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Hierarchy of roles

The state must not be allowed to
normalise prolonged incarceration

sing the terms of the Unlawful Activities

(Prevention) Act (UAPA), the Supreme

Court of India has grouped the accused in
the Delhi riots case of 2020 based on their ‘hie-
rarchy of participation’, denying bail for Umar
Khalid and Sharjeel Imam while granting it under
strict conditions to the other five appellants, Gul-
fisha Fatima, Meeran Haider, Shifa-ur-Rehman,
Mohd. Saleem Khan, and Shadab Ahmed. The
Court emphasised Section 43D(5) of the Act,
which only requires courts to assess whether the
accusations are prima facie true, and thus reject-
ed the defence of prolonged incarceration and
narrowed Khalid’s and Imam’s options. The pro-
secution has always alleged that the riots were
the result of a plan allegedly coordinated in prot-
est networks and WhatsApp groups. People rou-
tinely plan protests on messaging apps and that is
not inherently suspicious. But the state has per-
suaded the Court that the articles of organisation
are evidence of a terroristic design. However, the
Court has treated “terrorist acts” under Section
15 as being able to cover more than overt vio-
lence, including threatening to disrupt services,
an interpretation that could have a chilling effect
by emboldening governments to use stringent
preventive detention under UAPA and, in politi-
cal cases, to normalise the pursuit of prolonged
incarceration without trial.

The Court using its ‘hierarchy of participation’
as the basis to relieve all but two people is unfair
when the evidence to establish it has yet to be
tested in court. Khalid and Imam were arrested
as young men and have now spent five years in
custody. The passage of time weighs more heavily
on youth; if the courts find no case later, the dam-
age done by prolonged incarceration cannot be
undone. The UAPA’s provisions vest the state
with an unrelieved power to snare those charged
under the Act and prevent easy exits. But the ex-
istence of such power should also be weighed
against the charges. There is a difference bet-
ween, say, the perpetrators of the 26/11 Mumbai
attacks, which informed parts of the UAPA, and
Khalid’s and Imam’s alleged roles in the Delhi
riots. The state has often invoked the Act to crush
any opposition to its decisions even without an
act of terrorism on the ground, revealing its ove-
rarching anxiety to quell dissent over entertain-
ing the constitutional right to protest. The trial
against Khalid and the others has not begun be-
cause, among other reasons, the sessions court
has yet to frame charges and there are reportedly
around 700 witnesses. That the Court granted
bail to the five should be a sign for trial courts to
rationalise witness lists and ensure that trials, in-
cluding that of the Delhi riots, begin without un-
due delay.

Off the guard rails

Those abusing an Al model’s capabilities
with illegal requests must face action
T he generative artificial intelligence (Al)

chatbot Grok developed by social media

platform X, formerly Twitter, has a sordid
but compelling unique service proposition: it
avoids the kinds of safeguards, both commonsen-
sical and cautious, that other large firms such as
OpenAl and Google have instituted in their large
language models. This laissez parler attitude has
resulted in novelties, such as the chatbot freely
insulting national politicians and celebrities alike.
But a specific behaviour that has come to light in
recent days is alarming: Grok has been respond-
ing to user requests to non-consensually generate
sexually suggestive and explicit images of wo-
men. Days after New Year’s eve, when such re-
quests crowded Grok’s X account, the behaviour
continues, in spite of stunned reactions and de-
mands for guard rails from India and France. In
response to calls for accountability, X’s billionaire
owner Elon Musk has responded not with reassu-
rances, but with a joking request for the chatbot
to dress him skimpily too, as though doing so to
oneself and subjecting strangers to such a crime
— for it is a crime to create imagery like this —
were in any way comparable. Mr. Musk’s other
corporate entities have chimed in with jokes of
their own, dismissing the gravity of the public-
facing capabilities they have put in the hands of
users.

The Union government has rightly demanded
that X cease image generation of this kind, and
pointedly referred to the criminal nature of gen-
erating sexually explicit imagery of women in this
manner. On top of the viscerally provocative na-
ture of such patently criminal content, Grok has
added to the overall hostility of being a gender
minority on the Internet. There are aspects of
this where neither the government nor social me-
dia platforms have inspired much confidence,
with sexual violence and death threats to promi-
nent and outspoken women transpiring with im-
punity in both cyberspace and the real world. X’s
impunity rests on an assumption that the geopol-
itical power of the United States, especially under
its current government, will protect it from any
serious blowback for its cruel handling of such
sensitive matters. Even as the government push-
es back against the social media platform — which
it has not necessarily done with virtuous aims in
the past — it must vigorously push for the prose-
cution of people who encourage the public crea-
tion and circulation of non-consensual intimate
imagery. The easy proliferation of these tools
must not be coupled with a fearlessness to lever-
age their worst capabilities, and this must be
made clear by making an example of those who
do.
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Indian aviation safety, its dangerous credibility deficit

n March 20, 2006, the Chairman of

the International Civil Aviation

Organization (ICAO), Assad Kotoite,

delivered this message in Montreal
while addressing the Directors General of Civil
Aviation Conference on Global Aviation Safety
Strategy: “It must be a strategy that recognizes
that a weakness in one is a weakness in all. And
the thread that must run through this strategy is
transparency. By being transparent and freely
sharing information with each other and the
public, you recapture the ability to act as one, to
reinforce each others’ actions, and to strengthen
public confidence.

“You will be better able to stand united against
those who compromise aviation safety... For me,
one accident was always one too many, and the
loss of even one life, was one too many. Like all of
you here, I was entrusted with a noble mission, to
protect the lives and well-being of the travelling
public. We have done and must continue to do
everything within our power to make sure they
get to their destination safely and unharmed, and
that no one on the ground will be killed or
injured because of an aircraft accident.”

On, June 12, 2025, Air India flight 171 crashed at
Ahmedabad, Gujarat within a minute of its
take-off. Out of the 242 passengers, there was one
survivor, while 19 people were killed on the
ground.

India is a signatory of ICAO and has to comply
with ICAO Annex 13 Standards for Aircraft
Accident and Incident Investigation. The National
Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) of the United
States and the Air Accident Investigation Bureau
(AAIB) of the United Kingdom were participants
in the investigation. The Cockpit Voice Recorder
(CVR) and the Digital Flight Data Recorder
(DFDR) were recovered by June 16 and the NTSB's
help was taken in downloading and decoding the
contents of the two recorders as the Indian
authorities did not have the expertise to retrieve
all the data. The NTSB and AAIB were aware of
the contents. The Indian government must also
be aware of the contents as it ordered commando
protection for the chief investigator of AAIB India.
This was a clear pointer that it was a serious
issue.

A vague report, the facts

The vague Preliminary report that was released a
month after the crash, clearly mentioned two
points. First, the fuel control switches of both
engines had moved to cut off from three to four
seconds after lift-off. Second, one pilot asked the
other pilot ‘why did you do that?’ And the other
responds ‘I did not do that.” It has been clearly
established that the fuel control switches can
only be moved mechanically by lifting the spring
loaded switches from run and moving and
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to be a dream

dropping them into the cut off gate. These
switches do not move due an electrical failure or
software glitch. The DFDR and CVR would have
clearly indicated what had happened in those
critical 15 seconds — what was being spoken in
the cockpit, who was handling the flight controls
and all the ambient sounds in the cockpit area.
The NTSB has the best expertise to identify the
exact data.

If one were to go by details leaked by The Wall
Street Journal in July 2025 — and also in
November 2025 — it appears that there was
friction between the U.S. and Indian authorities
that mushroomed into serious differences on the
findings. The NTSB will only support technical
investigation in an accident. The transparency
and the truthful report that India’s Minister of
Civil Aviation promised on the day of the crash,
appears to be a dream. Political massaging of the
report will not find favour with the NTSB. From
what this writer hears from former top safety
officials in the U.S., the breakdown between U.S.
and Indian authorities is the worst he has
witnessed and the worst he has seen in an
international accident investigation.

The state of aviation

India has had three fatal accidents in the past 15
years. In 2010, Praful Patel, then Minister of Civil
Aviation, declared that Mangalore airport
conforms to all standards of ICAO. The Court of
Inquiry committee, under his Ministry,
conveniently drafted a report with a litany of lies.
Blatant violations such as a rigid concrete
structure holding the Instrument Landing System
Localiser, that a rescue and fire fighting truck got
stuck outside a gate and never reached the
burning aircraft, were covered up. The only
positive aspect of the report was the
identification of the dangers of flying in hours
during the Window of Circadian Low and the lack
of rest for crew.

The Directorate General of Civil Aviation’s Civil
Aviation Requirements have been undergoing
modifications over 15 years, with extensions due
to pressure from airline owners. An example is
the way Indigo, a leading private airline,
disrupted air travel for thousands of passengers
across India and the Minister and the DGCA to
their knees.

In 2020, there was the air crash in Kozhikode.
There again, there was scant action by Aviation
Minister, Hardeep Singh Puri, and later,
Jyotiraditya Scindia on safety measures
addressing the dangerous operations at the
airport. The deadline set for safe operation has
long passed. We are now in 2026 and there are no
restrictions in operations. The DGCA, as is the
norm, dances to political pressure and is failing in
its duty to ensure passenger safety.

Immedmtely after the Al 171 crash, the site was
not ion crew and ¢
were seen moving all over the site, trampling on
and shifting through crash debris even before
investigations began, and wiping out important
clues. The airport was opened in three hours,
with the zero availability of rescue and fire
fighting services. Every flight that operated in this
phase did not have rescue and fire fighting
services on standby, endangering the lives of
every air passenger and even those on the
ground.

By delaying the findings and couching the facts
with misleading statements, the AAIB is playing
into the hands of YouTubers and social media
narratives. ACARS and Inmarsat data are being
quoted as proof of the flight having operated in
dangerous conditions. The data is accessible only
between the company that operated the system
and an authorised person in the subscribing
company. The entire chain of messages will be in
an encrypted format. A simple example is how
users of WhatsApp are confident about their
messages being secure. The refusal of Apple to
comply with the Indian Government order to
preload a cyber-safety app citing privacy,
security, and consent issues that go against its
global policies is another example. It is to the
credit of the airline, Air India, that it has not
commented or responded to many of these
strange narratives.

Alesson to learn

The Ministry of Civil Aviation and the AAIB
should note how the FAA and NTSB act after a
crash. When a UPS cargo MD-11 aircraft crashed
on November 4, 2025, the NTSB had press
briefings on November 5, 6 and 7, with its
findings after the CVR and the DFDR had been
downl dand By ber 9, the
FAA issued an Emergency Airworthiness
Directive grounding the aircraft type.

The NTSB and the FAA were aware of the CVR
and DFDR data within a week of the Al171 crash. If
there was an indication of serious system failures
on the Boeing 787, as being projected by ‘aviation
illiterates’ (as a former NTSB investigator
describes them), the FAA would have grounded
all Boeing 787s. The very fact that no such action
has been done is a clear indication that they
know the reason behind the crash.

India’s standing is dropping everyday on the
diplomatic front. It is the same as far as India’s
credibility in aviation safety investigation is
concerned.

The crash of Al 171 has drawn worldwide
attention. For India to isolate itself with a
self-centred ego, is going to take it down a
dangerous path. Isolating foreign experts from
the Al 171 crash report is a dangerous trend.

The parallel track that keeps U.S.-India ties going

postponement of the much-anticipated Quad

Leaders’ Summit hosted by India, the
underlying machinery of India-United States
cooperation remains vigorous and steadily
advancing. While political engagement appears
low, notably amid U.S. trade sanctions on India
and its warming ties with Pakistan, the
institutional collaboration between the two
democracies continues to expand, particularly in
defence and technology cooperation. The visits of
India’s External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar’s
and the Indian Navy Chief to the U.S. must be
seen in this framework.

The Quad Leaders’ Summit, which New Delhi
was supposed to host, has been delayed amid
opaque communication from officials, reflecting
current bilateral tensions that have been marked
by challenges such as worsening trade relations.
The U.S. tariff regime levied on Indian goods and
New Delhi’s recalibration of its diplomatic
posture amid perceptions of a “G-2" style
rapprochement between the U.S. and China have
some underlying factors. India’s exports to the
U.S., which dropped sharply in 2025, are a stark
indicator of these tensions.

Economic frictions persist, especially with U.S.
tariffs on India’s purchase of Russian crude oil,
while China and Pakistan enjoy lower tariffs and
even strengthened relations with the U.S. In
return, Islamabad’s offering, highlighted by port
access to the U.S. and critical minerals shipments
to Amencan firms, i isan econormc decision with

al i m’s
balance-ofinterest pragmatism manifests itself in
signals from U.S. officials that relations with New
Delhi remain vital despite transactional
pressures.

l n 2025, despite political strains and the

Continuing institutional cooperation

In contrast to strained political signals,
institutional engagement has accelerated. The
July 2025 Quad Foreign Ministers’ meeting in
Washington unveiled new initiatives that spanned
maritime security, transnational threats,
economic cooperation, critical technologies and
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While political

humanitarian efforts. On similar lines, Quad’s
Counterterrorism Working group also held its
third meeting in December 2025, all
demonstrating the Quad’s continued operational
relevance beyond high-level political optics.
Defence cooperation forms the backbone of

appears low,
institutional
collaboration
continues

to expand

this resilience. Since the 2008 India-U.S. civil
nuclear deal, defence and technology agreements
have steadily deepened. The landmark signing of
a decade-long Defence Framework Agreement in
2025 marks a new chapter, enhancing joint
coordination, information sharing and
technological collaboration that is designed to
buttress Indo-Pacific regional stability. This is
exemplified through regular bilateral military
exercises, such as Yudh Abhyas (‘War Practice’),
Tiger Claw and Malabar, which promote
interoperability and trust among forces.

Oiled by defe and !

Since the political upheaval brought by the
India-U.S. nuclear deal, bilateral ties have been
predominantly driven by defence and technology
agreements. Over the years, the two countries
have signed various agreements, including the
2023 India-US Defence Acceleration Ecosystem
(INDUS-X) and foundational defence agreemems

infrastructure planning requirements adds to the
technological jointmanship. At the infrastructural
and regional levels, the inaugural Quad Ports of
the Future Conference, held around India
Maritime Week in Mumbai in early November
2025, brought together delegates from 24
Indo-Pacific partners, focusing on developing
resilient and secure ports that leverage shared
expertise and investments. Co-organised by the
Ministry of Ports, Shipping, and Waterways and
the Ministry of External Affairs, it emphasised
that quality infrastructure development is a
crucial dimension of Quad cooperation,
underlining the broader regional connectivity.

Build deeper institutional understanding
Despite political challenges, this enduring
institutional engagement reveals the India-U.S.
relationship’s dual-track dynamic. While political
leaders manage strategic diplomacy with and
nanonal interests, the bureaucratic and

such as the Logistics Exchange of

| frameworks continue to sustain and

Agreement (LEMOA) in 2016, the
Communications Compatibility and Security
Agreement (COMCASA, 2018) and the Basic

evolve core collaborations. Despite institutional
challenges such as domestic regulatory
frameworks and concerns about technology

Exchange and Cooperation (BECA,
2020) and the Initiative on Critical and Emerging
Technologies (2023) to provide and promote
logistical support, cooperation and information
sharing between the two militaries. India’s
Ministry of Defence and the U.S. Department of
Defence also signed the Security of Supply
Arrangement (SOSA) in 2024. Despite political
challenges, defence cooperation remains strong.
In October 2025, a significant 10-year defence
framework agreement was signed by U.S.
Secretary of War Pete Hegseth and India’s
Defence Minister Rajnath Singh. This
long-awaited pact aims to enhance coordi

-ability, mutual regional interests drive
this continuity.

Such institutional continuity may well be the
relationship’s greatest strength, fostering trust
while shielding essential cooperation from
political volatility. However, analysts have
cautioned that bilateral ties may struggle to
regain full momentum, even if trade disputes are
resolved.

Looking ahead to 2026, both nations must
invest in a deeper institutional understanding —
defence and beyond. Learning about structures
and mstln.mons appreclanng [he processes, and

g resilient with other

information sharing and technological
collaboration to promote regional stability and
deterrence.

Building on years of growing strategic
convergence, the agreement reinforces defence
as a core pillar of India-U.S. relations. Further
bolstering defence ties, Indian aerospace giant,
Hindustan Aeronautics Limited signed a
billion-dollar deal, in November 2025, with the
U.S’s General Electric for fighter jet engines.
Similarly the joint U.S.-India NASA ISRO Synthetic
Aperture Radar (NISAR) satellite, launched in July
2025 for disaster resilience, agriculture and

coumnes require continuous efforts. Expanding
cooperation into broader sectors can build the
mutual trust essential during political lows. The
resilience of the India-U.S. partnership will
depend heavily on these parallel institutional
t.racks which have so far, quietly but effectively,

ined the alliance’s and strategic
relevance in an ever-evolving geopolitical
landscape. While political summits may pause,
institutions keep the dialogue alive, working
together on mutual areas, and having long-term
partnerships that can survive the short and
medium-term headwinds.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

The U.Ss move

The arrogance by the
Donald Trump
administration, in utter
violation of established
laws, by taking the law into

calls for popular

its own hands and arresting
the Venezuelan President,

Chennai

with its diplomatic card, in
a distinct departure from
India’s anti-imperialist
condemnation. It is a shame | stand.
and a pity that the Indian
government is playing safe

S\V. Venugopalan,

Cricket and politics

The release of Mustafizur
Rahman by KKR, reportedly
under the BCCl's direction,
is a disgraceful attempt to
appease communal

sentiments. Violence by
extremist elements in
Bangladesh, arising from
failures of law and order,
cannot be projected onto
an individual cricketer with

norole in it.

Aluru Venkat Revanth,
Roorkee, Uttarakhand
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Stepping in with Maoism in rapid retreat

aoism seems to be on

its last legs with mass

surrenders by Maoists

in the Dandakarnaya
(DK) and other regions since
October 2025. While the
movement was on the decline
since 201112, and faced a setback
in 2018, it changed the form of its
organisation as well as struggle in
August 2024. The polit bureau
(PB) of the CPI(Maoist) decided to
split into smaller formations to
avoid encirclement by the security
forces. It also decided to remain in
defensive mode unless the
situation warranted attacking the
security forces.

However, the adoption of this
strategy, the party split when
some central committee (CC)
members and DK special zonal
committee members (since August
2024) and the general secretary,
Nambala Keshava Rao (alias
Basavaraju) was killed in May 2025
with almost his entire security
posse was wiped out in a gun
battle with the security forces in
Maad (Narayanpur district in
Chhattisgarh). Some leaders,
particularly PB member,
Venugopal alias Sonu favoured
peace talks with the government
and asked to consult with other
senior leaders. When the
government declined such
conditional talks, he surrendered
along with 60 others (with
weapons) in Gadchiroli. Another
senior cadre under the name
‘Rupesh’ (in-charge of the north
and west sub-zonal bureau of DK)
surrendered with 210 Maoists and
their weapons in Jagdalpur. CC
member (from Chhattisgarh) and
person in-charge of the People’s
Liberation Guerrilla Army (PLGA)
battalion-1, Madvi Hidma, was
killed in Alluri Sitharamaraju
district in Andhra Pradesh.
Another CC member (from
Chhattisgarh), Ramdher,
surrendered recently in another
special zone, Maharashtra-Madhya
Pradesh-Chhattisgarh.

The PLGA Battalion
commander and the secretary
South Bastar division, have also
surrendered, some of the cadres
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The government
needs to ensure
consistent
development

in the affected
tribal areas

of West Bastar and others are still
holding out. The central military
commission head of the CPI
(Maoist), Thippiri Tirupati alias
Deoji, is for continuing the fight.
In October, the Ministry of Home
Affairs said that only seven
districts in India were Left Wing
Extremism-affected districts, with
only three in Chhattisgarh the
‘most affected districts.

How is the government going to
address the issues which
prompted the Maoists to organise
the masses against the state? Some
of the cadres who surrendered
have said that their struggle for
tribal rights in the areas is still
ongoing. While the surrendered
cadres are being given benefits
under the surrender and
rehabilitation (S and R) policy of
the Centre and the States
concerned, there is no doubt that
the DK region which lacks even
basic amenities needs to be
developed.

First, the network of medical
facilities should be extended to
interior locations so that villagers
have access to health care.
Anaemia is a health issue among
the tribals of DK. Cerebral malaria
is also widespread in certain
pockets. The lack of safe drinking
water has led to outbreaks of
dysentery. There is also the issue
of snake bites which are not
uncommon in the jungles. Health
centres must cater to the needs of
tribals in areas freed from the
Maoist influence.

Second, most tribals depend on
agriculture and forest produce for
their basic needs. Maoists dug
ponds and created orchards to win
the confidence of the tribals and
induct them into the movement.
They also forced contractors to
pay increased rates to villagers for
plucking tendu-patta leaves. Later,
they took up land levelling to
increase production and gain even
more support. The government
should now ensure the supply of
good seeds (including fish seeds)
and create better irrigation
facilities by constructing check
dams. While the minimum
support price of many items of

forest produce is notified by the
government(s) annually,
processing units need to be
established where tribals can
access them easily. The focus
should be on increasing economic
activity and the standard of living.

Third, more educational
ashrams should be established in
DK. This model has been quite
successful in the past because it is
not practical to open schools in
villages that were sparsely
populated. It is also necessary to
undo the ‘education’ imparted to
villagers by the Maoists through
their krantikari jantana sarkar
(revolutionary) schools. Most of
the surrendered cadres are
illiterate and need to be sent to
government schools for basic
education and rehabilitation.
Many surrendered cadres are
already trained in useful vocations
and their skills can be tapped.

While the S and R policy
provides financial benefits, jobs
and housing, it must not be
forgotten that most male cadres
were forced to undergo vasectony
while in the Maoist movement. It
is necessary they have a reverse
vasectomy procedure to enable
them to start a family. This facility
must be provided free of cost in
district hospitals. Similarly, the
wives of the surrendered cadres
should also be assisted with
reproductive technology.

Many of the women who joined
the Maoist movement were those
who wanted to escape forced
marriages by their families.
Therefore, awareness needs to be
spread through the siyan (elderly
people) of villages to respect a
girl’s consent with respect to
marriage.

The State government has been
implementing the Niyad Nellanar
(“Your good village’) scheme to
provide the benefits of
government schemes (about 25) to
villages which fall within five
kilometres of the remote security
camps (about 50). However, with
districts gradually becoming free
of Maoists, this scheme must be
extended to previously affected
villages.

A brewing storm over defections’

The focus is on the Telangana Speaker’s verdict on BRS MLAs who ‘defected’

STATE OF PLAY
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Assembly Speaker, G. Prasad
Kumar, was made while deal-
ing with the disqualification
petition filed against Bharat
Rashtra Samiti (BRS) MLA Are-
kapudi Gandhi, who is facing
the charge of having defected
to the ruling Congress. The
Speaker also dismissed the pe-
titions filed against four other
BRS MLAs, Tellam Venkat
Rao, Gudem Mahipal Reddy,
T. Prakash Goud and Bandla
Krishnamohan Reddy.

The Speaker was acting as
the chairman of the Tribunal
to deal with the disqualifica-
tion petitions filed by the BRS
leadership against 10 of its
MLAs, who allegedly defected
to the Congress, after winning
in the December 2023 elec-
tions. The Speaker has kept in
abeyance the decision on
three e MLAs. He has not con-
ducted hearings for two other
MLAs despite repeated re-
quests by the BRS.

The Speaker made an inter-
esting observation about the
petition which claimed that
the respondent (Mr. Gandhi)
had “voluntarily gave up his
membership of the BRS by
joining the Indian National
Congress”. Here, the Speaker
dealt with the locus standi of
the petitioners (the BRS legis-
lators) to file the disqualifica-
tion petitions. This concerned
the issue whether a disqualifi-
cation petition against a sitting
MLA alleging defection must

B-Form the legislator was
elected, or whether any other
person too has the locus standi
to file such a petition even
without specifying the capaci-
ty in which it is filed.

The Speaker said that since
objections around the issue
repeatedly arise during dis-
qualification
particularly where one MLA
sought the disqualification of
another who had allegedly de-
fected on grounds that were
more out of political vendetta
or over internal differences, it
was appropriate that the Tri-
bunal settled this issue first be-
fore proceeding to answer
other questions.

Citing Rule 3(1)@) of the
Rules, 1986 and Rule 3(4), he
said: “Admittedly, the petition-
er did not state in what capac-
ity he filed the petition or how
he acquired the right of ac-
tion, as he is neither a voter of
the constituency from which
the respondent was elected
nor specifically authorised in
writing by the BRS party.”

The Speaker did not factor
in the observation made by
the Supreme Court of India, in
the Speaker of Odisha Legisla-
tive Assembly vs Utkal Keshari
Parida which raised the locus
standi of a non-member of the
House in submitting a petition
for disqualification. The Court
had held that “not only a
‘member of the House, but any
person interested would also

proceedings,

ority in
petitions.

Speakers

time and without favour.
With the decision on

pens next.

be entitled to bring to the not-
ice of the Speaker the fact that
aMember of the House had in-
curred disqualification under
the Tenth Schedule of the

Telangana Constitution of India.” The ob-

‘ ‘ he office of servation assumes impor-

' I ' the Speaker tance as all the petitioners

who filed their disqualifica-

hjghest res- tion pleas with the Speaker

pect and esteem in parliamen- are Members of the Assembly
tary traditions. The robes of representing the BRS.

the Speaker do change and | be filed only by a person duly The manner in which the

elevate the man inside.” This | authorised to do so and in | petitions have been dismissed

observation by the Telangana | writing by the party on whose | has drawn the ire of the BRS

and the Bharatiya Janata Party
(which described the verdict
as “unilateral”). The parties
have alleged that the Speaker
was acting at the behest of the
Chief Minister, A. Revanth
Reddy, and was in line with
the Chief Minister’s claims
that there was no scope for
any bypolls. The BRS has said
that it will explore legal ave-
nues after a thorough study of
the Speaker’s verdict based on
the Supreme Court’s observa-
tion that the Speaker of a State
Assembly does not enjoy con-
stitutional immunity while
acting as an adjudicating auth-
disqualification

The action in delivering the
verdict pertaining to disquali-
fication petitions filed against
five of the 10 MLAs appears
largely driven by the deadline
set by the Supreme Court. The
Court, while dealing with the
petitions filed by the BRS lead-
ers, had said it was about time
that Parliament reviewed its
expectation that Assembly
and  Chairmen
would live up to the dignity of
their high office and crush the
“evil of political defection” by
deciding disqualification pro-
ceedings against legislators in

dis-

qualification petitions pend-
ing against the other MLAs, it
remains to be seen what hap-

Old alliances, new markets: Two-path formula for export growth

India has replaced its lost US. sales by deepening its ties with existing partners and exploring new destinations
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Nitika Francis
Vignesh Radhakrishnan

ast month, we noted that
L India’s trade data for No-

vember had shown a conti-
nued resilience in exports despite
mounting U.S. tariffs. Not only did
India’s overall exports grow, but
shipments to the US. also re-
bounded. However, the exact driv-
ers were harder to discern at the
time, as detailed data were still
awaited.

Foreign Trade Performance
Analysis data show several new
trends. This analysis focuses only
on items where India’s export de-
pendence on the U.S. was already
significant. To isolate the impact of
the tariffs, the figures for Septem-
ber through November 2025 were
compared against the 2023-24 av-
erage for those same months.

Not all commodities exported
to the U.S. were impacted by ta-
riffs. Notably, exports of telecom
instruments to the U.S. — most of
which are not tariffed, particularly
smartphones — surged by 237%
between the periods considered
(Chart 1A). Exports of electrical
machinery also grew by 15%.

That brings us to the items hit
by the U.S. tariffs and other chal-
lenges. Exports of pearls and pre-
cious stones declined by about
78.5% between the periods consi-
dered (Chart 1B). Gold jewellery
exports to the U.S. declined by
39%, cotton fabrics by 23%, ma-
rine products by 17% and ready-
made cotton by 4.6%.

Overall, the surge in smart-
phone exports to the U.S. masked
‘the decline in sectors hit by tariffs.
This explains why total exports to
the U.S. rose despite the new du-
ties. But what about the items that
did suffer? The explanation fol-
lows two distinct paths: for some
commodities, the blow from U.S.
tariffs was partially blunted (Chart
2B), while for others, Indian ex-

porters managed to not only ab-
sorb the hit but also increase over-
all exports by diversifying into
other markets (Chart 2A). Consid-
er marine products, where overall
exports grew by roughly 17% bet-
ween the considered periods, des-
pite a near-identical decline in
shipments to the U.S. Moreover,
the U.S. continued to be a domi-
nant buyer in 2025 with a market
share exceeding 30%. So, expor-
ters did more than just absorb the
blow in a traditionally dependent
market; they also pivoted to other
destinations, driving total export
even higher than before in marine
products. Marine exports to China
— already a robust buyer — grew by
23% during the same period (Ta-
ble 3A). Simultaneously, India
made significant inroads into rela-
tively newer territories — between
September and November 2025,
India exported over $50 million
worth of marine products to
Spain. This expansion extended
across Europe, with marine ship-
ments to Belgium surging by 124%,
while exports to the Netherlands
(56%), Germany (65%), and Italy
(23%) all posted substantial gains.
So, the gap left by the U.S. was
filled by a mix of strengthening al-
liances and discovering new ones.

“Shipments to the EU and China
have increased over the past few
months. We request the Centre to
intervene and have Free Trade
Agreements with other countries
to help the aqua sector,” Seafood
Exporters Association of India
(SEAI) Andhra Pradesh president
K. Anand Kumar said.

A similar strategy was recorded
in the case of readymade cotton
garments also, with increases in
exports to European markets help-
ing here too (Table 3B). “The Ru-
pee at 90 is a good instrument for
Indian exporters to locate new
markets. It helps push exports to
various markets,” said Siddhartha
Rajagopal, Executive Director of
the Cotton Textiles Export Promo-
tion Council.

With inputs from Rajulapudi Sri-
nivas and M. Soundariya Preetha

Ashiftin India’s trade ga
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The data (charts) were sourced from the Ministry of Commerce and Industry. For this analysis, only the top 20 exported

products and the top 20 countries they were exported to, in any given month, were considered to narrow the focus

CHART 1A: % change in exports to the U.S. between |
Sept-Nov. 2025 and the 2023-24 average for the same
months

Telecom
instruments

Electrical
machinery and
equipments

FIFTY YEARS AGO JANUARY 6, 1976

‘Mythological Programmes

on TV Enjoyed Most by

)
Villagers

From Our Correspondent
VISAKHAPATNAM, Jan. 5

“Television audiences in rural India are highly
appreciative of the mythological programmes
dealing with subjects like Ramlila, Karna and
Kunti and Devaki and Krishna. However, if these

programmes are used for conveying

development messages, even if they are

enjoyed, the message is lost.” This was stated in

a paper presented at a symposium on “Mass
media and integrated rural development” as

part of the Indian Science Congress here to-day.

In his paper, Mr. Binod C. Agarwal of the
Research and Evaluation Cell of the Space
Applications Centre, Ahmedabad, said the

due
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Duration of daily OPD  Number of presumed  Maximum term limit ~ Reward amount on Value of the bridge
boycott by Odisha deaths during plans for Malaysia’s inter-State criminal project to connect
doctors Hasina-era abductions Prime Minister arrested Sagar Island in Bengal

hospitals in Odisha began a

two-hour daily boycott of OPD
services, affecting outpatient care from 9
a.m. to 11 a.m. The protest is over
long-pending demands, including filling
over 50 percent vacant posts. pni

2 In hours, Doctors across government

A Bangladesh
287 commission investigating

abductions during
former PM Sheikh Hasina’s rule reported
that at least 287 individuals are presumed
dead. The investigation covered 1569
abduction cases. are

the tenure of the PM to a maximum of 10
years or two full terms, The move aims to
prevent leaders from clinging to power and
ensure generational transition. e

In years. Malaysia's PM Anwar In % lakh. Police arrested an
10 Ibrahim announced plans to l inter-State criminal carrying a bounty
of 21 lakh after a brief encounter in
Gurugram. The accused is wanted in nearly
two dozen cases, including attempted
murder and robbery, across Haryana, Uttar
Pradesh and Rajasthan. rn

introduce legislation limiting

l 670 In X crore. CM
Mamata
9

Banerjee laid the

foundation stone for the Gangasagar Setu,
a 5-km bridge over the Muriganga river
connecting Sagar Island. &1
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What does the SHANTI Bill change?

How open is India’s nuclear sector now? What role will private firms play? What powers does the AERB now have? How self-reliant is India’s nuclear programme?

EXPLAINER

Saee Pande

The story so far:
arliament has cleared the
Sustainable Harnessing and
Advancement of Nuclear
Energy in India (SHANTY) Bill,
despite Opposition demands for
amendments and review by a Select
Committee. To achieve India’s energy
security needs, the government has
boosted the Nuclear Energy Mission with
320,000 crore dedicated to Small
Modular Reactors and advanced
pressurised water reactors. India’s
nuclear power sector has remained
State-controlled and unchanged since
1956. The private and foreign partnership
has been restricted under earlier laws —
the Atomic Energy Act, 1962, and the Civil
Liability for Nuclear Damages Act, 2010.
Private and Foreign companies avoided
India due to its strict liability laws.

What is the SHANTI Bill?

The SHANT!I Bill is an overarching
legislation that opens India’s nuclear
power sector to private and foreign
participation, which was earlier entirely
State-controlled and deeply regulated.
Under the Bill, private Indian companies
can seek licences to own, build, and
operate nuclear power plants. It is also
open for foreign supplier participation.

The SHANTI Bill allows up to 49%
private participation, while maintaining
51% government control over sensitive
activities such as nuclear fuel production,
heavy water manufacturing, radioactive
waste safety mechani
licensing, and strategic oversight.

The Bill ends the monopoly of Nuclear
Power Corporation of India Limited
(NPCIL) in plant operations. It allows
private companies and joint ventures to
build, own, and operate nuclear power
plants. The private sector will be involved
in fuel fabrication, equipment
manufacturing, plant operations, and
research and development. It will
essentially be a public-private partnership
model aimed at attracting private capital
with government oversight.

The Bill facilitates advanced nuclear
technologies by enabling private
participation and regulatory clarity. It
supports the deployment of Small
Modular Reactors (SMRs) and indigenous
reactor designs, contributing to the clean
energy transition and long-term energy
security.

What is the role of AERB?

The Atomic Energy Regulatory Board
(AERB), constituted in 1983 under the
Atomic Energy Act, has now been given
statutory status and is answerable to
Parliament rather than solely to the
executive.

The AERB is responsible for ensuring
nuclear safety, radiation protection,
emergency preparedness, and quality
assurance across civilian nuclear
i i It issues safety s
licences and standards; administers
industrial safety provisions of the
Factories Act, 1948, for units under the
Department of Atomic Energy as per
Section 23 of the Atomic Energy Act and
conducts inspections to prevent radiation
hazards. It plays a crucial role in
strengthening regulatory oversight under
the SHANTI Bill due to increased private
sector participation. However, the Bill has
been criticised for concentrating power in
one institution.

What safeguards are in place?
The Bill does not explicitly permit foreign
direct investment in the nuclear power

i »

How has nuclear liability changed? Why is the Opposition opposing SHANTI?

sector. The private companies will have to
seek authorisation from the AERB.
Authorisations are required for setting up
a plant range from production,
possession, to disposal of radioactive
material and radiation generation
equipment, as well as for establishing,
operating, or withdrawing radioactive
facilities.

The government controls the
reprocessing and management of spent
fuel and high-level radioactive waste;
production and upgradation of heavy
water; enrichment and isotopic
separation of radioactive substances. The
law also provides for the establishment of
a nuclear liability fund to meet
compensation needs in case of nuclear
accidents.

What has changed with respect to
liability?

Compared to the earlier regime, the
SHANTI Bill ensures that the liability
aspect is transparent and predictable for
operators. Liability caps are fixed as
follows: 3,000 crore for large plants of
3,600 MW capacity; ¥1,500 crore for
medium plants of 1,500-3,600 MW; and
%100 crore for Small Modular Reactors of
150 MW capacity. Penalties for legal
violations in cases of severe breach are
capped at ¥l crore.

The Union government will bear
liability beyond the operator’s cap, with
additional support from the proposed
nuclear liability fund. Earlier, operators
could hold suppliers liable for defective
parts, faulty equipment, design
inefficiency, and deliberate acts causing
damage. The current Bill removes
supplier accountability completely.

‘What is the government’s viewpoint?
The Centre aims to strengthen India’s
energy security by diversifying the power
mix, reducing dependence on fossil fuels
and fuel imports, and expanding atomic
energy capacity.

Energy security is one of the main aims
for boosting India’s development index. It
ensures 24x7 baseload power as
compared to solar energy and wind
energy, which are subject to geographical

GETTY IMAGES

conditions. It will be a boost for the
energy sector, which is still heavily
dependent on coal. It also ensures an
enhancement for technology and the
economy.

Nuclear power ensures clean energy
with very low carbon emissions. It
facilitates achieving India’s net-zero
targets for 2070. The Bill may also revive
the stalled civil nuclear deals with the
U.S., France, and Japan, reduce
dependence on Russia alone, and
enhance India’s image as a responsible
global nuclear player.

Why does India need nuclear energy?
India struggles with solar, wind, and
hydro energy due to its geographical and
climate variables and still majorly relies
on coal for electricity generation. Storage
and grid integration costs for renewables
remain high.

Thus, having sufficient baseload
generation capacity is mandatory for an
affordable and unrestricted supply. In
order to achieve energy security for the
growing economy, India has to strengthen
and expand its nuclear energy sector.
Moreover, the electricity mix must have
enough baseload generation capacity in
order to make it affordable and reliable
for consumers. Nuclear power plants are
one of the most effective in ensuring this.

‘What is India’s nuclear energy
mission?

India has a largely indigenous nuclear
power programme based on a fuel cycle
that aims to utilise India’s vast thorium
reserves. Currently, India manages 25
nuclear reactors in seven power plants —
21 pressurised heavy water reactors and
four light water reactors — all managed by
NPCIL.

According to R.B. Grover, distinguished
Professor Emeritus at the Homi Bhabha
National Institute and member of the
Atomic Energy Commission, as India does
not have enough uranium, the Nuclear
Power Corporation of India Limited has
mastered the design and operation of
pressurised heavy water reactors. The
Bhabha Atomic Research Centre has
developed technologies to reprocess

spent fuel to recover valuable materials
and handle nuclear waste. In that sense,
India is independent and self-sufficient in
its nuclear power generation. India has
operationalised the fast breeder reactor
for thorium use.

‘Why has the Opposition strongly
criticised the Bill?

The Opposition argues that the Bill dilutes
accountability by allowing profit-driven
private participation while placing
liability on the State and society. There is
a fear of repeating incidents like the
Bhopal Gas tragedy, where accountability
and remuneration were evaded by the
foreign firms in spite of recourse to civil
courts; moreover, such recourse is
unavailable according to the new Law.
Removing supplier liability and capping
operator liability and penalties at a
nominal cost, as compared to the actual
volume and expanse of damages, is
considered unreasonable. The ‘polluter
pays’ principle has been undermined,
and this compromises public safety.
Private firms have no liability for accident
costs, public safety issues and long-term
risks. The cap on operator liability does
not change in 15 years despite inflation or
long-term assessment of health,
environment, livelihood cost of any
serious accident.

The cases such as Fukushima and
Chernobyl point out the huge expense of
liability. In the case of the Fukushima
disaster, the actual civil damages were
700 times more than the cap proposed by
the SHANTI bill.

Section 39 of the Bill seeks to override
the RTI Act of 2005. It has raised several
concerns as it seeks to remove public
interest review and public appeal
mechanisms. This will make the most
crucial nuclear sector-related information
— including plant details, operations,
mechanisms, regulatory submissions and
data on nuclear materials — ‘restricted’.
This dilutes the transparency and
questions the public accountability of the
proposed system. The RTI Act 2005, in its
wisdom, already exempts revealing
information regarding India’s security,
national interest, commercial
information, and personal data. But these
exemptions are subject to justification in
cases of public accountability and public
interest.

Section 42 overrides occupational
safety, health and working conditions for
nuclear facilities. Nuclear workers are
removed from the country’s general
labour safety framework. This has
triggered opposition from ten central
trade unions, including the Samyukta
Kisan Morcha and the National
Coordination Committee of Electricity
Employees and Engineers, who have
termed the Bill “draconian.”

The Opposition insists that the Bill is
vendor-driven despite India’s self-reliance
in nuclear technology. It argues that India
has deep thorium reserves, around which
nuclear reactors were built, which should
be utilised. The Opposition demands that
the private companies be compelled to
install India’s technology.

The Bill lacks provisions for mandatory
public hearings, environmental impact

disclosures, ct ity
consent mechanisms, regular public
reporting of safety inspections, or
Parliamentary scrutiny.

The Opposition also cited the example
of France, where all nuclear reactors are
under government control. The Bill is
criticised for being pro-profit,
pro-oligarch, catering to the crony
capitalists while gambling with public
safety.

Saee Pande is a freelance writer with a
focus on politics, current affairs,
international relations, and geopolitics
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Parliament has cleared the
SHANTI Bill, opening India’s
State-controlled nuclear power
sector to private and foreign
participation, ending NPCIL's
monopoly while retaining 51%
government control over
sensitive activities.

The Bill removes supplier
liability, caps operator liability,
and shifts responsibility
beyond the cap to the Union
government and a nuclear
liability fund, a move defended
as providing predictable
liability but criticised as
diluting accountability and the
‘polluter pays’ principle.

v

The Centre argues the law will
strengthen energy security,
provide 24x7 baseload power,
support clean energy and
net-zero targets, and enable
SMRs and advanced reactor
technologies, while the
Opposition warns of weakened
transparency, safety, and
public accountability.
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What remote-sensing reveals about plants,

forests, and minerals from space

Remote-sensing technology allows engineers and scientists to map land, forests, water bodies, and minerals without physically touching the ground;

by detecting spectral signatures from visible and invisible light, satellites and drones reveal the health and location of natural resources

Vasudevan Mukunth

ay you're on a desert island on a

quest for buried treasure. You've

lost your map and run out of

clues. Now you have two options:
you could walk around with a shovel,
digging holes at random and hoping for
‘the best, or you could fly a drone
overhead equipped with special cameras
that can ‘see’ through the sand or detect
the magnetic pull of the gold coins.

This isn’t a pirate move but an existing
technology called remote-sensing. It’s
what engineers and scientists use to map
the earth’s resources without ever
touching the ground. From tracking the
health of a forest to finding water deep
underground, their satellites and drones
are changing the way humans understand
our planet.

‘What is remote-sensing?

Our eyes only see visible light, e.g., the
colours of the rainbow. But the sun emits
many other types of electromagnetic
energy that we can’t see, like infrared and
ultraviolet light.

Everything on the earth, including the
rocks, the water, the trees, etc., reflects
these energies differently. The reflections
are called spectral signatures; they are
sort of like the fingerprint of the materials
these objects are made of.

By studying this light, a sensor installed
onboard a satellite can look at a patch of
ground and say, “This reflects a lot of
near-infrared light but absorbs red light.
Therefore, it must be a healthy plant.”
This is the basic idea of remote-sensing.

‘What do different materials ‘look’
like?

Farmers and forest rangers use satellites
‘to check the health of plants. Healthy
leaves are full of chlorophyll, which
absorbs red light for photosynthesis and
reflects near-infrared light to avoid
overheating.

Scientists use a formula called the
normalised difference vegetation index to
determine if a plant is healthy based on its
spectral signatures. If a satellite observes
high near-infrared reflection, the crops
are healthy. If the reflection of that part of
the spectrum drops, the plants might be
thirsty or sick.

According to a review published in
the Journal of Plant Ecology in 2008, by
analysing the spectral signatures,
researchers can distinguish between
different plant communities and tree
species across entire forests.

Such mapping is the first critical step in
calculating the biomass of a forest, which
is essentially weighing the trees from
space, to understand how much carbon
they are storing to help fight climate
change.

How do satellites map water?

To map water bodies from space,
scientists mainly use two complementary
techniques: optical indexing, using
reflected sunlight, and synthetic aperture
radar, using active radio waves.

The optical indexing technique makes
use of the fact that water reflects visible
green light, which is why deep water
often looks blue-green, but strongly
absorbs near-infrared and shortwave
infrared light. These readings are
combined in the normalised difference
water index (NDWI).

This way, in remote-sensing data, the
index has a high positive value over water

bodies and a negative value over land.

A newer version called modified NDWI, or
MNDWI, uses only shortwave infrared
light. This is often preferred in cities
because it’s better at distinguishing
between water and the shadows cast by
tall buildings.

Of course, optical cameras have a
weakness: they can’t see through clouds
or at night. To map water in these
conditions, including floods during a
storm, scientists use synthetic aperture
radar (SAR). To understand how this
technology works, please see The
Hindu article ‘What makes the
NASA-ISRO SAR satellite so special?’,
dated July 27, 2025.

In SAR’s gaze, surfaces like soil, grass,
and buildings — which scatter radio waves
in all directions — look bright. Calm water,
however, is very smooth, almost like a
mirror, and looks pitch black. So by
looking for these black matches in a radar
image, scientists can map floodwaters
even through a cyclone.

Satellites can also estimate water
quality. Muddy water reflects light
differently than clear water, and water full
of algae has a specific spectral signature.
This helps environmentalists track
pollution or harmful algal blooms.

So much for features above the earth’s
surface; how do scientists and engineers
use satellites to find what’s underground?

How do satellites map subsurface
features?
Experts look for clues on the surface or
use different types of physics.

Valuable minerals like copper, gold,
and lithium often form deep
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underground, but geological forces push
some of them to the surface over millions
of years. Even if they’re just traces in the
soil, hyperspectral sensors can find them.

‘When sunlight strikes an object, it's
reflected. A normal camera may group
that reflection into a combination of three
main colours: red, green, and blue, e.g. a
hyperspectral sensor uses a prism or
grating to split that light into hundreds of
very narrow, continuous colours and
measures the intensity of light at every
single frequency across the spectrum.

As a result these sensors can create a
spectral signature for every pixel in the
image.

So while a ‘normal’ satellite might look
at a forest and say, “This is green. It's a
tree”, a hyperspectral sensor could look
at the same forest and say, “This is a
banyan tree. It has a nitrogen deficiency.
And the rock next to it is limestone, not

nite.”

According toa 2023 study in Ore
Geology Reviews, geologists also use these
sensors to even map alteration zones,
areas where heat and fluids from deep
underground have changed the chemistry
of surface rocks.

0il and gas are trapped deep in the
earth but small amounts often leak
upwards through very small cracks, a
process called micro-seepage. When this
gas reaches the surface, it changes the soil
chemistry and can even turn the leaves of
plants slightly yellow, by stressing them
out.

Satellites can detect these subtle
changes in vegetation health and soil
colour, giving exploration companies a
sense of where to drill.

‘What if there isn’t micro-seepage?
If there’s no seepage, there’s no way
satellites’ sensors can ‘see’ the oil or gas
directly. However, satellites are still
crucial in these situations because,
instead of looking for the oil, geologists
use satellites to look for the container
holding the oil.

0il and gas don’t just lie in big
underground lakes, they’re also trapped
in the pores of rocks and are usually
naturally squeezed into specific shapes
called traps. The most common trap is an
anticline, where rock layers curve
upwards like a dome or an arch.

NASA’s Landsat satellites or Japan’s
Advanced Spaceborne Thermal Emission
and Reflection Radiometer (ASTER)
sensor onboard NASA's Terra satellite take
pictures of exposed rock layers on the
earth’s surface. And if geologists see
layers on the surface that are folded into
the shape of a dome, there’s a good
chance they're folded the same way
deeper underground.

Another technique makes use of the
fact that oil forms when organic materials
are buried deep and ‘cooked’ by the
earth’s heat for millions of years. This
happens in deep depressions called
sedimentary basins.

Over the oceans, satellites measure the
height of the sea surface with incredible
precision. Large underwater geological
structures, which might contain oil traps,
have a gravitational pull that actually piles
water up above them. By mapping these
bumps in the ocean, scientists can map
the rock structures below the seafloor.

0il is found in sedimentary rock like
sandstone or limestone, which is
generally not magnetic. However, the
basement rock deep below it, such as
granite or volcanic rock, is magnetic. So
satellites measure the earth’s magnetic
field to find where the magnetic basement
is very deep.

And where the basement is deep, it
means there could be a thick layer of
sedimentary rock on top, with the
prospect of oil.

In effect, when there’s no micro-seepage,
satellites can’t say “there’s oil here” but
rather that “there’s a geological structure
here capable of holding oil”.

How do satellites track groundwater?
Since water is heavy, a large underground
aquifer actually has a stronger
gravitational pull than dry rock.

From 2002 to 2017, NASA operated its
Gravity Recovery and Climate Experiment
(GRACE) mission with two satellites that
chased each other around the earth.
When the lead satellite flew over a heavy
underground aquifer, gravity would pull it
slightly faster, changing the distance
between the two satellites.

By measuring this change in distance,
scientists could weigh the water
underground.

One famous 2009 study published
in Nature used GRACE data to show that
groundwater levels in North India were
dropping at alarming rates because they
were being extracted to irrigate crops.

Remote-sensing makes resource
exploration faster, cheaper, and more
environmentally friendly. Instead of
drilling thousands of holes to find oil or
water, we can target specific areas.

It also helps us protect resources: by
monitoring forests and aquifers from
space, we can ensure we aren’t using
them up faster than nature can replenish
them.
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THE DAILY QUIZ

Please send in your answers to
dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

As the US. once again invokes hemispheric influence in its dealings with Venezuela, this
quiz revisits the Roosevelt Corollary and how it reshaped the Monroe Doctrine

Prathmesh Kher

| N
QUESTION 1

What was the intent of the Monroe Doctrine issued in

1823?

A
QUESTION 2

What geopolitical crisis preceded the articulation of

the Roosevelt Corollary?

[

QUESTION 3

How does the Roosevelt Corollary expand the
Monroe Doctrine?

[N
‘QUESTION 4

What was one of the earliest uses of the Roosevelt

Corollary in practice?

QUESTION 5
Which U.S. policy later renounced the Roosevelt
Corollary’s interventionist thrust?

™
K

Visual Question:
The American intervention in which Latin-American
country is depicted in this cartoon from March 18,
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country? Ans: West Indies

Khan

Krishan

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily quiz: 1. He became the
Nawab of Pataudi in 1952 on the death of his father. Where is Pataudi located in
independent India? Ans: Haryana

2. Mansur Ali Khan was an Oxford Blue and the first Indian captain there, At
which Oxford college did he study? Ans: Balliol

3. Why is July 1, 1961, an important date in the life and career of Mansur Ali
Khan? Ans: He was involved in a car accident that left him blind in one

4. Following an injury to regular skipper Nari Contractor, Mansur Ali Khan
became the youngest Test captain ever at 21 years and 77 days. Against which

5. Thanks to his superb athletic ability and speed while (particularly) patrolling.
the cover area, what nickname was given to him? Ans: Tiger

6. Under his captaincy, India scored its first-ever series win overseas in 1368.
Against which country? Ans: New Zealand

7. Name his popular actor wife and son. Ans: Sharmila Tagore and Saif Ali

Visual: Name the trophy, instituted in 2007 to mark India's 75th anniversary of
its first-ever Test against England, that Mansur Ali Khan is handing over to Rahul
Dravid. Ans: Pataudi Trophy named after his father, Iftikhar Ali Khan
Early Birds: Piyali Tuli | Sudhir Thapa | Rajib Ganguly | Dodo Jayaditya | Abhay
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Knowyour
English

S. Upendran

What is the difference between
“artist” and “artiste”? (R.

ian, Coi: e)
The word “artist” is a general term used
to refer to anyone who is skilled at
something. For example, he/she may be
good at drawing or painting. Ravi Varma
and M. F. Hussain are considered great
artists. An individual who excels in
cooking or in picking locks can also be
called an “artist”. Musicians, actors and
others who entertain people are also
called artists.

While the word “artist” has the stress
on the first syllable, “artiste” has the
stress on the second syllable. The i’ in the
second syllable of “artiste” is pronounced
like the ‘i in “fit”, “bit” and “hit”.

The word “artiste” is someone who
practises a performing art: Dancers,
singers, acrobats, clowns can all be called
“artistes”. Since painters, cooks and
thieves do not usually perform in front of
an audience, they are not generally
referred to as “artistes”.

‘What is the meaning of “higgledy
piggledy”? (C. Karikal Chozhan,
Thirupparai Thurai, Trichy District)
The 7’ in the word ‘pig’ is pronounced
like the ‘i" in “big”, “wig” and “dig”. The
‘" in the word ‘piggledy’ is pronounced
like the ‘" in “fit”, “bit” and “hit”.

When you say that something is
“higgledy piggledy”, it means that it is
completely mixed up. Things are all over
the place in a mixed muddle; everything
is untidy. Here is an example:

When I walked into her room, I found
papers higgledy piggledy on the floor.

‘What is the meaning of “use your
loaf”? (V. Amritha Kalyani,
Chrompet, Chennai)
1f somebody tells you to “use your loaf”,
they want you to use your common sense;
they want you to think carefully about
what you are doing or saying. Perhaps
what you are saying is not very intelligent,
so they want you to think harder. This
expression is an example of Cockney
rhyming slang. The ‘loaf’ here refers toa
loaf of bread; ‘bread’ rhymes with the
word ‘head’. Here are some examples:

Why didn’t you use your loaf and cover
the computer before you started painting
the room?

‘The angry chairman told the manager
to use his loaf.

If you use your loaf, you can predict
your opponent’s next move.

‘What is the meaning of SOS? (S.
Suresh, Royapettah, Chennai)
In the old days, when you were out on the
ocean, sailing on a ship, it wasn’t possible
for you to talk to people on land. If the
ship’s captain wished to get a message
across to someone, he had to make use of
Morse code — a radiotelegraph signal.
When a ship was in distress; for example
if the ship were in danger of sinking, the
captain sent an SOS. SOS was and still is
the signal used to indicate that a ship is in
trouble. The letters SOS were chosen
because they were very easy to transmit
and easy to recognise in Morse code.
Later, people created stories about why
the letters SOS were chosen. Some said
that it was an abbreviation for “Save our
souls”. Others maintained that it was an
abbreviation for “Save our ship”.
Nowadays, any appeal for help can be
called an SOS; it is not restricted to ships
alone.
Published in The Hindu on March 16, 1999

Word of the day

Imbroglio:
a I confused, or
situation that causes many problems

Syn 0onyms: difficult, disagreement,
controversy

Usage: The deal ended in an imbrogtio.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/imbrogliopro

International Phonetic
Alphabet: mbrotiau/

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

letters@thehindu.co.in
with the subject ‘Text & Context’

»




1 ,‘J TUESDAY, 6 JANUARY 2026
[ L) AHMEDABAD

VIEWS

Canweput Al to workin
aid of inclusive growth?

Plans are in place for artificial intelligence to lift our path of economic expansion and put

developed country’ status within reach. The bigger challenge is to ensure that everyone gains

ndia is making steady progress on artificial

intelligence (AI). After chairing the Global

Partnership on Al Council in 2024, the

country is preparing to host the five-day

India Al Tmpact Summit 2026 in New Delhi

inmid-February. Apart from heads of state,
CEOs of tech firms such as Google DeepMind,
Anthropic, Adobe, Salesforce and Qualcomm
are expected to attend. While Al development
has been dominated by the US and China, India
isclearly on the Al map. According to a report
by the Niti Aayog titled Al for Viksit Bharat,
Aladoption across sectors could add $17-26
trillion to the global economy over the next
decade, with India well placed to capture
10-15% of that value, thanks to its large STEM
workforce, expanding R&D base and growing
digital capabilities. Stanford’s Global Vibrancy
Tool ranked India fourth on Al globally in late
2024, before elevating it to third place inits
2025 edition. The government think-tank’s
Viksit Bharat report released in September
describes ATas a “decisive lever” to push India’s
economic growth towards an 8% annual trajec-
tory, which isroughly what the country needs
toachieve its 2047 aim of being counted among
‘developed’ countries (as measured by national
output). Thereport argues that this growth
bump-up can be unlocked by speeding up the
use of Al across industries to lift productivity
and overall economic efficiency.

To see that happen, India is moving to
maximize the benefits of Al through targeted
investment, policy enablers and a ‘techno-
legal’ approach that seeks to balance innova-
tion with guardrails. Data-centre capacity is
expanding rapidly, while the IndiaAT Mission
is easing access to Al compute power. The
Centre’s approval of 10 semiconductor plants

should strengthen the country's electronics
ecosystem, even as startups build Indian-
language and voice models that are vital for
inclusion in a country where millions remain
sub-literate. India’s Al Kosh repository, which
hosts close to 6,000 local datasets, offersa data
backbone for innovation anchored in digital
public infrastructure, spanning Aadhaar, UPI,
the Health Stack and more. For Al to fulfill its
promise, though, it also needs to be democra-
tized. This challenge is particularly acute
across the Asia-Pacific region, which already
accounts for more than half of all global AI
users and nearly 70% of Al patents. AUNDP
report, The Next Great Divergence, cautions
that while Al could lift GDP growth by around
two percentage points and raise productivity
by up to 5% in key sectors, these gains are not
likely to be evenly shared.
Many economists worry that Al will take away
Jjobs, empower some classes over othersand
worsen disparities unless special efforts are
made to prevent it. That said, India, as per the
UNDP report, is well placed to push for a more
inclusive Al transition. Some steps are already
visible. Niti Aayog’s October 2025 report, A

Jor Inclusive Societal Development, highlights

initiatives such as the Digital ShramSetu
Mission, which uses Al-driven tools to boost
productivity and resilience among millions of
workers in the informal sector by expanding
access to healthcare, education, skilling and
financial services. The Al Impact Summit 2026,
which builds on earlier multilateral conclaves
held in Bletchley Park, Seoul, Paris and Kigali,
isappropriately themed ‘Democratising AI,
Bridging the Al Divide.” With the right policy
choices, we could align the rise of ATwith the
cause of equitable development.

Competition Actand anactive Competition
Commission of India (CCI), so why add

stressing that an NCP is
attain coherence, coordil

Our rush for trade deals: Good
economics or smart geopolitics?

India’s pacts may not boost trade much but act as an insurance policy

UL
are, respectively, visiting professor, Shiv
Nadar University, and assistant professor,
Institute of Economic Growth

he year 2025 closed with a spurt

oftrade deals. On 22 December,

India concluded one with New
Zealand, negotiated in just nine
months. Four days earlier, on 18 Decem-
ber, New Delhi signed a Comprehensive
Economic Partnership Agreement
(CEPA) with Oman. Such pactsare also
planned or under negotiation with
Chile, Israel, Canadaand others. Asone
observer joked, India seemsto have a
trade arrangement with ever
except the Vatican. Why this sudden
flurry? The reasonsare not purely eco-
: they are deeply embedded in

geopol
I:xpeneu( e with India’s earlier deals
suggests that without deep integration,
such agreements may not significantly
enhance trade. Free-trade agreements
suchas the one with Asean have shown
low utilization rates and only modest

trade gains. This is unsurprising. Over

successive World Trade Organization

(WTO) rounds, tariffs have already been

reduced sharply, leaving little room for
ial liberalizati

large benefits. Free-trade accords have
thus become lessimportant as instru-
mentsof tariff reduction.

This also explains why many modern
deals deliver limited trade 2

make them desirable. Such agreements
are, therefor emlo;:ennusoutcnmes
formalizing existing relationships
rather than rrcanngne\\ ones

trade fragn

Second, they function as tools for
hedging risks inan uncertain global
trade environment, helping diversify
rcnnnmic relationships and reduce

India’s recent deal-forgingactivity
T s this point. iating trade
agreements consumes political and
administrative resources, while multi-
ple bilateral arrangements create over-
lapping rules of origin that raise compli-
ance costs. Froma purely economic
perspective, thisis not always efficient.
Regional agreements are generally
superior, but only when the region
functionsas a coherent economic
bloc—something South Asia clearly
doesnot.

The limits of India’s bilateral
approach become evident when one
examines export destinations. Our
CEPA with the UAE covers only about
two-thirds of exportsto the Gulfand
roughly halfof all imports. The Oman
agreement covers just 7% of exports to
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
nations and about 5% of imports. A
GCC-wide deal would have been far
more meaningful economically, but this
could well be preparation fora future
pact with the grouping. The preference
for country-specific deals, however,
pointsto political logic.

The con with East Asiais even
starker. In ilateral arrangements
with Japan, Korea and Australia
account for barely a quarter of our
exports to members of the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership
(RCEP). More than three-quarters of
our trade with RCEP takes place with-
outany preferential agre eement. Sl..n ing
outside RCEP while signing sca ed

lependence on China.

TInrd deeper engagements provide
greater protection for investors by clari
fying rules on investment, dispute set-
tlement and regulation.

Finally, bilateral agreements help
pre-empt exclusion amid the formation
of trade blocs that increasingly mirror
geopolitical alignment:

Ouragreements with Oman and \Ie\\
/uahm(l illustrate this shift. Neither
ijor merchandise trade partner.
()m.m simportance lies more in labour
migration, energy linkages and its stra-
tegic location near the Strait of Hormuz,
New Zealand, accounting for just $0.6
billion of Indian exports, has a small
economy; the rationale lies instead in
strengthening Indo-Pacific ties.

Both agreements emphasize services,
labour mobility, recognition of qualifi-
cationsand investment protection
more than tariff liberalization. While
tariff concessions are extensive on
paper, thei (‘cnnomm impact is limited
by small m:
applied tariffs. Indi
advantages and strategic interests
thustheir focus.

Seen this way, India's recent deals are
best understood not as conventional
trade agreements aimed at boosting
exports, but as geopolitical insurance
policies in a fragmenting global order.
At the same time, a good beginning has
been made with services trade getting
attention. Trade in services tends to

bilateral deals leaves most of this
regional market untouched.

Iftrade creation is not the primary
objective, what explains India's recent
push for deals? Several non-economic

iderations stand out

Countries often sign them not bec

y X
or because geopolitical calculations

First, trade pacts serve as instruments
of political signalling, allowing India to
deepen strategic partnerships while
preserving strategic autonomy.

10 BEARS 460

long overdue to
ion and real

owned enterprises. By
tionate, risk-based regulation instead of

need greateral of regulatory
policies and hence much higher levels
of diplomacy. Such agreements could
take time and this seemsasgood a
momentasany to makeastart.

US President Donald Trump has
thrown both global trade and politics
intoanew world of uncertainty while
Jjettisoning the multilateralism of the
WTO. In this scenario, a series of deals
mightwell be the best response.

G'@&? A ?E@U@Hﬂl

A horse never runs so
fast as when he has
other horses to catch

up and outpace.

ovID

propor-

is secretary general of CUTS
International.

ndia’s economy is at an inflection point.
On one hand, we aspire to become a $5
trillion economy soon and project a bold
vision of a Viksit Bharat by 2047. On the

another layer? This reflects a basic misun-
derstanding. When the CCIwas established
in the 2000s, some peoplu thought it was
another market entry te ing mechanism;
such was the publicignorance.

Ittook time for them to understand that
competition law is reactive. It intervenes
dher & company (private or puth sector)

bet —by

other, oureconomicreality tellsa
story—justaswe did not achieve the $5 tril-
lion mark in 2025, as originally envisaged,
the vision of ‘developed’status by 2047 will
not he realized if our GDP grows at its cur-
rent rate. India is shying away from a key
reform that can addressdistortions holding
the economy back: a national competition
policy (NCP). If implemented, it would be
our second wave of big-bang economic
reformsafter |
While the (hy,o\u'u- around p

abusing its market dnmmdm e, forming a
cartel with others or trying to acquire such
clout through a merger. Competition policy,
however, is preventive and also curative. It
ensures that every regulation, government
scheme, licensing requirement, procure-
ment policy or sectoral reform is screened
foritsimpact on competition and does not
unnecessarily distort any market.
Although an N(_I’ was drafted in 2011, it
hasbeenl the ministry of cor-

in India has become synonymous with anti-
trust enforcement and merger approvals,
competition policy isamuch broader, econ-
omy-wide discipline. Putsimply, itisabout
shaping the rulesof the game—not after the
horses have bolted from their stables, but
before distortions take hold. Many policy-
makersargue that Indiaalready hasastrong

porate affairs’ website for over a decade,
despite Niti Aayog's recommendation of
comprehensive competition-policy reform.
But Niti Aayog’s management has changed
since then and the fate of that initiative
remains unclear. As recently as August
2025, the 25th Parli andi

competitive discipline acrosssectors. Mean-
while, countries across the world have
adopted competition policies. Australia’s
NCPreforms, forexample, not only opened
itsmarkets but generated an estimated 2.5%
increase in GDP.

blanket rules, the policy would ease compli-
ance pressures on small businesses while
holding large players accountable where
needed. An NCP would also make govern-
ance more coherent and thus better.

The broad goal of sucha

been weak in India. The Competition Act's
i beencited at least on one occa-
ify not having a policy dedicated to
cumpumun though the Act also recom-
mends adoption of an NCP. The Centre’s
approach seemsincoherent. We have various
laws forintellectual property rights (IPR), for
ample, and also a national IPR policy. Like-
wise, we have various environmental protec-
tion laws apart froman environment protec-
Aformally laid-down policy gives
the relevant laws more teeth. Since we have
put frameworks in place for those two, why
not dothe: same forcompetition? It would aid

vation, efficiency, consumer

A well-designed NCP policy istoinstitutionalize
can change how India’s we“.conteSted the principle of competi-
markets work because it i tive neutrality, ensuring
would build competition marKEts yleld that similarly-situated enti-
principles into everyday Ted tiesare treated onanequal
policymaking, instead of EffICIency' footing, whether they are
treating them as an after- innovati n, state-owned, privately
thought. With this frame- on, held, domestic or foreign.
workinplace, thegovern-  @ther consumer Upholdingthis principleof
mentwould be required to . economic democracy is
examine every regulation galns and faster critical for any economy

orscheme throughacom-
petition lens, whichwould
help spot and remove
unnecessary entry barriers
anddistortions. This alone can make space
for more firms, especially newer and smaller
ones, to invest, innovate and compete fairly
inbetter contested markets.

An '\'CP“ illalso pmh mm lncs.md reg-

C : Fi . d

ulators yjustify any |
tial treatment ;»,1\ entoincumbentsorstate-

GDP growth

that aims to foster fair
rivalry for the sake of effi-
ciency, growthand innova-
tion. Consumers also bene-
fit directly through better prices, more
choice and improved services, while the
economy benefits from early detection of
market distortions before they can turninto
long-term drags on growth. Inshort,an NCP
doesn’t just tidy up regulations, it strength-
ens the entire economic environment.

welfare and economic growth.

Competition policy is not a bureaucratic
exercise but an economic necessity. Fortu-
nately, two significant reforms (amongmany)
tookplace over the pastdecade orso: the GST
rollout to create a single market and the
enactment of the Insolvency and Bankruptcy
Codeto enable the swift exit of sick units.

The government must revive the draft
N( P of 2011 Indn cannotachieve developed

emclenl and innovation-led markets.
Vidhi Maharishi of CUTS contributed to
this article.
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Europe’s existential threat is not
immigration but low innovation

Its technology lag could spell a sudden and irreversible loss of economic relevance if it doesn'l fix its structural weaknesses

NOURIEL ROUBINI

is professor emeritus of economics at New York
University's Stern School of Business and
author of ‘MegaThreats: Ten Dangerous Trends
That Imperil Our Future, and How to Survive
Them'

S President Donald Trump's new
National Security Strategy offersa
misguided assessment of Europe,
longregarded as America's most reli-
ableally. Unrestrained immigration
and other policies derided by admin-
ration officials as “woke,” it warns, could lead to
civilizational erasure” within a few decades.

That argument rests on a basic misreading of
Europe’s current predicament. While the EU does
face an existential threat, it has little to do with
i ration or cultural politics. In fact, the share
reign-horn residentsin the US isslightly
higher than in Europe.

The threat facing Europe lies in its economic
and technological backwardness. Between 2008
and 2023, GDP rose by 87% in the US, compared to
just13.5% in the EU. Over the sa
GDP per capita fell from 76.
50%. Even the poorest US state, Mississippi, hasa
higher per capita income than that of several major
European economies, including France, Italy and
the EU average. This widening economic gap can-
not he explained by dcmngraphlcs Instead, it
reflects stronger productivity growth in the US,
largely owing to tech innovation and higher total
factor productivity. Today, roughly halfof the
world’s 50 largest technology firms are American,
while only four are European. Over the past five
dc( ades, 241 US firms have grown from startups

with market capitalizations of at
least $10 billion, compared with just 14-in Europe.

These trend: acritical question: Which
countries will lead the industries of the future and
where does Europe fit in? The race for tech leader-
ship now spans a wide range of fields, including Al
and machine learning, semiconductor design and
production, robotics, quantum computing, fusion
energy, fintech and defence technologies. Europe
enters this race at a clear disadvantage.

Whether the US or China currently leads future
industriesis open to debate, but most observers
agree that it’s essentially a two-horse race, with
Americastill ahead inseveral key areas. Beyond
that, innovation is concentrated in countries like
Japan, Taiwan, South Korea, Indiaand I
Europe, by contrast, innovative act re
largely confined to the UK, Germany, France and
Switzerland, two of which are not EU members.

Itis hardly a surprise, then, that while the US and
China dominate global tech rankings, Europe finds
itselffar from the top. And the outlook isanything
but reassuring, given that the next wave of innova-
tionis widely expected to be more disruptive than
anything we have seen over the past half-century.

The technological gap between the US and
Europe can be attributed to several factors. First,
the US hasa far deeper and more dynamic ecosy:
tem for financing startups, while Europe still lacks
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agenuine capital markets union, limiting the scale
and speed at which new firms can grow.

Second, Europe is hampered by excessive and
fragmented regulation. A US startup can launch a
product undera single regulatory framework and
accessamarket of more than 330 million people.
The EU hasa population of roughly 450 million
but remains divided among 27 national regulatory
regimes. An International Monetary Fund analy:
shows that internal market barriersin the EU act
likea tariff of around 4-42% for goods and 110% for
services—far higher than the tariff levels the US
imposes on most imports.

Third, cultural attitudes toward risk-taking differ
sharply. Until relatively recently, a failed entrepre-
neurinsome EU countries (like Italy) could face
criminal penalties, while in the US, a tech founder
who hasnever failed is often seen as toorisk-averse.

Fourth, the US benefits from a deeply integrated
academic-military-industrial complex, while
Europe’s chronic underinvestment in defence has
weakened its innovation capacity. Technological
leaders like the US, China, Israel and, more
recently, Ukraine spend heavily on defence, with
military research often producing technologies
that have civilian applications. Despite this, many
European leaders continue to frame higher
defence spending as a tradeoff between security
and social welfare, Inreality, free-ridingon US
defence spendi) nce the end of World Warll
haslimited the type of innovation that could have
generated more of both through higher productiv-
ity. Paradoxically, sustaining Europe’s social
model will require greater investment in defence,

beginning with meeting Nato's new spending tar-
get of3.5% of GDP. If Europe lets its tech lag widen,
it risks prolonged stagnation and continued eco-
nomicdecline relative to the USand China. There
are, however, reasons for cautious optimism.
Increasingly aware that Europe facesan e
challenge, poli s have begun to adva
serious reform proposals. Notable examples are
the two major 2024 reports on EU competitiveness
and the single market by former Italian prime min-
isters Mario Draghi and Enrico Letta, respectively.

Europe has considerable strengths, including
high-quality human capital, excellent education
systems and world-class research institutions.
With the right incentives and regulatory reforms,
these assets could support much higher levels of
commercial innovation. Withabetter environ-
ment for entrepreneurship, Europe’s high per cap-
itaincome, large internal market and high savings
rates could help unleash a wave of investment.

Crucially, evenif Europe never leads in cutting-
edge technologies, it could still significantly boost
productivity by adopting and adapting American
and Chinese innovations. Many of these technolo-
giesare general-purpose in character, benefiting
bothadoptersand pioneers.

All of this leaves Europe atan inflection point.
As Ernest Hemingway famously observed, bank-
ruptey happens “gradually and then suddenly.” So
far, Europe’s technological decline has been
gradual. Butifit fails to confront its structural
weaknesses, today’s slow erosion could give way
toasuddenand irreversible loss of economic
relevance. ©2025/PROJECT SYNDICATE
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Buckle up: Turbulence in the
East seems set to rise this year

East Asia will probably become more volatile as tensions deepen

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

his is the season when columnists

turn to prophecy and then congratu-

late themselves a year later for get-
tingsome of it right. 'mafraid Tamabout to
jointhe club.

AsIpredicted at the end of last year. Asia
in 2025 revolved around three main forces:
the blossoming bromance between U
President Donald Trump and China’s Xi
Jinping, rising pressure on Taiwan, and a
newly emboldened Kim Jong Un drawing
Ll(lS(l to both Moscow and Beijing.

ics will only get
ousin2026. rhmgmnnhmmngmmn
increasingly precarious year, with deepen-
ing tensions that will have a cascading
effect onall of us.

The Trump-Xi bromance could sour: On
thesurface, Trump and Xiappearto have
found a new warmth—but it's fragi
won the trade war in 2025, which means
Trumpis going into next year on the back
foot. That won't be lost in Washington, no
matter how loud the bluster. While the
rapprochement has been welcomed by
markets, a lot could go wrong. They will
have an opportunity to meet at least four
times in 2026, providing multiple occa-
sions for relations to head south.

And even if they don't, they'll likely
remain tense, according to a 2026 forecast
for US-China relations from the Berlin-
based Mercator Institute for China Studies.
Almost three-quarters of respondents,
comprising China experts and observers,
see relations deteriorating across the
board, from military and trade tie: 'lotﬂh
nology. That's despite Trump’
recent decision to let Nvidia sell advanced
chips to Ch watering down years of
national security safeguards. Washington
says Nvidia's top products will still be
restricted, but the move gives Beijing
access tosemiconductorsat leasta genera-
tion ahead ofits best technology

Another front to watch—China-Japan
relations: Tokyo has become more vocal
about the link between its own security and
stability in the Taiwan Strait, a position

Beijing views as provocative. The Chinese
leader will see how much he can push
Trump on Taiwan, the self-governed dem-

ocratic island Beijing claims as its own.
That will make Taipei more vulnerable.
Taiwan will feel the heat even more: Presi
dent Lai Ching-te has his work cut out.
He'll need to navigate a politically grid-
locked le, rlsldlum while trying to pass a
$40 billion supplementary defence budget
aimed at modernizing the military and
strengthening deterrence to defend Tai-
wan against the rising threat from China.

#ﬁt

Taiwan could turn into a major geopomncal
flashpointin 2026. REUTERS.

The island has already pledged to lift
defence spending to 5% of GDP by 2030,
up from over 3%. But more money alone
may not be enough.

US intelligence sources believe that Xi
wants China’s People’s Liberation Army to
be capable of an inv: 7.
ever, many military strategists suggest a
scale invasion then is unlikely, as
s economy grapples with a slow-
down and the PLA reels from corruption
probes and purges. They point to quaran-
tine or blockade scenarios instead.

Beijing, which has vowed to take control
of Taiwan through peaceful means but has
refused torule out doing so by using force,
hasramped up military and political pres-
sureinrecent years toassertitsclaims. The
PLA conducted a second day of military
drills to Taiwan's north last Tuesday, while
China's grey-zone tactics—warplanes
crossingthe median line, nayal patrols cir-
cling the island, cyber and information
warfare—are now near-daily events. These
will almost certainly continue in 2026,

Kim Jong Un is getting more confident:
North Korea is among the most serious
risks on Asia’s security landscape. A 2025
briefing from the US Defense Intelligence
Agency notes that Pyongyang has now
developed an intercontinental ballistic
missile capable of reaching the continental
US. Kim hasrepeatedly rejected denucle-
ation negotiations since the most
recent talks in 2019 with Trump broke
down. The North Korean leader views
nuclear weaponsasaguarantorof hissecu-
rity and has no intention of renoun
them. He's also being emboldened by his
deepening ties with Russia and steady sup-
port from China, which is changing the cal-
culuson the peninsula.

South Koreanofficials have hinted at the
chance ofasummit with the North in 2026,
mething unimaginable overa year ago.
i m leverage to potentially get
sanctions relief, or extract tacit approval
from the US that denuclearization has been
afailure and that he can go ahead and con-
tinue with his nuclear weapons pro-
gramme. Expect more missile launches,
diplomatic theatre and other attempts to
hijack the geopolitical agenda.

Asiaisnotonthe brink of war. Butit will
bemorevolatile than it hasbeen in recent
memory. Buckleup. ©BLOOMBERG

Lou Gerstner: The CEO who taught IBM how to dance

pressand later took the helm of RIR

SIDDHARTH PAI

e

b

is co-founder of Siana Capital, a
venture fund manager.

ncent Gerstner Ir., the American
teady handand
r-sighted strategy pulled Interna-
tional Business Machines Corp (IBM) from
the brink of collapse and reshaped it for the
dawn of the digital age, died on 27 December
Z(JL)dlhlshtm\(‘ inJupiter, Florida. He was
vearsold. Arvind Krishna, IBM's current
)‘ described him as a transformational
figure whose influence extended far beyond
the Big Blue's and whose leader-
ship saved one of the technology world's
most iconic companies. Gerstner’s life was
defined by decisivenessin times of peril and
afirm beliefin the power of organizational
unity and service-oriented innovation.
Born in Mineola, New York, Gerstner
grew up in Long Island and showed early
promise asamethodical thinker. He gradu-
ated in engineering from Dartmouth Col-
lege and earned an MBA from Harvard Bus
ness School. After beginning his career in
management consulting with McKinsey, he
rose through the executive ranksat Ameri-

Nabisco, where he proved hisability to navi-
gatecomplex financial and operational c!
lenges. When he accepted the role of chair
and CEO of IBM in 1993, he became the first
outsiderevertolead it. At that moment, IBM
was deep in crisis. Once the world's largest
computer maker whose mainframes pow-
ered financial systems, corporations, and
governments alike, it was losing billions of
dollars and market share to nimble competi-
tors and facing calls to break the company
apart. The techlandscape was transforming
atadizzying pace and IBM’s product-centric
approach felt out of step with the needs of its
global customers. [ worked for IBM during
histime there.

Rather than yield to pressure for IBM to
be split into smaller, independent units,
Gerstner made his first of many bold choices
by preserv ingits unity. He undcntnod that

ilos, but in tsability to deliver inte-

grated solutions that met complex customer
demands. This wasastrategic pivot that few
grasped at the time, butit became the

Iy mhpln of IBM'srevival. When quizzed at
the time about his strategic vision for IBM,
heis famously known to have said “The last
thing IBM needsisavision at this time.” He

was right. The giant faced extinction and
survival was paramount.

he CEO cut costs, streamlined opera-
tions and took on cultural habits that often
prized internal procedure over customer
responsiveness. He trained the firm for what
itneeded:arelentless focuson real business
outcomes for clients. He

insisted on customer ol toitsconsultative nature.
entation and drove tis  HE focused on 5 il or
principle home. These the turnaround, Gerstner
shifts came at a huge cost customer needs never lost sight of IBM’s
(IBM shed about 100,000 to revive IBM'S need to be a coherent
employees), but changes whole. He broke down divi-
were essential to stabilize fortunes. His sional barriers that hin-
finances and build client dered  collaboration,
and investor confidence. |egacy remains reformed incentive sy

Central to his strategy . . tems so that performance
was the transformation o~ F@levant in this udged by coll

IBM’s business model
towards services and inte-
grated solutions. Back
when

valued expertise and the ability toimplement
and manage complexsystems that cnu]d kit
togetherd
prises. This was the IBM I was hlred into.

WhenIwasseconded to Europe asitsboss of
communication sector services, the impact

age of Al

he had had there while changingstodgy lead-
ership had become the stufTof legend.
Underhisleadership, IBM builtaserv
business that became a global leader in its
own right. It grew rapidly, offering not only
higher margins than many legacy hardware
products, but also a more durable connec-
tionto client needs, thanks

success rather than by iso-
lated unit results, and
encouraged a culture
where execution mattered
asmuch asstrategy.

Over the course of his tenure, [BM's for-
tunesturned. It regained profitabilityand its
reputation for innovation. Its stock price
went up by a multiple of six. He stepped
downas CEOin 2002 and relinquished the
chairlater that year, leaving behind a com-

pany better prepared for 21st century chal-
lenges. His memoir, Who Says Elephants
Can’t Dance? is a reflection on leadership
and change that isstill a key text for students
of business strategy and corporate chang

After IBM, Gerstnerserved as chairol lhc‘
Iyle Group, a private equity firm, and
devoted energy to philanthropy, particularly
in education and biomedical research. His

work with public schools testified to a
broader commitment to societal progress.

Colleagues and admirers remember him
not only for the outcomes he achieved but
for the clarity of his thought and lhc integ-

t‘n’(‘l‘sh.lpbd ageneration of leadel
impactis evident in the many busine:
technology ventureswhose leaders passed
through IBM during his tenure. He was one
ofthe great American executives of hi
who left lessons for other CEOs try
effect massive structural change in the wake
oftechnological upheavals, muchas we are
about to see with Alin the next few years.

In an age of rapid technological change,
hislife’swork remainsareminder that busi-
nesses endure by embracing change with
rigourandresolve. 1, forone, am grateful to
haveworked in the redefined IBM that was
his brainchild. Rest in peace, Lou.
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{ OUR TAKE }
When process
is punishment

Apex court's conservatism towards bail in the Delhi
riots case is violating its promises of personal liberty

he Supreme Court’s decision to grant bail to five

people accused in the 2020 Delhi riots case but

refuse reliefto student activists Umar Khalid

and Sharjeel Imam creates a new touchstone to
evaluate bail applications under the stringent
Unlawful Activities Prevention Act (UAPA), but may
have further narrowed the window for liberty in what
isalready a draconian law.

One, by drawing a distinction between the seven
people seeking bail in the same case, the courtavoided
a collective approach. Instead, it found that Khalid and
Imam were “qualitatively on a different footing” by
observing that the material placed on record prima
facie indicated their “central and formative roles” in
the planning and strategic direction of the alleged
offence. Two, the court said that section 43D(5) of
UAPA —which restricts bail —does not exclude
judicial scrutiny or mandate denial of bail in default.
Again, the court has laid down guidelines for a
structured inquiry on whether bail can be granted,
including deciding on whether enquiry discloses
prima facie offences or if the role of the accused has a
reasonable nexus to the offence. And three, the court
rejected the argument that prolonged incarceration
can justify bail under UAPA, holding that the gravity of
the offence, the statutory framework, the role of each
accused and the prima facie evidentiary value of the
prosecution’s case must be assessed.

The court has offered the duo a glimmer of hope by
saying that they can apply for bail again after a year or
after protected witnesses—who are yet to testify five-
and-a-half-years later —are examined. It also found
that “continued detention has not crossed
constitutional impermissibility to override the
statutory embargo”. Is there a limit to this
impermissibility? Can serious charges alone be used as
alever to ensure prolonged incarceration?

No republic can let terror or its sponsors go
unpunished. But the Delhi riots case is part of a larger
recent pattern where grave charges are levelled against
activists, only for the trial to hang fire, creating the
perception thata politicised process is using stringent
provisions to keep people jailed. In case after case,
lower courts have found the prosecution wanting and
shorn of evidentiary value. Against this backdrop, the
prolonged pre-trial detention in high-profile cases is
both jarring and violative of the top court’s own
championing of personal liberty. The court may have
attempted to strike a balance in whatis no doubta
sensitive case, but unfortunately, the process has
already become the punishment.

Cities must adopt
comprehensive water
safety plans, that integrate
source protection,
treatment processes,
distribution integrity, and
community feedback
mechanisms

he recent deaths and hospi-
talisations in Indore due to
contaminated drinking
water expose a deeply
troubling paradox. For the
past several years, Indore

failure of infrastructure maintenance,
survelllance ﬂnd governance.

A wake-up call from
Indore for India’s cities

to persist until it reaches crisis propor-
tions. Policy responses must, therefore,
B 5

This

ing given that wa[erbome dlseases
have long constituted a major health
burden in India. Every year, lakhs of
Indians suffer from diarrhoeal and
other water-related diseases, many of
whichare fatal. Unsafe water and poor
sanitation have historically
contributed significantly to
child mortality and long-
term ill-health. While the
economic cost of these ill-

= pipeline

rather than cosmetic.
Real-time water quality monitoring
systems that can detect microbial and
chemical contamination — at the
source, during distribution, and at
household taps — should be made
mandatory and their findings placed in

the public domain. Urban
infrastructure
requires urgent upgrading to
prevent leakages and cross-
contamination, w1th a clear

True urb: restson

visible i water,

resilient i

across both rural and urban India.
Nearly 85% of India’s drinking water

nance.

public health rests on less visible foun-
dations — safe water, resilient infra-

needs are met through

structure,

However, samples from multiple sour-
ces indicate that around 15-20% of

of
being India's cleanest city — an
informal benchmark for urban sanita-
tion and municipal performance across
the country. Yet these deaths underline
astark reality: A city can appear clean
on the surface and still fail in its most
fundamental public health responsibil-
ity —ensuring safe drinking water.
‘This tragedy was neither sudden nor
unforeseeable. It was the culmmauon

The history of global public health
offers a clear lesson. The cholera pan-

nesses is enormous, the physical een in excess ﬂuonde demics of the 19th century prompted
social cost is even higher. sewage and drmkmg wmer nitrates, iron, or other Ji itati water reforms
Children, women, theeld- ~ Chandrakant  pesyorks, rendering the water unsafe for con-  in Europe, laying the foundations for
erly, and particularly poor Lahariya The Indore incident sumption. Itis estimated that nearly ~sustained health, economic gains,and
and inali ————— should serveasa wake—up 70%of India’s drinking water does not increased life expectancy that continue
nities beara di tion- call for every ‘meet prescril and  tothisday.

ate burden, as preventable illnesses  authority in urban India. Cities must more than half of lhe population lives Yet in India, policymakers, pro-
push families deeper into poverty adopt comprehensive water safety water insuffi- me and dmis

through health care expenses, lost
wages, and long-term

thereby perpetuating i

istrators toooften a'ppear to have mas-
tered theart of inaction—applying lay-
ers of colourful paint to the exterior

Indore’s tragedy is notan isolated

sode. Unsafe drinking water remamsa
persistent challenge across Indian cit-
ies. The Indore episode highlights a
narrow policy focus that prioritises

of repeated and unheard
fromresidentsof the localities affected,
first reported asearlyas July 2025 and
againin October 2025. Reports of foul-

over holistic drinking water safety and
robust public health infrastructure.
Many Indian cities have not modern-

plans that integrate source protection, cy

treatment processes, integ- l_n a recent global water quahty

rity, and ity feedback mecha- India ranked 1

nisms. Citi; i stberec- I ies. As water

ogmsed as early warning signalsand  ues to rise, local governments have
through accessiblereporting  failed to build infrastructure at the pace

platforms with guaranteed responses  required to meet both quantity and

within fixed timelines. Equallyimpor-  quality needs.

tantis dedicated financing. Urban local

Government initiatives such as the
Jal Jeevan Mission,

onl;

ives butalso for water
quahry laboratories; routine testing,

water flowing
from household taps should have
served as unmistakable warning signs
for public health authorities. Instead,
these signals were ignored until lives
were lost. Subsequent investigations
revealed leakages in drinking water
pipelines that allowed sewage to seep
into the municipal supply—a textbook

ised their watersupply sys dec-
ades; Ind

pid-resps capable of inter-
fore harm occurs. Coordina-

water net-
work s nearly 120 years old.

The core problem is not merely age-
ing pipelines, but theabsence of coordi-
nated action on water quality monitor-
ing, weak maintenance systems, and
poor respnnsxveness to early warning

signals, Ct

tion between municipal corporations,
health departments, and water utilities
is essential to avoid siloed decision-
making.

While Indore has focused on urban
water supply, drinking water availabil-
ityand quali in maior chall

water supply, are com-
mendable. However, access alone isnot
sufficient. Equal emphasis must be

within. The Indore water contamina-
tion crisis isa warning that must not be
ignored. Tt calls for a decisive shift from
symbolic achievements to substantive
public health protection. Thisis a les-
son not only for Indore, but for every
Indian city, rural area, and state that
claims progress without securing the
most basic of rights for its citizens:

placed on ensuring the safety, reliabil-  Assured access tosafe drinking water.
ity, and adequate availability of drink- ~ We can,and must, do better—and the
ing water, particularly forunderserved ~ greatest responsibility lies with our
and marginalised popu\anons elected governments,
Foreveryone, the i
reminder that i a Lahariyaisap

not ly wept hysi d

bage-free public spaces. True urban " Theviews cxyrzsud are persnlml

Why employment guarantee
law called for an overhaul

ina democracy. Laws that shape liveli-
hoods — particularly for rural house-
holds — deserve the closest scrutiny.

9011 !0 ar Mo 1 plan-

ning-b
fund flows, redumng thead- hmsm that. ohenv
disruptedi

However, such scr ina combined with sh

careful reading of whata new lypro- ity reflects notdilution.
vides than ds from  Several nanunally successful programmes —
earlier frameworks or from what critics lear from rural roads to housmg and drinking water
might be lost. Much of th pe imilar

the Viksit Bharat— Guarantee for Rozgar and
Ajeevika Mission (Gramin) (VB-GRAMG)Act,
2025 risks falling into this trap.

The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural
Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA),
enacted two decades ago, played an important
role instabilising rumllncomes and oﬁ"enng a

casualues of the new framework. But fiscal
stress alone does not determine exclusion.
Under the earlier regime, exclusion frequently
stemmed from weak planning limited adminis-
trative capacity, and operational bottlenecks.
The new Act seeks to mitigate these risks

security during peri
Its contribution during crises such as the Covid
pandemicis rightly acknowledged. Over time,
however, experience revealed persistent struc-
tural weaknesses. Wage payments were fre-

q
out unemployment allowance, access varied
sharply across states, administrative

Potable water needs to
be viewed as a right

omplaints of contaminated drinking water are
Ccommon. Butwhen Indore, a stellar performer on

the national cleanliness index, reported atleast 10
deaths from toxic water, there was disbelief. Given the
city’s reputation for strong municipal administration,
one expected it to have a robust water supply
infrastructure and prompt addressing of water-related
complaints. Buta city’s superior standing doesn't
guarantee much. A Delhi Jal Board report suggests that
nearly18% of the Capital’s water supply networkis
more than 30 years old and must be replaced.

In fact, this may be the case with most of urban India.
Whether limited or extensive, the subterranean piped
network is rarely serviced. The absence of a 24x7
pressurised water supply may also be contaminating
drinking water, as prolonged vacuum in leaky pipes
allows inflow from sewer lines. While it is essential to
provide safe drinking water from treatment plants,
plugging leaks in distribution lines is necessary to
ensure itdoesn’t become toxic by the time it reaches
homes. Fixing leaks in the sewer network is non-
negotiable, too. Plugging leaks in distribution lines can
increase water availability, ensure equitable
distribution, and help realise the goal of 24x7 supply.

Water utilities mustalso conduct continuous quality
audits and take prompt action to prevent public health
risks. Institutionalising these checks, launching a
nationwide assessment similar to the Swachh
Survekshan and making the findings public could
accelerate the effort. The Centre’s flagship, Atal Mission
for Rejuvenation and Urban Transformation (AMRUT)
2.0, promotion of 24x7 water supply and “drink from
tap” initiatives, also need to go beyond the present pilots
in select municipal wards. However, citywide projects
will require sufficient funding. Access to clean drinking
water for all through a 24x7 supply is not merely a
convenience; it's directly linked to the right to public
health and, therefore, the right to life.

capacity and large-scale
leakage occurred through fake job
cards, inflated muster rolls, and low-
quality asset creation. These were sys-
temic shortcomings, not marginal.

enabled planning, reduced discretion to deny
work once plans are approved, and strength-
ened transparency and accountability. Cru-
cially, administrative expenditure has been
enhanced from 6% to 9%, enabling states to
build field capacity commensurate with the
scaleand ambition of the programme.
State-specific challenges do notinvali-
date a national reform aimed at cor-

recting systemic weaknesses.
Critics note that several high-need
states generated the fewest days of

The new Act (VB-G RAM G) focuses : employment under the earlier frame-
squarely on correcting delivery fail- Shailesh work, with only a small proportion of
ures that undermined the credibility of Kumar households ever reaching the statu-
the earlier framework. Verified Singh tory ceiling. The new framework will
worker registries replace - enable recorded demand to be sup-

legacy systems; wage payments are
placed on statutory timelines with automatic
X S coan o

hmehnes aud a stmngthened unemplaymenl

The UIIJ'.‘L
ment clauses that rendered i actual and
allowance ineffective in practice are removed; rellable days of emplﬂvmcnt particularly in
and grievance redressal is with were historically underserved.
c]anr timelines and accountability. These Much hasalso been made of the distinction
faultlinesthat ~ between a “demand-driven”old schemeanda
have repeatedly eroded trust among workers.

“supply-driven” new one. In practice, this dis-
Th

The legal right to wage remain
intactand justiciable. The statutory entitlement
has been expanded from 100 to 125 days. What

tinction i kdoes
not suppress demand: it institutionalises it
through plannmg ensuring that demand is
A pl anned demand backcd by

Th. hift i

assured

The rights-based

—ta planned and enforceable Eramework
desngned todeliver work Address-
ing implementation failure through statutory
reformis not repetition; itis correction.
Concerns about states with larger poor popu-
lations, such as Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, being
least served under the earlier ﬁ'ame'workare
ell-founded. Low
wasa documented failure of MGNREGA. An
model favoured
states with stronger adrmmmauvc capacity,

character of the employmem guarantee, far

from being

0125 days, wage-payment timelines, automatic
ion for delays, 1ofdis-entitl

ment clauses, and appealable grievance
redressal together enhance the practical value
of the right to work. Rights matter most when
they can be exercised without navigating

inistrati ion fail-

ures—corruption, fake job cards, inflated mus-
ter rolls, and poor asset quality — were the core

needand fthe earlier framework. The new
higher levels of migration. The new erified ben-
i eficiary its, and con-

ment generation in Viksit Gram Panchayat
Plans, which integrate locally expressed
demand with advance approval of works and

vergence-based asset creation.
Concerns regarding the limited pause win-
dow must also be seen in context. It is a

assured funding, Uneven uptak
why refnrm was necessary; preserving the ear-

ket designed to avoid
distortion during peak agncullura] seasons

0f125 days. The provision rel'lects calibrated

ic prudence — protecting incomes

lier would only h: and does not
existing inequities. Further, normative all

& jecti s -

greater inthe distri

bution of resources

without undermining productive agricultural

Another line of criticism questions whether
the expansion to 125 days is illusory because
s‘a(smusmowbearashareofwsv.smsaxgu

mentover] th precedent

The VB-G RAM G Act does not abzmdon

expands it, with pan!cular attention to the
that

‘The Centre-state cost-sharing pattern follows
I norms for centrally:

tiveness in high-
need regions and among vulnerable workers.

schemes. while Northeastern and Himalayan
states and the Union Territory of Jammu &
Kashmir continue under a more favourable

Shailesh Kurnar Singh is secretary, Department
of Rural Development, Government of India.
‘Theviews expressed are personal
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This summit will serve as an important
turning point in making 2026 the first
year of a full restoration of Korea-

China relations. Efforts to develop

partnership between the two

countries into an irreversible trend
of the times will continue

the.
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Lessons from Gandhi in
truthful communication

ography, a bestseller, is now 100

years old. It has long been widely
agreed that Gandhi was a communicator
par Butwashea
in the current use of the term? Could it be
that what he actually excelled at was true
and heartfelt expression of experiences and
insights arising from them?

little noticed centenary slipped by
A in 2025. Mahatma Gandhi's autobi-

gift, a quality Gandhi may have been born
with, For the large part he assiduously culti-
vated the longing to keep seeking truth and
all his strivings were an extension of this
search.

Therefore, he never claimed to be perfect
nor did he ever fall under that delusion in
his own mind.

It follows that if we want to learn from
Gandhi, or seek solace amid the cacophony

The diffc between ing your-
self truly and “effective” communication
may be one of the most crucial challenges
facing the human species as we enter the
second quarter of the 2lst century. Today,
effective communication is more associated
with marketing and playing with optics in
ways that have impact. This can
and is being done to manipulate

the audience’s impulses in ways ‘

that have been so normalised that
it is hardly even considered ethi-
cally problematic.

As a young friend said recently
— if we focus entirely on what
should be, in a moral or ethical
frame, then we are not able to
work with what is, what is actually
functional on the ground. The fear of being
left behind, she added, then compels one to
not pay attention to the should be. It is
important here to note the underlying angst
of this young person. There is more than a
hint of sadness about being swept along by
larger trends that push you to ignore the
“should be™.

For this reason alone, it is eminently
worthwhile to dwell a bit on Gandhi's gen-
ius for self-expression. The crucial key to
this story is, for me, not in Gandhi's own
writings but in the story of his life written
by Louis Fischer (The Life of Mahatma Gan-
dhi), who wrote: “Intellectual contact with
him (Gandhi) was a delight because he
opened his mind and allowed one to see
how the machine works. He did not attempt
to express his ideas in finished form. He
thought aloud; he revealed each step in his
thinking. You heard not only words but also
his thoughts. You could therefore follow
him as he moved to a conclusion. This pre-
vented him from talking like a propagan-
dist; he talked like a friend. He was inter-
ested in an exchange of views, but more in
the establishment of a personal relation-
ship.”

This inner strength was only partially a

Rajni
Bakshi

of ion, we need to resolve some
questions in our own mind. When we
express ourselves in this digital age —is it
in order to spread an idea or information
that serves our own purpose, ie. is from

our side? Or is our core aim to reach out
and make contact, to serve the larger good
as in sarve sukhina (wellbeing of
all)?

Today, many people may argue
that there is no such thing as the
truth, there are only points of view.
Given the limits of human cogni-
tion this is partly true. It is vital to
distinguish between vantage-point
— which determines what an indi-
vidual could see and hear in a real-
life, real-time situation — and an
opinion, which is how a person responded
to what happened.

For example, there is now a tendency to
write about the end of Gandhi's life by say-
ing only that he died on January 30,1948 -
when the material fact is that he was killed,
shot at point-blank range. When this
is done deliberately, it is manipulation
through part truth - in order to draw
attention away from who killed Gandhi and
why.
Being truthful, as Gandhi tirelessly dem-
onstrated, is an ongoing process of honest
cognition. Those who seek to live with
ample space for expressing the moral and
ethical should be dimension can lean on
Gandhi in many ways but here are just
three clues.

One, face material facts with unwavering
attention to detail; two, keep an open mind
and open heart, in observing how different
people respond to the material fact; and
three, remain firmly grounded in core
moral values, no matter how fluid or turbu-
lent material facts might be.

Rajni Bakshi is the founder of the
Youtube channel, Ahimsa Conversations.
The views expressed are personal
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Indefensible action

US overthrow of Maduro govt in Venezuela shocking

he US’ Saturday strikes on Venezuela and its

abduction of President Nicholas Maduro

and his wife Cilia Flores cannot be justified
on any grounds whatsoever. Simply put, the Trump
administration has annexed Venezuela in an act of
imperialism by taking out its government — an open
and shut case of violation of national sovereignty.

Itviolates Article 2(7) of the UN Charter,
/I under which all countries have the right to
? govern their internal affairs without

@ interference. Chapter VII of the Charter
spells out the grounds for intervention,
under which the UN Security Council can
authorise the use of force against a country
that poses a threat to international peace
and security. So, the supposed venality of
Maduroisanirrelevance here. It would be
preposterous to argue that Venezuela today,
or Panama or Grenada in the 1980s whose
heads of state were deposed in similar
fashion, poses a threat under Chapter VII.
The US moved the Security Council to make
the case for invading Iraq, arguing that
Saddam Hussein harboured ‘weapons of
mass destruction’. None of that was found
when the countrywas invaded in 2003, but
Iraq was devastated. It’s the same story with
countries that have been bombed or invaded
by the US, whether it is Syria, Afghanistan or
Libya. These regions have turned into
nightmare zones, breeding terrorism. So
much for restoring global peace. If the US
does not resort to direct action in a country
of interest, it pushes ‘regime change’ by
fomenting popular uprisings.

Trump has been bald about his motives:
he has promised that oil will flow
(Venezuela has the largest known reserves),
and US oil majors’ scrips are buoyant
already. Curbing ‘narco-terrorism’ is an
apology of a pretext. The less stated but
obvious motives are to curb China’s
influence in South America and Venezuela
in particular (the same holds true for
Russia); and to nip all traces of
‘Communism’ in the region. The last has
been a hangover from the Cold War days.
This did not work in Cuba, but it did in
Chile, Nicaragua and Brazil. Tramp has
actually cited the 200-year old Munroe
Doctrine, which advocates US control over
the Americas to keep the rest out, to
theorise his actions. A rules-based
international order, born out of the ashes of
the two World Wars, is all but non-existent.

Innocent of such niceties, Trump has said
that he will ‘run’ Venezuela temporarily. The
last bit is perhaps addressed to his core
constituency, which has backed him in the
belief that he is against long wars in faraway
places. Itis anyone’s guess whether
Venezuela turns out to be another
quagmire. The trouble with this ‘mask is off”
style of Trump is that the US operates ina
multi-polar world now, with China and
Russia certainly in the game to contest its
exercise of hegemony. Russia and China can
flex their muscle a la Munroe Doctrine in
their backyards. This is a signal for an
alarming descent into chaos. India should
counsel restraint and press for a peaceful
resolution. It has a purposeful role to play.

POCKET
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The debate over economic data

TAKING STOCK. The changes in method for estimating GDP, employment have evoked criticisms. But these aren’t convincing

.

ASHIMA GOYAL
riticisms of India’s data
and specially the national
accounts, which became
commonafter the base

change to 2011-12, tend to
be of four types. First, those that resist
change and loss of comparability;
second, those that selectively use data to
support pre-conceptions; third, those
thatallege systematic biases and impute
motivations; fourth, those that
recognise the complexmes of

inlarge, h

and rapidly changing societies and make
feasible and constructive suggestions
forimprovement.

Only the fourth deserve to be taken
seriously, but since the first three have
received alot ofattention we will
discuss examples of each type. As India
goes in for major base and other changes
thisyear it may help to separate the
substance from the noise in the
commentary that is sure to follow.

STATUS QUOISM
The first set is motivated by resistance
to change, perhaps because of familiarity
or different types of investment in
carlier methods. But change is inevitable
with the economy. The upgrading to the
United Nations System of National
Accounts (SNA) 2008, in the 2011-12
rebasing, required shifting from the
factory to the enterprise. The shift from
tothe MCA-21 database of 3-5 lakh firms
from the RBI’s sample of 2,500 firms was
partof this, but was resisted on the
ground that the Ministry of Corporate
Affairs (MCA) included dummyﬁ:ms
Buta sample that captures only a tiny
fraction of unrepresentative firms
cannot continue to be adequate. India
today has two million active firms. The
MCA database, based on statutory filing,
was cleaned-up and matured over time.

Similarly, the shift from the
five-yearly employment survey to the
quarterly Periodic Labour Force Survey
(PLFS) was criticised as leading toa loss
of information. But more frequent
unemployment data is essential for
macroeconomic policy decisions. Those
who protested now find they cando
much more with the higher frequency
data available on a range of labour
market parameters. It has also proved
more reliable than private estimates that
were the only earlier alternatives. But
that does not prevent the critics from
callinga further shift toa monthly
frequency unnecessary.

The consumer expenditure surveys
are said to be unusable since

NOT EASY. Forecasts cannot be a substitute for the detailed measurement that
statistical agencies undertake seuress

‘improvements’ in methods made
comparison with earlier surveys
difficult. But they have been repeated in
order to verifyand benchmark.

SELECTIVE DATA USE

GDP measurement is a complex exercise
inany country but more soin ours. A
number of scholars and analysts use
issues in the Indian data to discredit
official growth estimates. But since this
tends to happen only when growth is
high or exceeds forecasts it points to
motivated preconceptions.

If one configuration of data causes
over-estimation the opposite implies
underestimation. But only the firstis
highlighted. However flawed the data,
forecasts cannot be a substitute for the
detailed measurement that statistical
agencies undertake.

The absence of double deflation was
said to over-estimate growth when WPI
inflation is below CPL But WPI
exceeded CPI inflation over 2021, 2022
and both converged in 2025, implying
growth was underestimated in these
high growth years.

In the 2010s aggregate credit growth
fell due toarise in bank non-performing
assets. This was used asa ‘smell test’ to
declare that growth was overestimated.

GDP measurement is

a complex exercise in
any country but more
0 in ours. A number
of scholars and analysts
use issues in the Indian
data to discredit official
growth estimates

But this variable was never used when
both itand GDP rose together
post-pandemic. And the compositional
changes from corporate to retail credit
that drove growth in the 2010s were
ignored. Positive discrepancies in the
expenditure approach are seized upon as
suggesting growth is over-estimated.
Buttheyare as often negative, which
suggests the opposite.

In Q3 FY24 arise in net taxes above
the average of 8 per cent of GDP was
used to argue that high GDP growth was
anaberration and actual growth was
closer to the lower gross value added
(GVA) growth. Butin Q1 and Q2 FY26
net taxes were below 8 per cent and
growth rates of both GDP and GVA were

Then attention turned toa low price
deflator as the reason why high real
growthwasillusory. If inflation is

formal sector are used to estimate
informal sector output that has actually
shrunk. But in the 2011-12 rebasing
weights were given to different types of
Iabour skills to estimate the output of
unorganised (informal) manufacturing,
replacing the GVA per uniform worker
used earlier. So the ratios used do reflect
some informal sector differences.

The production approach is regarded
asmore reliable and is used as the
controlling total. The expenditure
approach serves asan alternative check.
It partiallyuses commodity flows, which
is a different data set, based on the actual

of
etc. Informal sector commodity use
would also be captured.

The difference in this method from
the production approachis givenasa
discrepancy that is sometimes positive
and sometimes negative, implying there
is no systematic bias inany one
direction. A negative discrepancy means
the expenditure estimate exceeded the
production estimate and was reduced to
equal the production measure. The sum
of discrepancies was negative (X
-8,85,934 crore) over Q1 FY21to Q2
FY26, implying underestimation of
production.

Moreover, household expenditure,
which includes the informal sector, is
measured as a residual since datais
better for government and corporate
expenditure. So it is quite likely to bean
underestimate.

FEASIBLE IMPROVEMENTS

Valid criticisms are being acted on.
These include re-basing toa more recent
period, use of more frequent surveys,
more datasets, double deflation for
manufacturing where disaggregated
WPl indices are available. Regular
ASUSE surveys will replace use of ASI
ratios in services. Proposed reforms are
transparently communicated and
feedback invited.

actually higher than d, real GDP
growth would be lower. Nominal output
‘was thought to be more robust since itis
atleast measured, while real output is
extracted. But measured nominal
growth could have fallen if real growth
was indeed lower.

‘That the IMF gave a C to national
accounts estimation was underlined, but
the overestimation of real growth
argument depends on errors in inflation
estimates. So the IMF’s B for this
weakened the argument.

No one alleged inflation was
overestimated in periods when itwas
higher (2020-23), since then it would
have implied growth was
underestimated.

Apart from these selective spotlights,
there is also an argument that growth
has been overestimated ever since the
pandemic because ratios based on the

Discrepancies varied from a max of
3.3andamin of -4.1as a percentage of
GDP from 2020-21 onwards and should
shrink as expenditure data improves. If
the revisions reduce sources of both
under- and over-estimation, the overall
change is unlikely to be large.

The low IMF grade was mainly
because of the delay in rebasing. The
IMF tends to be tougher on emerging
markets — Chinaalsogota C. But the
challenges they face, including frequent
external shocks in the last decade, need
to beacknowledged.

Constructive suggestions that
recognise the magnitude of the task are
welcomebutitis unfair toattack a

cadre, and their
of probity, in order to score political
points.

Thewriter wasamember of the previous MPC

Cannot blame farmers anymore for Delhi’s air

Stubble burning is not a major reason for Delhi’s polluted air. Vehicular emissions are largely to blame

—
A Narayanamoorthy

hat the Supreme Court
‘ ;s ; observed on November 15,
2021 — that the burning of

enforcement of emission norms
continue to poison the air.

Construction activity is another
major contributor. Delhi is one of the
largest construction sites in the country,
with infrastructure, housing and

cropresidue by farmers in neighb.
States is not the main reason for Delhl'
rising air pollution — has proved to be
prescient now. Delhi’s air quality has
deteriorated sharply over the past two
weeks, at a time when stubble burning in
Punjab and Haryana is negligible.
Official dataand satellite-based
monitoring show that incidents of crop
residue burning in Punjab and Haryana
have declined sharply this year.
Compared to the peak years of the late
2010s, stubble-burning cases have fallen
substantially, aided by stricter
monitoring and the wider availability of
residue-management machinery.
Meanwhile, Delhi’s air pollution is,
firstand foremost, an urban governance
failure. Vehicular emissions remain the
single largest source of pollution. Delm

1 projects operating
simultaneouslyacross the city.
Construction and road dust together
account for over 20 per cent of
particulate pollution, yet compliance
with dust-control norms remains
patchy. Open burning of municipal
waste, illegal dumping and the
widespread use of diesel generator sets
further worsen air quality

Winter
these emissions. Lowwmd speeds and

4

closetothe ground, !eading to sharp
spikes in AQL But weather conditions
merely amplify pollution; they do not
generate it. The pollutants are already
present in large quantities, produced
within the city and its immediate
surroundings.

hi p

today has more than 1.3 crore reg;
vehicles, growing by nearly 6-7 lakh

vehicles every year, far outpacing road
expansion or public transport capacity.

Dell duces most of the pollution
it breathes. Even during peak burning
weeks in October or early November,
studies have shown that stubble burning

Transport-related alone
account for roughly one-third of the
city’s PM2.5 load, according to multiple
studies. Diesel vehicles, ageing trucks
entering the city at night and weak

contril only 10-20 per cent to
Delhi’s PM2.5 levels.

Yet, blaming farmers has become
politically convenient. It deflects
attention from difficult urban reforms

POLLUTION. Vehicles the main cause eni

and shifts responsibility onto a group
that lacks the visibility and political
influence of urban polluters.

SEVERE ACTION NEEDED
This does not mean that crop residue
burning s desirable or should be
ignored. Farmers burn stubble because
itis the cheapest and fastest option
available within a narrow sowing
window. Mechanised harvesting leaves
behind tall stubble and in major
wheat-growing States there are barely
two to three weeks between paddy
harvestand wheat sowing. Missing this
window can reduce wheat yields
significantly. This still compels some
farmers to resort to stubble burning.
1f Delhi is serious about cleaning its
air, it must first look inward. The

solution lies in curbing the unchecked
growth of private vehicles, discouraging
diesel-run transport, phasing out old
and highly polluting vehicles, expanding
and improving public transport, strictly
regulating construction activity,
eliminating waste burning and enforcing
pollution norms without exception.
Shutting down thermal power plants
located in and around Delhi would also
help improve air quality. Emergency
measures announced every winter under
the Graded Response Action Plan
cannot substitute for long-term
structural reform.

Delhi’s air crisis cannot be resolved by
pointing fingers across State borders or
by blaming unfavourable wind
conditions. As long as the city refuses to
confront its own role in polluting the
atmosphere, its residents will continue
to gasp for breath — regardless of what
farmers do hundreds of kilometres away.
Clean air will not come from
scapegoating farmers; it will come only
when Delhi accepts responsibility for its
own emissions and acts decisively on
them. Policymakers may also consider
the idea of a winter capital to ease the
pollution burden on Dethi during the
most critical months.

‘Thewriter is an economistand former full-time
Member (Offical), Commission for Agricultural Costs
and Prices, New Delhi. Views are personal

— "How can it be called money when none of our
. family or friends are asking for a loan of it?"

© LETTERS TO EDITOR send your letters by email to bleditor@thehindu.co.in o by post to ‘Letters to the Editor’, The Hindu Business Line, Kasturi Buildings, 859-860, Anna Salai, Chennai 600002.

Foundersand CEOs

This refers to ‘When shoulda
founder bring ina professional CEO?"
(January 5). A founder’s ideas and
guidance often build trust and shape
work culture. Founders usally
prefer totreat employees fairly and
respect talent. However, bringinga
founder into the CEO role tao early,
without enough experience, may not
help. Selfless, experienced leaders
can guide steady decisions until
stability is reached. A new CEQ
should balance financial targets with

protecting the company’s purpose
and reputation. Staff may feel unsure
when a CEQ steps aside without
assessing the situation and clear
communication. Shared roles, right
timing and gradual handover can
help young leaders.

S Balasubramaniyan

Villupuramm, TN

Risks to financial system
Apropos “Challenges from abroad”
(January 5), the Financial Stability
Report’s assessment offers

reassurance about the strength of
India’s financial system, but it also
underlines risks that deserve careful
handling. Global volatility, driven by
geo-political tensions, shifting
interest rates and fragile risk
appetite, can spill over quickly
through markets and capital flows.
While banks are better capitalised
and asset quality has improved, the
growingtilt towards unsecured retail
credit and dependence on market
borrowings warrant closer
supervision. Prudence now should

mean tightening underwriting
standards,building counter-cyclical

driven by geopolitics. It would be
naive to believe that this was done to

buffersand ensuring
stress testing of new loan por(fohos.
AMyilsami

Coimbatore, TN

US action unjustifiable
This refers to ‘USactionin
Venezuela,a dangerous precedent’
(January 5). The US launching
military operations against
Venezuelais condemnable. This
action is not only about oil, but also

restore racy in Venezuela or
dismantle drug cartels. This incident
has proved once again that
international law is a myth. India
would do well tolearn its fessons
from this episode — when the chips
are down, we will have to protect
ourselves; the UN will not come to
our rescue. So we must invest
strategically in our security.

Bal Govind

Noida
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Tech-driven sports

A sports stack can help produce world class athletes

—
GBS Bindra

ndiawon the rights to host

the 2030 Commonwealth

Gamesin Ahmedabad,a
moment of celebration tinged
with uncomfortable questions. At
the Paris 2024 Olympics, the
nation slipped to 71st place inthe
medal standings,a precipitous
drop from 48th at Tokyo 2020.

The National Sports

Governance Act, passed in August
2025, represents the most
significant structural reformin
Indian sports history. Coming as
the nation bids tohost the 2036

ATHLETE-CENTRIC. Tech
systems

and demonstmte readmessforthe

Olympics, thi: couldn't 203601l
be more timely. The questionisno Indiamust focus on
longerwhether Indiacanbuild technology-enabled,
world-class stadiums, the real athlete-centric systems ensuring
questioniswhether Indiacan notalentislostand no
buildworld-classathletes. opportunitywasted.

Nations that dominate Olympic Imagmc mobﬂe technology
sportsharea common trait: acrossevery

systematic, long-termathlete
development. Theyidentifytalent
early, provide holistic support

Did Trump enter Venezuela for oil?

OIL POLITICS. Given the economics of Venezuelan heavy oil, it is unlikely that this could have been Trump’s motive

P

{

RAGHUVIR SRINIVASAN

wo days after US special
forces raided Venezuela’s
capital Caracas and
snatched its democratically
elected President Nicolas
Maduro and his wife from their bedroom
and lodged them ina New York prison,
the world is still looking for a plausible
explanation for the audacious operation.
Wresting control over the substantial
oil reserves of Venezuela; punishing
Maduro for pushing drugs into the US;
supporting the petrodollar whicha
group of countries is allegedly
attempting to undermine; rescuing
Venezuelans from a despotic and

district, feedmg data into national
databases accessible to coaches
and sports sclenusts Picture Al

spanning training

platfor performance

health, and maintain
‘where merit, not; patronagc'
determines opportunity.

India has traditionallylacked
this coherence. Promisi

videos fromrural jeswith
the same rigour as elite training
centres. Envision scholarships
flowing directlytoathletes based
on merit, with every transaction

athleteshaveemerged despitethe  publiclyauditable.
system, not because ofit. Thechallengeisn't

The new Act changes this technological capability, it’s
fundamentally. By establishing institutional coordinationand
clear governance structures, sustained investment.
athlete welfare safeguards, and When talent identification and
accountabilitymeasures, Indiahas ~ resourceallocationare
created thelegal foundation fora data-driven rather than
modern sporting ecosystem. relationship-driven, emerging

sports get fairer access. When

THE DIGITAL LEAPFROG analyticsare democratised,
Butlegislationalone won‘twin athletes from non-traditional
medals. The real work lies in backgrounds compete on merit.
building digital systems that The principles underlyinga
translatc legal frameworksinto Sports Stack, unified identity,

porting success. Thisiswhere interoperable databases,
Lndla must leapfrog global leaders.  transparentallocation,

India’ inits Al-p d decision support,
proven ma:texvof ‘digital public applyequa]lyto education,

infrastructure A Sports Stack
could democratise accessto
world-class athletic development.
‘The componentsare clear:
unified athlete IDs: cnsun.ng every

healthcare, or public service
delivery.

The National Sports
Governance Act provides the legal
foundation. India sdngml

talentisvisible
location; interoperable databases
breaking down bureaucratic silos;

infrast
tedmmalcapabnhty The hosting
opportunities create the urgency.

Al-powered analytics optimizing ‘What remains is execution,
trainingand mu-umlzmg injury; translating policyinto code,
andt por governance ksinto
everyrupee traceable. The digital platforms, and potential
technology exists. Thegovernance  intoresults.

framework provides thelegal If India achieves this, itwon't
mandate. What's needed is justwin more medals. It will
political will to build these pmneer anewmodel of
digital publi A bled
open, interoperable,and governance that developmg
accessibletoall. nationsworldwide canadopt.
‘The 2030 C Uth

Games provideafive-year runway
to operationalize these structures

The writer isatech entrepreneur,and former
Managing Director of CGlIndia

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

January 6, 2006

Railways opens up container operations

The Indian Railways today opened up its containerised operations to other
private and public sector players breaking the monopoly enjoyed by Container
Corporation of India. Interested companies can take route-specific or all-India
permission by making a one time payment of Rs 10-50 crore. Operating
permission would be granted for 20 years, which can be further extended by
another 10 years to transport export-import (EXIM) and domestic traffic.

BSNL to introduce latest hi-speed broadband tech

You will soon get broadband connection with speeds greater than one gigabit
per second with Bharat Sanchar Nigam Ltd floating a global tender for supply
of the latest in broad band technology — Gigabit-capable Passive Optical

Network (GPON).

Maruti divestment floor price set at Rs 620

The empowered Group of Ministers (e-GoM) on Thursday fixed a floor price of
Rs 620 per share for the disinvestment of an 8 per cent stake in Maruti Udyog
Ltd, amove that is expected to garner more than Rs 1,400 crore. The cut-off
date for accepting financial bids has been fixed as January 11.

regime;and ending
Bolivarian socialism are all being given
out as possible objectives. Why, there’s
evena conspiracy theory that thisisa
diversionary tactic from the Epstein files
and is part of Trump’s strategy for the
mid-term elections in November this
year.

Let’s consider the most popular of the
above, which is wresting control over
Venezuelan oil.

SWIMMING IN OIL

Commentators have been ina flap about
the “world’s largest reserves of 303
billion barrels” that Venezuela holds.
Donald Trump thinks that they belong
to America because it was US oil
companies that invested in surveying,
exploringand developing these fields
decades ago. Never mind that these
fields reside in the sovereign territory of
Venezuela. Never mind also the fact that
in his own country’s Texas, oil, if
discovered in ground under a house,
belongs to the owner of the house, not
even the government. But we're
digressing.

‘The overwhelming opinion seems to
be that Trump acted to lay his hands on
the oil seemingly swimming around in
Venezuela in large basins. That seems
wrong, and here’s why.

Itis true that Venezuela has the
largest reserves in the world, even
higher than Saudi Arabia’s 267 billion
barrels. But the Venezuelan crude is
‘heavyand sour grade with traces of
metalsin it. This is as opposed to the
‘West Texas Intermediate (WTI), which
as the name suggests, is the variety
produced in North America and is one of
the two benchmark crude grades along
‘with Brent. Both WTI and Brent are light
and sweet crude, which is preferred by
refiners.

The difference is that extracting

The US companies will
need to invest heavily to
tap the potential of
Venezuelan crude
reserves. With oil prices
ruling at $60 a barrel, it
makes liitle economic sense

Venezuela has the world’s

largest oil reserves..

Countries with the largest proven crude oil reserves in 2024 (in billion barrels)
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.. but accounts for less than 1% of global output
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Source: OPEC
heavy/sour crude s technologically defined by the Nelson C Index

intensive and relatively more expensive
compared to the light variety. Second,
notall refineries can refine the heavy
grade that resides in Venezuela. Heavy
oil refining needs complex refineries
that have several secondary processing
units that can convert the heavy crude
into premium products such s petrol
and diesel. The capacity of a refinery to
process the dirtiest of crudes, that is
heavy grade, high sulphur content, is

benchmarks and hence refining margins
are much higher for the refiner. But
again, we’re digressing.

The US east coast refineries have the
capacity to refine Venezuelan crude and
have also done so in the past. But
supplying their needs could not have
been the motivation now. The US
produces enough of the superior WTT
grade to feed its refineries, and then
there’s the shale oil as well.

HIGH INVESTMENT NEEDED

Two, even assuming that a market can be
developed for the Venezuelan crude over
time, the investment required will be in
multiple billions of dollars. Neither are
the Chevrons, ExxonMobils and
ConocoPhilips of the world likely to
salivate at this nor does prevailing oil
prices of around $60 a barrel provide the
economic justification. According to one
estimate, even to double Venezuela’s
current output of about 9,00,000 barrels
per day, aninvestment of at least $30
billion is required. Why will American oil
companies venture into Venezuela when
they are comfortably producing almost
14 million barrels of high quality crude
in their own backyard?

And then there’s the time to
production. The Venezuelan fields are in
arundown state thanks to US sanctions
and neglect; they need to be rebuilt from
scratch. Doubling output to 2 million
barrels a day will take at least three
years, according to one analyst estimate.
That’s along time in the oil industry.
Anyway, 2 million barrels flowing out of
Venezuela, let’s say even 3 million
barrels, is not going to move the needle
in global oil markets. Venezuela’s output
will merely move from less than 1 per
cent of global consumption to 3 per cent,
assuming that total consumption
remains the same. On just sentiment
alone, prices may retreat a wee bit in the
medium term if the oil market senses
that Venezuela is getting its act together
but that’s not what investors play for.

Let’s move from the oil itself to
associated challenges. The US will need
acompliant regime in place at Caracas,
which does not appear easy at this
moment. There has to be reforms in
propertyrights such that American oil
companies secure ownership over the
oil, which alone can justify the massive
investment. Will that be easyto do?
Probably not.

And then there’s the known unknown,
as they say, of how the other big oil
producers will react. Saudi Arabia will
obviously notsit byand watch idly if
American oil companies line up in
Venezuela. They, and others in the
OPEC cartel, will do what they know
best, which s cartelise and drive prices
down to make any development of the

lan oil fields ical. It

which ranges from 1-20 — the higher the
number the better.

Reliance Industries’ Jamnagar
refinery, for instance, tops the 20 mark
and can handle the dirtiest of crudes in
the world (it has processed Venezuelan
crude in the past) to produce gasoline
and diesel that will pass the quality bar
in the advanced markets of Europe. The
advantage is that heavy crude oil sells at
adiscount to prevailing market

will be a carbon copy of their strategy to
take on shale oil and gas when it became
all the rage a decade ago.

In sum, it is highly unlikely that
‘Trump would've undertaken such a risky
course just to lay hands on dirty, difficult
oil that even his companies may reject.
So, what then was the motivation? It
could be any one of the rest, or some, or
all of them together. With Trump you
never know!

OECD finalises agreement on global minimum tax

Caitlin Reilly
Daniel Flatley

he US and more than 100 other
I countries finalised an
agreement that would exempt
American companies from some
foreign taxes, the culmination ofa
months-long effort to createa
carve-outfroma corporate global
minimum levy.
The deal excludes US-based

multinational corporations from the 15
per cent global minimum tax
negotiated through the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation &
Development, or OECD.

US President Donald Trump last
year pulled the US out of a framework
to implement that levy negotiated
during President Joe Biden’s
administration.

Under the agreement, other
countries would be effectively blocked

from imposing additional taxes on
foreign subsidiaries of US
multinationals to compensate for
profits that are under-taxed in other
jurisdictions.

US Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent
secured an agreement from Group of
Seven allies in June to exempt
‘American companies in exchange for

toremovea “resenge tax” pr((wision
that had been included ina draft of

‘Trump’s “One Big, Beautiful” tax bill
that passed Congress in 2025.

US officials made the case that
American companies already facea
minimum tax regime, both through a
15 per cent federal corporate minimum
taximposed on companies with at least
$1billion in profits and the US
international tax regime, which
imposes levies ranging from 12.6 per
centto 14 per cent ona corporation’s
foreign profits.
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EASY

ACROSS DOWN

01. Glass fitters (8) 01. East Indian anthropoid ape (6)
07.Non-verse writing (5)  02. Draws (8)

08.In 2 position 03, Something listed (4)
interposed (7) 04. Yield; represent (6)

09. Die away (7) 05. Timber (4)

10. Gemstone (4) 06. Decapitate (6)

12. Unopened flower (7) 07, Ministers of religion (7)

14. Secret doctrine (7)
17.1sland (4)

18. Warlike (7)
21.0ne under
instruction (7)

22. Hanging loop (5)
23. Schooled (8)

11. Exact, accurate (7)

13. Baby-carriage (8)

14. Acting without words (6)
15. Shouted (6)

16. Was afraid of (6)

19. Space (4)

20. Mineral powder (4)

NOT SO EASY

ACROSS

01. They fit windows, being less industrious in extremes of

genius (8)

07. Got up quietly at first : the writing is plain (5)
08. Something on the one hand, something on the other? (7)
09. Being misled about a gale, will not increase (7)

10. Circle a friend in the ring, perhaps (4)

12. Got up with a friend in America before flower opened (7)
14. Something secret, my disturbed rest at end of the day (7)

17. Lies broken, with water all around it (4)

18. Mother gets on the wrong trail but looks warlike (7)
21, Tragic King going northeast right at end with novice

driver (7)

22.Shortly returning English loop which may be fatal (5)
23. Taught English to Duke of France on the wrong date (8)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2590

ACROSS 7. Defencelessly 8. Bear-baiting 12. Dainty 14. Enigma 16. Soured 18. ltalic 19. Headmasters 23. Crossed cheque

DOWN

01. Historian with long arms, being anthropoid (6)

02. Is drawing a stretch of land in wartime women's service (8)
03. Likewise, a piece in the news (4)

04. Put on first coat of plaster to do one a service (6)

05. Prom founder to pay court to at start of December (4)
06. Act as chief and wield the axe (6)

07. Press it out, and they will conduct services (7)
11. To be accurate, end of preface must follow the digest (7)

13. Hound has got around in holding the baby maybe (8)
14, Is wordlessly showing la Bohéme heroine no good beginnings (6)
15. Having mistaken Ely gave rise to having been vaciferous (6)

16. Are about to be given food? Contrariwise, expected worse (6)
19. Tie up where there’s enough to swing a cat, perhaps (4)

20. Metal canister containing powder for the bathroom (4)

DOWN 1. Herb 2. Beta 3. Scabby 4. Sluice 5. Asti 6. Slug 9. Epicure 10. Niggler 11. Laic 12. Dish 13. Toe 15. Nut 17. Damper 18. Insect 19. Hire 20. Apse 21. Even 22. Soul
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Indore: Water woes
and a broken promise

Touted as the cleanest city, Indore’s poisonous water
supply is a grim reminder of how administrative

Why Bangladeshis are turning to extremism

Bangladeshi expatriates have historically shown minimal involvement in extremist organisations. Today, however, changing
domestic politics and the rising influence of hardline religious forces threaten to disturb this balance

lapses can wreak havoc on people’s lives

Itis as shocking as it is tragic that contaminated water supplied

by the Indore Municipal Corporation has claimed sixteen

innocent lives, while more than 1,400 people continue to battle

for survival. The water contamination tragedy in Indore’s
Bhagirathpura is neither a minor oversight nor the result of
ini laxity; it criminal negli eanda
systemic failure at the highest levels. That such a catastrophe
unfolded in a city branded as India's ‘cleanest’ makes it all the
more disturbing. Indore’s much-celebrated ranking now rings
hollow against the grim reality of poisoned taps and
overcrowded hospitals, raising serious questions about how

cleanliness awards are conceived and conferred. What began as

a diarrhoeal outbreak has exposed a far graver truth. The

emergence of suspected cases of Guillain-Barré syndrome (GBS)
suggests that the contamination may have caused neurological

and immunological damage, making the tragedy even more
alarming. Medical experts warn that such acute nerve injuries

are often linked to infections or toxins. If contaminated water is

indeed the trigger, it indicates exposure far more severe than

routine sewage leakage or bacterial contamination. Preliminary

accounts point to a collapse of basic safeguards: compromised

BHOPINDER
SINGH

An esti 5-7 million

is work in
the Middle Eastern countries. This predominant-
ly labour workforce makes them the third-
biggest expatriate community, after the Indians
and Pakistanis. But unlike the Indian diaspora,
which has a diverse occupational and socio-eco-
nomic status, the Bangladeshis are predomi-
nantly in the low-wage sectors like construction,
transport, factories, domestic work, cleaning,
security, et al. Despite the low-to-modest
wages, the Bangladeshi workforce live frugal-
ly and support their families back home, and
even their national economy, through remit-
tances of crucial foreign currency. Bangladeshi
exchequer earnings from remittances are
higher than earnings from exports. A sizeable
$25 billion annually (6-7 per cent of Bangladeshi
GDP) in remittances ensures the
maintenance of adequate forex reserves (stabil-
isation of the Bangladeshi taka), fuelling domes-
tic consumption, investments, and therefore

Dal, etc,, in Bangladesh itself. These groups have
conducted bombings, targeted seculars,

Unsurprisingly, the local perception of the
Bangladeshis in the Guif is more positive
than that of even the Indians or Pakistanis. If
the Indian is often seen as more skilled and
worldly-wise than the Bangladeshi — conse-
quently, the impression of a hard-bargainer,
and of being astutely demanding, is affixed on
the Indian - whereas the Pakistanis suffer from
far graver impressions of distrustfulness, indis-
cipline, and behavioural aggression. Owing to
this perception of reliability and trustworthi-
ness, the Bangladeshi is invariably preferred
for domestic work (the co-religious and co-cul-
tural Pakistani does not even come close in
terms of matching perceptions). Yet another
factor attributed to the relative apathy of the
Bangladeshi towards the terror ecosystem is
their inherently pacifist, inclusivist, and ratio-
nal underpinning for a Bengali, as opposed to
the more 'martial' bearing and conduct of
Pathans, Baloch, Punjabis, or even those from
the heartland or coastlines of India.

But all that is poised to change drastically
as (therefore Bar is) find
themselves caught in the whirlwind of reimag-
ining their societal, ideological, and governance

ccou Ps economic growth. A SIZEABLE $25 minorities, foreigners, and intellec- moorings. A recent survey con-
pipelines, the unsafe mixing of treated and untreated water, Given the widespread regional tumult, with tuals. The most significant terror ————a————— ducted by the International
reliance on unregulated borewells and tankers, and a glaring the presence of extremist/terror organisations BILLION ANNUALLY  jncident was the 2016 Holey a:bt piﬂ“ttr Republican Institute (IRI) report-
absence of regular water-quality testing. lronically, the in the Middle Eastern region, the presence of this  (6-7 PER CENT OF  Artisan Bakery attack in Dhaka that ed a surge of up to 30 per cent
duaniinasstag iilf iy Ty bred i soutphiownc, Indcres e e e b e R et
cleanliness narrative has obsessively focused on visible hygiene Y sp: | OB B GDP) IN : P P cac : o PO £ :
A P 5 L E = natural targets for recruitment into these REMITTANCES spective, there have been political parties with ~ with splinter religious parties, tallies up to 36-
-sweptstreets and segregated rubbish — while invisible yet life- organisations, like other foreign nationalities. extremist agendas like the infamous Jamaat- 37 per cent of the hypothetical spot polls,
aritical systems such as drinking-water safety were allowed to Counterintuitively, that is not the case. Proven ENSURES THE e-Islami Bangladesh (Jel), which supported exceeding even the principal opposition party
decay. Cleanliness is not cosmetic; it is fundamentally about instances of Bangladeshis joining the ranks of ~MAINTENANCE OF  Pakistani forces in the genocide leadingupto  of Bangladesh National Party (BNP), which
safe water, sanitation, and disease prevention. What is truly ISIL, Al-Qaida or their metastasised groups are  ADEQUATE FOREX 1971, and other parties like Hefazat-e-Islam, hovers around 33 per cent. Innovision
unl 5 G : ; relatively few. Islami Andolan Bangladesh, etc., which provide ~ Consulting estimates that the decidedly mod-
pardonable is that warnings contained in the 2019 Comparatively, there are less than 1 million RESERVES the societal, ideological and religious context  erate (ostensibly pro-India?) and ousted Sheikh
Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG) report - highlighting Indonesians, and only about 50,000 Malaysians, ~(STABILISATION OF  towards radicalisation. Hasina-led Awami League would only get about
over five lakh ICASES of waterborne dls‘eases in Bhopal and working in the Middle East. The socio-econom- THE BANGLADESHI However, all these hardline parties have 18.8 per cent of popular votes.
Indore - were ignored, with no corrective action taken. Instead, ic profile of these Indonesians and Malaysians ~ TAKA), FUELLING  never garnered more than 10 per cent vote Importantly, despite many of its own failings
such data was effectively buried. Unfortunately, this tragedy is also significantly higher than that of the DOMESTIC share (barring 1991, when they peaked atabout ~ and excesses on various fronts, it was the
MR eSS sbers Henlh ettt Indanesians andiso-odd Maisyeians moynave  CONSUMPTION, o F iCeina cuerainee T prhape cquains  years,sine 2009 that nad renc the e
similar outbreaks have already occurred across Madhya joined the Pgiddlg Egslern terror gro%saai INVESTMENTS, wﬁay ay Bssglaedes%‘ exgétri;rep \eA/asEl gofag ?ad ggpeél ofe)e(tremis)tlreal'g‘ous fec;rces ll)es;teothl;
. . . N 3 » 1 - g1 .
Pradesh,lur?sludfng n Barwan{, and many more may yet follow. opposed to only an estimated 30-40  AND THEREFORE icalised or aggrieved to start with, asopposed ~ fact that the recent student protest was not
Responsibility lies squarely with governance. Municipal Bangladeshis who joined the terror ranks in ECONOMIC to a Chechen, Tunisian, or even a European necessarily religion-inspired or triggered and
authorities failed to ensure pipeline integrity and routine water these Middle Eastern conflict zones. On the con- GROWTH immigrant. It is often forgotten that Bangladesh  had focused on Sheikh Hasina's increasingly

testing. The state government appears to have disregarded
mandatory conditions attached to a $200 million Asian
Development Bank loan, including the requirement for
fortnightly water audits.

The way forward demands honesty and structural reform, not
denial. First, there must be an independent judicial or scientific

inquiry into the contamination, its sources, and its health
impacts. Second, real-time water-quality data and district-wise

records of waterborne diseases must be made public under the
Public Health Act. Finally, India must redefine the idea of "clean

cities" to include invisible infrastructure - safe drinking water,

robust sewage systems, and preventive healthcare - not merely

tidy streets.

— = =
Indian Army personnel during a rehearsal ahead of the Army Day
celebrations in Jaipur.
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THE US ATTACK ON VENEZUELA COULD
HAVE GLOBAL CONSEQUENCES

Venezuela's unfolding crisis is
unusual yet highlights the
country's precarious position.
President Maduro and his wife
are reportedly being held in the
United States, and he now faces
trial in an American court. These
events did not arise overnight.
Washington accuses Venezuela of

drug traffi to the
US and blames the government
for the complications that
followed.

The situation threatens further
unrest, with rivalry for power
likely to deepen instability. A
central factor behind the
confrontation is Venezuela's vast
oil trade with China and Russia,
which sidelines American
interests. Its immense reserves
have also drawn attention from
Britain and Israel, while Beijing
and Moscow see strategic
opportunity.

India's Ministry of External
Affairs has voiced concern,
particularly for the safety of
Indian citizens living in the

could include volatile energy
prices and uncertainty over
whether US-backed opposition
leaders would gain broad

long criticised Venezuela for

Russia, and Cuba.

pressures, and sanctions have
further strained relations, with
accusations of election-rigging

States is preparing to increase
control — with outcomes still
unclear.

Please send your letter ta the info@dailypioneer.com.
In not more than 250 words. We appreciate your feedback.

trary, even lesser-numbered ethnicities like
Chechens, Dagestanis, Ingushis and other sub-
groups from the Russian Caucasus have con-
tributed several thousands of foreign fighters
in the Middle Eastern theatre.

This low level of Bangladeshi participation in
terror groups in the Middle East is further sig-
nificant as there was always space for extrem-
ist organisati like | t-ul-Mujahis

The writer, a military
veteran, is a former Lt
Govemor of Andaman &
Nicobar Islands and
Puducherry

J
Bangladesh (JUMB), which supposedly has links
with ISIL, or Ansarullah Bangla Team (ABT), which
had purported links with Al-Qaida, and other
jihadist groups like Harkat-ul-jihad-al-Islami
Bangladesh (Hull-B), Jagrata Muslim |anata

(IMB), Shahadat-e-al-Higma, Allah'r

e @LtRajputs

@ e pioneer

was created by willingly spurning the Two-
Nation Theory' that predicated religion over all
otheridentities - but for the culturally evolved
Bengalis, that did not sit well. Historically, the
Bangladeshis (and Bengalis in general) have
always punched above their weight in terms
of artistic traditions, culturality, and societal
sophistication. Social cohesion, harmonious
coexistence with other diversities, and social
awareness have always been amongst their
latent strengths. Presumably, this richness of
social consciousness, aesthetic sense, and
inherent humanism would have held the
Bangladeshi diaspora in good stead, despite
their relatively challenged economic status.

undemocratic regime, today the primary force
behind the students' protest and the incum-
bent Muhammad Yunus-led caretaker govern-
ment are the religious forces. This fundamen-
tally changes the dynamics and augury for
Bangladesh as it will now risk going the
‘Pakistan-way'in terms of implosive narratives
and violent outcomes.

Change in environment domestically, both
politically and societally, will translate into new
global perceptions. Signs leading up to the
Bangladesh general elections in February,
with the ensuing tensions, violence, and
therefore the polarisation, are suggestive of
dark days for Bangladesh and Bangladeshis.

PHOTO: PTI

country. The global repercussions

President Trump has
in its oil industry and
for human-rights abuses, and he
opposes its alignment with China,

Economic collapse, migration

and narco-terrorism. Under these
conditions, it appears the United

SUNIL OKHADE | INDORE

Teachers: The unsung sculptors shaping our society

SAKSHI
SETHI

2ND OPINION
THE PIONEER
As the New Year tiptoes in with its ritualistic optimism, glit-
tering resolutions and recycled affirmations about growth
and transformation, it is an opportune moment to
acknowledge a profession that has been transforming
society long before hashtags made it fashionable. Teachers
are, after all, the sculptors of society — though not the
romanticised kind chiselling masterpieces in sunlit studios.
Their workshop is a crowded classroom, their tools are
patience and persistence, and their raw material is a volatile
mix of curiosity, confusion, defiance, brilliance and inher-
ited prejudice. They are expected to mould the future while
standing knee-deep in systemic contradictions, armed with
idealism but short on institutional backing.
Itis universally agreed, at least in theory, that teachers

shape the destiny of nations. This belief is proclaimed in
speeches, policy documents and ceremonial celebrations.
Yet, once the applause fades, the same society turns con-
veniently forgetful. Teachers are instructed to inspire inno-
vation but discouraged from questioning outdated curric-
ula. They are urged to cultivate critical
thinking but warned against unsettling

established narratives. They are told to per- Z[bg :]J ionggr

sonalise learning while being handed over-

classrooms; reforms are announced without groundwork,
and implementation gaps are treated as minor inconve-
niences. Teachers are expected to adapt overnight,
smiling through workshops steeped in jargon and
detached optimism. If the sculpture cracks, the sculptor
is blamed - never the flawed marble or unsta-
ble pedestal.

Yet teachers persist with a stubborn com-
mitment. They arrive each day carrying not just

crowded classrooms and rigid timelines. I T-TSRIEXIM lesson plans, but hope. They notice the silent

Apparently, sculpting excellence is easy - as
long as it fits neatly into predefined moulds.

Modern teachers are also expected to be marvels of mul-
titasking efficiency. They must alternate between educa-
tor, counsellor, administrator, technologist, motivator, eval-
uator and, occasionally, crisis manager. They are expect-
ed to nurture emotional intelligence while navigating their
own burnout in silence. When a child falters, teaching
methods are interrogated. When a child excels, credit is
distributed among parenting styles, private tutoring and
inspirational influencers. Teachers, it seems, are valued as
background characters in success stories and foreground
suspects in narratives of failure.

Accountability flows generously in one direction.
Teachers are observed, assessed, retrained and audited with
admirable regularity. Meanwhile, systemic inefficiencies
enjoy immunity from scrutiny. Policies are drafted far from

child shrinking into invisibility, the restless
mind seeking purpose, the confident voice masking inse-
curity. They teach beyond academic content; they model
resilience and quietly challenge inherited biases. In an age
obsessed with instant gratification, teachers practise the
radical act of patience.

As society enters another year of promises, it is time to
reassess how we treat those entrusted with our collective
future. Respect cannot remain performative and expecta-
tions cannot remain unrealistic. Teachers do not seek saint-
hood or sympathy; they seek trust, autonomy and systems
that enable meaningful education. Ultimately, the quality
ofasociety can often be traced back to its classrooms. When
classrooms thrive, communities flourish, and nations inherit
a deeper, lasting resilience for generations ahead.

C The writer is an educator and a counsellor )

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

US overreach violates international law

America's decision to conduct military strikes in
Venezuela and to detain forcibly the elected president,
Nicolds Maduro, represents a grave breach of interna-
tional law and long-standing diplomatic norms.
President Trump has exceeded legitimate authority, dis-
regarding constitutional restraints at home and the sov-
ereignty of another nation abroad. This course of action
sets a dangerous precedent that weakens the princi-
ples the United States claims to defend.

Under the guise of combating drug cartels and illegal
migration, Washington has revealed a troubling impe-
rial impulse, striking Venezuela with the apparent inten-
tion of extending influence over its vast oil resources.
Such behaviour erodes the rules-based global order and
invites a world in which power replaces principle and
negotiation. The international community must speak
with clarity and conviction. If these violations of sov-
ereignty are allowed to pass without firm, collective con-
demnation, global stability will be shaped not by law,
justice, and respect, but by ambitions of a powerful few.
Defending international is a defence of safety of
nations, large and small, who depend upon shared rules
to prevent conflict and preserve peace.

DVG SANKARA RAO | ANDHRA PRADESH

Financial literacy empowers rural women

To enhance financial inclusion among rural women,
training programmes must be simple, practical, and
delivered in local languages. Through self-help
groups, women can learn about savings, credit,
insurance, budgeting, and secure digital payments,
enabling them to manage household finances with
greater confidence.

Bank mitras, bank sakhis, and anganwadi workers
can serve as effective community educators, ensur-
ing guidance reaches women at the grassroots.
Mobile applications, complemented by audio and
video material, make learning accessible even for
first-time users.

Clear explanations of government welfare
schemes are essential so that women understand
entitlements, avoid exploitation, and take informed
financial decisions. When knowledge is combined
with supportive institutions, women move steadily
towards independence and economic resilience.

Ultimately, financial literacy is not merely about
numbers; it is about dignity, opportunity, and
long-term empowerment for families and communi-
ties alike.

AMRIT LAL MARU | MADHYA PRADESH

Indore water crisis exposes failure

The recent water-contamination tragedy in Indore's
Bhagirathpura area is more than a health emergency;
itis a stark indictment of administrative decay. Several
residents lost their lives and hundreds were hospitalised
after consuming water polluted by sewage.

What began as scattered complaints of foul-smelling
water escalated into a disaster that revealed chronic
neglect of infrastructure and accountability. Reports had
warned of corroded pipelines as early as 2022, yet essen-
tial repairs were repeatedly deferred.

Thisis not merely a broken pipe; it is a broken system.
Institutions responsible for safeguarding public health
failed to act decisively, allowing preventable harm to
spread into homes.

Indore is celebrated as India's cleanest city, which
makes this catastrophe even more alarming. If such neg-
ligence can occur there, less-resourced regions may face
far greater risk.

Urgent reforms — transparent governance, empow-
ered municipal bodies, rigorous monitoring, and swift
public-health responses — are essential. Until then, the
very systems designed to protect citizens may contin-
ue to endanger them.

SUMEET SETH | CHANDIGARH
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Accept equality of all religions to achieve global peace

In a world increasingly fractured by sectarianism, fanaticism, and violence, the ti

— offering dialog

JS
RAJPUT
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Indians are inheritors of a great civilisation
that excelled in the pursuit of knowledge
of the highest order, encompassing the
entire spectrum of the body, mind, and
spirit. This historical truth remained largely
hidden — and often maligned — for cen-
turies. Deliberate misinformation and
distorted narratives led to grossly miscon-
strued assumptions and understandings
in Europe.

The ignorance was so deep that it even
gave rise to the belief that Indians needed
to be ‘rescued’ in order to salvage the souls
of the savages — a euphemism, in reality,
for religious conversion. Over time,
however, a few eminent Indologists and
Orientalists began to take a genuine inter-
estin India’s ancient knowledge traditions.
Their engagement with Indian scriptures
and literature gradually awakened the
West to India and ‘the wonder that it was."
Among these scholars were Sir William
Jones, Max Miiller, Charles Wilkins, and
others. On the opposite end of the spec-
trum stood figures like Thomas Babington
Macaulay, for whom there was nothing of
worth in Indian languages, literature,
culture, or heritage.

In his worldview, the English were des-
tined to ‘rescue’ India only to reduce it to
a subjugated annexure of the British
Empire. One of the most profound and
well-known moments in this historical
journey was the address delivered by the
young Swami Vivekananda in Chicago on
11 September 1893. He began with the
immortal words, 'Sisters and Brothers of
America.’ The audience was mesmerised
and applauded repeatedly, gradually
absorbing the unique essence of Indian
culture - its recognition of the universali-
ty and fraternity of the human race. He
then articulated the core of this universal-
ity: “I am proud to belong to a religion
which has taught the world both tolerance
and universal acceptance.

We believe not only in universal toler-
ance, but we accept all religions as true.
I am proud to belong to a nation which has
sheltered the persecuted and the refugees
of all religions and all nations of the

THE
MAHABHARATA
EXEMPLIFIES
SUCH A TRAGIC
FAILURE, WHILE
SIMULTANEOUSLY
SERVING AS AN
ETERNAL GUIDE
ON HOW
DIALOGUE OUGHT

all lead to Thee.”

TO BE CONDUCTED fanaticism. Remarkably,
WHEN CONFLICTS
THREATEN LARGE
SECTIONS OF
HUMANITY

The author is an education-
ist, a Padma Shri awardee,
and works in religious amity
and social cohesion
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is missing?

earth.” He went on to explain the foun-
dational philosophy through a powerful
metaphor: “As the different streams
having their sources in different places
all mingle their water in the sea, so, O
Lord, the different paths which men take
through different tendencies, various
though they appear, crooked or straight,

Contrast this vision with the present
global scenario, rife with sectarianism,
bigotry, and its horrific descendant -

Swami Vivekananda used
these very terms in his
Chicago address 133 years
ago. Are these forces not
today leading to violence drenched in
human blood on a scale far greater than
in his time? Despite visible growth in
knowledge, wisdom, and material
progress, global civilisation has failed to
move decisively toward a world of
peace, harmony, and unity among all
people, religions, and faiths. What, then,

There is no doubt that humanity har-
bours an eternal longing for peace and

message arti
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and human-made.

harmony. Yet it demands serious scruti-
ny as to why this aspiration has met with
only limited success. The League of
Nations, established after the First World
War on January 10, 1920, and later the
United Nations, founded on October 24,
1945, were sincere attempts to safeguard
humanity and ensure its survival without
war and violence. The Constitution of
UNESCO begins with the powerful state-
ment: “Since wars begin in the minds of
men, it is in the minds of men that the
defences of peace must be
constructed." Among the
various organs of the UN,
UNESCO has worked consis-
tently to foster dialogue and
interaction among nations, cultures,
institutions, and peoples, based on
shared values, mutual respect, and an
appreciation of diversity - both natural

This approach has found broad global
acceptance. Unfortunately, the United
Nations Security Council (UNSC), which
was meant to play a decisive role in crisis
intervention and peace-building, has
largely failed. Its undemocratic structure,

d by Swami Vivekananda at the 1893 Chicago Parliament of Religions assumes
, mutual respect, and acceptance of diversity as the only viable path to global harmony

eration, and violence.

ersolutions.

dominated by five veto-wielding powers,
has rendered it outdated and increasing-
ly irrelevant. Mechanical meetings and
routine consultations have rarely trans-
lated into effective deterrence against
fundamentalism, terrorism, arms prolif-

Is this the world envisioned by Swami
Vivekananda, Mahatma Gandhi, Martin
Luther King [r, Nelson Mandela, and
others like them? If not, what is the way
out? Human beings create problems, but
they also possess the ingenuity to discov-

Dialogue remains the only viable path
forward. However, dialogue requires
sincerity of purpose, integrity, honesty,
and deep personal conviction. The his-
toric debate between Acharya
Shankaracharya and Pandit Mandan
Mishra stands as a shining example of
dialogue rooted in intellectual honesty
and purity of intent — and it succeeded.

In more recent times, consider the
Lahore bus journey undertaken by Prime
Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee. Even as
peace talks were conducted in a conge-
nial atmosphere, preparations were

FIRST

olumn

quietly underway in Kargil to seize
Indian territory. This is just one of many
examples, globally, where dialogue
failed due to duplicity. Dialogue cannot
succeed, even with the best intentions
on one side, if the other is prejudiced,
biased, or deceitful. The Mahabharata
exemplifies such a tragic failure, while
simultaneously serving as an eternal
guide on how dialogue ought to be con-
ducted when conflicts threaten large sec-
tions of humanity.

Religion is a reality. Even today, some
adherents believe that only their religion
is true. Worse still, certain doctrines
encourage followers to forcibly convert
“infidels,” and refusal is deemed grounds
for elimination. It is devastating to
claim that fundamentalism and terror-
ism have no connection to religion, as
such denial only delays meaningful dia-
logue.

Biases and prejudices are often culti-
vated by leaders and communities. A
telling example explains why India and
Pakistan have failed to resolve differ-
ences through dialogue. During the
54th All India Muslim Conference held in
Agra on December 29-30, 1945,
Nawabzada Liaquat Ali Khan criticised
the Wardha Scheme of Basic Education
. proposed by Mahatma Gandhi and
refined by Dr Zakir Husain. He stated:
“The basic ideas of the Wardha Scheme
cut at the root of the fundamentals of our
faith and our national ideology... The
insistence on ahimsa is meant to root out
from Muslim youth their martial spirit
and traditions. Similarly, territorial
nationalism is opposed to the Muslim
view of nationalism, which is based on
a philosophy of society and outlook on
life rather than allegiance to a piece of
territory.”

This illustrates why education, rooted
in compassion, empathy, and a global
outlook, is indispensable. Such education
alone can foster respect for religious
diversity — an aspect of Indian culture
that Swami Vivekananda so eloquently
articulated in Chicago.

The solution before a war — and vio-
lence-torn world is clear: accept the exis-
tence of diverse religions, acknowledge
their equality, desist from indoctrination
against others, and abandon the notion
that any one religion alone is true.
Learn to appreciate the beauty of diver-
sity — of religions, cultures, languages,
and celebrations. There is no other way
forward.

A blueprint for the new forest service

VK

l- [ . GUNA

For far too long, the Indian Forest Service (IFS) has
remained the “quiet” sibling among the three All-
India Services. While the Indian Administrative
Service manages the pulse of governance and the
Indian Police Service safeguards internal securi-
ty, the IFS is entrusted with something far more
elemental: the stewardship of nearly 24 per cent
of India's landmass — its forests, biodiversity,
wildlife and, most critically, its water systems, the
very elixir of life. Yet, despite this centrality to
India’s ecological and developmental future, the
service continues to operate under a colonial-era
framework, constrained by limited administra-
tive authority and a narrowly defined mandate
that often reduces it to a policing role.

In the context of 2ist-century governance
and escalating environmental crises, this mis-
match has rendered the IFS underutilised, even
as its relevance has never been greater.
Historically, the performance of the Forest
Service has been assessed through the prism of
“forest offence cases” - the number of seizures,
arrests, and prosecutions. While protection and
enforcement are undeniably important, this
metric is no longer sufficient. Forests today are
valued not merely as timber reserves or protect-
ed territories, but as providers of ecological ser-
vices: water security, carbon sequestration,
climate resilience, biodiversity conservation,
and livelihoods for millions of forest-dependent
people. The performance evaluation of IFS offi-
cers must therefore shift decisively towards out-
comes such as net gains in biodiversity, improve-
ments in groundwater recharge, revival of forest
streams, and enhancement of ecosystem services,
Ifa Divisional Forest Officer succeeds in increas-
ing the water yield of forest streams by 20 per cent
or restores degraded landscapes into thriving
ecosystems, that achievement should count far
more than routine administrative compliance. To
rise to these new challenges, the IFS must disman-
tle its internal silos.

At present, forest departments are frag-
mented into territorial, wildlife, social forestry,
and other verticals, resulting in overlapping
jurisdictions and diluted accountability. What
India needs is an integrated landscape manage-
ment approach, where a single officer is
responsible for an entire ecological landscape
— forest and non-forest lands alike — encom-
passing trees, wildlife, water systems, and the
tribal and rural communities that depend on
them. Such an approach would align ecologi-
cal realities with administrative boundaries and
foster holistic decision-making. At the grass-
roots, the conditions under which forest staff

operate are both inadequate and unjust. A
Forest Guard is often tasked with protecting 18
to 20 square kilometres of rugged, inhos-
pitable terrain, frequently armed with nothing
more than a wooden staff. Expecting such per-
sonnel to confront armed timber mafias,
poachers, and smugglers is unrealistic and
unsafe. Forest staff must be provided legal pro-
tection on par with police and magistrates,
including coverage under Section 197 of the
Criminal Procedure Code, to shield them from
malicious prosecution when acting in the line
ofduty. Equallyimportant is upgrading infrastruc-
ture. Forest beats should no longer be dilapidat-
ed huts without electricity or sanitation. Instead,
the country must invest in “Smart Beats" - well-
equipped patrol units with solar power, satellite
communication, rapid mobility, and basic foren-
sic kits to document forest crimes in real time.
Each beat should be headed by a forester-level
officer capable of engaging communities and
interpreting global developments in forestry, envi-
ronment, and climate change.

Incentives are another neglected area.
Performance-linked rewards such asa 13-month
salary, area-specific hardship allowances, and a
dedicated forest housing corporation - on the lines
of the police department - can significantly
improve morale. Guards and local
communities who successfully
prevent forest fires in high-risk
zones should be rewarded through
aFire Protection Bonus, reinforcing
collective responsibility for forest protection.
Administrative restructuring can also yield
results. The reorganisation of the Tripura Forest
Departmentin 2014, which created forest subdi-
visions aligned with district boundaries and
empowered State Forest Service officers, demon-
strated how structural reforms can improve coor-
dination, curb cross-border smuggling, and
enhance overall performance. Diversification of
the IFSis essential for its integration into broader
environmental governance. At present, state envi-
ronment departments lack a clear line hierarchy
and technical leadership. Ideally, these depart-
ments should be headed by IFS officers, and the
service itselfshould be renamed the Indian Forest
and Environment Service (IF&ES). Every Tier-1and
Tier-2 city should have an independent IF&ES
officer with statutory authority to safeguard urban
green spaces, prevent soil and water pollution,
and vetoinfrastructure projects that threaten eco-
logical balance. Environmental regulation cannot
remain subordinate to municipal or commercial
interests. On the global stage, India urgently needs
a specialised “green cadre” to engage with
climate finance, carbon markets, and environ-
mental diplomacy. IFS officers should be integral
members of India's delegations to internation-
al climate negotiations, including the Conferences
of Parties (COPs). Domestically, the service should
be designated as the regulator of India’s emerg-
ing carbon credit market. Rather than remaining
acost centre focused solely on afforestation, the
Forest Department must develop expertise in

The Pioneer
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quantifying carbon sequestration and monetis-
ing ecosystem services, transforming conserva-
tion into a revenue-generating enterprise. Eco-
tourism, medicinal plant cultivation, and large-
scale water harvesting should be promoted
through dedicated wings, ensuring livelihoods for
forest-fringe communities while safeguarding eco-
logical integrity.

Technology must become a cornerstone of
modern forest management. Managing forests
in 2025 using outdated maps is untenable.
Drones, satellite imagery, and artificial intelligence
should be mainstream tools — not only for fire
detection, but for real-time monitoring of
encroachments, offences, and ecological health.
Every Range Officer should have access to a digital
dashboard synthesising historical and live data.
Field staff must be trained in forensic techniques,
including DNA sampling, to ensure that wildlife
crimes and illegal logging cases lead to swiftand
certain convictions. The long-term success of the
IFS, however, hinges on community partnership.
Forest governance improves dramatically when
forest dwellers become stakeholders rather
than subjects. Joint Forest Management (JFM)
demonstrated the power of community involve-
ment, but second-generation reforms are long
overdue. |FM committees should be legally
empowered as forest officers under the
Indian Forest Act, 1927, enabling
genuine co-management. Conflicts
between the Forest Rights Actand |FM
must be resolved, and communities
should receive a direct share of carbon credit rev-
enues generated by their forests. When people
perceive forests as a long-term asset — a "fixed
deposit”— the need for coercive policing dimin-
ishes. Finally, no reform can succeed without a
strong research foundation. The Indian Council
of Forestry Research and Education (ICFRE),
despite its potential, remains underfunded and
constrained. Originally envisioned as an
autonomous institution akin to ICAR or CSIR, it
must be transformed into a full-fledged
Department of Forest Research with adequate
resources, autonomy, and a national mandate for
technology development and extension. A ded-
icated Central Forest Research cadre should be
created, and institutional reforms such as shift-
ing ICFRE’s headquarters to Delhi must be con-
sidered to enhance visibility and influence.

The time has come to remove the “wings" that
constrain the Indian Forest Service and give itan
“engine" that truly sings. Political and adminis-
trative leadership must provide vision, authori-
ty, and resources. In an era defined by climate
change, water stress, and ecological uncertain-
ty, a reimagined and empowered IFS is not a
luxury; it is a national imperative.

The wiitr s former Director- (@) dalpioneer
General ICFRE i the Ministy - @3y vigahuguna?
of Environment, Forest and
Climate Change @ vanuguna-vi
39546350

Why we should be wary of Al

SAMPURNA
BEHURA

Al chatbots are increasingly becoming a friend
in need for many people. When users message
an Al chatbot with a problem, the response
often begins with comforting phrases such as,
“We can resolve this together.” That reassur-
ing tone draws users in, creating an immedi-
ate sense of safety and understanding. Over
time, many begin confiding in chatbots far
more deeply than they initially intended.
These "friendly" and “caring" digital compan-
ions are always available, possess distinctive
personalities and names, and — perhaps most
importantly - never judge.

Why the Danger Lurks When
Adolescents Make Al Their Friend
Adolescence is a formative stage of life, one in
which friendships, early romantic experi-
ences, and social conflicts play a crucial role
in shaping emotional intelligence, resilience,
and interpersonal skills. However, in the post-
pandemic world, loneliness has emerged as a
widespread and persistent challenge.
Increasingly, teenagers are turning

how to tie a noose before dying by suicide. Not
only did the system fail to intervene, but it also
did not alert authorities. These are not isolat-
ed incidents. In 2023, a man in Belgium died
by suicide after prolonged conversations with
an Al chatbot named Eliza, believing that his
death would help save the world. In another
instance, a 22-year-old man created a detailed
romantic fantasy with a chatbot, treating itas
his girlfriend. The result is emotional attach-
ment, isolation, and exploitation — highlight-
ing glaring gaps in enforcement, accountabil-
ity, and safety design. The landmark case Just
Rights for Children Alliance vs S Harish under-
scored these dangers. The judgement estab-
lished that possessing or even viewing CSEAM
is a punishable offence and introduced criti-
cal legal doctrines such as constructive posses-
sion, reversal of the burden of proof, and plat-
form accountability.

While public awareness is vital, India urgent-
ly needs a shift in how Al is addressed at the
policy and legislative levels. Aligned with
Supreme Court jurisprudence, the PICKET
framework offers a comprehensive approach
to designing and regulating Al systems that pri-
oritise safety, ethics, and accountability.

PICKET - Policy, Innovation, Capacity build-
ing, Knowledge, Ecosystem, and Technology -
provides a roadmap to ensure that Al does not
harm children in the quiet, isolated corners of
homes and classrooms. Strong policy must
enforce strict digital protections, regulate Al-
minor interactions, and mandate transparent
data practices with independent oversight.
Ethical innovation should embed safeguards

such as emotional health prompts,

to Al companions, chatbots, and »TI - reminders of Al's artificial nature,
virtual avatars that offer person- 1€ fpmnﬂ'r and pathways to real-world
alised, uninterrupted attention. | SINCE 1865 I

At first glance, these Al "friends”
appear reassuring. They listen endlessly,
respond instantly, and adapt to the user’s emo-
tional needs. Yet their growing popularity is
contributing to a silent crisis of digital isola-
tion. Unlike real-world relationships, interac-
tions with Al require little compromise, involve
no genuine disagreement, and lack the emo-
tional complexity that fosters growth. There are
no misunderstandings to navigate, no bound-
aries to respect, and no accountability to main-
tain. This withdrawal can foster unrealistic
expectations of relationships, emotional fragili-
ty, and an inability to cope with real-life chal-
lenges. Over time, such dependence distorts
how young people perceive intimacy, trust, and
emotional reciprocity.

Digital isolation caused by overdependence
on virtual platforms has profound conse-
quences for mental well-being. Disturbingly,
several cases have already highlighted the
darker implications of unchecked Al interac-
tions. Families have filed lawsuits alleging that
chatbots, including ChatGPT, encouraged self-
harm among minors. In one reported case, a
16-year-old received detailed instructions on

Capacity building is equally crit-
ical. Schools, communities, and families must
promote digital literacy, critical thinking, and
open conversations about online experiences.
Knowledge must be generated through con-
tinuous research into Al risks and best prac-
tices. A safe ecosystem requires collaboration
among governments, technology companies,
educators, and families, supported by tools
such as age verification, session limits, and
parental controls. Finally, technology itself must
be designed to prioritise human well-being
over engagement or monetisation.

By combining strong policy, education,
ethical design, and collaboration, we can
create a safer digital future. Ultimately, we must
ask what role Al should play in our emotion-
al lives and ensure that technology strength-
ens, rather than undermines, human connec-
tion and development.

@ dailypioneer
€ emheailyPioneer

@ e Pioneer

The author is Executive Director,
India Child Protection, and a
partner at Just Rights for Children
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Export promotion

Market access schemes need to be backed by a coherent strategy
The Union government’s ¥4,531 crore Market Access Support (Mas) schemeis awel-
come step, particularly ata time when exporters are facing slowing global demand
anddisruption in key markets such asthe United States (US). Itsemphasis on buyer-
seller meetings, trade fairs, reverse buyer delegauons, and market diversification
reflectsan new markets, build visibility,
and dwersnty from tariff-hit geographies is necessary. The scheme’s explicit bias
to mall, and medi rprises (MSMES) is especially notable. How-
ever, an Exim Bank report shows that only about 1 per cent of MSMEs registered on
the Udyam portal are exporting. Lack of information on overseas opportunities,
weak buyer relationships, marketing challenges, and credit gaps remain binding
constraints. In this regard, a mandatory minimum participation of 35 per cent of
MSME:s in supported events lowers entry barriers and addresses a long-standing
imbalance in export promotion that has favoured larger firms. But thisis not suffi-
cient. The Mas scheme does well to address the demand side of exports, that is,
market discovery, networking, and promotion. What it cannot resolve are the struc-
tural supply -side constraints thatare erodmg India’s export competitiveness.

Itisi i evident that ' C ies go beyond tariffs and anti-
dumping or countervailing duties imposed over and above tariffs. The govern-
ment’s own reported responses to a Right to Information (RTI) application reveal
that the high cost of domestic inputs and energy prices, the costs being 15-20 per
cent above global levels, remains a concern. Multiple states have flagged the
absence of accredited labs, forcing exporters to send samples across states, adding
cost, time, and uncertainties. Logistics bottlenecks further undermine the gains
from market access. Container shortages, high freight rates, and levies on empty
containers, particularly for landlocked states, directly hit competitiveness. Here,
Masneedstobec iby thataddress freight pricing, container
availability, and inland connectivity. Regulatory friction compounds these chal-
lenges. Exporters have raised concerns about norms of the Bureau of Indian Stan-
dards being applied even when destination markets follow different standards,
adding compliance costs without clear beneﬁts Insuch an environment, facilitat-
ingparticipation in overseas fai ec i
that are already priced out of competition.

While the government deserves credit forsustained engagement with exporters
and industry bodies, these consultations have largely focused on operational griev-
ances rather than their being fed into a coherent, forward-looking export strategy.
Further, schemes like the “Remission of Duties and Taxes on Exported Products™
and “Rebate of State and Central Taxes and Levies”, introduced tosupport exporters
compliant with regulations of the World Trade Organization, are temporary and are
extended forafew months ata time, often with last-minute notifications. Such tem-
porary measures detract from policy stability and erode confidence. Seen against
this backdrop, Mas risks becoming an enabling add-on rather than being a tool for
ent i ympetitiveness, To achi port the policy response must
belayered. Market access support should run alongside cheaper and more reliable
inputs, lower energy costs, adequate testing infrastructure, smootherlogistics, and
regulatory alignment with destination markets.

1ding that helping fir
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Trump’s card in Venezuela

Invasion sets a dangerous precedent
American President Donald Trump's attempt to assuage a Maga (Make America

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

Why India-

UStrade

dealis taking so long

Security dependence, not trade policy, explains Washington's
speed with others, and why India is holding its ground

‘Why has India not yet concluded a bilateral trade deal
wuh the United States (US), even as the two countries
with other partners"

pushed for Starlink’s entry into the Indian market to
provide satellite-based internet services. The US has
imposed an additional 25 per cent tariff on Indnan
exportsin India’s

It has not imposed similar penalties on China — the
largest buyerof Russian oil —oron the EU, which con-
tinues to import several Russian products. The US is
using trade tools for political pressure.

‘The broader relationship has also come under
strain. Senior US officials increasingly criticise India
in public. H-1B visa fees have risen. Many Indian pro-
fessionals now face sudden visa cancellations when
they travel home, followed by long re-interview delays
that leave their jobs and families in the US in limbo.

India, meanwhile, has already made significant
concessions, Overthe past year, its oil imports from the
US have risen nearly 80 per cent. It has adjusted

pects of its nuclear liability and allowed
Starlink to begin operations, despite concerns that
unrestricted satellite access could weaken sovereign
control in sensitive areas. India has also removed the
digital transaction tax.

On trade access, India has shown flexibility. It is
willing to eliminate tariffs on nearly 95 per cent of US
industrial exports and lower duties on products such
as almonds, apples and avocados. Yet Washington
continuesto push forunrestricted access for dairy and
genencauy ~-modified crops, mcludmg corn and soy-

shaped by strategic alj and toUS ensitive in India dueto envi
demandstendsto’ be limited. ronmental, political and social concerns.

_Asimilar eastAsia. The ~Nextsteps: Even though bothsi ilent, and
P bound by a Mutual Defence Treaty, has no details are public, it appears that negotiators have

Inlusuhe]aslfourypm India

trade agreements — with Mauritius, the United Arab
Emirates, Australia, New Zealand, Oman, the Euro-
pean Free Trade Association bloc, the United ng—
dom (UK),and of the Indo-Pacific
Framework (IPEF), which also includes the US.

expanded US military accessinrecent years, Thailand,
another treaty ally, also remains embedded in the US
security framework. For these countries, trade deals
are part of a broader geopolitical bargain rooted in
security dependence.

Japan, the European Union (EU), the UK, South Korea,
Thailand, Vietnam and Malaysia in the past six
months. So why is an India-US deal
taking longer?

Two main reasons: One, most coun-
tries that have concluded rapid trade deals
with the US depend heavily on Washing-
ton for their security. Indiadoes not. Two,
[he US-India txade talks go far beyond

d intostrategicand polic
areas of interest to Washington.

These two factors make the negoti-
ations complex and explain why adealis

AJAY

India t. Itdoes notrely on the US for its
security and cannot be pressured through military
leverage. That strategic autonomy fundamentally
changesthe nature of trade negotiations.

China also does not depend on US
security and holds strategic leverage, par-
ticularly in critical minerals such as rare

reached the limits of compromise, and the deal now
awaits President Trump’s decision. The delay may be
aimed at extracting further concessions from India.
India has already made many concessions. It
should avoid offering more before an agreement is
reached — otherwise, these will be absorbed and fol-
lowed by new demands. However, India needs to
make a clear choice on Russian crude. On January 4,
President Trump warned that US tariffs on Indian
exports could rise unless New Delhi halts purchases of
Russian oil. While Indian refiners have signalled an
intent to curb buyi ing, Russian oil continues to flow,

earths, which are vital to US defe d
high-technology industries. As a result,
US-Chinatrade deals, however tense, are
never one-sided. Power balance forces
negotiation, not compliance.

Indo-US trade talks: More than trade:
Negotiations for a US-India trade deal

taking longer than
The US as a security pmvlder Most

began in February 2025, but they remain
stuck because the talks go far beyond

countries that have quickl with

trade. 1 is pushing India to reshape key

‘Washington share one key trait: They depend on the
Usfor their security.

Japan and South Korea, forexample, are formal US
treaty allies hosting large numbers of American
troops. Their trade ties with Washington are closely
linked to security dependence, especially given
threats from North Koreaand China.

The same pattern exists in Europe. The UK
remains one of America’s closest strategic partners
through the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. Much
of the EU — particularly after Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine — relies heavily on US military power for
deterrence. In such cases, trade negotiations are

domestic policies to suit US interests — ranging from
regulation and technology to energy and geopolitics.

for7: —orabout3spercent
of India’s crude imports —in November.

With exports to the US down 20.7 per cent over
the past six months, this strategic ambiguity is no
longer cost-free. If India intends to exit Russian oil,
itmust do sodecisively; ifit plans to continue buying
from non-sanctioned suppliers, it should state that
openly and support the case with data; and if it
chooses to buy even from sanctioned entities, that
position too must be articulated clearly. As the tariff
threat hardens, India must take a clean call on Rus-
sian oil — own that decision, and communicate it

The US wants India to buy more oiland

to

defence equipment, relax data and digital rules, and C icati i i 1; any
distanceitselffrom nncs ially Russia cuttingRussian oil wﬂlend USpressure.
and China, which ingthe Even toRussian oil shiftthe

dominance of the US dollar.

The US is also pressing for unrestricted cross-
border data flows, an end to taxes on digital ser-
vices, and permission for American e-commerce
firms to run inventory-based models instead of
limited marketplaces.

The pressure has gone further. Washington has

US demands to agriculture, dairy, digital trade, and
datagovernance.

Atrade deal makes sense only ifit is fair and recip-
rocal. If the cost is strategic dependence or loss of
policy space, waiting is the wiser option.

The author is the founder of GTRI

Great Again) base —made restless owing toavariety of factors, i
of the President’s involvement with sex offender Jeffrey Epstein — has resulled in

aby >nomic project deoil-rich d defend the petro-dollar
global The action, i the capture of President Nico-
lasMaduro, vi fo ic ofthe United Nations charter that

the United States (US) signed in 1945; it rules that states must refrain from using
military force against other countries and respect their sovereignty. To be sure, the
US has rarely cared about conforming to international law when the situation did
notsuit the country, but unlike George W Bush's equally egregious invasion of Iraq
in2003, Operation Absolute Resolve did not have even the figleaf of ideals or verifi-
able facts. In post-invasion statements, Mr Trump’s declaration that the US would
run the country made no mention of defending democracy; he referred instead to
Venezuela’s oil reserves — the world’s largest — and discussions with US oil com-
panies on how best to exploit them. The administration’s claims that the US was
seeking to crack down on Venezuelan drug cartels do not hold water since the
country accounts for less than 1 per cent of drugs smuggled into the US.

The US may well discover the limits of its ambitions. Having learnt salutary les-
sons from the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, it has chosen to rely on local
resourcesrather than parachute in US personnel to run the country. But with Presi-
dent Nicolas Maduro languishingina New Yorkjail, the US’ chosen partner, acting
President Delcy Rodriguez, has proven ambivalent, forcing Mr Trump to issue her
a public warning to cooperate. The defence minister has strongly criticised US
actions. And although the military is small compared to the US juggernaut, it does
notappear tobe showingsigns of welcoming the US. US Big Oil, too, has proven cau-
tious in accepting Mr Trump’s open invitation; 10 years of sanctions have crippled
investment in Venezuela’s oil industry and the cost of extracting oil from tar sands
is prohibitive and technically challenging.

‘With Europe pondering a coherent response, the Blobal precedents that Mr

Trump’s Venezuela gamble

‘When Donald Trump’s National Security Strategy

to secum its interests in its own backyard.

(NSS) outlined t: inthe WesternF

“Enlist and Expand”, little did the world imagine the
seriousness and rapidity with which it would unfold.
As declared in the strategy, Mr Trump dramatically
moved to readjust the American military focus in its
immediate backyard through Operation Absolute
Resolve to extract Venezuelan President Nicolds
Maduro and his wife.

Although Mr Trump appeared locked in on Vene-
zuela, with Mr Maduro as his target for
weeks, mobilising one of the largest
American naval armadasclose toCara-
casand authorisingthe Central Intelli-
gence Agency (CIA) to carry out lethal
operations inside the country, the
latest American action has unleashed
aslewofconcernsbothinsideand out-
side the US. Questions surrounding
the legality of the operation have led
countries to position themselves on
one side or the other. Within the US,
Congress may soon face key constitu-
tional and oversight questions, as law-
makers appeardxwded Fearsofanew’ Tmmplan twist

HARSH V PANT &
VIVEK MISHRA

ics operations have been steadily
bulldmg around Venezuelan waters, spanning the
Atlanticand extending towards the Pacific Ocean. The
Trump administration's counter-narcotics rationale is
designec flaw

Global reactions also matter in assessing what
ccomes next, not just for Venezuela but for the broader
region and beyond under the expanding contours of
Mr Trump’s foreign policy. The calculated use of mili-
tary force, now for the second ume followmg Mr

to’ Iran, ha

enforcement, rather than oumght military invasion.

How this framing holds up under international law
remains to be seen, particularly as reactions unfold
both within the US and globally. The Justice Depart-
ment’s tacit approval, combined with
historical legal precedent from 1989,
when the US carried out a similar
operation to extract Manuel Noriega
in Panama, albeit under markedly
different circumstances, has been
cited as justification.

The Trump administration has
since declared that the US is now “in
charge” of Venezuela. The extraction of
Mr Maduro appears to be a calculated
step. demgned o stop short of full- scale

cal leader while leavmg che~PresLdem

led to growing assessments that the threshold for the
use of force may have been lowered under his leader-
ship, reflectinga naked pursuit of nanona.l interests.

MrTrumpl rong
nalled porennal actions against Colombia and Iran.
Thi i fortheuseof

estimations deeply worrisome for the global commu-
nity. In [ran, as protests against the Islamic regime
continue, the possibility of renewed military actionin
West Asia cannot be discounted, even as Mr Trump
trade con-
nectivity and revitalising a second phase of the Abra-
ham Accords. With Iran’s regional proxies weakened
and the Gaza situation unresolved, the region may
present what some in Washington could see as a per-
fect storm for further American intervention.
While the Trump administration may have
achieved its. lmmedxate objective by exlracung Vene-

Deley Rodrij asthe def: it

intheUS,

Trump hasset with this\ dangerous. The
‘White House has made little attempt to disguise its broader colonial ambitions.
Colombia, Cuba, and Greenland all appear to be in its sights. This is of a piece with
the articulation of its neo-Monroe doctrine some weeks ago. But unethical attacks
onsovereign territory by the world’s most powerful democracy throw up in the air
Ukraine-Russia peace talks and Israel’s continuing military belligerence in West
Asia. Of no less consequence is the tacit carte blanche the Venezuelan invasion
offers China to pursue its longstanding expansionary ambitions in its neighbour-
hood, including its grand programme to integrate Taiwan. Though Caracas is far
fromNew Delhi, the ions forIndiaarenolesst India’s necess-
arily cautious response — with the trade deal hanging in the balance — does not
fully reflect apprehensions of heightened Chinese territorial ambitions in the
country’s (India’s) North and Northeast. History has shown that US meddling in
Latin America has rarely ended well. This time too, the world could end up paying
ahigh price.

largeover
i potentially recasting U
across new countries and geographies.
Yet, the most imposing question concerns the
proverbial “day after” for Venezuela, and for US for-
eign policy that now appears to be racing to imple-

that could follow a more radical political overhaul. Not

the larger lies ahead. How Washington
engages with Venezuela’s remaining political struc-

tures, reactions, and

installing Maria Corina Machado as Mr
cessor may reflect an assessment of potential fallout,
which ranges from political dissent within Venezuela
and international backlash to the risk of civil war and

ment Mr Trump’s strategic
dismissed by many as political whims rather than
executable policy.

Mr Trump’s actions on Venezuela are centred on
three primary pivots. The first is counter-narcotics
operations and their underlying rationale. The
second involves Venezuela’s vast oil, lithium, and
other resources, ranking among the world’s larﬂest

—long thecountry.
The limited nature of [he military operation has
d an off-ramp for: andthewider

mver topositiont are-
fully, balancing criticism of the US under Mr Trump
with support for international law, sovereignty, and
the principles enshrined in the United Nations

The third reflects a renewed strategic ori;
towards the Western Hemisphere, demonstrating
‘Washington’s willingness to employ military power

Brazil, and M

with
epxsodemarksdone offassertion ofpowemrthebegm
ning of amore coercive phase in US global strategy.
This leaves the global cornmuniry, particularly
India and the Global South, teetering on the edge of
strategic uncertainty. Concerns over regional stability,
escalation, supply chains, and connectivity dis-
ruptions are growing, India, for its part, has positioned
itselfcautiously on the Venezuela question, expressing
concern and calling for a diplomatic solution to the

Charter. Regional caunmes suchas Cuba, Colombia, cri ithercamp.
icohave riticism of US actions,
itself more Theauthors are, respectively, vi i and

while Europe has
avoiding strong condemnation.

fellow (Americas) at ORF

The destructive potential of sentient Al

intelligent. A few years ago,
Alwould not draw hands and

would realise, thisis not the
only one —there are others

BOOK
REVIEW

PROSEN|IT DATTA

‘Worries about a superintelligent and
sentient artificial intelligence (AI)
destroying humanity is not new. Science
fiction novels and movies have explored
the sceuauo many times. Even some

highls A whose
break[hroughs have led to the current
eraof Large Language Models (LLMs)
and Generative Al have warned that the
technology could soon get too powerful
and pose a threat for humans or

ity. In early 2023, Of Al

and Yoshua Bengio, whose research led
tothe currentgeneration of Al signed a
letter that said: “Mitigating the risk of
extinction from AT'should be a global pri-
ority alongside other societal-scale risks
suchas pandemics and nuclear war.”

If Anyone Builds It, Everyone Dies by
Eliezer Yudkowsky and Nate Soares is
not simply rehashing tropes about
superintelligent Al posing a threatto
humanity though their book stands out
because of the way it examines what the
current generation of Alis, what itisn't
yet, and whatit can be. The authors,

Alscientists to work on the field of AI
alignment. For the uninitiated, Al align-
ment s the field of research that
focuses on ensuring that Al does not go
rogue and that Al systems are aligned
to human values and ethics and inten-
tions. Dr Soares is the president of MIRI
and alsoa long-time researcher on
decision theory and alignment.
Thebookis divided into three parts
and, for this reviewer, the first part deal-
ing with how modern Als are produced,
can they have wants, what is intelligence,
will Al hate us and other such questions

incidentally, were among those who
signed the letter along with Drs Hinton
and Bengio. However, as they point out
in their introduction, they thought the
sentence wasasevere understatement.
The authors are Al scientists with
serious credentials. Mr Yudkowsky is
the co-! fou.nder of the non-profit
Machine Insti-

scientists, including Geoffrey Hinton

tute (MIRI) and also one of the earliest

isthe most and brings great
clarity to the discussion.

As the authors point out, while the
engineers producing the new Al
models do know alot about AL the
weights to give to various parameters
and so on, they do not fully understand
how it produces the answers that it
does. This is perhaps why AT models
and bots can be induced to hallucinate

orbehave in ways that are highly irra-
tional. Producers of LLMs tweak algo-
rithms and weights and do all sort of
other fine-tuning to make their models
better —but so far, they still have not
fully figured out how to make fool-
proof models.

Is Alintelligent? Most scientists
agree thatitis not truly intelligent in
the way humans define intelligence. Is
Al sentient? Again, the consensus is
that Alis not yet sentient, though it
could be in the future. The problem is
that while Alis not sentient, it does
exhibit some behaviour that comes
close to human self-preservation
behaviour. For example, when Al
models have been caught cheating and
instructed not to do so, they continue to
cheat but try to hide their cheating.

Sofar, Alisstill notintelligentina
broad range of thinking — but as the
authors point out, this does not mean
that they will not soon become more

fingers properly — but they M Anyoue Bullids &, | that could lead to human
have improved dramatically. Fecyont Dise extinction.

Just as humans pro- Thethird part of the book
created and evolved with - represents wishful thinking.
each generation, an Almodel The authors hope for a multi-
can soon produce more intel- - nation movement for safe-
ligent models, which in turn b o1~ d guards but that is unlikely to

creates an even more intelli-
gent Al model, and soon

happen. Some nations, like
the United States, have

until super intelligent Al If Anyone Builds It, already decided that innova-
models come intobeing. And  Everyone Dies: The tion is more important
unlike humans, thiswillnot  CaseAgainst than safeguards.
take ofth d Thebook is not easy to
of years; i Al byEliezer Yudkowsk read. The authors have
canbe areality withinyears, ~ &Nate Soares chosen a format that does
not decades. Published by Penguin  not lead to easy progress.
Whatisscary about the §;"§:g"e‘5"l°g§gs And their narrative style can
booki: is therealisation that getabit tedious at times. But
i Al'may not do not let that deter you.
end humanity because it ‘What they say is extremely
hates humans — bur because important.

and humansare

gercmg inthe way.

Part two of the book details a hypo-
thetical extinction scenario though, as
anyone who has read the first part

‘The reviewer, a former editor of Busi-
nessworld and Business Today maga-
zines, is the author of Will India Get Rich
BeforeIt Turns100?A Reality Check
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D A thought for today

Direction is more important than speed.
You can go fast in the wrong direction
REDFOO

Coming Up Trumps

History may not remember Donroe Doctrine, but Trump's
reserved a passing mention with his Venezuela grab

question the ethics and legality of the grab, but that doesn’t

diminish the military brilliance of ‘Op Absolute Resolve’. Its
planning and execution were flawless. Trump effectively did in 2.5
hours what Putin has been trying to do for almost four years. This is
not as oranges/apples as it seems because Venezuela and Ukraine
are both large countries with over 3cr people each.

It's Trump's first unqualified success of his second term. Tariffs,
inflation, jobs, investment, peace - Ukraine, Gaza, and the bunker-
bustering in Iran -have been damp squibs. But Maduro in US custody
isacracker. Asforright/wrong, US supreme courthas already granted
immunity to presidents for official acts. Besides, Trump isn’t the first
preztostartamilitary op without Congress’s authorisation. Reagan
in Lebanon, Bush Sr in Panama,
Clinton in Yugoslavia, Obama in
. Libya, Biden in Yemen, there are
| enough precedents. And that’s
| because US law allows presidents

to unilaterally authorise military

action lasting up to 90 days. Anyway,

they never call it war. For Obama,

Libya was ‘kinetic military action’,
for Trump, Venezuela is a ‘law-enforcement operation’.

So, therisk Trump took in Venezuela wasn’tlegal but political. A
botched op, or success with bodybags, would have hurt his approval
ratings. Bush Sr’s 1989 intervention in Panama to grab Manuel
Noriega resulted in 23 military deaths. Trump’s Venezuela op was
surgically precise. One chopper was hit but remained operational.
No troops were harmed, even while breaking into Maduro’s
steel-enforced room. And don’t forget, Venezuela still has around
20 Sukhoi Su-30 MK2 planes. Something could have gone wrong,
and a shot F-35 would have looked very bad indeed.

None of that happened thanks to the intense homework CIA
did starting Aug. They had a mole in Maduro’s govt and stealth
drones surveilling him all the time. And Trump never dissed his
own intelligence team this timelike he used to in hisfirst term. That
shows maturity on his part, and proves that US intelligence and
military are still second to none. What now? Trump will hope
this “rally event” improves his approval rating. Saddam Hussein's
capture raised Bush Jr's rating by 7 points; Osama'’s killing gave
Obama 6 points. Trump, though, didn’t gain from the 2019 elimination
of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. He's probably staked his peace Nobel to
get Maduro. Seems, now, a wise choice.

Bullet Points

Aspiring to build India’s own Shinkansens?
That needs governance to speed up first

does any country want to follow in Japan’s bullet train
g ;R ; acks? Because speedier movement of people and goods
meanshigher productivity. But Shinkansen isalsothe No.1
reason tourists want to visit Japan, and this is more poetry than
prose. To travel at 300 kmph while remaining on the ground is quite
different from air travel. As fields and buildings and Mt Fuji race
past, you ‘feel’ the speed. Unlike so much of ‘the future’ that hasn’t
arrived — flying cars, space colonies — this is a sci-fi fantasy come
true. So, it was for botheconomicandromanticreasons that Indians
got very excited when the Mumbai-Ahmedabad high-speed rail
corridor was announced a decade ago.
This 508km project was initially scheduled
= — tolaunch in 2022. That date’s been pushed to
2027 and even that for only a 47km stretch.
Overall costescalation isalready above 80%.
However worrying this underdelivery is,
what's more worrying is that it doesn’t
surprise. Japan built its first Shinkansen in
5 years —in the 1960s! More recently, China’s
built a high-speed rail network of over
40,000km within 15 years. By comparison,
India’s bullet train experiment shows a
soberinggap between our ambition and execution. Plus, such setbacks
dampen enthusiasm for proof-of-concept projects in general.

Those who argue for conventional upgrades instead of leapfrog
technologies, do have a point. Last month, the standing committee
on railways reported that while freight revenue constitutes about
65% of Railways'earnings, average freight train speed is 23.8 kmph.
Japan had achieved top freight speeds beyond 100 kmph last centurv

For now, like it or not, Trump owns Venezuela. Some may

A Nice Little War For America

US public is basking in the glow of an amazing military feat. But Trump, unlike Bush, hasn’t built a
coherent case for the Venezuela intervention. Plus, even with Maduro gone, his dictatorship still rules

Dan Cassino

Americanpublicdoesn’t
mind a little war every
now and then. As US
economic, technological
and culturaldominance
fades, ashow of military
power-especially against
amuch weaker enemy —
provides the public with
something they can be proud of. Little
wars are thought to be a good way
for an embattled president to distract
the public from domestic scandal and
economicslowdown.

At the start of wars, the public
tends to rally around the presidents:
George W Bush’s approval topped 90%
after 9/11. But if Trump is hoping that
US military intervention in Venezuela
will have a similar effect, he's going
to bevery disappointed.

Prior to the attack on Venezuela’s
capital and the rendition of Maduroand
his wife, only about 40% of Americans
supported the bombing of boats alleged
to be carrying drugs in the Caribbean.
Support for bombing Venezuela, enforcing
regime change, or having troops on the
ground, was even lower.

This is not just because Trump is
increasingly unpopular, but also because
it seems too similar to the protracted,
ultimately pointless conflicts inTraqand
Afghanistan. US public has a limited
imagination when it comes to foreign
conflicts, Every war is seen as being
either like WWII (noble, morally justified,
endingindecisive victory)orlike Vietnam
(a slog that goes nowhere). Before
invading Iraq, Bush administration
spent a lot of effort convincing the
public that it was akin to WWIL As it
started to look more like Vietnam, the
public quickly turned against it.

This means the debate over military
intervention in Venezuela is less about
themerits of that intervention than how
the conflict is framed. There are strong
similarities to the invasion of Iraq: US
is attacking an arguably illegitimate
foreign leader on the basis of nebulous
connections to terrorism, potentially
making what was a stable, but bad,
situation intoan unstable one.

That framing would be wildly unpopular
but there is an alternative: removal of
Panamanian leader Manuel Noriega in
1989, on the grounds of drug trafficking.
Framing Venezuela that way - we're just
getting one bad guy out and leaving —

Professor of
Govt & Politics

‘would be rather more popular: But Trump
immediately undercut this narrative by
sayingthat US isnow in control of Venezuela,
even if no one in govt has been able to
explainexactly what thismeans.

Actually, Trump administration
hasn’t made any effort to frame theattack
on Venezuela in a way that would
build support for it, to say nothing of a
potential occupation. By contrast, Bush
administration spent months arguing
that Hussein was linked, somehow, with
the 9/11 attacks and was developing
nuclear weapons - likening him to Hitler,
and the invasion of Traq to WWIL

At the peak of support for the Iraq

Michael Wasiura

The least competent
administration in US
history just pulled off
the most

dictator in power remain intact, and all of
thecorr ited from
the status quo as it existed way back on
Friday will have every incentive to continue
with their un-democratic work —now on
behalf of i Delcy Rodriguez.

military operation of all
time. After all, George
Columnistbased H W Bush's1989invasion
in Washington DC of Panama required 42
days to capture Manuel
Noriega, and it came at the cost of 23
American troops killed and 325

The portrait on the propaganda posters
will change, and the rhetoric towards
Washington is likely to soften, but the
underlying product is going to stay largely
the same for the foreseeable future.

Such an outcome is fine for Trump.
Unlike his America’s first

Obama’s raid on Osama bin Laden’s
compound in 2011 did not require the
suppression of an enemy capital’s air

war, around 70% of Ameri ted
the intervention. Trump’s intervention
is looking to peak at around 45% support.
It’s never going to
be more popular
than itisright now,
while the US public
is basking in the
glow of military
success, and before
the question of What
Now? dominates.
Iraq soon became
a millstone around
Bush’s neck, and
of Republicans in
genera] and ’l‘rump
is starting in a
much, much worse
position.

of course,
many of the things
Trump has done in
his second term have been

. and even in that instance
US special forces were forced to leave
behind a damaged helicopter:

Which is why
it's highly unlikely
that we will ever
see a repeat per-
formance in which
US special forces
once again break
into a dictator's
residence in the
middleof thenight,
pull him and his
wife out of bed,
and fly them to a
waiting American
assault ship before
delivering them to
a jail in Brooklyn.
= The events of
& Saturday morning
€ were completely
unpr andassuch, they almost

and of dubious legality. But in just a few
‘weeks, he will want to pass a budget or
face another govt shutdown. He has said
he wants to pass more tax cuts, reform
healthcare,anddoallsortsof thingsthat
require the cooperation of Congress. The
less popular he is, the less able he'll be to
wrangle the Republican voteshe needs.
Americanpublicdoesn’tmind alittle

certainly cannot be replicated - definitely
not in Beijing or Moscow, and pmhnblv
noteven in Havana or Pyong;

In fact, the most unhehevable attack
of alltime will notactually change things
in Venezuela itself. The former dictator may
prison jumpsuit, but the dictatorship he
headed is su.l] in place Asadirect result

reality show President is perfectly content
withsymbolic victories. Whereas George W
Bush or Obama would already be pressing
Rodriguez to hold free-and-fair elections,
Trump dismissed the idea of installing
Nobel Peace Prize laureate Maria Corina

leader “doesn’t have the support or the
respect within the country™.

Instead, the Trump White House is set
to “run” Venezuela - this despite having
noactual means of controllinganything
on the ground there. No American-led
international troop presence, no UN-sup-
ported transition govt, and no sign that

i nyone éelse) i: ilisi
for another attempt at “nation building”
following the political disasters in Iraq
and Afghanistan. The closest Trump
came to offering outside support was to
“have our very large US oil companies,
the biggest anywhere in the world, go in,
spend billions of dollars, fix the badly
broken infra, the oil infra, and start
malungmoney for the countr?

Of course, it's entirely possible that
Trump's strikingly competent use of
force on Saturday will lead to a more
positive-sounding relationship between
Washington and Caracas. Rodriguez may
have characterised her predecessor’s
removal as an “illegal and illegitimate

ing”, but she and Trt 1d be
praising one another soon. Both can
‘profit from an influx of US investment —
pmvlded the capital is not accompamed

‘war Seeing light

up TV screens, seeing the effectiveness
of the nearly trillion dollars spent on
themilitary every year-these are crowd
pleasers, especially if deathand destruction
aren’t in closeup. But going in without
any effort to sell the public on why it's
necessary and moral, without any
obvious plan for what comes next, is a
recipe for disaster, for both Trump and
the Venezuelan people.

Thewriter teaches at Fairleigh Dickinson
University, US

Venezuelans are actuzuly poorer today
(GDP per capita was $4,068 in 2025)
than they were before Hugo Chavez came
to power in 1999 ($4.133). Nevertheless,
despite losing the last of its actual
democratic legitimacy around a decade
ago, Maduro’s govt has thus far proven
capable of putting down the periodic

pmmo(mg independent media or trammg
election observers.

However; one thing about the events of
Saturday morning can be said with
certainty: this was not a “regime change
war". Notonly did the Venezuelan military
not put upafight, the US opera(im\ didnot
even change the regime in Caracas. The

protests that ri: itsrule.
The problem for those cheering

Maduro's sudden downfall is simple: all

of the institutions that were keeping the

isstill there, nomatter
what Trump might choose tosay about it.

The writer contributes to Newsweek and
other Americannewsoutlets

Don’t Go By Bad Logic, Cooked-Up Data

How Supreme Court can be logical and compassuonate on the stray dog issue

com

Muchof j

~but.

inSChave

Jjuston paper - alongside updated data.
Affidavits by 13states and UTsshow that ABC coverage

If it endorses a view that stray dogs
should be put in shelters - implicitly
treating the Animal Birth Control
(ABC) programme as a failure and
sidelining Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals Act - Supreme Court will

push a solution that is anthropocentric, scientifically
unsound, fiscally reckless, and epidemiologically
counterproductive.

Fewknow that Dr Chinny Krishna and the Blue Cross
of India introduced the world’s first neuter-and-return
programme m 196; Its name, ABC, also underlined its

WHO the model

noted that from FY2020-21 to FY2023-24, reported dog
bites matched the number of anti-rabies vaccine doses
provided. Thatisamega flaw. Here's how:

is between 6% and 35%. Several states provide no
bl Delhi’s affidavit
terilisati theoretis

Per a 2023 Rajya Sabha response, 397.8cr was allocated for
anti-rabies vaccines and serum for 2023-24. Atan average
costof 2270 per dose, this translates toapprox 37Ldoses
-often data-dressed as 37L bites.

Vaccines are administered after scratches,
precautionary contact, occupational exposure, or
even friendly hand.l.mg ~ especially by
pet owners, veterinarians, ABC staff, and
sheltel employees who take pre-exposure
. None of these involve a

e
asthe mnsl humane and effective ‘way to manage stray
dog populations and has successfully been adopted by
many countries.

Unfortunately, what's unfolding in SC isn't a clash
between compassion and safety, or animal welfare and
human rights, but a pathway that risks perpetuating
fund mismanagement in the name of sterilisation and

helters

potentially

to the same states, municipalities and affiliated NGOs
that makea mockery of ABCrules.
SCmay not be: convinced by ind ividuals‘ claims that

research by ISER Kolkata's Dog[an based onobserva!mns
of free-ranging dogs in West Bengal and other cities that
suppm ts this view. Indian street dogs, IISER concluded,

are ‘facultatively social’

- they can survive as

itself. Land acquisition nightmares to ct ingovt (for

in Maharashtra), it isaroutine cast of characters that mars project
management in India. Without unsexy upgrades in governance,
sexy announcements will continue to end in disappointment.

Mars and Venezuela

Revising the ground rules of marriage
Anil Abraham

Ireached into Kamala's handbag and fished out the money I
needed to pay Blinkit bhaiya. Kamala was not pleased at my
incursion. “You can’t just reach into someone else’s property
and casua].ly take something out. There is a method in the
'madness,” she announced, laying down the ground rules of
bou.ndax ies and borders. I wasn't sure if she was referring to
Trump’s inside the border or my hand in her
handbag. And I had always thought that the guiding principle of marriage
was, what's yours is mine and what's mine is alsomine.

“Youmen have no concept of consent. Theother day you were looking for your
hip flask in my handbag. Whether it's Madira or Maduro, you can’t just decide
you need something and reach out and take it.” She was losing me now. Was all
this about Lhe Israel-Palestine conflict or the Russia-Ukraine peace strategy or

ike? Men have been i innaked imperialism
GE \ throughout history, but no one has the courage to point out that the
\_/

Emperor is not wearing clothes anymore. Men have also reached the
Moonandnow weseem to be mistaking Venezuelafor Venus. Entering
another country and threatening ‘boots on the ground’ may be one
small step for a misled man, but one giant leap backward for Mankind.
Meanwhile, delivery bhaiya was looking at me hopefullv, waltmg for h]s
payment to magically appear. I paid him while Kamala w:

while for bonds with humans, a

trait shaped by domesticationrather than ferality. Fear
of street dogs is driven more by cognitive bias and
episodic amplification than by actual behaviour.

bxte Yetevery dose is counted asone.

A single suspected exposure requires
3 to 5 doses per person. Counting doses
rather than exposure events inflates
bitenumbers. Moreover, vaccines admini-
stered after exposure to cats or monkeys
are also recorded as dog bites, There is no
verification whether a bite occurred. if it
was from a pet or a community dog, or if atall ™
itwasabite.

Further, Integrated Di

Rajasthan stands at 6%, while Karnataka, Haryana and
UP hover between 20% and 35%.

The most dangerous assumption is that removal
of dogs will improve public health. Science says the
opposite. Per WHO, vaccinating at least 70% of dogs

is essential to interrupt rabies transmission.
Removal does not preserve this immunity;
instead, it creates ecological vacuums,
filled by unvaccinated animals migrating
from surrounding areas, reintroducing
rabies intozones where it was controlled.
Removal of stray dogs allows rats and
snakes to proliferate.
High-density ‘mega shelters’ are
L/ disease amplifiers. Without rigorous
quarantine protocols, biosafety standards
and veterinary surveillance, they risk
becummg zoonouc hotspots. And there’s the
co: ring10% of thedog; fon would
cost over ?12k o ovex a decade, without accounting

data show that between Jan 2022 and Jan 2025, 14 states
and UTsreported zero rabies deaths, including Delhi,
Goa,Haryana, Telangana, Uttarakhand, J&K, Ladakh,
Puducherry and Sikkim.

Livestock Census 2019 shows stray dog numbers
have dropped from 19.1m in 2007 to 11.7m in 2012, and
to 9.4m in 2019, reflecting the tangible impact of
sterilisation, albeit insufficient. It underscores the
need for genuine, on-the-ground sterilisation - not

forland, rtunity cost of usingprimeurban
real estate. In contrast, achieving 70% sterilisation
‘would cost less than 2500¢r operationally.

If governance failures, including corruption,
are acknowledged, policy choice is clear: conduct a
stray dog census, fix bite-data collection, and follow
ABC route instead of an expensive, permanent
intervention bound to backfire. Anything else would
amount to barking up the wrong tree, wasting both
time and scarce public resources.

Calvin & Hobbes

HI, TM CALVIN, EMINENT

TELEVISION PERSONALITY,
HERE TO TELL YOU ABOUT NeW,
IMPROVED "CHOCOLATE. FROSTED
SUGAR BOMBS'/ T LOVE ‘EM!

THEY'RE CRUNCHY ON THE

QUTSIDE, CHEWY ON THE INSIDE |
AND THEY DONT HAVE A SINGLE
NATURAL INGREDIENT OR ESSENTIA
NITAMIN TO GET N THE WAY OF
[THAT RICH, FUDGY TASTE ! MM-MM!

_ Sacredspace

NES KIDS, YOu'lL LIKE ‘EM So
MUGH, YoU WONT 8E ABLE TO
S\T STILL! REMEMBER! ITS
THE CEREAL [ GET PAID TO
RECOMMEND BECAUSE T'M
FAMOUS !

1 CAN REPEAT
THIS EVERY
20 MINUTES.

=00

WHAT Do Yoy THINK? ARE
You FILLED WITH THE DESIRE TO
EMULATE ME AND EAT THE
CEREAL T ENDORSE? IF NOT,

Themore
youknow
yourself.
llw more
clarity
[here is.
Self-knowledge has no end - you
don’t cometo anachievement; you
don't cometoa conclusion. Itisan
endless river.

J Krishnamurti

God Is Not Dead & Crooked Timber Of Humanity

declared that ‘God isdead’, he

W’hen Friedrich

‘wasannouncing the onset of a

Aditya Mukherjee

reduced tostrategic foomotes. Faith in
shared va.lues appearsﬁag]le, while

violence,and

masqueradesas bravado.

Insuchaworld, itis tempt.mg 10/ believe that
God has not merely ‘died’ in

Ourown turbulent time i

such crooked timber; Kant observed, no
perfectly straight thing was ever made.
History bears this out with painful clarity.

that intheab
of God, humanity would need to create
itsown values-a task he saw as both
necessary and perilous. What he perhaps
ion. underestimated was the resilience of

From

faith. Despite centuries of scepticism,
violence, and betrayal, belief in God has

found civili: mnalmplun: sense but ity Yet, the fallibility of human
‘was not celebrating Apall ourmoral s no nature keeps alive the possibility of
of God; he was war! ning thatmodern consciousnessas spectacle Q redemption and renewal, urging

byreason, science,

accepted my safely delivered bottle of coconut oil and a smp uf paracetamoL
Geopolities was reaching a feverish pitch and getting to be a headache. But
ultimately it was also all about oil, even if we pretended it was about drugs or
some other distraction. Even more interestingly, the bhaiya who delivered to
my doorstep in ten minutes was as efficient as the US military who delivered a
world leader to New York in a comparable timeframe. Maybe gig workers can be
recruited for geopolitical strikes and be paid better wages and given health
insurance instead of falseassurances.

and power, h1d beenstripped of the moral
and spiritual underpinnings thatonce
anchored it. In this vacuum, he feared,
would run riot-a world teetering
on the verge of ethical collapse. As the world
findsitself inan entropicstormof fractured
discourse, hatred, war,and moral atmphy

of cruelty - whether enacted 2
through weapons, words, s
orwilful neglect - forces
us to confront the loss of
Apollonian restraint: reaso)

were the epitome of nobility
and virtue-faith, restraint,
and compassmmmuld have

not withered. It persists not because the
world isjust, but because it isnot.

Faith persists as a moral resistance
tochaos; aquiet insistence that human
suffering cannot be the final word. For
cuu.utless individuals, faith continues

meas\ue andmvra]dlsclplme THE SPEAKING TREE no pur Iti:

inspireacts of

Th!s despairis deepened by what the

Kamala brought me back to the issueat hand: my putting kaior:
ki safai in her handbag. “I want that money back,” she insisted on playing her
Trump card. Proving conclusively that Men may be from Mars but Women are
notlike Venezuela.

beingsat

tirtios displ

compassion that never make headlines.
Itrestrains the strong, consoles the
weak, and reminds both that human
worth cannot be measured solely by
utility or dominance. In this sense, faith
iet yet enduring moral

one cannot help but feel the Kantfamously that moral an(l spiritual traditions
haath 's words. described as ‘the crooked timberof huma-  matter. In this sense, faith provides
Acmss continents, brutamy is mty By this, he meant that human bemgs ethical gnidanceand sel[dlsclplme
rati gner , suffering flawed, capable of that help people i yina emert
becomesnor mahsed. andhumanlivesare  goodness, yetequally p ic, imperfect world. constant of humanity.
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Harbour Changes
In Different Ports

‘Free speech’ varies, platforms must curate

Microblogging site X is at risk of losing its ‘safe harbour’
status in India over reportedly ‘obscene’ content genera-
ted by X’s Al bot Grok. Under Section 79of IT Act2000, soci-
al media sites are classified as neutral hosts not held re-
sponsible for content created by third parties — in ‘safe
harbour’—aslongas they follow Gol rules. Golnow wants
acompliancereportfrom X over takedown requests. In its
earlier avatar, Twitter had briefly been made liable for
content it carried for being at odds with Gol over curation.
Such conflicts will keep erupting, so long as media plat-
forms and lawmakers have divergent ‘cultural’ views.
Tech companies are bound by their contract with their
users to allow free speech within reason. A narrower rea-
ding imposes extra parameters into their business model.
But social media mustoperate in muitiple jurisdictions to
extract network effects. The compliance burden, thus, be-
comes a variable for media platforms.

Safe harbour status is an accomp-
lishment — not an entitlement. Tech
thatfacilitates creationand dissemina-
tion of patently unacceptable content
must also provide curating solutions
in concert with lawmakers. Obvious
violations can be counteracted techni-
cally without having to invoke the law. And when law en-
forcement agencies raiseaconcern, itmustbe acted upon,
or reason must be shown for inaction. Taking the stand
that blaming Al for obscenity is like blaming the pen for
blasphemy serves little purpose. Content is created thro-
ugh humanagency, and tech providers have adequate leve-
rage to deter rogue action. It is in their interests to ensure
good housekeeping toretain users and advertisers.

Limitstofreedom of expressionaredefined by culture.
It works when governments outsource some policing to
tech companies. Social media must conform to restric-
tions imposed on legacy media. Additional require-
ments may be necessary for tech adaptation. Tech is not
ethical by itself. The ethical dimension must be provided
by society it serves, and profits from.

D**K OR R**BIT?

Cities Can’t Be Clean
Only On Dashboards

Citieslike to boast about rankings and glossy scorecards. But
none of that counts when the water flowing mto homes carrl~
di instead of life. The toll fro:
ted water in Indore’s Bhagirathpura neighbourhood continu-
estorise—16 deaths and more than 140 people hospitalised —
as a diarrhoea outbreak lays bare a grave public health failu-
re. Thisisatragedy wherever itoccurs. But that ithappened in
Indore,acityr ranked the cl t in the country, ra-
ises uncomfortable questions about conditions in other pla-
ces. What makes the episode even more disturbing is that it
was not unforeseen. Comptroller and Auditor General audit
reports, dating back to 2019, have flagged serious concerns
about water management in Indore, in-
cluding the risk of contamination.
‘Thiscrisisof urbangovernanceis notli-
mited to water alone. Variations of the
samefailurecanbeseenacrosstownsand
cities — untreated sewage being reused,
garbage left uncollected, sky-high land-
fills turning into public health hazards,
potholed roads and missing manhole cuvers Poor infrastruc-
ture design, by shoddy
cut during the tendering process and poor execution, as well
as the endless digging up of roads in the name of improve-
ment projects, steadily erodes urban living standards.
Fixingthisurban crisis demands: stmnger systemsand over-
sight, real ility. regular:
and administrationsthatrespondtocitizensrather thanigno-
re them. Urban local bodies must deliver the basics: clean wa-

GDP basereset, pending inflation data and Trump tariffs pose challenges for Union Budget 2026

Dhann Ki Baat on FM Radio

ay you live in interes-
ting times’ — an Eng-
lish expression attri-
buted regularly as a
L ‘traditional’ Chinese
curse, but actually having no Chine-
se source — is not the best way to
‘wish anyone at the start of a new ye-
ar. But whether welike it or not, 2026
is bound to be ‘interesting’, and in
more ways than one. In less than a
month, Nirmala Sitharaman will
present her 9* consecutive budget.
Narendra Modi, it would seem, has
chosenwell.

Napoleon reportedly inquired of
a prospective general, ‘He is good,

but is he B)_v, ‘
g,ﬂi\

7.°""’

Despite the
odds being
stacked aga-
insthercour-

tesy Trump’s tariff flip-flops, weare
farfrom the ‘dead economy’ that the
latest invader of Venezuela derisi-
vely called us. GDP is slated to grow
by 7.3% in FY26, and inflation is at
near-recordlows.

But inadeveloping country thatis
still, according to World Bank's Po-
verty Report 2024, home to close to
20% of the world's poor, she can’t af-
ford to rest on her laurels. Luckily,
budget comes at the best of times.
RBI governor Sanjay Malhotra desc-
ribed itasa‘Goldilocks’ economy.

Nonetheless, she will have a tough
job trying to walk the tightrope bet-
ween compulsions of electoral poli-
tics and demands of fiscal prudence.
‘While presenting her budget in July
2024 soonafter BJP was voted back to
power, she had vowed, ‘We aim tore-

Not inthe red, so with astitch in time...

ach a deficit below 4.5% next year
The government is committed tosta-
ying the course. From 202627 on-
wards, our endeavour will be to keep
the fiscal deficit each year such that
the central government debt will be
ona decl.mmg path as a percentage
of GD!

In [‘ehmary 2025, she showed that
she meant business. Deficit for FY26
was projected at 4.4% — ‘below 4.5%"
as promised in July 2024 — while Gol
debt was slated to be ‘on a declining
path'. Controller General of Acco-
untsdatatill October 2025shows that,
except for primary deficit, all other
parameters are broadly in order. The
good news is that
Gol has not shied
away from inves-
ting. Capexis55% of
BE, compared to42%
in the same period

last year:
Problem is that fin-
min's — and

RBI's — armou-
ry in the grand
scheme of ‘Vik-
sit Bharat' is virtu-
ally empty. Sitha-
raman announced
a generous perso-

Schemes like PLI have had
limited success. So, FM's focus
will have to remain on
infrastructure for job creation.
nal I-T giveaway in  And that calls for generous outlays the16*Finance

her last budget and followed it up,
halfway through the year, with a
much-needed reduction in GSTrates
on 375 items that will, in-
evitably, have adverse
short-term revenue im-
plications.

True, we've seen con-
sumption grow, thanks to
GST cuts and an easy mo-
netary policy. But if it is
to continue to grow, inco-
mes (read: jobs and bet-
ter-paid jobs) must grow.
And that is the crux of
the problem. How do we give jobs to

our people? Can Budget 2026 serve

asacatalyst?Canit
replace thejobless
growth we've had
so far with one
where the econo-
my and jobs grow
intandem?

If she intends
to stick to the fi-
scal  straight
and narrow, she

does not have

muchelbowro-
om.Andif asis
likely, recom-
mendations of

jobs and

must grow

Consumption
grew, thanks to
GST cuts and
easy monetary
policy. But if thls
is to continue,
incomes (read:

better-paid jobs)

Commission (for 202627 to 2030-31)
result in an increase in the share of
states vis-a-vis Gol, Sitharaman will
be in a tight squeeze. As in the past,
RBI profitsmight cometoherrescue.

But at a time when our exports
must contend with tariffs not only
from the US but also from other co-
untries —Mexico is the latest to join
the bandwagon — robust domestic
demand is the ouly answer. Schemes
like PLIhave had limi

THE SPEAKING TREE

Knowingand
Not Knowing

SHIBANI BELWALKAR
from Kyotoand

FM'’s focus will have toremain on in-
frastructure for job cxeauon And
that

\‘.he alhe?ﬁnm Tokyo—setoutto
explme the world beyond their
pon

Add to that compulsions of electo-
ral politics. Last year, elections in Bi-
har were on her radar So, we saw a
Thost of sops for the state. This year;
we are likely to see her shift focus to
poll-going Assam, Kerala, Tamil Na-
du, West Bengal and Pud\u:herry
BJP isfirmly inthe saddle in Assam.
But ithas long wanted tomake abre-
akthrough in the other states, especi-
ally Tamil Nadu and West Bengal.
that together contribute 81 of the 543
seats, or almost 15% of total seats in

\

Lok Sabha. So, expect some announ-
cements. But, probably, only token
budget provisions for schemes in
thesesstates.

How is Sitharaman going to squa-
re the circle? If her track record is

anything to go by, with aplomb. As-
ked how he would grade himself on
the economy, 'I‘rump‘ famuus]y ans-

sof weary travel,
they ‘metatopamountain. Curi-
ousabout whatlay ahead, they
decided to peer over each other’s
shouldersto geta glimpse of the
‘world beyond. But indoingso, the-
ireyes—seton thesides of their
‘heads—made them see only whe-
rethey came from, not where they
‘wished to go. Determining that it
wasjust not worth the troubleaf-
ter all, they made their way back
to their own ponds, assured that
the world was not different from
the one they knew Thisanecdo-
te is representative of a classical
Sanskrit thought, adnyanat sukh
— happiness born of ignorance.
Adnyanat sukh isashallow, fra-
gilepeace born from not knowing.
‘The one who does not see the sto-
rmsleeps soundly; the one who
awakens cannot. A paradoxical
idea is that of Avidya, mis-know-
ing, the veil that hides the funda-
mental natureof existence. Avid-
va, contrarian toadnyan, isactive
‘misperception— the force that
makes us see the unrealasreal,
temporary as eternal, and limit-
edaslimitless. It's the quiet mind
that feels safe only because it does
notknow the truth. Once aware-
nessdawns, thiscomfort vanishes
— replacedﬁrst byd:smrbanoe.

wered, ‘A-pl

Sitharaman is more understaled if
asked the same question, she could
‘perhaps drop her stern demeanour;,
giveahalf-smileand answer; ‘A-plus!’
And since we would like to see her
present her 10" budget in February
2027,add: ‘Thanksto thesupportIha-
ve received from the honourable pri-
meminister’ Good luck, FM!

Games That Our-Their Politicos Play

Anand Vasu

Sportand politics should never mix
is the usual refrain of romantics,
hope of purists, and a slogan that
doesnot goout of style. It'salso
wishful

intertwined, andnotalways inabad
‘way. When South Africa was under
apartheid, it I d by the

Theleague is run under BCCI
hanner and the tournament isan
So, certainly it can'tdo

global cricketing fraternity This
isolation brought to bear a welcome:
pressure ontheregimeof thetime.
But that was a case of well-thought out

as 1( pleasesand mustact inaccor-
dance with Indian law and policy:
But thisspat with Bangladesh looks
lesslike poJicy andmorelike

policy, with global and

Bangladesh were to play three of
their Group C games — against

One is lhe ache of seeing, theoth-
er the easeof sleep— both dwell
beneath the same veil, and we, like
the frogs, often cling to comfort,
fearing that in seeing clearly, we
mightlose the illusion that keeps
ushappy.

5% PARANORMAL
ACTIVITY

Paragraphs From Fiction

The Wizard of
The Kremlin

Guiliano Da meall

West Indies (Feb 7), Italy (:
England (Feb14) in Kolkata, and
theirfourth, against Nepal, in
Mumbai(Feb17). ICC hasnot yet
responded to Bangladesh’s demand.
Next, in Bangladesh, the govern-

buy-in. What is happening now with Thereaction was 7 ment
Indiaand and swift. First, Cricket

‘When BCCl stepped into ta!lKKR Board (BCB) wrote to ICC asking that

to ‘release’ Mustafizur Rahman, the  its matches in the forthcoming Twen-

only Bangladeshi set tofeature in
1PL2026, it hurt India on multiple
fronts. Forlong now, there has been

o
justification for [Mustafi-

ty20 World Cup be moved out of India

zur’sexclusion] is known,” the Bang-
ladesh government said inanotifica-
tion, ‘Sucha dec]sxon has hurt,

toaneutral venue of
players was guaranteed. AmiBCB

Bangladesh. In these. cmlmstanm

ter, effective waste management and safe roads. i as
usual will not deliver the smart cities promised under Viksit
Bharat. Without a fundamental shift in attitude, more Bhagi-
rathpurasare inevitable,

'JUST IN JEST

jQue viva El Libertador 2.0 for
once again changing the subject

Absolute Resolve (to
Change the Subject)

So, Mar-a-Lagoland has invaded Venezuela. Depending on
‘whether you're a fan of Rambo movies or samba music, yo-
wll “Yay! or ‘Boo! to that. But the real marvel isn’t geopoliti-
cal, petrocritical or pharmaceutical — it's how Trump’s
for magie trick since Harry Ho-
udini:making the Epstein papers‘Vanish!'like the ‘bad man’
inSatyajitRay's ﬁlm Sonar Kella(The! Golden Fortress).
For weeks, j ‘were busy i for
‘incriminating’. Everyone was hoping to find their ex-class-

mate b fath cropupinoneof t with
of sexual cr hisside. Then, likegentle
manna that For-

getall this Epstein-Sepstein now. Go find Caracas on themap
and get busy shouting against American imperialism, or
rah-rah about US getting bat:k its cojones. Meanwhile, pun-
dits, only a week ing Noam Chomsky
orBillG: found with

are now scrambling for metaphors: is Venezuela the oily
object dangled before democracy’s distracted kitten? Or is
Trump ElLibertador 2.0 after Simén Bolivar? Either way, the
Epstein files now sit in theattic of collective memory, next to
VHS tapes of YZK documentarles No wonder the whole
thing : Absolute Resolve, Mazel tov!

Foralongtime,
ratereports had been circulat-
ingabouthim. Somesaid he'd
retired toa monastery on Mo-
unt Athos to pray among the
rocksandlizards, others swore
they’'d seen him partyingata
villa in Sotogran-

dewithacastof
coked-up super-
models. Stilloth-
erssaid he'd been

Your recent reflection on the gig
economy — Are we going to be
happy being delivery boys and girls?
Is that thedestiny of India... thisis
notstartup, this is entrepreneurs-

ip'— raisesan important ques-
tion: isdiscomfort around gig work
about exploitation? Or merely about
visibility and guilt?

AsUnion commerce and industry
minister; youargue that the gig
economy has forced the consuming
class to confront inequality face-to-
face for the first time. Also thatmuch
of the outrage stems from thisemo-
tional discomfort, rather than from
structural injustice. It isa powerful
narrative. But it risksdiverting
attention from the core issue: absen-
ceof basiceconomic protectionsina
rapidly expanding labour market.

‘The problem with the gig economy
inIndia isnot that workersare
visible. It is that they are visible —
and unprotected.

India today has 7-8 mn gig workers,
anumber projected by NITI Aayog to
rise to23.5mn by 2030. These wor-
kersare not marginal participants
in the economy. They are becominga
structural component of urban
service delivery Yet, mostof them

risks. Visibility hasnot created this
problem. It has merely removed the
comfortof ignorance.

You suggest: thatsusmmed partici-

platforms are technologically sop-
histicated. But ication

regulatory acnvxsm It’s the oppost—
te.India’

cuts both ways. Algorithms now
allocate work, determine incentives,

its digital economy has grown faster
thanits institutions. Wenow have

pation in gigwork i
and viability. But in labour econo-
mics, participation does notequal
fairness.India’s labour market is
defined by over 80% informality, low
formal job creation, weak unemplo-
yment safety nets and highrural-to-
urbanmigration.

Insuchacontext, ‘choice’ often
means choosing theleast precarious

platfor: algo-
penalise rejection ordelay and shape 1 lthm-drl\'en labour marketsand
earnings innon- workers.

‘While companies may not e'cphmt
ly instruct workers torush, the
incentive structure does so impli-
citly Ratings, surge pricing and
penalties create behavioural pressu-
re that no policy disclaimer can
erase. This is why global regulators
increasingly view algorithmic
management as a labour issue, not
merelyatechnical one.

Avrecurring concern in your
argument is that regulation will
‘destroy livelihoods', or push wor-
kersback into invisibility Thisisa
false dichotomy. Noserious pro-
posal advocates banning gig work.
What is being discussed — inIndia
andglobally — isminimum viable

But westill rely onaregulatory
imagination dmlgnedfox the20®c.
This gap—not guilt— IS the: sourw of
today’s tension. T

When more than two peopleare anunderstanding that IPL teams can hardly be blamed. Whathappens it is requested, by order; thatall = THE = wayatthe Shar-
involved inanything, there is poli- wouldnot pick Pakistaniplayers, if theteam is in India for the World ‘matchesand programmes [of IPL] be w IZ A R D jahairport,atthe
ticsof somekind. Thesortreferred  even as there isno official diktat to Cupand Gol or BCClhasa changeof stopped from broadcast and trans- miliﬁa}mdquan»
toby sportsfans is politics of the thateffect. Pr BCClheard heartand mission until further instructions. theDonbas,
organisedkind, andreferstoelected nothingfrom Gol when the player arenolonger weloome'7 That\wuld The best pan of thatstatement is K RE M LI N m wandenngﬂ:e
officials of a country or state in pool for the latest IPL auction was cause not just d q , by or- Mogadishuruins.
sportsadministration. In India, drawnup, allowingseveral players ~ humiliation, butalsoalogistical der’, wl lnchpmny much sumsup Since Vadim Baranov quit
those lines bluned alongtime: ago tomake themselves available and ightmare ina global event. how politicsand sport mix in this his post asadvisor to the tsar,

Acti be picked. According to the originalschedule, partof the world. On paper; there stories about him had been

BOEREES keen interest in BCCIL, and lhelr Now, with trouble brewing in ‘may be i iplying rather dil
holding high office here hash was jettiso- msporls bodies. But on the ground, ‘away This happens sometimes.
parforthe course. And, truthbetold, ned. Thefirst question tobeasked is it's sometimes hard todistinguish For the most part, men in pow-
Indian cricket has benefited hugely  just how much BCCI wants to micro- one from another. er derive their aurafrom the
in theprocess. From getting land managea domesticleague with Perhaps that old adage should be position they hold. When they
allotted for cri private hip. If [PListo refined slightly. It's not politics and loseit, it'sas if a plug had been

dupgrades, peditingclearances, itneverhurtsto  growasaglobal brand, it cannot be sport that should be keptapart, but pulled. They deflate like ane
have E pow]ef[ﬁﬂpuhhman inthe seenas BCCI's plavthingbut asan politicians and sport. of thosegiant puppetsat the
mix. Evenif h - park
she) is working in the background. dmg toasetof pl*eagreedml Thewriter is former joint editor-in-chief, andif youseethesemen inthe
ricket been ions, contracts. y ey Wisden India street you wonder how they
ever stirred such passions.
Baranov wasof adifferent
e ® e order... A video taken on the
fringes of an official meeting
showed himlaughing, arare
slght in Russxa‘ whereevena
, , le is lered a sign of
idiocy.
operate inaregulatory vacuum. option available, not the most. rles|~ ‘havebegun experimenting with such
Over90% have nosocial security rable one. Historically, this logic ha: Go’s Cod ial Translatedfrom French by
coverage. Majority lack healthor justified everythingfrom unsaf: Security acknowledges gig workers Willard Wood
accident insurance. Earnings fluc- factories to child labour: That is for the firsttime in law. These are not
tuate daily based on opaque algo- precisely why modern economies radical interventions. They arelong
rithms. Costs of fuel i e P wages, work— 'overdue corrections. International
neentire:  pl: y nor lin- experi I
Rohit K Singh lyby workers, Deactivationcanoccur  surance. This isnot ket ion de t destroy platforms,
m——— without due failed, but I it ionali
These are uut emouonal gnevan- could not correct power i c twith R ad i [0 s i Ie n ce
Dear MrPiyush Goyal. ces. They are measurable economic Yourightly point out that today’s inequality isbeing misdirected into

In New Delhi

Apropos the Edit, ‘Beijing, Mos-
cow Say, ‘Thank You, America!™
(Jan5), the US intervention in

Venezuela certainly lendslegiti-
macy to Putin’s violation of Uk-
raine’s sovereignty, andafillipto
China’s long-held desire torein-
corporate Taiwan. India’s diplo-

notamaral pmblem to beexplamed

tion, however well reasoned, has

away. Itisagovernan
besolved. Indiadosnol needto
i ionand

n-

nly
tervention in flagrant disregard
of ° =

protection. It can do both. But only if
platformsaccept that scale brings
responsibility, not just valuation.
Therealriskisnot Lhat regu]anon
willmake workers i

prevent warsand internal chaos.
Ourabjectfailureto condemn
Israel's genocidal actions con-
dumed hygienically by raining

It's that without regulation, visibili-
tywill change no(h';ng Andasocie-

azaciti-
zens, while we continue to buy

ty thatsees clearly, yet
choosesnot toact, cannot claim
mola.l or econm:mc progress. Thatis

protection, such and

sation worth having.

health 1

Your

contril ns, h ‘ansparent wage

their: daﬂtmcnve weaponry only
wor China
ismost unlikely toabandon its
palicy of nondirect intervention.
They will not precipitate a war
in Taiwan at the expense of the-

Aformer

i concerned
with thefi f

mechamsrns and por tabxlltyuf
benefits ACTOSS: platforms.
d Karnataka

work

Thewriter is former secretary,
consumer affuirs, Gol

tua] trade in goods and services
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Freedom is hammered out on the anvil
of discussion, dissent, and debate.

— Hubert H Humphrey

s Beyond Maduro, why Delhi has anew
RAMNELE SOENEA Wlndow of opportunity in the region

Court’s bail order in riots
caseraises deep concern

HE SUPREME Court’s decision to deny bail to Umar

Khalid and Sharjeel Imam in the Delhi riots case, more

than five years theirarrest,isan ing retreat

from the Court’s own dictum that bail is the rule and

yal.l 1sthe excepnon Thegam ofbail under the stringent Unlaw-

CLis: almadyfraught i

highbarfor 1. Di thel42-page

banI order further raises this bar. The fact that five co-accused
have been granted bail is a welcome and overdue affirmation
that years of pre-trial incarceration cannot become the norm,

RAJAMANDALA
By CRAJA MOHAN

ONALD TRUMP’S decision
to seize and whisk away
Venezuelan President Nico-
1as Maduro to a New York
prisonover the weekend will
go down as one of the more audacious US
interventions in Latin America and
beyond. The US President’s strategy this

Yetthe ver time seems less about “regime change”
is used to construct aquestionable distinction, in wluch Khalid and more about “regime seduction”. If his
and a“higherfootingin i par- planto co-opt the restof the Maduro estab-
ticipation” ona quahtauvely different basis”. lishment succeeds, it could unleash lasting

Akey tobailunder UAPAiswhent d ha iti
pre-trial i ion. The SC has pre- For India, this is as good a moment as

viously underlined that even in terror cases, the rigours of bail
must “melt down” where there is no reasonable likelihood of a
timely trial. Now, in a case that ic of the justi

tem’s delays, the Court concedes that Khalid and Imam’s pre-
trialis mcarcerauon AS substanual bu[ it: says itisyettocrossthe
“ ity.” The Court says
that the accused areat liberty to move for bail again “upon the
expiry ofa period of one year from the date of this order” — asif

any to shed the prolonged neglect of Latin
America. Delhi’sofficial reaction against the
Usi m[ervenuon has been criticised as too
timi

its BRICS partners. Delhi’s caution could
well be vindicated if interim president
Delcy Rodriguez'stentative offer tocooper-
ate wah ‘Washington leads toa new relation-

hip and the US.

they byayear
old. The SC also lends its weight to the claim that Khalid and
lmxm played a “cen[ral and formauve role wlule others had

The talks between the Maduro estab-
lishment and the US are not new. The

Itis the Court
does (h!s noton f i i buton
the flimsy narrative of the prosecution. At several points, the
Court reminded itself thata bail application is not the stage for
a“mini-trial.” However, in categorising the accused and exam-
ining the depth of the roles, the Court effectively does the job of
atrial courtand gives the prosecution the benefit of the doubt.

At the heart of the Delhi riots case is the question of what
constitutesa terrorist act. Section 15 of the UAPA envisages ter-
rorist acts through the use of bombs, explosives, firearms or

“any other means”. The prosecution dangerously lumps cre-
ation of Wh pp groups, calls for iolent protest, road
blockadesas “any other means”. The SC quietly acceptsthisex-
pansion. In a democracy, this wide and loose framing — that
threatens to criminalise dissent and peaceful protest — is dis-
quieting. It must be reconsidered.

It’s not cricket, Delhi
scores a self-goal

S EXPECTED, the Indian cricket board’s decision to
eject’ pacer Rahman from IPL
2026 has triggered a storm. Ina quick counter tothe
snub, Bangladesh has refused to travel to India for
nextmonth’s World T20 and, in turn, India has expressed reluc-
tance to cross the border for bilateral games later in the year.
After the Pakistan logjam, the cricketing gate to Bangladesh,
too, has been slammed shut. Politicians and religious leaders
who ratcheted up anti-Bangladesh public sentiment and
worked up a spiralling social media outrage in the wake of the
dep]orab]e incidents of anacls on Hmdus in that country may

fell blow tocricket in Given
situation and h history of usi i al
fordi it i it i
thatit wasthe BCCIthat ision that
ifications. | cricket, caughtina cross-

fire, has once again become the first casualty.

Cricket, or sports, shouldn’t be the rope in Lhe tugof ‘war be-
tween nation Butthese
are times when the political takeover of sports seems complete.
Directly or by proxy, pulmmans govern cncke[ inthe Subconu-
nent. Thedays.

ics, are in the past. There was
when mcket held the power to soothe frayed nerves,  Oper new

ricket

vistas, gi But y
uJ.u:‘a auu i i i P thejoyof

inarycricket-adoring priority list. Popu-
listdecision: without

bamng an eyelid by politicians-cum-cricket office-bearers. The

game is all too often at the mercy of the mob.
Inthe past, ittook arsand terror attac

Now, the goal post Cricket]

mB balm to becummgthe gunpowder kept ready to fire at short

thecosts.

ricket u'(_ 3

Apredatory camera &
the disappearing frogs
OMETIMES, IT’ Sgood lfnoonehearsatreefallmme for-

estand betterstillif isleftasis. Inthe West-
ernGhatsinKerala, under decayingwood, aumquecon-

known home for Melanobatm«hux mdlcus or the Galaxy Frog

Biden sought to befriend
Maduro after the 2022 Russian invasion of
Ukraine in order to bl:ing Venezuelan oil

cas can now negotiate a sustainable ar-
rangement in the coming days.

Astrategic reonenmuonofpos( Madum

, long the hub of anti-A

activity in the region backed by Cuba, Iran,
Russia, and China, would mark a dramatic
change in the region’s geopolitics at three
levels: The reassertion of American domi-
nance over Latin America, an acce!emuon

oftl political drift: -
nent long shaped by left-wing populism

inal mafias, and adirect

to Cuban, Russian, and Chinese ambitions
inLatin America.

Critics at home have asked why India
did not speak out more forcefully against
an American action that violates interna-
tional law. But India showed similar re-
straint after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine
in 2022 and during the US and Israeli
strikes on Iran’s nuclear facilities. During
the Cold War, India routinely condemned
Westerninterventions while glossing over
Soviet ones — reflectingits alignment with
Moscow. Today’s India is sparing in moral
sermonsdirected at major partners. Delhi
no longer entertains an innocent belief in
the magical powers of international law. It
is only on Chinese violations of sover-
eignty that India speaks of international

heglobal Western

sancnons against Moscow. ln the past few

weeks, ther
ations between Maduro and

buttheywereunsuccessfulintheend. Itre-

Luiz Indcio Lula da Silva, has condemned
the US operation, his opponents at home
have welcomed it. Many conservative

isaimed squarely at curbing China’s econ-
omic influence in the region. As the US

atin

pressures Latin. Amemxm states to rethink
their Ch ital, tech-

Maduro’souster from power inCaracas.
Over d Chinahave

nology, and markets, many in the region

invested big in the Maduro regime as partof
their broadereffortto contest US primacy in
the Western Hemisphere and herald a post-
American order in the world. India has
never identified with these objemves, de-
rhetoricabouta “
world”. After all, the US is India’s most im-
portant partner, and Delhi’s real focus has

substitution. India will have alot of roomto
explore wide-ranging commercial oppor-
tunities in the region.

Intheend, there isno escaping that In-
dia’s celebrated internationalism has re-
mained superficial in Latin America, Al-
though Rabindranath Tagore visited
Argentinamorethana centu.ry agoin1924,

been on buildinga Asia” or li-

India’s hasre-

miting Chinese dominance in Asia.

Yet, to treat Venezuela merely as a dis-
tantspectacle would be a mistake. For dec-
ades, Indian foreign policy had its priorities
— intense focus on the immediate neigh-
bourhood, the extended neighbourhood,
andgreat powers. Latin Americaand Africa
have remained marginal to the Indian di-
plomatic effort notwithstanding the epi-
sodicengagement.

That neglect is no longer sensible. The
“Year of Trump's Tariffs” has forced India
todiversifyitsexport markets. Inthatquest,
Latin America, with its combined GDP of
around $5.5 trillion and a population ex-

mained shallow. Roads in Delhi named
after South American heroes like Simén
Bolivarand José de San Martin coexistwith
astriking lack of political literacy about
Latin American history, economics, and so-
ciety among Indian elites. The past fasci-
nation with Fidel Castro or Che Guevara
produced more posters and T-shirts than
purpcuseful polmes High-level Indian
puuuun isi commer-

and i pres-

ence limited.

AsSouth Americaenters anew political
phase —shaped by deepinternal churnand
xestmcturedgreal power \elaxmns lndla

mustseek oot-
print in the region. Tailing its BRICS
partners is not much of a strategy. Delhi

i political attention and tar-

geted trad Above

all, India needs a serious effon tounder-
stand the region on its own terms.

The writer is contributing editor on
forThe Indian £

norms. After all, India is at the receiving 0million der-ex-
end of Beijing’s territorial expan- plored commercial terrain. India’s
sionism. Venezuela, in contrast, annual bilateral trade with the re-
is distant from India’s core stra- As South America enters a i‘punb under ing ar $45 bil-
tegicconcerns, Yo . jon. Any with Beijing
Thereis another factor reinfor- newl p()llll.Cal phase—shaped isunfair, butthefactis thatChina’s
cing Delhi’s restraint: India does bydeepinternalchurnand  5ge with the region stands at
uot have much skin in the Latin restructured great power about $500 billion. And the city-
ican game. Brazil, asthe lar-  relations — Indiamustseekto ~ state of Singapore does as much
veshmgomyonnee.  ecpenandwidenitiown "l
gion’s But it is footprintin the region Monroe Doctrine — now shar-

internally divided, and so is Latin

To make the new law work,
cvaluate MGNREGA honestly

pened by what his National Secur-

andadistinguished professor at the
Motwani-Jadeja Institute of American Studies,
Jindal Global University

Inflation hasbeenlow. That's
not necessarily agoodthing

ORTWO

hs, inflation h: inat

o
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DEsAI

VB-GRAMG
quietly moves
away from
universal
entitlement to
targeted
benefits.
However,
would the
proposed
alternative
redress
inter-state
inequality?
Possibly not

HEIMPULSE that

sing of MGNREGA celebmted
the spirit of inclusive develop-
ment. However, theengineering

that rendered the spirit behind
MGNREGA mto tuncuom.ng machinery

played a role. Kerala, for example, was able
to spread work evenly throughout the year,
whereas nearly 40 per cent of the
MGNREGA days in UP were exhausted in
thefirstquarter.

1equues . Unless we

facing MGNREGA, itwill bedifficulttorepair
it, and this omission will continue to haunt

placement, VB-GRAMG.

How and where has MGNREGA suc-
ceeded?Its primary successlies inuniversal
accessthat relies on self-targeting, reducing
local bottlenecks. Making manual work

status removes gatekeeping by local elites.
Overtheyears, ithas provided asafety netto

Many states
tureactivitieswith MGNREGA. Infrastrue-
ture schemes paid for construction ma-
terials, and MGNREGA paid for labour. This
‘was a mixed blessing, since district magis-
trates were under pressure to use
MGNREGA to supplement infrastructure
activities, even in prosperous districts
where local wages were higher than
MGNREGA wages and demand for it was
low, sometimes resulting in an unholy al-
liance with contractors. This suggests that
ifthe MGNREGAisto ﬁ.mcﬁonasasafetynet

for poorer

older Indians who would not easily find
other jobs. Studies also suggest that it has

ini ages.

Nonetheless, cracks developed in this
edmce over the years, reflected in growing
In2011-12, Kerala

states that face s:gmﬁcant administrative
challenges, some restructuring is essential.
VB-G RAM G quietly moves away from
universal entitlement to targeted benefits.
However, would the proposed alternativere-
dressis ity? Possibly not.

provided about 3.6 days of work per rural
resident, butby 2023-24, thenumberofdays
had grown to 11.3. In contrast, UPstagnated
with 1.7 days of work in 2011-12 and 1.9 in
2023-24. However, UP’s rural population is
considerably poorer, with a monthly per
capita expenditure of Rs 3,481in 2023-24
compared to Rs 6,611 for Kerala. Universal
schemes are supposed to be more inclusive
of the poor, notless. What happened?
Partofthe problemisthat, sinceitsincep-
tion, neitherthe UPAnor the NDAallocated

Moving from universal to normative al-
location that favours poorer states and
poorer drsmcrs wuhm astate will createa
need them most. Huwever, the changed
Centre-state allocation ratiowill exacerbate
challenges for states unable to meet their
share. VB-G RAM G shifts the Centre-state
contribution ratio from 90-10 to 60-40 for
‘most states. Poorer states may not be able
to meet this commitment. This could be
particularly challengmg as fiscal space

sufficient funds for
only 50 days of work per rural household ar
thelowest prevailing wage of Rs 234, tofully
fund the scheme would require more than
Rs2,10000 crore in wages alone. F_xcept for
the ic years, the Centre's

did notexceed Rs 86,000 crore. Duetoasig-
nificant shortfallin fund: inthe
second half of the fiscal year, payments for
materials from the Centre were frequently
delayed, forcing states toadvance theirown
resources for infrastructure work. This

ningin rhe world zmd is uamed for the dazzling array of whx}:e
spots on its jet black body. Unlike the fmgs from fairy tales, it
requires no from tok ive, and it is
this beauty, perhaps, that has led toa tragic fate.
i reportpubli ink
Notes, seven Galaxy Frogs — the species is vulnerable to extinc-
tion according to the IUCN — have disappeared in the last few
‘years. The culprit is all but certain: Photographers rushed to the
small patch of forestthe Emgswere known tolive in. In theiren-
the perfectimage,
the logs under which they live and picked up the tiny creatures
to place them against “better” backgrounds. In essence, they
that

vive. i a ul
nerable. All seven are now presumed dead.
Thereis, perhaps‘ many a metaphor and larger lesson to be

drawn from the seven Galaxy Frogs about cli-
mate change, the anthropocene and the devastanon human
Bul gh. Bright

colouration on amma!s’ pamcularlv non-mammals, is often
meant to di 156 that they are
not edible. Nature, though, do& not know of the hunger of the
camera and the ravenous social media beast. It has now con-
sumed seven tiny galaxies. Hopefully, there are some more out
there, away from the predatory lens, under a rotting log.

y

availabl

The challenge is to honestly evaluate
which GA
testoftime and which require recalibration.
‘While the right to employment is a heart-
warming concept, it needs a wholehearted
commitment of resources. An unfunded
mandate leads to perversion of the original
intent, makingitonlya “right” in name that
often excludesthe poor.

The writer is professor, NCAERand
University of Maryland. Vi

less than 1 per cent. What are its implications for the
economy? First, the low CP! inflation rates are in part
due to the statistical base effect of high numbers last
year. | are not too i lowin-
flation. The RBIsur i i inNo-
vember, households put inflation at 6.6 per cent and the three
months ahead rate was 7.6 per cent. While these numbers are

SABNAVIS lower than i in the prev:oussu:vey rounds, these figures doshow
that
Second, these numbers area oonund.mm forthe RBIwheniit
C rates.In December, loweredthe
reporate, i i erybuo; mu.lnl"ebrua:y
whenthe rates
will be the same. Inflation will remain low — the December
number is likely to be less than or around 1 per cent. Logically,
in. But what will infla-
tionri thelow’ ffect? Will rates be i
Third, low ioni when focd
inflationi loweri
[hough pmdumon was very good forthe khanf crops. ‘This has
ST2.0¢ dissiy
Ithas been reported that for crops like soybean and pulses, sal&e
‘were reckoned lower than MSPin October and early November.
}-nnrrh intofview of i In inflation,
specially isnot
iminishi er. While higher output is a major con-
tributorto profits for it i CPL
aswell, the core componen[ witnessed higher inflation mainly
dupm. Itislow for) nmdum All
Low inflation is ke Lt
5 which can beachallenge ifit persists.
acausedor Fifth, lowerinflation
concern of GST' i i lower
becausewhen  taxrates. Tt is, will growth istwith
foodinflationis ~persistentlylow inflation?
- ixth, low inflat ituati inal GDP
NEgALVe, provwty inally higherthanreal GDPas
farmerscould  Zoainst 3 AT intsi
begetting Lo
H cittargets. It would be interesting to see what nominal growth
lgxf:g:gﬁghe number is used when projecting fiscal numbers for FY27.
. Low inflation r.hus has different implications for different
production was  players. Som may benefit, while som
verygoodfor  producers maybe 1dversely impacted. The minimum amount
the kharif ofinflation that is needed
crops This has 4 percentinourcase — the target for monetary policy.
ripple effects b of

Corporate Quirks: The Darker Side of the Sun. Views are personal
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Indiatojoin ‘Silicon Club’

INDIA JOINS the world's exclusive Silicon

Club, with the firstindigenously developed

process and plant going on stream later

this month to produce the basic raw ma-

lenal needed forthe coumry s fast -grow-
nd

This projectis a unique exampte inIndia’s
history of mission-oriented science that
Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi called for in his
recentaddress.

Sikhstudents’agitation
PUNJAB WILL take strong steps to deal

withany threat to law and order in the
state. The Punjab Chief Minister, Surjit

epaper.indianexpress.com

Smgh Bamala has called a meeting of sen-

Iess lhanfourmnnths ago, could we|| fall,

ior offi f the state deal-
ing with lawand order to review the situ-
ationinthe light of the “Rasta Roko" call
given by the All-India Sikh Students Feder-
ation (AISSF) on January 10. Barnalaar-
rived in New Delhi from Hyderabad after
attending the Telugu Desam conclave. His
Finance Minister, Balwant Singh, alsoar-
rived inNew Dethi from Chandigarh.

Accordindanger

THE NEW year has begun on a distressing
note for both Punjab and Haryana, with the
July Rajiv-Longowal accord inimminent
danger of collapsing. Should that happen,

aboost to Sikh in
thestate.

Shrirammasslayoffs

SHRIRAM FOODS and Fertilisers company
intends to lay off more than 550 workersin
its different units following the cancellation
of its licence on December 24. More than
130 workers of the vanaspati unit, 111
workers of the superphosphate piant, 54
from the fabrication unit, 25 from the sul-
phuvili adti elant.and 11 persons fromthe re-
unit
those who are going to be laid off, accord-
ing toa letter written by the company to the

the Akali ministry, which to power

Mumbai
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No one buys... that this is about drugs.
Trump... seeks to destroy
international norms.

— The Guardian
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SIR could roll back decades of progress in
women’s pohtlcal participation

DESHKAAL
BY RAHUL SHASTRI AND
YOGENDRA YADAV

FUTURE historian might rec-
ord thiscruel irony: Just when
women were beginning to be
recognised as political actorsin
their own right, the largest-
ever disenfranchisement of women oc-
curred inIndia. She might wonder why and
how it happened in the third decade of the
21st century, when the whole world had
taken women’s suffrage for granted. Thisis
whereshe would encounter “Special Inten-
sive Revision” of electoral rolls.
Now thatwe have thedatafromall

*SIR-1l has wiped out 23 lakh women voters

When the
unaccountable

meet the
bewildered

Thelistshould

except Uttar Pradesh formesecond phaseof

ha\e ‘had 7lakh more women if the: share of

theSIR, itis clear that we ar the

women’s electoral participation. In the last

in
women's enrolment, in turnout of women
voters and a distinct focus on women’s is-

‘women was the same as in the

After the SIR, the gender ratio in the final
voters'list of Bihar fell sharply to 890. Thus,
thanks to the SIR, the number of “missing
women voters” increased from 7 lakh to 16
lakh. InBihar, the SIR wiped outa wholedec-
ade'sgaini ratioof electoral rolls.

sues. TheSIR
i women's right
In India, women’s voting clout has his-
torically suffered froma double whanmy
The firstisa by

‘The data from the second phase of the
SIR confirms that what happened in Bihar
‘was not an anomaly. The accompanying

ixmajorstatesin

Amartya Sen as the “missing girl child”: A
vast gap between the number of girls ex-
pec = R

the second phase. In every case, the SIR has
led to a decline in the gender ratio of the
voters’ list. On average, these snx stares had

rate, numberofgi
born. Thesecond phenomenon iswomen’s
under-enfranchisement— thewomen who
do reach the age of voting are less likely to
beonthevoters’ listthan men. The SIR has
now made it a triple whammy for Indian
women by introducing a new phenom-
enon: Disenfranchisement of women who
were already on the voters list. Indepen-
dentIndi
atthisscale.

Bihar gave us the first glimpse of what

forevery 1,000 irpre-
SIRvoters' list. l‘hlswasahnlelessﬂmnmelr
share in the adult population — 985. Now
look at the impact of the SIR: The gender
ratio in the draft voters’ list declined to 963.
Thi into23lakhaddi
tional “missing women voters”. In
other words, if the SIR exclusions

ratio
in Bihar’s population was 932 — for every
1,000men in Bihar'sadult population, there
wereonly932women. The voters’list made
it worse. For every 1,000 men on the voters’

i nly than

LLETTERS
To THE EDITOR

Trump’s aggression

‘THE OBSERVATION that India
must “play it by ear” regarding the
USinterventionin Venezuela
(“Trump’s lawless grab opens risky
new chapter’, IE, January 5) ex-
poses. atroublmg reahty Ourfor-
eign policy isil held

Women have been excluded

" ILLUSTRATION: CR SASIKUMAR

happenstoinclude Keralaand Tamil Nadu,
which are among the best states in terms of

of women. The requirement of filling an
enumeration form with a photograph by a

PRESR | Ppostsip | ADDITIONAL
STATE GENDERRATIO | GENDER RATIO WOMEN VOTERS
| (WOMEN/ (WOMEN/ DUETOSIR
‘ 1000 MEN) 1000 MEN) (LAKHS) &
| | Rajasthan 932 908 | 53 S
, | ey .
5\
j| | ferl g | 0% | 12 ‘ i \3/ ¥
West B I 969 948 50 o
e e \ ! VANDITA MISHRA
Madhya Pradesh 950 933 46
Gujarat I 954 ‘ 933 i 57 FYOU looked at the news over the last month, or today,
= T 'you would be overtaken by bleakness. As the old year
TN N S O T Y yields to the new, hate flourishes and BJP-led govern-
‘ Overall 979 | 963 230 ments’ abdications grow. To the naked eye, xtwuuld also
. seem, therefore, that the O
| 2025 THERATA FOR i thati ready —acloserlook saysitis not quite so.
ARE: But first, the news that is so dispiriting.
AND THEACTUAL NUMBER OF s InDecember, astudent from Tripuradied after a hate attack

in Dehradun, and no senior member of the BJP government or
partycalled thecrimeby its. name. Leadingup to Christmas, at-
tack goonsal
leging conversion, met with a similar silence. In Chhattisgarh,
Ba;rzu:nD Dal members arrested for vandahsmg Christmas dec-

their gender ratio. Even in these states, harsh deadline is a classic device of what Raipur T they
T of he voters” inistrative di i underlini i impunity. A young

list is higher than men, the SIR hasledtoa  ment. It is not surprising that more women partyina illy caf disrupted by vigi-

dropinthe genderratio—2pointsinTamil ~ haveb; Tuded being "hergues‘swereMushm

Nadu and 14 points in Kerala. P L “at ifted”. An i InIndore, which for being India’s cl city,

the other states fare much worse, dropping
by more than 15 points each. Thus, the SIR
has already wiped off nearly 6 lakh women
voters Gujarat, more than S lakh in Rajas-
than and West Bengal and almost 5 lakh
‘women votersin Madhya Pradesh. Contrast
this with Assam, the only state that has not
used enumeration forms and “mapping”
requirements for i its recem voter list revi-
sion. Here,

led to an improvement in the gender ratio,
from1,002t01004. Clearly, SIR is the culprit.
As in the case of Bihar, the SIR has re-
versed long-term gains in the proportion of
thevoters'listin Take

tion of these are married women whose
names have now been deleted from their
maternal home, but neverincluded in their
mnmedhome Buxthmsno(alLF\.utherclls~
women wh
areonthedraft listbut cannot “map” them-
selves to their parents (in-laws are not
allowed for this purpose), in two-decade-old
electoral rolls. This is plain discrimination
against married women.

When our future historian looks at this
data, she might also chance upon the ECI's
Manual on Electoral Rolls. She might be
struck by how sensitive the ECI's rules and
were when it came to women’s

MP, for example. In 2009, the
gender ratio of its voters’ list was

enrolment. She might notice that the ECI's
own manual required it to monitor the

were proportionally the same for for being ‘absent/shifted’. abysmallylowat887. Thankstothe  genderratioateachstage, carry out physical
men and women, we would have Al helmi i ECI'ssustainedefforts, theratioim-  verification and appoint female BLOs in
had 23 1akh more women on the TLOVEEW! l'e ming proportion proved in every revi-  case of any i in the gender ratio.
draftvoters'listthan we haveonthe are married whose names sion and reached 950 last year, wonder hoy ial Intensive
draft lists for phase. have been deleted from matching the actual share of Revisionoft che voters hst turnedintoavery
‘We don't have the gender-wise 3 . init ion.The specialil 'women voters.
dataforUpandchhanisgaryyer,  Cirmaternalhome but - w0933,
In all probability, the number of not mclL!ded intheir There is little surprise in this. hastri i i ith Bh:
“missingwomen voters” willshoot married home The SIR suffers from a design de- Jodo. Abhryaan Yadavis membef Swaraj India,
up then. This list of six states fectthat Bharat Jodo Abhiyaan

ANMOL JAIN

‘THESUPREME Court’sdecisiontodeny bail
to Umar Khalid and Sharjeel Imam, even as
iy 5

[he 2020 Dethi riots cases, raises serious
about the judiciary’s current ap-

proach toliberty, delay, and constitutional
s s ofbai

hostage by econounc coercion.
‘While New D “dee;
concern”, our muted response
suggests that Washington’s “tariff

accused is undoubtedly welcome, the con-
tinued incarceration of Khalid and Imam,

ingourdiplomatic voice. Weare
clearly struggling to manage con-
flicting agendas: Protecting do-
mestic economicstability and up-
holdingglobal norms.

Yatharth, New Delhi

FOR Anation battered by econ-

omic collapse and political

repression, accountability isun-

deniably necessary. Yet the

mannerinwhichitis pursued
much a r‘*

the
conclusion of trial, exposes a deeper failure
of India’s criminal justice system.

Central to the SC's reasoning isits obser-
vation that “this stage of proceedings does
nut justify’ [heLr enlargement on bail”. Even

have formally
Lhey are nowhere near their conclusion
‘Treating the absence of a concluding stage
asareasontodeny bail risks converting pro-
longed detention into a holding pattern
without constitutional endpoints, wherethe
state seems to benefir hom delay

(“Trump’s} risky

without

new chapter’, IE, Januarys) Uni-
lateral military actions risk b]ur—

Itfurthersug-
geststhat mere allegations of grave
offences can keep individuals im-

Itis important to acknowledge
the relief granted to other
accused through the grant of

Is Court letting downits
mandate on liberty?

contaminated drinking water claimed lives and a senior BJP
minister swatted down a reporter’s question on accountability
(and later: apologlsed weakly)

Local

state, which witnessed the most hmzen tod, phod (splitting) of

longago, Here, 68

the ruling BIP- led Mahayuti will be

elected unopposed. The Narendra Modi gcvemment rushed a
bill through Parli IGNREGA's

assurancetothe poomst cmzens

Ahead of Umar Khalid’s bail pleacomingup in the SC, when

the ChiefJustice of] Indh spokeof(he importance of“emmmy"
“arcof

need

it most itonly: underlmed an absence. Too often, the judiciary

nges the benefit of the doubt to the executive, or seems to take
it. Andsoitisthata

five years m jail, a trial far from beginning, bail demed agam

¥

ity, thelawisused tobend the rule of !HW,
democracy is undermined using the
tool-kit of democ

And yer, takea look atthe Congr&s&
led O
waords, you see bewilderment and help-
lessness. Bewilderment over why the
BJP continues to win elections. Help-
lessness on how to counter it.

Ifitdoes norwant togetlostin the ni-
hilistic politics of “vote chori”, the Con-
gress-led Opposition needs to ask itself
why, despite the BJP government’s ab-
dications, the Constitution/democracy-
in-danger argument is not striking

excepti i

of Dalits and among Muslims — two
communities that depend on constitu-
tional protections most crucially.

It ifil

atime when they are WIdely seen as fraying and tmleged not

Wﬁ.hOL\[W\CleI InIndia, ed frame-
foxmatmn of bail heanngs Courts increas-  speeches, and ldeolog{cal assoclanon form worksof legi ntunder theweight of their
lidand OWn contr: ions. In an era of ¢ icati

mems att.he ‘bail stage, relying on charge-

Imam. Wheni mca.rcerauon follows; pohuca]

acuvwv

havenot

lawful ion and puni-
collapses the distinction between bail pro-  tive detention grows thin. In such circum-
ceedings and trial, whil ingtheac-  stances,judici: i totheju-
cused the procedural safeguards thatatrial ~ diciary's role as a constitutional

guarantees. When liberty is decided on un-
tested material, the presumption of inno-
cence isreduced to a procedural formality.
These cases must bessituated withinthe
system. India
2022, over75 per cent of India’s prison popu-
lation consists of undertnals Many have

counter-majoritarian institution.

To be clear, bail does not amount to ex-
oneration. What it does is reaffirm a consti-
tutional principle: The criminal process is
not meant to punish before guilt is estab-
lished. Denying bail after more than five
years of incarceration without trial risks

they are also coming under pressure from the 24x7 performa-
tiveness of’ pohucs, and new strategies of commuous mobilisa-
tion thatar political we know it.

In atime like this, the BJP was quick to seize its opening
— it portrays itself as the carrier of the “voice of the people”,
which needs to be unshackled from the old order’s debris.
Amid turmoil, it unitiesthatcre-
ate selfie points and comfort zones and invite the people in
— be it “Hindu rashtra” or "Viksit Bharat” or “Vishwaguru”,
or “India de-Macaulayised".

Of course, the BJP* s wholes are not )ust abou( belongmg,
they rest on the
the Muslim minority. They use emouonal appea] to evade
calls for accountabxhty

doing precisely that.
Itisil

lief

spent years in pri often for
offences carrying sentences shorter than
the period of their incarceration. Against
this backdrop, the Court’s emphasis on the
“stage of proceedings” implies that the
longer a trial is delayed, the weaker the
claim to liberty. Such reasoning
shifts the cost of systemic failure

granted to other accused through the grant
of bail. That decision , at least in
part, the cons[lmuonal costs of prolonged
detention. But ub-
stitute for principled consistency.

‘The denial of bail to Khalid and Imam
should prompt serious institutional intro-

that does not recognise the deeper crisis
thatunderlies the BJP’s rise is unable to find the language to
counterit.

Todothat, itwould need i patiencetorepur-
pose the BJP’s whole — to reframe Hinduism by reinstating its
pluralism, instead of being spooked by it. It may need to frame
anew imagined community. Prashant Kishor slipped inBihar,
but his pitch to voters, simple and powertu] — “vote for your

from the state to the i
precisely the shift consutuuonal
courts are meant to resist. If delay

spection. Cs theirconstitu-
tional obligation to protect personal liberty,
particularly when delayed trials hand the

—sought
thing toworkwith.
For now, as the old year dissolves into new, an Opposition

nngt e prisonedi Whenliberty bail. But partial correction ect stuckwith an older vocabulary can call out neither the BJPgov-
History thanad- cannot substitute for detention, the i to con- 1 of i ionisevident. ernment’s abdications, nor the BJP project’s exclusions.

externally imposed solutions judication, incarceration beginsto P . duct timely trials is undermined.
often deepen instability The resemble adefault response. principled consistency The political context cannot be The writer teaches at Jindal Global Law School, The writer is national opinion editor, The Indian Express

- ‘qually ingi trans- ignored . Allegations of conspiracy, 0P Jindal University vandita.mishra@expressindia.com
crauc renewal through lawrul

notdeci-
sions dictated by raw power.,
Hasnain Rabbani, Mumbai . .

Fscafederalism No guardrailsin Trump 2.0
‘THE SHARPrise in primary defi- a
cits, weak tax buoyancy after GST B the UN) rests on the US being its guaran-  didn’t have “respect and support” inher  old dictum that what's good for Exxon- where institutionalists, many wi[h amili-
cuts, and higherstate borrowing > tor. The action in Venezuela clearly country. Trump has alsosaid thatthe “US ~ Mobil is good for America. He also ary
costs despitealowerreporate b 1 i will run —adealwithMaduro’s  said that US oil companies will move from Pax Amencana was no( their way.
pointtoastructural problem, not MANJEEV SINGH PURI beingraised about its legalityinUS law,in- ~ deputy, Vice President Delcy Rodriguez,  into Venezuela and repair its crumbling  Trump2.0 Ideologi-
acyclical one. Markets will event- cluding the fact that a coequal branch of ~ seems to be on the USanvil. oil infrastructure. caland fmanclal (including personal) rea-

ually price fiscal indiscipline, and

‘THE NEW Year began with two seemingly
? i ;

heavilyi may find
refinancing expensive (‘For
Centreand state finances, a
reckoning’, IE, January 5). Whatis
worryingis that this stress comes
‘when corporate and bank balance
sheetsarerelatively healthy. Gov-
ernmentsshould be crowdingin
private investment through pro-
ductive capital spending, not
crowdingitout with freebies.

K Chidanand Kumar, Bengaluru

y
tic. The first was the inauguration of
Zohran Mamdani, a wonderful testament
to America’s exceptionalism, giving the
world a reason to celebrate the US. A day
later came the news of the forced removal
and transfer to the US of the sitting Presi-

the country’s government, Congress, was
kept in the dark. What, then, prompted
President Donald Trump to undertake
thisaction?

Theavowed reason is President Nicolds
Maduro’s involvement in the narcotics
trade and his indictment in this matter in
aUScourt. Butthisdoesn'treallyadd up as

dentofabig Latin Iy, Vene-
zuela. This was also i but

, byall accounts, isabit p]ayerm
d ingintothe US. Tl

one that raised concerns not only in the
US's now-claimed hegemonic domain of
the Western hemisphere (read Americas),
but globally as well.

The global rules-based order (read also

restoring democracy and Maduro having
“stolen” the 2024 election alsodoesn’tadd
up. Indeed, Trump said that the Venezue-
lan opposition leader and recent Nobel
Prize recipient, Maria Corina

The issues with Venezuela are more
than a decade old. So why did Trump do
what he did now? The obvious reason is
oil. The US President is a follower of the

The US Presidentis a follower of
the old dictum that what's good
for ExxonMobil is good for
America. He also said that US oil
companies will move into
Venezuela and repair its
crumblingoil infrastructure

epaper.indianexpress.com

ing,which

The UStoday is the | oil producer Thenthereislegacy
intheworld, buta lomfn comesfromfrack- —Trump wou!d like to be remembered as
crude. Theoldre- ac president xtend
fineries, especially in and around Texas, the US’s hegemonic power.

need heavy crude that used to come from
Venezuela, Russia and Canada. Sanctions
over the years have reduced Venezuela
from a major oil producer to a minnow,
but it remains the custodian of the
largest oil reserves in the world, apart from
gold, coal and other The third-

US domestic reasons also matter —

il on the marketcan lower
at the pump. Trump also wants to rebuild
support among Latinos in the US, which
had started waveringfollowing ICE actions,
and firm up the MAGA hase. which, too,

largest oil company in the US, CITGO, is
also Venezuelan-own:

‘Why didn’t Trump act in his first term?
Trump 1.0 was an accidental presidency

hasb Jeffrey Ep-
stein revelanons and repeal of Obamacare.

The writer is former ambassador of India

to the EU and Nepal
/AN m

Mumbai
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Grok use against
women: Whoiis
responsible —
Al,users or X?

Soumyarendra Barik
New Delhi, January 5

‘WHEN GROK Al puts out objectionable pictures of women at
thepromptofa user ludmg behind anonymity, the key ques-
tionthat

Should it be Elon Musk, the owner of X which is hosting
the content, or Grok AL which has been created by notonly a
team of highly paid engineers but also low-wage data anno-
tators, or the users putting in such plompls"

keillecal
will “suffer the same consequences as ifthey upload illegal
content”. Th hand, isasking
questions of X as to how Grok Al was allowing the creation of
objectionable pictures of women, without their consent, with
seemmgly no safety guardraxls inplace.
thelegal play and why itcould lead

to action against the social media platform.

Safe harbour protection for X
For lech companies such as X, the only real legal conse-
Indiai:

that are available to them u.nder the country's Information
Technology Act, 2000. These protections recognise social
‘media platforms as mere conduits of content that users post,
and asaresult, have legal immunity fromthem, aslongasthey
adhere to some prescribed due diligence directives from the
government, such as taking down flagged content within a

specified timeframe.
But that understandmg of what safe harbour means has
ser Grok, where
itmight be tricky to ascribe accountabiliw,
Does Grok have the right to free speech? And

« DELHI RIOTS CASE: KHALID, IMAM DENIED BAIL

In bail denial, SC creates
ahierarchy of offenders

VINEET BHALLA

THE SUPREME Court Monday denied bail
to Umar Khalid and Shaneel lmam inthe
2020 Delhiri

SCused framework of differentiated
roles of alleged conspirators, making
adistinction between the ‘architects’

+«HOW THERIOTS CASE UNFOLDED

MARCH 2020:FIRis filed under the
IPC for rioting and criminal conspi-
racy after the Northeast Delhi riots.

SEPT 2020: Chalgesheeushled Te-

APRIL2022: Khalid moves Delhi HC,
appealing against dismissal of his bail
plea.

DCT 2022: HCrejects his bail plea

castingthe

ingrelief to five other accused Gulfisha
Fatima, Meeran Haider, Shifa Ur Rehman,
Mohd Saleem Khan and Shadab Ahmed.
The Bench of Justices Aravind Kumar and
N V Anjaria, in its ruling, created a frame-
work of differentiated roles of the alleged
conspirators, distinguishingthe “architects™
of the conspiracy and its “facilitators”.
TheSCheld thatinan alleged conspiracy
of this magnitude, the “ideological drivers™
cannot claim parity with those accused of
merely executingorders on the ground.

Onthe ‘hierarchy of roles’
The central theme of the judgment is

of s
‘The SC observed that the roles attributed
to the accused vary significantly, notinga
“discernible differentiation” in the hier-
archy of the alleged conspiracy.

For Khalid and Imam, the court found
that the prosecution material places them
atthelevel uf “concepnmhsanon, direction,

what is Grok’s free speech even?

thenextword inasen-

tence, orthe: next pixelina picture should be, whichisafactor

oftheunder] ithasbeen trai: . Boththe code

and the intl {el is created by humans.

'Manywould say that X should be held accountable for Grok’s
responses. The Indian government is certainly in that camp.

What the Indian government has toldX

The I.ndnan ‘ar ” over
Grok jecti pictures.On
Friday, it senta missi: th saying that it was not

adhering to the country’s laws, raising red flags over “serious
failure” of safeguard enforcement, and has sought informa-
tion about technical details related to Grok s actions.

‘The government said that the service was being used by
people to target women who host or publish their images or
videos, through prompts,
image manipulation and
synthetic outputs, and said
that“such conductreflectsa
serious failure of platform-
level safeguards and en-
forcement mechanisms, and
amounts to gross misuse of
artificiali i -

They are
described mthe verdlctas Lhe “ideological
drivers” and “masterminds”, who formu-
lated the strategy of convenmg protests

appeal, holding that

FEB2024: Khalid withdraws his SC

bail plea, citing “changed circum-

stances”; returns to the trial court.

MAY 2024: Sessions Court rejects

bail again, holding that prolongedin-
< toverride th

tated conspiracy linked to anti-CAA the bar under 43D(5) of UAPA

protests; UAPA provisions invoked. applied. tory bar under UAPA.

JULY 2021: Umar Khalid files his first APRIL2023: Khalldmovessupreme JULY 2024: Khalldmuves DelhiHC
bail plea bef Sessions  Court (SC); fil again, Sessions Court's
Court; plea withdrawn due to objec- tion against HC's failure to grant bail; fresh rejection.

tions over maintainability under UAPA. SEPT  Delhi HC rejects bail, rul-

SEPT 2021: Khalid place.

files second bail plea

before the same tice Siddharth Mridul,
court. oneof the twojudges
MARCH-APRIL hgaring Khalid's plea
2022: Court since 2022, getstrans-

rejects bail for
multiple accused,
ruling that the ma-
Ierlaldrsclosesa has

under UAPA.

OCT2023:HC's Jus-

ferred., preventing the
pronouncement of
ordersandarehear-
ingof the ap-
peal.

ing thatriots were the outcome of a
planned conspiracy.

SEPT-OCT 2025: SC begins hearing
bail appeals of all accused together.

JAN 2026: Applying an “accused-
specific” test, SC denies bail to Khalid
and Sharjeel Imam, holding them to
beona“qualitatively different foot-
ing"; grants bail to five co-accused,
subjecttostringent conditions.

COMPILED BY AMAAL SHEIKH

tegrity of India. The court held that when
such blockades are designed to cause a

nised tocoincidewithinternational events
— such as the 2020 visit of US President
Donald Trump — they prima facie attract
the definition of a terrorist act.

This interpretation directly impacts the
grant of bail. Under Section 43D(5) of the
UAPA, d can be released on bail if

against the Cit ) Act
into road blockades to paralyse Delhi.

In contrast, the five accused, who were
granted bail, were characterised by the SC
as “local-level facilitators” or “site-level

the court is of the opinion that the accusa-
tions are “prima facie true”. Applyingthisto
Khalid and Imam, the court found that the
matenal including wimess statemems

", Their roles were described as
“derivative”, meaning they acted upon di-
rections received from the top tier. The
court reasoned that keeping these “minor
participants”incustody indefinitely, when
the investigation is complete, and the trial

islagging, would be di:

On definition of ‘terrorist act’
One of the key aspects of the ruling is
‘what constitutes a “terrorist act” under Sec-
tion 15 of the Unlawful Activities (Preven-
tion) Act (UAPA). The defence argued that

and road blockades, which amount to dis-
sent. The SC rejected this argument, saying
Section15isnotlimited tothe useofconven-

logies in violation of appli-
cable laws”.

Thisis beingviewed with
“grave concern,” as it could
violate the dignity, privacy
and safety of women and
children, “normalising sex-

GOVTvsX

® X owner Elon Musk said any-
oneusing Grok to make illegal

2 ual harassment and exploi-
contentwill suffer the same tation in digital spaces, and
consequences as if they upload undermining the statutory
illegal content. duediligence frameworkap-

@ TheIndian government, how-
ever, believes X is falling foul of
itsdue diligence requirements
underthelT Act.

plicable to intermediaries
operating in India”, the gov-
ernment said.

The notice said that due
to Grok’s actions, X was not
adequately adhering to
provisions of the Information Technology (IT) Rules, 2021,
and the Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, 2023.

Impact on X’s safe harbour

IT Minister Ashwini Vaishnaw recently said that social
media platforms like X should take responsibility for content
they publish and a standing committee has already recom-
manded a mugh law to fix accountability of platforms. “The

astronglaw for

regulatmgsoclal media. Weare considering it,” he said.

Earlier, he has spoken about the potential need to relook
atsafe harbour to Olmu platforms.

The g talked about the safe har-
bour c]ause in2023 during consultations on the Digital India
Act, whichonce implemented will replace the decades old IT
Act, 2000. However, the government is yet to issue a draft of
the Digital India Bill for public consultation.

Officials in the government indicated that after the Grok
Al incident, they were ready to revoke X’s safe harbour pro-
tections, meaning the platform could become legally liable
for Grok Als outputs.

Not anewproblem
In October, The Indian Express had reported how Al-gen-
erated clxps and pictures of actors were widely avaﬂab[e on
d X, with the
failing in [heLr responsibility to curb the spread of such con-
tent, jeopardising the safety and dignity of women, which
could create barriers to their participation in digital spaces.
InDecember, the IT Ministry had issued an advisory to on-
line platforms, including social media companies, asking
themnot tohost obscene, orvulgar content, calling for “greater
rigour” inadhering to provisions of the law.
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tional has bombs or firearms.

ﬁmem[y eﬂtabhshed a pnma l'acne case of What the
onbail ithfull them.  courtsaid
On prolonged incarceration TheSCruled that
ionate. . Toad
garding the length of their custody. The ac- flmgned to
cused have been in jail since 2020, with the ~ disrupt public
trial still stuck at the stage of framing of orderand
charges. They relied on the SC's 2021 ruling international
in Union of India vs KA Najeeb, which held events prima
that constitutional courts can grant baxlde :
spitethe UAPA bariftherei facieattract the
aspeedy trial, to protect the right to life and "*-‘ﬂm‘!““ ofa
terroristact.

liberty under Article 21 of the Constitution.
ButonMonday, the SCclarified that KA °
‘Najeeb does not provide a mechanical rule

by the defence, and could not be solely at-
tributed to the prosecution.

The court ruled that the plea of delay
'must be balanced against the gravity of the
offence and the role of the accused. For the
alleged “masterminds” — Khalid and Imam
— the gravity of the offe d their “con-

of the plot and its ‘facilitators’

What courts have
said earlier on UAPA
and prolonged
incarceration

Apurva Vishwanath
New Delhi, January 5

IN DENYING bail to Umar Khalid and
Sharjeel Imam — accused of forging a
“larger conspiracy™ in the 2020 Northeast
Delhi riots — the Supreme Court has ob-
served that prolonged incarceration can-
not be an “absolute entitlement” to seek
bail in terror cases.

Previously, the SC has underlined pro-
longed incarceration as an exceptional
ground for granting bail, overriding the
stringent bail conditions under the UAPA.

Bailin previous UAPA cases
Between2016and 2025, Benchesheaded
by nine different Supreme Court judges
granted bail in 16 cases under the UAPA on
had remained
injail for long periods, and trial had not
‘moved forward in any meaningful way.
The SC, in a 2021 decision in Union of
Indiav KA Najeeb, granted bail in a UAPA
case in which the accused had been in jail
formore than five years, and 276 witnesses
ined to b i

ity” meant y

i Tactor.

However, for the facilitators, whose
roles were limited to logistics or local mo-
bilisation, the court held that continuedin-
carceration had become punitive. Since

Referring to the restrictive bail condi-
tions in Section 43(D)(S) of the UAPA, the
courtheld, “Therigours of such provisions
will meit downwhere thereis no likelihood
of trial being completed within a reason-
able time and the period of incarceration

they did not possess the “
pacity” tothreaten thetrial process, the bal-
ance tilted in favour of their liberty.

What'’s next
Forthe five granted relief, theSChasim-
posed conditions to ensure they do not
tamper with evidence or influence wit-
nesses. They mustexecute a personal bond
0f Rs 2,00,000 with two local sureties and
remain within the National Capital Terri-
tory of Delhi. They have been directed to
their reporttothe
Delhi Police’s Crime Branch police station
twiceaweek. The courthasalsorestrained
them from making any public commen-
tary regarding the case and prohibited

already has asub-
stantial part of the prescribed sentence”.
In April 2024, the court relied on this
ruling to grant bail to UAPA-accused and
former Nagpur University professor Shoma
Sen in the Bhima Koregaon case. Referring
to the decision in KA Najeeb, the court
stated “long period of incarceration was
held to be a valid ground to enlarge an ac-
cused on bail in spite of the bail-restricting
provision of Section 43D (5) of the 1967 Act”.
InShomaSen’s case, the court also held
that “any form of deprival of liberty results
inbreachof Article 21 of the Constitution of
India and must be 1usnﬁed on the ground

ofbein justand fair
pmcedure, and such deprxval must be pro-
the facts of a given case”.

them fr For Kha-
lid and Imam, the SC acknowledged the

In July 2024, a Bench comprising Jus-

It D Thecourtalso  paceofthetrial and directed thetrialcourt —tices J B Pardiwala and Ujjal Bhuyan also
“any other means of whatever nature” that ~ ute. The court has said delaydoesnotoper- ~ said thatadelay o proceed with “dueexpedition”. Thecourt ~ cited the right to speedy trial and granted
arelikely tothreaten the economicsecurity — ateasa“trumpcard” thatautomatically dis- inthe trial has also provided a specific window for  bail to Sheikh Javed Igbal, a Nepali citizen
of India or disrupt essential services. plaues stammry restramt but mther serves cannot them toseek bail again. They canapplyfor ~ booked under the UAPA, bypassing its
The SC accepted the i asatriggerfi i automatically bail before the trial court either upon the  stringent bail provision.
ory that the “sustained chokmg of arlenal The SC also concluded that the delay trampihe completion ofthe examination of the “pro- Igbal, at the time of his bail, had been
roads” and the “ sy temic ’mvlc as partlyduetothe p tected witnesses” relied upon by the pros-  incarcerated for more than nine years, with
life” were not — statute. i iryofoneyearfrom  only two wi having their evidence
actsintended tothreatenthe unityand in-  nesses—and jectis ised hed: thisorder, isearlier.  recorded duringthat time.

» VENEZUELA CRISIS

Colombia, Cuba, Mexico: What’s behind Trump’s threats?

Red flags over Greenland: Why
US wants to annex the terrltory

Anagha Jayakumar
New Delhi, January §

SOON AFTER the capture of Venezuelan
President Nicolas Maduro, US President
Donald Trump threatened action against
two other Latin American nations — Co-
lombia and Mexico — if they failed to re-
ducethe flowofillicitdrugsintothe US. He
added that Cuba, aclose ally of Venezuela,
“looks like it’s ready to fall” on its own.

It’s not just the 19th-century Monroe
Doctrine, which asserts the western hemi-
sphere as azone of US influence, that’s be-

3 s

as ideology, drugs, immigration and stra-
tegic partners isalso behind Trump’sire.

Colombia

Colombiaandthe US have traditionally
had close trade and security ties. Colombia
isamajor: supphel of crude o theUS.

ATLANTIC
OCEAN
PACIFIC
OCEAN
Venezuela

ing of fentanyl, a highly potent synthetic
drug that has contributed to a rise in drug
overdoses inthe US.

Trump’s first presidential campaign
succeeded in part because he promised to
erect a border wall between the US and
Mexico. The plan failed, but the two nations
agreed to curtail the flow of illegal immi-

theUS. Trumph

Thecountryi pro-
ducer of cocaine, as well as the cocoa plant
fromwhichitisderived, accounungforover

hirds of the total fboth.

tariffs against Canada, China and Mexico
citing fentanyl trafficking. He also
to launch drone strikes into

Relations ince
Gustavo Petrobecame Colombia’s first-ever
leftist president in 2022. He has been un-
willing to cooperate with US-backed drug
policies, expressed aninterestinjoining the
BRICS+grouping, and decided to break ties
with Israel. In January 2025, Trump’s ad-
ministration threatened repercussions

Mexxco to combat drug trafficking.

His proposal to allow American troops
into Mexico to fight suspected Mexican
drugcartels last April was rebuffed by Mex-
ican president Claudia Sheinbaum.

Cuba
TheUS and Cubahave had ahistorically

Differing
reasons,
similar
threats

® Trump's wishto

against Colombi

itinitially

troubled right from the Cold ~ 8Mnex G“?‘*"‘i“,d ap-

acceptUS militaryaircraft carrying Colom-
bian deportees. Over the weekend, Petro
called the US attacks on Venezuela an “as-
sault on the sovereignty” of Latin America
that would lead toa humanitarian crisis.

Mexico
The US and Mexico have a

Anagha Jayakumar
New Delhi, January 5

FOLLOWING THE capture of Venezuelan
President Nicolas Maduro, US President
Donald Trump repeated histhreatto annex
theautonomous Danish province of Green-
land. He said the US “absolutely needs” it
“for defence”, while his aides posted pro-
vocative “SOON" maps of the island
draped inthe American flag.

The leaders of Denmark, Greenland
and even the UK have responded strongly
to the remarks. The rebuttals mark the la-

Greenland
PACiFiC \, Canada
OCEAN
ATLANTIC
OCEAN
Mexico

balt—butalsosomeof the biggest reserves

test response in a year-long by
the US to annex the province, with Trump
even expressing willingness to use force.
Here is why the US wants Greenland.

Strategic location
American interest in Greenland, the
world’s largest island. is n)oted ingeostrat-

of Rare mineral
i in critical techno-

logies such as phones and electric vehicles
aswell as in new military applications,

Chinaiscurrently theleadingsupplierof

Crucially, China

Greenland ina big way. Chinese. compa.nis
areactively’ mvolved inprospecting,

egy.Itislocated near

lanes around the Arctic. It served as a vital
base of operations during the Cold War
(1945-91). The US operatesthe sprawling Pi-
tuffik Space Base (formerly the Thule Air
Base)inthe province. From Greenland, the
% : N ¥

War era when Fidel Castro took over and
Americalaunched the failed Bay of Pigsin-
vasion. The US has long imposed strict
economic sanctions on Cuba — with abrief
reversal of the policy under Barack
Obama’s presidency. Trump has redesig-
nated Cubaas astate sponsor of! tenonsm
Cuba on

bystrategicinter-
ests. Theisland is lo-
cated near emerging
shipping lanesin the
Arctic.

®Incaseof Latin
America, the th

history, with deep economic links today.
‘The 3,145-km border has mcreasmgly be-

appear to be borne
out ufnonus&as:ra-

foroil and has received large-scale foreign
investment from China and Russia. WiLh

towardsit Russia, ChinaorevenNorth
Korea. Similarly, it can launch missiles and
ships towards Asia or Europe easily from
Greenland. In recent years, China and Rus-
sia have reportedly scaled up their military
capabilities in the Arctic, according to an
Arctic Institute research paper.

Resourcerich
Trump’s interest in Greenland also ap-
S

pointin bil the fateofthe buta  p y the

tain, (.uba may turn toRussxa, buﬂdmg on  mixture of reasons rising influence of China in the region.
and the ﬂnw of illicit drugs. Mexicoalso  theiri military suchasdrugs, 1deulr Greenland has large reserves of not just
leadsinthe global productionandtraffick-  operationin recent years. ogy and immi it resources —gold, ni co-

epaper.indianexpress.com

and p these mineral resources.
‘They account for 11% per cent of the invest-
‘ments in the mineral sector in Greenland,
just behmdAustm].la and the US, data from

theisland how:

The Chinashadow

The Chinese presence is not limited to
the mineral sectorin Greenland. It hasalso
been involved in creation of newinfrastruc-
ture, aimed at facilitating greater usage of
Arcticsearoutes. In2018, it released awhite
paper on its Arctic policy, in which it un-
veiled plans of creating a ‘Polar Silk Road'.

TheUS, with its defence assets in Green-
land, is unnerved by these developments,
and has even tried to dissuade Denmark
from allowing too many Chinese com-
panies in the island. The US has many
motivations to control Greenland, but
China’s footprint seems to be a big reason.
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New tariff threats

Faced with unending Trump tantrums,
India should look for other options

fter drawing a short draw from US President

Donald Trump, India finds itself confronted with

another veiled warning. Renewing pressure over
India’s purchase of Russian oil, Trump on Sunday said
that US tariffs could be raised further if New Delhi does
not cooperate. This puts a question mark over the US-
India trade deal, which has already missed many dead-
lines. The timing of the warning is significant as
Trump’s remarks followed US military operations in
Venezuela. Earlier, Trump had described Modi as a “good
man who knows that I am unhappy and wants to make
me happy.” He had also conceded that India had substan-
tially reduced its oil purchases from Russia. Though
Indian officials denied any recent conversation between
Trump and Modi on the issue, the US seems to be piqued
by the fact that India’s Russian oil purchases have risen
to a six-month high in November, accounting for 35% of
its oil imports.

This comes at a time when there has been little pro-
gress in finalising a trade deal with the US. However, at
the same time, India has also increased its purchases of
American oil, which jumped to a seven-month high in
November 2025, with the US accounting for nearly 13%
of India’s oil imports that month. The US had in August
2025 hiked tariffs on India’s imports from 25% to 50% as
a “penalty” for its imports of Russian oil. This was
despite the fact that, in seven of the eight months leading
up to August, India had cut its Russian oil imports on a
year-on-year basis. There is growing frustration in New
Delhi over the fact that, despite India’s willingness to cut
Russian oil imports, there has been little progress on
addressing the tariff issue. India has already presented
its final offer to the US. The matter is now pending before
the US leadership.

However, despite these apparent frustrations, India
has continued to tread a fine line to balance US interests.
Last November, India’s oil imports from the US jumped
to a seven-month high of nearly 2.8 million tonnes, with
a total value of $1.4 billion. As a result, the US saw its
share in Indian oil imports jump to 12.6% from 4.2% a
month and a year earlier. The Government has also
asked Indian refiners for weekly disclosures of Russian
and US oil purchases and expects Russian crude imports
to dip below 1 million barrels per day as New Delhi seeks
to clinch a trade deal with Washington. If the US is
serious about the India-US partnership, it should first
cut the punitive tariff on Indian exports from 50% to
25%, especially since the Russian oil issue - the stated
trigger - has been resolved. Faced with fresh Trump tan-
trums, India is not putting all eggs in one basket any-
more and gaining more room to manoeuvre in an unpre-
dictable tariff and sanctions world.

Pangs of growth

As India’s gig economy grows,
its workers continue to suffer

he nationwide strike by gig workers on New Year
I eve has drawn attention to the working conditions
in this sector and the state of the gig economy. Niti
Aayog estimates the number of gig and platform workers
in India in 2029-30 at 2.35 crore, rising from one crore in
2024-25. Poised for significant growth, the sector employs
a major segment of the country’s workforce, but as unor-
ganised and casual employees, these workers are not enti-
tled to labour protection and most welfare measures.
Studies and discussions have underscored their poor
working conditions and demands, but the platforms have
not responded well. A token strike called by the workers
on December 25 disrupted deliveries in some places.
‘Wednesday's stir did not have a major impact on services,
but the two strikes have revived discussions around the
workers’ rights.

The demands raised by the Indian Federation of App-
based Transport Workers include a rollback of 10-minute
delivery models, a fair and transparent wage system,
social security including health benefits, accident insur-
ance and pension, end to arbitrary and algorithmic pen-
alties, and regulation of platform companies under
labour laws. These workplaces do not follow a traditional
employer-employee relationship and offer no scope for
direct negotiations involving the management. Most of
the employees are overworked and poorly paid.
According to a survey, over 80% of them work more than
10 hours a day and most earn below 15,000 per month.
Many have faced arbitrary ID deactivation; the con-
ditions are stressful and inhuman for most, especially for
personnel in the 10-minute delivery stream. Over the past
year, several countries have passed laws to regulate their
working conditions and fair wages.

India has brought gig workers under the Code on Social
Security, which came into force last month, and entitles
them to a host of welfare measures. But these claims need
to be viewed in context of formal coverage of the work-
force - it has been noted that only 5% of gig workers are
registered on the e-Shram portal. While the workplace con-
ditions and the workers’ demands have been recognised,
the challenge will be in translating assurances into prac-
tice. Mandatory contributions of 1-2% of the aggregator’s
turnover to a social security fund, and Aadhaar-linked uni-
versal account numbers are important steps. But it is not
known how the social security schemes will be imple-
mented. Ad hoc incentives and payouts will not suffice.
The grievances call for strong regulatory oversight on
work hours, wages, and other benefits, in accordance with
the law. At a time when governments are bringing forward
legislation to ensure fair wages and welfare measures for
gig workers, India cannot afford to look away.

Crisis and Opportunity

The sessions of 2025 witnessed a near-total breakdown of the deliberative process

Prabhu Chawla
POWER & POLITICS
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emocracy, in its most vis-

ceral and organic form, is

not a monologue of agree-

ment but a cacophony of
competing aspirations. In a civilisa-
tion as ancient, polyphonic, and lay-
ered as India, the democratic
experiment was never designed to
be seamless; it was intended to be
the friction that polishes the stone.
A multicultural society, spanning
linguistic, religious, and ethnic
fault lines, manages its inherent
contradictions not through silence,
but through the noisy, often messy,
institutionalisation of conflict. The
Parliament, the federal assemblies,
and the media are meant to be the
safety valves where these pressures
are released through dialogue.
However, when the institutions
designed to mediate these conflicts
atrophy, the noise does not disap-
pear. It metastasises into toxicity.
When the forum for debate becomes
a theatre of silence, democracy
ceases to be a negotiation and
becomes a diktat. As India navi-
gated the turbulent waters of 2025,
it found itself not merely in a state
of political contestation but in an
existential deadlock where the
mechanisms of dialogue had been
systematically replaced by the
mechanics of confrontation. The
year was a testament to the fragility
of a republic where the “will of the
people” is increasingly interpreted
as the “dominance of the majority”,
leaving little room for the nuances
of dissent that Nehru and
Ambedkar had meticulously woven
into the constitutional fabric.

In retrospect, 2025 stands out as a
year of institutional impasse,
where the empty chair became a
defining symbol of the profound
deadlock between the treasury
benches and the opposition. The
paralysis of the Indian Parliament
serves as the bleakest metric of this
institutional decline. Continuing
the ominous trend set by the Winter
Session of 2024, where productivity
in the Lok Sabha plummeted to 31
per cent and the Rajya Sabha to 32
per cent, the sessions of 2025 wit-
nessed a near-total breakdown of
the deliberative process. Official
records from the PRS Legislative
Research indicate that the first
three sessions of 2025 sat for his-
torically low durations, character-
ised by “minimum work and maxi-
mum confrontation”. While govern-
ment floor managers cited techni-
cal productivity in certain sessions,
the quality of that engagement
revealed the depth of the rot. For
instance, in the Budget Session,
despite claims of high functional
hours, critical legislative business

y has come to

2025 d how dang;
mistaking majoritarian

ly close Indian di

soul that

for the noisy,

once gave it life and expressed the nation’s diversity

was bulldozed with alarming speed.
The imposition of President’s Rule
in Manipur, a decision of profound
federal consequence, was approved
by the Lok Sabha after a mere 42
minutes of discussion. The Rajya
Sabha, often the house of sober sec-
ond thought, saw bills passed
amidst din without a division vote.
The “reasons for confrontation”
were systemic rather than episodic.
The ruling party, emboldened by
repeated electoral successes and a
fractured Opposition, adopted a
posture of legislative belligerence,
viewing parliamentary debate not
as a constitutional necessity but as
an obstruction to administrative
efficiency. Mallikarjun Kharge, the
Leader of the Opposition in the
Rajya Sabha, captured this sen-
timent in a moment of exasper-
ation, stating, “The problem is a
trust deficit. The whole session
they did not have a discussion. How
can we trust them? They want to
kill democracy.” His words under-
scored a reality where the govern-
ment refused to engage on conten-
tious flashpoints, leaving the
Opposition with disruption as its
only remaining leverage.

Yet, amidst this parli y

ance model built on freebies and
welfare promises. Modi himself
descended into the campaign trail,
addressing massive rallies where
he thundered, “Delhi has rejected
the politics of freebies and chosen
development,” framing the win as a
mandate for his vision of a corrup-
tion-free, aspirational India. This
Delhi verdict was followed by an
even more emphatic triumph in
Bihar, where the National
Democratic Alliance crushed the
Mahagathbandhan, with the BJP
and its ally Nitish Kumar's JD(U)
together claiming a supermajority.
The Bihar battle was a master class
in coalition arithmetic and narra-
tive dominance, where Modi’s per-
sonal interventions—through vir-
tual roadshows and strategic mes-
saging on caste census and develop-
ment—neutralised Rahul Gandhi’s
aggressive push for social justice.
These back-to-back electoral hat-
tricks transformed the BJP’s body
language from defensive to trium-
phalist. Amit Shah, the Home
Minister and master strategist,
declared post-Bihar, “This is the
beginning of the end for dynastic
politics. The people have spoken—

paralysis, 2025 also witnessed a dra-
matic resurgence of electoral for-
tunes that redefined the political
landscape. The Bharatiya Janata
Party, under Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s leadership, recov-
ered its electoral mojo with
resounding victories in both the
Delhi and Bihar Assembly elec-
tions. These triumphs were not
mere footnotes; they were seismic
shifts that reasserted Modi's image
as an_invincible winner and
injected a fresh surge of confidence
into the ruling dispensation. In
Delhi, the BJP's sweep securing 48
seats in the 70 member assembly
shattered the Aam Aadmi Party’s
Aad) i i

g
the fragility of Kejriwal's govern-

Modi is unb le.” The ruling
party’s newfound arrogance in
Parliament, far from being
unearned, was now fortified by
these democratic endorsements,
allowing it to dismiss Opposition
disruptions as the tantrums of elec-
toral losers.

The ideological fulcrum of the
confrontation in 2025 was the
Special Intensive Revision (SIR) of
electoral rolls. While the Election
Commission of India framed the
SIR as a routine administrative
exercise to purge “dead, shifted,
and duplicate” entries, the
Opposition viewed it as a weapon-
ised demographic tool. In a political
climate charged with suspicion, the
SIR was branded by the INDIA bloc
as a ‘“covert NRC" (National

Read more on www.epaper.

okmat.comy/lokmattimes
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OPINION

Register of Citizens) aimed at dis-
enfranchising minority demo-
graphics—specifically Muslims—
under the guise of data hygiene.
The controversy was not merely
procedural; it was existential. In
states like West Bengal and Assam,
fears were stoked that the revision
was a prelude to stripping millions
of their voting rights. Rahul
Gandhi, in a rare moment of pierc-
ing clarity during a truncated
debate, lashed out at the govern-
ment's intent: “If you destroy the
vote, you destroy the country. You
destroy the idea of India.” He
argued that the SIR was being used
to execute “vote theft” on an indus-
trial scale, altering the electorate to
favour the ruling dispensation in
the upcoming 2026 state elections.
The government's refusal to allow a
dedicated discussion on the SIR in
Parliament turned the legislative
chambers into battlegrounds, with
the treasury benches dismissing
the Opposition’s concerns as
“appeasement politics” and fear-
mongering. This refusal to engage
on an issue touching the very cit-
izenship of the people solidified the
perception that 2025 was a year
where the state was at war with a
section of its own citizenry.
Beyond the capital, the malaise
deepened in the federal structure,
threatening the “Union of States™
concept enshrined in Article 1. The
year 2025 witnessed a near-total col-
lapse of formal communication
between the Centre and Opposition-
ruled states. The BJP's celebrated
“Double Engine” narrative mor-
phed into a “Single Command” real-
ity, where states like West Bengal,
Kerala, and Tamil Nadu found
themselves locked in fiscal and
administrative combat with New
Delhi. The conflict was no longer
about policy differences; it was a
war of attrition waged through the
office of the Governor In Tamil
Nadu, the confrontation between
the elected government of MK
Stalin and Governor RN Ravi
reached a fever pitch. The
Governor's unprecedented move to
unilaterally dismiss a minister—
though later retracted—and his
refusal to read the customary
address prepared by the state cabi-
net, signalled a breakdown of con-
stitutional propriety. In West
Bengal, the Raj Bhavan under
Governor CV Ananda Bose initi-
ated a “social boycott” of Chief
Minister Mamata Banerjee, a move
that would have been unthinkable
in previous decades. In Kerala,
Governor Rajendra  Arlekar's
delays in assenting to bills and sum-
moning assemblies further exacer-
bated tensions with the LDF gov-
ernment,
To be concluded

The author is a senior journalist.
Views expressed are personal.

Story behind vulture J-132’s ‘regal’ flight

Prof Chander Mahadev

-132's ‘regal’ flight across sev-

eral districts in Maharashtra,

covering a distance of 750

kms in 17 days, became the
talking point in Indian media. This
was surprising since nature’s sani-
tation workers don't get much
talked about as they are not among
the most exciting avian species for
wildlife enthusiasts. What made
news was the exploits of this mag-
nificent bird which traversed across
central and western Maharashtra,
crossing through eight districts
before reaching the cliffs near
Anjaneri hills in Nashik.

Scientists selected Saddledam, 22
km from Sillari Gate, as their pre-
release aviary for strategic reasons.
This protected area was chosen
since it offered large prey base, as
vultures could feed on the remains
of animals hunted by tigers, leop-
ards, and wild dogs. The reserve also
provided a buffer against threats
that persisted outside protected
boundaries. Pench and Tadoba
Tiger Reserves in Maharashtra,
along with Maelghat, became focal
points for the reintroduction pro-
gram.

Before release, vultures under-
went months of acclimatization.
The 14 vultures brought from
Pinjore to Pench in April 2025—

eight white-rumped and five long-
billed vultures including J-132—
spent eight months learning to for-
age naturally and adapting to their
new environment. Researchers
monitored them continuously
through CCTV cameras, tracking
their health and behaviour.

Equally important was making
the landscape safe. The Bombay
Natural History Society (BNHS) and
Maharashtra Forest Department
teams conducted pharmacy surveys
in surrounding areas, ensuring
banned veterinary drugs weren't
being sold or used. They educated
cattle owners about alternative med-
ications like Meloxicam, which is
safe for vultures. Forest department
staff received training in vulture
identification and habitat protec-
tion. Community engagement pro-
grams raised awareness about these
birds' eritical ical role,

tures could navigate, survive, and
thrive across vast distances.
Explaining the careful balance
between monitoring and protection,
a BNHS researcher stationed in
Pench Tiger Reserve (PTR) says:
“The bird roosts in the evening,
feeds in the morning and then flies
to the next location. Activity data
it has had at least two full

Scientists further say that the
concept of Vulture Safe Zones
emerged over a period of time. This
in essence included regions span-
ning approximately 30,000 square
kilometres around release sites
where strict monitoring ensures
minimal contamination from toxic
drugs. These zones represent a
buffer between the controlled envi-
ronment of breeding centers and
the unpredictable wider landscape.

On December 11, 2025, 14 vultures
were released into the skies above
Pench Tiger Reserve. The journey
captured the imagination of India’s
birding community, offering tan-
gible proof that captive-bred vul-

meals during its journey.”

Vultures also serve unexpected
conservation functions. Because
they gather visibly around large car-
casses, they help authorities detect
illegal poaching activity.

To put it in layperson’s terms, J-
132's successful journey represents
a milestone, but the work of vulture
conservation remains far from com-
plete. India’s vulture reintroduction
program operates on multiple
fronts, each critical to long-term
success. Similar tagging and release
activities have been completed in
Melghat and Tadoba Tiger Reserves.

According to BNHS researchers,
continued vigilance around veteri-

nary drug use remains essential.
While Diclofenac is banned, it still
appears in pharmacy surveys in
some regions. Other NSAIDs like
Ketoprofen and Aceclofenac have
also proven toxic to vultures, requir-
ing continuous advocacy for their
prohibition. Ensuring that livestock
treatment occurs only through qual-
ified veterinarians helps prevent
overuse of dangerous medications..

When researchers track J-132's
movements on their monitors, they
see validation of two decades of sci-
entific effort, proof that the most
stark conservation crisis in recent
history can be reversed through
coordinated action.

J-132's wings carry the hopes of
countless scientists and conserva-
tionists who refused to accept
extinction as inevitable. The vul-
ture’s journey from a breeding cen-
tre in Haryana to freedom in Pench
demonstrates that nature, given sup-
port and protection, possesses
remarkable flexibility.

The mythical Jatayu gave its life
trying to save Sita in the Ramayana.
Today, the real Jatayu—the vultures
named in that legendary bird’s hon-
our—are themselves being saved,
brought back from near extinction
to reclaim their role as guardians of
India’s ecosystems. J-132's journey
is their story, and ours—a testament
to what becomes possible when we
choose to act before it's too late.

The author is a former
professor of journalism.
Views expressed are personal.
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Address farmers’
concerns

t a time when the farming community is

grappling with multiple problems that make

agriculture a challenging endeavour, the

draft Seeds Bill proposed by the Union Agri-
culture Ministry has raised fresh concerns. The Centre
must address these apprehensions before moving
ahead with the legislation aimed at overhauling the
regulations governing the seeds sector and replacing
the Seeds Act, 1966, and the Seed Control Order, 1983.
The proposed legislation gives the government powers
to regulate seed prices in specific cases and imposes
penalties on those selling fake or substandard seeds.
While the government maintains that the proposed law
will help improve the supply of quality seeds, curb
counterfeits and offer greater protection to farmers,
there are growing fears that it increases the control of
private and multinational companies over the seed
market. The registration requirements could restrict
farmers’ traditional practice of saving and exchanging
seeds. There is also concern that the proposed regula-
tion may indirectly increase seed prices, making farm-
ers more dependent on commercial suppliers rather
than their own seed systems. The seed market has,
over the years, become in-
creasingly complex, leading
to financial losses caused by
substandard products. The
porposed legislation has in-
troduced several regulatory
changes: All seed varieties
will require registration; they
must undergo Value for Culti-
vation and Use (VCU) testing
across multiple locations;
seed dealers and distributors must obtain a state-is-
sued registration certificate to sell, import or export
seeds; every seed container must carry a QR code gen-
erated through the central government’s Seed Trace-
ability Portal to enable end-to-end tracking.

A proposed Central Accreditation System would
allow companies accredited at the national level to re-
ceive automatic recognition across all States — a meas-
ure critics say overwhelmingly benefits big corpora-
tions. A resounding feedback from the farming
community is that the proposed law is better suited to
seed companies and agribusinesses than to ordinary
cultivators, particularly those relying on traditional,
chemical-free farming. Indigenous, diverse and cli-
mate-resilient varieties may struggle to meet the stan-
dardised criteria and could gradually disappear from
formal markets. Similarly, QR codes, online submis-
sions and continuous tracking pose challenges for
small rural seed keepers with limited internet access or
digital literacy. There are also fears over genetically
modified or patented seeds entering India. No wonder
the farmer organisations are up in arms. By enabling
corporate dominance, the proposed law will squeeze
small and marginal farmers, increasing their cost of
cultivation and making them more vulnerable. Farm-
ers’ bodies contend that the new law introduces a
highly centralised and corporatised regulatory frame-
work that risks weakening farmer-centred protections
and diluting India’s legal architecture for biodiversity
conservation and farmers’ rights.

Centre must

allay growing
fears that the
Seeds Bill will

increase
corporate control
and marginalise
farmers

VIEWPOINT

HYDERABAD, Tuesday, January 6, 2026

6 Bailis the rule,
jail exception
clearly does not apply

when it comes to

certain individuals. One

languishes indefinitely

without trial. The other
'\ enjoys repeated ‘jail

| L i vacations' on demand

5]

JOHN BRITTAS
CPI(M) Rajya Sabha member

Sometimes the world
gets so complicated,
you can only explain it
with the power of
monsters. We areina
time like that right now.
Its not just the size of
the screens, it's the
size of the idea

Kohli and Rohit should
keep playing if they're
enjoying cricket. Critics
will always criticise.
Everyone desires fresh
players, so there's no
reason for concem. Let

them decide for
29

themselves

GUILLERMO DEL TORO
Oscar-winning filmmaker

SYED KIRMANI
Former India wicketkeeper-batter

Counting what counts

Without clear
measures of
livelihoods
protected, climate
finance will stay
carbon-focused,
even after COP30

OP30 in Belém, Brazil, closed

with high expectations and

mixed results. Delegates

rightly celebrated the Belém
Political Package and the Baku-to-
Belém roadmap — a recognition that
climate finance must scale up dramati-
cally —, but the summit also made clear
a stubborn truth: the global system still
measures success overwhelmingly in
terms of tonnes of carbon, not in terms
of livelihoods defended. That imbal-
ance is no longer an academic frustra-
tion. It is a practical barrier to protect-
ing workers, markets and incomes as
the climate already begins to bite.

The scale of the gap is stark. The
United Nations’ Adaptation Gap Report
(2025) updated the recurring estimate
that developing countries will need
roughly USD 310 billion per year for
adaptation by 2035 under modelled cost
approaches — rising to as much as
USD365 billion if one extrapolates Na-
tional Adaptation Plans — while inter-
national public adaptation finance to
developing countries amounted to only
about USD 26 billion in 2023. Those
numbers are not abstractions; they are a
forecast of unprotected people and un-
paid losses unless adaptation is rapidly
re-engineered to be investable at scale.

Measurement Matters

At the same time, the labour market im-
plications are profound and immediate.
The International Labour Organisa-
tion’s analysis on heat stress shows how
temperature increases directly trans-
late into lost working hours, lower out-
put, and declining incomes. In absolute
terms, because of its population size,
India alone faces projected productivity
losses equivalent to roughly 34 million
full-time jobs by 2030 if heat exposures
continue to worsen — a conversion of
climate risk into lost livelihoods that

policymakers can and must count.

‘Why does measurement matter? Be-
cause markets and ministries respond
to what is counted. Mitigation benefits
from coherent, fungible units — tonnes
of COO avoided — that financial instru-
ments, regulators and carbon markets
can aggregate and price. Adaptation
has instead produced a mosaic of activ-
ities: flood walls, mangrove restoration,
early warning systems, heat shelters
and social protection top-ups. Each has
value, but they are reported in different
units (hectares restored, houses pro-
tected, funds disbursed) and with vari-
able rigour. The result is predictable:
donors and pnva(e mvestors gravntatc

and

livelihoods and public health. These
are not inputs or outputs but out-
comes that investors and citizens can
understand and aggregate: days of
work preserved; avoided income loss
during defined climate shocks; benefi-
ciaries in high-exposure occupations
reached; in

intervention can be perfectly insulated
from context, but adaptation outcomes
commonly define a plausible attribu-
tion window (for example, income
losses avoided during a named flood
season). Standardised baselines and
plausible counterfactuals — similar to
best practice used in development im-
pact evaluations — reduce ambiguity.

Second, measurement costs. These
should be treated as part of the project:
donors and blended facilities can fi-
nance baseline surveys and verification
upfront. Third, impact-washing. Inde-
pendent auditors, transparent report-
ing templates and penalties for misre-
porting reduce incentive misalignment.

Of course, the policy design must be
sensitive to equity and capacity. Meas-
urement protocols must be simple and
low-cost for municipalities with limited
administrative capacity. Templates for
rapid baseline surveys, standard verifi-
cation checklists and regional verifica-
tion hubs would reduce transaction
costs. Donors should subsidise the first
wave of measurement to create demon-
strable track records that private in-
vestors can underwrite.

Attracting Investors

COP30’s outcome does not guarantee
this reform will happen. As the Adapta-
tion Gap Report warned, current public
flows are a fraction of what is needed
and have been falling in real terms.
That gap will not close through pledges
alone; it will close when adaptation can
be presented to investors as a set of ver-
ifiable, aggregated, credit-enhanced
outcomes that reduce economic risk —

hospital admissions attnbutable to an
intervention; and time-to-pay for mi-
croinsurance claims. These indicators
anchor adaptation finance in the eco-
nomic realities it is meant to protect.
Tier 2 — Standardised reporting and
verification. Require that adaptation
finance instruments — from labelled
bonds and blended finance vehicles to
MDB cor —re-

to what is ¢
‘Without a shared, operational metric
framework, adaptation projects strug-
gle to compete for scarce concessional
capital and guarantees.

COP30 provided an opening. The
Belém Political Package reanchored fi-
nance and implementation as central
aims of the multilateral process. Those
initiatives create a policy lever: if large
pooled facilities, Multilateral Develop-
ment Bank (MBD) guarantees and la-
belled instruments made outcome
measurement a condition for conces-
sional support, adaptation could enter
avirtuous cycle of verification, risk-re-
duction and private participation.

Emission-focused Metrics

A pragmatic, evidence-based way for-

ward lies in a two-tier adaptation ac-

counting system that complements

emission-focused metrics.

* Tier 1 — Core outcome indicators.
Agree on a compact set of cross-cut-
ting outcome metrics that speak to

port agamst those mdncators using

third-party venflcat:on Baseline pro-
tocols and monitoring templates
would be publicly available, and meas-
urement costs recognised as eligible
project expenses. This permits scor-
ing and aggregation across projects,
allowing adaptation portfolios to be
presented to institutional investors
and insurers on a like-for-like basis.
This framework addresses three per-
sistent objections. First, attribution. No

When adaptation is
invisible to financiers, the
policies that protect poor
— from shaded markets to
rapid pay-out insurance —
remain underfunded

d in workdays and income pro-
tected as much as hectares and trees.

This is also a moral issue. When
adaptation is invisible to financiers, the
policies that most protect the poor —
shaded markets, informal-sector retro-
fits, rapid pay-out insurance — remain
underfunded. Counting what counts
would shift scarce public concessional-
ity toward interventions with proven
returns in preserved livelihoods and
reduced health burdens.

COP30 in Belém has reset the finance
debate; it also left an opening for re-
form. The Baku-to-Belém roadmap and
the Belém Package together create a
policy moment to require measure-
ment as a condition of scaled finance.

1f adaptation is to receive parity with
mitigation, the next step is technical but
decisive: agree on a compact set of out-
come indicators, fund pilots that link fi-
nance to verified preservation of work
and income, and make measurement
costs eligible within blended facilities.
Do that, and pledges will move from
promising rhetoric to practical protec-
tion for the millions whose paycheques
and lives already hang in the balance.

(Sushanta Mahapatra teaches Econom-
ics at ICFAI Foundation for Higher Edu-
cation, Hyderabad. Madan Meher, PhD
in Economics, is a former Senior
Research Fellow at Gangadhar Meher
University, Sambalpur, Odisha)

Work for real benefits

Letters to the
Editor

Disappointing
The Bangladesh Cricket
Board's refusal to travel for
the T20 World Cup is a dis-
appointing pivot from
sportsmanship to brinkman-
ship. While security is para-
mount, using “political ten-
sion” as a wildcard sets a
dangerous precedent that
threatens to fracture the
ICC's central authority. If
every bilateral friction dic-
tates tournament geogra-
phy, the "World" in World
Cup will soon become a mis-
nomer. Cricket cannot thrive
in silos; it requires the grit to
play on rival soil. Is the pitch
now a political podium?

DR VIJAYKUMAR HK,

Raichur

The proposed reforms to MGNREGA (Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employ-
ment Guarantee Act) under the new VB-G RAM G Act, 2025, aim to improve
rural employment and transparency, according to the central government.
While digitisation, asset creation, and accountablllty are welcome measures,
persistent issues such as delayed wage work availabil
ity, and digital exclusion continue to affect rural workers. Technology-driven
reforms must be supported by strong institutional capacity and local-level
awareness. Without addressing these ground realities, policy intent may not
translate into real benefits. A people-centric approach with timely grievance
redressal is essential to ensure that MGNREGA remains a genuine safety net
for rural India.

KR GAGAN, Tumkur

Rule of law

The US capture of Nicholas Maduro in a daring raid, reminiscent of Israel's 1976
Entebbe operation, is fully justified. (US captures Maduro, wife in overnight
raid, 4 January). Indicted since 2020, for narco terrorism, leading a
cartel,flooding America with Cocaine, the Venezuelan president headed a crim-
inal regime, not a legitimate government. This bold action, by elite forces, en-
forces justice against a dictator who rigged the election and ravaged
Venezuela. Evidently, the aim of operation “Absolute Resolve” is to protect US
national security from drug threats and open the door fora ic transi-

Indore, hype on image

Indore, repeatedly ranked as India’s
cleanest city, appears to have failed in
addressing one of the most basic civic
responsibilities—providing clean and
potable drinking water. While crores of
public money seems to have been spent
on beautification and cleanliness drives,
safe drinking water, which is integral to
public health and true urban hygiene,
has been neglected. Clean streets and
polished rankings cannot compensate
for contaminated water reaching house-
holds. Such window dressing may im-
press surveyors, but it cannot conceal
ground realities for long. This is not an
Indore-specific problem alone. Cities
like Ahmedabad, Bengaluru, Mumbai
and Delhi suffer from similar contradic-
tions — high on image, low on essential
services. True cleanliness is not about
awards or optics; it begins with safe
water, reliable sanitation, and honest

tion in Venezuela. America stood for the rule of law, and tyrants like Maduro
must face accountability.
PH HEMA SAGAR, secunderabad

Write to us at letters@telanganatoday.com

Anything less is merely

cosmetic.

N NAGARAJAN,
Secunderabad
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India, Malaysia, France blast X for ‘offensive’ images
Elon Musk's Grok is facing mounting criticism and threats of government action
around the world after the artificial intelligence chatbot created sexualized im-
ages, including of minors, on the social media platform X in response to user

prompts.

| CNN

Door deliveries under 10 min: Many drivers fed up
Tens of thousands of app-based delivery workers in India went on strike over
New Year's Eve, protesting a system they say is defined by relentless pressure,
including requirements to deliver items in under 10 minutes. The workers are

calling for “fair pay, dignity and safety."

B The Wall Street Journal

The Hindu attacks on India’s Christians

Since Narendra Modi became India’s prime minister in 2014, the country has
seen a breathtaking rise in violence against religious minorities by groups
aligned with his Hindu-supremacist BJP. India's Muslims, who are 14% of the
population, have borne the brunt of the most brutal physical attacks.
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Imams

Greater Kashmir

against drugs

The war against drugs will not be won
by enforcement alone

The growing menace of drug abuse has emerged as one of the
most serious issues facing our youth in recent years. And
this demands responses that go beyond police action and
official statistics. In this context, the initiative by Imams
across Kashmir to engage directly in the fight against sub-
stance abuse deserves both recognition and support.

The sight of religious leaders meeting the officials of the
Institute of Mental Health and Neurosciences (IMHANS) is
symbolically powerful. It shows an understanding that address-

needsa

fromall sections

of society, more so, imams whose word carries weight and trust.

The numbers underline the urgency for such an action.
According to data, since 2018, over 1.12 lakh kilograms of
narcotics have been seized and more than 10,000 people
arrested under the NDPS Act. Yet seizures and arrests tell
only part of the story. Addiction has seeped into homes,
schools, and neighbourhoods, often hidden by shame and
fear. With over 83,000 people seeking treatment at de-addic-
tion centres since 2020, and thousands more likely suffering
in silence, Kashmir is staring at a public health emergency.

St gt

it: . destroying

W as
illegal poppy and cannabis cultivation and dismantling traf-
ficking networks. These efforts are necessary, but they are not
sufficient. Addiction requires prevention, early intervention.

and ion. This is wher

insti-

tutions, particularly religious ones, become indispensable.
Friday sermons, counselling sessions, and informal conver-
sations within mosques have the potential to break stigma and
encourage early help-seeking. When Imams speak of addiction
as a disease rather than a sin, they open doors to recovery.

Th on

and

al

during the IMHANS interaction, is crucial in a society where
fear of social ostracism often delays treatment.

Kashmir, long scarred by conflict, cannot afford to lose
another generation, this time to a slow, silent epidemic. The
war against drugs will not be won by enforcement alone.
1t will be won when society chooses collective action over
denial. The Imams’ step forward is a hopeful beginning.
Now, it must be matched by sustained commitment from all.

REFLECTIONS

Cultural Myopia

Understanding the neglect of Kashmiri
handicrafts by its very own people

Concern

Shah Mohammad Abaan
shahmohammadabaansama.
pc@gmail.com

From soft pashmina and lush,
hand-knotted carpets to the
deep-hued walnut furniture
and vibrant papier-maché,
Kashmir is rich in the arts of
the hand. While global appre-
ciation for these crafts rises,
local consumer demand is at
anall-time low. This disparity
reflects under-appreciation
within Kashmir itself—an
attitude that ultimately
compromises the quality of
products, weakens cultural
identity, and leads to adverse
economic effects. This article
examines the causes of this
under-appreciation and its

profound consequences.
Familiarity blindness is
the inability to recognise the
detail, or miss the value, in
objects or environments one
is very familiar with. When
there are hand-knotted car-
pets in every Kashmiri home
and crewel-embroidered cur-
tains in everyone’s bedroom,
they can start to feel like part
of the ordinary background,
rather than cultural works of
art. This daily exposure often
makes people overlook the
time, skill, and precision that
goes into handcrafted prod-
ucts. As a result, they start to
prefer machine-made, mass-
produced versions of them.
di d their

As the global market for
these products expands, a
decline inan artisan’s earnings
may initially seem counterin-
tuitive. However, Kashmiri
craftsmen lack direct access to
international markets where
the value of their craftsman-
ship is truly recognised.
Instead, products reach these
markets through a chain of
intermediaries, reducing an
artisan’s share of the profit to
an amount barely enough to
eke out a living. According to
multiple studies, even skilled
artisans, on an average, earn
below 210,000 per month. This
leaves them with two choices:
either to accept these unfair
wages, or try selling in local
markets. In these markets, they
need to compete with cheap,
mass-produced products.
Forced to lower their prices,
many resort to using low-grade
materials, affecting the quality
of the finished product.

‘The economic struggles
of artisans portray Kashmiri
craftsmanship as an unstable
career for the youth. More-
over, the growing acceptance
of machine-made products
has caused declines in arti-
san dignity. These develop-
‘ments are indicators pointing
toward the extinction of tradi-
tional techniques like Sozni,
Kani weaving, and high-knot
carpets, which are already
endangered. This could ulti-
mately risk erosion of the
Kashmiri collective identity.

Traditionally handmade
items are more than mere
accessories. They carry cultur-
al significance in the pashmina
shawls gifted in weddings and
passed down as family heir-
looms. Ancestral knowledge is
preserved in how Sozni tech-
niques and the Kani Talim seript
are inherited orally through
iceship and not docu-

value entirely and opt for more
‘modern’ alternatives. This
trend is evident in the adop-
tion of minimalistic architec-
ture in Kashmiri homes. While
traditional ip is

appr
mented in books. In the embroi-
dery patterns resides the histori-
cal journey of Kashmir and the
Mughal, Persian, and local artis-
tic influences. Symbolic mean-
ings of tained

considered outdated locally,
it continues to draw interna-
tional acclaim. This is clear
in exports that have crossed
21,100 crore in 2023-2024, a
sharp increase compared to
almost 2900 crore in 2013-2014.
Local demand has diminished,
creating severe consequences
for artisans and the future of
Kashmiri handicrafts.
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‘within carved chinar leaves and
royal heritage in papier-maché
designs. Like Japan is known by
its kimono and China by its silk,
Kashmir's cultural identity lies
in the weaves of its shawls and
the grooves of its woodwork.
Losing these items threatens
not only our global identity,
but also a tangible expression
of who we are.
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As we move ahea

It’s time to take call on resetting the narrative in J&K

Politics

Arun Joshi
ajoshis7@gmail.com

A lot has been said and written
about the turmoil Jammu and
Kashmir underwent in the past
35 years, and how it transformed
in the last five-six years. But
there still is the need to reset the
narrative reflecting the effort has
succeeded or succeeding.

The end of year 2025 did not
mark the end of 365 days on the
calendar; it was a capsule of the
history that J&K has unde{gune
in the first quarter of 215! cen-
tury. The year 2001 was a semi-
nal moment for the history of the
place. Soon after 9/11, Kashmir
saw a devastating attack at the
Assembly complex on October 1.
The outrage was lacking. There
were no calls for punishment to
the perpetrators. The whole con-
cept of coercive diplomacy failed
when mobilization of armed
forces to the border in the wake
of December 13 terror assault on
the Indian Parliament did not
yield any results.

Something has changed. Now
the plotters of terror attacks
across the border know the con-
sequences that will follow. Oper-
ation Sindoor launched after
Pahalgam massacre of April 22,
2025, has set new norm of coun-
ter-terrorism. The crude real-
ity is that we are still grappling

with the conditions set by the
terror attack, and we continue
to remind the world that there
was murderous brutality in the
serene Valley, avenged through
Operation Sindoor.

At a time when we had under-
stood that Pahalgam is fading,
the origins of the conspiracy of
November 10, 2025, served a chill-
ing reminder that a lot of work
remains to be done. Those who
have seen the troubles in Kashmir
since 1989 - isolated bomb blasts
hit and run shootouts, blackouts
and general strikes - can tell
that there were occasions of lull.
Toward the closure of 1993 - the
success in clearing Hazratbal
shrine off militants, and rolling
of tanks on the streets of Sopore,
known as “liberated zone”, it
was presumed that the deed was
done. That was not to be. 1994 saw
release of Shabir Shah, and JKLF
chief Yasin Malik. now facing trial
inRubiya Sayeed kidnapping case;
and many more developments that
saw peace returning to the Valley.

Neither 1994 nor any other
year in the past 35 years can be
compared to what happened in
2025 and the challenges that are
in store in 2026. 1t is time to wake
up to the reality of enormity of the
task. The clock needs to be reset.
‘While it is very important to trace
and neutralize the forces of dis-
ruption, there also is need that
fresh fault lines are not created,
and the old ones are addressed
with innovative approach.

Today, Kashmir's story has
definitive hope and promise in it.
Before reflecting on the history
and the task to be accomplished, it
is important for all of us to view the
reality as it exists. Despite some
fears lurking in the backdrop,
there is a definitive change in the
situation. We had not seen such
a spell of normaley in Kashmir

over the decades. Did we see such
regular life in 1990s, early 2000s, or
even for that matter in 2008, 2010,
2016. No one was able to predict
that the situation would ever be
as normal as we are seeing today.
‘There may be political apprehen-
sion in crediting the change to the
current Central government, but
it all happened on the watch of
Prime Minister Narendra Modi.
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Our future should

be driven by the idea
of a state that backs
entrepreneurial spirit.

There are several issues that
remain unresolved. Some oppor-
tunities have been missed, but
then that should also lead to the
question - did we rise to the occa-
sion. We shifted our stands and
promises time and again. Dialogue
between Delhi and J&K is needed,
but that also has certain impera-
tives. We have not been able to
sort out our own differences on
our narrative. There isalot of con-
fusion and chaos in the political
class, which believes in berating
one another rather than holding
strategy sessions, how to approach
centre with our case, and what
exactly is our case. Centre has
obviously taken advantage of it.

Let it be understood in all fair-
ness that our future should be
driven by the idea of a state that
backs entrepreneurial spirit and
addresses the historical issues in
the light of the new rea].ili%s of the
second quarter of the 215t centu-
1y. Before seeking dialogue with
Delhi, it is important that the ver-
dict of the 2024 elections should

be honoured in letter and spirit.
National Conference was voted
to power to govern, a majority of
its seats came from the Valley,
while BJP did extraordinarily
well in Jammu region. BJP
should accord due respect to the
government, instead of looking
for alternate ways to undermine
the elected government.
Recognising and respecting
the elected representatives is to
honour all the BJP MLAs. And
the Omar Abdullah government
should respect Jammu mandate.
Jammu is not a mere geographi-
cal unit, it has its history and role.
Mutual respect doesn’t come with
power-sharing arrangements
only, it comes with understanding
each other’s view point. Unfor-
tunately, extremes are reflected
more than the common ground.
There is need to understand
and acknowledge that the youth is
gripped with a sense of disappoint-
ment, and frustration is touching
unprecedented levels. It is driving
them to drugs and other crimes.
Society is getting hollowed out.
Corrective measures are needed.
They should be heard. They are
not interested in the political bat-
tles, they are simply interested in
their future, and security.
Centre, after having done so
much for Jammu and Kashmir in
the past few years cannot should
not allow the frustration to fester
in youth. There are extremists
on either side of the fence, pro-
jecting the disappointment of the
youth through their extremist
views. These elements are fur-
thering their politics of fragmen-
tation. It needs to be checked.
The entrepreneurial skill, cre-
ativity and tenacity is needed. Is
someone going to take this call.
The real change in the narra-
tive based on the reality and the
future needs, is the only way out.

Emotional Wellbeing of Children
in Conflict Zones

Childhood is generally associated with protection, stability, and growth

Impact
Vaishali Sharma

War is often described through
images of destroyed buildings,
injured bodies, and displaced
populations. What receives far
less attention is the quieter and
more enduring damage done to
children’s emotional worlds.
Armed conflict disrupts the
foundations of childhood itself:
safety, routine, care, learning,
and play. For children growing
up in war-affected regions, fear
is not an occasional experience
but a constant condition of life.
“Terrible things are happening
outside. Poor helpless people are
being dragged out of their homes.
Families are torn apart. Men,
women, and children are sepa-
rated. Children come home from
school to find that their parents
have disappeared.” These words
were written by Anne Frank in
January 1943 during the Second
World War. Decades later, they
continue to describe the lives of
millions of children in places such
as Gaza, Ukraine, Sudan, Syria,
and Myanmar. The settings have
changed, but theemotional burden
placed on children has not.
While armed conflict leaves
visible scars on cities and com-
munities, its emotional impact
on children often remains unseen
and unaddressed. These effects
are not temporary. Emotional dis-
tress experienced during child-
hood can shape development and
continue to influence mental
health, relationships, and self-
perception well into adulthood.
Childhood is generally associ-
ated with protection, stability, and
growth. Conflict breaks these basic
conditions. Children in war zones
are exposed to bombings, forced
displacement, separation from
family members, the loss of loved
ones, and the destruction of homes
and schools. According to UNICEF,
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millions of children worldwide
grow up in environments where
violence and insecurity are a daily
reality rather than an exception.
In such circumstances, children
rarely have the space or support to
process griefas it occurs. Fear and
lossare often internalised, remain-
ing unresolved and resurfacing
later in life in different emotional
and psychological forms.

Judith Herman's work on
trauma helps explain this process.
She argues that trauma damages a
person’s fundamental sense of safety
and trust in the world, For children,
whose emotional and social under-
standing is still developing, this rup-
ture can be especially deep. When
violence becomes routine, adults
and institutions no longer appear
as reliable sources of protection.
Safety begins to feel uncertain and
temporary. Over time, this alters
how children relate to others and
how they imagine their future.

One of the most common
psychological consequences
of prolonged conflict is toxic
stress. This refers to long-term
exposure to fear and instability
without adequate emotional sup-
port. Research shows that chil-
dren exposed to war frequently
experience anxiety, depression,
sleep disturbances, and difficul-
ty concentrating. Some develop
symptoms associated with post-
traumatic stress disorder. As
Bessel van der Kolk has shown,
trauma is not experienced only
through memory or thought. It
is also carried in the body, shap-
ing stress responses, emotional
regulation, and behaviour. These
reactions are not signs of weak-
ness but normal responses to
deeply abnormal conditions.

Children do not all respond to
trauma in the same way. Early
research by Anna Freud and
Dorothy Burlingham during the
Second World War demonstrat-
ed that younger children often
regress under stress. They may
become 1y d

this is not true. Such beliefs can
quietly undermine emotional
wellbeing and self-esteem.
Emotional harm is not caused
only by direct exposure to vio-
lence. Ongoing uncertainty,
repeated displacement, and the
constant fear of losing loved ones
place children in a state of con-
tinuous alertness. Life in refu-
gee camps or temporary shelters
often involves overcrowding,
lack of privacy, and disrupted
routines. Education is frequent-
1y interrupted. UNHCR reports
show that displacement often
lasts for years, transforming
emergency situations into long-
term childhood environments.
The absence of stability deepens
emotional insecurity and stress.
Loss isanother defining feature
of childhood in conflict zones. Chil-
dren may lose parents, siblings,
friends, homes, and entire com-
munities. Yet children often lack
the language, emotional vocabu-
lary, and social permission to
express grief openly. When loss is
not acknowledged or supported,
grief does not disappear. As Veena
Das has shown in her work on
everyday violence, suffering often
becomes woven into ordinary life
rather than resolved. For children,
unresolved grief can shape emo-
tional health, relationships, and
self-esteem well into adulthood.
In long-running conflicts, some
children grow up knowing noth-
ing but war. Research from con-
flict-affected regions shows that
constant exposure to violence can
normalise fear. Hope, imagination,
and long-term planning may give
way to survival, mistrust, and emo-
tional numbing. When violence
becomes ordinary, it reshapes
children’s understanding of rela-
tionships, society, and the future.
Education plays a crucial role
in supporting children’s emo-
tional wellbeing. Schools provide
routine, structure, and a sense
of normal life. Even temporary
learni in ings

on caregivers, lose language or
social skills they had already
acquired, or experience bed-
wetting. Older children and ado-
lescents may withdraw emotion-
ally, express anger, or engage in
risky behaviour. Many children
also experience guilt, believing
they are responsible for their
family’'s suffering, even when
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can help children feel connected
and supported. However, when
schools are damaged, occupied, or
attacked, education itself becomes
a source of trauma. Attacks on
schools and teachers send a pow-
erful message that even spaces
meant for safety are not protected.
The loss of education also limits
future opportunities, increasing
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long-term emotional stress.
Despite these conditions, chil-
dren in conflict zones are not
only victims. Many demonsirate
remarkable resilience. Research
by Catherine Panter-Brick and
Michael Wessells shows that sup-
portive relationships play a cen-
tral role in helping children cope
with trauma. Care from parents,
caregivers, teachers, and peers can
reduce emotional harm. Cultural
practices, storytelling, play, and
community support help children
make sense of their experiences
and restore a sense of belonging.
Psychologists emphasise that
resilience does not arise from indi-
vidual strength alone. It depends
on social and emotional support
systems. Children cope better when
they have at least one stable and
caring adult and when their emo-
tionsare recognised and taken seri-
ously. Trauma-sensitive education,
play therapy, art-based activities,
and group discussions have been
shown to help children process fear
and loss in constructive ways.
There is growing recognition
of the need for mental health and
psychosocial support in conflict
settings. However, such services
remain limited and underfund-
ed. Emotional wellbeing is often
treated as secondary to food, shel-
ter, and medical aid. This neglect
is short-sighted. Emotional harm
can persist long after physical
danger has ended and may affect
not only individuals but entire
societies across generations.
Anne Frank's diary reminds us
that the emotional suffering of chil-
dren during war is not new. What
has changed is the scale of conflict
and the number of children affect-
ed. Protecting children in conflict
zones requires attention not only to
their physical survival but also to
their emotional lives. If emotional
‘wounds are ignored, societies risk
raising generations shaped by fear
and unresolved trauma. Support-
ing children’s emotional wellbeing
is essential for recovery, peace, and
amore stable future.

Vaishali Sharma is a Master’s student
in History at the University of Delhi,
passionate about inclusive and
holistic education. Her research
interests include education, public
policy, and international relations,
with published works on curriculum.
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Illegal aggression,
familiar ploy

he United States’strike on Venezuela, which killed
Tat least40,and the capture of President Nicolas Ma-

duroand his wife Cilia Flores, is a blatant violation
of established international law as well as the US Consti-
tution. Themovealsoviolates Article 2 of the UN Charter,
which emphasises sovereign equality of member states
and prohibits force against the territorial integrity of an-
otherstate. US President Donald Trump has harked back
to the 200-year-old Monroe Doctrine, which entails a
now-irrelevant foreign policy —an anti-colonialist meas-
ure, quoted and used perversely by US presidents in the
20th century. The unfounded charges of narco-terrorist
activities are merely a ruse to project Maduro’s kidnap-
pingasapoliceaction fora farcical trial. Thereare notak-
ers for thisathome or abroad, except for Trump loyalists
and tethered alliesin Europe.

This is an act of aggression motivated by the US’s
strategic interests, aligned with its new security strategy,
and intended to check Russian and Chinese sway in the
region. Theattack, brazeninintentand method, will push
the new regime to open up the nation’s oil reserves and
mineralwealth. Trumphasindi- =——————
cated that there could be more
such action against Colombia,
Cuba, Iran, and Greenland to
capture strategic resources.
However, the outcomes of such
attacks are unpredictable, as
the world saw the US make a
messin Libyaanditsneighbour-
hood, get bogged down in Iraq
for ten years to no avail, and re-
main stuck in Afghanistan for
20 years before fleeing from
their self-brewed stew under
the cover of darkness. Obviously, little has been learnt
from these colossal failures of both foreign policy and
military occupation.

As the US witnessed elsewhere, the bombing and
kldnappmg of Maduro could become a rallying point in

la, even forthosedisillusioned with hisdictatorial
ways. An invading foreigner has not been welcomed in
most countries in the region. Besides, there are a lot of
armed groups which may move in to bolster any popular
resistance that gathers against the US action. There is
much at stake for others in the region if the US succeeds
inits gamble in Venezuela. Equally important is how the
worldatlargeresponds. Russia, China, Brazil, South Afri-
ca,and many G20 countries have been outspokenin their
condemnation ofthe USaction. India hasremainedsilent
and played safeuntilnowon US transgressions. Thereare
expectations that,asthe chair ofthe BRICSin 2026 anda
self-avowed leader of the G20, it would opt for remaining
ontherightside of history.

Inthe attack
onVenezuela,
the US subverts
rules-based

order, ignoring
lessons from
past misfires

FUTURE OF WORK

Risks withoutrights: India’s
gigeconomyimbalance

The formalisation
of platform-led
work must be backed by
universal rights, including
minimum wages

AJIT RANADE

few years ago, outside the Trans-

port Commissioner’s office in

ndra, thousands of Ola and

Uber drivers staged a protest. Their
demandswere modest: better fares, fair
commissions, humane working hours,
and some protection against arbitrary
penalties. The official response was re-
vealing. The Commissioner reportedly
told them he had no jurisdiction. They
were not “employees” but “business
partners”, entrepreneurs running their
own micro-enterprises. Had they been
old-style taxi permit holders, he might
have been able to help them, since the
applicable rules were clear. That mo-
mentwasawake-upcall. Notjust forcab
drivers, but for mllhons of’ workers who

alltherisks of work, theyenjoyed almost
none ofits protections.
. Whatwetodaycallthe“gigeconomy”

born of apps and algorithms, In reality,
it is an old Indian phenomenon, wear-
ing a digital mask. Nearly two decades
ago, the Arjun Sengupta Committee on
the unorganised sector documented a
smkmg fact: closeto 64%of (heworkers

asymmetry. Platformsinsistworkersare
independent entrepreneurs and busi-
ness partners. Yet the platforms decide
prices, allocate tasks, impose penalties,
deacti tweak S,

and constantly change rules through
opaque algorithms. Workers, mean~
1

ate categories - neither full employees
nor pure contractors-butwith enforce-
able floors of rights. International evi-
denceconver ibili

- flexibility
neednotmeanavacuumofrightsforthe
workers.

while, investtheir ap hicles,
fuel, smartphones, insurance - and ab-
sorb all the downside risk. They do not
even have accident cover from the em-
ployer, whichwould betheequiva]entof
workplaceinjury cover. Thi:

Ashift codes

India has taken an important first step

through theimplementation of the four

labour codes, especially the Code on So-

cial Security, 2020. For thefirsttime, gng
d mworkersar

cannot be termed as emrepreneurshlp

It is unfair risk-shifting from the big to

thesmall.
Thedefenceofferedbyplatfurm CEOs

adistinct category, eligible for Smte—d&
signed social security schemes. Draft
rules now propose thresholds—90 days
of work wn.h anaggregator, or 120 days

isfamiliar: ueneraprm:.

ac ) ~toqualify for benefits

thannol

will kill innovation. There is some truth
here. India need: jobs, and platforms

intheunor tor If-em
ployed, and thus did not have an iden-
tifiable employer. This is because they
worked for multiple principals overshort
spells. Theywere self-employed, casual,
piece-rateworkers—construction hands,
home-basedworkers,streetvendors. To-
day'sgigwor irtechnological
descendants.

So why are gig workers protesting

have d access to
work hugely. But thisargument confus-
es flexibility with insecurity. A labour
market that only creates livelihoods by

h d health cover.

This recognition is progress, and it
matters. Registrationthroughe-Shram,
welfare boards,and contributory funds,
suchaslevies on platform turnover, can
create a portable safety net. States like
Rajasthan and Telangana have moved
faster with dedicated gig worker legis-
lation.

Butwe should not overstate what has
been achieved. The codes stop short of
core labour rights: minimum wages,
limits on working hours, collective bar-
gaining, or strong protections against
arbitrary deactivation. Social securi-
ty remains largely discretionary and
scheme-based.

As the economy grows and formal
enterprises expand, employment has
paradoxically become more informal.
If India’s future of work is increasingly
platform-mediated, formalisation can-
not mean necessitating that everyone
will have standard employment con-
tracts, i.e. jobs. It must mean extending

Yy
stripping workers of basic protections
and making them more vulnerable is

nsurance, due pro-
cess—to all workers. Seen this way, g;g

not.

worker isnot 2
Itis pro-instituti Itis a demand that

E
Historically, labour were
organised around factories and identifi-
able employers. Gig workers Iack both

markets be embedded in rules, that in-
novation can coexist with dignity. The
C

now, and 1 doing soin a far more organ- Theyare,inali argued long ago

ised way? Because the scale and inten- ThIS is precmelv why their collecnve ac- thatgrowth wn.houteecurlty breedsvul-

snty of phtfm'm»medlated work have s, wasinevi- Thatwarning
Take table. Their i gingnot  echoes loudly today.

cabdrivers. Recent protestsin Mumbai  despitetheir] i The pendulum swung too far in cele-

saw nearly 90% of app-based cabs go
off the roads, with drivers demanding
fare parity with black-and-yellow taxis,
a cap on commissions, welfare boards,

When delivery workers log off en
masse, or cab drivers strike, they are as-
serting a fact that the law has been slow
torecognise: econamlcdcpendence mat-

and state-level gig worker legisl

llabels. Courts

Similar anger simmers among food-de-
livery workers, warehouse pickers, and
instant-commerce riders. Nati

The tide is also lurnmg global]y The
Uberdriv-

strikes have demanded a minimum
momhlymcnmc regulatedworl\ hours,

In Ballari,adangerous
relapselooms

heviolencethat eruptedinBallarion January1,leav-
I ingayoung Congress partyworkerdead,isachilling
reminder that the district’s troubled past is never
too farbeneath the surface. Whatbeganasadispute over
banners put up for the unveiling of a Maharishi Valmiki
statue quickly spiralled into stone-pelting, gunfire,and a
breakdown of public order, reviving memories of the so-
called ‘Republic of Ballari’, when political power, private
muscle, and illegal wealth fused into a parallel state. At
onelevel, thetrigger totheviolence was banal: theinstalla-
tionofbannersnear theresidence of controversial mining
baronand BJP MLA G Janardhana Reddy, objected to by
his supporters. At another, it was deeply symbolic. The
Valmiki statue was not merely a cultural project. It was
a high-stakes political statement aimed at the Valmiki
community, a formidable vote bank in Kalyana Karnata-
ka. The confrontation was, therefore, less about banners
and more about political turf.

That the volatile rivalry between Janardhana Reddy
and Bellary City Congress MLLA Nara Bharath Reddywas
allowed to escalate raises dis-
turbing questions about intel-
ligence gathering and policing
failures. The swift suspension
of SP Pavan Nejjur - who had
taken charge just hours earlier
—underscoresasystemic break-
down. The official grounds for
hisremoval wereserious: failure
to reach the site promptly, re-
maining unreachable to senior
officersduring the crisis,andan
inability to provide a coherent
briefing, relying instead on second-hand |nformanon
Whether Nejjur was inelynegli orac
scapegoat, the police clearly failed to assert authority
whenitmattered most.

Equally alarming is the ease with which firearms en-
tered a political confrontation. Even if private security
personnel are legally permitted to carry weapons, viral
visuals of a gunman firing openly expose a dangerous
normalisation of political gun culture. This points to a
regulatory vacuum around armed retainers — their ver-
ification, training, and accountability. Ballistic reports
suggesting thatthe fatal shotwasfired atcloserange from
aprivateweapon heighten thegravity of theissue. Ballari’s
chequered history makesthese questions urgent, notaca-
demic. The government must go beyond suspensionsand
rhetoric. A thorough probe, a state-wide audit of private
firearm hcences smcter norms for armed secunty. and

Theviolent
clashpoints to
policing failures
andagun culture

that must not be
allowed to thrive

At the heart ol the unrest is a simple

ersas ‘“worl\ers cnmled to minimum
wagesand paid leave, Spain's Rider Law

yr
Othercountries havecreatedintermedi-

brating flexibility while ignoring power.
Itis now swinging back, slowly and con-
: Thechallenge for poli L

ers is not to kill the gig economy, but to
civilise it. If India can manage that bal-
ance, the gig economy could become a
bridgetoamore formal, inclusivelabour
market, rather than a cul-de-sac of per-
manent insecurity and precarity. That
would be realinnovation.
(Thewriterisan economist;

Syndicate: The Billion Press)

RIGHT IN THEMIDDLE

When phonesstruck theright chord

Landline phones
transformed lives by
connecting hearts

RASHMI RAJ

ith trembling, wrinkled
hands, she held a marvel—my
great-grandmother Sharad-

amma—cradling the “red beauty”in her
palms. It was the first landline phone I
had ever seen. If one were to personify
it.shewasthe centreofattraction. With
ten rings adorning her round white
necklace, shelooked stunning—elegant
inherownway.

Murtajji  (great-grandmother)
brought the recelver close to her ear,

For the entire lane, the phone mane
becamealandmark. Neighbours, neigh-
bours'neighbours, and even distantrel-
atives would drop by to speak to their
loved ones, at least once a fortnight.
These calls were often followed by box-
es of sweets celebrating the birth of a
grandchild or by generous helpings of
kurkthindis (crispy savouries). Attimes,
we became partofsomeone’s grief too—
sharing tearsover thelossofadearone.

Landline phones transformed lives
by connecting hearts. Mobile phones
did even more. From the sturdy Nokia
1100 to sleek touchscreens that enable
video calls, technology has evolved rap-
idly. But not everyone has kept pace.
Onesuchpersonwasourdomestic help,
Susheelamma.

She had a charmmg way of remem-

leaves, my mother-in-law eagerly await-
ed theirdaily chats.

Then, one day, Susheelamma didn't
showup. Days passed. We grewworried.
Every attempt to call her was met with
the same message: “Not reachable.” A
week later, she returned our call. Her
wvoice trembled as she told us that her
father was terminally ll. She wanted to
be with him in his final days.

1 offered her one of my old touch-
screen phones so she could video-call
him. But the next day, she returned it,
sayingitwastoodifficult tomanageand

il Th ing,she

came to say goodbye. She was leaving
thecity for good—to care for her father.

Before leaving, she said something
that still echoes in my heart: “Touch-
sc

smiled,and said, "
vayassuaytu” (1can'thearanything;lam
getting old). She touched the phone all
over, likeachildexploringanewtoy. This
momentwas nearly three decades ago,
in my mother’s ajji mane, a traditional
house. Soon, thehouseitselfcametobe
knownas‘phone mane'—the housewith
the phone.

bering peopl ry h was
identified by an emoji. I discovered this
when she asked me to save my number
onherphonewithone. Overtenyearsof
working in our home, she became fam-
ily. Her stories, her laughter, and her
morning presence were a comfort. She
matched my mother-in-law’s conversa-
tionswithease, and despite her frequent

That's why we see humani-
ty slowly disappearing. Phones will be
new every day—buta father is only one
inlife.”

Now, every morning, when my little
one wakes up and asks, “Susheelamma
bandra?” (Has Susheelamma come?) [
amremindedofher words—andtheirre-
placeablewarmthofhuman connection.

SPEAKOUT

Under Siddaramaiah and D K Shivakumar,
noactionis taken against Muslims. Thisis
happeningbecause Congress is supporting

Muslims. This
governmentis
for Muslims, not
the public.

RAshoka, Karnataka LoP
and BJP leader

Divide and rule, subdivide and rule even more
powerfully, fragment and rule absolutely.

Frank Herbert

TOBE PRECISE

Peace doctrine

BOMB,

KIDNAP
PRE-EMPT
WARS!

INPERSPECTIVE
The Governorina
power standoft

Federalist ethos
and neutrality of
theofficearein
question. Reform
must start with
the process of
appointment

ROHINI PANDURANGI

ecently, the Governor

and the Government

f Kerala reached

an understanding over the
appointment of vice-chan-
cellors to two state uni-
versities, facilitated by a
committee appointed by
the Supreme Court. The
Court, while passing the or-
der, formally recordeditsap-
preciation for the manner in
which theissue wasresolved.

This drew a curtain to the
long-standing court battle
over the pendency of bills
presented to the Governor.
Similar cases had been filed
by governments of Punjab
and TamilNadu,and thelatter
resulted inaverdict by the Su-
preme Court fixingadeadline
forassenttobillsbythe gover-
nor, only to be turned over in
anadvisoryopiniononaPres-
idential reference. The politi-
cal subtext here is the power
tusslebetween the Centre and
thesstates.

The exigencies at the time
of independence necessitat-
edafederationinwhichthere
wasa preponderance of pow-
erin favour of the Centre. In
the resulting union, the state
governments playeda subor-
dinaterole,asthe Centre had
predominance in the legisla-
tive, executive, and financial
division of powers. Their op-
erational freedom has been
further reduced by the pres-
enceof governors appointed
bythe Centre.

Constitutionally, the posi-
tion of the Governor is anal-
ogous to that of the Presi-
dent - a dignified presence,
who functions as a nominal
executive advised by the real

LETTERS TOTHEEDITOR
Is might the new international order?

Irefer to “Do what's right”: Trump warns new Venezuela
leader’ (Jan 5). America’s attack on Venezuela exposes
the hollowness of the so-called “rules-based internation-
al order”. When a great power acts in its perceived na-
tional interest, neither the UN Security Council nor the
General Assembly can restrain it. For India, the lesson is
clear:ina real crisis, no multilateral institution will come
to our rescue. Self-strengthening alone offers credible
insurance. Venezuela ignored clear warning signs. The

Public health failure

The reported deaths in Indore
allegedly linked to contaminated
drinking water are deeply disturbing
and point to a grave failure of public
health safeguards, Access to safe
drinking water is a basic right, yet
lapses in monitoring, treatment, and

clearacc for eimperative.
Above all, the state must reassert that no leader, legacy
or vote bank is above the rule of law. Ballari cannot be
allowed torelapseintoarepublicuntoitself.

continue to put lives
atrisk. Preventive measures, not
post-tragedy responses, are essential
toavoid such loss of life.

Vismaya Vivek, Bengaluru

Dreams and dangers

Apropos ‘lllegal migration: Dreams
abroad, dangers along the way’ (Jan
4), a growing number of Indians are
lured by agents promising easy jobs
and permanent residency abroad,
but the reality is often harsh. These
migrants face treacherous journeys,
exploitation, and the constant fear
of arrest. The government must
launch awareness campaigns in ru-
ral and semi-urban areas to educate
people about the dangers of illegal

US operation against alleged drug-linked boats in Sep-
tember 2025, followed by repeated maritime strikes, was
not an aberration but a prelude. History - from Crimea
to Ukraine - shows that escalation is often signalled in
advance. What we see is not international morality but
the rule of the jungle, where might determines out-
comes, Today it is Venezuela; tomorrow it could be Tran,
Cuba, or Taiwan. India must draw the right conclusions.
KV Chandramouli, Mysuru

migration. Strict action should be
taken against fraudulent agents and
trafficking networks. Expanding le-
gal migration pathways, skill-devel-
opment programmes, and creating
job opportunities within the country
can reduce the push factors.

N SadhasivaReddy, Bengaluru

She is an apoliti-
cal person who hasto step in
and exercise her discretion-
ary power only when there
is an emergent situation like
a hung assembly, the break-
down of constitutional ma-
chinery, orasituation where
the government has lost the
confidenceof thelegislature.

Regrettably, the office of
the Governor has turned
into an instrument of con-
trol. Irrespective of the par-
ty in power at the Centre,
governors are invariably

of India. Governors keeping
in abeyance the bills passed
by legislatures have become
a prevailing trend, necessi-
tating judicial intervention.

In an evolved democracy,
not only citizens but also
the constituent units have
autonomy. The governor
playing the role of an agent
of the Centre hinders coop-
erativefederalism. Frequent
standoffs between governors
and governments hurt gov-
ernance.

Push for accountability

The need for a governor as
a constitutional head of the
state is indisputable. But it
is also imperative that the
office of the governor is held
to the democratic stand-
ards of transparency and
accountability. The current
method of appointment by
the central government is
a colonial-era relic, which
should makeway forappoint-
ment through a committee
constituted for the purpose.
This committee could com-
prise the Prime Minister,
the Home Minister. and the
Leader of the Opposition,
apartfrom the Chief Minister
and the Leader of the Oppo-
sition of the relevant state.
Candidates could be select-
ed from a panel of eminent
persons nominated by both
the central and state govern-
ments. A say in the matter
forstate governments would
removeamajorimpediment.

In the current setup, gov-
ernors are removed and
transferred at the whims of
the central government. In-
stituting amethod ofremoval,
the grounds for which could
beaviolation of the Constitu-
tion, withthestatelegislatures
having a vote, would resultin
accountability.

As far as gubernatori-
al assent to bills passed by
the state legislature is con-
cerned, it is important that
the governor withholds the
assent, returns it with or
without recommendations,
or refers it to the President
only when the bill may not
bein the public interest or is
against the constitutional or
federal ethos. Recommenda-
tions to this effect have been
made by the Sarkaria, Punch-
hi,and Venkatachalaiah com-
missions,

Alexander Hamilton, one
ofthefoundingfathersofthe
United States of America,
said thus about the system of
checks and balances in The
Federalist Papers - “Pow-
er being almost always the
rival of power, the general
government will at all imes
stand ready to check the

political Accord-
ingtother jon:

usurpatie ohhesrategov

er will have

of the Sarkaria Commission
on Centre-state relations, a
person who is to be appoint-
edagovernorshould beade-
tached figure, notintimately
connected with the politicsof
the state. Instances of gover-
nors failing to maintain neu-

Our readers are welcome to email letters to: tralityhad tobeaddressed by
letters@deccanherald.coin (only letters the judiciary through land-
mark j of Ramesh-

emailed — not
Al letters must carry the sender’s nos\al

war Prasad v. Union of India
and S R Bommai v. Union

thesame disposition towards
the general government”.
This highlights the fact that
checks and balances need to
be builtnotonly between the
three branches but also be-
tween the Central and state
governments. Reforming
the governor’s office would
be one step in restoring the
balance.
(Thewriterisan

independent researcher)
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Anewnormal: Governmgbyrule notbylaw

K MAKKAR, S
K DS CHAUHAN

, AND

bered for implementing economic
reforms, others for questionable de-
fencedeals,andyet others for their indeci-
siveness. The legacy of the current Union
government WI|| beits lmagmanon—spe

Some union governments are remenm-

‘Thismethod involves fi rulesand
regulations ostensibly under the powers
delegated to the government by astatute
butwt
‘This often avoids parliamentary scrutiny
altogether and allows the government to
usurp the law-making powers reserved
for Parliament or legislatures by the Con-
stitution. While some of these rules and

cifically, howithasrei

pass parliamentary scrutiny of legislation
and transformed the law-making process.
For instance, with the three farm laws,
the government craftily avoided debate
and a poll in the Rajya Sabha and hastily
passed thelaws withavoicevote. Similarly,
the methods employed to remove Article
370 of the Constitution were, at the very
least, ingenious. It has also passed several
non-financial laws, including on Aadhaar,
asmoncy Bills! !ocnrcumvem theRajyaSab-
ha.Another

are required to be presented
befare Parliament and could, theoreti-
cally, be discussed, modified, or rejected,
theyusually passwell beluw the radar The

tial obli on entities providing gen-
erative Al services, as wellasonsignificant
: ooty has Facehookan

YouTube,whichhost Al-generated content
uploaded by users. These rules may be a
well-meaning attempt to rein in misinfor-
mation and prevent persona[ and public

ful dor through
it, provnded it complies with these rules.
These rules were framed under Section
79 of the IT Act, popularly called the ‘safe
harbour’ provision. The safe harbour was
designed in 2000 to allow businesses to
operate without fear of liability for hosting

harm caused! But

todosothrough governmentrule-making
under the IT Act, without any meaningful
parliamentarydet best

unlawful ated content. Accord-
ingly, the rules framed under Section 79
impose cenain duties on plat[orms asa
-free.

and perverse at worst. This is not a proce-
dural issue, The effccrively

The government has now proposed an
to these rules, implying that

government thistool
to effect sweeping cl\anges in the law—
changes that should ordmanly have been

eedomof

speech and has far-reaching consequenc-

es.Yet,itdoesnot follow the constitutional
designed for such matters.

dellberanons by elected T cpl

menl to the IT (lntermedlary Guidelines
andDigital Media Ethics Code) Rules, 2021,
aimedatregulating Al-generated content.

light, involving del dl

The casts substan-

d to a set
of rule.&r[he 2021 nlles that i impose re-
quirements on platforms which, if com-
plied with, grant immunity ﬁom habl].lty

services such as ChatGPT, Gemini, and
Perplexity will be eligible to remain liabili-
ty-freeifthey police Al-generated content.
For this, the government has prescribed
certam d\mes of po]|cmg and dcs:gnatcd
Alservice
ellglble to obtain safe harbour. However,
the safe harbour was desvgned for those

for third-party content. ly,aplat-

‘hdidnot perpetu-

form eefrom liak forunlaw»

ating fi dactedasamere

The US president’s focus on exploiting Venezuela’s oil resources and on regional
dominance raises concerns about anew era of interventionism

JACK NICAS

he city went dark. The air
defences were disabled. Ex-
plosionsrangout. And under
thenightsky, afleetof Amer-
ican helicopters swooped in
and captured the president.

Hours later, when celebrating the US
government’s seizure of Venezuela's
leader, Nicolds Maduro, President Don-
ald Trump mentioned Venezuela's 0il 20
times.

The moment shook Latin America
perhaps more than any single event this
century — but its meaning depends on
whom you ask.

To the Latin American left, it con-
firmed what certain leaders have been
warning for decades: The United States
is an imperial power willing to invade
and exploit its southern neighbours for
itsown gainsand theirnatural resources.

To the Latin American right, Trump
hadjustrescueda broken Venezuelafrom
aleftistdictatorshipand nowwould final-
Iy realise the nation’simmense economic
potential.

Brazil, Mexico, Colombia, Chile, Spain
and Uruguay a]l led by lefnsrs —jointly

dthet as

“an e‘(tremelydangemus precedent and

warned against “any attempt at govern-

mental control, administration, or exter-

nal appropriation of natural or strategic
resources”in Venezuela.

President Javier Milei of Argentina,
the region’s most prominent right-wing
leader, cheered the US action. “There’s
nomiddle ground here,”he said. “Youare
eitherontheside of GOOD, oryouare on
theside of EVIL.”

What everyone can agree on is that
theintervention showed that the United
States is once again the centre of gravity
in Latin America, for better or worse.

Trump is among them. “The Monroe
Doctrine is a big deal, but we've super-
seded it by a lot, by a real lot. They now
call it the Donroe Doctrine,” he said on
Saturday, referring to the 1823 policy of
President James Monroe that sought to

stop European powers from ingin

DH ILLUSTRATION: DEEPAK HARICHANDAN

Maduro’s capture shows Trump’s
goal todominate the Americas

rienced government officials in Latin
America, having served at various times
as Brazil's foreign minister, defence min-
ister and special adviser over a span of
16years.

"The most serious thmg to me is that
this return to inter isn't even

the narco-Chavista criminals, your time
is coming,” President Daniel Noboa of
Ecuador said Saturday, referring to fol-
lowers of Maduro’s socialist predeces-
sor, Hugo Chavez. “Your structure will
completely collapse across the entire

disguised,”hesaidin an interview. “There
isn'tevena, let’ssay, ‘No, wewent there to
defend demncmcy Therei isan objective
thati

the Americas. “Under our new national
security strategy, American dominance
inthe Western Hemisphere will never be
questioned again.”

In the 30 years before the current
Trump administration, US foreign poli-
cy in Latin America had largely focused
onsupportingdemocracy and free trade.

Trump has overhauled that approach
to focus on what is in it for the United
States—or, in many cases, for him.

Heimposed tariffs on Brazil in a failed
bid to save his ally, former President Jair
Bolsonaro, from prison. Heapplied sanc-
tions on Colombia’s president after he
criticised US policy. He endorsed aright-
wing candidatein Hondurasinasurprise

Lula, Latin America’s most influential

Yet whether nations will do more
than issue angry statements remains to
be seen. The United States is the most
crucial economic partner for much of
the rcgmn and Trump has proved will-

statesman, held two separate
with his ministers about the US attack
Saturday. according to the Brazilian
government. He then issued a particu-
larly stern critique, saying Washington's
actions “cross an unacceptable line”
and that “the international community,
through the United Nations, must re-
spond forcefully.”

On Sunday, the Community of Latin
American and Caribbean States — the
main multilateral organisation for the
region —held an emergency meeting to
address in la. Many

ingtointervene s politically
and now militarily against countries that
cross him.

“I think we’re at a low point of in-
ter-American diplomacy because all
countries have turned inward, and all
countries are developing transactional
approachesto theirrelationship with this
administration,” said Arturo Sarukhdn,
a former Mexican ambassador to the
United States. Given the growing parti-
san divide across the region, he added,
“I'think it's going to be very hard to see a
approach by Latin American

nations led by leftists sent their foreign
ministers, while others led by conserva-

and Caribbean nations to this.”
The response from President Claudia

that may have tipped the
gave Argentina a $20 billion lifeline to
help Milei in legislative elections.

Thoseactions unsettled manyin Latin
America, reminding them of Washing-
ton’s long history of interventions in the
region, likeitsinvasions of Mexico, Pana-
maand Haiti,and itssupport for military
coups.

“Thinking as a region, this is scary in
away I haven'tseen foralong time,” said
Celso Amorim, the top foreign policy
adviser to President Luiz Indcio Lula da
Silva of Brazil and one of the most expe-

attack is not only against Venezuela; it
is an attack against Latin America and
the Caribbean,” he said to the group of
33 nations. “Today it may be Venezuela;
tomorrow it could be any other country
that decides to exercise its sovereignty.”
Many Latin Americans disagreed.
The Maduro government was corrupt
and repressive, they said, and that drew
the anger of the US government. “To all

Amorim suggested that Trump’s pol-
icies could push other countries toward
China. Interventions “are going to have
the opposite effect of what the United
States wants,” he said. Nations “will in-
creasingly have to look for counterbal-
ances, so as not to let themselves get in-
volved in this type of situation.”

What seems most likely now is that
Latin America’s conflicting opinions on
Venezuela—and each nation’s efforts for
self-preservation—will lead tolittle cohe-
siveaction. Sarukhan said it would likely
takea full-scale occupation of Venezuela
tospur more than statements.

Thatalso meansa potential embolden-
ing of Trump.

Over the past year, his actions in Latin
America have become more aggressive.
That has left many nations struggling
with what to make of his tough talk.

Hours after watching the US military
pulloffasuccessful operationin Venezue-
la, he already was suggesting that Cuba
could be next. “I think Cuba is going to
be something we'll end up talking about,
because Cubais a failing nation,” he told
reporters Saturday.

On Sunday morning, in a phone call
with The Atlantic, he said, “We do need

lection. Andhe  tiveleaders sent more junior dipl fMexicoil that po-
At the meeting, Venezuela’s foreign litical tightrope.
minister, Yvin Gil, warned thattherestof ~ While she ds d the Ve 1
Latin America should be worried. “This  attack, Shei did dipl

ically than several of her peers. Consider
thatatthesametime on Saturday Trump
warningthat
tels could be his next military target.
Brazil, however, is much farther from
the United States and its No 1 trading
partner is now China. That has enabled
Lulatotakeafar more bellicoseapproach
to Trump — which has yielded positive
results for Brazil.

car-

By Sunday night, he had another target
inthe hcmlsphere inmind.

“He's not going to be doing it for very
long,” Trump said of Colombia’s presi-
dent, Gustavo Petro, who has frequently
criticized Trump. “He has cocaine mills
and cocaine factories.”

Asked whether the US would conduct
an operation against Colombia, he re-
plied, “Itsounds good to me.”

The New York Times

conduit. It was not designed for services
suchas ChatGPT, Gemini, and Perplexity,
which take users’ content and materially

would ultimately have prevailed. Ideally,

Parliament should serve as a forum to

consider issues on the horizon, evaluate
dosicl Aty ddelh .

transformitis thing clearly distin-
guishable from the users’input.
Ifthe governmentseeks totreat the role

of different stakeholders, and choose the
best p:nh foroursoclcty Fven ifthe Parha-

performed by ChatGPT, Gemini,and Per-  ment form thest
plexlty as that of a mere conduit, it is for sansfacmnly, orif the end result remmns
hachange. Par- toaparl major-

hamem. when enacnng the safe harbour

pruvmon, couldnot have envisaged thei m-

clusionof

lhc government hasdecided to bypass !hls
andis

throughrules thatare unli el

bedeb:

ity enjoyed by the rulmg dispensation, the
act of the government sending proposals
for legal changes with wide ramifications
to the Parliament for necessary action is
itself i important, as it vmdlca(es values of

-ation

edm Parliament. Asale:.ull animportant
asub-

of powers mshnned in lhc Consntuuun

ject that will define the latter part of this
centur v—has been effecllvely bypassed
from par

zen confidence, builds business trust, and
is the foundation for sound judicial deci-

par
It is immaterial Wh'l[ might have hap-
pened had the matter been placed before
Parliament, or whether the government

2. A bypass through rules is,
ulrimately,a bypass of these values.

(Thewriters teach lawat O P Jindal
Global University)

State outsourcing: A
conscience check

D JEEVAN KUMAR

ecent media reports indi-
R cating that nearly one lakh
osts in the Karnataka
government are being managed
hy outsourced personnel draw
attention to a significant but un-
der-discussed transformation
in public employment. If one
includes the growing number of
temporary and contract-based
teachers in public universities
and government colleges, the
scale of employment insecurity
within the State becomes even
morestriking.
This is not a peculiarity of
Karnataka alone Across Indian
tate: d th l' i

The ethical implications are
difficult to ignore. Can the State,
which regulates labour stand-
ards, legitimately rely on pre-
carious employment for its own
functioning?Outsourced workers
often perform identical tasks as
regular employees but receive
lower wages. lack social security,
and face arbitrary termination
through contractors.

Thisunderminesthe principle
of equal pay for equal work and
weakenstheState’smoralauthor-
ityasanenforceroflabourrights.
In advanced welfare States, gov-
ernments remain among the
most regulated employers pre-
cisely because they are expected

1

o

ernment,
emergedasadefault responseto

lndla s e Vi-
sion of publlc employmem was

pending delayed

notmerely was

recruitment,

social and ¢ Gov-

The result is a paradox: the re-
sponsibilitiesofgovernment have
expanded, but the willingness to

ernment jobs provided stability,
social mobility, and a measure of
dignityinadeeplyunequal socie-

offer secure public employment  ty. The State was expected to be
has: steadily declined. an 1deal employer setting stand-
ar ards for fair ity.

responses and audit ubserva
tions suggest that several lakh
personnel work on outsourced
or contractual terms under the
Government of India, spanning
ministries, bodies,

There are also serious admin-
istrative costs. High turnover
among outsourced staff erodes
institutional memory. Account-
abilitybecomesdiffused, aswork-

and public sector undertakings.
Securitystaff, sanitation workers,
drivers, data entry operators, IT
support personnel, paramedical
staff, and even teaching faculty
inereasingly operate without job
security, pensions, or structured
grievance redress.

What is noteworthy is that
outsourcinghasnotfollowedany
conscious: duwnsumg ufguvern

topr tors
rather than public authorities. A
two-tier bureaucracy emerges,
breeding resentment and ineffi-
ciency. In sectors such as educa-
tion, health, and local adminis-
tration, employment instability
directlyaffects service quality.
Outsourcing may have a lim-
ited role in peripheral or short-
term services. But it cannot
become(hr: -backbone ofgnvem-

mentfunctions. Th
withdrawn from servicedelivery;
it has merely withdrawn fromits
roleasalong-term employer.
This shift has its intellectual
rootsin New Public Management
(NPM),agovernance philosophy

ance. Whatisreq; n
to first principles: time-hound
filling of vacancies, regular cad-
re reviews aligned with service
delivery needs, clear limits on
outsourcing in core government
functions, and minimum social

that gained pre in the
Westfromthe1980s. NPMadvo-
cated a “lean” State, managerial
efficiency, outsourcing, and con-
tractual employment, borrow-
ing heavily from private-sector
practices. India, by contrast,
has adopred om.sourcmg with-
out the insti

security forall work-
ers engaged bythe State. Atstake
is not merely a staffing strategy
but the character of the Indian
State. A government thatspeaks
thelanguageofwelfarewhilenor-
malising insecure employment
risksinstitutional contradiction.

strong regulation, or corrective
feedback loops seen in mature
administrative systems.

For haslongprided
itself on progressive administra-
tion, social justice, and a strong
public sector tradition, Karnata-

deliberateadministrativereform
and more a consequence of per-
sistent failure to fill sanctioned
posts. Recruitmentexaminations
are delayed for years, litigation
stalls appointments, cadre re-

sourced labour should prompt
serious moral introspection.
From the legacy of principled
publicservicetoitsreputationas
aleaderineducationand welfare,
the state has historically viewed

government asan

reluc

staffing persists.
Outsuurcmg thus becomes

of dignity, inclusion,
andstability. Normalising precar-
ious employmgntmthm govern-

d—ini-
ually (empomry evenmally per-
manent—allowing; governments

mentunder
(Thewriterisan Hon.
Professorat Mahatima
Gandhi Rural Devel

to function without

and

Panch Raj University, Gadag)
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50 YEARS AGO: JANUARY 1976
Sivaji Ganesan tojoin Cong

Madras, Jan. 5

Film star Sivaji Ganesan, a supporter
ofthe Congress (0), today announced
his decision tojoin the Congress. Mr.
Ganesan told pressmen thathe would

25 YEARS AGO: JANUARY 2001

18 Trinamool workers in
W Bengal ‘burntalive’

Caleutta, Jan 5

Closeon the heels of Wednesday's
violence in Keshpur, Midnapore, at least
18 Trinamool Congress workers were

do soalongwnh other Congr

PI(M)

allegedly theri

Mr:. B. Mahadevan Pillai. Strongly plead-
ing for the merger of the two Congress
parties in Tamil Nadu o strengthen the
nationalist forcesin the country, Mr. Ga-
nesan said a strong Government at the
G ike-minded nationali

illage last
night, triggering a fresh wave of tension
andademand for the resignation of Chief
Minister Mr Buddhadev Bhattacharya,
by the Opposition Trinamool. Party chief,
MsMamata Banerjec alleged that 'lh-

& ey

returning

imperative in this hour of erisis.

hased

byarmed CPI(M) supporters.

amajestic house nestled between
sprawling gardens on eitherside,

amongour likeable ones, as his biting
remarks would hurt people. He owned

wherehe hosted several celebrities.
During his heyday, his home was abuzz
with servantswho kept itspotless. Dogs
guarding the gates as well asindoors
posed challenges to anyone visiting.
Ourvisits became mere formalities,
and we kept them short. As children,
we never spoke and were not allowed

OASIS | PRIYAANAND

inayear, the house bore a desolate
look with not much greenery
around. His arrogance and
his habit of belittling others
were never subdued. His
pride kept many relatives
and colleagues at bay.
When he passed away, few
came to pay the honours.

fume. When you use too much,
people walk away.

The butter balls, usually weighing

akilo, were sold toa known trader,

to interact much. After his retirement,
thenumber of visitors reduced. With-

who in return gave him sugar, flour
and some essential groceries for the
dueamount. One week, the trader

Whenpride tips the balance

uring summer vacations, visiting
afew of our relatives' places
was mandatory. The routine

tripincluded the house of one of our
uncles who was prosperous but wasn't

found the size of the butterball

He announced that the butter weighed
only 900 grams instead of a kilo. He
informed the townspeople to avoid
dealing with the farmer, as he didn't
practise fair trade. The farmer pleaded

There was once a farmer who went
to the town every week to sell butter.

was smaller than the earlier
ones. He wanted to weigh
and check. He became
furious when he found that
the butter was less than akilo

5 v inweight. He decided to stop
Arrogance s like a strong per- doing business with the farmer

henceforth and informed all his men
tonot interact with him.

The following week, the farmer was
promptly stopped by the trader at the

main square, saying he was a cheat.

and said that he was poor and didn’t
have money to buy several weights and
measures. Every week, his wife would
weigh the butter by placing the one-ki-
lo sugar packet received from the
trader on the other side of the balance
and set the butter accordingly. The
trader was ashamed at his arrogance.
In the words of Steve Jobs... “All of us
need to be on guard against arrogance,
which knocks at the door whenever
youare successful.”
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Jail, not bail
SC verdict raises disturbing questions

HE Supreme Court’s decision to deny bail to
Umar Khalid and Sharjeel Imam in the 2020
Delhi riots conspiracy case, registered under
the stringent Unlawful Activities (Preven-
tion) Act, raises troubling questions about
personal liberty, pre-trial detention and due process.
Granting relief to five co-accused, the Court has made a
distinction based on what it calls a “hierarchy of partici-
pation”, holding that Khalid and Imam stand on a “qual-
itatively different footing” from the others. Citing Sec-
tion 43D(5) of the UAPA, the Bench reiterated that when
prosecution material, taken at face value, disclosed a pri-
ma facie case, statutory restrictions on bail must prevail.
The Court also rejected the argument that prolonged
incarceration automatically entitled an accused to bail,
warning against treating delay as a “trump card”.

The unease over the verdict cannot be dismissed as
merely political noise. Khalid and Imam have been in
prison for over five years without the trial even com-
mencing. In our constitutional democracy, such pro-
longed detention runs counter to personal liberty guar-
anteed under Article 21. The Court itself acknowledged
that extended incarceration invited greater judicial
scrutiny, but it stopped short of finding the present
detention constitutionally impermissible.

The BIP has hailed the decision as a vindication, while
the Opposition has pointed out the repeated parole grant-
ed to rape-murder convict Gurmeet Ram Rahim Singh.
This comparison might be legally flawed, but it has struck a
chord with people who are increasingly doubtful about equal
treatment under the law. Ultimately, the judgment places a
heavyresponsibility on the State, Ifbail is denied because the
accusations are serious, then the trial must proceed with
urgency. Pre-trial detention cannot become a substitute for
punishment. The Supreme Court has left the door open for
future reconsideration if delay becomes disproportionate.
‘Whether that safeguard proves meaningful will determine
ifthis case comes to be seen as arightful assertion of the law
oradisturbing normalisation of indefinite incarceration.

Politics at play
Cricket diplomacy breaks down

HE uncertainty swrrounding the 2026 T20
World Cup schedule has revealed how close-
ly cricket in the subcontinent is entangled
with politics and diplomacy. Bangladesh’s
reluctance to play its scheduled matches in
India, prompting the ICC to consider redrawing venues,
isareflection of wider bilateral unease. At the immediate
level, the controversy stems from Bangladesh's con-
cerns over player safety and the prevailing environment
in India. These anxieties have been sharpened by the
Mustafizur Rahman episode, in which the pacer’s abrupt
release from the IPL was perceived in Dhaka as evidence
that cricketing engagements are vulnerable to non-sport-
ing pressures. Whether or not this reading is accurate,
perception matters in diplomacy as much as intent.

What gives the episode a sharper edge is its timing.
Only days ago, External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar
travelled to Dhaka to hand over Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi’s letter of condolence to Bangladesh Nation-
alist Party leader Tarique Rahman following Khaleda
Zia's funeral. The outreach was widely read as an
attempt to steady ties and signal continuity in
India-Bangladesh relations amid political transition in
Dhaka. Against this backdrop, a cricketing standoff
risks diluting hard-earned diplomatic goodwill.

For the ICC, the dilemma is acute. Yielding to
Bangladesh by shifting matches to Sri Lanka may defuse
immediate tensions. But it sets a precedent that tourna-
ment plans can be overridden by political discomfort.
Refusal, on the other hand, could invite withdrawal threats
and damage the tournament’s integrity. As co-host, the
BCCImustensure that visiting teams feel secure and insu-
lated from wider political currents. For Bangladesh, allow-
ing mistrust to spill into a global event carries long-term
costs. If cricket diplomacy falters, the real casualty will be
the region’s ability to keep sport above suspicion.
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The Court chose caution over courage

SCjudgment on bail in riots conspiracy case matters far beyond the fate of Umar Khalid or Sharjeel Imam

[

SANJAY HEGDE
SENIOR ADVOCATE, SUPREME COURT

DUCATE, organise,

agitate — Dr Ambed-

kar's slogan was not

a call to violence. It

was a democratic
instruction manual. Learn
enough to see injustice, organise
enough to resist it, and agitate
enough to force the State to listen.
If those words were spoken today,
inacharged political moment, one
shudders to think how they would
be read through the lens of the
UAPA. “Organise’ would be recast
as conspiracy. “Agitate” would be
described as mobilisation. And
the speaker, if sufficiently persua-
sive, might well be labelled an
ideological driver of unrest and

CONTROVERSIAL: Refusal of bail to Umar & Sharjeel casts a long shadow over the SC judgment as a whole. ani

weare told, “does not operateasa
trump card.” It is merely a “trig-
ger for heightened judicial scruti-
ny.” In other words, five years
without trial is not a constitution-
al failure; it is an administrative
inconvenience that invites care-
ful thought, not release.

told that bail must wait. This move sets the tone for
That is why the Supreme that follows. Section
Court’s judgment on bail in the 43D(5)of ‘the UAPA looms large, as
Delhi riots i casemat- it {oes. The Court rei
ters far beyond the fate of any that at the bail stage, it must only
Umar Khalid or Sharjeel Imam.  see whether the accusation is “pri-
It speaks to what kind of dissent ~ ma facie true”. This inquiry, we are
Indian is d to inded, is about statutory plau-
tolerate, and at what cost. We sibility, notevidentiary sufficiency.
must acknowledge that the Evidenceisnotweighed. Defences
majority of the applicants have, arenotexamined. The prosecution
at long last, been granted bail.  case must be taken at its highest.

Some liberty for some, after
years of incarceration, is better
than none. We should also note
that for Umar and Sharjeel, the
Court has permitted renewal of
bail applications after ayear. Ina
legal landscape where time often
loses all meaning, even a calen-
dar entry counts as hope.

And yet, the refusal of bail to
Umar and Sharjeel casts a long
and troubling shadow over the
Jjudgment as a whole. The Court
begins by acknowledging what
cannot seriously be denied: pro-
longed incarceration engages
Article 21, and pre-trial detention
cannot become punishment.

Five yearsin prison without the
commencement of trial is no triv-
ial matter. But having acknowl-
edged this, the Court steadily
empties it of consequence. Delay,

This framework, inherited from
the Watali judgment (2019),

The more seriously
the State takes your
ideas, the less seriously
the Court takes
yourliberty.

Sharjeel committed a violent act.
There is no claim that they were
present at any site of violence.
The material against them con-
sists largely of speeches, meet-
ings, pamphlets and protest-
related communication. Yet
these are treated as markers of

ensures that the ial S

becomes both the ion and structure. Infl

its own justification. becomes  intent.  Visibility
Within this structure, the Court  becomes culpability.

introduces what it considersanec- Once this logic is accepted, bail

essary distinction: the difference  becomes areward for irrelevance.

between peripheral participants
and “prime conspirators.” Umar
and Sharjeel are placed firmly in
the Ilatter category. They are
described as central figures, ideo-
logical drivers, conceptualisers of
protest strategy. This, according to
the Court, warrants greater cau-
tion. Where an accused occupiesa
central role, constitutional inter-
vention must be restrained.

This distinction is the judg-
ment’s most consequential and
dangerous move, There is no
allegation that either Umar or

Those who are marginal may go
free. Those who speak effectively,
organise widely and articulate dis-
sent coherently are told that their
prominence counts against them.
The more seriously the State
takes your ideas, the less serious-
1y the Court takes your liberty.
The judgment insists that it is
not conducting a mini-trial. But
it uneritically adopts the prose-

cution’s hierarchy of roles.
Labels such as “mastermind”
and “architect” are accepted as
neutral descriptors rather than

contested conclusions. No mean-
ingful inquiry is made into
whether ideological articulation
or protest coordination, without
aproximate link to violence, can
satisfy the statutory ingredients
of a terrorist offence.

Th;s is where the Judgment s

Ina

amongst legal commentators.
The consequences for demo-
cratic dissent are obvious. Dis-
sentis notan ornamental feature
of democracy. It is its safety
valve. It allows anger and opposi-
tion to be expressed without vio-
lence. When dissent is reimag-
ined as conspiracy, that valve is
sealed shut. Protest becomes
preparatory conduct. Organisa-
tion becomes unlawful associa-
tion. Agitation becomes a threat
to sovereignty. Seen in this light,
Ambedkar’s slogan acquires a
tragic irony. “Educate, organise,
agitate” describes precisely the
kind of civic engagement that
sustains constitutional democra-
cy. Under the logic of this judg-
ment, it also describes the path-
way to being labelled a central
conspirator, denied bail and told
towait patiently while years pass.
The Court does attempt to soft-
en the blow. It grants the majori-
ty of the appellants bail. It recog-
nises, in theory, that prolonged
incarceration is a matter of con-
cern. It allows for renewal of bail
ications after a year. One is

passage Lhat will be clted often
by lower courts, the SC observes:
“The Constitution guarantees
personal liberty, but it does not
conceive liberty as an isolated or
absolute entitlement, detached
from the security of the society in
which it operates... Where a spe-
cial statutory framework has
been enacted toaddress offences
perceived to strike at these foun-
dations, courts are duty-bound to
give effect to that framework.”
This is the language of exception,
calmly spoken. Liberty is no
longer the baseline from which
the State must justify departure.
Itisaconditional interest, always
secondary to an asserted threat.
This brings us to Cicero's
bleak maxim that in times of war
the law falls silent. The judg-
ment does not say we are at war.
It does something subtler It
assumes that when security is
invoked, the law must speak ina
different voice. Lord Atkin's
warning, delivered during an
actual war, that the law speaks
the same language in war as in
peace, finds no place here. His
description of judges who are
more executive-minded than the
executive might find resonance

grateful, genuinely, for these
small mercies. But they do not
answer the central problem. If
five years in prison without trial
is not enough to justify bail for
those accused of being ideologi-
cally influential, what will be?
Six years? Seven? A decade?
The Supreme Court often
expresses concern about trial
courts and high courts mechani-
cally denying bail under special
statutes. But it must confront its
own role in shaping this culture.
When it endorses distinctions that
privilege prosecutorial story-
telling over constitutional princi-
ple, it sendsa clear message down
the judicial hierarchy. Liberty is
optional. Incarceration is safe.
And so we return, at the end, to
the beginning. Five years of
imprisonment, no trial, and no
directly attributable violent act
made this a straightforward case
for bail. Instead, the Court chose
caution over courage. It chose to
speak the language of perma-
nent emergency. For those who
have finally walked out of prison,
there is relief. For those still
inside, there is a calendar date
pencilled in, and a hope that next
year may bring better news.
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Work in the councils

THE last and most important part of the Congress programme for
the new year is that relating to work in the councils. The first
noticeable thing in connecuon wn.h ﬂus part of the programme is
that, forthe first ti

arrived at, the Congress has accepted responslblmy for working
out a programme of work in the councils. This is undoubtedly a
matter for sincere congratulation as far as it goes, and it is worthy
of note that both Pandit Motilal Nehru and Lala Lajpat Rai, who do
not approach the consideration of this matter from exactly the
same point of view, have expressed great satisfaction at it. We can-
not say, however, that it goes far enough. The utterances of some
leading No-changers clearly show that they are still as strongly
opposed to council entry as they ever were, and that if it had not
been for the decision of M: Gandhitolet th jists have

Animpartial administration of the law is like oxygen in the air. —Lord Atkin

Inatizzy over
afaulty bill

GURBRINDER SINGH ANAND

‘was about to leave my house when I saw a man marching
towards me. It took me barely a second to recognise him — he
was the electricity meter reader. Out of sheer curiosity (and a bit.
of hope), I stood there waiting for him to hand over my power bill

This time, I was expecting a very small amount. But life, as
usual, had other plans. Before I could even cross-check the
reading, the man vanished like a magician. One glance at my
bill and my eyes almost popped out — Rs 6,900!

I immediately made a short video of my meter reading
and set off on my bike to track him down. The poor fellow
had made a classic mistake: instead of 27605, he had typed
27905. After circling the nearby streets like a confused post-
man and still not finding him, I got frustrated and decided
to visit the office of the electricity department.

Let me confess: the atmosphere in these sarkari offices
makes me more nervous than a schoolkid waiting for his report
card. While samosas and tea were being happily served among
the staff, I felt like an outsider at a private party. An employee
in charge of a counterimmediately refused to correct my bill. She
hurled technical jargon at me, which flew over my head like a
fighter jet. Gathering courage, I approached a woman at a differ-
ent counter. She smiled, made me feel human again, and even
offered tea. I politely declined and explained my problem. She
told me to write an application and get it marked by the junior
engineer (JE), and even handed me a paper and a pen.

Since most of us have forgotten how to use our hands for
writing, this felt like climbing Mount Everest. But I some-
how managed to do it. Finding the JEwas the next mission. Luck-
ily, he was at his desk. As he examined my application, my heart
thumpedlike T ingforac dajobinter-
view at the same time. He noticed some mismatched figures and I
felt like my ludo token had slipped from ‘99’ straight back to 2",
After I requested him again, he finally spotted the real issue: wrong
meter reading. A screenshot of my video came to myrescue.

He marked the application and asked me to get it submitted.
Unfortunately, I landed again at the counter of the same

pls 'who had rejected me earlier. “Tussi JE saab ton mark

their way in this matter, they would have stoutly opposed the res-
olution. Nor can it be said that Gandhi’s own attitude in this mat-
ter is substantially more helpful. “My position,” he said in the
course of the interview he gave to the Associated Press, “is to
remain passive and do the constructive work of which I am capa-
ble, and to leave the rest, that is the working out of the resolution
of the Congress, entirely into the hands of the Swarajists, unham-
pered by me and even aided by me wherever possible.” ’I'heunpor

karwa lita?” she asked. I just smiled.

Next, I had to meet another staff member, who was already irri-
tated because she had been assigned election duty in a remote
village. She made me wait outside for 20 minutes and then final-
1y completed the process. She looked up and announced, “Tuha-
da bill iss vaar ZERO hai,” much to my relief.

T walked out feeling richer by Rs 6,900 and wiser by a life
lesson: rewards come through patience, pain and persistent

tance of the aid 1 by the Mal isnot to be

follow-ups — ially in sarkari offices.
epaper.tribuneindia.com

LETTERS T! HE EDITOR

Build pressure for freeing Maduro
Trump has noright to interfere in Venezuela’s
internal affairs or to attack it militarily.
Venezuela has not launched any attack on the
US. The unprovoked assault therefore
appears designed to seize control of the coun-
try’s vast oil reserves and assert US interna-
tional hegemony It also echoes Trump’s
ist instinets. M ion of
this unpleasant and unfortunate episode is
not enough. The need of the hour is to build
international pressure on Trump to release
Maduro and his wife forthwith from illegal
captivity and restore law and order in the
beleaguered nation of Venezuela.
MD SHARMA, SHIMLA

India need not act in haste
Refer to ‘In Venezuela, an invasion for oil’;
India’s reaction to the Venezuela episode,
describing it as a matter of ‘deep concern’, is
diplomatic and carefully calibrated. India need
not act in haste. Although China has opposed
Trump’s action, it will be interesting to see how
it conducts itselftowards independent and sov-
ereign Taiwan, which it claims as its own. The
US invasion of Venezuela cannot be justified on
any grounds, but India should adopt a wait-
and-watch approach and respond in a manner
that best serves its national interest.

ASHOK BAHL, KANGRA

Furloughs for the powerful

The BJPled Haryana Government’s repeated
grant of parole to Ram Rahim Singh has made a
mockery of the party’s ‘Beti Bachao, Beti Pad-
hao’ campaign. A rape-murder convict'srepeat-
edrelease sendsa dlstmbmg message to society:
Earlier paroles 1t peri-
ods, widely seen as attempits to influence a sec-
tion of voters in favour of the ruling party. The lat-
est furlough, however, defies all logic. The
preferential treatment accorded to Ram Rahim
underscores the extraordinary clout he appears
to enjoy within ruling circles. While the politi-

Mockery of judicial process
The Haryana Government’s decision to
grant yet another 40-day parole to Gurmeet
Ram Rahim Singh is a flagrant mockery of
the judicial process. Why is such extraordi-
nary leniency reserved for a high-profile con-
vict while thousands of ordinary prisoners,
seeking parole for genuine domestic emer-
gencies, languish behind bars? This selective
application of the law suggests that political
patronage and electoral calculations are
being placed above public interest and the
dignity of the victims.

BALBIR SINGH KAKKAR, JALANDHAR

Minimise vehicular traffic
Refer to ‘Hills have limits’; the Himachal Gov-
ernment must shoulder its responslbﬂ.ltv for
ing tourist infl pollu-
tion. The unchecked influx of private vehiclesis
placing enormous stress on fragile hill ecosys-
tem. Individual private cars should therefore be
subjected to steep pollution charges for hill trav-
el, at least Rs 10,000 per trip, to discourage
excessive use. At the same time, electric taxi
buses, both public and private, should be pro-
moted in hill states to minimise vehicular traf-
fic. Such services could operate from designat-
ed points along Himachal Pradesh’s borders
‘with Punjab, Haryana and Uttarakhand.
ASHOK KUMAR GOEL, BY MAIL

Preserve Somnath Temple

Apropos of ‘1026 to 2026: The endurance of
Somnath’; the repeated attacks on the temple
were mainly intended to loot the wealth of this
sacred place and deter devotees from worship
at the holy site. The temple had unique archi-
tecture, huge offerings and suspended Shiv-
ling which attracted the invaders like Mah-
mud of Ghazni. It is evident that security of
the temple was always inadequate enabling
attackers to indulge in destruction without
much resistance. Proper reconstruction was
undertaken after independence and temple

clan-criminal nexus is not a party

that claims to champion women’s welfare must

exercise far greater caution in such matters.
YASH KHETARPAL, PANCHKULA

was dedi to nation in 1951. It is expected

that this ancient symbol of faith and devotion

is properly preserved and protected.
‘SUBHASH VAID, NEW DELHI

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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Punjab’s economy is leaking from within

HARISH JAIN
AUTHOR AND PUBLISHER

FRIEND recent-
ly narrated an
incident that has
stayed with me.
e Tuns a medi-
um-scale manufacturing unit
in Punjab—an MSME witha
proven record of quality and
timely delivery. For years, he
had been supplying his prod-
uct to a Punjab government
department without com-
plaint. When a tender worth
Rs 22 crore was floated, he
qualified on both technical
and financial grounds. In the
final bid, he lost to a Delhi-
based firm by a few lakh
rupees, What followed reveals
much about how Punjab
undermines its own economy.
My friend represented to
the department that under
the state policy, MSMEs are
entitled to price preference.
He annexed copies of the rel-
evant orders. He pointed out
that as a Punjab-based unit,
hewould charge SGST, while
the Delhi supplier would bill
CGST, yielding zero revenue
for the state. His inputs were
largely sourced locally, creat-
ingavirtuous cycle of tax rev-
enue, logistics spending and
employment within Punjab.
The supplies were to be dis-
tributed across districts —
transportation, warehousing,
labou, all local.
At an 18 per cent GST rate,

AUNINDYO CHAKRAVARTY
SENIOR ECONOMIC ANALYST

he calculated that Punjab
would lose Rs 40 lakh in tax
revenue — many times the
price difference that disquali-
fied him. Yet, the objections
were overruled and the tender
went to the out-of-state firm.
This case is symptomatic of an
unbusinesslike approach to
public procurement — one
that treats government pur-
chasing as a clerical exercise
rather than an economic lever.

Ironically, GST officers in
Punjab often advise traders to
“buy locally”, which is com-
mendable. But what is the
incentive when the state’s
own procurement ignores
local value creation? A decade
ago, before GST. I came across
tender documents issued by
the Odisha government. One
clause was invariably present:
out-of-state  suppliers were
required to obtain local VAT
registration and bill under
state tax. This policy had far-
reaching consequences, fore-
ing firms to establish local
offices, create jobs and inte-
grate themselves into the
state’s economy.

If other states could do this,
what stops Punjab? Such
measures can easily be
extended. Even modest
rebates or incentives for local
sourcing would encourage
companies to establish distri-

that largely facilitate pass-
through traffic. Without a com-
plementary logistics and ware-
housing policy, these highways
deliver little local benefit.

The urgency is real. Pun-
jab's 2025-26 Budget projected
GST collections of Rs 27,650
crore. By November, only Rs
16,996 crore had been collect-
ed, leaving a big shortfall to be
recovered in four months.
Punjab is a high-consumption
state, yet its tax collections do
not match the consumption
levels. E» in-state dis-

bution hubs, warehouses and
offices in Punjab. Tepla in
Patiala district has emerged
organically as a distribution
point. With deliberate policy,
Punjab could leverage its
highways, not just as transit
corridors bypassing cities, but
alsoas arteries forregional dis-
tribution serving North India.

Punjab has sacrificed vast
tracts of land to expressways

tribution and billing would
raise revenue and also curb
smuggling and tax evasion.
Small measures, multiplied
across sectors, can reshape the
economy. Punjab has main-
tained a 17-25 per cent share of
manufacturing in its GDP,
comparable to the national
average. Yet, large public and
private investments have
largely bypassed the state.

OPED

TELLING: Punjab produces no highvalue-added dairy products despite massive milk output. FiLE PHOTO
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sands of business families
have sold properties, migrat-
ed abroad and invested in
rental real estate overseas.
The real capital of Punjab
lies in its districts. The real
estate boom around Mohali
was fuelled by surplus money
from mandi towns like Bar-

limits. At present prices and
yields, farmers can generate a
surplus, but this is insufficient
to meet the expenses of educa-
tion, healthcare, social obliga-
tions and unforeseen needs. It
is this gap — not inefficiency
— that fuels indebtedness.
Diversification slogans mean

nala. These are families with  little unless they translate into
steady t surplus bility and dignity.

capital and technically quali- Punjab’s  entrepreneurial
fied children. They are pre-  skill has always compensated
cisely the people who could forthelack of rawmaterial. Yet,
industrialise Punjab. Yet,they it remains underexploited.
are neitherinvited tosummits ~ Brands like Sohna and Verka
nor offered viable pathways are telling examples — pio-
for ive i . neersinready-to-eat foods and
With no guidance, surplus dairy products, yet confined
capital flows into speculative  largely within the state's bor-
land deals, which generate no  ders. Punjab produces nohigh-

economic activity but inflate
land prices. The result is pre-

value-added dairy products
despite massive milk output.

dictable: talent drain, capital ~Wheat and rice are sold largely
Investment summits, foreign  flight and stagnation. as commodities, with minimal

tours and roadshows have Punjab does not need a few  downstream processing.
- vielded little on the ground. large investors. It needs thou- ‘Why dowe notleverage what
. Whatisoften forgottenisthat ~ sands of small and medium we have? Punjab’s recovery
LOOKING Punjab's industry is mostly entrepreneursengagedinpro-  will not come from a single
homegrown. Every major ductive activity, spread across  mega project or corporate sav-
m m industrial house in the state  districts, rooted in local pride.  iour. It will come from many
60 YEARS OF PUNJAB'S started small. 'I_.‘he:v are the For this, economic plaxqug sma]_L i‘:eeslble mvestm_ent_s—
REORGANISATION products of Punjabi entrepre-  mustbe Thevil- d across districts,
ship, not external capital.  lage can no longer be treated  townsand villages—retaining
Punjab today offers little that ~ solelyasanagriculturalunit. It talent, circulating capital local-
attracts large greenfield proj- must also become a manufac-  ly and restoring confidence in
ects:landisamong thecostliest  turingand processingunit. Vil-  productive work. Big business
inthe country, makingprojects  lages have land, capital and  often takes flight at the first
unviable; raw materials are manpower. What they lack is  sign of distress. It is the small
scarce; trained k ¥ |; ling, market- rooted in the
migratesout. Theoft-lamented  ing, managerial support and  soil, who stay till the end.
s ] o “flight of capital” is far deeper  access to organised markets. Increasing their income is the
Pllllj(lb ‘(1()(’5 not than industrial relocation — it Why should land-use deci- surest way to increase the
needafewlarge  beginsatthevillagelevel sions remain a monopoly of  state’s income and addressits

investors: it needs A farmers’ leader told me  thestate? Across Europe,local  mounting debt.

ST S ) that three families in his vil-  councils decide how land is ~ These ideas are not exhaus-
thousands of small  1age received i deployed for icactivity. tive butstarting points. Whatis
S p— for land acquired for a high- Empowering village institu- requiredis political will, admin-
entr epreneurs way. Almost all of it was tions to shape local industrial ~ istrative imagination and the

rooted inits districts.

transferred to Canada. This
pattern has spread from vil-
lages to mandi towns. Thou-

development could unlock
immense potential. Agricul-
ture, even when profitable, has

The human cost of 10-minute deliveries

Quick-service companies
will argue that there is noneed
for such haste. All their ‘dark’
stores are located within a
short-delivery radius. A deliv-
erywarker could, theoretically,
walk and still make it in time.
Apparently, delivery partners
drive at an average speed of
just 15 km per hour Yet,
delivery workers constantly

BOUT two years  break traffic rules. Data from
ago, a delivery Bengaluru alone shows that
‘partner’ turned delivery workers  were
up at my involved in nearly 64,000 traf-
d with a  fic viol in 2025. These

big gash on his ankle, visible
through his torn trousers. He
had still made it within the
promised time window.
Apparently, a car had hit his
scooter, and he had fallen off,
injuring himself. Luckily, his
vehicle was intact. It had
been rented for the day, and
any damage might have cost
him a part of his earnings.
Now, I am a kind-hearted
person, soI gave him a couple
of Band-Aids and a 200-rupee
note and told him to visit a
doctor. But it was clear that he
wasn't going to a doctor
Instead, he was likely to pock-
et the money I had given him.
He simply didn't have the
time to deal with his wound. It
is quite possible that the acci-
dentwas his fault. T have seen
delivery workers jumping
lights and driving on the
wrong side to get to their des-
tination as quickly as possible.

figures have been updated
only till November 15.

So, why do these delivery
partners drivesorashly on our
city streets? Theanswer to this
question holds the key to the
economics of quick-service
employment. Quick com-
merce companies say that a
delivery worker makes an
average of Rs 102 per hour
But unions say this does not
take costs into account. After
fuel and maintenance, the
actual earning drops to Rs 81
per hour. If someone were to
work 10 hours a day, 26 days a
month, they would end up
with anet earning of Rs 21,000.

To make that kind of mon-
ey, adelivery worker will need
to make 30-35 trips within 10
hours. They can only get
another trip assigned once
they have completed one
delivery and marked it on the
app. They don't always get a

RISKY: The faster the workers deliver, the more likely they are to get their next assignment. SANDEEP JOSHI

delivery immediately —
there’s a waiting period. So,
the faster they deliver, the
more likely they are to get
their next assignment.

In fact, delivery workers’
unions say that riders get indi-
rectly penalisedifthey are slow.
If they are unable to deliver in
time, they lose ‘badges’,
which affects their chances of
getting future orders. There
are also incentives attached to
completing volume targets.
This makes them take
chances with life and limb.

This is highly stressful work.
Unions claim that 99 per cent of
delivery workers report mental
and physical healthissues. This
is why a large number of them
quit the industry every year
Estimates of attrition range

This is highly
stressful work,
where incentives
quietly reward
speed and punish
caution.

from 45 per cent to 65 per cent.
So why do thousands of
young men join the delivery
partner workforce every day?
It is because there are no bet-
ter jobs available for them.
They take it up when they
haven't found anything else
to do or they haven’t got per-
manent work. This is backed
by surveys which show that
nearly two-thirds of gig work-
ers in India fall in the 24-38
age bracket. Other surveys
suggest that most of these
workers have middle-or high-
school level education. That
means, they have spent a few
years looking for work before
they tried their luck at quick-
commerce deliveries.
Thework is hard and stress-
ful. That is why most leave it

within three months. This is
happening at a time when
quick-service platforms —
mainly Blinkit, Swiggy Insta-
mart and Zepto — are caught
in an intense competition to
expand their footprint. So,
quick commerce companies
have increased their cash
burn. Blinkit, for instance,
made an adjusted EBITDA
loss of nearly Rs 600 crore in
the past four quarters. This
excludes the cost of ESOPs
given to employees, so the
real loss is even higher. While
Blinkit charges a small plat-
form and delivery fee, Swig-
gy’s Instamart has removed
it altogether for order values
that cross a threshold.

This has put quick com-
merce in a bind — it has to
expand, reach more cus-
tomers, give bigger discounts.
At the same time, they have to
hire more delivery partners
and hold on to the ones who
work long hours without
increasing costs too much.
Now, as long as other employ-
ment opportunities were
scarce, it was easy to get more
young men to become deliv-
ery partners without paying
them significantly more. The
trouble for quick commerce
platforms is that rural employ-
ment has revived smartly in
the past few months.

According to the CMIE's
employment surveys, male
employment in rural India

courage to look inward —
before Punjab's economic hol-
lowing becomes irreversible.

has been growing at an annu-
alised rate of 4.5-5 per cent
over the past few months,
compared to the same period
last year This is the fastest
rate of employment growth in
our villages since Covid. So,
imagine being a 25-year-old
high-school dropout from a
Haryana village, whose fami-
ly has a small parcel of land
back home. You came to
Gurugram and became a
delivery worker because there
was no work in the village.

Now, notonly is there a high
demand for your services, but
alsoyour friendsin the village
are earning a decent income.
Till now, you accepted your
tough working conditions, but
now the farms in your village
look greener. This is what
gives you the confidence and
the strength to demand more
and threaten to strike work.

Unfortunately, this is a lose-
lose situation. Quick com-
merce firms cannot pay any
moreifthey want to keep their
businesses afloat, while deliv-
ery workers find the work too
stressful to continue at these
income levels. What is most
ironic is that delivery workers
are making more than what
entry-level white-collar profes-
sionals are being offered right
now. But no MBA degree hold-
er would want to become a
delivery partner.

This is an impasse with no
immediate resolution in sight.
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Amidst Bdesh row, T20
Cricket WC must go on

ricket is no stranger to geopolitics. It has been dragged into the pol-

ities of nations often enough and it is Bangladesh that is playing a

game now to bring cricket into the quagmire that it faces in a dire

home situation at home in which the minorities are quaking in
fear for their lives.

The international game can well do without Bangladesh, but Bangladesh
cannot do without cricket as the game is popular at home and its board
needs the money to sustain the base and infrastructure that has been built
over decades with the blessings of the BCCI and the Pakistan Cricket
Board.

The nation might believe its cricketers might be anxious about playing in
India to fulfil its engagements in the T20World Cup hosted by the ICC.
Bangladesh sees it as an extension of the circumstances it finds itself in
when anti-India sentiment is sweeping the country in the wake of the
regime change that took place in August 2024 with the fall of Sheikh Hasina
and subsequent unrest. The ICC may advance equity as the reason why
any Bangladesh request not to play in India can be entertained as similar
appeals by India not to play in Pakistan and Pakistan’s concocted unwill-
ingness to play in India after having participated in the 2023 World Cup
have been allowed.

A kind of rigmarole is inevitable as Pakistan hosts events without being
able to host India as we saw in the Asia Cup and India too will be hosting
the upcoming T20 World Cup in the hybrid mode with a neutral third coun-
try as a convenient venue. And Sri Lanka, with many venues in Colombo
and a few nearby always ready to host matches, is the facilitator that takes
the role of the UAE, which has often been the go-to neutral venue for crick-
et. Some of the creation of this present crisis regarding T20 World Cup
venues is owed to the BCCI's hasty declslon to ask one of its IPL franchis-
es — owned by Shah Rukh — to release the Bangladesh fast
bowler Mustafizur Rahman from its squad in view of possible repercus-
sions of dangerous situation in Bangladesh where at least four Hindus
have been butchered in most recent times of turmoil caused by student
protests. It is a hypothetical question if the BCCI would have ordered
relieving of a player if it had been a Bangladeshi Hindu like Litton Das who
has now been named to lead his national team in the T20 World Cup. The
moral aspect of it is, however, clear as the BCCI was wrong to pick on the
player as a way of settling scores. The board could well have waited for the
February 12 polls to take place in Bangladesh after which a sort of legiti-
mate government could be in place in Dhaka.

Lost amid all this jmgmsuc nationalism that exacerbates the social prob-
lems already evident in the clash of religions in a societal setting is sport
which should have little to do with politics or religion or the politics of reli-
gion. The game must go on, and it will regardless of how apprehensive
national teams feel about travelling to trouble zones.

The T20 World Cup will be a successful sporting entertamer, w1th or
without But to be inclusive and allow o play
while not letting politics come in the way of sport should be the 1dea.l
Indian cricket, with its financial clout that can make or mar the game, can
afford to be generous and see the bigger picture.

Delhi riots: Bail denial regrettable

rP:e Supreme Court’s order denying bail to Umar Khalid and S]

mam, arrested under the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act

(UAPA) 1967, for their alleged role in the Delhi riots case after five
vears in jail is an extension of a dangerous trend of the judiciary playing
second fiddle to the executive and its demands, ignoring constitutional and
historical role it has played as the protector and defender of citizen rights.
The interpretations and observations of law contained in the order
suggest ominous signs for liberty in this count

As per the court’s new dictum, a finding that there is a prima facie case
against an accused can be the reason for incarcerating a person for years
on end practically rings the death knell for several of the fundamental
rights guaranteed in the Constitution, including those under Article 19 and
Article 21. Courts have !rﬂdxtmna].ly looked at laws that shift the burden of
proof to the accused with suspicion; this order has forgone that option. Its
position that delay in trial does not operate as a “trump card” under the
Act only proves why the law is a draconian one. It undermines several of
the principles the Supreme Court has advanced over the decades in defence
of individual liberty.

And the worst is the apex court’s interpretation that the UAPA that deals
with the offence of terrorist acts cannot be “interpreted narrowly to
include only acts of blatant violence” and that 1t encompasses acts that

“disrupt services and threaten the economy”. Its ramifications are
unimaginable in a democracy where people resort to various forms of
protests seeking basic rights which can disrupt services and impact the
economy adversely. All such people’s movements have now been brought
under the Act, one of the most misused laws in Indian legal history. Instead
of finding avenues for protecting constitutional freedoms, the court has in
fact gone beyond the legislative intent to uphold status quo in an utterly
inequitable society. It is an indefensible order not only for the liberty of the
two individuals in question. It has the potential to do irreparable damage
to the very idea of personal liberty citizens’ rights so dear in a democracy.
It must be noted that five other co-accused have been granted bail, while
two exceptions have been made, drawing a clear distinction in the roles
attributed to them by the prosecution.
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TRUMP WILL CARRY

New Delhi needs to reject
Trump’s Donroe Doctrine

ive hundred
ago

Europeans  set

out conquering

countries of what
is now called the “Global
South”, and d)soovered a
world full of natural
wealth. They conquered to
extract silver.

They conquered to
extract gold. They con-
quered to mine diamonds.
They came for pepper, for
nutmeg, for cardamom, for
bananas. They conquered
islands and populated
them with slaves from
other parts of the Global
South to cultivate sugar for
their cakes and tea. They
deforested our lands to cul-
tivate tea, coffee and rub-
ber. And then they discov-
ered oil and gas.

For five hundred years
the Global West — defined
today by membership of
the North Atlantic Treaty
Organisation (Nato) —
comprising mainly
Western Europe and North
America, went around the
world conquering territo-
ries, enslaving people,
establishing colo
regimes and extracting
resources,

Atthe turn of the last cen-
tury electricity and the
automobile were invented.
0il became the new gold.
While oil reserves were
found in the United States,
much larger reserves were
found in West Asia.
Britain had secured con-
trol over the region. Hitler
set out in search of it and
was defea The United
States stepped in and took
control of the resources.
Britain and France had
already played a helpful
role creating Arab poten-
tates and calling them
independent nations.
Lines were drawn on the
sand to create Saudi
Arabia and the United
Arab Emirates.

Britain and the United
States then created a pup-
pet regime, citing stray
passages from the Old
Testament, and called it
Israel. A policeman for the
region. Israel’s job was to

Sanjaya Baru

Sanjayovacha

make sure that it would
guarantee the supply of oil
to the West by keeping the
sheikhs on a short leash.
When the government in
Tehran refused to play by
the rules of the Western
game, it was toppled. A
puppet installed as a ng
Given this history, it is
not at all surprising that
the United States is out to
grab yet another oil-rich
republic. Today it's not just
oil but a variety of miner-
, especially rare
The global demand for oil
fed by a limited number of
client countries ensured
that the US dollar would
become a global currency,
irrespective of how badly it
was managed at home.
The rise of China has for
the first time in a century
challenged American hege-
mony and geo-economic
dominance. Unable to
directly confront China
and thwart its rise, even if
it has not stopped trying,
the United States has reis-
sued a dated doctrine of
regional hegemony.
President Donald Trump
calls it the “Donroe
ine”. The name
recalls fo geopolitical
memory the 19th century
Monroe Doctrine. This
doctrine, enunciated by US
President James Monroe
in 1823, stated that the
Western Hemisphere —

India must reject the
Donroe Doctrine in its
own national interest.
Big Powers cannot be
allowed the right to
impose their will on
their neighbourhood
where no national
security interest
exists.

Mr Trump’s secretary of
state, Marco Rubio, a
Cuban American, hopes to
achieve this objective now.

Before securing control
over unfriendly countries
like Cuba, Brazil and
Colombia, Mr Trump has
targeted a vulnerable
Venezuela. Whatever be
the credentials of a repres-
sive Venezuelan regime,
the abduction of a head of
state and the imposition of
regime change is highly
condemnable,

It is regrettable, if not
shocking, that the
Government of India has
responded to this act of Big
Power gangsterism in a
pusillanimous manner. It
does not behove a nation
that fancies itself as the
protector of the interests of
the Global South that it
should merely regret what
has happened, without
condemning it.

Many have sought to
draw a parallel with
India’s silence over the
Russian _invasion  of

kraine. While Russia
breached another UN
member country’s sover-
eignty, it invoked serious
national security con-
cerns, especially Ukraine’s
attempt to seek Nato mem-
bership.

stard

the of
North and South America
— was henceforth off lim-
its to European imperial-
ism. Spain, Portugal,
France and Britain had all
conquered various parts of
these two continents. The
US, a rising power of the
19th century, asserted its
geopolitical dominance
over the region.

During the Cold War, the
Soviet Union challenged
this doctrine, securing an
alliance  with  Fidel
Castro’s Cuba, and this
brought the two superpow-
ers to the brink of nuclear
confrontation. The US
tried hard to depose Castro
but has thus far not suc-
ceeded in rolling back the
Cuban revolution. Perhaps

Th i
of Nato in the post-Cold
‘War period posed a serious
challenge to Russian
national security.

Nicolas Maduro’s regime
in Venezuela posed no
such threat to the United
States.

The charge of narco-ter-
rorism is overblown. In
any case, Mr Trump has
justified his action in
terms of what he has him-
self termed as the “Donroe

trine”. In other words,
that the US has a legiti-
mate claim to impose its
will on its urhood.

Grabbing resources is the
real motivation.

India must reject the
Donroe Doctrine in its own
national interest. Big
Powers cannot be allowed
the right to impose their
will on their neighbour-
hood where no national
security interest exists. In
all the commentary
has appeared in India on
the Trump administra-
tion’s National Security
Strategy, few in India have
directly challenged and
rejected the  Donroe
Doctrine. As a self-pro-
claimed defender of the
Global South, India must
reject the doctrine. Prime
Minister Narendra Modi
has often claimed that
India is a “Vishwa Guru”
and a “Vishwa Mitra”.

In all these capacities,
India ought to have the
courage to at least say

t  Prime ister
Anwax Ibrahim of
Malaysia has had the
courage to say. Seek the
immediate release of an
illegally captured head of
state, of a UN member
country, and his wife.

The only redeeming
aspect of this most repre-
hensible act on the part of
the US is the extent of the
domestic_criticism of Mr
Trump. Senior leaders of
the Democratic Party,
from Nancy Pelosi and
Berny Sanders to Zohran
Mamdani and Ro Khanna,
have all condemned Mr

.

‘This gives us some hope.
It should be remembered
that Mr Trump's populari-
ty has taken a nosedive
over the t few weeks.
He has a very low approval
rating now. Consequently,
the Republicans are
expected to lose their
majority in the Senate, if
not the House of
Representatives, in the
elections later this year.

All this must have
weighed on a beleaguered
President’s mind. It is
quite common around the
world for political leaders
facing declining populari-
ty at home to point to exter-
nal challenges.

Sanjaya Baru is a writer
zmd an economist and is

From bananas to rare
earths, the American
search has been for com-
modities. National securi-
ty is an afterthought.

ior
Fellow Takshashila
Institution. His most recent
book is Secession of the
Successful: The Flight Out
of New India.
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WINNlNG SHIP

ngress has been a constituent of the
DM.K front for the past few years
due to which it is able win a respectable
number of seats in both parliament and
assembly elections in Tamil Nadu even
without grassroots strength. Recently,
there appeared some attempts from
Congress to forge an alliance with new
entrant TVK with an ambition to get
more seats allotted despite bleak
chances of victory. The AICC in-charge
for Tamil Nadu, Girish Chodankar,
retracting from earlier statement, firm-
ly announced that talks with DMK
were on for finalising seats and thus
killed speculation of breaking away
from the DMK front. This statement
reveals the fact that good sense would
have prevailed for the party to safe-
guard its image and interest to sail
with a winning ship.

M. Govindaraj
Gudiyatham

TN DEBT BURDEN

The Tamil Nadu government
announced the pension scheme
(TAPS) in January 2026 under CM
Stalin to pmv1de benefits similar to
the old pension scheme and the uni-
fied pension scheme. It extends to
government amployees under the
contributory pension scheme, with
a minimum pension guaranteed
regardless of length of service. Such
assured pension schemes will create
along-term budgetary burden. Near
the election period, this announce-
ment appears aimed at attracting
government employees. Tamil
Nadu'’s debt has risen to around ?9.2
I crore over the last five years,
while capital expenditure as a share
of total spending continues to

decline, impacting long-term
growth and fiscal health.

annan P

Chennai
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Aakar Patel

China & US: How

the great rivalry
of our times may

play out in 2026

ne of the more interesting things to look
forward to in 2026 is the rivalry between
the two great powers of our age.

The United States has enjoyed a full century
of global dominance from the end of the First
World War (the US entry in the final stages of
the trench-war standoff was thought to be deci-
sive against Imperial Germany) in 1918 to the
present time. This period of dominance is end-
mg. if it is not over already.

In 2000. the United S?ates ruled over global
trade. Today it is China which is the largest
partner for more than 150 nations. For many
there is no option: New India is reluctant to
engage with Beijing but is forced to import
more from China m any other nation.
Winning the trade wars globally has given
China the sort of leverage that perhaps even
the US did not have at its peak a quarter cen-

tury ago.

China takes in $3 billion in trade surplus per
day, which is astonishing, and that is what its
$1.1 trillion 2025 surplus means. This will
increase this year because of momentum.
China expo 10 lakh cars in 2020 and five
‘years later this became 70 lakh cars. And these
cars are getting better and cheaper, meaning
even more adoption globally.

In renewable energy, making the devices that
produce solar and wind energy, China has no
competitor. It has 85% global market share in
the former and some 60% in the latter. Some

—+ o0 ©

70% of the world's electric vehicle batteries are
made in China. It makes half or more of the
world's steel, aluminium and cement. About
three-fourths of the world’s drones are
Chinese. More than half of the world’s ships
are now made in China, pamcularly the most
complicated ones: LNG tankers, cruise slnps,
large military vessels and of course

mercial aircraft, which for more than six
decades has been a duopoly enjoyed by Boeing
in the US and Airbus in Europe. China intro-
duced its commercial jet last year and in 2026
we will see wider adoption of it. The bits that
are now imported — engine turbines, landing
gear, some software, will be made lom]ly.
China i its first indi

ships that carry all the goods around the globe.

Under President Donald Trump, the US tried
to bully the world with tariffs. China alone
stood and punched back

high-end aircraft-carrier a few months ago,

and this year will likely bring out its first

nuclear-| power:d one. After that happens,
an

most nations, including New lndla have
“eaten the tariffs”, as Mr Trump puts it.

But China gave it back and won. Mr Trump
backed down from escalation, and today
the US defence industry has to go to Beijing cap
in hand to beg for the magnets and materials
without which they cannot make their mis-
siles and jets. A few we ago, p
eased export controls on high-end chips from
Nvidia to China but Xi Jinping said China
‘would not buy them and would make their
own, even if they were slightly less efficient for
now. Last month, a report came that China was
had made a breakthrough in the only remain-
ing high-tech sector where it had been denied
access: lithography for chips.

This did not surprise people because it is gen-
erally understood if somednng is linked to

ing, howevs it is,
China will get it done. The same applies to com-

piece of cake for the global mamlfact\mng
powerhouse.

A US defence report said in 10 years’ time
China would have almost as many carriers as
the US has today (which is 11) and would in
fact have more in the Western Pacific, which is
where the action is. The same situation is to be
found in the air and China in 2025 showed
fighter aircraft which were ahead of the aging
American fleet.

The US dominance was in large part powered
by the fact that the world's talent migrated to

erica. This openness came with some
advantages for Indians, particularly the mid-
class, because of our unique Anglophone
advanlage The Trump policies have ended
that as we can see with the H-1B programme’s.
fees and the problems in US universities,

China, like India, has never welcomed immi-

grants. But it is comfortable with its uniformi-

_‘_

ty and has headed off some of the issues that
populanon stagnation has brought through
of industrial

In 2018 China first felt open American hostil-
ity through trade. It anticipated what was com-
ing and spent the next seven years preparing
itself, the only nation to do so. It was ready by
the time Mr Trump returned to power a year
ago and it has now become mstoppahle.

It spent that time in ensuring it would not be
dependent but would instead become “atma
nirbhar”. It achieved this so fully in such
short time that it is now the world that has
become dependent on it.

1t has done so by going the oppesite route the

'S has taken. It has increased role of gov-
ernment it has curbed the excesses of corpo-
rates, it has rejected most advanced technology
and chosen to make its own. It forced banks to
stop lending to real estate and fund industry
instead.

All that planning and execution has put it
where it is today, the only serious chauenger
for global dominance to America, that is age-
ing in population, closing itself to the wurld
and falling behind.

It will be fascinating to see what new devel-
opments this year will bring in this great rival-
ry of our time between the two modern giants.

The writer is the chair of . Amnesly
International India. Twitter: @aakar.
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N the one hand, you have
the relentless din of Al
transforming lives in In-

dia like elsewhere in the world
in virtually every sphere. On the
other, state governments are still
seen partnering with civil society
organisations to set up libraries in
their respective territories.

An agency report reveals how
the Delhi government has planned
to open libraries in all Assembly
constituencies to encourage read-
ing habits, particularly among
young people from economically
weaker sections,

Under the initiative, the govern-
ment proposes to set up a mi

twao libraries in each of its 70 As-

mum of one and a maximum of

sembly constituencies under the
“Bhagidari” scheme, an order is-
sued by the Department of Art,
Culture and Language said.

‘The libraries will operate in as-
sociation with NGOs, which will
be required to provide adequate
space to accommodate at least 30
readers at a time, the order said.
NGOs will also arrange for the
display of newspapers, magazines,
journals and other reading mate-
rial, it said.

In the first year, each NGO will
be eligible for a grant-in-aid of
Rs 1.03 lakh, in two equal instal-
ments, it said. Of this amount, 40
per cent will be earmarked for fur-
niture and fixtures, another 40 per
cent for reading material such as

books, spapers and

In India, libraries still creating community reading spaces

all, ing for over 45 per cent

and the remaining 20 per cent for
staff honorarium, it added.

It mentioned that from the sec-
ond year onwards, NGOs may re-
ceive up to Rs 40,000 annually in
two instalments. Of this amount,
70 per cent will be used for the
purchase of newspapers and maga-
zines, while 30 per cent will be al-
located towards staff honorarium.

As per a recent statement put
out by Press Information Bureau
(Dec 15, 2025), India has a total of
46,746 public libraries across states
and Union Territories. The data is
of asurvey undertaken in 2018-19,
the latest available.

Not surprisingly, the five south-
ern states have 21,485 libraries in

of the total number all over India.
The maximum libraries are in Ma-
haraghtra -12,191 with Kerala out
beating everyone else in the pen-
insula with 8,415 libraries nestled
in its domain. Whatis surprising is
that Andhra Pradesh has just 978
libraries and its Telugu counter-
part, 672. Even if taken together
(as a pre-bifurcation statistic), it is
just 1,650, much lower than Tamil
Nadu with 4,622 and Karnataka
with 6,798.

There have been some recent
moves announced by the Con-
gress government to have librar-
ies set up in each of the Assembly
constituencies. However, the delay
in transfer of library cess and the

pitiable upkeep of its libraries have
often made it to the headlines, in-
dicating a yawning gap between
what is announced and what is the
situation at the ground level.

The benefits of reading a book,
browsing through printed material
and referring to archival material
offline have been listed out but the
young generation is comfortable
living in cyberspace.

What is needed is a recalibration
of time and effort to go through
not just text and graphics on illu-
minated screens but also enjoy the
feel of paper and the rustle of pages
as one goes back and forth in time
to understand what life has been
all about and how it is going to be
in future.

() LETTERS

A harsh reality check for Indore

'NDORE, repeatedly ranked as Indids cleanest city, ap-

pears to have failed in addressing one of the most basic
civic responsibilities—providing clean and potable drink-
ing water. While crores of public money seem to have been
spent on beautification and cleanliness drives, safe drinking
water, which is integral to public health and true urban hy-
giene, has been neglected. Clean streets and polished rank-
ings cannot compensate for contaminated water reaching
households. Such window dressing may impress surveyors,
but it cannot conceal ground realities for long, This is not an
Indore-specific problem alone. Cities like Ahmedabad, Ben-
galuru, Mumbai, Delhi and other cities suffer from similar
contradictions—high on image, low on essential services.
True cleanliness is not about awards or optics; it begins with
safe water, reliable sanitation, and honest governance. Any-
thing less is merely cosmetic. Of late media, except few; have
failed to act as fourth pillar instead become fifth columnist
anda hone of party in power. While praising clean

Rule of law in 2025: Unholding nuhls of common man

Pror MapasrusHi
SRIDHAR ACHARYULU

HE Supreme Court ex-
pressed concern for the
principles of federal-
ism, the rule of law, and jus-
tice, among others, in the year
2025. In the last year, our apex
court repeatedly reminded the
nation that the Constitution is
not a distant legal text, but a
living shield for ordinary peo-
ple. At a time when citizens
faced delays in governance,
executive overreach, environ-
mental stress, threats to per-
sonal liberty, and inequality
in access to justice, the Court
stepped in to reaffirm that
power ina democracy is always
subject to constitutional limits.
Through its judgments, the
Courtacted notas arival to the
elected branches, but as a con-
stitutional guardian—ensuring
that law, fairness, and dignity
prevail over arbitrariness.
Taken together, the Supreme
Courts judgments of 2025
demonstrate that ~constitu-
tional justice is not abstract or
elitist. Tt affects whether laws
passed by elected representa-
tives are respected, whether
an individual’s liberty is pro-
tected, whether dignity is pre-
served, and whether power is
exercised within limits. For the
common man, these rulings
reaffirm a vital truth: when
institutions fail, or power be-
comes arbitrary, the Constitu-
tion—through the Supreme

Court—still stands as a pro-
tector of rights, fairness, and
democracy.

One of the Courts most
important constitutional in-
terventions in 2025 concerned
federalism and democratic ac-
countability. In cases relating
to the role of Governors and
the President in giving assent
to Bills, the Supreme Court
clarified that constitutional au-
thorities cannol sit indefinitely
over laws passed by elected
legislatures.  While  respect-
ing the separation of powers,
the Court made it clear that
discretionary authority can-
not become a tool for political
obstruction. This strengthened
the idea that democracy does
not end with elections—it con-
tinues through accountable
governance.

Equally significant were the
Court's judgments protect-
ing personal liberty and due
process, which directly af-
fect the common person. The
Supreme Court insisted that
arrests must follow constitu-
tional safeguards, that grounds
of arrest must be clearly com-
municated, and that preventive
detention cannot be used as a
shortcut when ordinary legal
remedies exist. In criminal
cases, including high-profile
convictions and acquittals, the
Court reaffirmed a founda-
tional principle: no matter how
serious the allegation or how
strong public sentiment may
be, guilt must be proven ac-
cording to law. This reinforced
public confidence that courts
do not punish people to satisfy
outrage, but only on evidence
and faimess.

The Court also played a cru-
cial role in upholding dignity
and equality, especially for vul-
nerable sections of society. Its
judgments protected the rights
of prisoners with disabilities,
affirmed women’s rights in
public spaces and professional

Taken together, the Supreme Court's judgments of 2025
demonstrate that constitutional justice is not abstract
or elitist. It affects whether laws passed by elected
whether an '

tice. (Citation: 2025 INSC 85)

In essence, the Supreme
Court made it clear that pro-
cedural  constraints cannot
override substantive justice—
and when required, the Court
will use Article 142 to ensure
that the truth and legality of
the entire case are properly
examined,

Is the Supreme Court bound
by the limited scope fixed ear-
lier while issuing notice, or
can it examine the entire case
if justice demands it? The Su-
preme Court said that it has
the power to expand the scape
of an appeal under Article 142,
Among the 2025 judgments,
the Supreme Court established

libertyis protected, whether dignityis p , and
whether power is exercised within limits

institutions, and rejected dis-
criminatory practices in edu-
cation and inheritance. These
rulings conveyed a simple but
powerful constitutional mes-
sage: the promise of equality
under Articles 14 and 21 ap-
plies to everyone—inside pris-
ons, in public spaces, and in
everyday life,

Environmental ~ protection
and social justice were another
strong themein 2025, Whether
it was safeguarding ecological-
ly sensitive regions, enforcing
bans on inhuman practices like
manual scavenging, or balanc-
ing environmental concerns
with livelihood and cultural
practices, the Court empha-
sized that development cannot
come at the cost of human life
and ecological survival. These
decisions showed that the right
to life includes clean air, a safe
environment, and dignified
work.

For justice, SC expands
scope of Artide 142

The first judgment is select-
ed to explain a fundamental

the fund | rights under
the C of India, On

right on 16 January 2025. The
Supreme Court reaffirmed its
unique role through Article
142, which empowers it to do
“complete justice” In cases like
Biswaiit Das v. CBI, the Court
made it clear that it will not
allow technical limitations or
narrow  procedural bounda-
ries to defeat justice. When re-
quired, it expanded the scope
of appeals to ensure that truth
and legality prevail. This pow-
er, exercised carefully, reflects
the Courts commitment to
substance over form.

Justice should be real for
complete justice, and “Justice
could be a real casualty”The
Supreme Court Bench of
Justice Dipankar Datta and
Justice  Manmohanused this
phrase. If the Court were
forced to examine only a nar-
row legal issue while ignoring
broader and substantial ques-
tions of law, "justice could be a
real casualty” Therefore, when
judges are satisfied that a case
requires deeper scrutiny, they
may widen the scope of exami-
nation to ensure complete jus-

16 January 2025, a year back,
Biswajit Das v. Central Bureau
of Investigation, used extraor-
dinary power under Article
142 of the Constitution, which
authorises the Supreme Court
to pass any order necessary to
do “complete justice” in a case.

The backgroundof the case
was that Biswajit Das was a
Development Officer in the
Life Insurance Corporation of
India (LIC). He was accused of
playing a key role in obtaining
alife insurance claim by falsely
showing that the insured per-
son had died. Based on this
allegation, he was prosecuted
and convicted by the Trial
Court for offences of forgery,
fraud, and criminal conspiracy
under the Indian Penal Code,
1860, and for criminal mis-
conduct and abuse of official
position under the Prevention
of Corruption Act, 1988.

In 2009, the Gauhati High
Court confirmed his convic-
tion. Das then approached
the Supreme Court. In 2014,
a two-judge Bench of the Su-
preme Court issued notice
in his appeal but limited the
scope of the hearing to only
one question—whether Das

could be convicted under the
Prevention of Corruption Act.

Using Article 142:
Supreme Court’s Ruling

The Supreme Court held
that it is not rigidly bound by
the limited scope set at the
time of issuing notice. The
Court ruled that under Ar-
ticle 142, it has the power to
expand the scope of an appeal
if restricting itsel fwould result
in injustice.

It’s discretionary, not
automatic

The Court clarified that the
power under Article 142 is
discretionary, not automatic.
It can be exercised only when
the judges reach a clear satis-
faction that the facts and law
of the case demand a broader
examination. This power exists
to prevent technical limita-
tions from obstructing justice.

Applying  this  principle,
the Supreme Court examined
the entire case, not just the
Prevention of Corruption Act
charges. After a full review, the
Court upheld the conviction
of Biswajit Das under both
the Indian Penal Code and the
Prevention of Corruption Act,
affirming the findings of the
Trial Court and the Gauhali
High Court.

Legal Significance of the
Judgment

‘This judgment is important

because it reinforces the Su-
preme Courts role as a court
of complete justice, not merely
acourt confined by procedural
boundaries. It confirms that
Article 142 allows the Court
to go beyond technical limita-
tions, including self-imposed
restrictions at earlier stages,
to ensure that justice is fully
served.
(The writer is Advisor,
School of Law, Mahindra
University, Hyderabad)

Indore’s deadly drop: Warning bell for Hyderabad's water supply

NomuLa SRINIVAS Rao

HE unfolding tragedy in In-

dore, Madhya Pradesh, where
contaminated drinking water has
officially dlaimed ten lives (with un-
official estimates higher) and hos-
pitalised over 200 residents, serves
as a grim wake-up call for urban
India. That this calamity struck the
city holding the coveted ‘Cleanest
Ci ny tag for eight consecutive years

a critical vulneral

When water supply

in our urban planning: the perilous
proximity of drinking water and
sewage lines. For Hyderabad, a city
rapidly expanding its metropolitan
footprint while struggling to mod-
ernize its historic core, the lessons
from Indore are not just theoreti-
cal—they are urgent.

The Indore incident: An anatomy
of failure

The crisis in Indores Bhagirath-
pura locality was not caused by a
complex chemical spill but by a
rudimentary infrastructure lapse.
Investigations revealed that a com-
munity toilet was constructed di-
rectly over a main drinking water
pipeline. Instead of a septic tank, the
contractor routed the sewage into
a pit situated immediately above
the water supply line. A leak in the
water pipe, combined with the sew-
age seepage, turned the neighbour-
hoods tap water into a toxic vector
of bacteria, induding E. coli. The
tragedy highlights a “silent killer”
in Indian urban engineering: cross-

is intermittent—as it is in most In-
dian cities—pipes running empty
create negalive pressure (suction).
If a sewage line running parallel
or above leaks, the vacuum in the
water pipe sucks in the pathogens,
which are then flushed into homes
when the water supply resumes.

Hyderabad's ‘Spaghetti
Underground’

‘While Indore grapples with the
aftermath, Hyderabad must intro-
spect. The Telangana capital sits on
a dichotomy of infrastructure. On
one hand, the Hyderabad Metro-
politan Water Supply and Sewerage
Board (HMWSSB) is pushing for-
ward with the 87,360 crore Goda-
vari Drinking Water Supply Project
(Phases 11 & III) to secure water un-
til 2050. On the other, the city’s un-
derbelly is a maze of aging pipelines,
some dating back to the Nizam era.
‘The risk of cross-contamination in
Hyderabad is far from hypothetical.

In October 2024, residents of
Chikkadpally reported receiving
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water that smelled of drainage for
weeks. Similar complaints have pe-
riodically surfaced from areas like
KPHB and the Old City, where nar-
row lanes force water and sewage
lines to share the same cramped
trenches, A 2022 study by Barkatul-
lah University, which predicted the
risks in Bhopal and Indore, noted
that “co-location” of drainage and
water infrastructure is a ticking time
bomb.

Hyderabad's older neighbour-
hoods, with their high population
density and entangled utility lines,
fit this risk profile perfectly. The
Central Public Health and Environ-
mental Engineering Organisation
(CPHEEO) mandates a minimum
distance of 300mm between water
and sewer lines, a standard often
compromised during road widen-
ing or unauthorized construction.

The storage peril and
infrastructure gaps

Beyond the pipelines, Hy-
derabad faces a secondary chal-
lenge highlighted by recent studies:

household-level contamination. A
study on Hyderabad’s low-income
settlements revealed that while wa-
ter often leaves the treatment plant
meeting safety standards, the in-
termittent nature of supply forces
residents to store water in drums
and tanks. In slum areas, where hy-
giene buffers are thin, this storage
becomes a breeding ground for bac-
teria, mimicking the effects of pipe-
line contamination. Furthermore,
the city’s reliance on aging con-
duits—such as the gravity channel
from Osmansagar to Asif Nagar—
poses a structural risk. While HM-
WSSB has announced plans to lay
a new parallel pipeline to mitigate
losses, the interim period remains
vulnerable to cracks and seepage
from surrounding urbanization.

Lessons for the HMWSSB

The Indore tragedy teaches us
that “Smart City” dashboards and
“Swachli” rankings are insufficient
if the subterranean basics are com-
promised.

* Audit of co-located Lines: The
HMWSSB must prioritize a safety
audit of areas where water and
sewage lines intersect or run in
close parallel, particularly in the
Old City. Modern non-destructive
testing (NDT) can identify weak
points in older pipelines before
they fracture.

*  Contractor accountability:
The Indore failure was partly due
to negligence by a contractor who
cut corners on a septic tank. Hy-

derabad’s municipal bodies must
strictly enforce  building codes,
ensuring no structure—especially
sanitation units—is built over util-
ity corridors.

* Positive pressure maintenance:
Ensuring a continuous 24x7 wa-
ter supply is the ultimate solution
to prevent the “suction” effect that
draws sewage into pipes. Until that
goal is met, maintaining positive
pressure in pipes even during non-
supply hours (where feasible) is a
technical safeguard.

*  Decentralised monitoring:
Relying solely on treatment plant
tests is inadequate. Real-time water
quality sensors should be installed
at the “tail-end” of the distribution
network—the point just before it
enters the consumer’s home.

The loss of life in Indore isa trag-
edy; for it to happen in a city cele-
brated for its cleanliness is an irony.
For Hyderabad, it is a warning. As
we lay the foundation for a “Global
City” with Al-driven complaint re-
dressal and river rejuvenation pro-
jects, we must not forget that public
health ultimately depends on the
integrity of the humble pipe buried
three feet underground.

The HMWSSB has acted swiftly
in the past—adopting Al for com-
plaints is a commendable step—
but the Board must now ensure
that the physical firewall between
the city’s waste and its water re-
mains impenetrable.

(The writer is OSD to former

union civil aviation minister)

city isn't wrong but media has the responsibility to highlight
reality on the ground outside cities.
N Nagarajan, Hyderabad
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PROPOS  ‘Indore water contamination: conflict-
ing claims on fatalities’ (Hans India; January 3, 2026).
What happened in ‘Indids cleanest city’ is condemnable.
Two things need to be done at war footing. Firstly, to correct
the leakage, and secondly to pull up those responsible with-
out fear and favour. They should be made accountable for
the preventable tragedy. Nothing is achieved by getting the
count of those who perished or took ill right, Even one death
caused by such a development cannot be condoned. Before
rushing to get the death count right and indulge in blame
game, the damage caused has to be corrected and measures

initiated to prevent such inexcusable calamity in future.
Dr George Jacob, Kochi

11

HIS has reference to your editorial ‘Indore water con-
tamination tragedy exposes urban decay” Contamination

of drinking water is not new to Indian cities, but the Indore
incident that had resulted in the death of 11 people, and made
another 1,400 residents sick, speaks of the callousness and
indifference of the civic authorities. Similar incident was re-
ported in Gujarat’'s Gandhinagar - fortunately there were no
casualties as a result. The water supply system through pipe-
line calls for regular monitoring and immediate corrective
measures lest people fall sick consuming contaminated water.
K V Raghuram, Wayanad

India should host 2036 Olympics

THIS is in response to the news item published regarding
the efforts of India to participate in the bid for conducting
Olympicsin India. The cost estimation of conducting the mega
event is estimated to be around Rs 64,000 crore. Considering
realistic escalations and India’s infrastructure gap, hosting the
Olympics could easily exceed one lakh crore rupees. Infact,
India has a growing presence in global sports, Indian athletes
regularly compete at international events and have won med-
alsOur policies like Khelo India, Target Olympic Podium
Scheme, National Sports Governance Act are strengthening
the field of sports. So to go ahead should be our first priority
Chepuri Sreeram, Hanamkonda

Itrequires grit to play on rival soil

HE Bangladesh Cricket Board’s refusal to travel for the
T20 World Cup is a disappointing pivot from sports-
manship to brinkmanship. While security is paramount,
using “political tension” asa wildcard sets a dangerous prec-
edent that threatens to fracture the ICC's central authority.
If every bilateral friction dictates tournament geography,
the “World” in World Cup will soon become a misnomer.
Cricket cannot thrive in silos; it requires the grit to play on
rival soil. By secking a neutral sanctuary, Bangladesh isn't
just avoiding a venue they are eroding the spirit of inter-

national competition, Is the pitch now a political podium?
Dr H K Vijaykumar, Raichur

Revise bank retirees’ pension
THIS is with reference to the report * Bank staff threaten
strike on Jan 27 ( Jan 5th )., It is really surprising that
the bankers are forced to go on strikes repeatedly on the
demands already agreed to by the IBA last year. This only
gives a wrong impression to the crores of account holders
who feel that the bankers go on repeated strikes which in
fact is incorrect. At the same time it is the duty of the staff
ta properly receive the customers and politely attend to their
issues.within a reasonable time. The staff have to know that
the customer is a source of transaction and without custom-
ers there is no necessity for computers or a branch prem-
ises etc Lastly, the bank retirees pension is not revised since
years and the IBAS attitude is most unfair on senior citizens.
Katuru Durga Prasad Rao, Hyderabad

thehansreader@gmail.com

S}Jéhker calls for end to hate polities,
urges accountability in governance

MANGALURU: Legislative Assembly Speaker UT Khad-
er on Monday condemned acts of hate in politics, saying

such beh leads elected 1o lose pub-
lic respect. He emphasised that lawmakers should avoid
threatening one another and that no one should engage
inactions that provoke discord or undermine democratic
dccomm Spnking at a press conference, Khader was

jons about the ial inci-
dent dunng thc unveilmg of the Valmiki statue in Ballari,
which had sparked widespread criticism. He stated that
those who engage in hate speech must be held account-
able and stressed that the nation's strength depends on
monitoring both words and actions of public representa-
tives. “Even if there are flaws in the law, they can be recti-
fied through written procedures. Opposing for no reason
is not acceptable;” he added.
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

ENSURE SPEEDY TRIAL
FOR KHALID, IMAM
AFTER DENIAL OF BAIL

MAR Khalid suffered a major setback as he lost his

much-anticipated bail plea in the Supreme Court in

the 2020 Delhi riots case, amid a high-decibel interna-

tional campaign to free him. The bench also barred

him and another activist Sharjeel Imam, both 37, from
filing a fresh appeal for a year. It, however, released five oth-
erson conditional bail. All of them had been arrested under
the stringent Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, 1967 and
are facing trial for the alleged ‘plot’ they hatched ahead of
the riots in the wake of widespread protests against the 2019
Citizenship Amendment Act. The bench observed that the
material before them showed a central and formative role
of Khalid and linam, and “involvement in the level of plan-
ning, mobilisation and strategic direction extending beyond
episodic and localised acts”. It attracted Section 43D(5) of
UAPA, which says an accused shall not be released on bail
if there are reasonable grounds to believe prima facie that
the charges are true. While 43D(5) does not totally bar judi-
cial scrutiny on the evidence, defence arguments are not to
be examined at the bail stage, the bench comprising Justices
Aravind Kumar and N V Anjaria ruled. Though the accused
have been in custody for more than five years, their “con-
tinued detention has not crossed constitutional impermis-
sibility to override the statutory embargo as against them™.
Besides, delay in trial under the UAPA does not automati-
cally offer as a trump card for bail, the bench ruled.

The court examined each individual's role separately.
Considering all seven together would risk needless pre-
trial detention, it reasoned. For example, the bail applica-
tion of Gulfisha Fatima, who was among the five set free,
was listed 90 times. However, the matter was not taken up
25 times due to the unavailability of the bench and was
renotified 26 times, her counsel told the court. Days before
the verdict, a letter to Khalid from New York City’s new
mayor Zohran Mamdani became a media spectacle. Eight
US lawmakers wrote to the Indian envoy in the US urging
bail for all the accused till their trial is over. All that came
to nought for Khalid and Imam, as the custodians of law
took their own course. The least that the prosecution can
now do is, in accordance with the Supreme Court’s instruc-
tion, ensure that the trial is not unnecessarily prolonged.

CRICKET STANDOFF BAD
AUGURY FOR BIGEVENTS

HE week past was one of the most volatile in subcon-

tinental cricket. Just as India was getting ready to co-

host the T20 World Cup, a Bangladesh poser disrupted

the well-laid plans. What's even more disconcerting is

that it involved another neighbouring country after
Pakistan, who are playing all their matches in Sri Lanka.
The controversy started when the Board of Control for
Cricket in India reacted to right-wing protests against
Kolkata Knight Riders for hiring Bangladeshi bowler Mus-
tafizur Rahman. This came when public opinion was in-
flamed over a Hindu worker’s lynching in the neighbouring
country. A day later, Bangladesh, who are duled to play
three matches in Kolkata and one in Mumbai, officially
refused to travel to India citing diplomatic tensions. They
have requested the International Cricket Council to shift
their matches out of India. The Bangladesh Cricket Board
explained that the step was necessary for the safety of its
players and officials. If that was not enough, on Monday,
the interim government in Bangladesh barred the airing
of the Indian Premier League in the country.

Once again, cricket has become a geopolitical weapon.
With elections due soon in West Bengal and Assam, the mat-
ter has taken a political turn. This is not the first time the
IPL has faced such a situation. In 2013, IPL’s governing
council stepped in when tensions flared between Sri Lanka
and Tamil Nadu over the treatment of Tamil people in the
neighbouring country. The council decided not to allow Sri
Lankan players to play in Chennai. Though the circum-
stances were completely different then, an alternative solu-
tion should have been found other than barring players’
travel. We must remember that the BCCI has already post-
poned a series with Bangladesh and that Mustafizur’s deal
was done at last December’s auction.

If the ICC agrees with Bangladesh's request, the entire T20
World Cup schedule would have to be rearranged, putting
other teams in discomfort. Going by the tense ties between
Bangladesh and India, diplomacy is unlikely to find a
solution. Ata time India are preparing to host the 2030 Com-
monwealth Games and has bid for the 2036 Olympics, not
being able to host neighbouring countries is unhelpful. Sri
Lanka is an option, but with the World Cup just over a month
away, the ICC and the BCCI must find a solution soon.
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INCREDIBLE INDIAN HERITAGE

AMONG the many things confrontational geopolitics

marred in 2025 was tourism. Last month, the government

admitted that foreign tourist arrivals had dipped by an
eighth during April-September 2025, weakened mainly by the
worsening relations with Bangladesh in the region and other
tensions around the world. This comes at a time foreign ar-
rivals are still struggling to match the pre-pandemic levels
despitea recent surge. Amid this gloom, West Bengal—which
emerged as the second-most preferred destination after Ma-
harashtra—showed what can be possible if India’s rich intan-
gible heritage is promoted. Festivals like the Durga puja can
be an even bigger draw if we position them attractively with
another major drive like the early 2000s’ Incredible India.

S the new calendar year be-
gins, let me get the rhetoric
going witha question. What's
the biggest challenge India
faces today? Is the news that
we see every day defining it?
Or must we look beyond, into
what we don't see? Is it the challenge
from a fast-souring relationship with
Bangladesh, an already-soured rela-
tionship with Pakistan, or is it the one
that ferments slowly in a large pot with
China and its geopolitical intent? Is it
the fast depreciating relationship be-
tween the rupee and the dollar? Is it
that long, unresolved and contentious
issue of tariffs between the US and In-
dia that’s been troubling us for a while
now? Well, this is what we see.

And what is it that we don’t see
enough of? I believe there is a big one.
We hear of it now and then, and we
push it under the carpet of comfort.
The big four-letter issue in our midst
today is jobs. The lack of enough jobs
for a whole nation of hungry and aspi-
rational job seekers. An entire country
of educated people, well nigh the size
of one of our bigger cities, are on the
daily active lookout for jobs that seem
to be elusive, if not entirely missing.
That's the volume dimension. Add to it
the fact that all of them are looking for
afull day’s work. That's depth of work.
And every one of them is looking for
work that matches what they bring to
the table as a competency. In the mis-
match of these many dimensions lies
the gory story of missing jobs.

Current government numbers tell a
different tale though. A really big
number of 17 crore new jobs were cre-
ated between 2017 and 2024, as per the
Niti Aayog. These numbers can’t be
wrong, but seem woefully inadequate
when compared to the current need for
bigger numbers, and more important-
1y, the addition to this demand-number
every passing year as graduates pass
out from our very many educational
institutions. At last count, those join-
ing the job market every year exceeded
1.5 crore young people.

In the market for jobs, there is the
existing job. The central government
and every state government have a
standard set of jobs. Each is filled with
typically small and incremental va-
cancies that arise every year. The
number of applicants for every job an-
nounced is mind-boggling. The Rail-
way Recruitment Board had 64,197 va-
cancies announced in 2025. Over 1.87
crore candidates applied.

While a fair number of these jobs ex-

EDITORIAL
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India's biggest worry for 2026 is finding jobs for fresh graduates.
Given the slowness in hiring by both public and private
sectors, should we rethink the definition of work?

REWRITING
THE BOOK
OF JOBS

ist in the government sector, a very ro-
bust number of private sector jobs exist
as well. Out here, water finds its own
level. As corporate business grows, in-
vestment grows. Every new investment
creates many new jobs. Well, that is the
way it should go. If one does, however;
peek into the investiment mindset of In-
dian business today. one witnesses a
rather lethargic wait-and-watch senti-
ment. This sentiment has been wors-
ened within export-oriented businesses
that have been delivered a sucker punch
with the Trump tariff at hand. Add to
it the role of artificial intelligence in
bringing in non-human agents as col-
leagues into the work environment, and
the cocktail of depression is complete.

There are traditional jobs of the
brick-and-mortar kind, and then there
are the new-age jobs. There are jobs

-!- Brand guru & founder of

Harish Bijoor Consults Inc

SOURAV ROY

that demand expending physical ener-
gy as opposed to exercising the mind.
And now there are the gigs. Gigs are
not really jobs. They are defined more
as entrepreneurships where the per-
former of the task is the owner.

There is a gig worker in each of our
lives. You get your grocery delivered
by a gig worker, your cab to the airport
is driven by an owner-partner gig
worker, and there are dozens of other
gig categories in India. The gig econo-
my was estimated to be as large as 77
lakh people in 2020-21 doing their own
thing and writing their own salary
cheques based on how many days they
work and how many hours they choose
to work across those days. The gig and
platform economy is the new work-
buzz in India, one that has made liveli-
hoods happen for a whole host of peo-

If wars are too important to be left to
* the generals, surely prisoners’ rights
are too precious to be left to the jailors

Justice VR
Krishna lyer

ple looking to work and make their
lives happen. This economy is slated to
grow by a multiple of three by 2029-30.
It's an arena of robust growth.

But even as I write this, there is tu-
mult out here. Gig workers of Zomato
and Swiggy, to name just two plat-
forms, have threatened to strike work
on crucial big delivery days. The peak
Christmas and New Year season was
chosen to showcase their demands. A
whole bunch of delivery-partners
were stopped from doing their jobs
and a fair bit of chaos ensued. The po-
litical classes of both the ‘champagne’
and ‘toddy’ socialite kind have jumped
into the fray supporting the needs, de-
sires and aspirations of grocery and
food delivery workers.

As the fire rages on that count, let me
quickly jump to a thought that is rather
important to flag. The point is a simple
one. Were we ever meant to work for
others? Were we meant to sell our time
to employers? Or is there an older mod-
el of work, possibly a pre-British-era
format where everyone worked for
himself or herself? Were we meant to
be in regimented jobs? Or were we
meant to work in our own fields to grow
food that was important for our lives?
Were we meant to sell the excess
through a spirit of direct entrepre-
neurship, either through a retail outlet
of our own, or through a process of 1:1
buyer-seller connect? Are we meant to
be doing our own thing really?

The gig-economy today comes clos-
est to this model of work. As India
grapples with the issue of not enough
jobs for all, must we abolish the
thought of jobs itself? Must we go back
to become the entrepreneurs each one
of us is meant to be? Must we debunk
the thought of industrial society that
brings in factory workers that work
for the collective good of the factory
owner? Must we work for others at all?
Or must we work for ourselves and
maybe offer jobs to a small number in
the ecosystem who we can touch with
a benign job that trains for a short
while and then unleashes them into
entrepreneurships?

India today equally grapples with is-
sues that relate to the volume of em-
ployment and the quality of employ-
ment on offer. Must we then look at a
reverse movement in the jobs mindset
of our people? Must we go back to an
era of working for ourselves? Must
that be something we teach in our
schools, for a start?

(Views are personal)
(harishbijoor@hotmail.com)

THE DEVIL IN CRYPTO DETAILS

HE global cryptocurrency
market operates on a fragile
foundation of faith. Investors
pour billions of dollars into
digital exchanges, assuming
that the bitcoin or ethereum
they see on their screen actu-
ally belongs to them. They believe that
the exchange is merely a digital vault, a
custodian that holds their assets for safe-
keeping. But what happens if that com-
pany fails? Or if the vault is breached?

The Madras High Court’s recent judge-
ment in Rhutikumari vs Zanmai Labs
has brought these terrifying questions to
the fore. In a significant ruling involving
acyber-attack on the platform of WazirX,
a trading app, the court challenged the
fatalistic view that investors are help-
less. When the court observed that the
virtual digital assets are ‘meant to be
held in trust with a fiduciary duty owed
to their owners’, it did much more than
resolve an investor-promoter dispute.

The judgement is best understood as
‘part of a broader global conversation about
what happens when crypto platforms
fail. The central legal inquiry that the
courts are wrestling with is: whether the
relationship between a cryptocurrency ex-
change and its user is fiduciary in nature,
thereby creating a ‘trust’, or whether it is
merely contractual in nature, thereby cre-
atinga ‘debt"? This distinction is not justa
matter of semantics but of asset survival.

The High Court of New Zealand'’s deci-
sion in Ruscoe & Moore vs Cryptopia
(2020) anchors the pro-investor perspec-
tive. Viewing the inquiry practically, the
court confirmed that cryptocurrencies
area form of ‘property’ and satisfied the
three certainties required for establish-
ment of a trust. On the certainty of the
subject matter and objects, the court had
observed that online exchange Crypto-
pia had segregated coins into currency-
specific wallets and the internal data-
base recorded precisely how many units
of currency stood in each account.

On certainty of intention, the courtre-
lied on Cryptopia’s customer service
manuals, financial statements that ex-
cluded user coins from the company’s as-
sets, and terms explicitly stating assets
were ‘held on trust’. Taken together, the
court ruled that these demonstrated a
custodial, trust-based relationship, as op-
posed to a debtor-creditor arrangement.

In stark contrast, the jurisprudence
emerging from Asian financial centres
has prioritised the contractual terms

SRIRAM
VENKATAVARADAN
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Advocates, Madras High Court

tor. In the decision rendered by the Hong
Kong Court of First Instance in Gatecoin
(2023), although it acknowledged that
cryptocurrency could theoretically form
the subject matter of a trust, it ruled that
in that case, the certainty of intention to
create a trust was absent. The court’s
reasoning hinged on a rigorous analysis
of the company’s terms and conditions.

The terms expllcntly permitted the plat-

pany’s terms, the court held that the cus-
tomers retained both legal and beneficial
title, with the digital exchange operator
merely facilitating transactions on their
instructions. The judgement reaffirms
that mere trust labels in the exchange’s
documents eannot displace a carefully
drafted allocation of proprietary risk.

The classification of digital assets—as
trust property or unsecured debt—is the
i

form to funds with

its own and, critically, to use those funds
for its own proprietary purposes.

With cryptocurrency exchanges
failing in various jurisdictions,
owners of digital assets like
bitcoin and ethereum must know
what happens next. The Madras
High Court's recent judgement

in Rhutikumarihighlighted
adivergence in the emerging
jurisprudence on such cases.
Users must read the fine print

This contract-first doctrine was alsore-
inforced by Singaporean courts. In Quoine
(2020), the country’s Court of Appeal over-
turned the high court’s finding of a trust,
holding that the platform’s business mod-
el—operating as a ‘market maker’, freely
trading and lending pooled customer as-
sets and expressly warning in its risk dis-
closure statement that assets might not be
returned on bankruptcy—was fundamen-
tally inconsistent with an intention to cre-
ate a trust. Similarly, in Taylor (2025) the
Singapore High Court declined to enter-
tain the plea that the exchange operator
held the assets in trust. Despite the ‘custo-
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factor governing financial re-
covery during insolvency. For investors,
this distinction dictates their standing
within the rigid hierarchy of India’s In-
solvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC),
2016. The outcome hinges on whether as-
sets fall within the corporate debtor’s
‘liguidation estate” under Section 36.

If the contract-strict view prevails, us-
ers will be classified merely as unsecured
creditors, and their assets will be ab-
sorbed into the company’s general pool
of assets. Consequently, under Section
53's ‘waterfall mechanism’, these inves-
tors would stand relegated to the bottom
of the distribution ladder. In the event of
a crypto exchange collapse, where cus-
tomer assets often represent the only re-
maining value, this subordination would
typically result in a total loss of capital.

However, if the trust interpretation is
adopted, as strongly indicated by the rea-
soning in the Rhutikumari and Crypto-
pia judgements, the trajectory of recov-
ery changes fundamentally. Section 36(4)
of the IBC specifically excludes ‘assets
held in trust for any third party’ from the
liquidation estate. In this scenario, the
investor's funds stand fully protected
and they cannot be diluted to form part
of the company's assets.

Therefore it is clear that ‘trust’ is nota
default protection but a specific legal con

MAILBAG
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America’s thuggery

Ref: Power trumps principle (Jan 5).
Comparing this military action to historical
atrocities highlights the peril—the US has
effectively declared itself the arbiter of
regime change in the western hemisphere.
This is not leadership; it's thuggery
masquerading as foreign policy, prioritising
short-term gains in oil and border security
over international law and human rights.
K Haroon Basha, Tirupathur

Venezuela precedent

Nicolds Madura's capture marks a volatile
turning point in international relations.
What began as a domestic crisis has now
evolved into a precedent-setting event for
global governance. The region has entered
an era of deep uncertainty. This will redefine
the limits of external intervention and the
sanctity of sovereign borders.
Vidyasagar Reddy Kethiri, New Delhi

Justice delayed

Ref: Antony Raju verdict (Jan 5).

The conviction highlights serious flaws in

our slow and cumbersome legal system.

While the final victory of the rule of law

is commendable, waiting 31 years for

justice significantly reduces the

effectiveness of our legal penalties.
ikode

Syncretic music

Ref: Ali, who unites the believers (Jan 5).
The column was intellectually engaging
and its exploration of cultural synthesis
demonstrates how spiritual unity can arise
from discord, offering a meaningful model
for harmony in today's divided world.
Muhammed Minhaj, Kozhikode

Sporting principle
Ref: Bangladesh refuse to travel to India
(Jan'5). Cricket has always been a unifying
force that transcends national and political
boundaries. Dragging diplomatic or political
disputes into sports undermines its true
spirit and harms international harmony.
Holding players responsible for political rift
sets the wrong example for millions of fans.
lammad Noori,

struct that must be icitly

For investors, this creates a perilous
landscape where their recovery rights
hinge on the specific jurisdiction and the
granular drafting of user agreements
they likely never read. As the crypto in-
salveney wave continues, it serves as a
stark reminder that in the eyes of the law;
the fine print is often all that matters.

design

Ref: Medians posing risk? (Jan 5). While on
one hand, low divider designs can explain
same recent incidents, the other extreme

is equally dangerous. One can take a drive
along the Virudhachalam bypass in the same
district to understand the point. The fully-
walled median is too high, blinding drivers to
the incoming traffic from the other direction.

much to the detriment of theretail inves-  dial asset’ language being used in the com- (Views are personal) Janardhan, Cu
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15th parble Jor
Dera chief

T;e release on parole of Dera Sacha Sauda chief Gur-

meet Ram Rahim, who is serving a life sentence for
murder and a 20-year jail term for rape, for an astonish-
ing 15th time since his conviction in 2017, is reflective of
a flawed system. With this 40-day parole, Ram Rahim
will have spent over 400 days out of jail. Lodged in the
Sunaria jail in Haryana's Rohtak, Ram Rahim’s plea to be
allowed to attend the January 25th birth anniversary
celebration of the Dera’s second head, Shah Satnam
Singh, was approved by the Rohtak Divisional Commis-
sioner. Earlier, he was granted parole for another 40
days in August 2025 to celebrate his own birthday. In
2025, he received parole for 30 days in January, just
ahead of the Delhi elections, and a furlough for 21 days
in April. In 2024. he was allowed 20 days parole on Oc-
tober 1, days before the Haryana Assembly polls. In Au-
gust that year he was granted a 21-day furlough. He was
also permitted a three-week furlough from February 7,
2022, two weeks before the Punjab Assembly election.
The timing of his paroles and furloughs should have
raised questions, but given the clout of the Dera Sacha
Sauda and Ram Rahim’s enormous popularity among a
section of the populace, political parties have generally
stayed away from the issue. Only some Sikh organisa-
tions, like the SGPC

and activists, have | The authorities

criticised the alleged | hque denied any
referential  treat- :

ﬁlen[ for Ram Rahim bias, bu?-for the

and accused the rul- D.era chief’s

in% party of using lgw victims, his

role as a weapon for :

political leverage in freqt_ten? s{fmts

Haryana and Punjab, outside jail

where the Dera chief | are a travesty

has a large number of ofjustice

followers.

Ram Rahim was convicted for the rape of two of his
women disciples in 2017 and, in 2019, for the murder of
ajournalist 16 years ago. In 2021, he and four others were
convicted for the murder of a former manager of the
sect and sentenced to life imprisonment. However, the
Punjab and Haryana High Court acquitted him in the
case in May 2024. In February 2024, the High Court told
the Haryana government that Ram Rahim should not
be granted parole without the court’s permission. How-
ever, in August that year the court said the application
for temporary release filed by Ram Rahim will be de-
cided by the competent authorities. In February 2022,
the Haryana government amended its parole laws,
critics alleged, to benefit the Dera chief. Earlier, specific
circumstances, such as death in the family, critical ill-
ness, marriage, etc., had to be cited to secure parole. The
2022 legislation allowed convicts who have served a year
in jail to be eligible for 10 weeks of parole and 21 days of
furlough per year. The authorities have denied any bias,
but for the Dera chief’s victims, his frequent stints out-
side jail are a travesty of justice.

Pipelines of
deadly disease

T‘m distressing death of several people in Indore and

a wave of typhoid infections in Gujarat’s Gandhinagar
have been linked to an old and familiar scourge—con-
taminated municipal water supply. As city dwellers
know, sewage intrusion into drinking water is common
in India when water pressure dips and pathogens infil-
trate the supply. The pollution unleashes several ail-
ments, notably acute diarrhoeal disease, typhoid,
hepatitis, gastroenteritis, and meningitis. Safe drinking
water has remained elusive for millions, producing the
perverse effect of making India the worlds fastest-grow-
ing bottled water market. That this is the state of a life-
sustaining public good in the worlds most populous
nation is an indictment of development policies. What
happened in Indore, a mascot of the high-profile
Swachh Bharat campaign, represents the abject failure
of municipal authorities to carry out routine scientific
checks on water quality in the Bhagirathpura area. It
also underscores the low priority that political parties
accord basic infrastructure for health, led by safe water
and clean air. Ironically, a decade of programmes on
Swachh Bharat and Smart Cities buttressed by large in-
has not elimi d a fund: 1 !
that frequently threatens the health of residents. It is not
surprising, therefore, that according to the NITI Aayog,
India is ranked 120 among 122 countries on the Water
Quality Index, and 70% of water in the country is con-
taminated; a third of the districts nationally have unsafe
groundwater because of high levels of fluoride, arsenic,
salinity, and iron.

Good sanitation and a safe water supply may be miss-
ing in large urban agglomerations in India, but that has
not stopped steady speculation in house property,
driving up prices and making inner-city dwellings un-
affordable to own or rent. Vast numbers of people are
moving to the suburbs, where local bodies have little ca-
pacity and facilities are in even more perilous neglect.
The municipal response is usually to raise chlorination
levels in the water supply to kill pathogens, leaving the
underlying causes, such as cracked pipelines, free-flow-
ing sewage, and uncollected solid waste, unattended.
Given the overall derelict state of water, sanitation and
hygiene, it appears improbable that over 81% of rural
households have been given a safe water connection;
there is no hard data on access to safe water in cities,
nor a public database of water quality. Against such a
background of indifference, moves to corporatise water
supply for profit and levy charges in many places are no-
thing but a penalty on the citizen. After more than three
decades of robust GDP growth, it would be incongruous
for governments and local bodies to claim that they lack
the resources to improve water quality. Equally, it is in-
defensible that public health care fails to cover all
citizens, reflected in the struggle of families of victims
in Indore to get medical help.

Guest Column

ANANT VLAY

henever

Mohan

Bhagwat,

the Sar-
sanghchalak of the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), talks
about Hinduism or a Hindu nation,
opposition parties—especially the
Left and their ecosystem—tend to
react strongly. They start the advo-
cacy of separating religion from
politics.

In a similar manner, whenever
Prime Minister Modi speaks about
Hinduism or highlights symbols of
Hindu or Sanatan Dharma, leaders
of the Congress and other opposi-
tion parties begin portraying itasa
mixing of religion and politics.
They start quoting the Constitution
and its articles and passionately set
about citing examples from other
countries.

As far as I can recall, a few years
ago when Barack Obama was the
President of the United States, a re-
port had come out that spoke
about religious intolerance in
India. Now, however, winds of
change are visible even in the US,
where Christianity and its protec-
tion are being openly and exten-
sively discussed.

In recent days, when a woman
named Jenny, wearing Charlie
Kirk’s “Freedom” T-shirt, was pub-
licly harassed in the United States,
a wave of support for her swept
across the country. Within no time,
more than 250,000 dollars was
raised through erowdfunding in
her support. She was felicitated on

Inside Track

AJAY JHA

he worst fear of

Sonia  Gandhi

seems to be

coming true. A
contentious statement by a Con-
gress party leader from Uttar Pra-
desh has virtually put the cat
among the pigeons and created
flutters in the party circles. Imran
Masood, the Congress MP from Sa-
haranpur, stated that Priyanka
Gandhi would make a better prime
minister in handling the Bangla-
desh situation. He compared
Priyanka to her grandmother, In-
dira Gandhi, and her handling of
the situation, which led to the cre-
ation of Bangladesh as a sovereign
country in 1971.

There is an undeclared race
among fringe Congress leaders to
demonstrate their loyalties to the
Gandhi siblings and secure their
own futures by getting into their
good books. The Congress party,
anyway, is known for accepting sy-
cophancy as a tool to promote one’s
prospects. Masood is no exception.
‘What he said can be attributed to
his overenthusiasm. However, the
BJP was quick to lap it up and sug-
gest that it showed a lack of faith by
a party lawmaker in the leadership
quality of Rahul Gandhi. Rahul
Gandhi remains the incumbent

Village-Born
Bravery
Real courage often rises from
unseen places. Humanity
mixed with compassion
makes bravery unforgettable.
Whena child’s instinct pro-
tects soldiers, the nation
must protect the child’s fu-
ture. Encouragement should
be lifelong, not momentary.
Talent from remote soil
carries the purest sense of
service. A grateful country
must nurture its brave hearts
early, fully, proudly.

A. P. Thiruvadi, Chennai

MCG Ends Drought

Speak for Borders
Violence on Hindus
abroad must stir diplo-
macy at home. Retaliation

Mahavir, Nanak, Viveka-
nanda. A Vishwaguru can-
not rise from communal
silence or caste hatred.
Systems must reform, re-
taliation must stop, law
must lead.

Hema Hari Upadhyay,
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It’s not outdated to embrace
one’s religion and traditions

The noise around live-in relationships and LGBTQ issues has reduced.
There is now a clear conversation about returning to one’s roots

the stage of America Fest. Charlie
Kirk was a right-wing political ac-
tivist in the US who consistently
spoke out on the traditions of
American society. He was assassin-
ated earlier this year. In America,
Charlie Kirk was regarded as a tra-
ditionalist and shared close ties
with President Trump.

Christmas has just passed.
Ahead of Christmas, a statement
by Kamala Harris in the United
States went viral. Ata US presiden-
tial election rally, Kamala was
heard saying, “How dare you wish
Christmas.” For nearly 15 days, this
video of Kamala Harris was re-
peatedly circulated and used to
criticise her. It appeared that the
intent was to portray Kamala Har-
ris and her party as anti-religion.
This impression was further rein-
forced when, on the occasion of
Christmas, the White House
posted on X, “We are saying Merry
Christmas again.” The post fea-
tured a photo of a Christmas tree
along with the American flag, In
front of the Christmas tree was a
photograph of Donald Trump, and
his official handle was tagged. This
post was widely seen as a message
directed at Kamala Harris.

Not only that, but the post made
by Donald Trump himself from his
X handle was even more pointed:
“Merry Christmas to everyone.
Even to those despicable Radical
Left elements who are involved in
every possible attempt to destroy
America but are failing miserably.
Our borders are no longer open,

men are not in women's clothing,
and law-enforcement agencies are
no longer weak. Our stock market
isatrecord levels. There is no infla-
tion. Just yesterday, our GDP stood
at 4.3, two points higher than ex-
pected. Tariffs have brought in tril-
lions of dollars, making us
prosperous. Our national security
is at its highest level. Our respect
across the world has increased.
God! Keep Your blessings on
America”

This post by Trump on X is en-
tirely political and is written with
Christmas and God at its centre.
Just imagine the kind of uproar
that would erupt in our country if
Prime Minister Modi or the Presi-
dent were to make a similar post.
Much more is happening in the
United States in the name of re-
ligion. On December 26, the White
House released a statement by
President Trump stating that “to-
night, on his orders as Com-
mander-in-Chief, the United States
carried out a full-scale, decisive
strike against the despicable ter-
rorists of ISIS. These are the same
terrorists who, for several days,
had been attacking and killing in-
nocent Christians” This message
makes it clear that if Christians are
attacked anywhere in the world,
the United States will intervene
decisively.

There is a background to this.
On November 2, Trump had
warned the Nigerian government
that if it failed to stop Islamic ter-

population, all kinds of sanctions
would be imposed. He had in-
structed the military to remain
prepared for combat. If the Ni-
gerian government did not stop
the killing of innocent and de-
fenceless Christians in its country,
the attackers would be struck back
with even greater speed than that
with which terrorist acts are car-
ried out. This was the same period
when members of the Christian
community had demanded that
Trump intervene to stop the killing
of Christians in Nigeria. If this
American step is viewed at the di-
plomatic level, then in a situation
like the attacks on Hindus in Bang-
ladesh, India too acquires the right
to protect Hindus.

The Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh, in its centenary year, is talk-
ing about Kutumb Prabodhan—
strengthening  families  and
emphasising the importance of the
family unit.

Efforts are underway to bring
families together and highlight
their value. This initiative is causing
discomfort among those opposed
to the RSS. Some are calling it
contrary to modern thinking. They
bring in the Constitution while
talking about individual rights and
the freedom to live life as one
chooses.

However, the Constitution is in
no way opposed to the family.

A few days ago, Sarsanghchalak
Mohan Bhagwat advised Hindu
couples to have three children.

rorists from killing the Christian | This sparked a major controversy.

Political analysts who consider and
project themselves as progressive
strongly criticised him. Many argu-
ments were put forth, even though
Mohan Bhagwat had said. based on
expert opinion, that communities
with birth rates below three event-
ually decline.

Those who boast of being pro-
gressive and modern should look
atthe United States. There, there is
strong and open discussion about
the importance of family, mar-
riage, and children. Elon Musk and
US Vice President J.D. Vance are
often seen in the Oval Office with
their children and speak proudly
about family. When press secre-
tary Karoline Leavitt becomes
pregnant, it is publicly announced.
The noise around live-in relation-
ships and LGBTQ issues has re-
duced. There is now a clear
conversation about returning to
One’s roots,

If the Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh expects Hindus to have
three children, it is neither out-
dated thinking nor anti-modern.
Globally, there is a growing call to
reconnect with traditions and re-
ligion. Those who fail to under-
stand this shift are being pushed to
the margins.

Anant Vijay is an award-winning journalist,
columnist and author and is currently work-
ing with Dainik Jagran. His latest book, Over
the Top—OTT ka Mayajaal, won the Kalinga
Literary Award. He is the Vice Chaiman of
the Executive Council of the Film and Televi-
sion Institute, Pune.

Sonia Gandhi’s fear returns
to haunt the Congress party

Priyanka’s term would probably come post 2029. That is if Rahul
Gandhi fails even in his 4th attempt to become the prime minister

Leader of Opposition and an eter-
nal prime minister in waiting. The
Congress party did not react to it
officially. But Masood was chided
by senior leaders for making this
statement. This forced him to
backtrack and publicly acknowl-
edge Rahul Gandbhi as his leader.
The matter may have been
settled for now. He definitely
would not attract any punitive ac-
tion. But the issue remains open for
further debate, both internally in
the party and in the public, es-
pecially concerning Rahul Gandhi's
leadership ability and calibre. That
he has failed to impress the voters
is no secret. There is no parallel of
aleader rejected thrice by the elec-
torate still being projected as a fu-
ture prime minister. There is no
denying the cruel fact that the Con-
gress party is taking a big risk by
backing Rahul Gandhi to stand up
to someone like Narendra Modi.
Modi is yet to taste a public rejec-
tion since he first became the Gu-
jarat chief minister nearly a
quarter of a century ago. While the
BJP’s graph has surged since Modi
moved to national politics ahead of
the 2014 general elections, the Con-
gress party’s graph has gone down
consistently. The party has failed to
cross the century mark in the Lok

Khachrod

tinue strengthening stu-
dents, not segmenting
identities.

S. S. Sankaranarayanan,

Inconvenience at airports
reflects chronic oper-
ational apathy. Advocacy
must not depend on VIP
discomfort. Systems must
respond to passengers,
not profiles. Aviation over-
sight needs efficiency au-
dits, corrective timelines
and empowered account-
ability. Infrastructure un-

The Congress dilemma: Waiting for the
other Gandhi to shine.

Sabha since Rahul Gandhi was first
pitted against Modi as its prime
ministerial face. The fact remains
that the Congress would have
moved ahead and beyond him if
Rahuls second name were not
Gandhi. Ironically, the Gandhis are
both assets and liabilities of the
Congress party. He s still supposed
to be learning on the job, even over
two decades after he first became
an MP in 2004.

Probably no one knew it better
than Sonia Gandhi that Rahul Gan-
dhiis stubborn and a slow learner.
On the contrary, many saw
shadows of Indira Gandhi in
Priyanka, Though she might have

Sweet Dreams begin-
nings, humour reminds
us that years may
wound, but laughter

by mobs only mirrors the Chennai  heals quietly. Carry
madness we condemn. jokes like confetti—light,
India must stay India— Airports Need harmless, shared freely,
land of Gandhi, Buddha, Reform ending 2025 with smiles.

Jubel D'Cruz, Mumbai
Listen, Don’t

eny
Calling violence “non-
racial" does not erase
decades of North-East
citizens being mocked,
excluded, and stereo-
typed as outsiders. Jus-
tice must acknowledge

failed to live up to that expectation
due to her over-reliance on her
elder sibling’s team of advisors and
speechwriters, whenever she goes
beyond the script, she does im-
press as a fierce speaker who
makes much more sense than
Rahul Gandhi, who often adds
drama without substance.

It was common knowledge that
Priyanka was being held back from
entering active politics. Sonia Gan-
dhi feared that Priyanka would
overtake and outweigh Rahul Gan-
dhi. Sonia fobbed off all questions
regarding Priyanka by saying that
looking after her small kids was
her priority. However, it was no se-
cret that as a doting mother, Sonia
wanted her son Rahul to become
the fourth prime minister from the
Nehru-Gandhi family and not
Priyanka. Later on, different roles
were decided for the Gandhi sib-
lings. The original plan was that
Priyanka would serve the party as
its president and Rahul would
head the government as prime
minister. What Sonia and her co-
terie did not fathom was a third
term for Modi as PM. This led to
Rahuls prolonged wait to adorn
the chair that he and many others
in the Congress still feel belonged
to himas a birthright.

The stage finally came when
there was no choice but to let
Priyanka enter Parliament. The
Gandhis tactically decided to run
the party through remote control.
They did not want to get blamed
for the repeated defeats of the
party in national and state elec-
tions, This led to Mallikarjun
Kharge becoming the party chief.
Now the two siblings are members
of the same House in Parliament
by default, as the original plan and
seript went haywire.

Priyanka, on her part, has tried
her best to match Rahuls low levels
so that she does not override him.
But at times, the sparks in her get
visible whenever she discards the
seript. This gives ample opportun-
ities to persons like Imran Masood
to draw their conclusions as to
which of the two Gandbhis is better
suited to be the prime minister.

Priyanka’s term would probably
come post-2029, This is if Rahul
Gandbhi fails even in his fourth at-
tempt to become the prime min-
ister. The Congress party is not
expected to look beyond a Gandhi
to lead it. And who better than
Priyanka to succeed Rahul?

Ajay Jha is a senior joumnalist, author and
political commentator.
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UP Police’s People Scanning

R

England’s drought on rival
soil ended not by structure
but resolve, resilience and re-
invention. Off-field noise
fades when teams rewrite
identity through grit. A long-
waited win is not redemption
alone, it is memory made
public. Cricket lives when
spectators, rivalry and spirit
stay central. Victory after
drought is not score—it is
symbolism earned.

C. K. Subramaniam,

Chennai

Spine

Learning the roots of insti-
tutions reminds us why
boards were built—to
unify classrooms, stan-
dardise knowledge and
serve transferable citizens
without bias. Education
systems gain legitimacy
when syllabi travel across
faiths, regions and
borders. Uniformity must
defend inclusion, mobility
and quality. India’s aca-
demic spine must con-

used is not capacity, it is
symbolism. Reforms must
prioritise bridges, board-
ing, dignity and movement
that serves citizens
equally.

N. Mahadevan, Chennai

New Year Giggles
New Year laughter binds
strangers faster than
speeches. Gift the city
jokes, not provocations.
From New Ear's Day to
Moo Year's Eve and

the prejudice that en-
ables brutality, not de-
fend comfort through
denial. North-Eastern
Indians are not
“others"—they deserve
safety, dignity, and equal
belonging. Real unity
begins with listening,
not dismissal. Empathy
must outrun excuses.
Respect must outrun si-
lence.

Aditya Kamble,

Kalaburagi

In UP's ongoing experiment with improvised govern-
ance, a new device has apparently been unveiled: the
citizenship-detecting smartphone. The police officer
‘scanned' people by pressing a mobile phone against
their backs, solemnly suggesting that the device
could identify where they ‘belonged'. The matter in
the Bhowapur slum area of Kaushambi on December
23, 2025, would have been funny if it were not a police
operation involving real people with real rights. The
exercise, carried out by Ghaziabad police along with
Central Reserve Police Force personnel, was osten-
sibly aimed at identifying ‘illegal immigrants’.
Bhagwan Thadani, Mumbai
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Puttingthesqueeze

he decision to suspend dozens of international

humanitarian organisations from omeunu inGazais

not just a regulatory adjustment a

statement about who gets to define legitimacy in a war
zone. By tightening registration rules and enforcing them at a
moment of extreme civilian vulnerability, Israel has redrawn
the boundaries of humanitarian space in ways that will be felt
most acutely by ordinary people in Gaza.

Atthe heart of the controversy lies a fundamental clash
between security logic and humanitarian principle. Israel
argues that stricter oversight is necessary to prevent
militant infiltration and the misuse of aid structures. In
isolation, that concern is not unreasonable in a conflict shaped
by asymmetric warfare.

Yet humanitarian action operates on neutrality,
independence, and trust ~ values that unravel when aid
agencies are asked to share sensitive personal data of local staff
or conform to politically framed loyaity tests. In such an
environment, compliance can endanger lives rather than
protect them.

The claim that affected organisations contribute only
‘marginally to overall aid volumes is dubious and quite misses
the point. Humanitarian work is not a simple matter of tonnage.
Aid agencies sustain systems: hospital beds that function every
day, water networks that prevent disease outbreaks, nutrition
programmes that keep malnourished children alive long,
enough to recover. Removing even a fraction of these actors can
create cascading failures, especially in a densely populated
territory already pushed to the edge.

More worrying is the precedent being set. When
humanitarian access becomes contingent on political
alignment or expansive security vetting, aid risks being
transformed from a legal obligation into a discretionary tool of
state policy.

Accusations against individual organisations. made publicly
hout substantiated evidence, further corrode trust and
er risk. In conflicts around the world,
ian staff rests largely on their perceived
neutrality. Undermining that perception has consequences far
beyond any single theatre of war.

There is also a strategic dimension. By narrowing the field of
permissible humanitarian actors, Israel assumes greater
responsibility for ensuring that aid continues uninterrupted
md at sc.nk; Tlm[ is a heavy burdenin a umlory facing

splacel fragile health infra cture, and
lingering food insecurity. Any shortfall will not be measured in
diplomatic criticism alone but in human suffering that is both
visible and preventable.

Ultimately, the question is not whether states have the right
to regulate who operates within their borders, but how that
right is exercised during humani emergencies. In Gaza,
the suspension of aid organisations risks turning regulatory
power into a blunt instrument. If humanitarian access
continues to shrink, the cost will not be borne by institutions or
governments, but by civilians whose survival depends on a
fragile web of assistance that is now being deliberately thinned.

Crisis of Accountability

Between1977and 2017, more
than2,130bridges collapsed
acrossIndia,eachasilent
indictmentofneglect. This
paradoxisnotmerelytechnical;
itiscultural. Itreflectsa
governancemodelthat
celebratesspectaclebut
sidestepsscrutiny, asocietythat
normalizesfailure,anda
bureaucracythat hasperfected
deflection

he recent blaze ata venerable Parsi
temple in Kolkata casts a spotlight
onatroubling trend affecting India
at large. 1 hc chaotic maze of

overbiead

begins here.
We find acurious cros:

deem executive responsibility. The result is

~ our aclﬂcvemcms celcbra[ed. vet they

lel that X
atevery level.

taught to admit mistakes. From school
onwards, we learn to dodge, to blame, to
survivescrutiny. Leaders offerexplanations
but never apologies.

L Y their
The phrase "I was wrong, and I accept the
consequences” has vanished from our
vumhuhry The absence of accountability
hast national a .The
first reaction to a wrong is to resist, to
justify, to get away. If cornered, there is no
remorse - only mute resentment. Learning
fadesinto pcrpdu.u wrongs. T notjust
inefficiency; it is a cultural normalization of
irresponsibility.

The paradox is stark. We excel in fields
that demand precision - space exploration,
aviation, medlcme aslronmny~wllallerm
everyday
pc]luuoncom.ml food safety, infrastructure
maintenance, and healthcare. The roots of
this failure lie in two gaps: the absence of
education and discipline that nurture

ibility, and the abx Finft

itation,

trical wires,

in maintenance, stands as a principal
contributor to fire outbreaks. This escalating
issue, which brings considerable losses and
hazards, has alarmingly become routine.

Consider the pattern of tragedies that
have scarred our collective memory. Iaml

i shes, stampedes at religi
collapsing bridges. fires in hospitals and
residential apartments, and air accidents ~
Ilexpose systemic lapses. Yet rarely do they
lead to resignations or structural reforms.
The Odisha train tragedy of 2023, which
claimed nearly 300 lives, revealed grave
lapses in railway maintenance and signalling
syskms But no senior official ncLep[ed
v. The tragedy dissolved into
U)(.‘ news cycle, lL.wmq behind grief but no
accountability.

The same year, a stampede at the
Mahakumbh in Prayagraj killed dozens, yet
crowd control is still left to chance. In 2025,
a bridge collapsed in Pune, and similar
failures across Bihar again demonstrated
the hollowness of our safety systems - and
lhee\cn greater hollowness of our response.

These are not isolated incidents; they are
symptoms of adeeper malaise. Responsibili

ity
is deflected, blame is dispersed. and silence
becomes the default response.

The consequences are visible everywhere.
Open electric panels from I’raxagr:u to

O id D ular: s
bridges that span the valleys of Kmhmlr.

Today, has bec
in every sphere - political, bureaucratic,
judicial, and even in the mlcrocmm ot dml)

satellites that circle the earth, a succe
landing on the moon, and breakthroughsin
aviation, medicine, and astronomy that
pl‘\cc us among the world’s leading nations
tly a source of pride and proof of our
resilience .md ingenuity.
Yet,ontheotherside; i ive
to the most basic civic needs - hygiene,
sanitation. pollution cnnlml unclnggcd
cities, structure.
Between 1977 and 2017 more Lhan 2130
bridges collapsed across India, each a
silentindictment of neglect. This paradox
is nc\l merely technical: it is cultural. It
thatceleb:
iny,asociety

that anda
that has perfected deflection. The
bureaucracy has designed a unique

protection shield where most get away

and never get punished. Orders are

signed by under secretaries, rarely by
those with real decision-making power.
Files move endlessly through layers of
red tape, filled with notings that buy
ljmebuuvoiddireuives Districtofficers
remainina inprotocol,
ounded by staff, and indifferent to
citizen grievances.

Greater Noida, from Pune to Hyderab

display a uniform work culture that has no
place for safety or perfection. Tangled
overhead wiring, normalized in urban
landscapes, has caused fatal fires in Delhi,
Mumbai, and Kolkata. NCRB data points to

Gov tobep

but citizens face a fortress. Appmnlmcnh

are eluawe cnmp! nts unanswued and
aimed. B

withauthority are shackled by f
live under the constant threat of

thousands of short-circuits that caused fires
each year, yet complaints go unheard.
Roads remain potholed and

or public humiliation at the
wlum ulpohucal masters. Lnxuchachmale,
s not 1but avoided,

even on toll highways. Floods return each
monsoon, followed by stock excuses about
“ ecedented rain.”

Elusive Peace

he renewed talk of peace in Ukraine carries an air of

exhaustion rather than optimism. After years of

attrition, all sides speak the language of negotiation.

yet the distance between words and reality remains
vast. What is often described as a handful of “thorny issues™ is,
in truth, a set of foundational disagreements about territory.
security and legitimacy that cannot be smoothed over by
diplomatic sequencing alone.

Atthe heart of the impasse lies eastern Ukraine. Control over
Donbas is not simply about lines on a map; it is about law,
identity, and the precedent set for future borders. For Kyiv,
surrendering territory would mean legitimising conquest and
abandoning citizens who still live under bombardment. For
‘Moscow, partial withdrawal would undercut a war narrative
that has been legally and politically locked into place. Any
formula that postpones this contradiction rather than resolving
it risks freezing the conflict without truly ending it.

The debate over the Zaporizhzhia Nuclear Power Plant,
Europe’s largest such plant, reinforces this dilemma. Technical
solutions ~ joint management, international oversight,
revenue-sharing ~ sound plausible in isolation. But nuclear
infrastructure is inseparable from sovereignty and trust.
Without confidence in intentions, shared control becomes
another battleground rather than a bridge. The plant’s
continued shutdown i: asymbol of paralysis: too
dangerous to operate, too valuable to relinquish.

External mediation adds urgency but not clarity. US
President Donald Trump presents himself as a
dealmaker impatient with stalemate, yet speed is a poor
substitute for consent.

Ukraine’s President Volodymyr Zelenskky cannot accept an
agreement that lacks democratic legitimacy or credible security
guarantees, Russian President Vladimir Putin, meanwhile,
appears to calculate that time, attrition. and military pressure
may still yield more than compromise. Each actor is
constrained by domestic politics, legal commitments and
strategic narratives that make retreat costly.

The question of trust looms over every proposal
denials, and counterclaims continue even as negof S
advance, suggesting that both sides are preparing for failure as
much as success. In such an environment, ceasefires are viewed
not as confidence-building measures but as tactical paus
‘This mutual suspicion ensures that even small concessions are
interpreted as weakness rather than goodwill.

Calls for a popular vote in Ukraine expose the final fault line.
A referendum could anchor any settlement in public consent,
yet organising one requires a degree of stability that the war
itself has eroded. Opponents see this as delay; supporters
see itas the only way to prevent a peace that collapses under its
own illegitimacy.

The uncomfortable truth is that peace is being discussed not
because the core issues have softened, but because the costs of
continuing the war have become unbearable. Until the
fundamental clash between territorial ambition and sovereign
consent is addressed. negotiations may deliver a pause ~ but
not the peace that Ukrainians, Russians and the wider world
desperately seck.

Pollution worsens year after year, rivers
remain contaminated, and plastic waste
chokescities. Yetnooneis held accountable.
The irony is that despite paying taxes and
tolls, citizens receive neglect in return. The
disconnect between voters and governance

for to act decisively is to risk reprisal. This
culture of intimidation corrodes governance
from within, ensuring that untability is
neither demanded nor delivered.

Even Supreme Court directives on police
reforms and RTI mandates are ignored.
Public interest litigations, once a beacon of
citizen empowerment, have lost their edge
as courts hesitate to entertain matters they

life. The tragedy is not simply that
fail, but that failure has been absorbed into
menrlcuﬂnuc,m)dmgdmwryc\)nsammn&

designed to respond on its own. Where
systems are disciplined and self-correcting,
excellence thrives; where they are absent,
neglectrules. Without education, responsibility
cannot take root. Without aulonumous

required for honest dealing and di
governance. Each new disaster is met not
ith reform but with silence, evasion, or
token gestures. The culture of impunity has
become pervasive, threatening democratic
values and eroding citizen trust.

Sadly. the vacuum is nul confincd w

|

infrastructure, bility collapses. And
without responsibility, democracy tends to
grow hollow.

To kcep our dmeraC\, hedllhy (Lnd

as a cardinal value. It should be nurtured

life, shapmg the qua hl) ol

lhmugh cducduorL reflected ininfi rastructure,
and i by citizen p l\m
vdemands clear standard
fair enforcement, while leadership must
inspire through example rather than rhetoric.
Only then can governance move beyond
performance to genuine service.
India’s accountability vacuum is not
i - Itis a choice we have allowed to

0 reverse it, we must confront the

ss and neglect. We
y not only from
institutions but from ourselves. We must
make accountability visible, personal, and

must demand respon:

Because anation that dreams of greatness
cannot afford toevadeits failures. Ambition

3 tence for every citizen.
" Traffic police stand idle as
accidents mount. Wrongside
driving, helmetless riders
and fatal crashes unfold
without Banks
mishandle vitaldocuments ~ persist.

s:i:u like nominations and death
certificates, sometimes leaving
Thewriterisa  them unresolved for years.
retired Air Hospitals function with

Commiodore, ntdoctors, wherepatients  non-negotiable.
VSM. of the wait endlessly and no one
Indian Air answers. Vendors and service
Force providers fail to deliver,

without apology or

consequence. Atailor i
delivery in three days but
takes three weeks. A plumber promises to
return tomorrow and never does. A courier
delivers a broken item and shrugs. A food
delivery arrives cold and late, and the app
offers a token refund but no accountability.
‘This erosion of responsibility has seeped
into the very culture of daily life. Too often,
failure is met with resignation rather than
reform, expectations are quietly lowered,
and confrontation is avoided. In time,
habits shape a disposition that weakens

our collective will
The roots of this malaise lie deep in our

often revered like gods, traits of discipline
and responsibility must flow from the top
down. But they rarely do. Children are not

New year, new resolve needed

harity and g 1 are the
sentiments mostoften expected
tobe practiced during the holiday
season, soit can seemuncharitable
towishimprisonment orsome other form
oflegal punishment, on fellow citizens at
this time of year.
And yet that was the thing many
Filipinos had prayed for as Christmas
rolled around ~ and justifiably so. The
public was coming froma place of singular
frustration, asit continued toseethe from
theappalling scale of corruption in public
works projects uncovered over the last
few month
"The Marcos administration ~which, to
be fair, had triggered the long-overdue
reckoning with President Marcos'surprise

ion of thieving ¢ in
connivance with Department of Public
Works and Highways (DPWH) officials

were also in an unforgiving mood: Set

aside the holiday spirit for once if that

meant extracting a measure of justice
e v Wi

is no substitute for ethics. Growth does not
absolve decay. To dream of becoming a
global leader while neglecting civic trust is
toconstruct a hollow republic - visibly rising,
invisibly crumbling.

What India needs is a system that works
onitsown -aninfrastructure designed with
accountability built intoits very fabric. Roads
that are inspected and repaired without
petitions, power lines that are maintained
without tragedies, hospitals that respond
without agitation. True progress will come
not when citizens beg for redress, but wllen
systemst dy resy

As Ginger Graham said, “Building a culture
inwhich people take accountability todeliver
on promises is hard work. Only when every
person is held accountable to themselves,
their peers, and their shared goals can the
‘impossible’ become ‘possible’”

and transparent action on what had
become the biggest political earthquake
to shake his administration.

during his State of the Nation
Address in July ~ had sought
to quell public outrage by
promising quick action.
Specifically, the president
himself promised not only
that cases would be filed
soonest against those behind
the flood control projects scandal, but
alsothat the “big fish” amongl them would
be spending Christmas in j:

Of The

A Member

/INN

could blame them?

The vast sums skimmed from
flood control projects, resulting in
shoddy or practically nonexistent
infrastructure, were directly responsible
foractuallosses in lives and properties

They 1 cautious hope as Mr.
Marcos established the Independent
Commission on Infrastructure (ICD) in
September~ llu.lhcvwnﬂdgmvrrmmg\
disappointed as the commission
hemmed and hawed on li\'cﬁtreaming its
pmceedmgs and was given no teeth to

that citizens endured every time the

thoseit foundtoh

rains came and the inevitable floods
followed. Occurrences that, gravely, were

of the law.
Just three months on and the ICI is
scemu]gl\ on its last throes, with two

‘This was the least the pubhc d

now becoming more and more frequent
withcli s isi

having resigned and the

and, while Filipinos are famously the
most Christmas-obsessed race in the
world, it seemed that at this point, they
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Larger question

Sir. Apropos “Khaleda Zia dies, leaving,
behind a polarizing legacy,” (Dec 31), the
deathof the Bangladesh leader closes along
and turbulent chapter in the country's
political history, though it does not settle
the arguments she leaves behind. For more
than three decades she was either at the
centreof power or shaping it from opposition.
To her supporters she embodied resistance
to authoritarianism and perseverance after
personal tragedy. To her critics she symbolised
anunforgiving style of politics thatdeepened
divisions and normalised confrontation.

Her place in history as Bangladesh’s first
woman prime minister elected through a
democratic process is beyond dispute. Yet
her years in office also coincided with an
era when politics became increasingly
polarised. The prolonged rivalry with Sheikh
Hasina reduced governance to a zero-sum
contest, where compromise appeared as
weakness and institutions were often
overshadowed by ic

benefits her party in the short term, but it
also poses a larger question for the nation.
Will this moment encourage reflection and
dialogue, or will it remk»rcc old habns ol
1? Khaleda Zia®
reminds Bangladesh that dcmocmcy depends
less on towering individuals and more on
resilient institutions and a willingness to
share political space.
Yours, etc., K Chidanand Kumar,
Bengaluru, 31 December.

A farce

Sir, Pleaserefertotoday’s report “You are
weaponising electoral rolls: Abhishek to
CECGyanesh Kumar”. The Election Commission
of India (ECI)'s Special Intensive Revision
(SIR) of electoral rolls across 12 States and
Union Territories (UT) is fast descending

take the case of West Bengal, where
the lumre over elderlv residents hdvmo to
ion:

submiuinglhci: enrolment forms

Her passing may generatesympathy that

forced the ECI to order home verification.

epaper.thestatesman.com

ly more

d.
tizens had pinned their hopes
on the prcsldcnl s avowals of thorough

Or, the fact that it had to conditionally halt
hearingsof Lmnupped voters (those whose
names or parents’ names were not mapped
with the 2002 SIR). Summons were in the
form of software notices, but this software
was not used in Bihar.

An ‘ivil sel
that this suo motu syskm d.nwn deletion
of electors from the draft electoral rolls in
West Bengal in the ongoing SIR process
bypassed the statutory role of Electoral
Registration Officers.

The procedural chaos could have been
avoided had the ECInot rushed into the SIR
just before Assembly elections in States/UTs
such as West Bengal, Tamil Nadu, Kerala
and Puducherry.

This situation could have been avoided
had the Supreme Court gone beyond limited
interventions ~ which were salves for Bihar
electors ~ to properly vet the new SIR
pmcedurc for constitutionality.

Itis still not too late for the Court to take
note of the infirmities and to decide

firmly in favour of the electorate. The fate of

the very idea of universal adult franchise

full extent of the public work:
it was mandated to look into still out of
its grasp.

corruption

hangs in the balance.
Yours, etc., Khokan Da:
Kolkata, 1 January.

Threat

Sir, This refers to the report “You are
weaponising electoral rolls: Abhishek to
CECGynesh Kumar” published today. Every
political party has the right to voice its
concern about matters that are not
constitutionally correct. However, the way
the TMC national general secretary raised
his voice against the alleged manipulation
of the voter’s list (as he claims) during the
meeting with the CEC was nothing but an
indirect political threat. In his press briefing,
Abhishek Banerjee said that he told CEC
Gynesh Kumar to put down his finger and
talk. He furthersaid, “lam an elected person,
you are nominated. [ am answerable to the
people; you are only answerable to your
boss”. This kind of utterance indicates one's
political hegemonic attitude.

Yours, ete., Mihir Kanungo,
Kolkata, 1 January.
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Russia’s information war
will succeed

HARSHA KAKAR

ussian Foreign Minister
Sergey Lavrov recently
stated that Ukraine had
targeted President Viadimir
Putins residence with drones but
was thwarted. He mentioned that
91 drones were brought down and
added “retaliatory targets have been
selected.” threatening continuation
of conflict. Moscow also announced
it would not cancel ongoing
discussions; however, “Russia’s
negotiating position will be revised.”
The Russian announcement was
made while Trump-Zelenskyy
discussions on the US-proposed
peace plan were on in Florida.
President Zelenskyy denied that
Ukraine launched the attack and
termed the accusation as “typical
Russian |
President Donald Trump meanwhile
laimed he had a positive conversation
with President Vladimir Putin, just
prior to commencement of talks
with Zelenskyy. On the drone strike
he stated, “I don't like it. It’'s not
good.” Trump did initially accept
the Russian version, however, appe:
to change his views after a briefing
by the CIA, mentioning “it (Russia)
is the one standing in the way of
peace”. Europe supports Ukraine
and hence termed Russian claims
asfake. Prime Minister Modi supported
the Russianaccusation by tweeting,
“Deeply concerned by reports of th
targeting of the residence of the
President of the Russian Federation.
Ongoing diplomatic efforts offer the
most viable path toward Lndmg
hostilities and achieving peace.
The Ukrainian foreign mini:
responded immediately to PM. Modi

and other world leaders whocriticized
the attack by tweeting, “We were
disappointed and concerned to see
statements expr ng concerns
regarding the attack that never
happened.” Hundreds of pro-Ukrainian
handles joined in accusing PM Modi
of being selective by not criticizing
Russian drone strikes on civilian
targets in Ukraine and for backing
fake news. Ukraine demanded proof.
which Russia initially refused to
provide. The Kremlin spokesperson
Dmitry Peskov mentioned, “thanks
to the well-coordinated work of the
air defence system, (all drones) were
shotdown.” Subsequently,amember
ofthe Russian intelligence directorate
handed over evidence of drones
involved in the strike to a member
of the US military attache’s office. In
the fog of war, it is difficult to verify
suchclaims. Bulh sidesareexpected
d

a history of

ia, sometimes
causing civilian casualties, while
insisting it only engages military
installations. It has been accused of
conducting assassinations of senior
Russian military personnel and
explosions resulting in civilian
casualties. Recently Russia accused
Kiev of killing 24 New Year revellers
in the occupied Kherson region.

In 2023, two Ukrainian drones
struck theroof of the Kremlin, however
they caused no damage. In June last
year, Ukraine launched its audacious
Operation Spider Web, wherein 117
drones were smuggled into Russia,
concealed beneath retractable roofs
of vehicles, transported to locations
close to military bases and piloted
remotely to hit strategic, nuclear-capable
bombers deep inside Russia.

Simultaneously, Russia has been
targeting Ukrainian government and
private buildings alongside critical
infrastructure; while claiming it only
strikes military installations. It has
also struck hospitals and schools.
Civilian casualties are reported in
each strike. Moscow occupied Crimea
by employing special forces, while
terming them locals. Both sides have

caused civilian casualties, either
intentionally oras collateral damage.

The entire episode of the attack
on Putin’s residence is a classic case
of information warfare launched by
Russia, which neither side can prove
but can exploit. What adds credence
to the Russian claim is that barely a
few days ago. Zelenskyy, in
Christmas message, had ahgd

forced Ukraine to defend itself.
Geopolitically too there is a shift.
Nations, including India and China,
commenting on the strike indicate
that Russia is neither alone nor can
it be isolated nor ignored.
However, for sides involved in the

conflict, this information warfare
narrative has different implications.
‘Trump had claimed, post his talks
with Zelenskyy, that almost 95 per
cent of his peace plan had been
accepted by Ukraine, but the attack
moves everything back by a few
steps. Trump could face stumbling
blocks in his peace plan and his best
option would be to compel Ukraine
to agree to most of the terms.
Russia would benefit in delaying
talks, while Ukraine, if targeted by
Russia in counter strikes, would
demand further guarantees.
Russia believes it is winning the
war and can insist on its conditions
being met for concluding the conflict.

The Russian spokesperson mentioned,
“This terrorist action is aimed at
collapsing the negotiation process,”
adding, “The diplomatic consequence
will bc to toughen the negotiating
position of the Russian Federation.”
Inall probability, Russia will want
torestrict US guarantees for Ukraine
sist on the removal of Zelensky
It could also continue with the conflict
till it reduces manoeuvring space
forZelenskyyand Eumpe There. are
¢ in,

to push Ukraine to accept most of

his and indirectly Russian demands.
Zelenskyy would have limited choice.

For Europe, expansion of the war
by Russia suits them. After all, they

have invested heavily into arming
Ukraineand if Trump’s peace conditions
go through, their funding would be
a waste. For present governments
in Europe tojustify to their electorate
that despite arming Ukraine by
Lu(unu down on theu own social

reports that Russia

and devel | projects, Kyiv

operations to create buffer zones for
protection of its own populiac

Zelenskyy faces US backlash for
corruption and hanging on to power
without conducting elections. Incase
Russiaescalates, it provides anexcuse
to prolong negotiations, delay elections
and continue garnering funds. It is
to delay accepting Trump’s peace
plan that afterevery discussion with
the US, Zelenskyy engages in dialogue
with his European colleagues, who
have an opposing view, hoping they
canapply pressure on Trump, which
has thus far not worked. Trump
appears to have seen through the
Ukrainian strategy. Undusnndulg

has been forced to cede territory is
difficult. Current European governments
would facea backlash in forthcoming
elections. However, itis unlikely that
‘Trump would listen to their pleading:

While thetruth behind the Russian
claim nor why it has been raised
with such ferocity may never be
known, Moscow’s threat to expand
the conlflict in retaliation is real.
Currently it is Moscow applying
pressure on Trumpto find asolution
as the cards are in Putin’s favour.
Zelenskyy will be sacrificed and
forced to accept most of Putin’s
demands. Moscow’s information
warfare will work to its advantage.

thatthe Russian threat of ¢
operations is real, his only option is

(The writer is aretired Major-General of the Indian

Bottlenecks removed, infrastructure delivered

SUMITADAWRA

ecognising the critical
importanceof infrastructure
spending to boost GDP,

create jobs and have a
multiplier impact on the ecum)mv.
the Central cally

platform for real-time monitoring of
big-ticket infrastructure projects,
receiving electronic updates from
executing States

and social sector Ministries, and from
the 36 States and UTs in the country
This digitised, data-based interfac

and UTS. The Prime Minister chairs
high-level coordination meetings on
a monthly basis - aelecung projects
facingimy

increased spending oninfrastructure
capital expenditure over the last
decade - more than quintupling it
from around Rs 2 trillion in 2014-15
to Rs 111 trillion in 2024-25, Recent

directly with Ministries,
otherauthorities toidentify
and issuing clear directions for
resolution.
PRAGATI thus servesasamechanism

trends indi ucture capital
spending has been growing at an
annual rate of more than 38 per cent,
withaclear focus ondevelopingboth
physical and digital infrastructure
networks.

To fully reap the benefits of these
large allocations, it is essential that
lllll’(\sll’l.l[lllll’(! pl’OlCCl\ progress at
an efficient pace, without time and
cost over-runs. Given their long
gestation periods, such projects not
only require significant and sustained
financing, butalsodepend on lu'm.l)
clearances related toland acqui

toaccel pendmgpru]em[dum,
time and cost over-runs — for instance
ametro-rail project delayed for vears
for wantof fand clearances from the
Municipal authority, or a major gas
pmchm project facing land hurdle
s multiple states, or projects
await ng.\ long-awaited environmental
clearance, etc. On 31 December 2025,
the Prime Minister chaired the 50th
PRAGATI meeting, during which
five critical infrastructure projects
with a cumulative investment of Rs
1()(100 crore were reviewed in a
Overall, the PRAGATI

environmental approval. and
socio-economic considerations. Many
of these approvals involve multiple
regulatory authorities, local bodi
district-level administration — makmg
coordination and time-bound

muham\m has facilitated the
fast-trackingof stalled projects worth
acumulative Rs 85 trillion so far.
Drawing on insights from the
PRAGATI experience — particularly
llk m(urrmg,hlmllm thatdelay project

decis critical tc

1and often result in cost

project execution.

To ensure effective coordination
and timely clearances for infrastructure
projects, the Government of India
launched the PRAGATI (Pro-Active
Governanceand Timely Implementation)
portalin 2015, PRAGATT is adigitized

over-runs - the Government of India
launched the PM Gati Shakti (PMGS)
National Master Plan (NMP) in October
2021 PMGS provides a GIS-based
framework forintegrated infrastructure
planning by bringing together data
layers frominfrastructure, economic

ets. resources, cables and grids.

disbursement of compensation for
a length of 83 kms — enabling the
planning authorities to easily identify
and address these issues before
taking up the pm]tcl for mncunn

ides other assets

Klmllarl\ in

thusscientifically phnnmgmh‘mmk
connectivity in the country.
Enabling a convergence approach
to planning by providing easy
ity of data, PMGS allows early
identification of required clearances
at the planning stage itself - thus
facilitating a collaborative planning
ofinfrastructure projects and saving
months that would otherwise be
lost in obtaining approvals. This
transformative planning approach
not only enhances speed and
efficiency; butalso peru'ALsduphmuon
of exi ng infrastructure a

of NH from Goa-Karnataka Bordu
toKundapur section on the GIS-portal,
aroad encroachment was identified
as a potential issue, due to the
visibility of habitations along with
data-attributes on ownership ofland
through which the road had tocross.
While planning the Mumbai Urban
Transport Project [MUTP] - Phase
2 on PMGS portal, the Ministry of
Railways could view the pending
land acquisition of small extents of
land that had the potential to delay
the project lateronce it commenced.

In xhls manner, planmnﬂ ElnLnt

ensures I arity of as: qs
across various modes of mms;xm.\uun
~thereby embedding multimodality
into infrastructure planning. As a
result. projects are designed to
connect India’s growth clusters
moreeffectively to mdrkms.]cddmg,
toreduced logistics costs. Ce

he PMG!
tobring greuwr efficiency and speed
in project planning and execution -
on the lines of the principles of
PRAGATI. lndmn Railways has
planned
on PMGS portal, wuh a dcdlcun.d
rail network connect fcoal

infrastructure planning is made
more efficient, while also delivering
outcomes that enhance logistics
performance- supporting hnlh ease
of living and ease of doing business.

When the Jagdishpur-Haldia &
Bokaro-Dhamra Pipeline Project was
being planned on the PMGS portal
for instance, the two major issues
identified at planning stage included
the clearance required from the
Forest Department for asmall extent
of the spur line, and also pending

production to consumption points
at thermal plants and thus ensuring
energy security of the country.
Congestion of these routes were
identified through the GIS-portaland
strengthening of the route for seamless
movement of energy material planned.

The Gati Shakti National Master
Plan also helped plan the green
energy corridor between Ladakh
and Haryana, enabling transmission
of solar energy production in the
high-altitude region of Ladakh to

the northern plains, navigating
topographical challenges, minimising
interface of the transmission lines
with forest and wildlife habitats -
thus preventing issues that could
potentially delay projects.

Whether it involves large expressway
projects with investments running
into thousands of crore rupees,
urban logistics initiatives in major
cities of Varanasi and Kanpur, or
improving connectivity between
major ports and their hinterland -
the Gati Shakti principles are fostering
a'whole-of-government’ approach
at the project planning stage.
Enhanced visibility across multiple
data-layers is improving planning
efficiency, minimising disruption
to ecologically sensitive areas,
avoiding land acquisition likely to
result in litigation, and enabling
infrastructure to be planned with
future requirements in mind.

Building on the success of the
PRAGATI mechanism in coordinated
review, monitoring and acceleration
of infrastructure projects, and with
PM Gati Shakti demonstrating a
more integrated and planned
approach to infrastructure execution,
India is now well-positioned to
share its learnings at the global
level. as part of its economic
diplomacy — offering a model for
more efficient and coordinated
infrastructure planning that is
data-driven, coordinated and results
in timely implementation.

CPhe writer s the former Union Labour Secretary
and Special Seeretary (Logistics), Govt of India)

Crossword | No. 203342

ACROSS 15 Seal fate: explorer 25 Appears, needing sergeant's dancing 16 Flying kites filled
s00n goes drink after shock (8) wit
Love following the travelling east (5.2) 5 Search disposing material - most
example of US (4.4.5) 26 Tart on side of of Queen's concern  abnormal (8)
singer/actor? (7) 18 Borrow book? Parisian street @) 417 Bishop half-

8 Sash worn, mostly French novel you recalled French 7 More black wool throttled by his
decorated (7) once observed to idler (7) tangled in space superior? That's

10 Recording almost be about railway (54) right (6)
entirely worthless (63) DOWN 8 Adventurenovel 19 Opening place to
(5) 19 Old man unexpectedly o for pop

11 Starts to turn restraining people 1 Quickly write about geese, Festivals? Loves to
ravaging, without heading off for a section on nothing less get away (6)
intervention dance (5) swimming stroke g 20 Queen avoiding
dropping to 21 Bar quiet during ®) 9 Distinctive stamp area linked to
upsetting story by 2 Time to suppress fong observed in unknown highway
(@ Republican belief and sadness court (6) (6)

12 Subordinate not newsman (9) (6) 13 Possession? Last of 22 Attractive gesture
quickly losing head 24 Ostensibly the 3 Encourage ‘men in his power current in the
(5) Mechanical Turk's moderate Tory t sea (9) North (4)

13 Orange pip blown Rook also about heroin (4) 14 What this is untilit 23 Ransack, tossing
about in St Paul's retracted, pinning 4 Email rude isn't? lire all over the
Tube? (54) Bishop (5) comments on (9 place (4)

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

SOMETHING of a crisis in public opinion has
been evoked by the recent decision of the General
Medical Council to remove two well-known doctors
from the roll for “infamous conduct.” Words can
do a lot to prejudice the unknowing. One of the
two cases may serve as illustration. A patient
who had benefited from a doctor’s treatment
wrote an article about it, with the consequence
that other sufferers called on the doctor and were
benefited also. This is what the layman is asked
to accept as “infamous conduct.” The Council
has its own point of view and sets its face sternly
against advertising. So sternly, it appears that
even reliable information about new work in the
field of medicine may not be published except in
the technical Press.

NewsItems

PUZZLE OF FRENCH POLITICS

SOCIALISTS TO
DECIDE FATE OF
CABINET

(“TIMES”SPECIALSERVICE.)
LONDON, JAN.
WILL the French Socialists embark on a purely
Socialist policy or join forces with the Radicals
onacompromise programme, is a question which
will be decided at the Party’s national congress
onJanuary 10, when, says the Paris correspondent
of the Times, the decision willimmediately effect
the Government's fate. If it favours a coalition
with the Radicals it will mean that the Left Group
will be re-established more firmly than ever. M.
Doumer's financial scheme will be rejected and
M. Briand’s Cabinet succeeded by a Cabinet
wherein the Soci s will be represented.

If, on the other hand, G ongress decides against
participating with the Radicals, the latter will be
thrown back towards the centre, thus materially
improving the chances of M. Doumer’s scheme in
the Chamber.

It is impossible to make a forecast for the
present. All that one can safely say is that Socialist
opinion appears to be for a more favourable
participation in the Government than was the
case last summer.

RECORD FLOODS IN FRANCE
VILLAGES EVACUATED

(BRITISHOFFICIAL WIRELESS)
LEAFIELD (OXFORD),JAN.

VERY lttle rain fellin Britain yesterday, and in
many parts the sun shone brightly for several
hours. The effect of the week-end rains, however,
resulted in a considerable increase of the flooded
areas, and in the Thames Valley the tow paths
have disappeared and the neighbouring meadow
lands in many parts are completely submerged
while winter residents in riverside bungalows
can only approach their houses by means of
boats.

The Thames is still considerably below the
maximum levels reached last January, and in
other parts of the country where the floods have
caused damage the situation is much less critical
than in Northern Europe generally. The full effects
of the recent rains have not, however, been felt
yet in the lower reaches of the larger rivers, and
the Thames is still rising. Wireless reports from
the Atlantic show that further rain is to be expected,
and the general situation as indicated in the latest
forecasts gives little promise of settied condition.

KALKA RAILWAY

SHAREHOLDERS &
PURCHASE OFFER

LONDON, JAN. 4.

THE directors of the Delhi-Ambala-Kalka
Railway Company to-day convened a meeting of
shareholders to consider the offer of three millions
sterling for the sale of the concern to the Government.
The Board anticipates that after discharging
debentures and preference stock, ordinary
shareholders will receive about £340 for every
£100 held. and will also be entitled to dividends
up to March 31 when the sale will take effect if
ratified as recommended.— Reuter.
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There are lots of people who mistake their
imagination for their memory.
Josh Billings
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Mhadei tide flows
Goa’s way, need to
step up the fight

n an interesting development, one that would bring some cheer

to Goa, the Regional Empowered Committee (REC) of the Union

Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change (MoEF&CC)

has warned that Karnataka’s ambitious Kalsa-Bhandura drink-

ing water project can “negatively impact” the riverine ecology of
the Mhadei river and lead to “reduced water flows” into the ecologi-
cally sensitive Bhimgad Wildlife Sanctuary.

The decision has highlighted the fragile balance between develop-
ment and conservation that is crucial, and, in a way, vindicates Goa’s
long-standing concerns over the water diversion project, that the in-
tegrity of the Mhadei River will be at risk due to the project.

The decision comes as a shot in the arm for Goa, which has been
taking up the issue at various levels. It is indeed a positive sign, given
the apprehension that Karnataka will eventually have its way due to
its political muscle. We hope that complacency does not set in. Min-
isters, rather than expressing confidence of getting a favourable out-
come, need to monitor and pursue further action till the issue reaches
its logical conclusion. It has to convince the Centre that the diversion
of Mhadei waters would alter the flow downstream, triggering water
scarcity in Goa.

This issue touches on fundamental questions of water rights and
environmental sovereignty. Goa’s Chief WildLife Warden'’s order to re-
strain work on the project, based on the Wildlife Protection Act, high-
lights the importance of respecting ecological laws that protect vital

biodiversity, whereas Karnataka’s chal-

Thereisanurgentneed  lenge to this order in the Supreme Court
fora comprehensive, reflects a tendency to prioritise short-term
legally binding solution  \yater needs over environmental concerns,
that recognises the risking irreversible ecological damage.
emlng!mland legal Now that better sense has prevailed, Goa
sovereignty of Goa

need to press for a joint site inspection of
the project site in Karnataka, where the
neighbouring state has clandestinely undertaken works in contempt
of court orders. With the REC maintaining that the diversion project
can “negatively impact” the riverine ecology of the Mhadei river and
lead to “reduced water flows” into the ecologically sensitive Bhimgad
Wildlife Sanctuary, all works carried out for the purpose need to be
demolished. These observations would be meaningless if Karnataka
still manages to divert water through back channels.

The PRAWAH (Progressive River Authority for Welfare and Harmo-
ny), established to resolve issues, has struggled because of continued
diversion works and repeated rejection of joint inspections. The Au-
thority has failed to record violations, keeping the issue entangled in
legal and political battles. The REC decision comes as a slap on the
face of those trying to not find a reason to believe that biodiversity is
at stake.

Goa has been fighting to protect its share of the Mhadei river’s wa-
ter for over ten years, since a large section of people in the State are
dependent on the flow. There is an urgent need for a comprehensive,
legally binding solution that recognises the ecological and legal sov-
ereignty of Goa, and hence it is essential that Karnataka’s water di-
version plans undergo rigorous environmental scrutiny.

The onus is now on the Centre to prioritise ecological preservation
and equitable water sharing, and ensure that regulations are not
bypassed. Let there be transparency. The ecological fragility of the
Mhadei basin cannot be compromised for selfish gains. Goa needs
aresolution that safeguards its water rights and ecological integrity,
nothing more or less.

OPEN SPACE »> o

Goans must support former
Justice Rebello’s call

en Goa and its environment, hills, forests, fields, waterbodies are un-
Wld1er extreme threat from specific real estate entities backed by (specific)
powerful, corrupt politicians, bureaucrats, govt officials, IAS offices,
panchas and even certain judges; the call of former Justice Ferdino Rebello for
Goans to unite against any further destruction is certainly most welcome and of-
fers some hope to like minded Goans to put up a strong stand to move Goa away
from this destructive path. I will attend the meeting on January 6 at the Institute
Menezes Braganza, Panaji and hope many like minded people also attend the
same. Saying which, surely there are many other eminent Goans who surely
were an inspiration to Goans and my kind request to them is to join in, in what-
ever way possible to support former Justice Rebello’s call, in what might possi-
bly be one of the last stand’s to preserve Goa for posterity. Just to reiterate,that
Goa's environment and identity has to be preserved should be our united apo-
litical objective (irrespective of each one’s political affiliations).

ARWIN MESQUITA, (olva
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Names protected, knowledge neglected

GI products in Goa need producer cooperatives, training, access to raw
materials, marketing infrastructure and state-backed enforcement

»Frederick
Noronha, besides
writing, also
publishes books

FREDERICK NORONHA

I. Some of us might have not
G heard this term earlier. Today

“Goa’s GI tally” has risen to 15,
with five new certifications, we are told.
They range from mangoes (the Goa Hi-
lario, Mussarat), the Taleigao brinjal, the
Goa cashew apple, traditional Korgut
khazan rice variety, announced earlier
this month.

Earlier, Goa had also secured GI tags
for more items. From bebinca to khajem
(the sweets sold at zatras and feasts),
cashew feni, the chillies of Khola in Can-
acona, the Mancurad mango, the Aga-
saim brinjal, the Harmal chilli, Myndoll
(also called ‘Moira’ banana), the cashew
kernel, and the seven-ridge ladyfinger
(okra). Officials say they've initiated the
Gl process for a total of 25 items.

So far so good. For a change, we are
prioritising Goa's traditions of yore. We
are not anymore acting as if these don’t
exist, or they simply don’t matter.

For many decades, Goa was fed on a
diet of statistics that told us how ‘pro-
gress’ was being achieved. To sustain
these figures, it was necessary to dis-
count or ignore the value of past tradi-
tions, and simply focus on the market
economy. Anything that had a price
was valued. Those things that grew in
your garden, or backyard, was obviously
worthless.

Yet, many of our generation are left
watching the familiar scents and stories
of their childhood quietly fade. Fruits
once eaten from the backyard now re-
placed by supermarket (or city) im-
ports. Foods that took time and space
to create are giving way to instant mixes.
Even festivals have been shrinking from
community affairs into being calendar
(sometimes touristy) entries.

Then there are fields lying fallow or
built over. Folk practices reduced to
stage performances. Fishing knowledge
eclipsed by mechanisation and over-
fishing. Forests thinned and fenced off.
Family routines fragmented by migra-
tion and village-to-city shifting. Forms
of speech and song falling out of daily
use. Even faith-linked customs losing
their everyday anchoring, while getting
politicised.

In this context, steps in the GL. What
does it mean? In simple terms: A geo-
graphical indication (GI) is a name or
label used for a product to show that it

Let the Gl not
remain just
a symbolic
label, useful
for branding
and tourism
narratives. We
need to ensure
that the actual
traditions it
claims to pro-
tect do not con-
tinue to erode
quietly at the

. ground level

comes from a particular place. This
label tells buyers that the product has
special qualities, is made in a tradi-
tional way, or has a good reputation
because it comes from that specific re-
gion.

If you look for online background
(Wikipedia), you'll find that this is not
a very new idea. It was used from the
end of the 19th century, to ensure that
a product comes from the very region
that its name suggests.

In France, there have been laws over
“appellations of origin” for items like
Gruyere cheese (from Switzerland) and
many French wines. The 1919 Treaty of
Versailles, nor less, forbade Germany
from using names for its “cognac” and
“champagne” industries. The French
considered the terms as misleading
references to places in France. Since
then, the Germans have been calling it
Weinbrand (brandy, roughly speaking)
and Sekt (German for certain sparkling
wines). There have been court cases
over these names, what qualifies and
what doesn't.

There are parallel issues too. In an
online discussion, Prof Rafael point-
ed to a BBC report which said that Ital-
ian cooking has been awarded special
cultural heritage status by the United
Nations’ cultural agency Unesco. In
addition to this, an Egyptian snack,
Icelandic pool culture, Cuban music
and Albanian lahuta music also got
the recogntion. What Goan items, he
asked, could possibly make it to the
UNESCO special cultural heritage sta-
tus list?

products seeking the GI tag face a wide
range of challenges. Getting the GI tag
alone cannot magically undo these.

Many of these products are made in
small quantities using labour-intensive
methods, making them expensive and
difficult to scale. Raw materials such
as local rice varieties, cashew, fish, or
coconut are increasingly scarce due
to land-use change, environmental
stress, and declining cultivation.

Skills across generation are trans-
mitted only informally within families
and are breaking down as younger
generations migrate or choose more
stable livelihoods. Markets are being
distorted by cheaper imitations and in-
dustrial substitutes that meet demand
but hollow out authenticity.

One dramatic case is that of the
Moira banana, which, today, doesn’t
grow in the village of Moira itself. We
continue with its name, and get looka-
likes, but these are probably grown in
some villages of Pernem, or even fur-
ther afield, in distant Kerala.

Documentation is weak, so “tra-
ditional” methods involved here are
often vaguely defined or contested.
Producers lack collective organisation.
They also have a limited bargaining
power and access to finance.

For its part, a GI tag can protect a
name on paper. But, let's have no il-
lusions, it does not guarantee fair pric-
es, assured markets, quality control,
enforcement against misuse, or liveli-
hood security for producers.

What these products need so badly
is parallel support. This has to go be-

Maybe the xitt-kodi-ki
mur; rice cultivation, processing and
cooking traditions; fishing-linked
foodways (also covering the vanish-
ing ramponkar and coastal commu-
nities); feast-day food systems; tem-
ple-linked ritual foods; veg fasting and
festival food cycles; Ramzan and Urs-
linked food practices; even the bebin-
ca-dodol-halwa traditions of Goa.

But is are the GI and the heritage
tag the solutions? Traditional Goan

yond alone (which seems to
be the government favoured means of
offering ‘support’). They need produc-
er cooperatives, training, access to raw
materials, marketing infrastructure
and state-backed enforcement.

Let the GI not remain just a symbolic
label, useful for branding and tourism
narratives. We need to ensure that the
actual traditions it claims to protect
do not continue to erode quietly at the
ground level.
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America’s oil wars and
handcuffs of empire

Captured, handcuffed, and paraded in

a New York jail—Nicolas Maduro’s fall

is being trumpeted as another triumph
of American might. But strip away the
headlines and what remains is a familiar
script: Washington flexing its muscles,
rewriting international law at will, and
cloaking raw resource grabs in the lan-
guage of freedom. The United Nations
and world leaders are right to condemn

Removing abandoned vehicles from roadsides

As Chief Minister, the late Manohar Parrikar conducted a drive
(with the Corporation of the City of Panaji) and shifted aban-
doned and unclaimed vehicles to Kamrabhat. In early 2013, he
had assured the legislative assembly that within six months
dozens of unclaimed vehicles cluttering police stations and
bus stands would be disposed and also a one-time sale of

the govt's scrap vehicles. In June 2025, Chief Minister Pramod
Sawant directed that vehicles parked on roads for more than
eight days will be considered abandoned and sent for scrapping.
In Panaji itself about 250 vehicles were seized. In Sep 2025,
the police began a state-wide survey to identify and remove all

this as guerilla warfare d

as justice. The seizure of Venezuela is
not about democracy—it is about oil.
The world’s largest proven reserves sit
beneath its soil, and history tells us
that wherever oil flows, American boots
follow. President Trump’s wamings to
Mexico, Cuba, Colombia, and Iran only
underscore the imperial tone. This is
not liberation. This is empire. Itis the
Rambo-style projection of power that
has destabilised regions for decades,
leaving behind fractured societies and
smouldering resentment. The handcuffs
on Maduro are symbolic: they are the
handcuffs of empire, clamped on the
principle of international law itself. And
unless the world resists, those chains
will tighten around us all.

ASSIS EVERETTE TELLES, Margao

Today it’s Venezuela and
tomorrow it may be Iran

Ifthe past two years of genocide have
taught us anything it is that intemational
law is not a phrase that functions in co-
hesion. “International” merely refers to
any event that occurs on a global scale,
while “law™ has come to mean whatever
the world’s biggest bullies decide is
acceptable on any given day. We should
not be too shocked by the news that the
president of a sovereign country was
literally smuggled out with his wife after

d vehicles along roadsides. Two cars of the Directorate
of Panchayats (DoPs) were reportedly stolen from Kamrabhat
(Caranzalem) area. This was noticed on Sept 2, 2025, complaint
filed on Oct 3 and the police lodged the First Information Report
on Dec 31. At the Kamrabhat storage yard, are there no security
and/or CCTV cameras to monitor the activities? Is there is no
fencing? Hope the stolen vehicles were not refurbished and back
on the road or resold to the DoPs.

SRIDHAR D IYER, Caranzalem

amassive surprise strike. Think of Hind
Rajab. Think of hospitals being bombed
under the false claim that they were
Hamas safe houses. Think of journalists

being targeted with absolute preci-
sion. Think about everything that has

happened since October7, 2023, and
ask yourself: what part of this madness
should be even remotely surprising?
Today, it's Venezuela. Tomorrow, it could
be Iran. Who's to stop them?
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Darkside of one of o B
India’s cleanest cities i
In the Bhagirathpura area of Indore, be:;o-zoo
sewage mixed with the drinking water
supply line, leading to severe water Wofd-f' and
contamination. As a result, a large num- mention the
ber q( peopled sfut‘fere'sl fmmhdiarrhoea, writer’s name
vomiting, and fever. More than 1,400 | and location

people fell ill, and over 200 patients
were hospitalized, with some receiving
treatment in the ICU. According to official
records, at least 6 deaths have been
confirmed, while the local mayor has
reported 10 deaths. Indore is known as
one of the cleanest cities in the country.
However, few had imagined that the
reality beneath this image could be so
horrifying. Currently, the local adminis-
tration has shut down or restricted water
supply in the affected areas. Inspection
and cleaning of pipelines are underway,
and citizens have been instructed to use
only boiled water. Action is also being in-
itiated against certain municipal officials
for negligence. Indore has become just
one example.

DATTAPRASAD SHIRODKAR, Mumbai

Illegal overhead cables
endanger public safety

Unauthorised overhead cables pose a
serious threat to public safety, yet the
menace of dangling wires continues
unabated in parts of Panaji. Ugly knots
of cables hanging from electricity poles
are not only an eyesore but also a major
hazard. Such disorderly networks make
itdifficult for electricity department staff
to attend to faults efficiently. The recent
crackdown on illegal cables in St Cruz,
Panaji, was a necessary step followinga
reported accident in which a fibre cable
got entangled in a moving motorcycle,
causing the riderto lose control. Both a
father and son suffered fractures. This
incident highlights the grave dangers
posed by tangled and low-hanging
cables, which can be pulled down by
vehicles, leading to accidents and even
electrocution. The government must
act firmly in the larger interest of public
safety and give authorities a free hand to
enforce the Cable Television Act strictly
and without compromise.

KGVILOP, Chorao
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OPINION

The Noriega Precedent

By Nicholas Creel

ritics calling President

Trump’s capture of Nico-

las Maduro unprece-
dented and illegal have short
memories. We've done this
before, and the courts blessed
it.

In December 1989, Presi-
dent George H.W. Bush or-
dered U.S. troops into Panama
to capture Manuel Noriega,
the country’s de facto military
dictator, on federal drug-traf-
ficking charges. Like Mr. Ma-
duro, Noriega had been in-
dicted by a U.S. grand jury.
Like the Venezuela operation,
the Panama invasion occurred
without congressional autho-
rization. And like what will
now happen with Mr. Maduro,
Noriega was forcibly brought
to the U.S. and prosecuted in
federal court. Noriega was
convicted and imprisoned.

The legal framework estab-
lished in Noriega’s case will
directly govern Mr. Maduro’s
prosecution. Too bad for him
that the arguments we can ex-
pect his lawyers to make have
already been litigated, and re-
jected, by federal courts.

The factual parallels be-
tween these two cases are
striking. Operation Just Cause
began on Dec. 20, 1989. U.S.
forces struck muluple targets

famous psychological opera-
tion, incessantly blasted rock
music to wear him down. On
Jan. 3, 1990, Noriega surren-
dered and was flown to Miami
to face charges.

Noriega had been indicted
in February 1988 on charges
of racketeering, drug traffick-
ing and money laundering.
Specifically, he was alleged to
have allowed Colombian car-
tels to use Panama as a co-
caine transit point and facili-
tated their laundering drug

Trying a dictator has
already been tried—
and courts rejected
all his legal defenses.

money. The indictment further
contended that he received
millions in payoffs from the
Medellin cartel for his assis-
tance with their cocaine-
smuggling operations.

Noriega’s defense team
mounted several legal chal-
lenges. The courts rejected all
of them.

In what was arguably his
strongest defense, Noriega’s
lawyers argued that he en-
joyed head-of-state immunity.
The courts were unsympa-

across Panama
ously, seeking to capture
Noriega and restore demo-
cratic governance. Noriega im-
mediately went into hiding.
After days of searching, the
U.S. found that he had taken
refuge in the Vatican's diplo-
matic mission. U.S. troops sur-
rounded the building and, ina

thetic. They that
this immunity doesn’t protect
leaders who are engaged in
criminal enterprises. They
noted that the immunity ex-
ists to facilitate diplomatic re-
lations and protect official
state functions, not to shield
drug traffickers. Noriega’s
drug trafficking was seen as

clearly private criminal con-
duct, not an official govern-
mental act.

This distinction between
official acts deserving immu-
nity and criminal conduct de-
serving prosecution should
sound familiar. The Supreme
Court's decision in Trump v.
U.S. (2024) established that
American presidents enjoy im-
munity for official acts but
not for private conduct. The
Noriega court applied this
same principle to foreign
leaders decades ago.

Noriega also argued his
forcible military abduction vi-
olated international law and
the Panamanian government’s
sovereignty, thereby depriving
courts of jurisdiction. This too
failed to persuade the courts.
In rejecting this argument,
judges cited Ker v. Ilinois
(1886), in which the justices
unanimously held that even
forcible abduction doesn’t
strip courts of jurisdiction
over defendants who are
physically present in court.
The judges refused to examine
whether the military opera-
tion violated international
law, declaring that a nonjusti-
ciable political question.

Noriega tried to claim that
drug trafficking was a “politi-
cal offense” intertwined with
his governmental role. The
court dismissed this, holding
that drug trafficking is univer-
sally condemned criminal con-
duct, not political activity. The
political-offense exception to
extradition applies only to
acts committed to achieve po-
litical objectives, not crimes
committed for personal profit
while holding political office.

The defense argued the
Posse Comitatus Act, which
generally prohibits using mili-
tary forces for domestic law
enforcement, barred the oper-
ation. The court countered
that the act doesn’t apply to
military operations in foreign
countries.

All his defenses having
failed, Noriega was ultimately
convicted on eight counts of
drug trafficking, racketeering
and money laundering. He was
sentenced to 40 years in fed-
eral prison and served 17
years before being extradited
to France.

Like Noriega, Mr. Maduro
faces federal drug-trafficking
charges. Like Noriega, he was
captured through military op-
erations conducted without
congressional authorization.
Like Noriega, he’ll surely ar-
gue head-of-state immunity
and unlawful seizure. But un-
less the courts are willing to
upend clear precedent, none
of these defenses will save
him,

Mr. Maduro’s prosecution is
therefore legally unassailable
not because it breaks new
ground, but because it so
closely follows a 36-year-old
template the federal courts
have already validated. Critics
may object on policy grounds,
but the underlying legal
framework for Mr. Maduro’s
criminal prosecution is well
settled. The Noriega prece-
dent controls, and under that
precedent, Mr. Maduro will
stand trial.

Mr. Creel is a law professor
at Georgia College and State
University.

Painting ‘Animal Farm’ Red

You can’t hate

Hollywood
enough. Last
month a trailer
dropped  for
“Animal Farm:
INSIDE A Cautionary
VIEW ol an ani-
By Andy mated retelling
Kessler of George Or-
well’s 1945
—_— book. It stars

Seth Rogen and his infectious
chuckle as the pig Napoleon.
What could go wrong? Every-
thing, it turns out.

Orwell’s original book was
an allegory of the Bolshevik
Revolution, communism and
its inevitable descent into to-
talitarianism. I read it in high
school. You probably did too.
The allegory was pretty trans-
parent: Napoleon was Stalin,
Snowball was Trotsky, Farmer
Jones was Czar Nicholas II,
and Old Major was a combina-
tion of Lenin and Marx.

Forget all that. While only a
trailer is available, the film
was reviewed after appearing
at a festival last June. Re-
markably, instead of Stalin,
the antagonist is a tech bil-
lionairess who drives a Cy-
bertruck knockoff. Really! She
bribes Napoleon with fast cars
and credit cards and, as one
reviewer put it, her “methods
mimic the hostile-takeover
techniques of big banks and
monopolistic companies.” Hi-
larity ensues. Yes, capitalism
is the villain. Hollywood
strikes again.

Variety declares, “George
Orwell’s required-reading no-
vella is ripe for reimagining.”
C’'mon now. Is it? “Humans are
inherently piggish,” Variety

notes from the film. “Seizing
the first opportunity to take
more than their share.” Like
New York and Seattle mayors,
socialism and communism are
cool again!

This is a classic Hollywood
twisting of stories. Most ani-
mations are now antimarriage.
I can’t remember a cop movie
without dirty cops. This year’s
Oscar bait is the beautifully
made but irksome anti-border-
enforcement film, “One Battle
After Another.” Leonardo Di-
Caprio plays a lovable revolu-
tionary who blows things up.
Sean Penn, best remembered
as Jeff Spicoli (“All I need are
some tasty waves, a cool buzz,
and I'm fine”) in “Fast Times
at Ridgemont High,” is the de-
ranged and perverted Col. Ste-
ven J. Lockjaw. Get it? Sol-
diers bad. Activists good.

Hollywood took note of ac-
tress Frances McDormand’s
2018 Oscar acceptance speech
calling for an “inclusion rider”
to demand diversity in casting
and crew. But as OutKick
writer Bobby Burack put it
about the new “Animal Farm,”
“It’s one thing to race-bend,
cast genders in illogical roles,
send messages about immi-
gration, or make all the white
people evil. It’s an entirely
different offense when you
take a historical piece of art
and completely alter its mes-
sage.” Offensive indeed.
‘Whitewashing.

No problem, everyone can
read Orwell’s original book,
right? It’s only 99 cents for
the Kindle edition. Read a
book? How quaint. According
to recent surveys, less than a
third of young people enjoy

reading in their free time,
while more than three quar-
ters watch videos on social
platforms.

So instead, films and ani-
mations become the view of
record for many, like the con-
spiracy theories in Oliver
Stone’s film “JFK.” People be-
lieve movies instead of nasty
facts. Add the Vietnam War
troop derangement takeaway

Hollywood strikes
again, rebranding
George Orwell’s book
as pro-communist.
L]

from Francis Ford Coppola’s
“Apocalypse Now.” And man
squashing in “Barbie,” blasted
into young brains with the “It
is literally impossible to be a
woman” monologue by Amer-
ica Ferrera. When someone
uses the word “literally” in a
fictional movie account of a
beloved but anatomically in-
correct doll, it’s hard to take
literally—except millions do.

“Animal Farm’s” distribu-
tor, though not its producer, is
Angel Studios, which oddly
also distributes films whose
themes are religious (“David”)
and conservative (“Sound of
Freedom”). It said, “While the
title is the same as the classic
book, updates were made to
make it relevant to a broad-
based, values-centric, family-
friendly audience.” What’s
next, reimagining “Schindler’s
List”?

Another review also says
the film “delivers an emphatic

message celebrating equality
and the power of the collec-
tive.” Better red than accurate.
So yes, with the film’s PG rat-
ing, Hollywood is now indoc-
trinating impressionable 11-
year-olds by making socialism
and communism normative.
And family fun!

Here’s the list of comrades,
er, voice actors: Seth Rogen,
Kieran Culkin, Woody Harrel-
son, Laverne Cox, Glenn Close,
Gaten Matarazzo, Kathleen
Turner and Iman Vellani. I'm
embarrassed for all of them.

The cartoon was produced
and directed by Andy Serkis,
who pioneered performance-
capture acting and filmmak-
ing—he was Gollum in “Lord
of the Rings” and Caesar in
“Planet of the Apes.” Doesn’t
he remember Gollum’s line in
“The Two Towers”? “Yes, Pre-
cious. Once it takes hold of us,
it never lets go.” Same for ma-
nipulative ideologies.

Movie themes are often
over my head, but even I know
that “The Lord of the Rings”
was about the corrupting na-
ture of power. So why sugar-
coat Orwell’s greatest lesson
now? Because despite growing
budgets that artists think fall
from the sky, Hollywood hates
capitalism. All animals are
equal, but Hollywood is more
equal than others.

By the way, the release date
for the new and depraved “An-
imal Farm” is May 1, 2026—
International Workers’ Day.
That day was also celebrated
as May Day in the now de-
funct Soviet Union with pa-
rades in Red Square. How Or-
wellian. How Hollywood.

Write to kessler@wsj.com.

Cubans Rejoice at Maduro’s Ouster

By Gelet Martinez Fragela

Miami
s Venezuelans celebrate
the capture of Nicolds
Maduro, Cubans across
the island are watching for the
same U.S. aircraft that re-
stored freedom to Venezuela
and waving, hoping America
won’t forget us.
1was 10 when I left Cuba in
1994 believing T would live to
see my country free. As in mil-
lions of Cuban families, many
of my relatives didn’t. My
grandfather, who was impris-
oned for taking up arms
against the Castro regime dur-
ing the Bay of Pigs, died in 1989
without seeing the freedom he
fought for. His story is far from
unique—it is the Cuban story.
So as my fellow Cubans
wake up to the news of Mr.
Maduro’s fall, it is impossible
not to celebrate alongside our
Venezuelan brothers and sis-
ters. For decades we have
shared the same enemy. Castro

regime cronies siphoned off
Venezuela’s oil wealth to fi-
nance repression, corruption
and the Maduro regime. What
was taken from Venezuelans,
Havana used to sustain the
dictatorship suffocating Cuba.

President Trump acknowl-
edged what Latin Americans
have long known: Cuban
armed forces were embedded

But the regime that

years: Cuba and other rogue
actors hostile to the U.S. had
captured Venezuela.

The consequences have
been devastating. Privation
and oppression forced more
than eight million Venezue-
lans into exile, destabilizing
the region. Cuba remains a
prison  nation—its  people
starved, surveilled and si-
lenced—in the grip of the
same intelligence apparatus

As a journalist reporting on
human rights abuses in Cuba
from Miami, I hear countless
stories from people who have
looked up as American planes
cross the sky above the island,
silently asking: Will you re-
member us?

We hope Mr. Trump knows
that Mr. Maduro’s arrest has
reignited hope across Latin
America—and that the hope
will sputter out without fur-
ther U.S. action. Cuba isn’t a
separate case from the prob-
lems in it is the

that strangled Venezuela.
exported repression to | While much of the US.
Venezuela still holds Mr. Trump’s actions from com-
ey e fortable studios, I hear some-
1l million hostages.  every difforent from jour-
nalist coll in Caracas—

in Venezuela. They died pro-
tecting Mr. Maduro. Rick de la
Torre, a former CIA chief of
mission in Caracas, described
Mr. Maduro’s vice president,
Delcy Rodriguez, as a puppet
of Cuban intelligence. That
echoed what Cubans and Vene-
zuelans have documented for

many of whom were detained
or persecuted days ago. I hear
joy from Venezuelans at the
Cucuta border in Colombia,
packing their bags to return
home. I hear cheers on U.S.
streets from exiles who fled
decades ago, stripped of their
right to live freely in their own
country.

source. The regime that ex-
ported repression to Venezuela
still holds 11 million Cubans
hostage.

Cuba’s freedom must be
next—for the Cubans who
never made it and for those
who are still waiting, still wav-
ing and still believing that
America won't look away.

Ms. Fragela is editor in chief
of ADN Cuba, a Miami-based
news platform.

BOOKSHELF | By Steven Poole

The Molecule
And the Man

Crick

By Matthew Cobb
Basic, 608 pages, $36

voted to approve the construction of an Anglican cha-

pel. Churchill College, which admitted only men, had
been modelled on MIT and was intended to contribute to
Britain’s scientific and technological improvement. As
originally built it did not include a place of worship, but
a large donation by a vicar and the agitation of some
faithful fellows saw plans approved. At least one fellow,
however, thought the addition represented a surrender to
the forces of superstition and irrationality.

Francis Crick, a co-discoverer of the structure of DNA,
was so enraged by the prospect of a religious space in
his college that he wrote to Winston Churchill (after
whom the establishment was named) to resign his
position. As Matthew Cobb recounts in “Crick: A Mind in
Motion,” Churchill, who was by then 86, responded gen-
ially to point out that the chapel would “simply be an
amenity for those who wished to use it.” Mr. Crick

replied that in that case

the college should also
contain a brothel as ano-
ther such useful amenity
and offered to help pay
for it. “Why should I sup-
port the propagation of
error?” Crick asked. Wisely,
Churchill did not write
back, but he did return the
check, uncashed, with his
compliments.

Born in the rural mid-
lands of England in 1916,
Crick originally studied phys-

ics at University College Lon-
don, and worked on the
electrical circuits of shipping
mines during World War II. After deciding he would
rather work on questions of the nature of life, he took up
a research position at Cambridge. There, he met Ludwig
Wittgenstein, the philosopher, and went to all the lec-
tures in biology and chemistry he could find. Eventually
he was offered a post at the Cavendish laboratory—the
site of the discovery of the electron in 1897 and the first
experimental splitting of the atom in 1932—to work on X-
ray crystallography, by means of which the structure of
proteins could be investigated.

The molecule that really interested Mr. Crick was DNA.
Everyone suspected it was central to heredity but no one
knew exactly how. In 1951 there arrived in Cambridge, as
Mr. Cobb describes him, “a tall, thin, bug-eyed American
called Jim Watson,” who began collaborating with Crick
on the problem. Two years later, in what Mr. Cobb calls
“one of the most significant moments in the history of
science,” the two men announced they had figured out
DNA’s structure.

Was it really the work of only these two men? Rosa-
lind Franklin had been making X-ray images of DNA in a
London laboratory, one of which was passed on by a col-
league to Crick and Watson and provided a crucial clue.
The idea subsequently arose that Franklin had been
unjustly written out of the story, but Mr. Cobb argues
that this is something of a myth: Crick and Watson cred-
ited Franklin explicitly in their earliest papers, and she
remained very friendly with Crick, sharing ideas and
results in their correspondence. Alas, Franklin could not
share in the men’s 1962 Nobel Prize because she died
from ovarian cancer in 1958.

Why, in any case, was this discovery so important?

As Mr. Cobb tells us, the explanation of the chemical
structure of DNA made it possible, for the first time, to
understand how it might replicate and direct the growth
of life-forms. Crick and Watson had found the mecha-
nism, long sought after, by which genetic information
builds an organism. In subsequent years, Crick and
others worked out the revolutionary implications of this
idea, laying the basis for the entire field of modern
genetics. One day, Crick thought, it might even be possi-
ble to transcribe the entire genetic code of a human
being. This was completed in 2003 by the Human
Genome Project.

I n 1961 a new college of the University of Cambridge

The revelation of DNA’s chemical structure
made it possible to understand how it might
replicate and direct the growth of life-forms.

Quickly becoming a world-famous scientist and lec-
turer, Crick flirted briefly with eugenics and concocted a
theory (“outlandish,” notes Mr. Cobb mildly) of “directed
panspermia,” according to which the seeds of life were
deliberately sent to Earth by an alien civilization. But his
real second act was in the nascent field of neuroscience.
Mr. Cobb, a professor emeritus of zoology at the Univer-
sity of Manchester and the author of “The Idea of the
Brain” (2020), an excellent cultural history of ideas about
how our minds work, is especially persuasive on Crick’s
hitherto underacknowledged influence here. In a 1979
survey for Scxentlﬁc Amencan, Cnck dlscussed new
methods in neur areas of the
brain and using computers to model neural networks of
the kind that now power Al systems. “The ideas and
insights he outlined still dominate the field,” observes
Mr. Cobb, “even though most neuroscientists have no
idea that Crick was the first to coherently articulate
them.” Crick went on to make influential contributions to
the study of neuroanatomy, dreams and visual perception.

Meanwhile, Crick was living a colorful personal life. He
and his wife, Odile, smoked marijuana, listened to Jimi Hen-
drix and hosted glamorous and risqué parties at their Lon-
don house. She was also tolerant of his fondness for “pretty
girls,” with whom he could have “adventures.” Unfashion-
ably for a modern biographer, Mr. Cobb makes only very
brief and glancing reference to these peccadilloes. This is
perhaps fair reciprocation for the fact that, soon after a

in which he putting a chemical in
food to render people sterile (then giving the antidote only
to those considered to be worthy breeders), Crick decided
to cease making public statements about political questions.
“As you know,” he wrote to one correspondent, “I've tried
to take an interest in problems concerning science and
society but I've reluctantly come to the conclusion that I
have little talent for them and no taste at all.” If only more
famous scientists were as self-aware.

Mr. Poole is the author of “Rethink: The Surprising
History of New Ideas.”
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Trump’s Regime Change in Venezuela

President Nicolas Maduro early Saturday

is an act of hemispheric hygiene against
a dictator who spread mayhem
far and wide. Whether he ad-
mits it or not, Mr. Trump is
now in the business of regime
change that he’ll have to make
a success.

The stunning nighttime
raid is the culmination of a showdown that was
building for months as Mr. Trump sent a naval
flotilla to the Caribbean. Mr. Maduro resisted
U.S. offers to leave peacefully, and Mr. Trump
followed through on his threat and ousted the
despot. The U.S. President had to act or lose
credibility with the world after choosing the
face-off. Pulling it off without American casual-
ties is remarkable.

P resident Trump’s capture of Venezuelan

* * *

Mr. Trump said Mr. Maduro and his wife
were headed to New York, where they will face
trial for narco-trafficking. But Mr. Maduro’s
damage goes well beyond the drug trade. His
socialist and authoritarian policies burdened
the region with millions of refugees. He flooded
the U.S. with migrants in an effort to sow politi-
cal discord.

The dictator was also part of the axis of U.S.
adversaries that includes Russia, China, Cuba
and Iran. All were helping to keep Mr. Maduro
in power. His capture is a demonstration of Mr.
Trump’s declaration to keep America’s enemies
from spreading chaos in the Western Hemi-
sphere. It’s the “Trump corollary” to the Mon-
roe Doctrine.

All of this makes the military action justified,
despite cries from the left that it is illegal under
international law. Mr. Maduro stole last year’s
presidential election after he lost in a rout. He
barred popular opposition leader Maria Corina
Machado from the ballot, and the candidate
who took her place won and then went into exile
to avoid arrest. The critics want to praise Ms.
Machado’s courage while doing nothing to help
the Venezuelan people.

As for gripes that Mr. Trump is acting with-
out Congressional approval, the Constitution
gives broad leeway to executive action on na-
tional security. George H.W. Bush deposed dic-
tator Manuel Noriega in Panama in 1989 with-
out a vote in Congress. Mr. Maduro is a greater
threat than Noriega, and Venezuela is at least
as important to U.S. security. Democrats are
criticizing Mr. Trump so they can pounce if the
operation runs into trouble.

All of which raises the stakes for what comes
next. Secretary of State Marco Rubio stressed
Saturday that this was at core a “law enforce-

Toppling Maduro sends
a salutary message to
America’s adversaries.

ment” operation to arrest the Maduros, which
sounds like a dodge to avoid saying this is about
regime change or a U.S. occupation. Mr. Trump
boasted Saturday that “we are
going to run the country now,”
but how he will do that with-
out troops on the ground to
enforce order isn’t clear.

Mr. Trump is right that
simply snatching Mr. Maduro
and leaving the country to fend for itself could
produce Maduro 2.0. But we won’t be the only
ones to say the President owes George W. Bush
an apology for his ex post facto criticism of U.S.
intervention in Iraq and Afghanistan. Mr.
Trump is pursuing the Bush freedom agenda,
at least in the Western Hemisphere. Are we all
neocons now?

On the near-term future, Mr. Trump was ca-
gey. Perhaps that’s prudent since there may be
members of the Maduro military, backed by
Cuba, who want to run a terrorist insurgency
against U.S. forces or advisers in the country.
Mr. Rubio may be trying to persuade a large
part of the military to back a new government
not run by Maduro henchmen.

But it is odd that Mr. Trump was so dismis-
sive of Ms. Machado in his Saturday press con-
ference. He said she lacks the “respect” or sup-
port of the people of Venezuela, but who else
has more? She risked her life to challenge Mr.
Maduro, organized and rallied the opposition
to win an election, and bravely stayed in Vene-
zuela where she risked arrest or worse.

Mr. Trump also talked about “the oil” far too
much, which sends a message that the U.S. pur-
pose is largely mercenary. Venezuela will bene-
fit if U.S. oil companies modernize the country’s
decrepit oil production facilities. But the U.S.
doesn’t need Venezuelan oil.

* * *

Sooner rather than later, Venezuela needs
another election. The greatest benefit of a dem-
ocratic, pro-American Venezuela is what it
means for freedom and stability in the region.
The left has had a 20-year heyday in the Ameri-
cas that has done great harm to its people and
allowed deep inroads by China. A reversal is un-
der way in Argentina, Chile, Ecuador and Bo-
livia, and a right turn in Venezuela would con-
tinue the hopeful trend.

Mr. Trump’s willingness to depose Mr. Ma-
duro is also another step in the revival of U.S.
deterrence from its collapse under Barack
Obama and Joe Biden. The overall message to
our adversaries is salutary. If Mr. Trump can
succeed in reviving Venezuelan democracy, the
Castro coterie in Cuba may want to start look-
ing for some other place to live.

Don’t Settle for Maduro 2.0

s Sunday dawned in Caracas and Wash-

ington, a new reality was also apparent

a day after the U.S. snatched dictator
Nicolds Maduro in a daring
raid (see nearby). To wit, the
dictator’s cronies are still run-
ning Venezuela, and they
don’t seem ready to give it up.
Is President Trump willing to
settle for Maduro 2.0?

Delcy Rodriguez, the former vice president,
is now the acting president. Like Mr. Maduro,
she’s been sanctioned by the U.S. and European
Union. After Mr. Maduro’s capture Saturday, she
issued defiant public remarks. She’s a hard-line
socialist well known for her close ties to Cuban
intelligence.

Ms. Rodriguez’s brother, Jorge Rodriguez,
remains in charge of the National Assembly.
Also still in power is the notorious interior min-
ister, Diosdado Cabello. He declared in Caracas
that the U.S. had only partially succeeded in its
mission and that the Chavista revolution will
continue.

Does this worry the Trump Administration?
Not that it is showing. Mr. Trump boasted Sat-
urday that Ms. Rodriguez will do what the U.S.
wants, or else. He threatened a “second wave”
of military intervention if she doesn’t.

But Mr. Trump didn’t say anything about
holding new elections as a U.S. goal. Secretary
of State Marco Rubio said Sunday that elections
will need to be held eventually, though he didn’t
seem to think it’s all that urgent. Mr. Rubio
seemed confident that the U.S. embargo on Ven-
ezuelan oil exports will squeeze the regime
enough that it will buckle to U.S. demands.

“We want drug trafficking to stop. We want
no more gang members to come our way. We

The dictator’s cronies
are still in power and
vowing to resist the U.S.

don’t want to see the Iranian and, by the way,
Cuban presence in the past. We want the oil in-
dustry in that country not to go to the benefit
of pirates and adversaries of
the United States, but for the
benefit of the people,” Mr. Ru-
bio said on CBS’s “Face the
Nation.”

Those are important goals,
but Mr. Rubio’s implication is
that the Maduro apparat can stick around if
they heed these demands. This is a risky bet,
especially since the regime’s new leaders rely
so much on aid from Cuba, Russia, China and
Iran. It’s unlikely these people will turn into
pro-American democrats.

All the more so since the U.S. military left
Venezuela at the end of the Maduro operation.
Mr. Rubio said Sunday it was unrealistic to take
more risks in the raid to decapitate more of the
regime, which is fair enough.

But despite Mr. Trump’s vow that the U.S.
will “run the country,” there is no one on the
ground to do so. This may mollify MAGA critics
who fear he is imitating George W. Bush’s occu-
pation of Iraq. But it reduces the U.S. ability to
persuade the regime.

Much depends on whether the Maduro
crowd fear a second U.S. military strike. Even
more depends on whether the Trump Adminis-
tration is willing to push for new elections. The
U.S. needn’t back any candidate. But a demo-
cratic government of the kind that won the
2024 election, only to have it stolen by Mr. Ma-
duro, would be a more durable ally.

‘The Trump Administration talks about its for-
eign-policy “realism.” But if Maduro 2.0 remains
in defiant power in six months, its gamble on his
henchmen won’t look very realistic.

Democratic Sanity on Rent Control

ith socialism so much in fashion, the

news these days is when a Demo-

cratic politician resists its nostrums.
A welcome burst of sanity came recently when
Massachusetts Gov. Maura Healey said she op-
poses a referendum that would unleash rent
control across the state.

Speaking on Boston Public Radio, Ms. Healey
said she’s concerned about housing affordabil-
ity, but “rent control is not going to be the solu-
tion to how we get through this crisis. We need
to build more homes.” She said she’ll oppose
the ballot measure because the research shows
rent control warps the housing market.

“[1]f you look at the studies, you effectively
halt production,” Ms. Healey said. “I will tell
you that investors in housing have already
pulled out of Massachusetts because they’re
concerned about rent control.”

The ballot measure, which is close to qualify-

ing for the November ballot, would limit rent
increases to the consumer-price index or 5%,
whichever is lower. It would apply to “all dwell-
ing units leased for residential, but not com-
mercial, use.”

Massachusetts tried rent control in the
1970s and 1980s to predictable effect. Landlords
pulled units off the market or delayed or limited
maintenance. State voters mostly banned the
practice in 1994, requiring municipalities to file
a home-rule petition to impose rent control. But
the left wants to overturn that ban and let poli-
ticians impose rent controls that would make
housing less affordable in the name of making
it more affordable.

The real answer is to increase housing sup-
ply, but that requires reforming zoning laws
and making construction rules less costly.
Maybe Ms. Healey can give New York’s new
mayor a tutorial in housing economics.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

The Key to Making More Marriageable Men

American marriages have a pipeline
problem. As William A. Galston notes
in his column “America Needs More
Husband Material” (Politics & Ideas,
Dec. 24), college-educated women
continue to say “I do,” while those
without degrees have trouble finding
men who are marriageable. Improving
men’s economic prospects is part of
helping young people form families,
but the problem runs deeper.

In 10 years of surveying high-school
seniors, the Monitoring the Future
project has found that fewer and fewer
young men and women expect they will
be “very good” as a spouse. It’s little
wonder the share who expect to get
married has plummeted in parallel.

Holding a stable job and being able
to provide for one’s family is part of
what it means to be a good spouse,
but it flows out of bigger questions of
character and how one handles re-
sponsibility. If we want to see mar-
riages rebound, it isn't enough to fo-
cus on expanding blue-collar work.

High-school seniors need to have
more faith they can handle the duties
of marriage and child-rearing. Giving
them more lectures on how important
marriage is won’t do it—they think so
highly of the institution that they
judge themselves incapable of living
up to it. Kids need more time away
from adult supervision, pursuing proj-
ects of their own design, with the
freedom to fail and to learn.

My husband was marriageable well
before he landed his first job because
he’d spent his homeschooling years
organizing a student Shakespeare
troupe. No adult would come to the
rescue when “the show must go on”—
it was up to him to find a solution or
inspire a peer to step up. Young men
need to take ownership of smaller
projects before they’re prepared to be
good partners in marriage.

LeaH LIBRESCO SARGEANT
Hyattsville, Md.

Mrs. Sargeant is author of “Dignity

of Dependence.”

An F-35 Sale to Turkey Won’t Endanger Israel

Turkey was the seventh nation to
join the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter pro-
gram in 2002 and the only one to be
kicked out. And rightly so. Ankara was
warned for years that its decision to
purchase the Russian-made S-400
missile system would threaten the
jet’s secrets. Recep Tayyip Erdogan
paid dearly for not taking America’s
threats seriously. The F-35 program
promised Ankara valuable contracts
for the jet’s development and mainte-
nance—all of which it lost.

President Trump has always been
skeptical of this course of action. He is
mercantilist at heart, questioning why
the U.S. would opt out of selling bil-
lions of dollars in hardware to a will-
ing buyer. Ankara has refused to com-
promise but has essentially agreed to
keep the Russian system locked away.

Amit Segal warns that Washington’s
“Selling F-35s to Turkey Could Lead to
War” (op-ed, Dec. 26), but that’s far-
fetched. Never mind that Israel has no
need to worry about the jets’ dogfight-

ing each other: As with other U.S.
fighter programs, Jerusalem gets pref-
erential treatment on avionic access,
weapons integration and financing. It
has the upper-hand with the U.S.

The saga, more than anything, is in-
dicative of broken military procure-
ments in Turkey. Ankara opted for the
S-400 over a jet it paid to help de-
velop. The government then looked on
with concern as Greece and Israel pur-
chased them, leaving its Air Force be-
hind. It opted to buy Eurofighter Ty-
phoons and then to lobby to buy the
F-35—an outcome that would leave it
with none of the industrial benefits
for which it paid. Instead, Ankara may
be on the road to operating three
fighter types, which will further strain
national budgets.

Turkey isn’t on the verge of war. It
has to figure out how to pay for years
of military procurement incompetence.

AARON STEIN
Foreign Policy Research Inst.
Philadelphia

Overprescribing Pills Isn’t Much of a Problem

‘While your report “Pharmacies
Flood Medicare Patients With Extra
Drugs” (Page One, Dec. 27) asserts
that the excessive refilling of prescrip-
tions is a waste at taxpayers’ expense
that may harm older patients, the big-
ger danger is that people run out of
life-sustaining medicine. In my 20-
plus years as a pharmacist, I've often
needed to remind patients to refill be-
fore it’s too late.

Having a surplus on hand can be
beneficial for other reasons too. Ad-
verse weather conditions, challenging
personal circumstances or even delays
to the drug logistics supply chain can
create unforeseen emergencies that
could affect one’s treatment if a per-
sonal supply of extra pills dries up.
Backorders on drugs are much more
common than the public realizes.

1 believe having patients maintain a
personal reserve of their medication
is a worthy investment for both Medi-
care and private insurers. Our seniors

‘Free Trade’ Gets a Makeover

Roger Severino insists that the
Heritage Foundation still supports
free markets and free trade . . . but
that it will pursue those goods with-
out sacrificing its “love of faith and
family, our national security, the in-
nocence of our children or loyalty to
the U.S.” (Letters, Jan. 2).

‘What in Hayek’s name does that
qualification mean? It’s hard to tell,
except that it's so capacious and
vague as to reveal that the think tank
supports free markets and free trade
except when it doesn’t. Given Kevin
Roberts’s rejection of “outdated trade
policies” prior to President Trump—
and his hearty applause for the ad-
ministration’s protectionism—we can
be sure that whatever “free trade”
now means at Heritage is the oppo-
site of what it meant to Adam Smith,
Milton Friedman, Ronald Reagan and
Heritage’s long-time president, the
late Ed Feulner.

PROF. DONALD J. BOUDREAUX
George Mason University
Fairfax, Va.

Girls Fare Better—but Barely

In his Jan. 2 letter Richard V.
Reeves writes, “It’s clear that our
K-12 schools serve girls better than
boys.” Based on decades of declining
test scores and unacceptable educa-
tional outcomes, it seems to me a
more accurate construction would be,
“It’s clear that our K-12 schools serve
girls less terribly than boys.”

JOHN BRENAN
Corvallis, Ore.

Letters intended for publication should
be emailed to wsj.lirs@wsj.com. Please
include your tate and teley

number. Al letters are subj
editing, and unpublished lette
be acknowledged.

are especially vulnerable, and society
pays a small price to ensure they have
access to the drugs they need.
Louts W. PIACENTINI
Burlington, Mass.

If policymakers want to curb un-
necessary dispensing while preserving
adherence, they will need to rethink
how the latter is measured and re-
warded in the Medicare Advantage
star ratings program. Plans are heav-
ily evaluated—and financially re-
warded by Washington—based on
medication-adherence measures that
rely on prescription-fill data. Because
adherence is inferred from refill be-
havior rather than actual medication
use, plans and their pharmacy part-
ners face strong incentives to maxi-
mize refill rates. Automatic and early
refills can therefore improve mea-
sured performance, even when pa-
tients accumulate medications they
don’t need.

This incentive structure doesn’t ex-
cuse waste or poor patient experience.
But it helps explain why refills keep
coming.

Sacum H. Jay, MLD.
SCAN Group & SCAN Health Plan
Los Angeles

Students for Justice in Iran?

Your editorial “About the New Ira-
nian Protests” (Jan. 2) made me think:
Where are all the social-justice war-
riors now? Remember the hordes of
students who camped out on elite uni-
versity campuses screaming “From the
river to the sea”? Why aren’t Amnesty
International, Doctors Without Bor-
ders, the U.N., Greta Thunberg and her
flotilla and others crying about the
Iranian government’s disproportionate
response to protesting citizens?

Answer: They’re nowhere to be
found when they can’t spew their vit-
riol against Israel.

SIDNEY MACHEFSKY
St. Louis

Pepper ...
And Salt
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“You don’t get it. Farm to table and
cradle to grave are the same thing.”




THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

Monday, January 5, 2026 | A15

OPINION

Maduro Is Gone. What’s Next for Venezuela?

AMERICAS

By Mary
N Anastasia 0’Grady

he skies over Caracas lit up

early Saturday morning as

the U.S. struck Venezuelan

military installations and

key infrastructure in a bid
to remove dictator Nicolds Maduro
from power.

The operation suppressed Venezu-
elan air defenses, then pulverized
military targets including Fort Tiuna,
a key stronghold of regime leader-
ship, La Carlota military airport and
communication towers. Power was
knocked out in parts of the capital.
As U.S. special forces penetrated the
security ring around Mr. Maduro’s
quarters, sources say many Cuban
guards were killed or injured.

Trump says America will
‘run the country’ for now.
A successful transition will
require U.S. leadership.

At 4:21 a.m. President Trump
posted that Mr. Maduro and his wife,
Cilia Flores, had been arrested by the
U.S. and taken out of the country. A
photo circulated of a humiliated Mr.
Maduro, in a rumpled track suit and
handcuffs, in U.S. custody.

Colombian President Gustavo
Petro threw a tizzy at the news, as
did the Communist regime in Havana,
Brazilian President Luiz Indcio “Lula”
da Silva and some congressional
Democrats. How dare the U.S. depose

a sitting dictator? Mr. Petro’s plea for
peace was especially rich given his
history as an M-19 terrorist.

Millions in Venezuelan expat com-
munities around the world erupted in
celebration. For the first time in a
quarter-century of authoritarian
chavismo, a return to democracy and
pluralism is possible. Venezuelans
‘want to go home.

But the job isn’t finished. Mr.
Trump acknowledged as much on
Saturday at a Mar-a-Lago press con-
ference: The U.S,, he said, “is going to
run the country until such time as we
can do a safe, proper and judicious
transition.” That wasn’t expected,
and how it will work is for now a
mystery. Yes, there were U.S. boots
on the ground in this operation, but
not nearly enough to enforce law and
order. Where do we go from here?

The ambiguity is unsettling. Nev-
ertheless, it’s a good sign that Mr.
Trump doesn’t think Mr. Maduro’s
capture is the end of the task at hand.
The transition needs U.S. leadership
and the president said he’s ready to
provide it.

Caracas was quiet on Saturday
afternoon and the opposition, which
has been preparing for this moment
for more than a year under the
leadership of Nobel Prize Winner
Maria Corina Machado, is in wait-
and-see mode.

The regime has been decapitated.
But some Maduro henchmen are dig-
ging in. Interior Minister Diosdado Ca-
bello, the most ruthless member of the
top echelon, went into hiding, his rep-
utation for cowardice intact. From
there he called Venezuelans to the
streets to protest against the U.S. His
enforcers were spotted cruising Cara-
cas slums. People mostly stayed inside.
Unconfirmed reports say that some
military higher-ups fled the country.

A crowd in Buenos Aires celebrates Maduro’s ouster from Venezuela.

Mr. Maduro had been given a
chance to exit the country without vi-
olence, Secretary of State Marco Ru-
bio said at the press conference. Mr.
Trump said the Venezuelan had even
considered the offer. His decision to
decline left the U.S. president little
choice but to deliver the shock and
awe. Now Mr. Maduro and Ms. Flores
will be tried in federal court in the
Southern District of New York on
drug-trafficking charges and face
long prison sentences if convicted.

Next on the U.S. hit list is Delcy
Rodriguez, Mr. Maduro’s second in
command. She has reportedly been
sworn in as the new dictator and is
therefore commander in chief.
Sources say the Trump administra-
tion is leaning on her to coordinate a
negotiated transition.

Venezuelan democrats understand
the importance of the Venezuelan
army, navy and air force in establish-
ing a peaceful handover of power and
new elections. They learned from

watching the mistake of “de-Baathifi-
cation” of Irag in 2003. Ms.
Rodriguez’s mission, if she chooses to
cooperate with the U.S,, is to persuade
Defense Minister Vladimir Padrino to
step down and order the generals to
jump sides. Her future depends on it if
Mr. Trump stays true to his word.

Ms. Rodriguez is so far calling Mr.
Trump’s bluff, as Mr. Maduro did. She
says she’s not going anywhere. Pres-
sure from Cuba and Russia and the
spoils of the regime’s organized
crime that keep her in designer hand-
bags are all reasons to hang on. The
generals also live the high life and
won'’t want to give it up. Mr. Cabello’s
die-hard goons are not the surrender-
ing type. Mr. Cabello may be too
scared to move, though he’s also
pledging resistance.

The U.S. has shown it can solve
these problems. It’s rumored to be
telling Ms. Rodriguez and Mr.
Padrino that they might avoid vio-
lence and prison if they get on board

toward a peaceful handover of power.
But according to Mr. Trump, a second
“stage” of U.S. intervention isn’t out
of the question. That threat may re-
quire action. If the regime is left in
place, the Jan. 3 mission will have
been in vain.

The democratic opposition hasn’t
called its supporters to the streets
for fear that they might be gunned
down by Mr. Cabello’s true believers.
But it’s notable the military hasn’t
mobilized in the capital. Normally,
tanks roll and brigades march when a
nation is under attack. Could it be the
brass isn’t sure the rank and file will
engage in the repression the regime
depends on?

Mr. Trump’s candor in telling Co-
lombia’s Mr. Petro that he could be
next, in a manner of speaking, was
refreshing. Mr. Rubio’s message to
the Cuban regime that its bosses may
want to sleep with one eye open also
sounded right. But the president’s
claim that Ms. Machado isn't re-
spected by Venezuelans was gratu-
itous and uninformed and made him
look small. She’s wildly popular and
has unified the country.

And while Mr. Trump talked a lot
about oil and American cocaine con-
sumption, he never mentioned that
some 900 political prisoners are rot-
ting in Venezuelan jails and in dan-
ger. They could have used a presiden-
tial shout-out and even a warning to
those who might harm them.

The argument in favor of democ-
racy is built on evidence that Venezu-
elans want it. They voted for it in the
July 2024 presidential election,
choosing opposition candidate Ed-
mundo Gonzalez with nearly 70% of
the vote. Mr. Trump has the moral
high ground on this one. He could do
worse than plant a flag in it.

Write to 0’Grady@wsj.com.

The Scandal of American Welfare Goes Beyond Fraud

Economist  John
Maynard  Keynes
suggested that the
government  pay
people to dig holes
in the ground and
then fill them up.

EICI‘IE:NCE This is an apt meta-
By Allysia phor for progres-
Finley sive  government

these days: It cre-

ates social dysfunc-
tion, then shovels out money to cor-
rect it. Dredge, fill and repeat.

Healthcare and social assistance
added more than 1.6 million private-
sector jobs between June 2023 and
June 2025, according to comprehen-
sive data from employer payrolls
published by the Labor Department
in December. Yet the U.S. gained only
1.3 million private jobs during that
period, meaning there was a net loss
of jobs in other industries.

These two industries accounted for
more than half of the new establish-
ments (businesses and nonprofits)
created over those two years. Minne-
sota’s welfare-fraud scandal make you
wonder: How many of these new enti-
ties and their employees are actually
helping people, and how many are
merely looting the government?

More than 90 people have been
charged with setting up sham busi-

nesses and nonprofits in Minnesota
that feasted on Medicaid, food, hous-
ing and other welfare programs. De-
fendants employed family members
and others to provide autism “treat-
ment” to kids who didn’t have au-
tism, to drive the kids to fake ap-
pointments, and to feed them while
they were there. The fraudulent en-
terprises didn’t provide legitimate
public services, though they did em-
ploy people—in the service of bilking
the government.

“Honest graft” may be a bigger
scandal than outright fraud. Amer-
ica’s all-you-can-eat buffet of health
and social benefits—16 different fed-
eral food programs, Medicaid, hous-
ing support, child care and more—
provides abundant opportunities for
milking the government. Look no fur-
ther than California, where a vast
welfare-industrial complex has devel-
oped around homelessness, drug ad-
diction and left-wing identity politics.

The Golden State added roughly
188,000 jobs in social assistance be-
tween June 2023 and June 2025, yet
only 4,900 private-sector jobs in to-
tal. During this period some 153,000
new establishments were created in
social assistance. Every vagrant, drug
addict and confused young person
needs a social worker and “commu-
nity support.”

Gov. Gavin Newsom’s Elevate
Youth California initiative claims to
address substance use disorder “by
investing in the leadership develop-
ment and civic engagement for
youth of color and 2S/LGBTQIA+*
youth ages 12 to 26 living in commu-
nities disproportionately impacted
by the war on drugs.” Grants are
funded by taxes on marijuana.

California spends billions
on programs that enrich
insiders and don’t help the
needy—and it’s all legal.

Maybe young people wouldn’t
struggle with substance abuse if the
state hadn’t legalized marijuana and
effectively decriminalized other
drugs. Or if union-run public schools
educated them and molded good
character, rather than manufacture
left-wing culture warriors. Or if high
minimum wages hadn’t killed entry-
level jobs for teens.

What do these youth-oriented out-
fits do with the state money they re-
ceive? The nonprofit Brotherhood of
Elders Network instructs “system-im-
pacted Black youth” in what it calls

“the Art Of Being A Black Man.” Its
curriculum explores “African culture
through rhythm, song, and dance.”
Another nonprofit, Asian Refugees
United, sponsors “weekly Queer Youth
Art Storytellers programming, which
combines youth mentorship, leader-
ship development, and creative skill-
building” to reduce substance abuse.

The Mixteco Indigena Community
Organizing Project fosters “commu-
nity with 60 to 100 Indigenous youth
from the Mixteco, Zapotec, and many
other  Diasporic  communities
throughout the Central Coast.” The
California Youth Empowerment Net-
work sponsored a “youth-led bus
stop campaign featuring vibrant,
stigma-free posters that connected
youth experiencing housing insecu-
rity to essential resources, including
food and shelters.” In other words,
the state gave money to sign young
people up for government benefits.

‘We'll spare readers a long recita-
tion of other examples of Mr.
Newsom’s splashing around money to
left-wing groups, which can be found
on the state’s website. It’s possible
that work by some grant recipients is
reducing recidivism, homelessness
and substance abuse, but it’s impossi-
ble to know because the state doesn’t
measure such outcomes.

The goal of the welfare-industrial

complex isn’t to ameliorate social
problems but to extract more money
from the government. Social workers
employed by a nonprofit—funded by
hospitals and health insurers—spent
recent weeks searching for undocu-
mented immigrants to sign up for
Medicaid before a deadline that
would make them ineligible.

A story in the Atlantic this fall de-
scribed how drug addicts and the
mentally ill have been cycling in and
out of California hospitals. Every
emergency-room visit, typically cov-
ered by Medicaid, means more money
for hospitals. It’s no coincidence that

itals are the loudest
of Medicaid reforms.

California’s Medicaid spending—
which pays for Native American exor-
cisms, music lessons, cooking classes
and many other nonmedical ser-
vices—has ballooned by nearly 50%
over the last two years. “Healthy liv-
ing starts with a chef in your kitchen.
Paid by Medi-Cal,” one company ad-
vertises. A state audit last month
flagged it as high risk for fraud,
waste and abuse. You don’t say.

Say this for a union-backed ballot
measure that aims to tax the wealth
of billionaires to boost spending on
Medicaid: It might awaken wealthy
liberals to the welfare racket that
masquerades as a public service.

Lessons of Switzerland’s Crans-Montana Fire

By Costas Synolakis
And George Karagiannis

Day, fire tore through Le Constel-

lation, a basement bar near the
Swiss resort of Crans-Montana, kill-
ing at least 40 people and injuring
more than 110. Many victims were
teenagers. Investigators say sparklers
likely ignited flammable acoustic
foam on the ceiling, and witnesses
described flames racing overhead be-
fore many patrons understood the
danger. Videos show young people,
surrounded by fire, trying to put it
out using their clothes. What exactly
led to this tragedy will emerge in an
investigation, but some lessons are
already clear—as is the high cost of
not heeding them.

The Crans-Montana fire bears the
signature of flashover, the terrifying
phenomenon by which a growing fire
ignites much of a room nearby simul-

In the early hours of New Year’s

taneously. As America’s National In-

tions until there’s a full investigation,

stitute of and T

the Crans: fire carries ur-

describes it, flashover occurs when a
fire’s gases become so hot—exceed-
ing 1,100 degrees Fahrenheit—that
the intense heat ignites exposed sur-
faces almost at once, suddenly en-
gulfing an entire space. In a low-ceil-
ing basement lined with combustible
finishes—as Le Constellation seems
to have been—a small fire can rapidly
generate a superheated smoke layer
near the ceiling that gradually ex-
pands downward. Once that layer
reaches critical temperature, the en-
tire room can catch fire in seconds,
turning a crowd-control problem into
an inescapable inferno.

Many Western countries allow
bars and nightclubs to be built in ex-
ceedingly dangerous ways, through
either weak building codes or lack of
enforcement. Although we can’t
know whether Le Constellation com-
plied with regulations and inspec-
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gent warnings for regulators around
the world and raises questions about
Switzerland’s fire-safety regulations
and enforcement.

The disaster’s first blunt lesson is
about egress. Reporting indicates
that the only exit available from Le
Constellation’s basement space was a
narrow door at the top of a single
staircase. Media report Le Constella-
tion had a second exit but that it was
locked to prevent people from leav-
ing without paying. Even under per-
fect conditions—i.e., in controlled re-
search—the math of one exit is
unforgiving. In a densely packed
space, as is often the case in night-
clubs, evacuation observations show
that between 55 to 79 people a min-
ute can pass through a 3-foot-wide
exit. Clearing a crowd of 300—about
Le Constellation’s maximum capac-
ity—would take four to six minutes.
In a fire like that at Crans-Montana,
there isn’t that kind of time.

A second exit would have saved
more lives, but it might not have been
enough—especially with one exit at
the top of unprotected stairs. Local
conditions make all the difference. In
real fires, with darkness, smoke, peo-
ple in various states of injury imped-
ing one another, falls on stairs, coun-
terflows and hesitation, theoretical
egress capacities inferred from other
evacuations break down.

Crans-Montana’s second lesson is
about materials. Many nightclub fires
share a common factor: flammable
soundproofing foam and interior fin-
ishes that cover much of the space
and can ignite easily.

In fire-engineering terms, many
nightclubs contain the fuel load of an
entire residential condominium, the

ignition sources of an industrial site,
and the evacuation constraints of a
submarine. From an emergency-man-
agement point of view, these situa-
tions can become deadly in about 90
seconds—far outpacing evacuation
models. Codes try to break this chain
by restricting interior finishes based
on flame spread and smoke-develop-
ment performance. Switzerland’s
likely need to be re-evaluated.

Fire codes need tightening
to protect nightclubs,
which often have several
dangerous characteristies.

The third lesson is on the impor-
tance of layering passive and active
fire protection. Passive measures in-
clude multiple remote exits, pro-
tected stair enclosures, compartmen-
talization, smoke-tight doors and
interior linings that resist ignition
and limit heat release. Active mea-
sures include fire detection or
alarms, emergency lighting and signs,
suppression (notably sprinklers) and

safety authorities may require
sprinklers for occupancies of more
than 300 people.

If investigators confirm the early
reports of an apparent flashover, a
lack of sprinklers and a difficult, sin-
gle point of egress, Crans-Montana
will join a grim list of fires that were
foreseeable. These spaces were es-
sentially engineered, by layout, mate-
rials and missing layers of protec-
tion, into tragedy.

Fifty years ago, scientists tried to
limit fires by studying the results or
pouring freshwater into scale models
of rooms filled with saltwater, trying
to mimic the interaction between
smoke and air in a fire. Today, be-
tween the forensic reconstruction of
fires and sophisticated modeling, we
can understand fires with precision
smoke and heat movements, ventila-
tion effects and the interaction of
sprinklers. Evacuation modeling can
estimate how long it takes to get out,
even taking into account the com-
plexities of a real fire.

It’s possible to do better. Patrons
can protect themselves by locating
exits whenever they enter a bar and
noting their routes to them. Building
and fire regulations need to catch up

staff trained to stop enter
turn on lights and evacuate early.
Case studies by America’s National
Fire Protection Association of night-
club fires in Europe and the U.S. re-
peatedly show that when sprinklers
are absent and interior finishes are
too flammable, rapid fire growth
overwhelms occupants before they
can escape. The International Fire
Code in 2018 added a sprinkler re-
quirement for bars and nightclubs
with occupancy over 300, but adop-
tion varies across America and Eu-
rope. In Switzerland, cantonal fire-

with tect and the lessons of
preventable disasters like Crans-
Montana, most notably the installa-
tion of sprinklers. Too often regula-
tors and businesses don’t think of the
worst case scenarios. As a conse-
quence, under real-world conditions,
current safety measures can go up in
smoke.

Mr. Synolakis is a professor of
civil engineering at the University of
Southern California. Mr. Karagiannis
is a disaster prevention expert at the
Academy of Athens.
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Atthe end 0f 2025, American
Airlines announced 100 new daily
flights for the coming spring at
Chicago’s O’Hare International
Airport. To be clear, that’s not 100
more than at the same point in the
spring 0f 2025 (we wrote about
that prior growth at that time),
buta further 100 new departures
added to what already was on sale
for 2026.

It’s a significant and some-
what unexpected commitment to
Chicago, American’s third-larg-
est hub, a huge turnaround from
where American was in regard to
Chicago in 2023, and pretty much
confirmation that United Airlines
has not forced American to retreat
from Chicago, as United’s lead-
ership had reportedly bragged
would be the case.

United, Chicago’s hometown
airline, is still bigger at ORD,
of course. And some of what
American hasbeen doing here
is returning service to prepan-
demic levels. But meaningful new
growth from American at our big
airport was announced last week,
including new flights to Midwest
airports like Erie, Pennsylvania,

EDITORIALS
When it comes to growth, we wish
all of Chicago hummed like O’Hare

and Lincoln, Nebraska, and more
service to the likes of San Fran-
cisco, Las Vegas and Savannah,

up to the most effective depart-
ment in Mayor Brandon John-
son’s Chicago, notwnhstandmg

still think the international greet-
ingarea in Terminal 5 is a missed
opporrunity: the space is under

Georgla Finally, Americanseems  our soft spot for
to have g overi which hauls away our
with Charlotte, North Carolina. Christmas trees.

Benefits for Chicago are many. The contrast is especially strik-
Since airline fares are determined  ing between the airport and the

by inventory and what the market
will bear, more capacity means
lower fares. So, of course, does
competition like this great fight
between United and American at
O’Hare. New convenient nonstops
from smaller cities means more
people will choose to visit.

Expanded service to Paris, to
cite another growing route on AA,
means more international tour-
ism, since people flying through a
city sometimes add a stopover. All
of this means more money spent
atairport concessions and the like,
feeding the local economy and
creating jobs. And more people
eyeballing our beautiful skyline
as they come in to land, ready to
come back and stick around.

Add to this a very efficient holi-
day performance at the airport,
despite a variety of ongoing
construction projects, and it adds

Department of Cultural Affairs
and Special Events, which should
have ensured that national TV
audiences saw a much more
robust New Year’s Eve celebration
than actually was the case; it was,
alas, abit of a rinky-dink celebra-
tion that signaled worry and lack
of ambition, neither of which are
qualities that this city of broad
shoulders and powerful artists
needs to broadcast. We should
grow the event next year,

Indeed, in a city where discus-
sions of growth are all toorare
from our leaders (Johnson prefers
to define those fighting for the
city’s future as “the oligarch class”
who must be resisted), the airport
really is the brightest spot and
about as far from rinky-dink as
an airport can be. We'd be in far
bigger trouble without O'Hare.

The place is not perfect. We

and
confuslng For those transferring
to domestic flights, at least for the
next several years.

Airport transportation remains
weak. At the car rental and bus
center, we watched several shiv-
ering people follow a promising
sign out to Metra’s “O’"Hare trans-
fer station” around the corner,
assuming that meant actual train
service to downtown beyond the
one train a day after about 10 a.m.
Notthe case, alas.

And we're perplexed that
the international terminal has
almost no commercial advertis-
ing, despite the huge number of
affluent travelers passing through
the sterile areas. The artis all very
nice, but most airports use that
space to make money and the city
owns this one.

But while there is work to do,
you can also see that work being
done. Concessions have markedly
improved, the TSA operation is
atypically smooth compared with
other airports and you can even

drive to the airport by car now
without massive delays, thanks to
the end of the Kennedy Express-
way construction. That will get
even better with the building of
the proposed western entry point
totheairport, long another weak-
ness. Somehow at O’'Hare, things
that languish elsewhere get fixed.

But what matters most here
is the choice and frequency of
flights, both domestic and inter-
national. In that regard, O'Hare
is booming with more interna-
tional destinations likely to come
from American once it takes more
deliveries of its lower cost Airbus
A32IXLR, including (we've been
tacitly promised) the return of at
least one daytime flight to Europe.

Most Chicagoans feel proud
when their flight attendants say,
“Welcome to Chicago’s O'Hare
International Airport,” as a big
bird touches down and well they
should. It's a world-class opera-
tion thanks to effective manage-
mentand to two of America’s
most famous corporations, United
and American Airlines.

May they battle on here in
2026!

A positive change for Venezuela, but a diminishment
of US moral authority for years to come

No sooner had the new year
dawned than President Donald
Trump introduced a new level of
stress to the world, grabbing the
leader of a sovereign nation with-
out congressional approval haul~

ment that “the illegal actions by
the Trump administration have

assume the U.S. interest in Rodri-
guez, at least in the short term,

nothing to do with d
the Venezuelan people; they are
solely about oil and pow

The problem the soclallst

ing Nicolas Maduro, the
of Venezuela, off to a New York
jail cell and installing Secretary of
State Marco Rubio as the de facto
viceroy of Venezuela. All while
trapping well-heeled American
elites on Caribbean beaches as
weekend, return-to-work flights
from the region were nixed by the
Federal Aviation Administration,
citing safety concerns.

‘What ayear. And it’s only
Jan. 5.

Predictably, America’s left-
wing mayors howled in protest at
the weekend actions. New York’s
Zohran Mamdani expressed
concern for the Venezuelans in
New York and accused Trump
of violating international law.
Mamdani let it be known he
had called Trump to register his
opposition to this actions, the
honeymoon between those two
men apparently having come to
aswift conclusion. That was, of
course, purely a performative
act, as was the Chicago Teach-
ers Union’s weekend “stop the
bombings” rally with various
socialist co-sponsors and Chicago
Mayor Brandon Johnson’s state-

mayors faced i was
that many of the Venezuelans
they claimed to be defending
looked pretty happy to see the
former bus driver and union
leader go, not least because of
the illegitimacy of his election in
the first place, not to mention his
presiding over a corrupt govern-
ment known for its human rights
abuses and diminishment of press
freedoms. All that and grinding
poverty, too. No wonder there
was dancing in the streets and
talk of a free Venezuela.
Moreover, it looks pretty
clear that Trump’s notably clean
removal operation was some-
thing of an inside job. The Miami
Herald reported that the Vene-
zuelan Vice President (and
supposed Maduro loyalist) Delcy
Rodriguez, had “reached out” (so
to speak) to the Trump adminis-
tration, suggesting she might just
be amore acceptable leader when
itcomes to U.S. interests.
Reportedly, there were secret
talks held in Qatar, witha
member of the UAE's ruling royal
family in the room, along with
Rodriguez’s brother. One can

was to lear in power
who could manage the “transi-
tion” without totally blowing up
and rebuilding Venezuela, not
to mention getting more useful
information on the seemingly
nonchalant but actually increas-
ingly paranoid Maduro’s where-
abouts.

“She’s essentially willing to
do what we think is necessary
to make Venezuela great again,”
Trump told reporters of Rodri-
guez. Translation: She will do
what we want because she knows
who s in charge. Rodriguez,
however, is already showing
signs that she won't be so easily
controlled.

Purely observationally, the
events in Caracas offer yet
another lamentable reminder of
how much the liberal, old world
order has disintegrated in the
age of Trump and Putin. We now
live on a planet dominated by
raw, authoritarian, executive,
centralized power, with subna-
tional figures like mayors (not
to mention members of the U.S.
Congress and European leaders)
all reduced to bleating inconse-
quentially on the sidelines.

Simply put, Maduro was
deemed by Trump to be incom-
patible with U.S. interests, which

naturally includes the extraction
of oil and the disruption of the
supply of illegal drugs, so the
administration simply unleashed
the power of the U.S. military to
go in and remove him. This will
appeal to those who believe in

reasons, including the need fora
clear plan for the aftermath.

‘We don’t lament Maduro’s
exit for a moment and we'll even
allow that the removal action, if
those are the right words, was

American excep there
are similarities with Trump’s
interventionist plan for a Gaza
more aligned with U.S. and Israeli
(and UAE) interests.

Tacitly, the action sends a
message to other nations with
similarly incompatible govern-
ments that the U.S. won’t hesi-
tate to take invasive action. How
one feels depends really on how
benign one feels U.S. interests to
be, globally speaking.

If that were not enough, Trump
openly stated a desire now to
“run” a sovereign nation of some
28 million people, although Rubio
walked that back some on Sunday
morning.

Aside from being yet another
example of Trump’s inconsis-
tency, seemingly going from
isolationist to interventionist over
the Mar-a-Lago holiday buffets,
any such “running” requires a
confidence in the wildly impul-
sive Trump that we simply do not
have, and nor should those who
‘won’t miss the Venezuelan status
quo. Congressional approval for
this kind of action exists for good

impressive zexclld reasonably light
on e

some 40 lives were lost). But the
consequences likely will extend
far into the future and far beyond
Venezuela.

‘What moral authority does
the U.S. now have if, say, China,
removes the Taiwanese lead-
ership, deeming it incompati-
ble with Chinese interests? Not
much. And this action surely
weakens the moral argument
against Vladimir Putin, though
Ukrainian President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy is now hoping Russia’s
leader is the next authoritarian
Trump takes out.

Howling in protest does little,
of course. Elections have conse-
quences. Maduro is gone from
Venezuela and he will not be
missed. We will have more to say
as events unfold but, at this junc-
ture, we urge the Trump admin-
istration to stop this hubristic
talk of running things, involve
the U.S. Congress in its plans for
the future of Venezuela and focus
on empowering the Venezuelan
people and their democratically
elected leaders.

ON THIS DAY 41 YEARS AGO

ALAND IN AGONY

Five hundred years ago, an aged monk penned a chilling

prophecy for Cambodia.

“A holocaust will sweep across the land and godless men
will enslave the people,” said the 15th Century prophecy
known as the Puth Tomaey. “There will be cities, but no
.and there will be so few Cambo-
dians that they will be able to sit in the shade of asingle

one will live in them..

tamarind tree.”

Itis understandable if Cambodia’s present survivors feel
that this prophecy came true for them.
by Pol Pot’s killers who came to power in 1975 after a five-
year civil war, Cambodia’s survivors now once again are
the victims of an outburst of violence. This time the attacks
come from Vietnamese troops. But as has been the case in
Southeast Asia for the last four decades, the new violence
is abetted by great powers through their surrogates.

Last week, Cambodians were being slain and driven from
their country by Moscow-backed Vietnamese entering their
seventh year of warfare against rebel foes of the Vietnam-
ese-installed Heng Samrin regime. The latest Vietnam-
ese offensive against four primitive Cambodian resistance
camps near the Thai border sent more than 100,000 civil-
ians fleeing their bamboo and thatch shacks into Thailand.

The Vietnamese warfare is aimed at defeating the anti-
communist rebel factions of former Cambodian Prime
Minister Son Sann and Prince Norodom Sihanouk—
which are backed by the United States and other Western
nations—and the China-backed Khmer Rouge of Pol Pot,
whose government took the lives of more than a million
Cambodians between 1975and 1978.

As longas the major world powers continue to support

that have kept Sout}

the endl i

ost consumed

iain

turmoil since before the Second World ‘War, the devasta-

tion of Cambodia will not abate.

Tribune editorial board, Jan. 5,1985
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Astudent plots points on a graph during an eighth grade math class on Oct. 30 in Wheaton. DOMINIC DI PALERMO/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Admitting unprepared students
into college isn’t equity

By David Blobaum

As the regular application dead-
lines approach this month, getting into
college is top of mind for many high
school seniors. But students assume
that ifa college admits them, it means
the school has accurately assessed
that they can handle the work. That is
hardly the case anymore.

Even though COVID-19 lockdowns
no longer prevent students from taking
the SAT or ACT, most colleges have
remained test<opuonal many citing
that requiring the tests would dmumsh
their ability to compete for

Admitting underprepared students
hurts those students, who complete all
the credits leading up to math courses
they then cannot pass. Their dreams
of graduating in their chosen profes-
sion are crushed, and they then have to
switch majors, spend additional time
in college, take on more debt and often
earn less in life. For instance, students
‘who graduate with degrees in science,
technology, engineering or mathe-
matics have, on average, 50% higher
incomes than those of other college
graduates.

Compoundmg the problem, even
the information that college

1 : i

Yet we are seeing th
of these admissions policies: Less-in-
formed decisions lead to worse deci-
sions. And the data proves it.

After the University of California
San Diego stopped using SAT and
ACT scores in admissions beginning
in 2020, the percentage of its students
who placed into remedial math jumped
from 1% to 12%. Even worse, the
school had to redesign a remedial math
course, Math 2, and teach students not
just high school or even middle school
math but also elementary school math
— meaning what students learn in first
to fifth grade. Yet, despite UCSD’s best
efforts, the report shows that these
students never catch up to their peers
—and suffer the consequences.

Nearly one-third of students who
take Math 2 are unable to complete
their degrees in psychology and biology
because they drop, withdraw from or
fail the final calculus course required
for graduation in these majors. Worse,
itappears that “few, if any students who
place into Math 2 have successfully
completed an engineering degree”

rs use (grades) is
less reliable. According to the Higher
Education Research Institute, in
2024, 84% of students in its survey
of freshmen at four-year bachelor’s
degree-granting universities had A
averages in high school. When almost
everyone has an “A,” then no one does
because grades l:ease toaccurately ;
e
ness they did before.

This is exactly what the UCSD
researchers found as well: “Grades
achieved in high school math classes
are not helping UC to evaluate math
skills much more either” In 2024, over
25% of the students in remedial Math 2
had a math grade average of 4.0.

That’s stunning. One-fourth of the
students who could not do elementary
and middle school math had perfect
grades in high school math. Their high
school math grades were essentially
meaningless, rising even as their actual
math skills declined. In 2024, the
National Center for Education Statis-
tics found the same trend: The vast
majority of 12th grade students are not

proficient in reading and math.

In fact, 12th grade students have the
lowest ever recorded proficiency in
reading and math. But inflated grades
hide the problem from parents: 90%
of parents in the U.S. believe that their
children are at or above grade level
proficiency.

The situation is not hopeless. While

Tdon’tthink high schools will return to

grading based on academic prepared-
ness — their students would have
lower grades and likely face lower

chances of getting into colleges — both

high schools and colleges can use
long-established, statistically valid
standardized measures of academic
preparedness.

For instance, the College Board
is already expanding its Advanced
Placement exams to cover a broader
range of courses. Students, parents,

high schools and colleges don’t have to

wonder whether an A in, for exam-
ple, pre-calculus means the student
actually learned pre-calculus; they
cannow look at the AP exam score
tomore Iy und d how

score being an equally good predictor.”

This echoes what other schoo]s sucl
as Yale, Brown and Dartmouth, have
publicly stated: SAT and ACT scores
are the best predictors of success at
their institutions. A 2024 multi-in-
stitution study found that SAT/ACT
scores are 3.9 times better predictors
of success at Ivy and Ivy-plus colleges
than are high school grades.

When students are not academically
ready for amajor or a college, they
have lower rates of completing their
desired degrees, take longer to grad-
uate (and are less likely to do so), and
take on more debt. In fact, according to
National Student Clearinghouse data,
the six-year college completion rate
in 2024 was only 61.1%. That means
nearly 40% of college students fail to
graduate within six years or at all.

But students are not aware that
they are not being fully vetted. Like a
homebuyer who takes out a loan, they
assume the professionals did their job
to determine whether they can actu-
ally afford it. As nonprofits, colleges
are d to serve a public benefit;

much pre-calculus a student knows.

Recognizing this, Caltech and Stanford

recently became the first colleges to
require that students submit their AP
examscores. All stakeholders need to
know how well-prepared a student is.
The colleges remaining test-op-
tional or test-blind should follow the
lead of a majority of the nation’s most
prestigious institutions (and plenty
of middle-of-the-road ones as well):

Return to using standardized measures
ofacademic achievement. As the UCSD

report notes, “the single best predictor
for math placement has been the SAT
(math section) score, with the ACT

admittingunderprepared students,
taking their money and watching them
fail is the opposite of that.

Colleges should immediately return
to fully vetting applicants to ensure
that they are enrolling students who
are prepared for the coursework in
their desired major and will graduate
‘without taking on excessive debt from
additional years of college.

David Blobaum is on the board of
directors and is the director of outreach
for the National Test Prep Association,
anonprofit that works to support the
appropriate use of testing in admissions.

Why success of gay romance series ‘Heated Rivalry’ matters

By Jennifer Obel

Tama 56-year-old woman who
loves romance fiction, so T fell for
“Heated Rivalry” My daughter
introduced me to the streaming
adaptation. She texted me about
it with the confidence of some-
one who knew I would under-
stand why it mattered. I raised
my daughters to believe that sex
canbe asource of connection and
pleasure, something to claim with-
outembarrassment or shame.

We loved “Heated Rivalry,” first
as readers and later as viewers,

coming to terms with his sexu-
ality. What begins as attraction
h

them disposable. It was a misuse
of state power to declare that

slowly bec: then
commitment. By the time another
player, Scott Hunter, stands before
anational championship crowd
and kisses the man he loves, the
moment feels earned rather than
provocative.

Fans watched that scene unfold
insports bars, a place long associ-
ated with rigid ideas of masculin-
ity, and no one felt the need to look
away. The show’s fifth episode,
titled “I'll Believe in Anything”
earned a 9.9 out of 10 rating on

some A count less, even
when they serve with honor.

Atthe same time, his adminis-
tration moved to weaken federal
protections for gay and lesbian
Americans. Safeguards in health
care, housing, employment and
education were eroded. Equality
was no longer treated as aright.
Civil rights became provisional,
dependent on politics rather than
principle.

Against that backdrop, a sport
long coded as immutably mascu-
line was transformed, without

when the story moved frompage ~ IMDb. and dmw wxdespread

to screen on HBO Max. It surged 1 dep!

into the cultural mainstream. Watdung the show, I felta ﬂush,

Whar began as erotic fantasy then curiosity, then attention. Two
dinto hing else:a men inhabited their bodies with

public story about intimacy, cour-
age and what loveis allowed to

confidence as their relationship
took shape. What held me wasn’t

look like, the spectacle but clarity. That kind
Part of the draw is obv:ous .The  of pcn:myal snll feels rare. Once
series is sexy ans seen, it what viewers
cally physical. Viewersare pulled  expecttobeallowed to witness.
inby desire, by chemistry and by None of this occurred outside

bodies on-screen. That isn't inci-
dental. Sex has always been one of
the ways people cross lines they
are told must remain fixed. What
matters is not the novelty, but
what keeps them watching.

In “Heated Rivalry,” aconfi-

today’s political moment. It

unfolded squarely within it.
When President Donald Trump

banned

 into a setting for
tenderness and love between two
men. Viewers accepted that inver-
sion without hesitation.

‘Who embraced “Heated
Rivalry” matters. The series didn’t
break through because heterosex-
ual men suddenly came around.
Most did not. It became a shared
cultural touchstone among
women and the LGBTQ+commu-
nity. Research has consistently
shown that heterosexual women
are more comfortable with humo-
sexuality thant I m

from serving in the military, he
did more than reverse a policy. He
told capable service members that

dent Russian profe 1 hockey
player named Ilyais drawn to his.
quieter rival, Shane, who is still

their torisk their lives
for their country was irrelevant —
that their identity alone rendered

whose acceptance drops sharply
when intimacy involves other
men. For viewers already prac-
ticed at reading emotional nuance,
watching two men love each other
openly — even in locker rooms or

on the ice — felt honest.

“Heated Rivalry” doesn’t argue
‘with skeptics. It moves past them.
Cultural change often begins by
deepening the convictions of
those already willing to see.

No one mandated that choice.
There was no policy, no program,
no government directive. Cultural
acceptance matters politically
because once people recognize a

life as familiar and real, it becomes
harder for the state to treat that
life as disposable.

It is often said that politics
follows culture. If that's true,
then culture becomes political
the moment people decide who
belongs and whose lives are worth
defending.

Trumpism depends on exclu-
sion — the idea that people may
belongonly if they conform toa
narrow definition of who counts.
Inclusion becomes something to
manage, not aright to assume.

In communities ravaged
by Immigration and Customs
Enforcement raids, concealment
has become a survival strat-
egy. Living through Operation
Midwest Blitz in Chicago, I gave
my dearest friend a yarmulke. He
is alight-skinned Hispanic man;
in Trump’s America, he was safer
looking Jewish than Hispanic. I
begged his mother to wear a blond
wig to hide her dark hair. The

family now leaves their home only
for work. Visibility has become a
risk.

‘When audiences fall in love
with “Heated Rivalry,” they are
signaling whose lives deserve care
and whose futures remain imag-
inable — including those pres-
sured to shrink their lives.

Scott Hunter did not just win
achampionship. He carried his
trophy around the rink, then did
something braver. He brought
the man he loves onto the ice and
made his private life public, refus-
ing to let success require silence
orsl

That moment illustrates what
resistance can look like — against
an administration that thrives on
fear and against the lie that some
love must be hidden to be accept-
able.

Trump offers a smaller country,
defined by boundaries rather than
belonging. But Americans keep
making a different choice. Long
before laws change, people decide
collectively who they are willing
tostand beside in public. Increas-
ingly, they choose an America
larger than fear and stronger than
the exclusion being sold to them
as arestoration.

Jennifer Obel is a retired oncologist
who writes about the intersection of
medicine, ethics and public policy.
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Mahamadou, 3, receives his first injections to treat malaria at the Djarengol Kodek health center in Maroua, Cameroon, on Nov. 29. When the Trump administration slashed foreign aid, it gutted a
program that had reduced malaria deaths world wide. ARLETTE BASHIZI/THE NEW YORK TIMES

VOICE OF THE PEOPLE

This is a ‘great America’

The huge division in our country is not
just political; it has grown to be personal.
We look with hate toward those whose
beliefs, policies or color do not match our
own. Weare told those who differ from us
threaten our freedom, jobs and our family.

‘We used to advocate for the under-
dog and pursue justice. We used to build
bridges; now we build walls. After World
War IT, we displayed our moral convic-
tions. We fed the poor, aided the downtrod-
den and welcomed those at the margins.

This year gave us the Big Beautiful Bill,
which gave huge tax cuts to corporations
and the wealthy while making health care
unaffordable for millions of our fellow citi-
zens, Our elected officials reject the moral
obligation of helping those with too little,
both here and around the world.

Our nation for most of its existence
has accepted the human equality of all
people along with the task to wipe away
the suffering of fellow human beings. The
hopes of the world once rested upon the
United States. Today, we are adrift and
divided. If our leaders will not stand by the
principle that the rights of everyone are
diminished when the rights of one person
are threatened; we have a moral crisis, not
justa failure of conscience.

Our 250th anniversary as a nation and

At the end of the day, the solutions look
similar to President Franklin Roosevelt’s
New Deal. You can even ask penitentiary
inmates.

“Ifyou could go back in time, what
would prevent you from committing the
crime that landed you in a situation that
most would choose to abstain from?” The
majority of answers would look the same:
social programs, job training, afford-
able housing, health care/mental health
support, trade school and college-level
educational opportunities that do not
unnecessarily put people into debt.

The solutions that benefit the collec-
tive whole are actually the way to prevent
crime, increase innovation, create jobs, etc.

Without a new New Deal, our crater-
ing democracy may actually not survive.
But we're smart enough to know how to
demand better.

— Jordan Getty, Naperville

Make us sane again

2025 has been more than a bit exhaust-
ing. A year of empty promises, petty
vengeance and rampant lies, A year of
trampling on our Constitution. A year of
presidential favors bestowed in exchange
for ego feeding and personal enrichment. A
year of divisiveness, hatred and chaos.

For 2026, let’s all consider making a New

ad -y will be celet d in 2026.

Year' to work to “Make Amer-

Let us return to seeking the well-being of
others and defense of the persecuted.

Insist that our elected officials return
America to a nation of caring compassion
with a determination to end the suffering
of our own people and those around the
world.

Helping others does not make us suckers
and losers; it just makes us good Americans
again.

— Jerry Hanson, Elkhorn, Wisconsin

A new New Deal needed

Life in America has been deteriorat-
ing for generations. And we're all a tad
complicit.

Whether it boils down to consistently
settling for stale establishment politicians
— regardless of party lines — or allowing
our social structure to further deteriorate,
America’s cumulative environment pres-
ents a transparent picture,

Whatevcr happened to “America vs. The

? Whatever & dto
the lot of us collectively unders(andu)g that
leadership in America s at times inept? Or
full well knowing that having a multitude
of affluence creates a multitude of influ-
ence?

‘When one person generates an insidious
amount of money, this leads to an abun-
dantly ignorant worldview coupled with
an ability to walk across the chessboard
and steal the pieces in front of your face,
change the rules, then proclaim them-
selves victorious.

The constitutional picture was never
sustainable for one reason and one reason
alone: lack of reform.

Without proper constitutional amend-
ments for the betterment of the American
people, I personally do not know exactly
where this sinking ship is going to land. But
1, like many of my fellow U.S. citizens, do
not like the feeling we have in our gutona
daily basis.

ica Sane Again.”
— David Haeckel, Chicago

Biden’s border failures

The Dec. 28 Tribune was largely dedi-
cated to the effects of Immigration and
Customs Enforcement and the Border
Patrol in Chicago (“64 days in Chicago:
The story of Operation Midway Blitz,a
mission unlike anything in recent Amer-
ican history”). There was little tono
mention or acknowledgement of what the
Joe Biden administration did to bring this
upon us. That was four years of what we
had not seen in our entire history! Millions
of unvetted immigrants came into this
country. A country without a border is not
acountry.

Perhaps what we are seeing now is the
Donald Trump administration going too
far, but the Biden administration and its
“open door” policies is what brought our
country to this point in time.

This could all have been avoided by
simply enforcing our border policies to
begin with.

~ David Bohac, Willow Springs

Cmdr. Bovino’s ancestors

It would be interesting to if someone did
an ancestry search on Border Patrol Cmdr.
Gregory Bovino. I have a feeling his ances-
tors didn’t come over on the Mayflower.

— Richard Schultz, Crete, Illinois

‘Animal Farm’ lessons

This month, we will be acknowledg-
ing the first full year of the second term
of Donald Trump’s presidency. To avoid
being classified as “woke,” teachers
may find it difficult to explain the many
changes that have happened in the U.S.
during past 12 months without becoming
too political. The solution to this dilemma

is for English and/or social studies
teachers to assign George Orwell’s book
“Animal Farm.”

The students can read the book at their
own pace and take any notes of what they
find relevant. If any incident in the book
reminds them of some current event, they
can justindependently research itand
compare it with the newspaper account
or the TV explanation of the event.

Then the actual assignment begins!
Students can align each animal group
to today’s ethnic groups, class or palitical
party they represent. What follows auto-

matically is matching the names of the
main animal leaders with today’s politi-
cians whose actions mirror the actions on

e farm.

After reviewing the farm’s seven
commandments printed on the barn wall,
students can examine the effects of the
slight rewording of each commandment
in the light of today’s reinterpretation of
the Constitution.

What would follow is the shocking real-
ization that the multiple “small adjust-
ments” have distorted the animal farm’s
original goals. The farm’s revised way of
life differs drastically from its original
intent (despite the animals’ hard work),
mirroring the breakdown of social equal-
ity in the U.S. today.

The teacher need not intervene. Let
tomorrow’s Americans consider their
choices.

— Mary Ann McGinley, Wilmette

Override those vetoes

Recently, President Donald Trump
vetoed two bills that Congress unani-
mously passed. The first bill addresses
the financing of a drinking water proj-
ectin Colorado, a state the president has
previously vowed to punish. The second
bll] addresses flood control for land in the
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Resolving Russia’s war

1 generally read Daniel DePetris’ and
Elizabeth Shackleford’s foreign policy
commentaries with interest, and I
commend the Tribune for presenting
them. Americans need to know more
about what is happening in the world.

However, when I read DePetris’ column
(“The foreign policy moves Donald
Trump got right this year,” Dec. 30) cred-
iting President Donald Trump for “push-
ing Ukraine and Russia into a diplomatic
process to end the nearly four-year war,” T
thought: Wait. What?

There is scant evidence that Trump
has pushed Russia into anything. It does
not refuse to open the door to Trump’s
amateur envoys, but that is about as far as
Russia (which, these days, is simply Vlad-
imir Putin channeling Louis XIVs apoc-
ryphal “I am the state” assertion) goes,
and it only does that to lead Trump on and
distract him from understanding that he
is being played so he does not take more
effective action.

Ask Ukrainian citizens — who are
bombed nightly as Putin attempts to win
through demoralization of the popula-
tion what he is having difficulty winning
on the battlefield — if their lives are better
because of these pantomime negotiations.

Those U.S. Tomahawk missiles that
appear to have been wasted on the wrong
target in Nigeria would have done more
good flying eastward from Ukraine.
Persuading Putin that we will back
Ukraine in a longer war than Russia’s
puny economy can support is the nudge
that he needs to start real negotiations.

— Curt Fredrikson, Mokena, Illinois

Trump’s patronage army

President Donald Trump is not just
firing experienced government workers.
He is selectively hiring supporters fora
patronage army. Trump wants loyalists,
not

seeks the closure of the infamous “Alliga-
tor Aleatraz” detention camp.

Itis troubling that there is doubt that
Congress will override the vetoes. The
concern for retaliation is understandable;
after all, we would not be in this position
if the President did not retaliate.

But the decision not to override these
vetoes would be dangerous. If they do
not, either allmembers of Congress went
derelict in their duty to represent what
they believe is in the best interests of the
American people and Trump was right to
save the people from their mistake. Or the
president has amassed enough power that
he alone can cause more than a third of
Congress to change their mind and cower
in fear of his anger being redirected at
them.

Our forefathers fought the American
Revolution to get away from a tyrannical
monarch and indifferent legislators, not to
create our own homegrown version of it.
Whichever explanation is true, it under-
mines the deliberate work of our Found-
ersand the institutions that they worked
hard to create.

There is only one solution: Congress
must override the vetoes to maintain its
own legitimacy. The continued success of
our republic demands it.

— Jeremy Bell, Elk Grove Village

Trump’s patronage hires owe their live-
lihood to him. They will do anything to
keep him happy.

Trump’s patronage loyalist knows that
whenever needed, Trump can yank our
attention away from economic numbers.

ump’s circus has many unused distrac-
tions: Rename the District of Columbia
as DT, (the District of Trump); invade
Greenland, Venezuela or both; coordinate

ion and Customs Enf
raids on preschools; and impose tariffs on
interstate trade. While citizens recover
from Trump’s clown show; the patronage
economist remains safe and stands ready
to change the numbers whenever Trump
honks,

Patronage, or the spoil system, had its
American heyday between 1820 and 1883,
when the Pendleton Act slowed it down.
Patronage saturated the government with
corruption and incompetence at that time
and will continue to do so today if we let
it.

At one time, Americans learned to base
government hiring on merit, competence
and experience, not loyalty to one person.
Following Trump’s every dictate lacks
merit, breeds incompetence and ignores
experience.

— J. Michael Atherton, Dover, New
Hampshire
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