
top 100 companies, returned only 8.3%.
‘The Nifty 200 returned just 7.9% and Nifty
500 collectively returned only 6.1%.

What if you invested only in the mid-
cap companies? Thisisa bunch of150 com-
panies ranked from 101 to 250 on the scale
of market capitalisation. The returns were
even lower, at 52%.

‘Theworst fate, however, was reserved for
those who invested only in small-caps. The
Nifty Smallcap 250 index, whichisa collec-
tion of companies ranked 251 to 500 in the
market cap scale, gave negative returns. In
other words, the index value at the end of
December 19 this year is more than 7% less.
than what it was on December 20 last year.

. Ahmedabad N
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Fare deal

Rail passenger-fare increase is an important first step

The second tranche of increase in railway passenger fares this financial year,
effective from December 26, signals the Indian Railways’ intention to improve
operational efficiency. The move saw key railway-linked stocks jump as much as
10 percent asaresult of expectations of better revenue visibility. It isunclear, how-
ever, whether the current increases will make a meaningful difference or address
the deep-seated structural imbalances in railway finances.

‘The Railways has described the move as “modest” and calibrated toimpose a
minimal burden on travellers. To this end, suburban and monthly season tickets
and fares for ordinary class up fo 215 km have been kept unchanged. Fares for air-
conditioned classes and non-air-conditioned classes on mail and express trains
will goup by 2 paise a km. Fares for non-air-conditioned travel on ordinary trains
will increase by 1 paisa a km for journeys of more than 215 km. The Railways
expects to earn ¥600 crore more from this latest round of increases for FY26 in
addition to the ¥1,500 crore from the earlier round. This additional revenue,
though much needed, is unlikely toalter the basic structure of the railways’earn-
ings, over 60 per cent of which derive from freight services, or make a significant
difference to the operating ratio (the ratio of operating expenses to traffic earn-
ings), which hovers at 98 per cent. Before the fare increases, under recoveries on
passenger fares — which were largely seen as fulfilling the Railways’ social obli-
gations — amounted to more than 40 per cent of the ticket cost. This deficit is
bridged by freight rates, which derive from the Railways’ near monopoly on the
bulk transport. The irony is that this cross-subsidy is dependent on a steadily
dwindling market share vis-a-vis the private network of road transport.

Today, the Railways has a 27 per cent share of the freight market, a predic:
ment that largely has to do with inefficiencies such as relative speed and limi-
tations of last-mile connectivity. It aims to increase its share to 45 per cent by
FY31. The problem is that this target is predicated on two infirmities. First, coal
accounts for more than half the freight revenue — up from 45 per cent in 2015-
16. This increasing reliance on coal is now being viewed as a medium-term risk
because climate change-related decarbonisation targets are gathering traction.
The focus on commodities rather than other high-value goods such as finished
metals, chemicals, agricultural products, and so on also constrained freight
earnings. Two nearly completed dedicated freight corridors — from Punjab to
Bihar and Navi Mumbai to Noida — which aim to address problems of conges-
tion on high-demand routes are yet to yield a noticeable increase in the Rail-
ways’ freight share.

Reliance on astressed freight sector for revenue hasleft the Railwaysinapre-
carious situation because of its rigid cost structure. More than 40 per cent of rev-
enue expenditure goes to pay staff salaries and pensions — a figure that could
swell after the 8th Pay Commission recommendations. Taken with rising debt-

A year of economic earthquakes

The long-term effects of the tectonic shifts
visible in 2025 are hard to parse

Major shifts in economic policy or in an economy’s
dominant technology have long-lasting and some-
times unpredictable effects on internal political
dynamics, wealth distribution, and inequality. The
age of easy money, for ex;\mp]e Ied to asset prices

ILLUSTRATION: AJAYA KUMAR MOHANTY

core principle for the design of trade will have major
implications. Prices will have a tendency to rise.
Given that central banks will nevertheless target
moderate levels of inflation, this means that specific
trade'\b]e goods will become relatively expensxve

areas. While in Europe, the focus has been on reduc-
ing lower-skilled migration and leaving higher-
skilled migration unchanged, this will not satisfy
more right-wing ethno-nationalists of the sort that
have attacked even the H-1B programme in the US.
Higher-skilled migration may also be paused. This
will be a net loss for technological development, as
high-skill clusters are necessary for growth. Atalocal
level, however, such clusters in source countries for
migrants 7suchasBengalu:u might prosper. The
average d income for a d ping-nation
potential migrant with high skills, however, will fall
asopportunities in the West close themselves off. The
additional income in the prospering areas will thus
accrue to companies and investors and not to engin-
eers or entrepreneurs.

The movementacross frontiers of goods, technol-
ogy and people might face restrictions going for-
ward, but that of capital will apparently continue
unimpeded. In other words, producers and skilled
workers will find their markets constrained, while
financiers will not. The logical fallout of this dispar-
ityis for the returnsto finance to grow at the expense
of returns to investment in production or human
capital. At a macro level, this might further unbal-
ance some economies —such as Britain’s —thatare

ities, creat-

ing a politics of popuhsm and political divides
between generations and educational strata. Freer
trade led to geographical disparities developing in
industrial nations and to the reduction of the social
and political power enjoyed by traditional landown-
ing castes and classes in countries like
India— again, with major consequences
for political trends decades after the
economic shift in question began.

The year 2025 has been tectonic in
multiple ways, Two major shifts in policy
have taken place globally, alongside one
major inthe
substrate. The world’s trading architec-
tureisbeing remade; politics has turned
against the migration of people; and
investment in artificial intelligence has
becomethedriver of global growth. Each

POLICY

MIHIR S SHARMA

hati: tosaying thatothert
non- lradeables will become relatively cheap, and
those who produce them will find their purchasing
power reduced. This mightinclude the providers, for
example, of low-level entrepreneurial services —
barbers in the West, pakoda-makers in India. Over
time, this immiserisation will cause the
growth of political factions that demand
access to cheaper goods — or, more
likely, demand specific sector-focused
welfare. Trade barriers certainly create
jobs, but each job created will be prohibi-
tively expensive when seen in terms of
income and welfare foregone for other
citizens. Over time, that creates its own
discontent. In addition, if the jobs cre-
ated by trade barriers are concentrated
incertainareas, that will m(ensxfypohn-
cal resentment between

RULES

already t ent on financial services. Other
economies will see internal pressures increase
unless household savers are allowed to access some
of the financial returns that are being delivered to
more mobile capital. In countries like India, where
prudential norms prevent this from happening, and
other misguided regulatory concerns limit even the
ability to invest in indices abroad, this will come to
be seen as amounting to the expropriation or
repression of regular savers.

‘While the consequences of these policy shifts on
the global and domestic political economy are
relatively predictable, their interactions are not.
Investorsin Western delivery apps might make more
‘money (thanksto the free flow of capital) evenas their
specific services become more expensive for end-
users (thanks to restrictions on immigrants) while
such services sectors become relatively cheap

of these will have i — but
A 5 e

service obligations and fuel costs, the Railways’ revenue expenditure
for about 99 per cent of its internal revenue recei]:vts, leaving a.lmost nothing for
capital expenditure. This keeps the railways heavily dep up-
port forexpenditure on expansion, modernisation and safety m.frastmcrure, and
increasing borrowing, both untenable in the long run. To metamorphose itself
into a genuinely world-class utility, the railways will have to rethink its current
model of balancing social obligations with its commercial accountability.

. ’ )
Wind’s strong return
Revival faces conservation and regulatory constraints

Wind energy in India this year achieved a landmark recovery. According to the
latest BloombergNEF (BNEF) report, India is expected to add an estimated 6.2
gigawatts (Gw) of wind capacity this year, the highest annual addition from the
previous record of 4.2 Gw set in 2017, with 5.8 Gw of new capacity already added
through November. This has helped India rise to third position, after China and
the United States (US), in wind capacity addition, ahead of countries such as
Brazil and Germany. Another factor behind this is the spillover of projects that
were originally expected to be commissioned last year but were held back due to
the lack of grid connectivity. Grid access has historically been a bottleneck for
developers of renewable energy because transmission infrastructure typically
takes far longer to plan and build than a solar or wind project itself. This bottle-
neck began to ease towards the end of last year, when key projects in grid expan-
sion in wind-rich states such as Rajasthan, Gujarat, and Karnataka were
commissioned, with more capacity added early this year.

Wind’s rebound is part of broader acceleration in renewable energy. Accord-
ing to the data from the Ministry of New and Renewable Energy (MNRE), India
added acombined 21.9 Gw of solarand wind capacity in the first half of this year,
a56 per cent increase over the same period last year. Solar installations increased
by 51.6 per cent year-on-year, while wind capacity grew by a sharper 82 per cent.
India’s renewable capacity now stands at around 234 Gw (including 54 Gw of
wind power), with non-fossil sources accounting for over halfthe installed power
capacity, reinforcing the country’s clean-energy transition.

One of the ongoing issues is the slow signing of power-purchase agreements
(PPAs). Many statesstruggleto finalise long-term contracts with developers, cre-
ating uncertainty around offtake and revenue streams. Alongside this, land
acquisition and project clearances remain difficult in many regions, often lead-
ingto execution delays and cost overruns. While such issues affect most renew-
able-energy projects, they tend to be more acute for wind energy, which requires
large, contiguous land parcels and multiple statutory approvals. Beyond sectoral
constraints, the wind industry is adjusting to recent directives of the Supreme
Court to protect the critically endangered Great Indian Bustard (GIB). In a key
judgment this month, the court held that conserving GIB habitat was “non-
negotiable” and redrew priority zones in Rajasthan and Gujarat, where new wind
turbines and major transmission lines are barred and expanding existing projects
is restricted. The court also identified “no-go” areas where high-risk overhead
lines are prohibited to prevent bird collisions. While these measures bring regu-
latory clarity, they add to operational complexities and costs.

Tosustain momentum and achieve its long-term goals of clean-energy transition,
including ambitious targets of roughly 100 Gw of wind capacnty by2030, India must
addressth upgrades, st
cl battery age and hybrid bl ions, and ensuring
bankable long-term offtake agreemems will be critical. Balancing environmental
conservation with energy expansion will also require clear, consistent regulatory
frameworks that give developers certainty while protecting vital ecosystems.
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The re-election of Donald Trump to the White
House has brought us to a more transactional, less
connected moment in our global economicarchitec-
ture, The rise of China had already led to some con-
straints on trade flows — in India, the European
Union, and elsewhere —to protect crucial mftastrun:-

ture hke and power, ortor tain
ing sectors like
ButMrTrumph d that trade skir

beingbilateral and Iocal, and instead becomea global
conflict. It is now a world war, with unexpected
adversaries arising every month. Last December, it
would have been hard to predict that within a year
Mexico would be imposing 50 per cent tariffs on
Indian cars.

The shift away from efficiency to security as the

In many countries of the West,
politics has turned as much against the
of people asiit h: inst the
of goods. Ann mgranon forces are now in power in
the United States (US), Japan, and parts of Europe,
and may well seize other major countries — includ-
ing Britain, Canada, France, and Germany — by the
end of 2029, The aggressive way in which the Trump
administration has moved on extra-judicial deport-
ations may normalise such behaviour across the
West. This might certainly reduce migration in the
medium term, but will also create domestic unrest.
From an economic point of view, however, it will
directlyaffect those sectors which are propped up by
overseas labour. These include health care, agricul-
ture, and small urban services like deliveries. The
costs associated with providing these services will
grow, creating resentment particularly in urban

iveprice of non-t .ces
Ithough thi 1 food deli d mi
become more expensive (thanks to trade barriers).

The final ingredient in this unstable cauldron is
artificial intelligence (AI). Whether or not it is a
bubble, the fact is that investment in Al is a major
component of growth in multiple economies. When
the supportive infrastructure is built out, it will
reduce costs for some services and processes while
replacing some human roles in the supply chain for
those services. But we do not yet know the degree to
which it will raise productivity, the sectors it will
render redundant, and the spatial and class distribu-~
tion of the long-term returns to this investment.

In other words, a broadly predictable global
economy has been thrown into long-term chaos by
the events of 2025. Perhaps 2026 will provide some
clarity as to the effects of the tectonic changes over
the past year.

Markets caught in a fiscal tug

The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) on December 23

market with their own bonds. On December 24 Vikas
Jain, a senior trader at Bank of America, warned that
record state borrowing would weigh on bonds and
keep i interest rates stubbornly high. “The state bond

a$32billion liquidity injec-
tion via purchases of government bonds and dollar-
Innormalti wouldhave
lifted spiritson D Instead, equityindi
mat very day and continued to shde over the nexttwo.
theyear2(
hasb interest -

ing money into the financial system,
hoping that cheaper credit and abundant
liquidity would lift loan demand and spur
growth. Yet the bond market has barely
obliged. The yield on India’s 10-year gov-
ernment bond has fallen by only 13 basis
points this year, while the yields on top-
rated corporate bonds have risen by
11 basis points. State-government bonds
have fared worse still. Their spread over
central-government ~ securities  has
widened to about 40 basis points, accord-

CHOICE

ing to Bloomberg. The problem lies in DEBASHIS BASU

states and their borrowing plans.

The finance mlmsler has said in muluple public
forumsthat whi ia’sd ic prod-
uct ratio had improved after the pandemic, some
states showed worrisome debt levels. While the RBIis.
easing the flow of money, states are financing them-
selves more and more through the debt market. State
debt is up almost 20 per cent in one year from FY24 to
FY25 at Z12 trillion ($134 billion). In the next quarter
(January-March), states are estimated to borrow ¥4.5
trillion. No wonder investors are demanding higher
yields: India’s 10-year bond yield rose to a nine-month
highof 6.68 per cent last Monday as states announced
alarger than scheduled bond auction for the week.
That led to state-owned utility firm Power Finance
Corporation scrapping its bond sale on Tuesday.

Ineffect, states have thrownaspanner in the RBI's
easy-money machine. They are soaking up much of
the liquidity the central bank injects by flooding the

A
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upply i going andthat’s
why real-money investors are not ready to commit a
significant amount at this point,” he told
Bloomberg. Could the finance ministry
rein in this spree? Probably not, for two
stubborn reasons.

High GDP

State debt is rising, first, because rev-
enues are disappointingly weak. States
complain, with some justification, their
share in goods and services tax is lower
than the levies it replaced, and Lha[

of war

overheads. / ding to PRS L

interest payments, salaries, penslons and subsidies
consumed 62 per cent of state revenues in 2023-24.

That year states ran a revenue deficit of 0.4 percent of
GSDP, meaning they were borrowing simply to meet
day-to-day expenses.

The freebie trap

In abid to win elections, parties in states like Bihar,
Pun)ab Rajasthan, MadhyaPradesh and AndhraPra-
desl transfers,
farm loan waiver, free power, and transport — push-
ing up deficits beyond the limits set by fiscal-respon-
sibility laws. In 2025-26, 12 states that provide cash
transfers to women will together spend 168 trillion,

estimates PRS Legxslanve Research. Six of them

On

transfers from the C:
But that cannot be the whole story.
India’seconomy issupposedly booming:
Gross domestic product (GDP) grew by
8.2percentinthelatest quarter, and most
forecasters expect growth of 7 per cent or more next
year. Such vigour ought to translate into buoyant tax
receipts. Yet, as noted in these pages earlier, headline
GDP growth is not mirrored in corporate earnings —
and now it appears not to be reflected in state coffers
either. Either growth is overstated, or it is less fiscally
potent than many assume.

Low revenues, high spending

The other half of the problem is spending. The RBI
estimates that aggregate state debt now stands at 27-
28 per cent of gross state domestic product (GSDP),
well above the 20 per cent ceiling renommended by
India’s fiscal-responsibility:

already run its. Nopartyisi g
December 26 Punjab announced free medical treat-
ment of up to 310 lakh per tamlly from January.
Punjabis al; of with
adebt-to-GSDPratio of 46 per cent, compared to19 per
cent in Maharashtra, 18 per cent in Gujarat, and 16 per
centinOdisha.

What should investors make of all this? The mar-
kets appear to have drawn their own sombre con-
clusions. Strong GDP figures and the RBI's
easy-money policy should have been an explosive
fuel. Instead, all major indices have barely stirred.
Indeed, the hidden fiscal risks are bigger. Stales oﬂ1—
cial deficit fi lude large ingent liabil
— fromloss- power-distribution
transport firmsand infrastructure projects. Add these
inand the trueburdenlooks heavier still. India’sbond
andeqmtymarketswﬂlshmgofftheoverhangofram
pant ifsomething compel-

debl ratios exceeding 30 per cent. Under India’s fed-

ible for most icser-
vices and for delivering many centrally sponsored
schemes. But much of their outlay is locked in rigid

ling comes along to distract them.

The writer is editor of www.moneylife.in and a
trustee of the ife Foundation;

West Asia’s legacy of slavery

philosopherNasiral Dinal

ever haltingly. Nineteenth-

Lewis updated his thesis to dispel the

BOOK
REVIEW

THOMAS MEANEY

‘When the British journalist Justin
Marozzi was covering the 2011 uprising

the Middle East today in shadowy
forms. In Lebanon and Qatar, for
instance, the “kafala system” cycles
African migrants into coercive
contracts as maids or construction
workers. But what most galled Marozzi
in2011 wasn't a case of actual servitude;
it was the fact that the term “slave” was
still in regular use, even outside its orig-
inal context. How did such casual utter-
ances relate to the thousand-year
legacy of bondage in the region?

As Marozzi explores this question,

inLibya, he omething that
profoundly confused him. Meetingin
Tripoli with agroup of rebels, he heard
one turnto a Black comrade and say,
“Hey, slave! Go and get me a coffee!”

‘As Marozzi writes in Captives and
Companions, his knotty history of
slavery in the Middle East, the other
rebels were “clearly” amused, even if
“itwas equally clear” that their comrade
‘was not.

The practice of slavery persists in

the many types of

Tusi: “The Negro does not century Ottoman reformers notion that people in countries like Iraq

differ from an animal in any- needed littl and ‘were innocent victims

thing except in the fact that his toeradi a of imperial might. Instead, he
refers to his scope of interest as the hands have been lifted from presided over by the very suggested, the pervasiveness of slavery
“Islamic world.” apparently because theearth” elites they wanted to over- in the Middle East showed they had

slavery, like so many other iniquities,
was justified by the existence of rules
foundin religious codes.

But were Quranic precedents and

injunctions decisive? As the author him-

selfis quick to note, almost no one fol-
lowed the official guidance about
slavery, especially rules proscribing
rights for the enslaved, which Marozzi
tells us were the most “progressive” of
the Abrahamic religions. “While Chris-
tians professed equality before God.

enslaved peopl hs, harem

J ffered reduced penalties foradul-

‘women, mercenaries, unpaid labourers
— who populated a region that
stretches across modern-day Libya,
Turkey, Iraq, Iran, Yemen, Oman and
Saudi Arabia, all the while demonstrat-
ing how the realities of bondage in
these places differed from the more
familiar chattel slavery of the West.
Until the late 19th century, slavery
‘wasa near universal institution. Marozzi

tery with slaves and Romans prohibited
slave prostitution,” he observes, “only
the Qurandid all three.”

How significant was racism inthe
practice of slavery by Muslims? Marozzi
suggests that the advent of racial preju-
dice in the Middle East might have pre-
ceded the rise of modern European
racism by several centuries. He quotes,
forinstance, the 13th-century Persian

Having travelled to most
of the countries he writes
about, Marozzi is aware of the

throw. Local abolitionist
bureaucrats, Islamic rulings
sanctioning abolition and

pitfalls of his project. He changesin agriculture all
appears to know how easy it likely contributed as much to
istodescend into lazy gen- CAPTIVES AND the end of Ottoman slavery as
eralisations about Islamic COMPANIONS: A the chiding of British officials
culture, and, indoingso,to  HistoryofSlaveryand  dispatched tothe empirein
prop up Western self-regard. ﬁ‘e Slave T\,?:l inthe  the1840s and 1850s.
Nevertheless, Marozzi Islamic Wo Marozzi prefers not to

appears reluctant to wriggle
free from some of the most
robust myths of the Vic-
torian age. For instance, he
argues that the Ottoman
slave trade "did not die a natural
death.” Instead, “under unrelenting
European pressure, it withered for dec-
ades in the 19th century beft

by Justin Marozzi
Published by Pegasus
524 pages $35

thinktoo closely about his
book’s assumption. “Ourstory
is notabout historians,” he
writes. “Nor isita history of
history.” But, to borrow a
pluase journalists who declare them-
fromthei f his-

been practitioners of evil all on their
oown. Unsurprisingly, Lewis became a
favourite court scholar of the George W.
Bush administration as it prepared to
invadelraq.

Captives and Companions isamore
engrossing and less polemical read than
Lewis'’s books, and Marozzi deserves
credit for lightingup a vast subject with
vivid tales that throw Atlantic slavery
sharply intorelief as the more histori-
cally startling development.

Yet readers should be cautious with
what they do with their discomfort. At
the turn of the 20th century in the Congo,
King Leopold IT of Belgium launched an

ign that would leave

toriography are often the captives of
deft historian.

ually dying in the 20th.”

That may be how it looks to Western
eyes, but the Ottomans had their own
reasons for terminating the trade, how-

Inthe case of Marozzi, that historian
may be the Princeton professor Bernard
Lewis. In Race and Slavery in the Middle
East, abook that Marozzi happily cites,

10 million people dead. It was not for
nothing that he declared his mission was
toeradicate Arab slavery.

The reviewer iseditor of Granta
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Visa woes

H-1B squeeze will hurt students, professionals hard

he US government is reshaping the H-1B visa

programme by replacing its long-standing

lottery system with a wage-based allocation
model to attract highly specialised, high-paying talent
while reducing dependence on mass recruitment. The
change is likely to make it harder for entry-level
professionals and volume-driven employers to secure

visas.
[RRRA)\ announced amendments to the regulations
AR governing the H-1B selection process so that
& visas are prioritised for higher-skilled and

higher-paid “aliens”, ostensibly to protect the
wages, working conditions and job
opportunities of American workers. In
practice, this shifts power decisively towards
large employers and senior-level
professionals. This regulatory overhaul
arrives on the heels of another disruptive
change: the expansion of social-media vetting
toall H-1B visa applicants. Adding to the
squeeze is a steep one-time fee of $100,000 for
first-time H-1B applications. Together, these
measures signal, if there were any doubts, that
the USis no longer rolling out the red carpet
for immigrant professionals, particularly
engineers and technology workers. The most
immediate shock will be felt by Indian
students enrolled in American universities.
Every year, thousands take on heavy education
loans in the expectation of securingajobata
US technology firm after graduation. That
journey, via Optional Practical Training and
ultimately an H-1Brole, has long provided the
economic logic for studying in America. Now
the pathway is narrower, more expensive and
less predictable.

Even for students graduating from Indian
engineering colleges, the US stood unrivalled
as the dream destination, not merely for
higher salaries and a better quality of life, but
for access to deep pools of venture capital,
world-class research ecosystems and a culture
of risk-taking. Working in India, by contrast,
has never seemed an equal alternative. Weak
infrastructure, a shallow pipeline of
frontier-technology roles and relatively
modest research ambitions limit
opportunities. Even in the R&D centres of
MNCs, the work assigned in India is often
incremental rather than path-breaking. Yet
this new reality must be faced. India’s gross
expenditure on R&D remains stuck at about
0.64 per cent of GDP, far below most global
peers. India’s top IT services firms spend only
0.4-1.3 per cent of revenue on research, a ratio
that has barely shifted in years, This is
unsustainable for a nation that aspires to
technological leadership.

However, Indian IT firms will be partly
insulated from these policy shifts, having
already moved towards greater local hiring in
the US. At the same time, big technology firms
such as Microsoft, Amazon, Apple and Google,
which have relied heavily on Indian talent
through the H-1B route over the past decade
and a half, are now committing
multi-billion-dollar investments to India. This
will undoubtedly open more doors for Indian
professionals, but the domestic ecosystem
must strengthen rapidly to keep pace.

The Department of Homeland Security has

OTHER VOICE

From populist socia
to populist capitalism

There’s been a small flood of reforms in the last nine m:

But the bureaucracy may again be the stumbling block

LINE&
LENGTH.
TCASRINIVASA RAGHAVAN

hen it comes to
economic policy,
Indian governments
have firmly favoured
labour against capital.

But 2025 is likely to go downas a sort of
1991 equivalent, the year when for the
first time since 1947 a government
veered towards capital, away from
labour.

In 1991 that was done under extreme
duress because India had nearly run out
of foreign exchange and needed a
massive loan from the IMF to pay for its
imports. Thus, the sudden lurch toward
capital was not atall voluntaryas the
Congress would like the country to
believe.

This year also we have seen some very
big pro-capital or pro-well off reforms in
income tax, GST, the new labour codes,
the stock market code, the reform of
MGNREGA, and reform of nuclear
energy policy to name just a few. Some
yearsago corporate tax rates were cut to
anaverage of about 20 per cent.

IP'sanimpressive list fora
government that had gone to sleep,
waking up only for intense political
activity. It’s legitimate, therefore, to ask
what’s changed, why this new

demonstration of love for capital.

Afterall, the BJP will still need the
votes of the poor towin in the next
general election. So why favour the well
off? The problem is that this time it can’t
doitwith government moneyalone. It
needs therich, too, to help it outin the
matter of jobs and work. It needs much
higher levels of private sector fund
deployment — investment — to
generate employment.

I'T’S THE BUREAUCRACY, STUPID
This explicit acknowledgment, of the
need for the private sector, isa sea
change. The dominant political party,
instead of populist socialism, is now
opting for populist capitalism. It is
recognising the truth of Margaret
Thatcher's famous 1976 statement, “the
problem with socialism is that
eventually you run out of other people’s
money”.

Unless Modi reforms
the bureaucracy, we will
not be Viksit Bharat by
2047. The simple point
is that way too much
power is vested in
babudom. This power is
used to obstruct and

to extract

ths.

But here I must reiterate, for the
umpteenth time, an old complaint of
mine: the bureaucracy. Unless Modi
reforms it, we will not be Viksit Bharat
by 2047,

The simple point is that way too much
power isvested in babudom. This power
isused to obstruct and to extract. The
well-meaning babus obstruct. The
knaves extract. A few do both. There are
also those who do neither. All of these
are randomly distributed in the
government which increases both
uncertainty and risk for businesses.

Tonce asked a very well-known, very
influential (and now very dead) civil
servant what was meant by
‘government’. He said us, meaning his
tribe. What about the cabinet, I asked.
He dismissed them in the most

disparaging way.

Dealing with this mindset must
become Modi's priority. Itis the old
colonial one, the core of Macaulayism.
The origins of this mindset lie in the
influx of Victorian priests after the
British government took over the
governance of India from the East India
Company. These priests found Indians
sinful and venal.

‘Their influence on lawmaking was to
require Indians to take permission from
the district magistrate for everything.
‘This was the reverse of the traditional
British approach that you can do
anythingas longas “there is no law
against it”. In India you could do nothing
without permission.

MUMBAL
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That nonsense persists. It’s the
source of corruption and obstruction.
The government states the intention by
declaring a policy, Parliament makes
that intention possible by making a law,
and the bureaucracy sabotages it all by
‘making the rules to implement the two.

‘THE REAL POWER

So Modi should not be surprised if all his
reforms have less than dramatic effect.
It’s having the driver of your car
regarding himself as the owner —and
the owner asa nuisance.

As for the owner, it’s like trying to
reach the airport in quick time witha
driver who refuses to drive
appropriately. And guess who has the
upper hand?

This is because while ministers have a
‘hundred things to worry about, a
bureaucrat has a very narrow field to
control. He or she has the power to make
rulesand that’s how they obstruct and
extract.

Ihave been saying foravery long time
now that the power to make
unnecessary, redundantand
self-contradictory rules must be
abridged. At present these powers are
not subject to any supervision.

Every department head can make
pretty much whatever rules he or she
wants. This is real and raw power,
derived directly from requiring
permission for everything. Nor do all
business people have names to which
those rules don’t apply.

MF industry: Expense ratios aren’t the problem

Short-term outlook of MF investors is the problem. There must be an effort to promote long-term investment behaviour

—
Subir Jha
Sanjay Fuloria

ratios of mutual funds in the US

(around 0.4 per cent) and India
(1.8-2 per cent for equity and hybrid
schemes), despite its rhetorical appeal,
is fundamentally flawed. It disregards
deep structural differences between the
‘two marketsand ignores the way total
expense ratio (TER) is constructed in
India. This comparison also misleads
investors and diverts attention from
genuine reforms.

T he comparison between expense

inUS is managed under Advisors,
wherein fees can range from 0.25-1.5 per
cent. When this fees is taken into
account, the intermediaries cost in both
markets become far closer than
perceived. Beyond distribution, market
characteristics diverge sharply. The US
mutual fund industry serves more than
half of its households and manages asset
pools worth tens of trillions of dollars,
pushing expense ratios down due to
scale.

India, on the other hand, though
growing impressively, is still a young
market with modest assets under
management (AUM) relative to

‘The single most important distinction  population size.
is that India’s TER includes distributor Additionally, SEBI’s compl.\ance
ions, while US expense ratios physical KYCp

laxgely exclude equivalent distribution
costs. In India, especially in regular
plans —which continue to dominate
retail participation — commissions for
intermediaries form a significant part of
the disclosed TER.

and extensive investor semcmg
obligations — push up the cost of doing
business. For these reasons, expecting
Indian funds to replicate American
pricing is analytically unsound and
operationally unrealistic. Moreover,

ese
mdmduals who facilitate investor
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Adapting to the climate crisis

The record-breaking 252mph winds of Hurricane Melissa that devastated
Caribbean islands at the end of October were made five times more likely by
the climate crisis. Scorching wildfire weather in Spain and Portugal during the
summer was made 40 times more likely, while June’s heatwave in England was
made 100 times more likely. Attribution science has made one thing clear:
global heating s behind today - That,

emissions warmed the planet was understood. What can now be Shown is
that this warming produces record heatwaves and more violent storms with
increasing frequency. What we can do to minimise, or at least reduce, the risks
tolife from such events - as well as more gradual changes - is what climate
adaptation experts thinkabout all the time. The alarming consensus is that we
are not doing anywhere near enough. oweon, oecewses s
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Electoral Reform: Crucial to Emphasize Political Stal
Excessive emphasis has been placed on the equal value of votes, causing
distortions to emerge in the electoral systems for both Diet chambers.
Political parties should accelerate discussions on reforming the systems. The

promote financial literacy,
and enhance mutual fund penetration.

In contrast, the US ecosystem relies
heavilyon direct online channels,
employer-sponsored retirement
accounts, and institutional platforms
where distribution is inexpensive and
often automated. The cost structures
between the two markets are therefore
incomparable.

Moreover, 60-70 per cent of the AUM

Indiani do get the benefit of
economies of scale, with the TER
reducing withincrease in AUM of a
particular fund.

BEHAVIOURAL ISSUE

Indian investors’ short holding periods
represent a deeper behavioural issue.
Equity mutual funds are meant for
long-term, multi-year compounding, yet
many investors exit within 18-24
months. Such premature redemptions
make annual expense ratios appear

MUTUAL FUNDS. Vexatious expenses

excessive, not because TERs are unfair,
but becaus

retirement, and insurance-linked
products globally —would benefit
investors far more than aggressively
capping AMC expenses. Lower churn
reduces distribution stress, aligns
investor behaviour with market
fundamentals, and strengthens the
overall ecosystem, while fostering
genuine wealth creation rather than
short-term speculation.

‘This does not suggest that TERs
should escape oversight. Transparency,
fair pricing, and investor protection
remain essential. However, repeatedly
benchmarking India against Western
markets obscu ructural di

never realised. Over longer horizons,
even higher TERs become far less
onerous than low costs on prematurely
exited investments.

Longer holding periods
fundamentally change the economics of
investing. When investors remain

India faces unique cost drivers,
behavioural challenges, and a continued
need foradvisory and distribution
support. Blindly imitating US ratios
risks harming both investor outcomes
and industry sustainability.

Meaningful reform must be

invested, the comp g of returns
dwarfs the annual cost componen(.
Volatility smoothens out, portfolio
outcomes stabilise,and. AMCS

context-specific. E: ging longer
holding periods, guiding investors to
suitable products, responsibly
promotingdirect plans, and improving

an achieve
efficiencies that evenmally _]I]Sﬂf\
lowering costs over time.

A more constructive policy debate
should move away from fixation on
absolute TER levels and instead focus on
promoting duclplmed long term

advisory will enhance investor
welfare far more than narrow numerical
comparisons, Ultimately, impatience —
not expense ratios— is the greater drag
onreturns.

Jhais Founder of Buckspeak,a| hnukique Wealth

investment b
longer holding penods for equltvand
hybrid funds — similar to the lock-in
structures common in pension,

Director, Centerfor Distance and Oriine ducation
(CDOE), ICFAI Foundation for Higher Education,
Hyderabad

© BELOW THE LINE
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JD(S) chief HD D

former PMand JDS supremo Deve
Gowda said “it would be difficult” to
contest local body polls with their
alliance partrier BJP.

The saffron party’s State President
BY Vijayendra, obliquely hit back
saying, that his party was confident
of coming to power onits owninthe
next Assembly polls, Local leaders
from both alliance parties keep

(fle photo)

cards?

electoral system for the House of Representatives, which combines single
constituencies and proportional representation blocs, was revised through a
legal amendment in 2016 that introduced reviews of zoning for single-seat
constituencies every five years in line with the findings of the population
census. This was prompted by judicial decisions ordering that vote-value
disparities be corrected. Consequently, electoral zoning now must be revised
frequently as the population continues to shift from rural to urban areas. This
has caused confusion among voters. rorro, pecouser s

IF the Congress is actually breathing
easyin Karnataka, in spite of the
non-stop drama over whether

ssing against each
other, leading to analysts
speculating, how long the marriage
of convenience will last. For now
both parties dismiss sucha
possibility but aseparation mayyet
beon cards.

Karnataka Chief Minister India-EUFTAinfocus
Siddaramiah will be replaced by his With European Union (EU) leaders
deputy DK itisthanksto  Ur der Leyen and Antonio

adivided opposition. Recently

Costa expected to be chief guests for

India’s Republic Day celebrations,

“The last mile is hard enough when

highon th
announcement of the
long-negotiated India-EU free trade
agreement (FTA) during their visit.
As the next India-EL Summit, too,
may take place simultaneously, there
are hopes of 2 possible conclusion of
thetrade negotiations by that time.

ppening with one
country. When ones up againsta
27-member bloc, itis a different ball
gamealtogether. There is nothing
definite that can be said about
meeting deadlines till the last issue is
untangled,” a source close to the
negotiations said.

While both sides are making efforts Upin the air
£ wrap up the deal by the Aviation experts have reacted to
din  report that the Ministry

the last mlle gvve -and-take have their
fingers crossed. Contentious issues
suchas India’s demands for
fiexibilities in the execution of EU's
harsh quality standardsand
programmes suich as the Carbon
Border Access Mechanism (CBAM)
continue toact as hurdles, sources
said.

of Civil Aviation’s issuance of
no-objection certificates (NOCs) to
two newairlines will increase
competition in the Indian aviation
market. The narrative that the
existing aviation duopoly of IndiGo
and Air India was being challenged
gained momentum after atweet by
the Minister of Civil Aviation, Ram

Mohan Naidu, announcing the
issuance of the NOCs.

Interestingly, some industry
observers say neither of the NOC
recipients currently hasaircraftin its
fleet or holds the mandatory licence
from the aviation regulator to
commenceairline operations.

They point out that one of the
recipients, Al Hind Air, has recently
changed its name. The earlier entity,
they note, had received a NOC nearly
ayearago but has not inducted any
aircraft so far. Besides, the second
airline, Shankh Air, had also been
granted a NOC around the same
time, with limited progress since
then. Are the expectations of
increased competition thenall‘upin
theair’ for now? One has to wait to
find out. Our Bureaus
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Indian vs Indian

Killing of Tripura student a wake-up call

HE death of a 24-year-old MBA student

from Tripura days after being stabbed in

Dehradun is a shocking hate crime that

calls for condemnation in the strongest

possible terms. It lays bare a societal sick-
ness that normalises racial attacks and has no
qualms about perpetuating derogatory references.
Son of a BSF head constable, Anjel Chakma was tar-
geted as he confronted a group of men for hurling
racial slurs at him and his younger brother, who sus-
tained serious injuries. “We are not Chinese, we are
Indians, what certificate should we show to prove it?”
Anjel reportedly told the assailants. Five persons,
including two juveniles, have been arrested, while a
reward has been announced for the prime accused.
The incident has left the family and people from the
Northeast shaken. They deserve support from across
the country. It's a wake-up call to confront the reali-
ty of racism and xenophobia.

In Tripura, angry voices underscore that this is
not an isolated incident, and that those from the
Northeast are regularly subjected to racial slurs.
Even the warm welcome students receive in Central
institutions in the Northeast has failed to change
attitudes, they point out. The political project of
polarisation does not seem to be restricted to religion
or language. It is opening new fissures and broaden-
ing the divide instead of any attempt at bringing
people together. Not a day passes without disturbing
images emerging that undermine human dignity
and challenge Indian citizens’ identity.

Dismissing Anjel Chakma’s killing as a one-off inci-
dent would be an unfair explanation. Let us not fall for
that false categorisation, as all that does is equate hate
with what's acceptable and passable. Nothing could be
more repulsive, A horrible wrong needs collective intro-
spection and correction. Why shy away from it?

Unnaorape

Onus on Supreme Court to ensure justice

HE Unnao rape survivor has pinned her

hopes on the Supreme Court, which is set to

hear the CBI's plea against the suspension

of ex-MLA Kuldeep Singh Sengar’s life

sentence. This is not merely a procedural
battle — it is a test of whether the justice delivery sys-
tem can convincingly demonstrate that the rule of law
applies equally to the powerful and the powerless. The
Delhi High Court’s order suspending Sengar’s life
term and granting conditional bail —till the pendency
of his appeal challenging his conviction and sentence
in the rape case — has triggered resentment. The CBI
has referred to the SC verdict in the LK Advani case
(1997), in which the court ruled that anyone who holds
a public office, be it an MP or an MLA, would be
deemed a public servant. The probe agency has con-
tended that the high court erred by declaring that Sen-
gar, a sitting legislator when the crime was committed
in 2017, was not a public servant to be prosecuted under
certain provisions of the POCSO (Protection of Chil-
dren from Sexual Offences) Act.

The case is intertwined with allegations of intimida-
tion, custodial death and prolonged harassment of the
survivor's family: In such circumstances, judicial deci-
sions are not only about legal technicalities but also the
message they send to society — especially to victims of
sexual violence. The CBI's argument that holders of
public office carry heightened responsibility is persua-
sive, legally as well as morally. A narrow interpretation
of the law risks reinforcing the perception that political
power can undermine accountability.

Equally troubling is the victim’s unending ordeal.
Her allegation that the investigating officer colluded
with Sengar cannot be brushed aside. A zero-toler-
ance approach is the way forward for the judiciary,
which must prioritise the need to protect rape sur-
vivors and uphold public trust.

OPINION
Look to the Northeast
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Growing discontent, if not contained, can become a source of major instability in the region

GURBACHAN JAGAT
FORMER GOVERNOR, MANIPUR,
AND EX-DGP, J&K

OWN the ages,

India has been the

target of countless

invasions. It was an

old civilisation with
fabled riches, and kingdoms
from Central Asia, Iran, Greece,
etc. were forever trying to invade
and loot India. The Ghoris, the
Ghaznavis, the Abdalis, the
Mughals... they came through
the Northwest, the Khyber Pass
or through Iran and present-
day Pakistan. They looted, des-
ecrated, massacred and in gen-
eral laid waste the land that was
full of riches but unable to
defend itself.

The Mughals went a step fur-
ther and put down their roots
here and ruled for centuries.
However, our southern states
and kingdoms, thanks to their
remoteness, did not suffer these
invasions, nor did any come
from the sea for a long time.
They carried on trade with the
Near and Far East; what that
trade eventually brought with it
was a far more deadly invader in
the form of the Europeans.

The northeastern kingdoms
of old (Ahom, Meitei, Kachari,
Tripuri, etc.) were for long in a
constant state of conflict and
unrest among themselves.
These ancient fault lines were
accentuated by the British and
the classification they
imposed. Added to this was the
war and conflict with the
Burmese kingdom.

It is the Northeast today
which I would like to focus on
for it is in this relatively remote
corner of the Indian sub-conti-
nent that discontent grows
which, if not contained, will
become a source of major insta-

VULNERABLE REGION : Are we willing to recognise the challenge and meet it foursquare? e

bility in the region. Nature
abhors a vacuum and it is even
more so when it comes to filling
one of power and authority. What
appears as abushfire today when
fanned by the ‘elements’ can
become an uncontrollable blaze
that could suck in vast resources
and leave us weakened. It was
this weakness that brought in
invaders for centuries.

Today, the South is still safe
except for rampant smuggling
across the seas. We have the Coast
Guard and the Navy to take care
of this problem. The North and
the Northwest have the continu-
ing challenge of Pakistan across
the Line of Control and China in
Ladakh. Here the battle lines are
old, and the people and our
defence forces are used to the ebb
and flow of the troubling tides of
the invaders and infiltrators. Not
to say that it isn’t a dynamically
evolving challenge, but one that
perhaps over time has been con-
stant in its presence.

Coming to the Northeast, we
must recognise the urgent and
imminent danger of what we
are likely to face on this front.
For here today we have an
unstable Myanmar as a neigh-

The linking of
Pakistan, Bangladesh,
Myanmar and China

isafactand nota
figment of the
imagination.

hostile to us. Regular state-
ments are being ngen by semor
i of the Banglad

sistent looming presence of the
Chinese Dragon is a threat

‘which increases by the day.
Pentagon reports indicate that
Arunachal Pradesh is an area of
core interest for China, just like
Taiwan. The Chinese have been
rapidly expanding their military
facilities on the other side of the
Arunachal border, including for-
'ward-area airbases and hangars.
Villages have also been set up in
the area. Do remember that we
are eyeballed with the Chinesein
the Ladakh region. China is con-
d in the process

Meghalaya and Nagaland.
There is incessant violence in
Manipur and a huge presence of
the Army, paramilitary forces
and the police. This problem
needs to be resolved, and the
forces should be given a clear
plan of action. There are refugee
camps in Mizoram, Meghalaya
and Nagaland, indicating sym-
pathy for the displaced tribes.
Adding to the problem is the
likelihood of internal insurgen-
cies creeping up again with the
active help of Pakistan,
Bangladesh, China and Myan-
mar. It should be remembered
that these insurgencies earlier
had the support of the people.
Normal political activity
remained suspended in these
areas for a long time, and it took
decades of efforts by the military.
diplomatic and civil administra-
tions to bring these under control.
Political action was made possi-
ble due to the joint efforts of
these organisations. There are
still some retired Army, civilian
and police officers who remem-
ber many horror stories of those
times. Much blood has already
flowed over the decades — blood
of our security personnel and our
people living in these states. Let
us now bring all our resources of
the polity and civil society to bear
on this problem lest we have to
again take resort to arms. Let us
face the enemy resolutely in
i3 way is deemed fit, but

of locating areas where forward
bases can be established.

In the meantime, there have
been reports of various ULFA

government for the need to iso-
late the northeastern states in
India by fuelling insurgency
and taking China’s assistance.
Pakistan, with the covert help
of the Chinese, is with them and
providing men, material and
‘moral support. Pakistan’s Field
Marshal Asim Munir has no
qualms about voicing his ill will
towards India and his desire for
Kashmir. The minorities are
under severe repression in
Bangladesh and  targeted

bour, along with Bangladesh, an
erstwhile friend but now very

killings are going on. The per-

moving base from Chi-
na to Bangladesh and teaming
up with other such forces. These
elements would also encourage
the remnants of such move-
ments in West Bengal, Assam,
Mizoram, Manipur and Tripura.
We already have internal prob-
lems in the states which have
aggravated in recent years.

For instance, Manipur hasbeen
torn apart due to the historical
differences between the Meiteis
and the hill tribes — Kukis,
Nagas, etc. These hill tribes are
also spread out in Mizoram,

let us not allow it to build on its
mischievous designs.

The linking of Pakistan,
Bangladesh, Myanmar and Chi-
nais a fact and not a figment of
the imagination. If not checked
now, this will link up with the
rebel forces and the situation
will become even worse. Let us
alsoremember that the US today
pursues its own strategy —
whether our interests align or
not is of no consequence to the
Americans. The time to act is
now. Are we willing to recognise
the challenge and meet it four-
square? As Shakespeare wrote,
“There is a tide in the affairs of
men, which, taken at the flood,
leads onto fortune...”

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

The Tribune.
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The liberal federation
IF the liberals must maintain their existence not only as a sepa-
rate political party but as a separate organisation, it was at any
rate much to be wished that they would choose some other time
than the Congress week for their annual gathering. For them to
meet in that week is necessarily to deprive themselves in a very
large measure of the advantage of that publicity which to a polit-
ical organisation is its very breath, and which alike by reason of
their general experience and ability and of the intrinsic impor-
tance of their deliberations they undoubtedly deserve. We have
before us the presidential address delivered by Sir

For the first time, the Northeastis not the perlphery but the pulsatmg heart of Indias growth story. —NarendraModi

To mine and
notto mind

ASHOK Lavasa

HE raging controversy over the Aravalli range reminded me

of an incident exemplifying the conflict between mining and

saving the hills. Liberal mining permits and rapacious min-
ing by the lessees hide astory of myopia, i itivity, greed and cor-
Tuption. Government depar work at POS-
es; sometimes, they display an uncanny collusion.

As CEO, District Rural Development Agency. Bhiwani, in 1986-87,
1 oversaw the implementation of schemes such as the Integrated
Rural Development Programme (IRDP), Drought Prone Area Devel-
opment Programme (DPAP) and Desert Development Programme
(DDP). These programmes were aimed at arresting the march of the
Thar desert to the south-western part of Haryana through soil con-
servation and afforestation schemes.

It was said that if the number of trees planted in Haryana under
various programmes were counted, no land would be left without
tree cover in the state. Many local politicians often made caustic
remarks against the programmes in public meetings.

That provoked me to inspect DDP/DPAP works in Tosham, the
then chief minister’s constituency where soil conservation works
and hillside plantation was undertaken to check soil erosion.

To my surprise, I found the soil conservation works and tree
plantation satisfactory. I didn’t count the trees but they looked
healthy with low mortality.

AsTwas returning with my confidence in the field staff restored
and my cynicism abated, I saw some trucks winding their way
from the hills. They were returning from the stone quarries leased
by the government in parts of the same hills.

Tfound it odd—thy i bili
thehﬂ]sandanmthedesertsmamhandmthalgwmghceucesw
denude the hills. I considered it my duty as a public servant to raise
the issue with the government and shot off a demi-official (DO) letter
to the Director of Industries to cancel the lease forthwith.

Having wielded the ultimate weapon of the DO missile, I rested in
peace. My routine work overtook my fleeting concern.

Rt apapermthe i mmonal Though gener-

Joshi at the annual session of the federation which opened its
sittings in Calcutta on Monday. In several respects, this address
appears {0 us to be just as remarkable a pronouncement in its
own way as Sarojini Naidu's written address is in its very differ-
ent way. On at least one point, it is a much fuller and more satis-
factory pronouncement. While Naidu merely expresses the
ardent wish that political parties in the country may unite on the
same platform, Sir Joshi deals in a fairly comprehensive as well
as practical spirit with the whole question of this unity. One
observation made by him is of capital importance and, as far as
we are aware, has been made for the first time from the presiden-
tial chair of the federation. “If the Congress at the present stage,”
he says, “will declare that civil disobedience and the threat of
non-payment of taxes are not part of its policy, the way for all par-
ties joining on the Congress platform will be easier.”

ally thebt i bout its papers, nev-
erletting a paper ‘die’. Four years later; that letter surfaced on my table.

I'was appointed Director, Small, Village and Cottage Industries
Department, in 1989 after the trifurcation of the Department of
Industries. The other two departments dealt with large/medium
industries and mines & geology. In 1990, after the incumbent was
shifted, I was given additional charge of both these departments.

I 'was pleasantly surprised one day to see on my table a file
for the renewal of the mining lease of Tosham quarries. The
noting referred to my demi-official letter regarding cancelling
the lease. Upon receipt of my letter, a view had been taken to
consider it at the time of renewal of the current lease. Now was
that time. I.decided not to renew the lease.

Apaperin the government has enormous power ifhandled by those:
who care, and not by those careful about pleasing vested interests.

epaper.tribuneindia.com

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Symbolic gestures in politics
With reference to ‘When the PM went to
Church’ (The Great Game); the writer high-
lights effectively the stark contrast between
the Prime Minister’s visit to a church and
the reported disruption of Christmas cele-
brations by fringe elements of his party. Con-
cerns have also been raised by the Sikh lead-
ership the Union gov i
decision to observe December 26 as Veer Bal
Diwas. When symbolic gestures appear to
replace genuine recognition, they generate
unease among minorities. Governance
should be rooted in constitutional values,
inclusivity and substantive respect rather
than performative acts.

GURVEL SINGH MALHI, AMRITSAR

Minorities in double bind
Apropos of ‘When the PM went to Church’
and ‘End the silence’; both the articles high-
light the importance of constitutional balance
and moral clarity in a plural society. The PM’s
visit to a church juxtaposed with the intimida-
tion of Christmas celebrations merits deeper
al —pameulaer the silence of author-
ities onth ion places minori-
ties in what am‘.hropologlst Gregory Bateson
described as a double bind, a condition where
authority conveys two contradictory mes-
sages leavmg(he recipient unable to: queshon

Nail the culprits, punish them
Refer to ‘End the silence’; the acts of vandal-
ismand by anti-social el
in the name of religion point to rising reli-
gious sectarianism. Such religious chauvin-
ism results from the instilling of hyper-
awareness of religious identity for political
ends, false indoctrination of perceived
threats and the absence of inclusive, value-
based education to sensitise citizens to oth-
ers' identities and individuality. The lack of
strong political censure can aggravate inter-
cultural discord and lead to similaracts being
committed with impunity. Majoritarianism,
brandishing the hallmark of any particular
religion, should not be allowed to blemish
our cultural richness and inclusiveness.
Such nefarious elements should be identi-
fied at the earliest and punished.

‘SURAJ KATHURIA, JIND

Reform through incentives

Referto ‘Early release from jails an incen-
tive, not privilege’; the Punjab & Haryana
High Court’s move to monitor Premature
Release (PMR) policies rightly reinforces
faith in reformative justice. Early release
is neither a favour nor a right, but a vital
incentive that instils discipline, improves
conduct and fosters genuine reformation
in ]al] inmates. Moreover, it uhs prison

escapeit. Del

i not merely through bolic ges-

ds, eases over and
reduces istrative strain. PMR pro-

tures but through consistency between word,
symbol and the impartial enforcement of law.
‘When these diverge, anxiety replaces confi-
dence, and silence replaces participation.

KK GARG, CHANDIGARH

No condemnation of goons
This year Christmas was marred by shocking
and shameful acts from unruly mobs. They
vandalised religious places, disrupted and
harassed carol singers and Christmas gather-
ings, stormed schools and churches, which
according to them was Western culture. PM
Modi visited a Delhi Church. Incidentally, the
acts of disruption by communal forces did not
invite condemnation from the highest quar-
ters. The BJP leadership and the government
should not allow fringe elements to overshad-
ow peace and harmony.

GREGORY FERNANDES, MUMBAI

tects deserving convicts from the harms
of long incarceration. However, to
enhance its impact, the government must
correct flaws, such as absent timelines
and unclear eligibility, with clear rules
and firm oversight.

CHANCHAL S MANN, UNA

Wastage of public money
Refer to ‘Haryana MLAs can now enjoy
five-star stay on tours’; it is the most
shameful dissipation rewarded to them at
the cost of the public exchequer. It's ironic
that people are struggling for even basic
needs, while their elected representatives,
who claim to be their servants, are keen to
enjoy five-star facilities. It's nothing short
of corruption and embezzlement of public
money that must be curbed.

JAGDISH CHANDER, JALANDHAR

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-word limit.
These should be cogently written and can be sent by e-mail to: Letters@tribunemail.com
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BS GHUMAN
FORMER VICE CHANCELLOR,
PUNJABI UNIVERSITY

'ARYANA, which

was carved out

of Punjab in

1966 on the basis

f the Punjab

Reorganisation Act, hasbeena

leader in economic develop-

mentsince 2008-09. But Punjab

hasbeen ahead in terms of eco-

nomic and regional equity as

well as social development, sug-

gesting that the benefits of

Haryana's fast-growing econo-

my have not been trickling

down as evenly across poor,

backward districts and social
fields as in Punjab.

At the time of reorganisation,
Punjab’s economy was larger
than Haryana's, The total
incomeof Punjabwas Rs 950.87
crore in 1966-67 compared to
Haryana's Rs 530.05 crore.
Punjab remained ahead in this
regard till 2007-08. However, in
200809, Haryana, with an
income of Rs 1.82 lakh crore,
took the lead over Punjab (Rs
174 lakh crore). In 2023-24,
Haryana's income touched Rs
1095 lakh crore and Punjab
lagged behind (Rs 7.4 lakh
crore). Haryana's economy has
also been growing faster than
Punjab’s.It grewatarate of 64
per cent between 2011-12 and
2023-24, whereas Punjab’s
growth rate was 5.3 per cent.

An almost similar trend is
seen in per capita income.
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The per capita income of Pun-
Jab was Rs 720 at the time of
reorganisation, higher than
Haryana's Rs 589. The pre-
dominance of Punjab contin-
ued till 2005-06. But in 2006-
07, Haryana, with per capita
income of Rs 49,261, took the
lead over Punjab (Rs 41,883).
In 2023-24, Haryana's per
capita income was Rs 3.25
lakh, whereas Punjab's fig-
ure was Rs 1.96 lakh.

What is the secret of
Haryana’s significant eco-
nomic development? The
National Capital Region
(NCR), the GT Road, the
structure of the economy and
the management of public
finances are the major con-
tributory factors. Fourteen
out of Haryana's 22 districts
are part of the NCR. The dis-
tricts of Gurugram and Farid-
abad, both adjacent to Delhi,
have been making rapid
strides in the industrial and
services sectors by reaping
the advantages of robust
infrastructure and a national
market. The share of second-
aryand services sectors in the
income of Faridabad and
Gurugram in 2020-21 was as
high as 96 per cent and 98 per
cent, respectively.

The GT Road passes
through several districts of
Haryana, most of which are
part of the NCR. No doubt
this road has also been play-
ing a significant role in Pun-
Jab’s development, but the
combined advantages of
proximity to the NCR and the
passing of the GT Road
through Haryana have been
making all the difference.

The increasing influence of
non-agricultural sectors (fast
growth engines) on

OPED
Punjab, Haryana need to lear from each other

equally fascinating. A study
of the proportion of people
below the poverty line clear-
ly reveals that Punjab has
an edge over Haryana.
Recently, NITI Aayog has
released a report, ‘India:
National Multidimensional
Poverty Index a Progress
Review 2023°, measuring
poverty on the basis of three
parameters relating to
health, education and stan-

(Rs 62997 crore) and
Pathankot (Rs 7434 crore).
Likewise, the ratio between
the per capita income of the
richest district, Gurugram (Rs
5.78 lakh), and the poorest,
Nuh (Rs 61,931), was much
higher (9.34) as compared to
that between Punjab’s richest
district (Ropar, Rs 1.67 lakh)
and the poorest (Tarn Taran,
Rs 89,323) — 1.87. These fig-
ures clearly reveal that in

dard of living, further con-  Haryana, the fruits of econom-
sisting of 12 indi ic across dis-
According to this report, in  tricts are less evenly distrib-
2015-16 and 201921, Punjab  uted as compared to Punjab.
had 5.57 per cent and 4.75 per WLh a view to making eco-
cent of its ion living regional-
below multidi ional  ly more bal Haryana
. = poverty, respectively. The cor-  should incentivise mvest-
FOCUS: di investment scheme. FLE i for ment in backward districts
Haryana were 11.88 per cent  and introduce a special back-
Haryana’s economy has also Punjab  government to and7.07percent respectively. ~ ward district development
contributed to the growth tra- attract industrial capital and Haryana by learning from  programme.
jectory. In 1966-67, the share the Centre’s approval to set  Punjab's experience should Social development meas-
of non-agricultural sectors in up the Sports Technology make its economic model uredon the basis of fourindi-
Haryana’s income was only 4 'ww Extension Centre at Jaland- more equitable by devising cators — child sex ratio,
33 per cent, lower than Pun- P har can be seen from that pro-poor policies and alsoby  infant mortality rate, life
Jjab’s (38 per cent). However, LOOKlNG perspective. Like Delhi in  improving the outcome of expectancy and gross enrol-
it increased to 83 per cent in. the NCR, Ludhiana should the ongoing poverty allevia- ment ratio — show that Pun-
2022-23, much higher than be made a nodal city around  tion programmes. Jjab has an upper hand. Dur-
Punjab’s (73 per cent). 60 YEARS OF PUNJAB'S which planned develop-  Regional disparities are ing 201920, the child sex
Public finances are also bet- REORGANISATION ment can be done. also more pronounced in ratio was 904 in Punjab and
ter managed in Haryana. Fiscal health plays a pivotal Haryana. Being the largest 893 in Haryana.
NITI Aayog has worked out rolein the growth trajectoryof ~ district economy, with Rs 1 In 2023, the infant mortali-
the Fiscal Health Index (FHI) any state. Punjab should lakh crore income, Guru- ty rate was 17 in Punjab and
for 18 states for 2022-23. The adopt a better approach to  gram contributed 20 percent 26 in Haryana. Life expectan-
FHI is based on five parame- manage its financial  to the state income in 2020- ¢y was 70.5 years in Punjab
ters —quality of expenditure, resources by way of mobilis-  21. With Rs 62 crore income,  during the 2019-23 quin-
revenue mobilisation, fiscal ing additional resources, Ludhiana,the largestdistrict quennial survey and 68.8
prudence, debt index and L]'k(\ l’[ﬂl'\"flnﬂ, controlling its expenditure economy of Punjab, con- years in Haryana. Gross

debt sustainability. Haryana,
with an FHI of 274, is at the
14th position, while Punjab
(10.7) is at the bottom.
Learning from Haryana's
experience, Punjab should
accord top priority to devel-
op non-agricultural sectors,
particularly the industry.
Recent initiatives. of the

Punjab should
accord top priority
todevelop
non-agricultural
sectors likeindustry.

particularly committed
expenditure and rationalis-
ing subsidies, increasing
capital expenditure and reg-
ulating public debt.

The story of economic
development is just one
side of the coin. The other
side, covering equity and
social  development, is

tributed only 15 per cent to
the state income.

In Haryana, the income of
the topranking Gurugram
district (Rs 1 lakh crore) was
15.11 times larger than of the
bottom one, Charkhi Dadri
(Rs 6,640 crore). In the case of
Punjab, this ratio was almost
half (8.47) between Ludhiana

enrolment ratio for second-
ary education (2024-25) was
86 per cent in Punjab and 81
per cent in Haryana.

Taking a cue from Punjab,
Haryana should prioritise
social development so that
the benefits of rapid econom-
ic growth may trickle down to
the social sector.

New ruraljob Actdeliversa body blow to federalism

BRAHM MOHINDRA
FORMER LOCAL GOVERNMENT
MINISTER, PUNJAB

HE new rural

employment law

was a bone of con-

tention during the

recent Winter Ses-
sion of Parliament. While the
NDA government is going all
guns blazing to claim that the
Viksit Bharat Guarantee for
Rozgar and Ajeevika Mission
Gramin (VB G-RAM-G) Act
is a ‘step up’ from the two-
decade-old Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA),
here’s a breakdown of how
the new Act is indeed a ‘step
up’ — in terms of uncertain-
ty and delivering a body blow
to federalism.

Back in 2005, when the
Manmohan Singh-led UPA
government enacted MGN-
REGA, it did something that
had never happened before
in the domain of public policy
in India. A welfare promise
was made a justiciable right -
a rather bold and exemplary
move fora developing nation.
Employment was not a

favour extended by the State,
but a legal guarantee that
rural citizens could demand
whenever they wanted, and
the government was mandat-
ed to provide it. The VB G-
RAM-G Act marks a decisive
departure from that philoso-
phy. It is not the citizen but
the Centre that decides
where, when and how
employment will be provided
—and to whom.

Among the most vociferous
arguments made by the NDA
in the new law's favour is the
increase in the number of
days for which work will be
provided. While MGNREGA
guaranteed 100 days of work
per rural household, the new
law promises 125 workdays,
translating into 25 per cent
increased financial security
at first glance.

‘While on paper this looks
like an obvious, glossy
upgrade, in reality the new
Act is a conditional scheme
without the same enforceable
right. It is a discretionary law
that can be expanded or with-
drawn at the convenience of
the government in power. So,
don't be mistaken — there is
no guarantee whatsoever.
Hence the increase in the
number of workdays
becomes irrelevant.

The old Act ensured that
the Centre bore 100 per cent
of the wage cost, as it recog-
nised that a national employ-

L

h is most acute in Punjab due to its poor fiscal health. ALE

ment guarantee could not
depend on the fiscal health of
individual states. But the
new law has conveniently
passed the fiscal burden in a
60:40 ratio to the states. Any
spending beyond the Cen-
tre's fixed allocation will now
be borne entirely by states.
So, my simple question is —
how does the Centre expect
poor states to shell out money
from their own pockets to
finance wages?

If states have to fund a size-
able proportion of the remu-
neration, the most prudent
course for them would be to
cut the workforce rather than
increase it. States will cer-
tainly not think of expanding

: The risk of implementir

The success of
MGNREGA was not
inits execution but
initsideals — that
dignity of workis a
right, nota
discretionary grant.

the programme, they will try
to limit it instead.

MGNREGA was built as a
demand-driven, open-ended
programme. If a worker
demanded employment, the
State was legally bound to
provide it within 15 days or

pay an unemployment
allowance, But now, as perthe

new law, employment is no
longer triggered by demand
but by Central notifications
and normative allocations, an
unjustified and absolute dis-
cretion by virtue of which the
rulers in Delhi will decide if a
rural household in Jhark-
hand, Odisha or Tamil Nadu
deserves to get employment,
and for how long.

MGNREGA  empowered
gram panchayats and gram
sabhasas n tasked Lhem with
the pl and i

on citizens' needs, the consti-
tutional promise of coopera-
tive federalism isdiluted. The

tation of works. During the
UPA rule, local communities
were encouraged to partici-
pate and choose what works
were relevant in their con-
text, but under the newlegis-
lation the entire scheme will
be monitored by a national
council with very elaborate
technological tools such as
GIS (Geographic Informa-
tion System) mapping, bio-
metrics and Al-assisted
audits. While technological
advancements will signifi-
cantly improve transparency,
limiting local inputs will crip-
ple grassroots governance.
The risk of impl ing

introd of mandatory
pauses of up to 60 days during
the peak agricultural season
tobe notified season-wise and
area-wise further reduces
access precisely when rural
households need it.

While the intent may be to
avoid labour shortage in agri-
culture, the blanket imposi-
tion of such pauses under-
mines the flexibility that
made MGNREGA respon-
sive to local realities.

The success of MGNREGA
was not in its execution but
in its ideals — that dignity of
work is a right, not a discre-
txonary grant; that the Cenlm
must shoulder

this scheme is most acute in
Punjab due to the severe fis-
cal strain it is already under.
Punjab’s outstanding public
debt has crossed Rs 4 lakh
crore, with a debt-to-GSDP
ratio of roughly 45 per cent,
making it among the most
indebted states in India.
Under MGNREGA, Pun-
jab's ability to provide rural
employment was insulated.
But now, under the new law,
every additional day of work
will become a budgetary lia-
bility compounding woes for
our treasury. When employ-
ment generation becomes
contingent on a state's bor-
rowing capacity rather than

SATURDAY'S SOLUTION

for national guarantees; and
that local governments
must have a meaningful say
in planning and implemen-
tation. Any ‘upgrade’ or
‘step up’ that undermines
such ideals needs careful
reconsideration.

A stronger rural employ-
ment framework is
undoubtedly needed. But
strength does not lie in cen-
tralisation alone. It lies in
trusting states, empower-
ing local institutions and
preserving the enforceabili-
ty of rights. For Punjab, and
for India's federal balance,
that distinction will make
all the difference.
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Bilateral progress
0 . .
amid tariffworries
he trade agreement with New Zealand, conclud-
I ed last week, is yet another strategic landmark for
India in the recent past. Because of the collapse of
the World Trade Organisation (WTO) negotiations and
the tariff war unleashed by US President Donald Trump,
countriesareincreasingly goingin for bilateral trade deals.
Bilateralism has emerged as the preferred mode of trade
for India, too. It has concluded three trade deals this year
—with the UK, Oman, and now with New Zealand. Bilat-
eral agreements are in place with the UAE and Australia,
and negotiations are in progress on deals with the US, the
European Union (EU), and other countries. India has an
advantage with most countries because of the large size of
itseconomyandits highgrowth rate. It providesalargeand
attractive market set to grow bigger in the coming years.
Under the latest agreement, all Indian exports will be
accorded duty-free access by New Zealand. An impor-
tant area of engagement between the two countries is
services. India’s interests in areas such as I'T services,
education, and financial services will be protected, and a
new facility for Temporary Employment Entry Visas will

R&D GOVERNANCE

Can ANRF deliver?

Ifit wants to kick-start
innovation, the Anusandhan
National Research
Foundation should function
onthelinesof
DARPA and notbecome just
another funding mechanism

ARINDAM GOSWAMI

here’sastoryresearchersin India’s
Tgovernmcnt labs tell with a rueful

smile. A scientist receives a grant
to build a prototype of an advanced ag-
ricultural sensor.

By the time procurement approves
equipment, vendors quote, purchase
orders clear seven approval layers,
equipment clears customs and instal-
lation completes, 18 months pass. The
cutting-edge technology is now on Am-
azon. The scientist publishes a paper.
The prototype gathers dust. Everyone
ticks boxes showing the grant was “suc-
cessfullyutilised”. Thisis how Indiadoes
research funding.

Nowcomesthe Anusandhan National
Research Foundation (ANRF), with Rs
50,000 crore and sky-high ambitions.

facilitate gs for skilled
employment. The agreement
will eliminate or reduce tariffs
on 95% of New Zealand’s ex-
ports to India, with more than
halfthe productsbeing duty-free
from the beginning. India has
sought to exclude dairy and the

India’s trade
deal with New

Zealand opensa
strategic door

ThePri ning
board. The comparisonsto the Defence
Advanced Research Projects Agency
(DARPA) in the US are explicit. But
what makes anyone think ANRF will
differ from thealphabetsoupofresearch
bodies—CSIR,DRDO, DBT, DST,SERB

—thatalready exist?
lndm has, of course, impressive
ISRO’s cost-effective sat-

agricultural sector because it
wants to protect the interests
ofits farmers. The agreement also deals with non-tariff
barriers “through enhanced regulatory cooperation,
transparency, and streamlined customs, sanitary and phy-
to-sanitary measures”. The two countries have agreed to
deepen their investment relationship, with New Zealand
agreeing to facilitate investments of 20 billion dollars into
Indiain the next15 years.

Atrade deal, like any international agreement, involves
giveand take. New Zealand hasremoved some restrictions
ontheentryof Indian students, and will offer jobs in skilled
occupations with 5,000 three-year visas annually. Thereis
some opposition to the deal in New Zealand with respect
tosomekey provisions. While Prime Minister Christopher
Luxon has welcomed the deal, Foreign Minister Winston
Peters, a coalition partner in his government, has opposed
it. Peters hassaid thatithas given too much away, especially
onimmigrationand dairy. Opposition leader Chris Hipkins
has reservations about some provisions. In India, there is
some worry in apple-growing states over the slashing of
dutyonimports from New Zealand. Nobilateral agreement
will satisfy all sections, and the India-New Zealand deal
demonstrates that.

Anothersignificant
milestone for ISRO

ndian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) set yet
Ianother record last week by launching its heaviest
ever satellite aboard Launch Vehicle Mark-3 (LVM3)
into a low earth orbit. The satellite is functioning nor-
mally. It is a US satellite weighing nearly 6,100 kg, and
with its successful launch, ISRO has shown that it can
undertake the most complex and sophisticated scientific
and engineering feats at the lowest cost. It is ISRO’s third
commercial mission involving the new launch vehicle. It
has confirmed that India has established itself as an im-
portantspace power, with its mastery of heavy-lift launch
capabilities, essential for deep-space exploration and
human spaceflight. ISRO has till now launched as many
as 434 foreign satellites belonging to 34 countries. It has
steadily improved its capabilities through these launches
to establish its position asa credible space power.
It has been a year of steady progress and achievements
for ISRO. In January, it successfully acc lished its SPA-

ellites, DRDO's strategic missiles, and
vaccine manufacturing during Cov1d

Challenge —drive arobot car 150 miles

ner pocketing $1 million. Every vehicle
failed; the farthest got 7.4 miles before
hittingarock. Inany Indian programme,
thiswould triggerinquiriesabout waste-
ful expenditure.

DARPA refined the course and ran
itagain in 2005, Five vehicles finished.
That event seeded the entire auton-
omous vehicle industry - Google's
self-driving cars, Tesla’s Autopilot, hun-
dredsofbillionsininvestment. The will-
|'ngness m vntch evmythinv fail in year

breakthrough i mnovanon Iooks like. It's
also what Indian audit mect are

ates than any country except China, yet
has roughly 250 researchers per mil-
lion people against 4,800 in the US and
5,400in Germany. Indians run research
departments at American universities,
lead labs at Google and Microsoft, win
Nobel Prizesafterleaving. The problem
is that research in India isn't structured
asanattractive career.

ANREF could change this by making
programme manager a prestigious,
well-compensated role - Rs 100 crore
and three years to chase something im-
portant with complete autonomy. Let
them hire globally, pay market rates,
and offu equity. pamclpmon Itmeans

rystructures.

designed to prevent.

Now, imagine an ANRF programme
manager trying this approach. She
identifies a critical problem. She wants
to fund three competing teams. The

Questi Id beraisedin Parliament,
butitwould be worthit.

Failure tolerance will encounter in-
tense cultural resistance. Indian public
life runs on negative accountability,
in which fear of blame vastly exceeds
reward for success. DARPA operates
on the principle that if every project
succeeds, the portfolio isn't ambitious
enough.

Therefure. 10 bring about any worth-

SPEAKOUT
Remote-controlled Congress president
Mallikarjun Kharge was trying to explain
the party’sachievements... PoK, Partition
and 1984 riotsare the
legacy of the Congress.
Givingourlandto Chinais
- { ~ thelegacyofthe Congress.

Gaurav Bhatia, BJP spokesperson

Any one who thinks he is holier than the rest
deludes himself.

Bangambiki Habyarimana

TOBE PRECISE

Bengaluru demolition drive, famiies evicted

S0... RAKUL JI
15 ON A YEAR-
END VACATION,

m},s shall lie against any programme
manager for decisions made n good
faith in furtherance of the Founda-
tion’s objectives.” Without this, the first
spectacular failure will teach every pro-
gramme manager to fund safe things.

DARPAdoesn'toperatethroughexist-
inginfrastructure;itfindsthebestpeople
andideaswherever they existand funds
directly. ANRF needs similar latitude.
This W|II create Tesistance.

wraditional process requnres

I

devmlled RFPs waiting. fo( applicmiups,

scoring

are some of the incredible
But R&D spending has been hovering
around 0.7% of the GDP for two dec-

on pre-defined criteria, and de
selections. This takes a year at the mini-
mum. Butbythen, thestartup has pivot-

Rs50cr
will surely have a prohlem with ANRF
giving Rs 100 crore to startups. State
governments will demand their respec-
tiveshares. These are pressures thatwill
pull t.oward redistribution rather than

DRDO high-priority proj

deadlines.

ades. ACAG audit found that 119 of 178 ed theprofessor and creation, which will need to
i ontract.  beresisted.
At DARPA, the programme manag- I[ ANRF identifies five or six cnucal
‘TheKaveriengineprogramme,which  er calls the startup and says: “I have $2 — ener;

startedin the1990s, consumed massive
resourcesand failed to produce a work-
ingengine. The Tejasaircraft finally flew

million if you demonstrate a prototype
in eighteen months.” The contract gets
signed inweeks. No RFP,nocommittee,

water purification, advanced manufac-
turing — and organises programmes
around those, it could matter. For in-
stance, breakthroughs in grid-scale
storage or ultra-low-cost solar could
be transformative. These are moon-
h | Failureic il

Policingbegins
with highmorale

Humane working  not a welfare concession; it is
conditions are centra] Anoperationalnecessity.

Sl Equally critical is the ques-

torebuildingtrustand tionofpolicegeography. Many

i o stationsin Karnataka, particu-
npprovmg 3 larly in urban and semi-urban
performancein areas,serve populationsfarbe-
the force yondoptimallimits. Oversized

and overlapping jurisdictions

GOPAL HOSUR dilute supervision, delay re-

sponse times and weaken ac-
countability.

Globally, modern polic-
ing systems rely on periodic
of police unit

society, policing is the most

visible expression of the

State’s to order,
dtheruleoflaw.

In any modern, democratic

with Americanengines. no competition, The programme man-
ANRF scomposmoms(opheavymlh ager’sjudgmentistrusted.
bur eaucr The UK’s Advanced Researchand In-
i yexpertsat vention Agency (ARIA) hast: brutal-
opemnunal levels. That's why DARPA Iy honest about this. ARIA p
works — its 100-0dd pr man- peratewith ionfrom
agers, on temporary assi from  publicprocurement i tech-

academia and industry, have authority
tomakespeedy decisionsand k_:llfal!mg

projec .

The DARPA model rests on three
pillars opposite to Indian bureaucratic
DNA: 1) extreme authority concentra-

2)explicitcelebration of failure as infor-
3

nical detail that actually allows moving
from idea to funded project in weeks
rather than months.

For ANRF to get similar authority
requires political will. The Ministry of

Iybut: enormously.

The alternative is clear. ANRF be-
comes another funding mechanism
issuing calls for proposals, counting
success in publications, and producing
research that changes nothing funda-
mental. A decade later, people wonder
why India’s R&D hasn't transformed

Finance will resist ions from
financial rules. The Central Vigilance
Commission will worry about discre-
tionary spending. Opposition parties

mation; and 3) freedom from smndard
governmentrules. Indial this
institutionalised.

Consider the procurement problem.
When DARPA needed autonomous
vehicles, it announced the 2004 Grand

Every
concern is legitimate. And every one, if
allowed to override the mission, turns
ANRF into justanother funding body.
India produces more STEM gradu-

despite

IFANRF starts radically and survives
inevitable criticism when early pro-
grammes fail, it might become what
India’s innovation ecosystem desper-
ately needs.

(Thewriter isaresearch analystinthe
High-Tech Geopolitics Programmeat the
Takshashila Institution)

‘Para’

Asuffix can change
everything

SHYAMALA MANI IYER

his is the season for dictionaries
to proclaim new words. Merri-
am-Webster has just declared
*Slop’ as the new word for 2025, while
Collins Dictionary has declared ‘vibe
coding' as the new word for the year.
Well, Cambridge Dictionary’s word of
the year was pamsocml meaning a
i

DEXmissionwhichinvolved dockingand undocking oftwo
satellites in space. The capability is essential for its future
missions, including the lunar landing programme and
the building of a space station of its own. The next impor-
tant enterprise was the NISAR
mission, a joint India-US space
mission, undertaken in July. It
produced the most detailed im-
agesofearthever captured from
space. The LVM3-M5 mission
in November placed in orbit the
4,400-kg CMS-03 satellite, till
then the heaviest payload to be
launched. With three launches
of very heavy satellites into the
low-earth orbit and the geosyn-
chronous orbit, ISRO looks forward to further refining its
technological capabilities.

Describing the LVM3 mission assuccessful, ISRO chair-
man V Narayanan has revealed the organisation’s agenda
for the next few months, Next year will see the launch of
the uncrewed Gaganyaan programme, which will mark a
new frontierin spaceexploration. ISROis planningatleast
six more launches before March next year. A major tech-
nology demonstration mission is on the anvil to showcase
about 30 important homegrown technologies. The LVM3
launchersaredesigned for heavier payloadsin future. With
an environment that encourages private sector participa-
tion in space programmes, start-ups are active in the area.
Skyroot aerospace, which was behind the country’s first
privaterocketlaunch, has planned the maiden launch ofits
Vikram-lrocketinthe coming months. TheISROchiefalso
said that the LVM3 mission marked an lmportant stepin
India’s progress torealiseitshuman
Italsoshows that the countryison course toachieveitsaim
of securing 10 per centof the global space business by 2033.

India has now
established
its mastery of

heavy-lift
capabilities

logical bond where a
person fee]s they know and have arela-
tionshipwithamedia figure-a celebrity
or fictional character - who is unaware
of their existence, creating an intima-
cy through media like television, social
media, etc.

I was thinking about how prefixes
can changc themeaningofaword. Take
‘para’, for example We have just seen

RIGHT IN THE MIDDLE

by any other name

one-sided bond. A person who is para-
noidisentirelydifferentfroma ‘paragon’
of virtue. One suff fers from dcluﬂonq of

descrit

phrase while talking about new shifts
in policy issues both in the government
and in the corporate sector. ‘Parochial’
wouldrefertoanarrow-mindedoutlook

a perfect embodiment of a concept or
behaviour. A paraplegic person is one
for whom we might want to help if we
could, while a parasite is a person we
would rather shun.

Inthe English language, a paradoxis
different froma paradoxical statement.
One means a statement that contra-
dicts itself, while the other means that
something is seemingly contradictory
but nonetheless possibly true. When
you write a paragraph on a subject, itis
usually one of several subdivisions of a
longer text, but when you paraphrase
something, you putintoyourownwords
something you have just read or heard,
inashorterversion. A parodyisahumor-
ousimitationof moreseriouswritingor
music, thIe a parable is a short story

what'| para

thatusi lorlesson.

£
tooneforminga

Paradlgm shift’is a commonly used

on

When it comes to professions, a par-
amedicisaperson trained togiveemer-
gencymedicaltreatment, whileaparale-
galisa person with specialised training
to assist lawyers, and paramilitary is an
unofficial military unit.

‘Parasailing referstoasportinwhich
apersonisharnessed toa parachute-like
device being pulled by a vehicle. ‘Para-
gliding'isanothersportwherea person
is harnessed to a able para-

For a progressive state like

boundaries using population
density, crime incidence and
response-timedata. Evidence
from international policing
studies shows that data-driven
restructuring of patrol beats
reduces workload imbalance
and significantly improves

emergenc;

Karnataka—home to global
technology hubs, major in-
dustrial corridors, vibrant civ-
il society institutions and deep
social diversity—effective po-
licing is not merely a law- and»
order function. Iti |

enabler of economic growth, Karnatakamust lnsmunon~
socialharmonyandindividual  alise regular boundary ration-
freedom. alisation, especiallyin Bengalu-

The confidence of citizens,
investorsandinstitutionsrests
significantly on the credibility,
accessibility and profession-
alism of the police. Where
policing is fair, responsive and
efficient, trust in governance
deepens. Where it falters, in-
security seeps into everyday

ru and fast-growing district
headquarters. Smaller,clearly
defined jurisdictions improve
citizen access, enhance local
intelligenceandstrengthensu-
pervisory control without nec-
essarilyincreasing manpower.
Itistime theunwieldy Bengalu-
rucitypolicecommissionerate

life. Str i the police, istrifur districts
therefore, is not an adminis- suchasﬂelagawaxcblhmawd
tr ek ratic is no longer
imperative, vital to safeguard-  optional in policing. India has
ingbothpublicorderandaspi- already created a strong base
rations of arapidly transform-  through the Crime and Crimi-
ing society. nal Tracking Networkand Sys-

As Karnataka enters the
New Year, the police organ-
isation stands at a moment
that demands clarity of pur-
pose rather than incremental
adjustment. The challenges
befon: it~ rapid urbanisation,

rabled crime,

rising public expectations and
intense scrutiny of police con-
duct - cannot be met through
routine measures. What is
required is a focused agenda
anchoredinmorale, structure,
hnology and learning from

tems. integrating thousandsof
police stations into a common
digital platform. Several states
have moved beyond adoption
toeffectiveintegration.
Telangana's integrated
command and control centre

across police, traffic, disaster
management and civic agen-
cies. Maharashtra's Al-driven
MARVEL platform supports
crime analytics, digital evi-
dence management and pre-
dictive policing.

chute-like wing. While both these are
for the sporty kind, a paratrooper is
someonewk huting
from anaircraft, sometimes behind en-
emy lines, often compromising his life.
Theworldofthe ‘para’couldgoonand
on,aswould other prefixeslike ‘anti’and
‘un’. So, in the future, never ever cocka
snookata prefix becausea wrong prefix
could change whatyou set out tosay!

LETTERS TO THEEDITOR
Pause VB-G Ram G and restore demand-based employment

Ireferto ‘Wil need Rs 20,000 crore in five years for new
rural job scheme: Karnataka’ (Dec 28). Replacing MGN-
REGA with the VB-G RAM G Act is aretrograde step
that calls for immediate course correction. By forcing
states to fund 40% of the scheme without prior consulta-
tion, the Union government has offloaded a substantial
fiscal burden - an approach that weakens cooperative
federalism and strains state finances, MGNREGA was

Dowry’s deadly shadow

Apropos ‘Days after wife's suicide

in Bengaluru, man hangsselfin
Nagpur’ (Dec 28), while reports of
dowry-linked suicides document the
tragic sequence of events, they often
overlook the failure of timely men-
tal-health and counselling support for
distressed couples. Little attention is
paid to whether early warning signs
were noticed or if preventive interven-
tion mechanisms were available. The
continued social acceptance of dowry,

Karnataka must acceler-
ate universal deployment
of body-worn cameras, re-
al-time crime mapping, mobile
access to criminal databases
for field officers and robust
citizen-fz di; m
However, technology must be
accompanied by continuous
trainingand strict data-privacy

. Poor

best practices.

Police morale is the single
most important, yet least dis-
cussed, determinant of per-
formance. Nationalstudieson
pollcmg in India conmsten(ly
show
work 10to14hours aday, often
without assured weekly days
off, predictable leave or insti-

Chronic fatigue, stress and
declining job satisfaction are
common featuresof policelife.

Karnataka mirrors this na-
tional reality. Persistentvacan-
ciesatthecuttingedge havere-
sultedinoverstretched existing

mchnology weakens policing;
well-integrated systems en-
hanceit.

Comparative experience
offers valuable guidance, Ja-
pan's koban system demon-
strates how small, commu-

aproven, rights-b:

":\nd4

that

d-d 'ivcn pr

despite strict laws, also remains insuf-
ficiently questioned. Equally missing
is a discussion on the emotional
impact of delayed legal processes on
grieving families. Media focus must
expand beyond tragedy to emphasise
prevention, and accountability.
Umme Haani, Bengaluru

Usetech

I refer to ‘Elephant deaths call for
new safety approach’ (Dec 25). The
death of elephants on rail tracks

Raj Institutions, and <trengthened rura] Ty
The Union government should pause i
of VB-G ram G, consult states and experts, restore
demand-driven employment, and redesign the funding
framework before lasting damage is done.

KV Chandramouli, Mysuru

nity-embedded police posts

W
less than 9% of the force, limit- bmld trust and deterrence

ly. The UK’s Pro-

ingdiver

isa wake-up call to protect species
through technology-based solutions.
Development should not come at
the cost of animal life and natural
environments. Real-time monitor-
ing, policies, and outreach efforts
are crucial for coexistence between
humans and wildlife.

Swetha G, Bengaluru

jectServator isible
policingcombined with citizen
engagement reassures the
public without militarising
publicspaces.

Closer home, controlled
evaluations in Rajasthan es-
tablished that better training,
autonomy and supervision
producemeasurableimprove-
ments in police performance

blic perception. Institu-
tional design matters as much
asresources.

Public safety is not merely

p

Welfare infrastructure -
housing, healthcare, counsel-
ling and recreation — has not
expanded in proportion to
growing demands placed on
the police.

A police force that is physi-
cally exhausted and mentally
stressed cannot be expected
to deliver professional, empa-

i ow Bionnd solics

Instead, it risks knee-jerk re-

sponses. The New Year agen-

da must therefore prioritise
|

Our readers are welcome to email letters to:
letters@deccanherald.co.in (anly letters

d duty hours, assured
weekly days off, institutional-
ised lling, fitness pro-

the absence of crime; it is the
presenceof trust, professional-
ismand responsiveness.

emailed - not itten — will b
All letters must carry the sender’s postal
address and phone number,

grammes and transparent
career progression. Morale is

(The writer is a retired IPS
officer in Karnataka)
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Beyondyields: OdJshaspathto climate-smartand regenerative farming

INDU K MURTHY AND
ARABINDA KUMAR PADHEE

the centre of its agricultural reforms, pri-
oritising climate-smart and regenerative
practices. By restoring soil health, diversi-

mong I ndia’s most cli d
regions, Odisha stands out fm‘ both
ts agricultural heritage and acute
vulnerability. More than half its land area
is exposed to cyclones, droughts, floods
and extreme heat, with climate hazards
recorded in 41 of the past 50 years. Near-
ly two-thirds of the smf.e 'S cmpped areais
rainfed

g erop: water
and enhancing farmer incomes, Odisha is
protccnng livelihoods while offering a

(2025)isrei I

tion. The Comprehensive Rice Fallow
sd\eme (2023) enables

legumes, rubers.anu ditional erea]s
b

Soil ntral
to the state’s strategy. Regenernnve soil
management programmes such as SA-

FAR—.whicI‘-n uses basic sl:;g (a by-product

mlsu:ds. 1mpmvmg sml moisture use and

haispreparingitsfarmersfortheemerging
carbon finance landscape.
‘What stands out is that regenerative

boosting incomes. Ct this,
rl\e Special Programme for Promotion of

of
acid soils—and ICAR-NRRI's enhanced
biofertiliser and bioinoculant production

odel of cli rt devel-
opment.

The floodisi Iy under
stood as approach that
restores sm]s revives biodiversity, reduces

ind builds resilience while sus-

to monsoon variability. While coastal dis-

tricts face cyclones and flooding, interior

regions contend with recurring droughts

and intensifying heatwaves. These pres-

sures have depressed yields, heightened

food insecurity and pushed farmers into
di

mlnmgpmdumwtyandllvehhoods Odisha
wasahead of thecurve,embracing thisshift
well beforeit gained global traction,

The Shree Anna Abhiyan, formerly
the Odisha Millet Mission (2017), revived
climate-resilient grams in rainfed areas.

d soil organic matter, re-
duced reliance on water-intensive crops,
enhanced nutrition, and raised incomes
intribal regions. Building on this success,

d:sn-ex, d bya long: Millets i
on paddycul-
tivation.
YetOdlshasrespcnsemrk.sadearshlﬁ
from i lnrecent
years, th

the
of Forgotten Foods and Neglected Crops

p (2023) are reducing depend-
ence on chemical inputs while improving
soil carbon and nutrient cycling.

‘Water systems, too, are being rebuilt to
withstand climate extremes. Low-energy,
gravity-fed irrigation systems in tribal re-
gions; decentralised water harvesting un-
der Jaladhara (2024) and Farm Pond Plus
(2017);and expanded micro-irrigation un-
derthe‘Per Drop More Crop'componentof
the Pradhan Mantri Krishi Sinchayee Yoja-
naare strengthening climate-resilient wa-
teraccess while lowering energy demand.

Odisha is also regenerating landscapes
by bringing fallow land back into produc-

d Farming in Tribal Areas links
crops, horticulture, fi shenes,llvestod( and
on-far

livelihoods.

On the rural circular bioeconomy front,
the state is converting water hyacinth and
agricultural residues into valuable inputs
such as compost and biochar and embed-
ding decentralised composting within the
broaderwaste-to-wealthinitiative. Togeth-

agnculrule in Odlsha is nol an lsulated

It d within

!he state’s broader climate-smart and cli-
mate-resilientagriculture framework.

Odisha’s experience shows that climate

action and agricultural developmjem can

2036 and 2047 vision will enable targeted
resourceallocation for maximumimpact.
As food systems gain prominence in cli-
mate strategies, Odisha offers a credible
blueprint for aligning sustainability with
livelihood security in the tropics. With
global climate finance evolving and na-
ture-based solutions gaining ground, Od-
isha is uniquely positioned to translate in-

this progress, however, will dy action.By ingil on, s h-
mvesrment in farmer-centric ening insti and empowering farm-

ion, and training, alongside robust Odisha
climaterisk can continue tolead andii hers. Its

ance and early warning systems as cnucal
safeguards

proactive stance gives ita clear edge over

er, these efforts lower emissions, enhance willalso be
soil carb d ategreen livelih essenna] ki

The most forward-looking step is the gasznussmns.changeslmudnarbon gains
Carbon ! ivising Farm-  in agr and impr

ers for Regenerative Agricultural Practic-
es. By building transparent monitoring,
reporting, and verification systems for soil
carbonandother ecosystemservices, Odis-

Indonesia is building a new, green city in the jungle. Its future is far from certain, but
new residents like living there, far from the madding crowd

SUI-LEE WEE

naremote corner of the island of

Borneoonarecent Monday,arun-

ner breezed down the middle of a

freshly paved six-laneroad. There

was no traffic. Nearby, a gigantic

eagle-like bird, made of thousands
of copper bars, was perched ona hill.

This is the heart of Nusantara, a new,
green metropolis rising from scratch
froma forestin Indonesia.

But three years after officials broke
ground on the city, the prospects of what
wasbilled as Indonesia’s future capital are
cloudy. Only a fraction of civil servants
who were expected to move in have done
so. The future of the water supply is in
doubt. Residents still have to commute
for hours to gotoamall oramovie. Many
Indonesians now call it a ghost city.

Still, tourists regularlyvisit Nusantara,
many taking TikTok videos of themselves
in front of the 250-foot-tall and nearly
600-foot-wide monument to Garuda, the
mythical bird thatis Indonesia’s national
symbol. Most drive in from neighbour-
ing cities in East Kalimantan province.
Others fly to the airport in Balikpapan, a
two-hour drive away.

As for the city's residents, many are
young transplants from other parts of

s

of anew way of urban life.

Fachri Syamdoni Nawik, 26,adatacon-
sultant, moved in March. “It's cool to be
the history maker, right?” he said.

Nusantara aims to be a “10-minute
city,”meaning thatanyone should be able
to reach their destination within 10 min-
utes by walking, cycling or using public
transportation. Residents ride electric
shuttle buses and are permitted to drive
only cars thatare deemed to be environ-

-

Afive-lane road near an area wi

NYT

The lure of arising Asian
metropolis? No traffic

ly friendly. Itis ar Y
concept for Indonesians who grew up
battling the vortex of rraffic in places like
Jakarta, the current capital.

“I'had never seenany partof Indonesia
like this before,” said Adji Pramono, 48,
theassistant director for food and bever-
age for the Swissotel hotel in Nusantara.

Adji, whowasbornand raised in Jakar-
ta, said he would never return to work in
thatcity, where had towake upat4amin
order to reach work at 8. “It’s like I met
people every day, and they were always
angry,”he said.

The vibe in Nusantara, he said,
isdifferent.

This reinvention was part of a pitch by
Joko Widodo, when he was president, to
move the capital 800 miles away from
Jakarta, which is sinking into the Java
Sea. Nusantara means “archipelago” in
old Javanese and is a nod to the diverse
islands and people of Indonesia.

But critics say that Nusantara, with
an estimated cost of roughly $30 bil-
lion, symbolises the hubris of Joko, who
launched many infrastructure projects,
including a debt-ridden high-speed train
line on the island of Java.

His successor, Prabowo Subianto, has
yet to visit Nusantara after taking office
last year and has cut the development
budget. Recently, he appeared to cast
doubt on the city’s future, saying that it
would continue as a “political capital.”

Istayed at the Swissotel, one of two ho-
telsinNusantaraand theonly onewithan
international brand. Chrestian Pesik, the
general manager, said that nine foreign

s had stayed at the hotel re-
cently and were exploring the possibility
of opening embassies.

“People who don’'t know the journey
of this city might close their eyes and
say, “This is going to be a ghost city,” said
Chrestian,40.*Butwhen they come here,
they can feel that the city is growing.”

When 1 asked what people do for fun
here, hereplied, “We run!”

The day I arrived, organisers were
wrapping up a 50-kilometre, or 31-mile,
trail race. Nusantara, known as IKN in

i beth | venue
for many racesin East Kalimantan,

Part frontier outpost, part campus
town, it remains unclear whether Nu-
santara will grow into the metropolis
Joko envisioned. Officials say its current
populationisabout 155,000, but thearea
surrounding the Garuda monument and
the new presidential palace is home to
only 10,000 people, the vast majority of
them construction workers.

Nusantara is projected to cover near-
Iy 1,000 square miles, or roughly twice
the size of Los Angeles. For now, the
area is mostly trees. Vast empty spaces
dominate. There are limited options
for restaurants and groceries, although
a traditional market is being built. And
for all of its greenery, there is very little
shade, making the midafternoon heat
unbearable.

Electricityissupplied througha combi-
nation of solar power and the power grid,
butthelong-term goalis for the city torun
fully on clean energy.

Putri, 23, a civil servant, graduated

with a degree in electrical engineering
lastyearand moved to N inJune.

Bambang Susantono was the head of
the apital City Authority until

She said that she made new friends easi-
ly (“Most of us are in our 20s!”) and that
she never gets bored because she gets
to attend food festivals and plant trees
every month.

Many residents said their quality of life
was betterin Nusantara.

Fachrisaid he lived rent-free ina 10th-
floor apartment, which was provided by
the government. He has a flat-screen
television hooked up to Netflix and, for
the first time, air conditioning in his
bedroom. Outside the apartment, there
were three bins for separating trash. He
described his current accommodation
as the nicest place he has ever lived in.
Downstairs, there is a gym, plus places
for soccer and table tennis,

Nusantara wants to be “liveable and
loveable,” according to its visitor cen-
tre, which was largely empty when [ was
there. Theseareambitious goals, but crit-
ics argue the city is hurting the environ-
ment. Conservationists say thousands of
acres of mangrove forests, the habitat of
the endangered proboscis monkey, have
been destroyed.

The construction of the toll road
connecting it to Balikpapan, the clos-
est city, has cut off crucial water sourc-
es and led to increased flooding there,
said Mappaselle, the head of the Balik-
papan Coastal Working Group, an envi-
ronmental group. Mappaselle, who goes
by one name, said officials had not re-
leased an environmental impact assess-
mentreport.

heresignedin 2024, He said Joko pushed
for much of the construction to be com-
pleted before Joko left office that year,
but Bambang felt that accelerating the
timeline could create problems, He said
he was conscious about what happened
after Brazil built Brasilia, the new capital
tha( isnow surrounded by shums.

“D acityi lopingacom-
mumty,and notonly rhephyslcal things,”
hesaid. “Because otherwise you are going
to have a city without asoul.”

One potential problem for the city is
water. The dam builton the Sepaku River
means that the city is “safe until 2030,”
Bambang said. Beyond that, officials
would need to build another dam or pipe
inwater from other rivers,

On a recent Monday evening, several
tourists posed for photographs in the
parks. One of them was Puput Rianti, 23,
who was taking wedding pictures with
her fiance.

She travelled from Penajam, a town
30 milesaway, and said she would love to
live here, “We want to feel the progress,”
she said.

Throughout the city, the cranes con-
tinued to move. Andrinof Chaniago, In-
donesia’s former minister for national
development planning, who initiated the
relocation of the capital, said thatworries
about the project’s fate were unfounded.

“It's impossible to turn back now.”
he said. “Cancelling it would only make
everything that’s been built go to waste.”
The New York Times

water use efficiency will help sustain the
momentum, Empowering the Climate Re-
silience Cell and institutionalising regen-
eration metrics within the Viksit Odisha

(Indu heads the Climate, Environment
and Sustainability sector at the Centre for
Study of Science, Technology and Policy
(CSTEP); Arabinda is Principal Secretary,
Department of Agriculture & Farmers’
Empowerment (DA&FE), Government of
Odisha)

Aseasonofjoyin

STANLEY CARVALHO

hristmas is a time for
spiritual reflection, peace,
love and shared joy. Sadly,
in India, this universal feast un-
folded under a shadow of fear
and tension, marked by attacks,
intimidation and harassment of

aclimate of fear

(156). Karnataka reported 57 in-
cidents, while Rajasthan is next
with 49 reported incidents.

These incidents reveal a co-
ordinated pattern of targeting
that combines physical violence,
social pressure, and legal mech-
anisms to suppress Christian
religious expression. In many of
thesecases,

r
religious conversion.
Disturbingly, incidents target-
ing Christmas celebrationswere
reported from across the coun-
try. Theseare onlysome of them.
In Bareilly, Uttar Pradesh,
Bajrang Dal workers recited
Hanuman Chalisa in front of St
Alphonsus Cathedral Church.
In Rajasthan’s Nagaur district, a
private school principal alleged
that a group claiming to be Ba-
jrang Dal bers threatened

out, no FIR is filed—sometimes
even when formal complaints
are made. In other situations,
victims are afraid to approach
the police, fearing the case will
beturned against themand false
chargesfiled.

Christians are routinely ac-
cused of forcible conversion, a
claim that has vehemently been
denied. Christians constitute
less than 2.4% of India’s 1.4 bil-

studentsandstaffover Christmas
celebrationsat theinstitute.

In Kerala, the Lok Bhavan
cancelled the Christmasholiday,
andthe chief postmaster general
called off celebrations in post of-
fices. In Pudussery, Palakkad, a
group of carol singers, including
children, wasattacked,

In Nalbari, Assam, VHP- Ba

afigurethathas
remained unchanged since the
1951 Census.

If forcible conversions are
indeed taking place, as alleged
by the vigilante groups, they
must be challenged and proven
in courts of law. Courts have re-
peatedly pointed out the lack of
evidence to supportsuch claims
and haveaffirmed thatadultciti-

jrang Dal workers dali
Christmas celebrations in a
school and damaged festival
items at shops. In Haridwar,
Uttarakhand, a hotel run by the
state tourism department can-
celled celebrations on the banks
ofthe Ganga following protests.
However, Prime Minister Nar-
endraModiattended the Christ-
mas morning service at the Ca-
thedral Church of Redemption
in Delhi and later posted on X:
“The service reflected the time-
less message of love, peace and
compassion. May the spirit of
Christmas inspire harmony and
go()dmllmoursomety ‘Alauda-
deed, buttheirony

faith.
Thus far, no one has been con-
victed for forcible conversions.
The Freedom of Religion Laws,
known as anti-conversion laws,
areineffectin 12 Indian states.
Historically, Christian mis-
sionaries have playedamultifac-
eted role in India, contributing
significantly towards education,
healthcare, language develop-
ment and social reform, includ-
ingcampaignsagainstsati, child
marriage and caste discrimina-
tion. To accuse Christian organ-
isations of forcible conversions
reflectsselectiveamnesiaand the
belittling of rmnorlues 1o serve
selectideol end:

could not have been starker.
As Tamil Nadu Chief Minis-
ter MK Stalin rightly observed,
“When a few nghl -wing violent

Churchleadersareunanimous
thattheseattacksrepresentasys-
tematicand. d«.hbemtcanemptm
polarwesomety and ‘putminori-

groups, fthe

majority, indulge in attacks and
riots, even as the prime minister
participates in Christmas cel-
ebrations, it sends a disturbing
message to the nation.”
Whilethedisruptionof Christ-
nwscelebraucms has heenw:ddy

place”.
the aim is to intimidate the com-
munity through hate speeches
andthevandalisationofchurches
and educationalinstitutions.

It is not that the Christian
leadership has remained silent.
Ccmccms have repeatedly been

the continued, blatant harass-
ment of Christians—particu-
larly through the controversial
anti-conversion bills brought in
several states across India—is
broughttoanend.
Accordingtothelatest figures
from the civil society group the
United Christian Forum (UCF),
there were 706 incidents of vi-
olence targeting Christians be-

raised ities, including
thoseatthehighestlevel of power.
Inlightofthe continuing attacks,
the UCF has written to the PM,
drawing hisattentiontothegrow-
ing targeted violence and hostili-
ty faced by Christian citizens and
seeking his urgentintervention.
Unless the normalisation of
violence against Christians—as
well as Muslims—is halted, the
constinm'ona.l guarantees of re-

tween January and N
2025,comparedto834incidents
in 2024. Uttar Pradesh record-
edlhehlghestnumbernfamd\s
(183), followed by Ct 1

veryidea
ofnsemlarlndlamllberendered
meaningless.

(71 he wrlzer is a Bengaluru-
based. nalist)
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Ann Hmhlk Roshan protests tooka

50 YEARS AGO: DECEMBER 1975

PM saved nation: Menon Anti-Hrithikstir puts
Koiralagovtincrisis

Cochin, Dec. 28

Kerala Chiel Minister C. Achutha Kathmandu, Dec 28 (PTI & UNI)

Menon said hm ymerday that Prime

Minister

India, at least temporarily, from the fas-
cist trap laid by American imperialism
and its agent provocateursand hang-

I turn today with half
of 13 ruling Nepalese Congress MPs
revolting against Prime Minister Girija
Prasad Koirala filing a no-confidence

ers-on inside xhecounu'y"Spezhnga( motion against him in the party. “We
the valedictory function i tofile

with the 50th anniversary of the seeking Koirala's ouster to prevent the
Communist Party of Indm. hesaid hry country from plungmg intoa crisisand

declaring
ate time Mrs. Gandhi administered a
deadly, pre-emptive strike against the
machinations of these forces.

\"Mr Sher
Bal\adur Deuba, leader ollhe dissident
group, told reporters after 57 rebel MPs.
appended their signature to the motion.

OASIS |SRIM

Surrender in the spiritual field

shetrawar, Krishna asked Arjuna

nottosurrender his weapons but
totake themupand fight because he
was protecting dharma. Krishna says,
“Surrender untome.”

So, surrender is not to worldly forc-
es. In fact, if you do this, you will not be
able to turn to spirituality atall.

Thereisa battle going oninus,
aimed at defeating the temporal

In thefield of action, in the Kuruk-

Surrender, not, to the forces that are
tempting you or acting as obstacles to
your spiritual path.

Surrender comes from the under-
standing, that however much we may

forces that take us away from the spirit.

intellectualise with our limited intelli-
gence, we cannot touch Divinity, unless
the mind says, “Now I can do nothing

more, let me surrender.”

Surrenderis to do with the
mind which after trying to
capture God in all direc-
tions, finally gives up and
understands, “Thisis not
in my hands. Let me pray
for grace.” Without grace
one cannot surrender. In
fact, Twould go to the extent of
saying thatitis only with grace that
one even turns to spirituality.

this

things, buthow many really want
togointoaseri h forthe

you cnmpletely disregard this body and
Tam not this body but I

Divine? This is only because they have
notevolved to the extent where they
can turn to this. That requires
grace. In fact, to surrender to
the spiritual, one hastobe a
true warrior in the temporal
and fight a battle because it
isa constant battle. And if
you surrender, you get help to
fight the battle.
So, within us, this constant bat-
tle that goes on between righteousness
and unrighteousness, between materi-

Thereare millions of peopl
earth who do and achieve so many

alpl and internal of
(hc spiritual; can be resolved only when

am something other than this.”

To abandon this field of activity and
turn inward, is not admitting defeat.
Itis when you figure out that all this
circus s finally not going to solve the
problem, so let me keep quietand in
that quietness may be the Divine will
reveal itself,

Afterall, the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali
by definition say, ‘Yogas chitta vritti
nirodah’. When all the vrittis or distur-
bances of this field called the mind are
removed, then when the mind becomes
quiet, that is the take off point for the
soul towards its spiritual journey.



VILLUPURAM

INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

SCFLAGS DOWRY'S
DEEP ROOTS, SEEKS
COLLECTIVE REFORM

N a significant judgement in Ajmal Beg (2025), the Su-

preme Court recently overturned the Allahabad High

Court’s acquittal in a 24-year-old dowry death case. It re-

stored the trial court’s conviction, sentencing the husband

to life imprisonment. The case involved the 2000 death of
a young woman, burnt alive within a year of marriage for
unmet dowry demands, for which the trial court had con-
victed the husband and his mother before the HC set aside
the verdiet, citing prosecution flaws. The SC noted that the
social evil of dowry had persisted in Indian society despite
being illegal and issued directions to educate the people and
authorities against the practice. It asked the high courts to
review the many pending cases at the earliest.

The court also noted the growing tension between the
ineffective implementation of the dowry prohibition law
and its alleged misuse. The reality, however, remains that
dowry is deeply rooted; parents take pride in sending off
their daughters with a variety of gifts, whether or not
they can afford them. The crushing debt of this enforced
obligation has contributed to the misogyny girls and wom-
en face. Families that value their daughters also fall into
the dowry trap as a guarantee of their daughters’ well-
being. Yet, even such families have lost their daughters to
murder or suicide caused by the greed for dowry.

The SC rightly states that parties in a marriage are
equals and not subservient to one another, as dowry im-
plies. This value must, as the court states, be seeded in cur-
ricula, culture and discourse. The court’s orders for regular
training for law enforcement must be complied with, given
that police officers come from society and may reflect its
prevailing beliefs and biases. To overcome their condition-
ing and uphold the law, they, too, require guidance, educa-
tion and support. Only then will they be able to enforce the
law meaningfully. Simultaneously, change must begin with
those families who know better, who understand that status
is not gained by ceding to evil traditions but by questioning
them. Those families must equip their children to remem-
ber their innate equality and consciously avoid perpetuat-
ing the system of dowry. The law against dowry has been
in place for decades. The practice has survived not only
because of lax enforcement but also because of society’s
complicity It is upon us, too, to break the cycle.

T"GANA AWAITS POLL
STORM INNEW YEAR

MID the winter chill, Telangana politics is heating up.

Chief Minister A Revanth Reddy is focused on consoli-

dating Congress’s position, while Bharat Raksha

Samithi supremo K Chandrashekar Rao is fighting for

his party’s survival and revival. Their exchanges have
grown acrimonious, their verbal exchanges becoming
sharper. The recent panchayat elections, though not party-
based, followed expected lines: Congress dominated, BRS
showed early signs of recovery, and the Bharatiya Janata
Party made its presence felt, though both still trail Congress.
While these developments set the stage, the real battles be-
gin next year, likely as early as January or February.

Word is that municipal polls could be the first. Elections to
the newly expanded Greater Hyderabad Municipal Corpora-
tion (GHMC) and other local bodies may follow. The party in
power usually has the edge inlocal elections, so Congress will
likely focus on consolidating its recent gains by mobilising
grassroots support and leveraging incumbency. However. Hy-
derabad, the most prestigious, will be the acid test. The party
has been weak in the capital region over thelast decade, which
has become mainly the turf of the BRS and the BJP. With
GHMC'’s expansion, Congress will hope to break their stran-
glehold by targeting newly added areas and appealing to ur-
ban voters. Meanwhile, the BRS has a chance to improvise
and revive outside Hyderabad, likely aiming to strengthen
rural outreach and retake lost ground. This is clearly why
KCR left his farmhouse and declared that the game would be
different from here on. The saffron brigade’s efforts will focus
on avoiding an also-ran status after their impressive Lok
Sabha showing, concentrating resources on key wards and
increasing campaign intensity. The Prime Minister's reported
warning to party MPs to pull up their socks is just the begin-
ning. For the BJP, a resounding defeat in Hyderabad—where
it made its mark last time—would be a hard pill to swallow.

But this is just the political aspect. The other dimension, as
seen in the panchayat elections, is what people want—a better
quality of life, civic amenities and better roads. The parties’
focus should be on these challenges, whether in Hyderabad
or in the interior of Telangana. The rhetoric so far has been
discouraging. We believe it could ignite emotions and vio-
lence at the grassroots. One can only hope the New Year
brings new ideas and better political and social discourse.

PASTURE vs PETRI

E once worried about junk food. Now we're debating
W whether meat should come with a ‘lab-grown’ certificate.

Advocates promise sustainability, efficiency, and guilt-
free protein; American critics, often in cowboy boots, insist
food should moo first. Both are right—and missing the irony.
Texas recently banned lab-grown meat in defence of its beefy
tradition; Indian labs and startups are investing in it under
the banner of ahimsa, cultivating meat without slaughter.
Same technology, opposite symbolism. Cellular agriculture
isn’t just changing what we eat. It's about who defines authen-
ticity when technology can imitate almost anything. We may
reduce suffering and emissions—but we might also lose the
habit of knowing where anything truly comes from.

EDITORIAL

UENLTPION WIPA@WASY THE NEW INDIAN EXPRESS

IME is relentless in its for-
ward march. As we leave 2025
behind, we need to reflect on
what we lost and what we
gained. The year 2025 had
many lows and a few highs.
Letustalk of the highs first.
Pahalgam tested us, and Operation Sin-
door that followed proved to be an effec-
tive response, though we are not aware
of the full story. The second high was
the realisation that dawned on this gov-
ernment that the problems with the
multi-slab GST, which negatively im-
pacted the small-scale sector in particu-
lar, needed to be addressed. The realisa-
tion, though, came too late and the
government at last simplified the GST
by limiting it to two slabs of 5and 18 per-
cent, plus a special rate on sin goods. I
wish Arun Jaitley had listened to Arvind
Subramanian, who, as the then Econom-
ic Advisor to the Government, vehe-
mently opposed the multi-slab tariff.

The third high was that despite high
tariffs imposed on us by a whimsical
US President Donald Trump, we have
somewhat managed to navigate our
economy, perhaps because of domes-
tic consumption, achieving over 6 per-
cent growth in GDP. The other high is
that the inflation rate in recent
months has been relatively low, as the
government claims.

But here is the rub. The abrupt cease-
fire declared during the ongoing Opera-
tion Sindoor, which Trump attributed to
himself through multiple statements,
and the multi-party delegation’s failure
to elicit the response we expected from
the global community, reflected poorly
on our foreign policy and diplomatic
manoeuvrability. Even our own citizens
‘were surprised by the ceasefire, given
the media blitzkrieg on display:

Asregards economic growth, several
economists are of the view that the
over 6 percent growth claimed by this
government is highly exaggerated, ac-
tually hovering around 3-4 percent, and
that the data put out by the government
is to be suspected. Even the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund has indicated
that the government’s data in this re-
gard is not entirely reliable. For an in-
ternational agency to comment on the
veracity of official data carries signifi-
cant consequences, making prospec-
tive investors wary. These are real lows
and do not augur well for our country.

But the deepest low comes from the
fact that the umpires under the Consti-
tution have stopped performing their
duties. The bedrock of our constitu-
tional structures is the impartial and

The harshest blow is the autocratic rule. Dialogue ignored, governance
and law traditions skipped. Minorities targeted, violence unchecked,
bail uneven. These acts hurt India's long-held sense of unity

FEW SPARKS,
HOPE CAME IN
BITS IN 2025

transparent manner in which they are
required to perform their functions.
The Election Commission of India acts
as the umpire in the conduct of elec-
tions. The sudden, ill-thought-out, and
ill-timed decision to conduct a nation-
wide special intensive revision (SIR)
of the electoral rolls is not based on
any empirical data or analysis of why
the electoral rolls are so flawed that the
election results do not reflect the real
will of the people.

It is believed that no collective deci-
sion was taken by the Commission as
a whole to launch this enterprise. The
manner in which the SIR is being im-
plemented is highly unsatisfactory.
The belief gaining ground is that the
Commission is an institution that
works at the government’s behest, and

N
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that the exercise of SIR is meant only
to ensure a particular outcome. This
has never happened before.

The other umpire that has failed to
deliver is the judiciary. Targetting op-
position leaders through investigating
agencies like the Enforcement Directo-
rate and Central Bureau of Investiga-
tion makes one wonder about the moral
fabric of these agencies, which are seen
to be acting only at the behest of the
government. Itis ironic that there is no
ED action against those in the govern-
ment, whether at Centre or in the states
ruled by the BJP, or those in support of
it, despite the prime minister himself
levelling serious allegations against
many of them at one point.

The ED seems to have the liberty, as
soon as an FIR is lodged, to foray be-

{
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yond the territories of any state to tar-
get political opponents and other pub-
lic functionaries. The courts hardly
ever grant bail to such targetted oppo-
nents. Attempts have been made to top-
ple governments through the actions of
these agencies. The rule, ‘bail and not
jail is the norm’, has been flouted even
by the judiciary, particularly at the Spe-
cial Courts level. Journalists are perse-
cuted, students are silenced, and citi-
zens with an alternative point of view
are picked out by foisting false cases
against them. They do not get bail for
years. The trial against those charged
in the Delhi riots is a case in point.

But the unkindest cut of all is the
autocratic political establishment,
which does not believe in dialogue ei-
ther within or outside Parliament.
The consultative process in matters of
governance, economy, foreign policy,
and the introduction of important leg-
islation, which has been the tradition,
has been given the complete go-by.

There is also indefensible duplicity
on display inasmuch as the prime min-
ister, while on the one hand visits the
church to share the joy of Christmas,
the goons of the Vishva Hindu
Parishad and Bajrang Dal, on the oth-
er, target Christians with impunity.
The other sizeable minority is singled
out and publicly vilified.

Violence against some of them is of-
ten not acted upon. Those prosecuted
for crimes against the minority are of-
ten granted bail, but the prosecuted
minorities are seldom released with
the same alacrity. These are matters
of grave concern apart from being an
affront to our long-cherished concept
of fraternity.

The constant attempts to control edu-
cational institutions by appointing pli-
ant vice chancellors and heads of insti-
tutions who embrace a particular
ideology do not augur well for India.

The nation needs to learn from its
mistakes. It needs to realise that the
time has come for it to stand together to
meet the challenges that confront us,
especially those posed by Donald
Trump, who has changed the way na-
tions deal with one another. As long as
the high tariffs imposed by the US last,
the Indian economy will continue to suf-
fer and the rupee will continue to fall.

The challenges are enormous, and
we need a calibrated approach to ad-
dress them. We need a wise prime min-
ister, a prime minister who realises
that power is never forever.

(Views are personal)
(Tweets @KapilSibal)

WISDOM OF DETACHMENT

APPY New Year, dear read-
ers, and every good wish. Be-
fore we plunge into another
cycle of time, I thought it
might be interesting to look
at those who defy time and
worldly attachments with
their attendant pains and pleasures,
and look for something within. They
explore an inner landscape that has its
own discoveries, awards and rewards.
Things that may mean nothing to other
people, but are personally very mean-
ingful to these seekers. Seekers are of
many kinds, and in the space available
here, you might like to check out an in-
triguing type of seeker who is not
widely known about—the Avadhuta.

The word Avadhuta is apparently
from the Sanskrit root ‘to shake’. It de-
notes a kind of mystic or sage who is
cut loose from the usual human bond-
age of attachments and anxieties.
There are four recognised kinds of
Avadhutas in tradition.

The Brahmavadhuta is an Avadhuta
from birth who appears in any class of
society and is completely indifferent to
the world or worldly matters. A Shaiva-
vadhuta has taken total sanyas or re-
nunciation of normal worldly life, and
dresses like a Shaiva mendicant with a
Jata or matted locks. The Veeravadhuta
is an impressive figure who wears saf-
fron robes, has long, flowing hair, and
smears red sandal paste on his body.
Veeravadhutas wear rudraksha gar-
lands and hold a rod. Additionally, they
always carry a parashu (ritual axe) or
a damaru (small hand drum). The Ku-
lavadhutas are the most secretive. They
are said to have been initiated into the
Kaula sampradaya, a Tantric tradition,
and are held to be adepts in Kundalini
Tantra, in awakening chakra energies.
It’s said of them that, “It is very diffi-
cult to recognise these people, as they
do not wear any outward signs desig-
nating them as Avadhutas. The special-
ity of these people is that they look and
live as ordinary people do. They can
show themselves in the form of kings,
warriors, householders or beggars.”

An Avadhuta’s behaviour may at
times seem wholly eccentric. Scholars
say they belong to a category of beings
whom they name “the ‘holy fool’ or
‘saintly madman’ (and madwoman),
who has long been recognised as a le-
gitimate figure in the compass of spir-
itual aspiration and realisation”.

A

Paramahamsa’s spiritual discourses
concerns a certain man. Let’s call him
Pranay. He is a spiritual seeker ap-
proaching the state of Avadhuta or cut-
ting loose from earthly desires. Of the
four types of Avadhuta, he aspires to
be a Kulavadhuta or one that shows no
outward signs of being a seeker. But
something holds him back; that mental
‘click’ isn’t happening. One day, he sees
akite with a fish caught in its talons. A
flock of crows chases it relentlessly
from place to place. It is only when the

Thefish is tempted by its sense of
tasteand is caught and killed when
it takes the bait. The moth cannot
resist a bright light, which kills it.
Consumer culture and goods and
services sectors are driven by the
demand to cater to people’s bodily
needs. The cure is to cultivate some
inner detachment from the senses
that would allow us to embrace any
form of disappointment

Q

fish drops that the exhausted kite can
come to rest on a tree.

Pranay knows the language of birds
and hears the kite say, “That fish was
the cause of my troubles. Now I am rid
of it and am free.” Pranay learns this
lesson from the kite, that as long as a
man clings to the fish of worldly desires,
he must perform actions and conse-
quently suffer from worry, anxiety and
restlessness. No sooner does he let go of

RENUKA NARAYANAN
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away, and he enjoys peace of soul. He is
on his way now to Avadhutahood.

We cannot say “Avadhuta” and not
think of the famous Avadhuta in the
Srimad Bhagavatam. That Avadhuta
has observations on the five senses that
operate in us all. Consider the person
who is driven by bodily needs, he says.
He or she needs tasty food and clean
drinking water. He wants someone to
hold and be held by, good music for his
ears and sweet scents for his nose. His
eyes want to see beautiful things.

A human being is impelled to satisfy
all these cravings. The Bhagavatam
compares this condition to that of a
man with many wives and concubines,
who must please them all. Consumer
culture and the goods and services sec-
tors are driven by the demand to cater
to the five senses. In today’s terms, if
you're an MBA, for instance, you may
spend the next thirty years of your life
selling coffee, clothes or chocolates.
You may get to play golf, join a wine
club, and go on exotic foreign holidays,
but you also burn yourself out to sur-
vive in a brutally competitive world.

So, look at the lessons contained in
the natural world, says the Avadhuta.
The fish is tempted by its sense of taste
and is caught and killed when it takes
the bait. The moth cannot resist a
bright light, which kills it. When justa
single sense leads to doom, what can
one say about the plight of a human be-
ing who is beset with the clamour of all
five senses? Nor can he resist them un-
less his mind is the boss, not his body.

The cure, says our culture, is to cul-
tivate some inner detachment, a ‘me
space’ that won't let us take it hard if
met with disappointment, that lets us
tune in to our inner Avadhuta.

And how may we do that? This is
where the Bhagavad Gita says the se-
cret lies in nishkama karma, or desire-
lessaction. Let’s do what we have to do.
But let’s not allow a disappointing re-
sult to crush us. We are more than that,
which is a firm assurance that will sus-
tain us as we enter a new year.

(Views are personal)

MAILBAG

WRITETO: lettersi@newindianexpress.com

Trumponomics impact

Ref: The year Trump talked peace &
waged war (Dec 28). It's economics that
dictates war—be it physical or mercantile,
virtual or geopolitical. But the tumultuous
Trumponomics created the least impact
on China, Russia and India. Policy
decisions taken in haste and implemented
ina slipshod manner mark only the
self-defeatism of the US.

Venkat Desikan, Chennai

Nationalist cinema

Ref: 2025's pationalist narrative catalyst
(Dec 28). The article has served a tasty ice
cream in a colourful political cup. Beyond its
commercial triumph, Dhurandhar s being
discussed for its “civilisational contours’,
which centre on a narrative aligning with a
burgeoning nationalist sentiment.
RSampath, email

Ar’s limits

Ref: The god of not-so-small things (Dec
28). Al can't transmit the profound silence
or intuitive knowledge of a realised monk.
Alhas no awareness of itself; it at best
imitates a parrot repeating words without
cognising their meaning. How could infinite
consciousness be born of inert and finite AI?
GNataraja Perumal, Tenkasi

Hindu ethos

Ref: Xmas decorations at Ahmedabad mall
vandalised (Dec 28). We have met the enemy
and he is us. True Hindus follow the national
canon of ‘live and let live' devotedly. The
government should nip all these insane
incidents in the bud. Otherwise, they will
assume nefarious proportions in the future
affecting the nation's peace and integrity.

S Ramakrishnasayee, Chennai

Taxing poor

Ref: It's time to bury the shovel

(Dec 28, The New Sunday Express Magazine).
MGNREGA liberated agricultural labourers
from the clutches of rural moneylenders
who exploited them. Instead of arresting
the loopholes in the existing scheme, the
government has given political colour taxing
state governments and the rural poor.
Jayachandran C, Chennai

Opposition’s duties

Ref: Digvijaya hails BJP (Dec 28). Digvijaya
Singh’s selective praise of the prime minister
only weakens the opposition's credibility.

At a time when strong, reality-based
criticism is needed, Singh appears more
interested in staying relevant than standing
up for people's concerns.

A story heard in Sri Ramakrishna these desires than his activities fall (shebaba09@gmail.com) TKailashDitya, Hyderabad
‘THE NEW INDIAN EXPRESS
Chairman of the Board: Editor.
h td, at 264/5, Gi T , Vikravandi Taluk, Villupur ,264/5, Gingee Road, T
lupuram: Vol. 9, No. 308. RN| Reg.No.TNENG/2017/72875. under the PRP Act. C: td., All rig or i

Resident Editor (Tamil Nadu) : Anto T.Josepl
Vil

Vlkravanm Talyk Villupuram - 605 602.

epapemewindianexpress.com.



B Hans India

Edit \

MONDAY 29 DECEMBER 2025 | THE HANS INDIA | DELHI

ONDEMNATION by the US
State Department of the “hor-
rific” lynching of a Hindu man,
Dipu Chandra Das, in ladest

in major cities of Nepal, another
Hindu country, on Friday and Sat-
urday. And, of course, in India, the

1f- inted ectors of Hin-

is likely to have a deterrent effect
on the jihadists in Dhaka. That
US Congressman Ro Khanna has
urged unequivocal condemnation
of religious hatred will also have
some impact on the Muhammad
Yunus administration. In fact, reli-
gious persecution of minorities in
Bangladesh, especially Hindus, is
attracting global denunciation. On
Saturday, members of the Bengali
Hindu Adarsha Sangha (BHAS)
UK demonstrated against the Yu-
nus administration in its ‘Justice
for Hindus' protest outside the
Bangladeshi High ission i

dus—the S:mgh Parivar outfits like
Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) and
Bajrang Dal—have been organis-
ing protests. But when the shoe is
on the other foot, Sangh Parivar
functionaries scream. Evidently,
the actions of some saffron zeal-
ots have brought back the painful

Akhlaq had slaughtered a cow and
stored beef in his refrigerator. He
was dragged out of his home and
beaten to death; his son, Danish,
was seriously wounded. While
dozens of people have fallen prey
to cow vigilantism, Akhlags case
has attracted the most atten-
tion. In short, saffron cowboys
have brought a great deal of op-
probrium for India; they have
h:‘lped meltl India along with
ed nations like

memories of M Akhlag,
a 50-year-old Muslim, lynching
case. Recently, the Uttar Pradesh
government sought to withdraw
charges against 10 accused of
Bisada village in Dadri facing trial

in
London. There were also protests

for the mob lynching of Akhlag in
September 2015,

A local temple announced that

qunl:m and Bangladesh. Against

this backdrop, protests by VHP

and Bajrang Dal against auoums
i

Saffron hotheads have brought ignominy to India

the world question not just actions
of all Hindutva outfits but also the
moral authority of the Narendra
Modi government to criticise in-
human acts against minorities in
Bangladesh and Pakistan. Moral
outrage cannot be switched on
and off depending on the religion
of the victim or the political con-
venience of the moment. The Dipu
Chandra Das and Akhlaq tragedies
are not isolated incidents; they are
grim reminders of how religious
extremism corrodes societies from
within. Genuine concern for the
safelv and ngmty of Hmdus~or

agunsl Hindus in B or
here, look incong; s; with

q
and adhemmc to

champions like these Hindutva
bodies, Hindus need no enemies.
People and governments all over

the rule of law.
Governments must act decisive-
ly against perpetrators of mob vio-

lence, regardless of ideology, while
civil society must resist the temp-
tation to instrumentalise suffering
for partisan gains. If India wishes
to speak with moral authority on
the persecution of Hindus abroad,
it must first put its own house in
order. Anything less reduces con-
demnation of jihadist violence in
Bangladesh to hollow rhetoric. A
word of caution: we are not ped-
dling moral equivalence, for ours
is not an attempt to equate the
misdeeds of Hindutva bodies with
the unconscionable acts of jihad-
ists; the latter are infinitely worse
than the former. Another word of
caution: the government and the
Sangh top brass must ensure that
the wayward saffron outfits do not
go into a downward spiral.

Will Telangana Assembly polls be held in 2029?

P MADHUSUDHAN REDDY

hen will the next
Welmions to the

Telangana  Leg-
islative Assembly be held?
Incidentally, the first elec-
tion was held in Telangana
even before it was created.
The country went to the
General Elections between
April 7 and May 12 in 2014
and the results were declared
on May 16. In that election,
people handed out a mas-
sive mandate to Bharatiya
Janata P:m.v (BJP) and its
prime  mil ial candi-

clubbed with the
Elections.
Irrespective of the reason,
he opted for early polls and
secured a massive mandate
as TRS won 88 seats in the
119-seat Telangana Assem-
bly in November 2018. But
the state was pushed into a
disadvantageous  position
as it started witnessing two
major elections within a
span of six months. Further-
more, political parties and
contestants also faced finan-
cial challenges as elections
turned out to be expensive

General

date Narendra Modi at the
national level. At the same
time, polls were also held
for the Telangana Assembly
though the region was still
a part of Andhra Pradesh
state. In that Assembly polls,
Telangana Rashtra Samithi
(TRS), led by Kalvakuntla
Chandrashekar Rao (KCR),
won majority seats. But Tel-
angana was officially created
over a month later, June 2,
2014. That was the first and
last time that Telangana’s
Assembly polls were held
alongside the General Elec-
tions as KCR advanced the
Assembly polls by more
than six months to Novem-
ber 2018. At that time, it was
said that he took that deci-
sion to ward off any political
threat to him from Prime
Minister Narendra Modi
under whose leadership the
BJP started winning one
state after another, including
the prized Uttar Pradesh,
the country’s largest state.
KCR was said to be under
the impression that Modi's
popularity would dominate
the election narrative if the
Assembly polls were to be

But this gamble did not
pay off for KCR in 2023 as
the Indian National Con-
gress with Anumula Revanth
Reddy as the Telangana
Pradesh Congress Commit-
tee president trounced his
party and won the Assembly
polls. Driven by impracti-
cal national ambitions, KCR
changed his partys name
to Bharat Rashtra Samithi
(BRS) before the 2023 As-
sembly polls. But BRS not
only lost the Assembly polls
in that year, but was also
reduced to zero in the Lok
Sabha polls six months later.
That way, BRS suffered more
than any other political party
because of the separate polls
for Assembly and Lok Sabha
in Telangana last time! KCR
indeed paid a heavy price for
his misadventure.

Coming to the present,
Revanth Reddy has repeat-
edly been saying in recent
weeks that the Congress will
win two-thirds majority in
the 2029 Assembly polls. In
amedia interaction immedi-
ately after the gram panchay-
at poll results, he claimed
that Congress has won ma-

It's good if the Legislative Assembly and Lok Sabha
elections are held simultaneously in Telangana. The
state will get a breather as election code that restrains
ruling party from announcing or launching new
projects and schemes will be for a lesser period. And
the peak election season, which these days lasts for
nearly a year, will be shortened to six months, Above
all, simultaneous polls will reduce financial burden on

political parties and contestants significantly

jority gram panchayats in 87
Assembly seats, which, he
affirmed, would be repeated
in 2029. Speaking at a meet-
ing of new gram panchayat
members at Kosgi in his Ko-
dangal Assembly constitu-
ency recently, he repeated
his ‘election forecast, saying
Congress would triumph in
87 Assembly seats outof 119
in 2029. He went on to say
that the Grand Old Party
(GOP) would win more
than 100 seats in the event
of the delimitation exercise
taking the total to 153 seats.
However, the last Assembly
polls in Telangana were held
in November 2023.

Going by that, the next
Assembly polls should be
held in N ber 2028 or

around that time. Did Re-
vanth receive a credible hint
from somewhere that the
Telangana Assembly polls
would be clubbed with the
2029 General Elections? If
that’s not true, there are two
possibilities of this happen-
ing. One is the simultaneous
elections. The Modi govern-
ment has been trying for
simultaneous elections to
both Assemblies and Lok
Sabha across the country
as staggered elections were
creating obstacles. for the
developmental  initiatives.
However, as per the existing
proposals, the ‘One Nation
One Election’ process will
start after the 2029 Gen-

eral hlemons with the first

polls  likely

to be held in 2034, But the
central government can be-
gin the process a bit early.
As the Assembly elections
of Madhya Pradesh, Chhat-
tisgarh, Rajasthan and Tel-
angana are slated to be held
just six months ahead of the
next General Elections, the
NDA government can take
a decision to club them with
the General Elections. That
may not be a problem as
BJP is in power in Madhya
Pradesh, Chhattisgarh and
Rajasthan while going by his
statements, Revanth Reddy
seems to be okay with such
a proposal. Alternatively,
the Congress government in
Telangana can take a Cabi-
net decision to postpone the
polls and send it to the Cen-
tre. But does that benefit
Congress in any way?

At present, Congress
is in power on its own in
Himachal Pradesh (HP),
Karnataka and Telangana,
Going by the current trends,
the GOP is unlikely to win
in HP and Karnataka in
the next elections though it
has some chances in Kerala
where it's the principal op-
position now. Keralas As-
sembly polls are scheduled
for April 2026. That leaves
Telangana, which the Con-
gress is portraying as its
model state of governance
for the country a la BJP%
portrayal of Gujarat. In that
context, if Congress loses
the 2023 Assembly polls in
Telangana, the GOP will go
into the 2029 General Elec-
tions with big disappoint-
ment.

Furthermore, to leave a
mark of his own, Revanth
Reddy reversed many of
the decisions and initiatives

taken up by the previous
BRS government.

The Congress govern-
ment cancelled the 20,000~
acre Hyderabad Pharma
City immediately after com-
ing to power. Revanth Red-
dy is now trying to develop
Future City in the same re-
gion. He also went for the
redesigning of Telangana
Talli statue and brought in
anew state anthem. He also
seems to be downsizing the
Kaleshwaram Lift Irrigation
Project (KLIP), the flagship
irrigation project of the BRS
government, by taking up
the Tummidihetti barrage
on Pranahita river. If he
goes ahead with simultane-
ous elections, it will be yet
another major reversal of
KCRS initiative.

Anyway, it's good if the
Assembly and Lok Sabha
polls are held simultane-
ously in Telangana. That
will reduce the financial
burden on political parties
and the contestants. The
states economy will also
get a breather as election
code that restrains ruling
party from announcing or
launching new projects and
schemes, will be for a lesser
period. So will be the po-
litical uncertainty. And the
peak election season, which
these days lasts for nearly a
year, will be shortened to six
months. If Revanth Reddy
goes for simultaneous polls
whether the central govern-
ment does it or not, it will
do a world of good for the
state.

The billion-dollar ques-
tion is whether he will really
go for it. Hopefully, he does
that in the larger interest of
the state.

Nuclear power: India’s missing link for 1 lakh MW of assured 24x7 energy

Power must be constant for data centres and industries; not sunshine, wind or storage economics

D RADHAKRISHNA

INDIAS energy transition
debate is increasingly domi-
nated by renewables, battery
storage and pumped storage
projects (PSPs). While each
has a role, a critical reality is
often underplayed: India ur-
gently needs large-scale, un-
interrupted, round-the-clock
power to sustain data centres,
financial infrastructure and
advanced manufacturing—
especially in strial

quality power, where even
brief disruptions can cause
serious operational and finan-
cial losses.

The emerging digital hub
Mumbai cannot afford power
systems designed primarily
around variability. Solar and
wind power, despite impres-
sive capacity additions, re-
main inherently intermittent.
Batteries and PSPs are often
presented as substitutes for
lmu puwu, bul they carry

hubs like Mumbai,

Intermittent energy sourc-
es alone cannot meet this
requirement  efficiently or
economically. Thus, to meet
the growing demand in 2047
India must have one lakh se-
cure megawatts (100 GW) of
firm, reliable power for which
the Union Government is
planning to launch aggressive
mission largely through pri-
vate participation.

A changing demand land-
scapes

Indids electricity demand
profile is undergoing a struc-
tural shift. Growth is now
driven less by conventional
consumption and more by
data centres, cloud comput-
ing, Al-driven services, semi-
conductor fabrication, electric
mobility manufacturing and
green hydrogen. These sec-
tors require continuous, high-

capital
costs, dcpendcnce on import-
ed minerals, land and water
constraints, long gestation pe-
riods and finite lifecycles.
Over-reliance on storage-
heavy solutions risks increas-
ing system costs without de-
livering assured reliability.

Nuclear power as the
energy backbone:

Nuclear energy offers a
proven and scalable solution,
It delivers 24x7 electricity
with plant load factors of 85—
90per cent; requires minimal
land per megawatt and does
not produce carbon emissions
during operation.  Unlike
storage technologies, nuclear
power generates energy con-
tinuously rather than merely
shifting supply across time.

With a planned and phased
expansion, nuclear power can
realistically provide 100 GW
of uninterrupted  electric-

ity and support the country’s
industrial, digital and urban
growth while complementing
renewable energy. For data
centres and continuous-pro-
cess industries, nuclear power
offers what no other source
can: predictable, stable supply
over several decades.

Moving beyond battery and
PSP hype:

Batteries are effective for
short-duration grid balancing
but are ill-suited for long-du-
ration or continuous supply.
Their economics tend to de-
teriorate sharply when scaled
for baseload use. PSPs, while
valuable lor llc‘abxhlv, l'ace

not be deployed universally.
Treating batteries and PSPs
as universal solutions risks
creating a complex and ex-
pensive grid. Nuclear power,
by contrast, simplifies system
planning by anchoring the
grid with firm capacity and
reducing the need for exces-
sive balancing and backup
infrastructure,

Dedicated power for data
centres and industry:
Nuclear power is uniquely
suited for dedicated long-
term supply arrangements.
Large consumers such as data
centres seek tariff certainty,
supply |eh.1bxlx(y and long-

markets struggle to meet.

Allocating nudlear genera-
tion through long-term power
purchase agreements or dedi-
cated supply frameworks can
attract high-value investment
into cities like Mumbai while
easing pressure on the gen-
eral grid. It also allows better
system planning and protects
critical infrastructure  from
market volatility.

Rethinking tariff fixation:

A key reform that is
needed pertains to tariff
determination outside the
conventional electricity reg-
ulatory framework. Nuclear
power, with high upfront
capital costs and very low
operating costs, does not
align well with short-term
tariff cycles.

Tariffs should be fixed for
30-35 years, based on lifecy-
cle costing, and determined
by a specialised agency.
Long-term tariffs will low-
er financing costs, reduce
regulatory risk, encourage
industrial participation and
insulate nuclear tariffs from
cross-subsidy  distortions.
This approach would also
reduce the electricity sector’s
dependence on frequent reg-
ulatory interventions.

Rational depreciation for
To

and cost constraints and can-

term visibility
that  short- wrm clccmaty

dable early tariffs:
Nudlear plants operate for

60-80 years, yet tariffs are of-
ten high in initial years due
to front-loaded depreciation.
A more rational approach
would allow lower depre-
ciation in the early years,
spreading capital recovery
over a longer horizon.

This would keep early
tariffs affordable, support
industrial uptake and align
financial recovery with the
actual life of the asset—with-
out compromising long-
term viability.

In conclusion:

Indias future growth—
digital, industrial and ur-
ban—depends on access to
reliable, affordable, uninter-
rupted electricity. To achieve
this, the country must move
beyond storage-driven nar-
ratives and recognise nuclear
power as a strategic neces-

sity.

With one lakh MW of
nuclear capacity, long-term
tariff fixation, rational de-
preciation and  dedicated
industrial supply, India can
build an energy backbone
that supports growth while
lowering system-wide costs.

The real risk is not invest-
ing in nuclear power—but
delaying it.

(The writer is a former

Chairman of Tripura Electric- -

ity Regulatory Commission)

() LETTERS

Karnataka Ratna is a praiseworthy move

T is a welcome move that the State Government is con-
sidering posthumous Karnataka Ratna honours for
Saall da Thi % b Shivashank

S. L. Bhyrappa, Ambareesh, and S. M. Krishna. Each of
them has made a monumental contribution to Karna-
taka through their public service, literature, environment
conservation, and culture. While honouring them now is
meaningful, it also reminds us that great achievers should
not be celebrated only after their lifetime. A transparent
and timely recognition process will ensure future contrib-
utors receive appreciation when they can still experience
it.

KR Gagan, TUMKUR

Bharat Ratna for Ratan Tata

HE nation observed the birth anniversary of Ratan
Tata. He was a legendary industrialist with extraordi-
nary qualities. His life story will inspire young industrial-
|sls 1o follow ethics in business. “One can be a sucgessrul
P without compromising on valuesand eth-
ics’ is something he proved in his lifetime with all humil-
ity. We need such exemplary heroes in all spheres of hu-
man life. The Union Government should posthumously
confer the Bharat Ratna on this great son of the soil on a
priority basis,

Sri Vrinda Naineni, Hyderabad-72

Tension-free darshan at Tirumala

HIS has reference to the article “TTD urges devotees
to plan Tirumala visit carefully’ Millions of devotees
reach Tirumala from various corners of the world careful-
ly and devotionally. All the pilgrims wish to have blissful
stay and a pious darshan. The TTD Executive Officer AK
Singhal needs to discuss with his employees on ensuring
complaint-free services to all Tirumala-bound pilgrims,
induding updated information about accommodation
and a tension-free queue for darshan and sevas.
G Murali Mohan Rao, Secunderabad-11

Rejig of districts
HIS is further to the report “CM clears rejig of dists
with few minor changes” (THI Dec 28) People have
been noticing that whenever the ruling party changes in
Andhra Pradesh, changes are brought about as regards
names of districts, their reorganisations, revenue divi-
sions and minor mandal modification, to ensure a favour-
able political climate for the party in power. I feel that
such modifications and changes must be handled and
controlled by the central government, not by an unstable
state government. The Centre should monitor any pro-
posed changes, most of which are unnecessary.
D Ravikumar, Visakhapatnam

Useful articles on exam preparations

N a welcome feature The Hans India regularly carries
very useful articles on education and preparation for
finals. Tt stresses on reading from the last chapter and
preparing for the examinations from the model question
papers of previous years, Towards this, I suggest that every
student (and school) must prepare a timetable allotting
time and days for each subject as part exam preparation.
Sreelekha PS, Secunderabad-61

MNGREGA Bachao Andolan

TH E Congress party’s campaign for the rollback of Vik-
sit Bharat G-RAM-G and restoration of MGNREGA
from January 5 deserves our support, given the rightness
of the cause. Doing away with MGNREGA that has pro-
vided the rural poor unskilled public work, enabling them
to earn some income for the last 20 years is nothing short
of breaking the backbone of rural livelihoods. The scheme
has proved to be a boon during times of economic dis-
tress, It affirmed a place for the poor and needy in Indian
democracy. It showed a semblance of justice — social and
economic - and it was better than none. It should not be
forgotten that an overwhelming majority of the beneficiar-
ies were women from poor families and Dalits. It brought
women from the kitchens to the outdoors and facilitated
social interactions. With some cash in their hands, they
felt empowered. It was a scheme premised on the right to
work. It was a government-funded scheme implemented
without any compromise on dignity of labour. That the
new scheme is not even a pale imitation of the old scheme
becomes clear from centralization, capping funds and
shifting 40 per cent of the costs (o the states. It abdicates
the government’s responsibility as the main provider of
welfare. MGNREGA was an entitlement scheme, whereas
VB G-RAM-G has been made a discretionary scheme.
‘There is, thus, a world of difference between the original
scheme and its so-called revamped version. The Congress’
campaign should succeed in bringing pressure on the gov-
ernment so that it retains the better one of the two.

G. David Milton, Maruthancode (TN)

thehansreader@gmail.com
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R('}Iﬂ.bllltdtll)ll tobe provided to
eligible evictees: Shivakumar

BENGALURU: Deputy Chief Minister DK Shivaku-
mar on Sunday assured that eligible residents who have
been rendered homeless following the removal of illegal
encroachments at the Kogilu waste disposal site will be
provided rehabilitation, He said houses would be allot-
ted to deserving beneficiaries under the Rajiv Gandhi
Housing Scheme,

Speaking to reporters near his Sndnshwanﬂgnr msx-
dence, Shivak said the gove
1o ensuring justice for the affected local residents. He
clarified that the action was taken against illegal en-
croachments and that rehabilitation would be extended
strictly to those found eligible, in accordance with the
law.

Responding to BJP criticism over a tweet by AICC
general secretary KC Venugopal on the Kogilu eviction
issue, the Deputy Chief Minister said Venugopal has
never interfered in the administration of the state.

Read more at.
https://epaper.thehansindia.com
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World survives Trump’s
year of anarchy & bluster

he year 2025, which marked Donald J. Trump's second coming, was

quite unlike any preceding years. A year that he said would be

marked by peace in the wake of the wars he would be andmg

around the world may be finishing on a belligerent note with US air

strikes on the Islamic State in Nigeria even as Israel continues to
pmmd Gaza occasionally and Russia is stepping up the bombing of U’krame
mﬂ_a war which Trump said he would be solving within a day of assuming
office.

The US President began with a promise to drive the United States in a dif-
ferent direction. He did indeed, though anarchy was more often the result,
most of all in his homeland where he has virtually demolished all democrat-
ic institutions while bringing the language of the street into hallowed envi-
rons and in his diatribe aime it the media, including a charming “Quiet
Piggy!” barb at a woman ]ou.rna].lst

Trump’s presence has been so polarising that friends and allies are left
unsure of whether they are in America’s good books or whether they should
be seeking pastures farther away while asserting their strategic autonomy.
Contrarily, he courted Vladimir Putin like a long-lost friend while teasing
America’s oldest European allies seemed like a pastime even as his new
strategy document had to say of trans-Atlantic scenarios.

No nation suffered as much as India from his economically ill-advised tar-
iff regime though he claims, ad nauseam, that he ended a possible nuclear
war between subcontinental neighbours by threatening to stop trade.
Maybe, Trump asked Pakistan to step back because an air base controlled by
the US received a few BrahMos hits on its runways and hangars.

The fundamental changes that he wrought in policy, trade, politics and
American society, which he protected well enough from continued migration
from the southern border, will spill over into 2026, a year that could find dif-
ficult to match 2025 in which the global economy, with India leading the way
in topping eight per cent in the first two quarters, fared well enough.

The US economy grew three per cent even as China’s trade surplus went
past the trillion-dollar mark despite all the sabre rattling by Trump that
famously tapered off as he lived up to the acronym used to describe his chick-
ening out after making threats. There was more bombast than action when it
came to a promised trade war with China, but why Trump singled out India
despite clzummg a great bond of friendship with Prime Minister Narendra
Modi will remain the year’s biggest riddle.

India does not have China's menopoly access to rare minerals, nor can it
'Wwoo an egomaniac as Pakistan did with the Nobel Peace Prize nomination
and a big investment in the Trump family cryptocurrency business. A
promised trade deal with India may have been finalised at the negotiating
table but is yet to be formalised. But there have been spinoffs as India spread
its trade outlook to cover faraway continents as Trump danced with
Pakistan's emerging dictator in Field Marshal Asim Munir.

The bluster from Washington will continue even as the President stretches
his partisan sinews. Curiously enough the world did not change as the US
nselfmay have, as seen in its guest workers, its d
of visas and its threat to penalise I.nd.lan rice. In fact the rest of the world,
save Ukraine and Gaza, did well enough despite Trump tariffs, tantrums,
threats and tumult.

Pushpa 2 stampede: Actors liable

The Hyderabad City Police’s decision to name Allu Arjun, one of the

prominent Telugu actors in the Sandhya 70MM theatre stam-
pede case makes an important declaration — that celebrities cannot
shirk r for the of their events and actions.

The stampede occurred a year ago during the premiere show of the
Pushpa 2 movie at Sandhya 70mm on December 24, 2024, killing 35-year-old
M. Revathi and injuring her nine-year-old son, Sritej. The stampede trig-
gered massive backlash from the public over critical flaws in event man-
agement and the alleged insensitivity of the organisers.

Though the inclusion of Arjun’s name in the police chargesheet cannot,
in itself, be construed as a judgment of guilt — which rightly remains the
court’s domain — it does underline an important principle that is often
ignored in the country: Public stature does not place anyone beyond
realm of accountability when tragedy strikes at an event where their pres-
ence is central to its success.

The influence that a celebrity carries imposes upon him an undeniable
duty of care. When the celebrity’s arrival becomes the focal point around
which crowds swell, the responsibility becomes shared, not optional.

‘The stampede was caused by serious lapses in planning, crowd manage-
ment, security arrangements and coordination among multiple stakehold-
ers, such as theatre management, event organisers, private security per-
sonnel and the police.

While the police cannot file charges against themselves, the role that
police oversight played in triggering the stampede is by no means trivial.
The police failed to anticipate the crowds that the premiere of a nationally
super-hit movie like Pushpa 2 would draw to a congested and decades-old
single-screen theatre like Sandhya 70!

Nevertheless, celebrities cannot escape ‘their duty towards their fans in
particular and the pubhc in general If this case prompts celebrities to take
amore proactive role in ensuring safety, it will serve a purpose far greater
than merely assigning blame, as it may help prevent future tragedies.
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NEW YEAR RUCH..,
/" THEY WANT To SPEND THE
YEAR-END IN couuma& WHERE
THE AIR 1§ PURE

2025: The year when the
Opposition lost its mojo

Bharat Bhushan

fhe  Opposition

arties, which

had seemed to be

on the upswing

after the 2024 Lok

Sabha elections, clearly

lost their mojo in 2025. In

an electorally disastrous

year, it became fragmented

and failed to project itself

as a unified alternative to

the ruling Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP).

‘The year began with the
BJP scoring a decisive vic-
tory in the Delhi Assembly
elections over the Aam

incumbency, corruption
allegations and unfulfilled
promises of urban infra-
structure J.mprovemenls

P, once seen as the
enfant terrible of Indian
politics, focused on nation-
al expansion, leaving
Delhi’s political space open
for the BJP.

The year ended with the
National Democratic
Alliance led by the BJP reg-
lstermg a massive win in
the Bihar elections in
November, delivering a
stunning  psychological
blow to the Opposition.

The Indian National
Democratic Inclusive
Alliance (INDIA), which
presented a credible chal-
lenge to the BJP in 2024,
lost coherence as its con-
stituents lacked shared
goalsand splintered during
elections.

’l'he bloc’s ancillary regi-
onal alliances, the “Maha

gathbandhan” in Bi
and the "Maharashtra
Vikas Aghadi” (MVA) in

Maharashtra, have come a
cropper. In Bihar, Nitish
Kumar, who everyone
assumed was verging on
senility, staged a stunning
comeback as did the BJP
with a 90 per cent strike
rate, winning 90 of the 101
seats it had contested.
shira, in the
recent local body elections,
the BJPled Mahayuthi
dominated  over an
Opposition lacking umty to
win 207 out of 288 munici-
pal council and Nagar

Panchayat presidents’
posts. The MVA managed
only 44 collectively, with
its constituents often con-
testing against each other.

No single Opposition
leader emerged as a nation-

challenger to Prime
Minister Narendra Modi.
Congress leader Rahul
Gandm who had shown
potential of rising to
that role (heisstill the bold-
est of them all), while
remaining the face of the
Opposition in Parliament,
has failed to translate polit-
ical leadership into elec-
toral traction. Neither his
“Vote Adhikar Yafra” in
Bihar nor his bold state-
ments  criticising  the
Narendra Modi govern-
ment seem to have resonat-
ed with the public.

The Congress’ failure in
leading the Opposition alli-
ance was partly because it
was electorally irrelevant
in key states, such as Delhi
and Bihar. While Rahul
Gandhi barely retained the
symbolic face of the
Opposition, Congress pres-
ident Mallikarjun Kharge
fell short of projecting his
party’s auLhorlty dec)sne
ly in the 1A bl

The party’s cunstzmﬂy
shifting agenda — from
crony capitalism, unem-
ployment and social justice
through caste census to the
charge of electoral manipu-
lation (vote chori) — has
also contributed to its lead-
ership being perceived as
vacillating, inconsistent

The Opposition is
staring at massive
problems ahead.
The state elections
in West Bengal,
Assam, Kerala,
Tamil Nadu and
Puducherry will be
critical for it to
regain the political
ground lost in 2025.

Congress’ campaign issues
seem to be aimed at return-
ing to the status quo ante —
restoring the pre-2014 insti-
tutional balance — secular
consensus, independent ju-
diciary and a broadly neu-
tral Election Commission.
However, this backward-
looking frame has no aspi-
rational or transformative
vision for India’s young
voters. The party is defend-
ing old norms (and they do
need to be defended), but
without offering a vision
foranew India that appeals
to the youth, the margin-
alised and the minorities
suffering the depredations
of aggressive Hindutva.

Fixing procedures may
restore the legitimacy of
democratic institutions but
it is unlikely to automati-
cally translate into votes. It
has to be accompanied by
an attractive and inspira-
tional vision for a new and
socially just India with
jobs, education, healthcare
and representation.

The Opposition parties,
more than ever, came to
view the Congress this
year as more a liability
than a force-multiplier,
eroding its centrality and
credlbxllty in the INDIA

The INDIA bloc's
leﬂders}:up crisis was also
aggravated by the compet-
ing ambluons of strong
like Mamata

and It appears
as if with each new issue
gaining traction in Rahul
Gandhi's mind, the old
ones are relegated to the
background. Now, Mr
Gandhi’s speeches seem to
have swung away from
structural critiques of the
government towards pro-
cedural grievances regard-
ing the Election Com-
mission. Once the substan-
tive issues that impact peo-
ple’s lives experientially
are replaced by procedural
grievances, the voters lose
interest.

More importantly, the

Banerjee, Sharad Pawar,
Akhilesh Yadav, Tejashwi
Yadav, Arvind Kejriwal,
Uddhav_Thackeray and
Rahul Gandhi. None of
them wants to cede prima-
cy to the other. Their ide-
ologies — from a caste-
based world-view to Leftist
and centrist positions —
also come in the way of sus-
taining long-term unity.
Nor do the non-Congress
Opposition parties have a
forward-looking plan for
the nation. Besides sig-
i rift and disorgani-
sation, the dismal message

they send is that the INDIA
bloc was nothing more
than an opportunistic anti-
with no proac-

tlve policy-driven agenda.
These problems have
hobbled the Opposition in
mounﬂng a coherent chal-
lenge to the ruling BJP gov-
ernment at the Centre on
structural and policy
issues. With no plan of
action or vision, the
Opposition is unable to
confront the government
on the lack of jobs, growing
income and  wealth
inequality, unequal access
to quality education, and
right to decent healthcare.
Instead of offering nation-
al policy alternatives, the
Opposition ends up con-
testing elections on sym-
bolic or tactical grounds
where the public arena is
already skewed in favour
of the BJP, whose narra-
tive control and organisa-
tional strength at the grass-
roots is overwhelming.
Even when the Opposition
thought it thought it had an
issue to pin the govern-
ment to the ground, it
lacked resonance with the

public.

In this state of affairs, the
Opposxuon is staring at
massive problems ahead.
The state elections in West
Bengal Assam, Kerala,

Nadu and
Puducherry will be critical
for it to regain the political
ground lost in 2025.

Except for Assam, the
Opposition parties domi-
nate these election-going
states. These Legislative
Assembly elections will
test whether the national
narrative of the BJP can be
beaten by regional narra-
tives — Dravidian politics
in Tamil Nadu; social wel-
fare in Kerala; ethnic and
tribal identity versus
Hindutva in ; and in
West Bengal framing the
BJP as a culturally disrup-
tive outsider versus the
welfare  schemes and
charisma of chief minister
Mamata Banerjee.

However. if disunity per-
sists in the Opposition, the
BJP could well expand fur-
ther. This isa real possibil-
ity as in states like West
Bengal and Kerala, the
INDIA bloc allies will have
no alternative but to con-
test against each other.

The writer is a senior
Journalist based in
few Delhi
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RARE BRAVERY

The actions of brave 10-year-
old Shravan were outstanding
When Shravan Singh walked
into Vivian Bhawan, he looked
like any other child who had
been brought out for some
big surprise, Hn was ho(ding

the Pradhan Mantri
Bal Puraskar 2025 f
ery and compassion during
the time of Operation Sindoor.
Shravan ensured providing the
soldiers who were deployed
near his place during
ation Sindoor with milk
ile the army.
ed him the youngest
jor award, they
aken the responsi-
bility of bearing the entire cost
of his school education. This
praved that the best of the
soldiers are from the remotest
of \,\Hngrs and these are the
inborn talents which would
bring glory to our nation.

A P Thiruvadi,

Chennai

UNFULFILLED PROMISES

It is surprising that the agitation of sani-
tary workers, which started in July, with
afast-unto-death agaunst the outsourcing
of sanitation work in Tamil Nadu s still
going on. 'I'hough the DMK chief had
promised to

fulfil their demands, even
after 50 months as Chief Minister, he is
yettoaccede to their demands. Instead of
conceding their demands, they are taken
into custody, day after day. To be frank,
bit is unfortunate that during the DMK
tenure, working class persons, including
teachers, nurses and sanitary workers
are forced to protest the non-fulfilment of
promises made on the eve of 2021
Assembly Elections.
Capt. N. Viswanathan, Coimbatore

SHOW MERCY

The core issue is the unresolved pay
anomaly among secondary-grade teach-
ers. Those performing identical duties
cannot be paid differently based solely on
appointment dates, This disparity has
persisted for years despite repeated rep-
resentations. Detentions and force do not
ldress the problem and only deepen
mistrust. What is needed is a clear gov-
ernment order, issued without delay, to
correct the anomaly through a structured
and time-bound process, If financial con-
straints exist, phased implementation
can be considered after consultation.
Teachers are asking for fairness, not

favours,
K. Sakunthala, Coimbatore

Claude Arpi

Planet in trouble:
Climate risks are
ignored amid push
for ‘development’

n January 7, 2025, an earthquake measuring,

7.1 on the Richter scale struck Tingri

County, in Shigatse prefecture of Tibet.

Reports said between 126 and 400 people lost
theuhvesand.‘xaﬂwere injured. It was also felt in
Nepal, where 13 people died.

On December 8, Japan's Meteorological Agency
announced that a powerful 7. »magmtud earth-
quake shook northeastern Japan, injuring 20 people

and triggering warnings. It first warned a
104eet tsunami could hit Japan's coast; but later
downgraded its warnings.

A few days later, India Today asked: “Should India
brace for the Great Himalayan Earthquake?” This is

“a hypothetical, massive seismic event that could
occur along the Main Himalayan Thrust, a major
fault line running beneath the Himalayas. It's a fact
that the Indian tectonic plate is slowly, relentlessly
pushmg under the Eurasian plate, building up

nse stress over centuries. The article cited the
1934 Blhar -Nepal earthquake (8.0) and the 2015 Nepal
earthquake (7.8), saying: “When this stress is finally
released, it could trigger a quake of magnitude 8.0 or
huher which could devastate large parts of north-
ern IndJa Nepal and neighbouring regions.” Dr Om
Prakash Mishra, director of Natmnal Centre for Seis-
mology, says this “aseismic creep” stress relem via
minor tremors may act as a natural safety val

A study published in Down to Earth mennoned

glacial quakes caused by massive icebergs capsizing,

as they break off from main glaciers. It identifies
over 350 such seismic events in Antarctica between
2010 and 2023, which could send sea levels rising
rapidly, as these icequakes, not following seasonal
uge chunks of ice to

capsize, it generates sn'ong mechanical ground
vibrations, or seismic waves”,

‘The world is undoubtedly in turmoil today: Some
events are “natural”, but most are man-made (like
the pollution in Delhl) n 2023, China’s President Xi
Jinping told 2,300 delegates at Beijing's Great Hall of

severe effects from the climate: change Beyondathr
degree Celsius rise, Earth nee “cata-
strophicloss™ of mountain glacxers and snow, sea ice
and permafrost.

It's not that world leaders haven't beeu wamed
with hard facts and scientific
Northern Sikkim experiences severe Glac)a! Lake
Outburst Floods (GLOF); in 2023, South Lhonak
Lake, located at an altitude of 17,000 feet, suffered a
rupture because of continuous rainfall. Conseq-
uently. water gushed into the downstream regions,
causmg ﬂ in the Teesta River. It caused the

the People: “We must be prepared for
narios, and be ready to withstand high wi.nds. chop
py waters and even rous storms.” Though he
was speaking of politics, it's true iorthea.nvlmnmem
as well. Besides the wars in Ukraine and Gaza, the
environment has been the first big planetary casual-

ty. There are hundreds of examples: Greenlandsice
sheet is melting faster and faster. The US National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration says the
ice sheet continued to lose mass despite above-aver-
age winter snow accumulation: between August 2022
and September 2023, it lost roughly 350 trillion
pounds of mass. Let's not forget the Greenland ice
sheet melting is the second-largest contributor to sea-
level rise. A report by the International Cryosphere
Climate Initiative, a network of senior policy experts
working with governments, agrees that mountain-
ous regions like the Himalayas are facing the most

breach ydro-dam on the Teesta in
non.hem Slkkxm leadlngtn many casualties.

A scientific report by Nature in January 2023
explained: “Since 1990, globally, the number and size
of | ﬂaclal lakes have grown rapidly along with down-

mir] has been retreating rapidly over the past sever-
al decades.” Scientific observations show it has lost
nearly 30 per cent of its area between 1992 and 2025,
with the highest recession in the last decade. This is
without even mentioning the high atmospheric pol-
lution in the big cities, which will lead to millions of
casualties. For this too, politicians are quick to shift
the blame on the neighbouring states or individuals.
‘Year 2026 will probably see more natural disasters,
calamities, tragedies. Remember two years ago,
when the Sx]kyam Bend-Barkot tunnel in Uttarkashi
district of Uttarakhand caved in. simply because
proper envmmmemal smdxes had not been mnduct~
ed. This will contit long one
god — development — and forgm to bow lu another
goddess —Mother Nature, If the former continues to
be privileged, there will be a backlash by the latter,
withd the human race.

ity has decreased.”

American TV’s Weather Channel argues that India
faces the gravest challenge, posing climate change-
induced health vulnerability: “Prolonged summers,
unpred.\mble rains, floods, dmughfs and nsmg sm

factors increase the frequency and seventy of 111
nesses, p people ito poverty and forcing
‘migration.” Prof. Shakil Ahmad Romshoo, eminent
earth scientist and vice-chancellor of the Islamic
University of Science and T in J&K’s

A small light at the end of the tunnel: a few months
ago, a group of senior citizens, including Dr Murli
Mahohar Joshi and Dr Karan Singh, wrote to then
Chief Justice of India B.R. Gavai seeking a review of
the 2021 Supreme Court order allowing the 825km
(Char Dham road expansion project in Uttarakhand.
But will their voices be heard? Probably not.

Claude Arpi is Distinguished Fellow at the Centre
ofEmeIlmce  for Himalayan Studies, Shiv Nadar
‘Eminence (Delhi). and writes on India,

Awantipora, noted: “The Kolahm Glacier [in Kash-

Chma. Tibet and Indo-French relations
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EDITORIALS

2025 IN REVIEW

Aggressive federal immigration
enforcement roils Chicago

2025 will be remembered by
most Chicagoans for the arrival
here of the Border Patrol, which
joined agents from Immigra-
tion and Customs Enforcement
in aggressive enforcement of
the nation’s immigration laws,
as directed by the president of
the United States. Accompa-
nied by protesters wherever they
went, the agents arrested people
throughout the city, oftenin
ways more associated with mili-
tary-style governments.

As part of our annual review of
the year, here is our look back at
what the Tribune Editorial Board
had to say about their action. Tn
this edition, we are focused on
what happened in the later third
of the year.

SEPT 30: Donald Trump deni-

grat d hi

befol tar
generals in Quantico, VirginiaThe
editorial board objects Trump’s
bellicose words before an audi-
ence of generals who must follow
his orders don’t give us comfort.
Chicagoans have the constitu-
tional right peacefully to protest
their government and should
feel safe when doing so with-
out worrying about use of force
by a National Guard member or
any other member of the Armed
Forces in need of “training”
‘Which brings us to the second
majorissue with Trump’s
remarks, Our city — or any other
American city — should notbe a
“training ground” for troops ulti-
mately enlisted to fight foreign
adversaries. President Trump,
Chicagoans are your fellow
Americans.

OCT1: Asun-soaked Sunday in
downtown Chicagoismarredbya
Trumpian show of force. A beauti-
ful early fall weekend in down-
town Chicago. Sun-splashed
lakefront. Families enjoying the
museums and city sights. Packs of
men in military fatigues carry-
ing high-powered long guns and
seemingly stopping people on the
street based on the color of their
skin.

‘Which of those images doesn’t
belong?

On Sunday, Immigration and
Customs Enforcement agents
made a performative show of
transforming an otherwise
peaceful downtown into some-
thing out of abad movie. Masked
and menacing by design, they
tromped around Millennium
Park, patrolled the Magnificent
Mile and manned boats travers-
ing the placid waters of the
Chicago River.

And for what? Why?

Gregory Bovino, the chief
patrol agent for the weekslong
Chicago operation that ICE is
calling Operation Midway Blitz,
didn't substantively answer ques-
tions posed to him Sunday by
journalists reporting on the scene.
But we think we understand what
was at work.

We believe this was essentially
a provocation, a response to sharp
criticism from Gov. JB Pritzker
and Mayor Brandon Johnson
and a blunt demonstration of
the truth that our state and local
politicians essentially have no say
over where these federal agents
choose to go.

OCT. 2: Conflictincreases
between ICE and Border Patrol
agents and protestors at the

——s

Federal agents confront community members at 105th Street and Avenue N in Chicago on Oct. 14.
TERRENCE ANTONIO JAMES/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Federal officers clear protesters from the entrance of the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement holding

facility in Broadview on Sept. 19. STACEY WESCOTT/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

noisans safe. And in that task we
believe he and state law enforce-
ment can do considerably more to
assist a village of less than 8,000
that seems understandably over-
whelmed with being the focal

laws in the absence of a warrant
signed by a judge — even after
more than two dozen of them
‘were exposed to ICE-sprayed
chemical agents while respond-
ing to ascene involving the

point of anger around the ongo- federal agents.
ing federal immigration-enfc e enti e leaves all
ment surge in Chicago. of us distraught.

There’s a need to separate Inastatement over the

protesters from ICE agents, and
state and local police are in our
minds best equipped to accom-
plish that. Pritzker said Monday
that he understands Trump
intends to send 100 federal
troops, National Guard or other-
wise, in response to the Broad-
view issues. Trump on Tuesday
reiterated that “we’re goinginto
Chicago very soon.”

Iﬁsfpge andJ local police were

weekend, the Civic Federa-

tion, the Civic Committee of the
Commercial Club of Chicago,
and the Chicagoland Chamber of
Commerece called for cooperation
from the Trump administration
with law enforcement in Chicago
rather than more provocations.
“National Guard troops on our
streets ... have the potential to
sow fear and chaos, threatening
our businesses’ bottom lines and

d protest
areas around the detainment
facility that facilitated ingress
and egress for federal vehicles
‘without coming into contact with
demonstrators, there would be no
justification for federal troops —
and likely no legal way for Trump
to deploy them.

OCT.7: Ice-related chaos inten-

our ,” they wrote.

‘We have said much the same
before, and continue to believe
that military deployment against
the wishes of local officehold-
ers would be counterproduc-
tive at best and dangerous at
worst. Any military depl

such astroll would have been as
calming and uneventful as the
city gets.

Buton this most recent one,
the man found himself at what
looked like a scene from the TV
show “Chicago Fire,” which has
filmed on and around this very
block: he came upon screaming,
yelling, fighting, spilled blood,
tear gas canisters and masked
federal agents in military-style
fatigues moving their vehicle
backward down a one-way street
as an infuriated neighborhood
repelled them with all the force
its collective voice could muster.

The man responded in kind:
screaming and hollering at the
agents as they took a man away
from a $300,000 renovation ofa
classic Chicago three-flat, even as
he tried to keep hold of his dog.
He didn’t care what the worker
allegedly had done nor did he
care about his immigration status
and even if he had, no one would
have explained. The man just
‘wanted the invaders gone.

Had h don this

if necessary, ought to be done in
close coordination with local law
enforcement. Under the pres-

sifies. The entcir , that appears
tion center. This is a moment calm from public officials. The highly unlikely.
for Gov. JB Pritzker to show Chicagoans who are aghast at the
leadership beyond calling Pres- chaos the ICE incursion is creat- ~ OCT. 28: The editorial board

ident Donald Trump names

and exhorting ordinary folks to
document on their phones what
the federal agents are doing. We
understand that the governor
isbuilding his political brand
nationally as a preeminent leader
of the Democratic Party resis-
tance to Trump, but a higher
priority must be keeping Tlli-

ingin our city. The public officials
who are trying to remain cool in
the face of such pressure, some
more successfully than others.
And even Chicago police officers
‘who are catching intense heat
from the right in following state
and local laws that don't allow
them to cooperate with ICE in
enforcing federal immigration

scene without the contextof an
immigration enforcement opera-
tion happening over the stren-
uous objections of the residents
of an American city, they would
not have believed their eyes, any
more than they would if they had

rise up againstinvaders fromthe
federal government and calls

for Kristi Noem to take similar
notice. Friday lunchtime, a guy
‘was walking his fluffy dog at the
corner of Henderson and Lake-
wood streets in Chicago’s leafy
Lakeview neighborhood. On any
other sunny, autumnal Friday,

ppened on a similar scene in
the Old Irving Park neighborhood
where, as the Tribune reported,
“residents were tackled and tear-
gassed as children prepared fora
Halloween parade.” Little Village
a0 1 1

Side

tary of Homeland Security Kristi
Noem. A conservative from South
Dakota should understand that
man’s impulse is to defend his
homeland from invaders.

If you are radicalizing the
Chicago guy with the poop bag
and making kids in wizard hats
rub their eyes, then, Madam
Secretary, you are not doing your
jobvery well. And if you don’t
think that is happening, well, you
are wrong. We watched it happen
inreal time.

OCT. 31: Halloween approaches
and the editorial board calls

for the ceasing ofimmigration
enforcement activities for the
sake of a kids’ holiday and for
community safety. As the tell-
tale signs of autumn envelop us,
familiar sights have cropped up
in Midwestern neighborhoods.
Much as golden and crimson
leaves adorn the trees, we've
decorated our homes to suit the
season.

Some of us have opted fora
more subdued nod to the harvest,
setting out pumpkins and potted
mums, while others have gone
whole hog on Halloween. We
know many young families who
turn after-dinner walks intoa
bona fide neighborhood tour,
hunting for the best-decorated
houses to ogle. Larger-than-life
skeletons — some as big as trucks,
torsos erupting from the ground
— have become suburban staples
alongside massive Bluey inflat-
ables, not to mention life-sized
zombies and scarecrows that
jump outat you when you walk
by. This is what life is meant to be
like in the fall around these parts.

There’s comfort to be found
in the predictable and thus we
welcome amoment that deserves
protection. Nothing should inter-
fere with trick-or-treat rituals or
other neighborhood festivities.

So we were glad to hear U.S.
District Judge Sara Ellis express a
similar sentiment this week.

“I do not want to get violation
reports from the plaintiffs that
show that agents are outand
about on Halloween where kids
are present and tear gas is being
deployed,” she told U.S, Border
Patrol Cmdr. Gregory Bovino
Tuesday.

Had you just woken up from
adeep sleep, you'd be amazed
that such a judicial pronounce-
‘ment was even necessary. But as
Halloween 2025 arrives, this is
where we live now.

DEC.19: Greg Bovinoand his
Border Patrol agents returnto
Chicago. The editorial board and
most of Chicago are not pleased
to see them. After making this
the the most fraught Halloween
we can remember in Chicago,
Border Patrol Cmdr. Greg Bovino
evidently has decided to try
torender the 2025 Christmas
season one to remember for all
the wrong reasons, too.

Bovino and dozens of his
Border Patrol officers returned
to the area in recent days and
resumed their practice from
earlier months of snatching at
least one tamale vendor off the
street and patrolling Home Depot
parking lots, where migrants look
for daily work.

In Forest Park, Bovino was
heard to say, “We love Chica-ho-
ho-ho;” as drivers honked their
horns in anger. “Merry Christ-
mas, if T don't see you again.”
Bovino called out to another
unhappy crowd.

The return of Operation
Midway Blitz, which appar-
ently won't run nearly as long as
the weekslong effort in the fall
that badly disrupted peace of
mind and ordinary commerce in
Chicago, appears to be a perfor-
mative reminder to Latino

iti i i the area

among others, have experienced
the same.
Letthatsink in, U.S. Secre-

that federal immigration author-
ities will be returning again and
again.
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2025 IN REVIEW

A look back at immigration enforcement
raids in Chicago through op-eds

After his inauguration, Presi-
dent Donald Trump quickly got
to work fulfilling a campaign
promise by increasing arrests and
deportations of immigrants in the
United States.

Looking back now, the immi-
gration raids in other cities,
subsequent protests and National
Guard response in Los Angeles
gave Chicago a sense of what was
to come in the fall. The Depart-
ment of Homeland Security
launched Operation Midway
Blitz on Sept. 8 to target “crim-
inal illegal” immigrants and, it
said, honor Katie Abraham, who
was killed in a drunken driving
accident by an immigrant lacking
permanent legal status.

Masked Border Patrol and
Immigration and Customs and
Enforcement agents spread out
on the streets of Chicago and its
suburbs to ramp up arrests, and
their often brutal tactics were
met with resistance. Protests
increased at the Broadview
detention facility, and neighbors
in Chicago and its suburbs blew
whistles and created informal
community groups.

Our commentary from this
chaotic time examined the
actions and decisions of federal
immigration agents, whether the
operation honored or marred
Abraham’s legacy, and how
Chi ded

.

.

Border Patrolagents detaina personin & Home Depot parking Iot as they eonduct animmigrationenforcernent action on Dec. 17 in Evariston,

found solidarity during the worst
moments of the blitz.
Hereisalook back in excerpts.

JUNE13: Edwin C. Yohnka,“ICE
officers should not be allowed
towearmasks.” It is not surpris-
ing that some ICE agents want to
hide their faces. The work they
are doingis unpopular and cruel.
The harsh, militaristic nature of
their actions is not normal and

is being met with protest and
opposition across the country.
The White House, of course,
responded to this opposition and
protest in Los Angeles by sending
National Guard troops to further
militarize the implementation of
the administration’s policies. The
secretary of defense even plans to
deploy Marines, further escalat-
ing tensions.

Groups of masked agents,
armed with weapons, moving
around the streets of a city in
unmarked vehicles creates a
public safety risk for police and
for residents. If an armed group
oflocal police confronts these
masked ICE agents, how will
they know they are federal law
enforcement officers? Itis not
hard to see asituation like this
escalating rapidly.

‘Worse still, the masks send
asignal to ICE officers and the
public that they are not account-
able for their actions — even
unconstitutional and illegal
actions —and that their superi

IEZ/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Baltazar Enriquez, president of the Little Village Community Council, blows a whistle as people face off with
federal agents after araid at Discount Mall on West 26th Street in Chicago's Little Village neighborhood on Oct 23.

ANTONIO PEREZ/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

candy from one of the after-
school vendors, and we’d stay

on the playground alittle longer
before heading home. Now, the
vendors are gone, the playground
is closed and the small routines
that once made the day feel full
have quietly di: d because

will cover for them and encour-
age them to hide their identities
when they are acting in their offi-
cial capacity. This is the oppo-
site of accountability. There is
good reason why Chicago police
officers are expressly prohibited
from hiding their nameplates or
badge numbers when out on the
streets. But federal immigration
officers are not held to the same
standard.

OCT.22: Denise Lorence,“My
daughter is the face of Operation
Midway Blitz.| am reclaiming her
legacy! Katie would not want

to be associated with an opera-
tion in which kids witness their
parents being taken into custody
on their way to or from school.
She wouldn’t support scaring kids
with the use of military efforts in
their neighborhoods or in their
apartment buildings.

She would not have wanted to
be associated with a campaign
that targets Chicago — acity she
notonly loved but felt safe in.
Since she was in middle school,
she and I took hundreds of drives
through the city’s neighborhoods.
On those drives, we'd talk about
music, life, her future and her
thoughts on current events —
you name it, we talked about it. T
will always cherish those drives
because we not only saw what
Chicago had to offer, but Katie
and I really bonded on those
drives. Ilearned who she was
becoming with each passing drive
— week after week, month after
month, year after year.

OCT. 30: Allison Pleas, “Fear

of ICE is stealing the simple
momentsinmy Chicago neigh-
borhood? Just six months ago, my
daughter would beg me for cotton

of fear.

Inrecent weeks, many fami-
lies have decided it’s safer to
keep their children home. They’d
rather stay together than risk
being separated. In some homes,
the parent with the safer job goes
to work while the other stays
home to avoid being taken away.
Many street vendors still take the
risk, knowing that each day out
could be their last. They live with
fear every day — fear of waiting
for the bus, fear of driving, fear
of standing outside the school to
pick up their child. Some fami-
lies have chosen to return to
their countries rather than face
the possibility of separation. Tt
doesn’t matter whether they were
born here, are on the pathway
to citizenship or are hoping to
become citizens — the fear is the
same for everyone.

At the park, Tused tosit on the
bench watching families grill
carne asada while kids played
soccer and salsa music blared
from a speaker, wishing I could be
partof it. That's what family looks
like to me — the same warmth
and joy I see every day at school.
But lately, some of those same
families tell me they’re staying.
home, avoiding the places they
love. Fear is stealing the simple
moments.

A photo of Katie Abraham. STACEY WESCOTT/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

monster to roam free. He should
have been removed long before
he could take my daughter’s life.
Ttwould be unjust and unrea-
sonable to separate my family’s
Toss from the policies that failed
us. We did everything right. We
worked hard, obeyed the law,
paid our taxes and trusted that
government would protect us in
return. That trust was broken.
Our leaders — from the gover-
nor’s office on down — have not
treated immigration as a matter of
public safety or national security.

NOV. 5: Sen. Graciela Guzméanand
Gabe Gonzalez,"There is some-
thing deeper at work in Chicago
thanresidents blowing whistles
‘While the daily imagery of neigh-
bors standing up to ICE agents is
apowerful contagion for courage,
there is something far deeper at
work than just residents blowing
whistles and recording arrests.

OCT. 31: Joe Abraham,"We all Chicagoans are feeling
Katie's legacy lled to act by

—and her the ds because the threat

something?Katie’s death was toliberty is personal and clear.

preventable. She was killed by
aman, Julio Cucul Bol, who
entered and remained in our
country illegally. He was using
multiple aliases, exploiting gaps
in an overwhelmed and disorga-
nized immigration system. Illi-
nois’ sanctuary law allowed this

‘What needs to happen next is for
that collective action to coalesce
into a force that tells the next
chapter in American history.
Typical of all authoritarian
advancements, public justification
isbuilton a pyramid of lies. The
foundational lie is that Ameri-

cancitieslike Chicago have been
invaded by dangerous criminals.

strength. In either choice, the
facade of lies will be badly frac-
tured.

NOV. 8: Jane Charney, “Chicago
does not feel safe for anyone, no
matter our status”Right now,
the city of Chicago does not feel
safe for anyone, no matter their
status. We've seen people being
arrested without a warrant, tear
gas released near schools, people
knocked down and car windows
smashed. Make no mistake.
These tactics threaten all of us.
‘When one person’s right to due
process is taken away, all of us
have lost that foundational right.
Our Constitution ensures that
our laws and legal system oper-
ate with equity and fairness and
apply to everyone whois on U.S.
soil. We are seeing the conse-
quences of actions that sow fear
inreal time, and this trauma will
be with our communities for
years.

My family came to the United
States with three truths firmly
rooted in our minds: There’s no
antisemitism in America; Amer-
icais a country of immigrants
and values our contributions; and
everyone is subject to the rule
and protection of our laws. 2025
is proving us wrong on all three
counts, and we’re ever closer to
resembling the Soviet Union.

NOV. 26: Kerry Lester Kasper,
“Chicago has become the ‘City
of the Big Shoulders’once again."
Recently, in issuing a sweeping
injunction on the use of force by
immigration agents in Opera-
tion Midway Blitz, U.S. District
Judge Sara Ellis did something
you rarely hear in even the most
vaunted courtrooms in this
country: She read apoem. In its
entirety.

Carl Sandburg’s 1914 poem
“Chicago” is a powerful, sweep-
ing description of the city at the

That these criminal invaders are turn of the 20th century. Chica-
toblame for our problems and can go's oft- c](ed mckname the “City
onlybe dealt with by mili of the Big 7’ comes from
federal forces encroachingonthe it

rights of everyday Chicagoans. Butit’s more than that.

But, those who call this city home
did not buy into the absurd lie
that we should go to war with our
neighbors. The forceful rejections
from Chicago, Memphis, DC.,
Portland and LA, have shaken the
hold that MAGA lies have on our
country. In every instance they
have tried to operationalize the
repulsive idea that some human
beings should be considered “ille-
gal” and disposable for merely
existing, and they failed.

‘This has forced the Trump
administration into a very unfa-
vorable fork in the road regarding
Chicago. They can try to double
down on the plan of breaking
the soul of this city, which would
mean sending more ill-trained,
occupying forces — an unwise
option, considering unpaid neigh-
borhood defense recruitment
seems to be outpacing ICE’s,
even with their $50,000 signing
bonuses. Or, they can take the
path of declaring fictitious victory
here and retreat to smaller, more
vulnerable cities — a risky option
for an authoritarian regime
reliant on its image of absolute

Some 110 years later, Sand-
burg’s words are illustrative of
the moxie this place has always
had but only recently visibly
reclaimed.

“Come and show me another
city with lifted head singing so
proud to be alive and coarse and
strong and cunning,” Sandburg
wrote. “Flinging magnetic curses
amid the toil of piling job on job,
here is a tall bold slugger .../ Bare-
headed,/ Shoveling,/ Wrecking,/
Planning,/ Bmldmg, breaking,
rebuilding”

Building. Breaking, Rebuilding.
It’s not lost on me that Ellis artic-
ulated the legacy of the city in the
same halls that only a year before
saw her colleagues weigh the
fates of some of the city’s power
players, the old order. It’s a fitting.
nod to the sentiment that despite
all of our recent trouble, we
remain proud to be the scrappy,
inimitable city that we are.

This renewed energy across
Chicago’s gridded streets
emerged as coordinated defiance
of federal immigration agents
who arrived in September.
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This year in Chicago architecture
wasn’t on anyone’s bingo card

Edward Keegan

Architecture unfolds slowly.
Big plans take years, sometimes
even decades, to complete. And
yetsome years come with lots
of surprises, and 2025 included
afew head-scratchers: a papal
pilgrimage site in suburban
Dolton, an entire wing of the
‘White House demolished, and
likely landmark protection for

e mediocre office building that
replaced Louis Sullivan’s Chicago
Stock Exchange. Nobody had any
of these on their bingo card when
the calendar last rolled over.

Anew local pilgrimage site: Pope
Leo XIV’s modest childhood
home in Dolton was acquired by
the town in July, just two months
after the favorite son became
pontiff. Declared a historic land-
mark earlier this month, plans

to open the house to the public
are still being developed. While
the designation has nothing to do
with the building’s architecture,
the single-family brick structure
epitomizes suburban tract devel-
opment that was built in the years
immediately following World
War IL

General Services Administra-
tionin the crosshairs: Now more
than 11 months into Trump 2.0,
the developer president has

had startling effects on build-
ing culture, The teardown of
the White House’s historic East
Wing in October was probably
the most startling unannounced
demolition since Mayor Richard
M. Daley’s middle-of-the-night
bulldozing of Meigs Field in
March 2003. Earlier in the > year,

st Pope Leo XIV's

it 212 E. 141st Place In Dolton on July 2. A roofing company

the home's roof shi d

A
placed a sign on the lawn the previous day, according to a Dolton police officer who was posted in front of the structure. JOHN J. KIM/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

structure at 30 N. LaSalle St.
received preliminary landmark
status from the Commission on
Chicago Landmarks. It’s alaugh-
ably nonsensical move by the city
to help the developer tap into
public subsidies. Stopping demo-
lition through thoughtful reuse of
older buildings is almost always
good, but landmarking is not

the correct tool for this project.
Here, the city is encouraging
development the wrong way.

Google glass: Google’s remake of
the James R. Thompson Center
continues to provide construction
watchers with fodder for social
media. The full fthe

the General Services A
tion, which owns and operates
most federally owned structures
throughout the country, showed
interest in disposing of many
properties, including portions

of the Ludwig Mies van der
Rohe-designed Federal Center
complex in the Loop and the
recently landmarked Century
and Consumers Buildings on
State Street. It's almost guaran-
teed that these will be revisited in
the next year.

Residential renovations on
LaSalle Street: The residen-

tial conversion of older office
buildings along LaSalle Street
continued, albeit with one unfor-
tunate new precedent. Earlier
this month, the banal 1970s office

building’s structural frame wasa
highlight of the past year, but the
continuing installation of clear
glazing is proving that the reno-
vation by Jahn/— the successor
firmto Murphy/Jahn the original
architects — is a more dramatic
makeover than initially revealed.
New terraces have been created
under the sloped glazing, which
now appears as a series of bustling
skirts rather than part of the main
body of the building:

And Google wins no awards
for its lack of transparency as to
the design’s scope. The entire
year passed with no updates to
the handful of renderings that
the digital behemoth released
in 2024 We're finding out what
we're getting as it’s being built.

ANew Lincoln Yards: There’s no
reason to lament the demise of the
overwrought plans for Lincoln
Yards. Following a change in
ownership, the northern portion
of the parcel has now been
dubbed Foundry Park and sports
anew master plan by Hartshorne
Plunkard Architecture, The

scale remains too large for this
swath of the North Side, but the
new renderings indicate a more
textured and nuanced architec-
ture than previously proposed.
And the end of the year hasa
possible buyer for the southern
tract where we’ll be waiting for
new plans in the new year.

Assorted stadiums: In November,
the Chicago Architecture Center
(CAC) released “Win/Win: The
New Game Plan for Urban Stadi-
ums” that notes it’s an auspicious
moment for stadiums in Chicago,
as active development exists
around the future homes for the
Bears, Fire, White Sox, Bulls and
Blackhawks. The study argues
for the integration of stadium
and community benefits and
assets — an approach that’s been

finding out where the Chicago
Bears will play in decades to
come. After abandoning Chicago
for Arlington Heights (again)
earlier in the year, the team
ended 2025 with the announce-
ment that it's now considering
northwest Indiana for the Bears’
next home. The CAC should
send a few copies of its report to
the McCaskey family ...

Inmemoriam: Frank Gehry’s
death in early December was

just one of several losses to the
Chicago architectural scene. Leon
Krier and Robert A.M. Stern,

nearby Obama Presidential
Center. Marilyn Hasbrouck, the
longtime proprietor of the Prairie
Avenue Bookshop, passed away
in March as well. Her shopwas a
haven for architects from around
the globe.

And intheyearaheacd: The archi-
tecture world will turn its collec-
tive eyes to Chicago in the new
year with the June opening of
the Obama Presidential Center
in Jackson Park with architec-
ture by Tod Williams Billie Tsien
Architects and landscape design
by Michael Van Valkenburgh

both winners of the Richard H. Associates. And there’s another
Driehaus Prize, passed away this presldenbal berary with Chicago
year. Krier, thei 1 laure- g was
ate in 2003, was best known as selected in August to develop
the urban planner of dbury, for the

working for now-King Charles
11, but he was the initial director
of the Chicago-based SOM Foun-
dation in the late 1980s. Stern won
the Driehaus in 2011 and built One

Clinton Presidential Center in
Little Rock, Arkansas. Designs are
expected early in the new year.
And since 2025 was hardly
predictable, it’s hard not to expect

Bennett Park and the bus shelters.  more archi l surprises in
David Childs of SOM passedin ~ 2026.

March. His sole Chicago design,

400 North DuSable Lake Shore [Edward Keegan writes, broadcasts

Drive, continues to rise on the

developed and honed by New lakefront just north of the Chicago
Urbanists for more than30 years.  River. Ricardo Scofidio of Diller
Earlier, the City COlll'lCll Scofidio + Renfro designed the
d the G David in Forum at the

Chicago Fire Stadnun at The
78, just south of Roosevelt Road
on the east bank of the Chicago
River. And we're no closer to

University of Chicago: he also
died in March. The forum’s
memorable stack of boxes will
soon be in dialogue with the

and teaches on architectural
subjects. Keegan’s biweekly
architecture column is supported by
agrant from former Tribune critic
Blair Kamin, as administered by the
not-for-profit Journalism Funding
Partners. The Tribune maintains
editorial control over assignments
and content.

No peace for Palestinians in the land of Bethlehem

Elizabeth Shackelford

As Christians around the world
celebrated the birth of Jesus in
Bethlehem, T hope they took
some time to think of the chil-
dren who are there today too.
This region that many people
only think of in biblical terms is
areal place where children and
families today live in a constant
state of fear and trauma that will
continue to perpetuate insecurity
in the region if left unresolved.

Bethlehem s a town in the
‘West Bank, the Palestinian region
west of the Jordan River, approx-
imately the size of Delaware. The
West Bank is home to about 3
million Palestinians, nearly half of
them children. It has been under
military occupation by Israel
since 1967. Although it has not
faced the same levels of destruc-
tion and suffering as the war in
Gaza, the West Bank has seena
dramatic increase in violence,
injustice and aggression over the
same period.

Since Oct. 7,2023, the day
Hamas killed more than 1,200
Israelis and kidnapped about 250,
more than 1,000 Palestinians in
the West Bank have been killed by
Israeli forces and “settlers,” the
term used to describe the Israeli
citizens living on property taken
foreibly from Palestinian resi-
dents.

The Israeli government
defends its military operations
there as essential to protect

A Palestinian woman walks past Israeli soldiers as she carries her
belongings ahead of planned home demolitions in the refugee camp of Nur
Shams, in the West Bank city of Tulkarem, on Dec. 17. MAJDI MOHAMMED/AP

against terronsrn and noters But

across the region, as reported

th and disproportion- by PBS “NewsHour" earlier this
ate use of force suggests collective  month. They burn olive groves
punishment of the population. and cut down the trees, some

More than 200 of these victims
are children. This includes a
2-year-old named Laila who was
shotin her home during an Israeli
security operation that emptied
three Palestinian refugee camps,
and a 9-year-old named Moham-
mad who was shot by Israeli
Security Forces while playing
football.

Inat least 244 cases, Israeli
authorities then delayed or
blocked medical assistance from
reaching the injured. Several of
these cases were children left to

e.
Meanwhile, Israeli settlers
“armed with bats and Molotov
cocktails” have plundered and
destroyed Palestinian homes and
property daily in communities

hundreds of years old, in order
to destroy Palestinian liveli-
hoods and heritage. And they do
so with utter impunity. Tens of
thousands of Palestinians have
been displaced by settler attacks,
strikes on refugee camps, demo-
litions, and hundreds of check-
points, roadblocks and other
obstacles to obstruct movement.
Since the occupation began,

Israel has gradually expanded its
settler population by force, even
though this explicitly violates
international law. About 700 000
settlers live in the West B

today. This month, the Israeli
government approved 19 new
Jewish settlements, which means
this government has increased
these illegal settlements by 50%

in just three years. This expan-
sion has been accompanied by

a harsh campaign of repres-

sion. West Bank Palestinians are
denied basic rights and freedoms
and have no protection from
arbitrary detention, deprivation
or violence, which they experi-
ence frequently at the hand of
Israeli troops and settlers withno
recourse,

Consider what life looks like
for children there today. They
live in the shadow of heavily
armed soldiers who see them
as the enemy. They must navi-
gate threatening blockades and
checkpoints and hope they don’t
make a mistake or misstep that
could cost them their lives. The
threat of violence against their
family and friends is constantand
arbitrary. At any moment, they
could be under attack too. If they
feel threatened by settlers who
menace their village or take their
property, they have no trusted
authorities to seek protection
from. They look to their parents
orother adults for protection, but
their elders have little security
to offer. Tt is a bleak existence
that does not inspire hope for the
future, and it’s only getting worse.

Residents and observers of
this region argue over who is to
blame for the waves of violence
thatboth Israel and the occu-
pied territories have experienced
for generations. But nothing in
that history justifies the violence
and injustices these children
must endure today. Even so, their
continued exposure to conflict
and trauma will sow the seeds
for that violence to continue in
the years ahead, if they see little
reason for hope and trustina

future.

If the Israeli government
continues to deny that hope by
blocking a future Palestinian
state, ongoing violence and insta-
bility there will continue to cause
trauma for its own population
too.

Some schools and families
in the West Bank are trying to
help their children cope better
with the stress of occupation.

One example is House of Hope
Vision School, which provides
atrauma-informed curriculum
and nonviolence education for
young children, teachers and
moms in the West Bank town

of Eizariya just outside of Beth-
lehem. Using role models such

as the Rev. Martin Luther King
Jr.and Mahatma Gandhi, these
families learn to live and practice
nonviolence in their own lives as
they learn coping skills to ease the
psychological stress of occupation.

Itis no substitute for a polit-
ical solution that could offer a
better future to the population as
awhole. But during this holiday
season, we should all be grateful
to those who work to bring hope
and resilience to the vulnerable
under the hardest circumstances
and consider how we can support
better outcomes too.

Elizabeth Shackelford is a senior
adviser with the Institute for
Global Affairs at Eurasia Group
and a foreign affairs columnist
for the Chicago Tribune. She is
also a distinguished lecturer with
the Dickey Center at Dartmouth
College. She was previously a

US. diplomat and is the author of
“The Dissent Channel: American
Diplomacy in a Dishonest Age”
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It has been a gruesome year for those who
see Donald Trump's kakistocracy clearly.
He returned to office newly emboldened,
surrounded by obsequious tech barons,
seemingly in command of not just the coun-
try but also the zeitgeist. Since then, it's
been a parade of nightmares — armed men
in on the streets, mi; sent
toatorture prison in El Salvador, corruption
on a scale undreamed of by even the gaudi-
est third-world dictators and the shocking
capitulation by many leaders in business,
law, media and academia. Trying to wrap
one’s mind around the scale of civic destruc-
tion wrought in just 11 months stretches the
limits of the imagination, like conceptualiz-
ing light-years or black holes.

And yet, as 2025 limps toward its end,
there are reasons to be hopeful.

That's because of millions of people
throughout the country who have refused to
surrender to this administration’s bullying.
‘When Trump began his second term, con-
ventional wisdom held that the resistance
was moribund. If that was ever true, it's cer-
tainly not anymore. This year has seen
some of the largest street protests in Ameri-
can history. Amanda Litman, a founder of
Run for Something, a group that trains
young progressives to seek local office, told
me that since the 2024 election, it has seen
more sign-ups than in all of Trump's first
four years. Just this month, the Republican-
dominated legislature in Indiana, urged on
by voters, rebelled against MAGA efforts to
intimidate them and refused to redraw the
state’s gressi maps to i
Democratic-leaning districts.

While Trump “has been able to do ex-
traordinary damage that will have genera-
tional effects, he has not successfully con-
solidated power,” said Leah Greenberg, a
founder of the resistance group Indivisible.
“That has been staved off, and it has been
staved off not, frankly, due to the efforts of
pretty much anyone in elite institutions or
political leadership but due to the efforts of
regular people declining to go along with
fascism.”

In retrospect, it’s possible to see several
pivot points. One of the first was a Wisconsin
Supreme Court race in April. Elon Musk,
then still running rampant at the so-called
Department of Government Efficiency, de-
clared the contest critical and poured more
than $20 million into the race. Voters turned
out in droves, and the Musk-backed conser-
vative candidate lost by more than 10 points.
Humiliated, Musk began to withdraw from
electoral politics, at one point breaking with
“Trump. The tight bond between the world’s
richest man and the most powerful one was
eroded.

In June, Trump's military parade, meant
as a display of dominance, was a flop, and
simultaneous No Kings protests all over the
country were huge and energetic. A few
months later, Charlie Kirk was assassi-
nated, a tragedy that the administration
sought to exploit to silence its opponents.
‘When the late-night comedian Jimmy Kim-
mel made a distasteful comment on ABC
that seemed to blame the right for Kirk's
killing, Disney, the network’s parent com-
pany, gave in to pressure to take Kimmel off
the air. It was a perilous moment for free

Columns & Commentary

The Trump Resistance Is Getting Stmnger

the kind of country in which regime critics
are forced off television. But then came a
wave of cancellations of Disney+ and the
Disney-owned Hulu service, as well as a ce-
lebrity boycott, and Disney gave Kimmel his
show back.

Trump has thoroughly corrupted the Jus-
tice Department, but its selective prosecu-
tions of his foes have been thwarted by

Americans refuse to
surrender to bullying.

judges and, more strikingly, by grand juries.
Two grand juries refused to indict Letitia
James, New York’s attorney general, whom
the administration has accused of mortgage
fraud, with no credible evidence. After Sean
Dunn, a Justice Department paralegal,
tossed a sandwich at a Customs and Border
Protection officer during a protest in Wash-
ington, the administration sent a team of
agents in riot gear to arrest him. But grand
jurors refused to indict him on a felony
dmrge Dunn was eventually clmrged w-m

speech; suddenly America was

only to be

‘Welcome to the 21st edition of the Sidney
Awards. Every year, | give out extremely
nonlucrative prizes, in honor of the philoso-
pher Sidney Hook, celebrating some of the
best nonfiction essays of the year, especially
the ones published in medium-size and
small magazines. I figure this is a good time
to take a step back from the Trump circus
and read some broader reflections on life.
The Sidneys are here to help.

The first Sidney goes to Aaron Parsley’s
“The River House Broke. We Rushed in the
River” in Texas Monthly. It's an account of
the July 4 flood of the Guadalupe River that
killed all those children at Camp Mystic. His
extended family had gathered at their house
on the Guadalupe, and he describes what
happened minute by minute as the waters
rose, as they sought to escape and as they
got dumped into the surging river as the
house disintegrated. Here's Parsley’s de-
scription of one moment:

1latched onto a tree with branches
large enough to support me and
pulled myself out of the water. My
breathing was frantic but my mind
was focused. I considered the possibil-
ity of death. I thought, If I survive, I'll
be the only one. I contemplated life
without my husband, my dad, my
sister, her family. How could the kids
survive what I'd just endured? I felt
fear, of course, but it wasn't as intense
as the terror 1'd felt inside the house.
In the kitchen, 1 had feared the un-
known, what might happen if we were
swept away. Now 1 experienced a
moment when acceptance somehow
repressed the fear of dying, of losing
the people I love the most, of what-
ever else this catastrophe had in
store,

In “The Brother I Lost” for The Dispatch,
Megan McArdle notes that the abortion de-
bate goes round and round, like a bad carni-
val ride. But McArdle’s perspective deep-
ened when her mother confessed on her
deathbed that she had had a child out of

jury. Jeanine Pirro, the former Fox News
personality whom Trump made U.S. attor-
ney in Washington, tried three times to se-
cure a federal indictment for assault against
a protester who struggled while being
pushed against a wall by an immigration
agent. Three times, grand juries refused.
Granted, all these grand juries were in lib-
eral jurisdictions, but their rejections of
prosecutors' claims are still striking, since
indictments are usually notoriously easy to
secure. “I think you're seeing reinvigorated
grand jury processes,” said lan Bassin, a

OGN RATTMAN FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Much of the credit for the reinvigoration
of the resistance belongs to Trump himself.
Had he focused his deportation campaign
on criminals or refrained from injuring the
economy with haphazard tariffs while
mocking concerns about affordability, he
would probably have remained a more for-
midable figure. He's still a supremely dan-
gerous one, especially as he comes to feel in-
creasingly cornered and aggrieved. After
all, by the time you read this, we could well
be at war with Venezuela, though no one in
the administration has bothered to articu-

founder of the legal and y group
Protect Democracy. “Nobody actually
knows what’s going on in those grand juries,
but the outcome of them seems to suggest
that people are actually holding the govern-
ment’s feet to the fire and being unwilling to
simply be a rubber stamp.”

Trump ends the year weak and unpopular,
his coalition dxsplmed and riven by infight-
ing. D inthe
elections. During Joe Biden's administra-
tion, far-right victories in school board races
were an early indication of the cultural back-
lash that would carry Trump to office. Now,
however, Democrats are flipping school
board seats nationwide.

DAVID BROOKS

Let’s Celebrate These Great 2025 Essays

wedlock and had given the boy up for adop-
tion. The unplanned pregnancy derailed her
mother’s entire life and made her fervently
in favor of abortion rights.

McArdle sought out the brother she never
knew, finding only that he had died and
learning nothing about his life. She won-
dered: If she had a button that would magi-
cally erase her brother’s life so her mother
could have lived a more fulfilling one, would
she push it? This essay won't change your
mind on abortion, but it will ground the
philosophic issues in the context of real lives
and real choices.

I used to play Little League next to the
Con Ed power plant off 14th Street in Man-
hattan. I knew nothing about the technolog-
ical marvel I was making throwing errorsin
front of. Jamie Rumbelow’s essay “Steam
Networks” in Works in Progress magazine
isa inating tour through th heat-
ing system that keeps many New Yorkers
warm. Before centralized steam, many New
Yorkers burned wood. But 85 percent of the
heat generated this way is wasted up the
chimney. Wood produces so many pollut-
ants that every hour that you sit in a room
with wood burning in the fireplace shortens
your life span by 18 minutes. Today New
York's system consumes nearly two
Olympic swimming pools’ worth of water
per hour to produce enough steam.
Moscow's system extends over 10,000 miles
of pipes.

Ronald W. Dworkin is an

is defeated and only intuition can cope.”
Dworkin's patients will be happy to know he
eventually got his intuition back.

In Experimental History, his Substack,
Adam Mastroianni asks a basic question in
an essay called “Why Aren’t Smart People
Happier?” Intelligence helps people solve
problems and understand situations, so
smart people should be leading happier
lives, but they are not. He says it's because
we too narrowly define mtelhgence We give
people multiple choice tests in reading,
math, history and language, and we think
we are identifying people who have general
intelligence that helps them think through a
wide array of domains.

But in reality, all these different tests are
measuring only one ability: the ability to
think through defined problems. These are

Step back from the circus,

and read some
broader reflections on life.
with stable among

the variables, there’s no disagreement
about when the problems have been solved,
and the correct answers are the same for all
people. But life, he continues, is largely

who went on a vacation and found that when
he got back in the operating room, he could
no longer make snap decisions. In “When |
Lost My Intuition” in Aeon, he describes
suddenly being plagued by self-doubt when
forced to make judgments that he once
could navigate with agility. The essay re-
veals how many of the decisions we like to
think are based on expertise and pure rea-
son really depend on going with our gut. He
quotes the violinist Yehudi Menuhin, who
also once lost his intuition: “When we are
faced with 10 different factors, all acting
upon each other and among them creating
some astronomical total of variables, reason

about How do I get my
kid to stop crying? Should I be a dancer or a
dentist? How should I live? In these prob-
lems there is no stable set of rules to find the
right answer. One person’s right answer
might be another person's wrong answer.
We need a word for people who are really
good at solving

latea for the
conflict.

But over the past year, it's become easier
to imagine the moment when Trump’s mys-
tique finally evaporates, when few want to
defend him anymore or admit that they ever
did. “I think it's going to be a rocky period,
but I no longer think that Trump is going to
pull an Orban and fundamentally consoli-
date authoritarian control of this country
the way that it looked like he was going to do
in March or April," said Bassin, referring to
Prime Minister Viktor Orban of Hungary. If
Bassin is right, it will be because a critical
mass of Americans refused to be either
cowed or complicit.

ference, Mann argues, is that while Jeffer-
son didn't even have a reliable water source
for his house, most Americans get to live
within systems that provide us with abun-
dant food, water, energy and health care.
Mann wrote a series for The New Atlantis
on how these systems work, which will
make you feel grateful for the things you
may take for granted.

The Yale poet Christian Wiman is one of
my favorite essayists. His essay “The Tune
of Things” in Harper’s Magazine walks us
through some spooky phenomena. “Trees

and in
lhe ordinary sense of those terms,” he
writes. He continues: “Some people revived
from apparent death report confirmable de-
tails they could not possibly have observed,
at times far from their bodies. Cut a flat-
worm's head off and it will not only regrow a
new one but remember things only the
lopped-off head had learned.”

Acr

more:
Ninety-five percen( of the past century's
Nobel Prize-winning physicists believed in
God. If no one is watching, a photon behaves
as a wave, but if someone is watching, it be-
haves as a particle. When scientists in the
Canary Islands shot one entangled photon,
it behaved as a wave. Then they went to a
different island and shot another entangled
photon, and it behaved as a particle. When
they returned to check on the first photon,
they found it had gone back in time and
acted as a particle.

Wiman is saying the world is a lot more
mystical and more fluid than we think.
When you acknowledge that fluidity, some
of our inherited dualisms don’t make sense
— between reason and imagination, mind
and body, belief and unbelief, consciousness
even past and future.

Charles C. Mann's essay “We Live Like
Royalty and Don't Know It" from The New
Atlantis reminds us that Thomas Jefferson
“was rich and sophisticated, but his life was
closer to the lives of people in the Iron Age
than it was to ours Jefferson lived in a
world of horse-drawn carriages, yellow fe-
ver and high infant mortality, but the big dif-

The kind of thinking you need to understand
the ineffable flow of spooky reality is not
contained in the linear, logical, machinelike
process we call rationalism. Perhaps the
kind of thinking we need to understand a flu-
id world is radically different, a kind of
thinking that artificial intelligence will
never master.
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Voters Resolve to Change Politics, but True Change Is Hard

0isa

S EACH new year ap) many

people reflect on what they hope will

be different in the new vear. We imag-

ine ourseives living up to an ideal and
wish for a better tomorrow. Soon, the ten-
sion between who we are and who we want
to be emerges, We might say we want 1o be
healthier or friendlier, but we find that true
change is easter said than done,

Americans keep hoping next year will be
better for their country, too. In polis that I
see every day lor my work, voters consis-
tently say they want a different type of ap-
proach to politics and governing. They ex-
press their disapproval of leaders who be-
have badly, Record high levels of voters say
they don't like either party. They tell me
over and over in surveys and focus groups
that they worry about how divided we've be-
come or how nasty our politics are.

And so, voters keep resolving to change
our country, too, Neariy every federal elec-
tion in the past 20 years has been what we
call a change election, in some fashion,
through handing control of the White House
or one chamber of Congress to the party not
in power. And yet we are increasingly disap-
pointed in those we elect. No wonder two-
thirds of Americans told the Pew Research
Center that they often felt exhausted by poli-
tics — and that was back in 2023,

How do we wind up continually disap-
pointed? Why do we keep ratcheting up the
toxicity in our politics, even as polls in re-
cent years show we claim (0 want the oppo-
site?

In market research, we describe this di-
vide as stated preferences versus revealed
preferences. Consumers may tell a com-
pany they want a product with a new fea-
ture, only for it to flop when it hits shelves. In
political polls, what we say we value in lead-
ers may be mare virtuous or high-minded,
but when candidates who match those val-
ues are on the ballot, they don't always win.

Fresh polling from CNN asked whom vot-
ers want to see run for president in 2028,
Among the two-thirds who said they didn’t
have anyone specific in mind, the respond-
ents sald they wanted someone who is hon-
est and truthful, cares about and under-
stands people and helps people out.

Voters will express in focus groups that
the ability to bring people together, to be
pmgmam and to embody strong character
is important to them. In surveys, voters of-
Len say they prefer candidates who are will-
ing to compromise to get things done to
those who stand firm on principle.

[fthat’s really what voters want, then why
aren't their elected leaders giving them
more of it?

One answer, voters say, is that their lead-
ers are not listening. Many think political
leaders are in it only for fame or money, not
for policy or service. Yet there is evidence to
suggest that politicians are simply respond-
ing to the (sometimes perverse) incentives
that are in front of them. In practice, playing
nice doesn't seem Lo get you very far. Aca-
demic studies have shown that politicians
and leaders who exhibit more agreeable-
ness seem to have less political success.
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voters in a different Pew poll said that candi-
dates running for office in recent years were
bad.

True, it isn't impossible to imagine candi-
dates who inspire, and who fill supperters
with a sense of optumsm It may seem in-

rare, but we still occa-

" (N
T

Why do we keep
ratcheting up the
toxicity of our
electoral process?

Politi talk and vote the way they do
because, at some level, it aligns with what
their voters want. When political lenders
push extreme or manipulative messaging,
they are often handsomely rewarded in
their fund-raising efforts. That's one reason
you see such toxic negative advertising in
campaigns. In our attention-driven media
ecosystem, what makes us feel something
seems to go viral far more easily than what
makes us think.

Voters who say they want us to turn to &
mare unifying style of politics — their stated
preference — are most likely quite genuine
in their view. Sometimes when the revealed
preference shows something different, it
isn't necessarily that people are being de-

luded about themselves; living out that pref-
erence may simply be hard, for lack of good
options.

For instance, most people say they want
to eat healthily, but seven in 10 people sur-
veyed by Pew said it was hard to do so be-
cause of the higher cost of healthy food op-
tions, Can people be blamed for eating
poarly If that quality of food is all they can
afford? Similarly, can voters be blamed for
electing candidates who ultimately disap-
point them {f there aren’t better options on
offer?

Some of those better candidates may
have failed to make it through a primary;
potentially good candidates might not have
entered a race al all. After all, seven in 10

sionally get exceptions to the rule. One ex-
ampie is Spencer Cox, a Republican who
was re-elected as governor in Utah despite a
Trumpian primary challenge, despite get-
ting booed for saying, “Maybe vou hate that
1don't hate enough™

In our heated partisan moment, though,
some voters may feel that unity is a luxury
they can't afford, at least not until the other
side surrenders. We say we want to lower
the temperature, but only once we think the
fever has crushed the virus. In this climate,
kindness often becomes viewed as weak-
ness.

Mast notabiy, voters have long told poll-
sters that their support for President Trump
is not necessarily because he is likable or
nice in any traditional sense but rather be-
cause they think of him as strong and deci-
sive, This gives him the ability to say abomi-
nable things, such as his comments in the
wake of the killing of Rob Reiner and his
wife, Michele Singer Reiner, and get head
shakes of disapproval — but not face wide-
spread rejection from his own party.

Or take the debate around gerrymander-
ing and middecade redistricting; during
2025, my data showed fewer and fewer vot-
ers opposing such efforts, saying it was nec-
essary to fight fire with fire. By an 85-to-10
majority, that polling found that Democrats
wanted candidates to take the fight o Mr
Trump rather than try to work with him.

When Gov. Gavin Newsom pushes for re-
districting in California while starting an X
account copying Mr. Trump's crude talk, he
is responding to Democratic voters’ desire
for greater combativeness and being re-
warded for It in the polls,

As we approach America’s 250th birthday
next year, it is hard not to think about the
example of George Washington, someone
who was selfless enough to let go of the reins
of power when he could have held them
tightly by using his immense popularity to
seek a third term. He was a leader whose
words were uplifting and whose character
made our system of government possible.

When 1 hear voters in focus groups de-
scribe the things they want in leaders — de-
voted to public service, less partisan, with
strength of conviction — they describe qual-
ities that feel timeless but are sadly out of
fashion, compared with what winds up suc-
ceeding at the ballot box.

This has been a year marked by political
violence and sharpening divisions. Eighty-
five percent of Republicans and 87 percent
of Democrats in an Ipsos poll agreed that
our nation was at a “breaking point” be-
cause of our disagreements over politics.

In the wake of this pain comes a chance to
resolve to be kinder to one another, to find
opportunities for unity in our communities,
to build more bridges than we burn, to con-
demn political violence and to reward lead-
ers who show courage for making brave de-
cisions. Americans have beautiful aspira-
tions for themselves and for their nation.
Every day is a fresh chance to move toward
being the kind of country we say we want to
be.

A.L. Will Displace Workers at a Scale Many Don't Realize

Sal Khan
The chiet executive of Kian Academy and the
vision stewand at TED

N MY way to meet a friend in Silicon
Valley a few weeks ago, [ passed three
sell-driving Waymeos gliding through
traffic. These cars are everywhere
now, moving as ii they've been part of the
landscape forever. When | arrived, the won-
der of those futuristic cars gave way 10 a far
more troubling glimpse of what lies ahead

My friend told me that a huge call center
in the Philippines — a center his venture
capital firm had invested in — had just de-
ployed AL agents capabie of replacing 80
percent of its work force. The tone in his
vntc wasn't triumphant. It was filled v.uh

1. He knew that

worlmrs depended on those jobs to pay lm
food, rent and medicine, But they were dis-
appearing overnight. Even worse, over the
next few years this could happen across the
entire Filipino call center industry, which di-
rectly makes up 7 percent to 10 percent of
the nation's G.D.P.

That conversation stayed with me. What's
happening in the Philippines is connected to
whal's happening on the streets of San Fran-
cisco; Phoenix: Austin, Texas; Atlanta; and
Los Angeles — the cities where driverless
cars now operate.

I believe artificial intelligence will dis-
place workers at a scale many people don't
vet realize. In less than a decade, Uber and
Lyft shrank the taxi industry. Self-driving
cars could replace buman drivers — among
the largest occupations for men in the
United States — just as quickly. Once auton-
omous vehicles dominate ride-sharing, de-
livery routes and long-haul trucking wont
be far behind. In the ¢ years, A L and
robotics are likely to significantly reduce the
level of human labor needed in occupations
as diverse as warehouse work and software
enginecring. We've seen economic displace-
ment caused by globalization and immigra-
tion lead to frustration and division. The
next wave, fueled by automation, will hit
faster and cut deeper.

Because of this, my friend has decided to
commit 1 percent of his firm's profits to help
people learn new skills for jobs, demonstrat-
ing what leadership looks like tn the AL age.
1 believe that every company benefiting

from automation — which is most American
companies — should follow this lead and
dedicate 1 percent of its profits (o help re-
train the people who are being displaced.

This isn't charity. It is in the best interest
of these companies. If the public sees corpo-
rate profits skyrocketing while livelihoods
evaporate, backlash will follow — through
regulation, taxes or outright bans on auto-
mation. Helping retrain workers is common
sense, and such a small ask that these com-
panies would barely feel it, while the public
benefits could be enormous. Even corpora-
tions will suffer if A.1. dislocates large parts
of the labor force, because the newly unem-
ployed will no longer be able to afford their
products and services.

One percent of profits — not revenues.
That’s a rounding error compared with
what's at stake, and it could change the tra-
jectory of the lives of millions who will be
displaced by Al Roughly a dozen of the
world's largest corporations now have a
combined profit of over a trillion dollars
each year. One percent of that would create
a $10 billion annual fund that, in part, could
create a centralized skill training platform
on steroids: online learning, ways to verify
skills gained and apprenticeships, coaching
and mentorship for tens of millions of peo-
ple.

The fund could be run by an independent
nonprofit that would coordinate with corpo-
rations to ensure that the skills being devel-

The threat of
automation poses
an education
challenge.

oped are exactly what are needed. This is a
big task, but it is doable; over the past 15
years, online learning platforms have
shown that it can be done for academic
learning, and many of the same principles
appiy for skill training.

threat of artificial intelligence doesn't
Just present a job crisis. [t creates an educa-
tion challenge. The problem isn't that peopie
can't work. It's that we haven't built systems
to help them continue learning and connect
them to new opportunities as the world
changes rapidly.

To meet the challenges, we don’t need to
send millions back to college. We need w
create flexible, free paths to hiring, many of
which would start in high school and extend
through life. Our economy needs low-cost
online mechanisms for letting people dem-
onstrate what they know. Imagine a model
where capability, not how many hours stu-
dents sit in class, is what matters; where
demonstrated skills earn them credit and
where employers recognize those credits as
evidence of readiness to enter an appren-
ticeship program in the trades, health care,
hospitality or new categories of white-collar
jobs that may emerge.

I've spent nearly two decades trying to
help people learn at every age. I've seen
how many people aren’t able to enter grow-
ing fields because they lack basic science,
reading comprehension and math skills that
should be mastered by high school (but un-
fortunately often aren’t). I've also seen what
becomes possible when peopie are given ac-
cess to free education that meets them
where they are, helping them to learn at
their own pace. The same approach can
equip workers Lo prepare for new careers.

Millions of jobs will be waiting for them,
The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics projects
nearly two million open heaith care jobs
each year for the next decade. UNESCO es-
timates a global shortage of 44 million
teachers by 2030. The construction industry
needs more than 500,000 additional workers
annually just to meet demand, and openings
for electricians and plumbers are growing
faster than average. The hospitality and eld-
er care industries — work rooted in empa-
thy and — are expanding, not
shrinking. There is no shortage of meaning-
ful work, only a shortage of pathways into it.
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How One Far-Right Network in India Spread Across the World

Felix Pal
A lecturer on politics and intermnational
relations at the University of Westem Australia.

N HOUR'S drive north of Mumbai, In-

dia, in the middie of a swath of low

green hills and small farmhouses, a

large arch marks the entrance to a
complex known as Keshav Srushti — or,
loosgﬁ Keshav's Creation. Next to the arch
is portrait of a man with a walrus mus-
tache and an orange blazer: Keshav Bali-
ram Hedgewar.

Dr. Hedgewar was the founder of the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, an organi-
zation widely credited as the incubator of
the Hindu far right. He started the group,
better known as the RS.S., in 1925 as amar-
tial arts gymnasium for angry young men.
The RSS’s focus on Hindu man-making
emerged out of an anxiety over a perceived
Hindu disunity, and the organization spread
rapidly in India in the 1930s and “40s. He and
his followers believed India’s Muslim minor-
ity posed a dire threat to the Hindu majority
— a belief that, 100 years later, is alive and
well in Hindu far-right circles.

Today the R.S.S. has grown into what is
arguably the biggest and least understood
far-right movement in the world, shrouded
in secrecy and condemned for complicity in
mass violence against India’s religious mi-
naorities, criticized for trying to rewrite Indi-
an history by vilifying medieval Muslim rule
and noted for its close relationship with the

ight-wing Bharatiya Janata Party, which
has governed India for more than a decade.

For the past six years, I have been part of
a team that has mapped thousands of orga-
nizations in 40 countries with links to the
R.S.S. Our research, published this month
by The Caravan in India, shows that the
R.S.S. sits at the center of an international
web of schools, charities, temples and think
tanks that have worked in concert to embed
Hindu nationalism into the fabric of Indians®
daily life, society and politics, whether at
home or in the diaspora.

This picture offers insight into the social
forces that propelled the Hindu far right to
dominance in India. It also helps explain
how, as nativist parties are in ascendance
globally, a far-right movement can infiltrate
the institutions of daily life 1o achieve politi-
cal power.

One key lesson is that far-right mobiliza-
tion is not natural, inevitable or simply a
consequence of far-right ideology appeating
to the insecurity and precariousness of our
times. In India we found it emerges from a
top-down, intentionally cultivated civil soci-
ety network — and not, contrary to the
R.S.Ss assertions, from a bottom-up spon-
taneous social movement.

When [ visited Keshav Srushti in 2024, [
found a bucofic scene that felt a world away
from the street and the preachers
of hate that are associated with the RS.S.
and the violent Hindu nationalist movement
that has grown out of it. There were no uni-
h;rmed goose—sl%pp’mg militias but a range
ol and

structures — an ngriculxuml.mscan‘h trust,
an old-age home, a cow refuge, a school, a
temple and an herbal medicine research

center. It certainly was not the vision of the
far right that most people have.
This cluster of is of

Mostly the organizations we found were
llke (huw ln the shady groves of Kwuv
biood banks,

how the R.S.S. has created a vast constella-
tion of civil society arganizations like those
at Keshav Srushti. Indian analysts often talk
about the RS.S’s influence in think tanks,
disaster relief, curriculum development and
twersas lobbying. The R.S S says that lms
on such

maintaining that the gmups behind them
are independent organizations that may oc-
casionally snmply be inspired by the R.S.S.
Most observers both inside and outside In-
dia have only a fuzzy sense of what this net-
work does and where, Few know where the
R.S.S. starts or where it ends.

After closely studying the publications of
the RS.S. and its affilates, we found over
2,500 organizations linked to the Sangh.
Through two years of consultation with aca-
demics, journalists and activists, we meas-
ured the groups’ links to the R S.S. across 34
patterns — for example, if they had mem-
bers with known RSS. ties or displayed
photos of RS.S. leaders in their offices. We
didn’t find hundreds of violent groups, al-
though we found a few.

huuses yoga schools, private universities,
sewing training centers and a cigarillo man-
ufacturers’ union. We found a cricket tour-
nament in the United States, a pilgrimage
tour to Angkor Wat in Cambodia and a mi-
grant services help line in Australia.

The R.S.S. has been very clear that its pri-
mary ambition has never been electoral
power, though that is what the past decade
has delivered. Prime Minister Narendra
Modi was once an executive of the RSS.
Nevertheless, the network has always ap-
peared to see the ballot box as a means toan
end. The organization’s goal is the transfor-
mation of Indian society in its image, one in
which dominant-caste Hindu supremacy is
enshrined as a core principle. Certainly, win-
ning government control can be hugely use-
ful in this task, but it is not essential. The
Bharatiya Janata Party may lose elections,
but the Sangh persists,

The organizations we mapped help give
the RS.S. the avenues 1o work toward the
whole-of-society change it seeks. It might be
by providing private alternatives to crum-

Nativist parties
try to infiltrate
groups central
to daily life to gain
political power.
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It Matters Who Owns the National Debt, Too

Geng Ngarmboonanant
A deputy chief of staff to Treasury Secretary
lanet Yellen from 2023 t 2025,

ANY Americans have heard that

they should worry about the stagger-

ing size of the national debt. For the

first time in modern history, America
is paying more interest on its debt, now more
than $30 trillion, than it spends on national
defense. And there is no end in sight, with our
deficits running larger than we've seen out-
side a crisis.

Sadly, the size of the debt is not the anly
thing Americans need to be concerned about.
Wha is lending us money also matters, and
the characteristics of our creditors have
changed over the past decade, leading to
higher and more volatile interest rates, which
raise mortgage, student loan and other bor-
rowing costs. The shift could also increase the
fragility of the US. financial system during
times of stress.

America has long enjoyed an exorbitant
privilege as the world's dominant economic
and financial power. As the United States re-
turned to deficit spending in the 2000s, for-
eign governments were building up their cur-
rency reserves. They stockpiled dollars and
Treasuries, prized as the safest and most lig-
uid assets in the world.

That gave the United States a structural
advantage: Those governments bought our
debt and were largely indifferent o price,
driven by policy mandates rather than profit.
It was as though America had a broad and
growing base of loyal customers who showed
up no matter the cost, rather than shoppers
who were ready and willing to walk away for
bargains elsewhere. That helped the United
States borrow vast sums at very low rates,

By the early 2010s, these foreign govern-
ments made up over 40 percent of Treasury
holdings, excl those the Federal Re-
serve held. That was up from just over 10 per-
cent in the mid-1990s. The Fed — another pol-
icy-driven buyer — deepened that cushion
through rounds of bond buying during and af-
ter the 2008-2009 global financial crisis. At
the peak, aver half of U.S. debt was financed
by institutions that kept borrowing costs arti-
ficially low,

‘Those easy times are over. Foreign govern-
ments now make up less than 15 percent of
the overall Treasury market. They still hold
roughly the same dollar amount of Treasuries
as they did 15 years ago, but foreign govern-

New investors
demand higher
returns for

lending to the U.S.

ments’ purchases haven't kept pace with the
growth in U.S. debt. At the same time, the Fed
has reduced its Treasury holdings by roughly
$1.5 trillion over the past few years.

So far, the Treasury market has coped
pretty well. Private investors have stepped in
— a testament to the strength and size of our
debt market.

Yet the Treasury market is now more ex-
posed to profit-driven market forces than be-
fore, and the country has high amounts of
debt, making upswings in interest rates and
changes in other borrowi terms very
costly. As we sustain and potentially increase
our extraordinary deficits, the rising pres-
ence of the private sector in our debt markets
will most likely result in higher interest rates,
as private investors demand greater compen-
sation for holding U.S. debt than their policy-
driven counterparts. Rates will probably be
more volatile as well, swinging more sharply
in response to data, policy signals and Ameri-
ca’s now chronic political dysfunction.

U.S. officials are especially nervous about
the growing role of hedge funds, whose highly
leveraged trades can be disrupted by market
turbulence and amplify turmoil in the Treas-
ury market. Over the past four years, hedge
funds have doublcd their footprint in the U.S.
debt market, the Cayman Islands,
where many hedge funds are officially based,
the place where the most US. debi outside the
United States is held, according 0 the Fed.
Typically, people flock 1o Treasuries for safety
in times of crisis. Yet, driven in large part by
hedge fund activity, the Treasury market

l
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went through unusual turbulence during re-
cent shocks, including the onset of the
Covid-19 pandemic in March 2020 and Presi-
dent Trump's “Liberation Day” tariff an-
nouncement this past April.

Recently, the United States has seen in-
vestors demanding higher premiums to in-
vest in our long-term debt — a reflection of
growing uncertainty about the country’s eco-
nomic and fiscal outlook. According to the
most commonly used measure, this premium
clocks in at roughly 0.8 percentage points for
the all-important 10-year Treasury, a seem-
ingly small number that translates into bil-
lions of dollars in extra interest costs.

These costs aren't felt just by bond traders
on Wall Street or by the government. Higher
rates squeeze household pocketbooks and
businesses’ bottom lines. They slow eco-
nomic growth as new public debt crowds out
private since
debt is essential to the government s ability to
perform the functions only it can, changes to
the structure of its borrowing capacity can
have a profound impact on America’s power.

There's no need for panic just yet. The dal-
lar remains the world's reserve currency, and
U.S. debt is still the world's safe-haven assel.
No other country comes close to rivaling
America’s financial leadership.

But complacency is no strategy. With its
debt load increasing and the disposition of its
creditors changing, the country must ensure
that its debt remains attractive to picky pri-
vate investors around the world.

That means resisting easy answers to our

bling state health care, by indoctrinating
children through tens of thousands of pri-
vate Hindu nationalist schools ar by churn-
ing out news and media content through
dozens of publishing houses, websites and
newspapers. Not all the groups we tracked
are explicit about far-right ideas, but mnny
of them become key vectors for legiti
information and often resources (llnandal
or otherwise) that sustain the core of the
RS.S. petwork.

For example, our research uncovered
over 400 hoslels that on the surface serve
mainly to shelter and educate marginalized
youth — especially from India's Indigenous,
or Adivasi, communities. The hostels are
seldom overt in their espousal of Hindu su-
premacy. However, many of the students
who enter this network of hostels are even-
tually pushed to imbibe specific religious
and potitical beliefs and are cultivated as
foot soldiers for the expansion of the Hindu
nationalist project.

India's attention is, understandably, often
captured by far-right violence and by far-
right aspirations to govern in a way that por-
tends further violence. Organizations affil-
ated with the R.S.S,, including the Bharatiya
Janata Party, have repeatedly been impli-
cated in attempts to undermine religious mi-
norities, whether through violence, ostra-
cization or legal marginalization. The
rhythms of this supremacist project have
become central to Indian politics. What the
vast network of the Sangh shows s that
sometimes such violence and divisive elec-
tioneering are simply the sharpend of along
stick.

The Sangh has understood, through trial
and error, that it must build public consent
for the project of Hindu supremacy. Periods
of naked antiminority violence and hate

have, at times, resulted in bans on
meRSS a US. visafreeze for Mr Modi and
of coalition governments in
whu'h the Bharatiya Janata Party took part.
In this context, the R.S.S’s civil society net-
work allows it to offer contrasting messages
1o differing constituencies, giving the far
right a flexibility, breadth and penetrating
power that greatly exceeds what it could
build if it were just a set of sword-wielding
militias.

This is a pattern other far-right move-
ments have embraced. In Myanmar, net-
works of Buddhist monasteries have served
as key vectors for Buddhist supremacist
mobilizations. The civil society networks of
Viktor Orban's Fidesz party in Hungary
helped lay the foundation for its electoral
support. In the United States, the organiza-
tions that coalesced around the Heritage
Foundation's Project 2025 have played key
roles in advancing the MAGA movement.

Across the globe, far-right organizing
threatens democratic norms. The struggle
for democratic values is not a fight between
progressive civil society and some name-
less, shapeless far-right force that spreads
as an invisible pathogen. Often, it is pre-
cisely through visible, largely legal and con-
testable far-right civil society organizing
that antidemocratic forces mobilize.

1f we grasp this, we can also take in an im-
portant corollary: that if the far right has or-
ganized itself into power, it can be organized
out of it, too.

debt problem. Absent a true miracle, tech-
nologies such as AL won't single-handedly
propel the country out of its debt. Some ob-
servers suggest that the growth of stable-
coins, crypto assets backed by Treasuries,
will generate huge new demand for U.S. debt.
But many new stablecoin holders might sim-
ply fund their digital asset purchases from
their existing investments in Treasuries.

Most dangerous are proposals for the gov-
ernment (o take convenient shortcuts. One
would have the Treasury tactically shift what
typeof debt it issues to take advantage of one-
off moves in market conditions, rather than
doing so in a regular and predictable manner.
Even if feasible, that approach would almost
certainly not result in lower borrowing costs
in the long term,

Another would have the Fed aggressively
cut interest rates to make US, borrowing
cheaper. Indeed, investors are increasingly
concerned that the United States might en-
gage in “debasement” to inflate away the real
value of its debt — harking back to the days
when monarchs diluted their gold and silver
coins with cheaper metals such as copper.

Inflating away the debt is a partial default
by another name, and the market would treat
itassuch. History teaches that the foundation
of any debt market is credibility: Borrowers
must deliver the full value they promised to
creditors. Investors buy up mountains of US,
debt because they trust the system behind it:
the independence of the Federal Reserve, the

ility of the Treasury's issuance
strategy, the rule of law and the parterships
that underpin the dollar’s centrality in global
finance.

Deviating from these principles would
backfire. The reaction could happen gradual-
Iy. Or, as history shows, it might happen
quickly. Credibility takes a long time to earn,
but it is easy to lose.

The palitical operative James Carville once
quipped that if he died, he'd like to be reincar-
nated not as president or pope, but as the
bond market, so he could “intimidate every-
body” The bond market has a way of disci-
plining countries that don’t discipline them-
selves first — as Britain recently saw when its
sovereign debt market revolted against a fis-
cally unsound budget proposal from the
short-tenured prime minister Liz Truss.

Financial engineering and false hopes
won't keep America's lenders happy. Only a
credible plan to restrain deficits and control
our debt will ultimately do that.



