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Turning up

Voter enthusiasm is a sign of
a healthy democracy

cally the highest, and Kerala close to the

highest, turnout in Assembly polls held
on April 9. In Assam, 85.91% of the electorate
turned up to vote, while in Puducherry it was
89.97% and in Kerala, 78.27%. It is hazardous to
pinpoint the reasons for high turnouts and
treacherous to read meanings into them. Howev-
er, some reasons are objectively identifiable and
some meaningful conjectures can be made. The
Special Intensive Revision (SIR) of the electoral
rolls in Puducherry and Kerala culled considera-
ble numbers of names — 7.5% and 3.2%, respec-
tively. In Assam, given that a process for the crea-
tion of a National Register of Citizens for the State
is underway, it was a Special Revision which is a
less rigorous updating of the rolls that led to its
shrinking by less than 1%. The smaller size of the
denominator — the size of the electorate — is one
reason why the turnout percentages are high.
Ghost voters and duplicate entries may have
been eliminated in the process. Another reason
for the higher turnout is that due to intense con-
cerns regarding potential disenfranchisement
around the SIR/SR, voters may have taken a keen-
er interest in turning up at the booth. In Assam,
for instance, large numbers of migrant voters tra-
velled home to vote. In Kerala, anecdotal report-
ing suggests that its migrant voters from West
Asia who travel during polling season could not
do so this time due to the ongoing war.

The Election Commission of India, which is
facing flak on various issues, took pride in the
high turnout. CEC Gyanesh Kumar termed it a
“historic testimony not only for India but for the
entire democratic world.” Chief Ministers of all
three States hailed the voter enthusiasm as a
mark of popular support for the continuation of
their governments, while the Opposition in all
three sought to interpret it as a bugle of change.
That dispute will be settled when the votes are
counted on May 4, but regardless of the outcome,
voter enthusiasm is the sign of a healthy democ-
racy. That precisely is the reason why the ECI
should take on board in an enabling rather than a
restrictive manner all the disputes regarding the
SIR. While the SIR can clean up the voter rolls, it
should never become a case of throwing the baby
out with the bathwater.

‘ ssam and Puducherry recorded histori-

An alternative to Viksit Bharat Shiksha Adhisthan Bill

he Viksit Bharat Shiksha Adhisthan

(VBSA) Bill proposes to statutorily take

forward the implementation of

National Education Policy (NEP 2020)
that the Union government adopted during the
COVID period without consultation with State
governments. The Bill is under examination of a
Joint Parliamentary Committee (JPC), which
offers an opportunity to teachers, students, State
governments, and civil society to submit their
amendment proposals. The Bill, as it stands, is a
constitutional overreach. Entry 66 of the Union
List gives limited and specific legislative power to
Parliament only for coordination and
determination of standards in higher education
institutions (HEISs). Now, the VBSA Bill gives sole
discretionary power to Union
government-controlled councils to determine
standards, conduct inspection, and exercise
independent, unlimited powers and functions.
Under the Bill, the Education Ministry has
usurped the authority of allocating funds to HEIs.

The Bill does not envisage participation of
higher education institutions in decision making.
Bureaucratic overreach is written into each
provision of it. Bureaucrats have been given the
charge of transforming higher education. The Bill
dilutes the University Grants Commission (UGC)’s
consultative requirements. Section 13 of the UGC
Act provides for inspections for the purpose of
ascertaining the financial needs of a university or
its standards of teaching, examination, and
research. The UGC is statutorily required to
undertake inspections only after consultation
with the university. The VBSA Bill, which covers
Central and State-funded universities as well as
private universities, takes away the autonomy of
the governing bodies of Indian Institutes of
Technology (IITs), Indian Institutes of
Management (IIMs) and Inter-University Centres.
In the name of “Bhartiya Knowledge”, the Bill

seeks to sow the seeds for Hindutva ideologies. It
explicitly undermines the multi-cultural
character of Indian knowledge. It allows
bureaucratic control, centralised ways of
prescriptive regulation, determination of
standards, and accreditation process. The Bill
seeks to promote hyper globalisation and to
regulate based on outputs legitimised in global
rankings. It does not seek outcomes for national
innovation, selfreliance, and social justice. The
Bill has been brought in to allow the Centre to
withdraw from the obligation to promote
education as a public-funded enterprise for
common good and push dependence on loans for
higher education. It does not provide for the
enforcement of affirmative action and reservation
to SCs/STs and OBCs. It does not seek
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State Higher
Education
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inter-institutional, inter-State and inter-regional
justice.

Justice to States

The National Research Foundation (NRF) was
proposed in the NEP 2020 to provide research
funds to State universities (SUS). As of now, it has
no provisions to provide block grants to SUs for
integrated scholarship (teaching, research, and
outreach). The State Higher Education Councils
(SHECs) need to be represented on the councils
envisaged under the VBSA Bill. The Councils
should provide for consensual decision making to
pursue a jointly strategic direction. The SHECs
should also have a clear mandate and space for
influencing the future of HEIs. The Bill should
explicitly affirm the role and contribution of
associations of students, teachers, and
non-teaching staff in the governance of higher
education by involving HEIs® senates and
academic councils in gathering feedback on
planning and progress.

Under the Bill, the Regulatory Council
(Viniyaman Parishad) is envisaged as the primary
enforcer of governance and institutional norms.
The Bill should not give the Centre a free hand
and responsibility for formal recognition,
authorisation, and closure of institutions. It now
provides for graded financial penalties for
regulatory violations. No institution should be
closed without getting the consent of the
government of the State where it is located.
Under the Bill, the accreditation council will
outsource the task of accreditation to a network
of third-party accrediting institutions to
circumvent the deliberative process and sideline
the desirable outcomes that the society expects
the HEIs to contribute to. The Accreditation
Council (Gunvatta Parishad) provides for
technology-driven quality assessment. The

approach to should be delit and

accreditation, and regulations. The determination
of standards, accreditation, and regulations
cannot be a top-down affair. Currently, States
fund their higher education systems. The Bill
does not offer social and inter-regional equity.
Under it, private sector higher education
institutions do not provide for equity and social
justice. The State governments can and should be
expected to take care of priorities such as
contribution to school education, environment,
climate, local resources rejuvenation, and local
economic development.

The amended Bill must give 50% weightage
each to SHECs and the Union government’s
councils in the process of regulation,
accreditation, and determination of standards, so
as to focus on the goals of space for inter-regional
equity, linguistic and cultural autonomy, social
justice, innovation, fundamental science, new
technologies, and global excellence. The Bill
should also consider incorporating a provision for
regional councils to accommodate emerging
ecological and socio-technical aspects in their
deliberations.

The amended Bill should provide for an
alternative framework for governance of higher
education as a shared responsibility to build
enabling mechanisms into the structures to be
developed for transformative governance. The
Bill must have a separate Higher Education
Grants Council (HEGC) to disburse the funds
available to the Ministry of Education for the
integration of teaching, research, and outreach.
The HEGC will have to provide not only regular
funding to Central institutions but also generous
funding to laggards run by the States to bridge the
historical discrimination, structural gaps and
voids, and deficits arising out of lack of support
for research and outreach.

SHECs’ role and contribution should be
legislated to realise the vision and strategy of joint

process-oriented; it cannot be prescriptive,

Output-based evaluation (patents and
publications), focussed on assessment of
institutions based on educational outputs
(learning levels and employability), may not have
much to do with the desirable outcomes.
Evaluation should be outcome- and
impact-centric. The Standards Council (Manak
Parishad), sitting in Delhi, cannot be expected to
define standards and attributes for all types of
higher education. The standards will have to be
shaped industrial sector- and State-wise.

Constitutionally speaking, education is a
subject under the Concurrent List. The VBSA
Bill’s provisions are applicable to all State
governments. The State governments should have
arole in the determination of standards,

implementation of standards, accreditation, and
regulation through the proposed verticals in the
form of three separate councils. The councils for
regulation, accreditation, and standards
determination should be maintained by
academics and professionals and have their own
separate budgets. The SHECs should be duly
funded by the HEGC to enable the process to
become a shared responsibility. All the cesses
that are presently provided for the
implementation of the shared responsibility
should be at the disposal of the HEGC. Who
should regulate what should be explicitly stated
in the amended Bill. The public purposes of
higher education should be specifically
mentioned to disburse allocations for the
outcomes proposed for consideration.

" Rebuilding ties

India must approach foreign relations
with more pragmatism, less emotion

plomatically and hold Foreign Office Con-

sultations with diplomats in Turkiye and
Azerbaijan is a considerable shift in the govern-
ment’s policy, especially over the past year. Since
the India-Pakistan conflict and Operation Sin-
door in May 2025, the government had expressed
its anger not just at Pakistan, but at countries that
were seen as supportive of Pakistan, diplomati-
cally or militarily during the conflict. In particu-
lar, the Ministry of External Affairs had expressed
its disappointment with statements made by Tur-
kiye, Azerbaijan and Malaysia, that questioned
the government’s decision to launch strikes on
terror sites in Pakistan after the Pahalgam terror
attacks. During briefings about Operation Sin-
door, as the 96-hour military conflict from May 7-
10 was named, the government left out envoys
from countries that it felt had not expressed soli-
darity with India. In a military briefing in July, the
deputy chief of army staff said India had had to
contend with at least three adversaries on its bor-
der with Pakistan, including Turkiye. Azerbaijan
too was believed to have helped Pakistan with
technological support. Trade and tourism to Tur-
kiye and Azerbaijan dropped significantly for sev-
eral months, as calls to boycott them went out
from influential accounts. During its evacuation
of Indians from Iran after U.S.-Israel airstrikes on
nuclear installations in June 2025, the MEA point-
edly told those heading out by land routes to use
Armenia and Turkmenistan, not either Turkiye
or Azerbaijan. In addition, foreign policy com-
mentary suggested that India was building an al-
liance of India, Armenia, and Greece as a counter
to their age-old rivals - Pakistan, Azerbaijan and
Turkiye - who had already formed a strong trilat-
eral grouping. Given the heated rhetoric, and the
freeze in diplomatic ties, the decision to send Se-
cretary West in the MEA, Sibi George, to Baku to
revive Foreign Office Consultations with Azerbai-
jani counterparts last week, and to invite the Tur-
kish Deputy Foreign Minister to Delhi this week,
are significant diplomatic moves that indicate
that Baku and Ankara too feel that better bilateral
relations are in their interests.

In a world more fraught with conflicts that fast
spiral out of control, it is necessary for New Delhi
to pick its diplomatic battles more carefully. The
quick escalation from government demarches to
online outrage and calls for boycotts have in the
past few years had a detrimental impact on bilat-
eral ties with close friends as well as neighbours.
With countries that are adversaries, as both Tur-
kiye and Azerbaijan have been, given their close-
ness to Pakistan and positions on the Kashmir
dispute, New Delhi must consider its options
with less emotion and more pragmatism. India
has traditionally managed relations between riv-
als without allowing itself to be hyphenated with
Pakistan, or by falling into multilateral “camps”.

N ew Delhi’s recent moves to re-engage di-
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Bolstering deterrence through submarine dominance

n April 3, the word ‘Aridhaman’ found

mention in Indian Defence Minister

Rajnath Singh’s cryptic post on X. This
prompted widespread speculation that it

ignalled the quiet cc i of INS

Aridhaman, the third submarine in the Indian
Navy’s SSBN (nuclear ballistic missile submarine)
programme. Launched in 2009, the Indian Navy
commissioned its first SSBN, INS Arihant, in 2016,
followed by the second submarine, INS Arighat,
in 2024. Speculation about the commissioning of
INS Aridhaman assumed momentum since last
year after Admiral Dinesh Tripathi, Chief of Naval
Staff, confirmed that the submarine was in the
final stages of its trials. The next submarine in this
series, which is of the Arihant class as well, is
likely to be commissioned next year.

Compared to its predecessors, INS Arihant and
INS Arighat, INS Aridhaman has greater firing
power and marks a gradual upgrade in the series
of SSBNs commissioned by the Indian Navy. It is a
larger 7000-tonne vessel, which can reportedly
carry up to 24 K-15 Sagarika missiles, and up to
eight nuclear-tipped K-4 or K-5 missiles. In
contrast, the previous submarines in this series
hold the capacity for carrying 12 K-15 Sagarika
missiles and four K-4 missiles.

Through the commissioning of INS
Aridhaman, India appears to have further
emboldened its nuclear triad, which refers to
New Delhi’s capability to launch strategic nuclear
delivery systems from land, sea, and air.
Importantly, apart from India, the PS countries -
the U.S., Russia, China, France and the UK. -
possess the nuclear triad capabilities. In addition
to this, the commissioning of the submarine
further enhances India’s deterrence capabilities
in the maritime domain. Strengthening of
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Given the
changing nature
of warfare, it is
essential to
strengthen
deterrence
capabilities
across land, air,
and sea

sea-based deterrence is seen as especially critical,
given that it has rapidly emerged as a key
imperative in bolstering India’s nuclear
capabilities. To be sure, India’s nuclear outlook is
anchored on its ‘no first use’ policy. However, the
strategic environment in the Indian Ocean is
continually worsening, led by increasing Chinese
presence in the region by way of research and
survey vessels which possess dual-use
technologies and run the risk of being deployed
for the purpose of intelligence gathering.
Sea-based deterrence is indeed critical to forestall
adversarial manoeuvres by China and even
Pakistan.

Notably, the Indian Ocean has for long
remained dormant due to the lack of any
significant maritime security conflict. However, in
today’s time, the changing nature of warfare,
which possesses the possibility of swift transition
from one domain to the other, makes it essential
to strengthen deterrence capabilities across all
domains — land, air, and sea. More recently, the
evolving conflict in West Asia serves as a crucial
reminder of how modern warfare is not limited to
a single domain anymore. What started as
American and Israeli air campaigns against Iran
has quickly assumed a critical maritime
character, whereby the Strait of Hormuz has now
emerged as the epicentre shaping much of the
future of this war. Furthermore, last year,
Operation Sindoor, India’s measured
counter-terror response against Pakistan, too
demonstrated that a naval dimension to the
campaign could have indeed been a possibility.
Wars in this era do not belong with different
domains in silos but rather remain susceptible to
spilling over to other domains as well. This
complexity of modern warfare underlines why

possessing nuclear triad capabilities, especially
boosting deterrence, will continue to remain a
key priority for India’s national security
apparatus.

Furthermore, the SSBN project has
significantly boosted India’s defence
establishment’s quest for self-reliance in defence
production. With active conflicts persisting in
different strategic pockets of the world, a strain in
defence supply chains appears to be on the
horizon. For India, the prolonged Russia-Ukraine
war has spurred momentum in strategies to work
towards self-reliance in defence production given
Moscow’s importance for India as a traditional
defence partner.

In addition to this, plans to soon induct a
fourth vessel of the Arihant class is likely to guide
India’s SSBN programme going forward.
Importantly, New Delhi also seeks to commission
India’s first fully indigenously designed nuclear
attack submarine (SSN) by 2036, with the
commissioning of the second in the programme
in 2038. The rapid strides taken by the Indian
Navy is building its nuclear-powered submarine
programme signals that submarine dominance is
fast emerging as a key component in scripting
New Delhi’s strategy to bolster deterrence.

Going forward, the key challenges confronting
the Indian Navy in this domain are likely going to
emanate from how efficiently New Delhi balances
spending its resources on upgrading its
submarines programme with how it inducts new
technologies such as Artificial Intelligence and
autonomous systems in design and production of
these vessels. At a time when the roster of the
Indian Navy’s assets is continually compared with
that of China, it will be critical for New Delhi to
keep pace with Beijing.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Sign of a democracy alive
The turnouts in the
Assembly polls in Assam,
Kerala, and Puducherry
have proved that the Indian
voter still reposes
considerable faith in the
electoral process and is
determined to make his or
her vote count. Although
the Election Commission
has carried out the Modi
government’s mandate of
undertaking a systematic
disenfranchisement
campaign, the Special
Intensive Revision of
electoral rolls, and has
deprived crores of Indians
the right to vote guaranteed

under the Constitution,
those who survived the
onslaught are keen on
voting and this is a sign that
the Indian democracy is still
alive and kicking.

C\. Aravind

Bengaluru

Towering cricketer

In the passing away of Sri
C.D. Gopinath, Tamil Nadu
Cricket has lost a towering
figure who was a prominent
player along with late A.G.
Kripal Singh in the sixties. |
remember people flocking
to MCC grounds (presently
MA Chidambaram stadium)
regularly on Sundays to

watch them entertaining
the crowds with their
batting. Gopinath was a leg
side player while Kripal
Singh enthralled the
audience with silky late
cuts. Gopinath was a
shrewd captain who took
Tamil Nadu Cricket to great
heights in zonal and
national competitions. |
wish TNCC will honour him
by instituting some
commemorative awards.

V. Jagadeesan

Chennai

The passing of cricketer C.D.
Gopinath at the age of 90

marks the end of a

remarkable life. Over the
decades, he earned respect
not only for his professional
accomplishments, but also
for his integrity and
humility. Gopinath’s
contributions extended
beyond his immediate field,
as he remained actively
engaged in public life and
social causes.

Rukma Sharma
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Temple entry

The Supreme Court has
remarked that we must
‘follow the sampradaya’
(“Follow rituals,
observances of a temple or

stay out: SC”, April 10).
Temple etiquette, such as
wearing a dhoti or removing
one’s shirt, do not cause the
exclusion of a certain group
of people. Menstruation,
however, is not a choice like
adress code; it is biological.
If we had always followed
temple rituals and
observances, would the
landmark temple entry
reforms of the 20th century
ever have taken place? At
that time, the exclusion of
“lower” castes was
defended using similar
arguments of ‘sampradaya’.
Menstruation is still widely
considered impure and

many families in Kerala still
restrict their menstruating
members from certain
rituals and social events.
The Court’s stance risks
reinforcing such beliefs.
Rishi Sunil

Kerala
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Evicted villagers show their voters’ ID, now deemed invalid, in Kachutali in Kamrup Metropolitan district of Assam. RITU RAJ KONWAR

In Assam, first
evicted, now erased

After a revision of electoral rolls in Assam, many people, mostly Bengali-speaking Muslims evicted from

government land, lost their voting rights and now hold voter IDs deemed invalid. The fear of being made

non-citizens is strongest at Kachutali village, about 30 km east of Guwahati, where more than 2000 voters could

not be a part of the democratic process of electing a new government, reports Rahul Karmakar

Kamrup
Metropolitan

abur Ali, 62, and his son Mukaddas

Ali, 33, were among the approximate-

ly 350 people who had gathered out-

side two polling stations — Sonapur
Pathar Lower Primary School and a government
facility at Kachutali Part 1 — in central Assam’s
Kamrup Metropolitan district on April 9. They
hoped against hope that the officials beyond the
Lakshman Rekha, a line at least 300 metres from
the entrance to each polling booth, which they
were told not to cross, would restore their voting
rights. These 350 women and men represented
more than 2,000 people across three parts of
Kachutali, who had ceased to exist as voters after
the Special Revision (SR) of electoral rolls was
conducted in Assam between November 2025
and February 2026.

All the adults of Babur’s 15-member family de-
monstrated outside the Sonapur Pathar Lower
Primary School, barring his youngest son, Sam-
sul. Around the same time, 20-year-old Samsul
cast his vote at a booth in the Chenga Assembly
constituency of western Assam’s Barpeta district.

He hoped his vote would make a difference to
his family, who are now about 120 kilometres
from where their home once stood before an ev-
iction drive in September 2024. Samsul used the
postal address of his maternal uncle in Barpeta

district to enlist as a voter. He listed his

father’s voter ID number in the “relative™

column, even though the Election Com-

mission had removed his father’s name

from the voters’ list in Kachutali, under the Di-
moria Assembly constituency.

“We are happy for the youngest member of
our family, but we fail to understand how the go-
vernment accepted him as a voter after deleting
the name of our father, who has been voting at
Kachutali since 1985,” says Mukaddas.

Mukaddas was a Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
leader and contested the 2018 panchayat polls.
He thought his association with the ruling BJP
made his family immune to any drive against the
‘Miya’ people — a pejorative for Bengali-speaking
or Bengal-origin Muslims — that the party un-
leashed after it retained power in 2021.

He was wrong; his house was among the first
150 that the local administration began demolish-
ing on September 9, 2024, to clear about 100
bighas or 33 acres of notified tribal land. A year
later, he found his name missing from the voters’
list along with some 2,000 others. They were
among the 2.43 lakh voters removed from the re-
vised electoral rolls released in February.

“If my removal from the voters’ list is a mes-
sage that I am an Indian no longer, how was it
that I was allowed to contest an election and even
given a card by the Kamrup Metropolitan District
Commissioner after my documents were
cleared,” he asks.

Displaced by the river

According to government records, Assam has 30
tribal blocks and 17 tribal belts notified decades
ago to safeguard the land rights of the State’s pro-
tected class. Abdul Aziz, 91, and Jayanal Haque,

ee
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80, say they were not aware of the status of the
land in Kachutali when they bought it.

“We have agreements for land purchased
from the Karbi tribal people in the 1980s. We also
have the receipts of khajna (land tax) paid till the
time of our eviction. The government says these
land documents are kutcha (not legal) and we
have no right to live here,” says Haque, who often
spends his time staring blankly from the veranda
of the Kachutali Jamia Masjid at the spot where
his house once stood.

About 80 evicted families are now living in
cramped shanties around the mosque, which
was spared during the 2024 demolition.

Haque and Aziz are from Mayang Gazbari, a
village that disappeared over 40 years ago after
the Brahmaputra river washed away its last
homes. Located about 16 km north-east of Kach-
utali, the village lay near the meeting point of the
Brahmaputra and its southern tributary, the Ko-
long river. It also sat at the junction of three dis-
tricts — Kamrup (before it was divided), Darrang,
and Morigaon. All the evicted families in Kachu-
tali say they were displaced by the river from ri-
verbank villages around the tri-junction of these
districts.

“We would perhaps not have come here had
the Brahmaputra not swallowed up our river-
bank homes and homesteads. Some of us still
grow crops on the chars (sandbars) near our ori-
ginal homes, apart from the farmlands we pur-
chased from the tribal people, which we no lon-
ger have access to,” Haque says.

Holding his voter ID, now rendered useless,
Haque says his family faced a similar situation
years ago. During the 1979 revision of electoral
rolls for the Mangaldai Lok Sabha by-election, a
cousin was included in a list of about 36,000 pe-
ople marked as ‘doubtful voters’. Mayang Gazba-
ri was part of that constituency.

The list sparked the Assam Agitation of 1979-
85, which aimed to drive out non-citizens from
the State. Over time, “non-citizen” started to
mean Miya or Bangladeshi or the more politically
correct term, illegal immigrants. “We have never
been made to feel wanted since, but things were
not as bad as now,” says Aziz.

R

Soon after taking charge as Chief Minister in
May 2021, Himanta Biswa Sarma announced his
government’s resolve to free various categories of
government land, including forests and com-
munity grazing grounds, from encroachment.
The drive began with Garukhuti in Darrang dis-
trict in September 2021. The All Assam Tribal
Sangha and other indigenous organisations be-
gan mounting pressure on the government for a
similar action across the tribal blocks and belt.
The Kamrup Metropolitan district authorities is-
sued a notice to the Kachutali residents in Sep-
tember 2024, allegedly giving them three days to
vacate the land they had occupied.

The eviction began on September 9, 2024, to
clear about 100 bighas of land. Tensions escalat-
ed when the displaced villagers reoccupied the
land three days later and clashed with the offi-
cials who resumed the demolition process. Two
men, Haider Ali and Jubahir Ali, died in police fir-
ing, while 33 others were injured in the clash. A
group of 48 evicted people approached the Su-
preme Court, which issued a stay order on Sep-
tember 30, 2024. However, residents say the
authorities carried out another eviction drive in
April 2025, demolishing the last of the houses
and structures in the targeted area. At the end of
the operation, more than 650 families were relo-
cated temporarily to three camps within a kilo-
metre of the area they were evicted from.

“The eviction notice was not as scary as the
one we received in November 2024 from the elec-
toral registration officer. It said that our names
might be deleted from the voters’ list because we
have ceased to be ordinary residents of Kachuta-
1i,” says 34-year-old Akkas Ali, a farmer who has
been surviving on occasional work in the urban
centres nearby.

“We were told to reapply (for enlisting as vo-
ters) from wherever we came. We reapplied in
Kachutali because we had nowhere else to go, but
our applications were rejected. At the District
Commissi s office in Guwahati, we were ad-
vised to get a certificate (confirming they are resi-
dents in an area under the jurisdiction) from the
gaonburah (village chief), who said we needed a
valid voter ID to get the certificate. Our Aadhaar
cards, ration cards, and other documents were
ignored. It was as if everyone conspired to deny
us our voting rights,” he adds.

The office of the district electoral officer told
the media that the notices served on the evicted
people and the action thereafter were part of a
special summary revision of the electoral roll. Ji-
ten Kakati, the gaonburah, merely said he had fol-
lowed a certain process.

Depriving people of voting rights

In 2025, the Chief Minister said over 1.29 lakh
bighas or 42,000 acres out of an approximately
29 lakh bighas (about 3,900 sq. km) of govern-
ment land had been freed from encroachers. He
also said individuals evicted from illegally occu-
pied land will have their names removed from
the voters’ list. Ahead of the April 9 Assembly
polls, he sought another five years for the BJP-led
National Democratic Alliance government to
complete the eviction mission and “break the
backbone of Miyas politically™.

Legal experts say the government has the right
to evict encroachers from its land, preferably af-
ter giving them adequate time and adopting a hu-
manitarian approach. “You can evict a bona fide
Indian voter from a place where he or she is not
legally permitted to settle. Encroachment of land
is a criminal offence that needs to be dealt with
accordingly. The criminality of the act does not
empower the State administration to deprive pe-
ople of their voting right, which is connected to
their citizenship status,” says Fazluzzaman Ma-
zumdar, a Gauhati High Court advocate.

“The conditions with Form 7 issued by the
Election Commission say that a voter can be de-
leted from the electoral roll if he or she is dead or
has migrated permanently to another place and
has enrolled there or if someone complains

9 - .. R

against him or her, provided it is legally proved,”
Mazumdar says. He adds that the deletion of vo-
ters for an unrelated illegal act is unfair. They
have the right to appeal to the Election Commis-
sion for enrolment. If that does not work, they
can file a writ petition at the High Court under Ar-
ticle 226 of the Constitution of India (for the en-
forcement of fundamental rights). “Unfortunate-
ly, the affected people are mostly poor and
uneducated,” he adds.

Ibrahim Ali, a 45-year-old trader, says the vil-
lagers lost a fortune to stay the eviction in vain.
“We can rebuild a house, but how can we earn
for it when we don’t have access to our farm-
lands? Most of us had to sell our livestock because
we had no place to rear them. Under such cir-
cumstances, we cannot imagine going to the
court to restore our voting rights,” he says.

D-voter scare

Almost two decades after putting a question
mark on the citizenship of a section of voters in
the Mangaldai Lok Sabha constituency, the Elec-
tion Commission issued a circular in July 1997, di-
recting the Assam government to remove non-ci-
tizens from the electoral rolls. Assam, thus,
became the only State with a ‘D-voter’ or ‘doubt-
ful voter’ category in its electoral rolls. During the
intensive revision of the electoral rolls that fol-
lowed, almost 3.7 lakh people were marked ‘D’.
They were barred from contesting elections and
casting their votes.

In 2005, when a house-to-house survey was
carried out by the poll panel, a large number of
people marked ‘D’ in 1997 could not be traced.
This list was officially revised to 1.81 lakh. Almost
two decades later, Chief Minister Sarma said As-
sam has 97,987 ‘D-voters’ and the tag was re-
moved from more than 89,000 people from 1997
to 2023. He also said that 26,144 ‘D-voters’ re-
ceived notices from the Foreigners’ Tribunal,
while 11,819 cases were pending.

The Foreigners’ Tribunals are quasi-judicial
courts that adjudicate the citizenship of a person
referred by the Assam police’s Border wing,
which is tasked with detecting and detaining sus-
pected foreigners. Based on documents, the tri-
bunals either declare the suspected foreigners as
Indians or send them to detention or transit
camps, to be eventually “deported to the country
they came from”.

Announcing the SR exercise for Assam on No-
vember 17, 2025, the Election Commission speci-
fied that the details of ‘D-voters’ should not be in-
cluded during the house-to-house verification. It
said that the particulars of all such voters have to
be carried forward to the draft electoral rolls
without any change. Any modification in a D-vo-
ter’s status, including removal or deletion of the
‘doubtful’ tag, can be made only based on an or-
der from the Foreigners’ Tribunal or a court.

“We were never doubtful voters, but the go-
vernment put us in a new category — deleted vo-
ters — not because we are foreigners but because
they say we occupied lands we were not sup-
posed to, although we have land purchase
deeds,” Ibrahim says.

The residents of Kachutali hope the next go-
vernment will resettle them or allot them some
space to live without having to wear the non-vo-
ter tag on their foreheads. “We did not expect the
BJP leaders to come to us offering hope. Mem-
bers of other political parties, including the Con-
gress and All India United Democratic Front, who
claim to be friends of the minorities, let us down;
they did not even visit us. So, we are not sure if
we will get justice after a new government is
formed,” Haque says.

The evictees fear that deletion from the electo-
ral roll was the first step to robbing them of their
citizenship and deporting them. “A government
that can make us homeless can also kill us. Being
dead should be better than living a life of uncer-
tainty,” Annaf Ali, 65, says.

rahul.karmakar@thehindu.co.in
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Return Window

s NASAs Artemis [ mission prepares for its

high-speed re-entry and scheduled splashdown in the
Pacific off San Diego, it marks more than the end of a
test flight. It marks the quiet return of a capability the

world had not exercised in over half a century ~ the ability to

send humans deep into space and bring them back safely.
That capability, once demonstrated during the Apollo

programme, had long existed more as legacy than as living

practice. Artemis II changes that. The Space Launch System has

performed as intended, the Orion spacecraft has sustained
human life beyond Earth’s orbit, and the unpredictable
interface between crew and machine has been tested in real

conditions. These are foundational achievements. They move

human spaceflight from aspiration back into execution.

Yet, success here should not be mistaken for inevitability. The

pathway to a crewed Moon landing remains structurally
incomplete. Political ambition ~ shaped in part by timelines
articulated under President Donald Trump - has set a target
that engineering alone cannot guarantee. Critical elements,
mcludmg lundr landmg systems, mission Lquucncy and

remain Space

programmes do not faﬂ for lack of technology; they fail when
continuity falters.

This is where Artemis Il offers its most important signal. It
reflects a shift within NASA ~ from treating missions as rare,

high-risk showcases to recognising them as part of a repeatable

system. That shift, from spectacle to cadence, is essential. A
return to the Moon will not be achieved through singular
triumphs, but through sustained, iterative capability.
Delays, if they come, will not be
stress, revealing whether / Artemis adurable programme

orstilla of itious, loosely

aligned missions. There is also a wider strategic context. With

India’s Chandrayaan-3 and China’s Change-6 demonstrating
advanced robotic exploration, the renewed push for human
missions reflects not just scientific curiosity, but geopolitical
positioning. Presence in space increasingly signals
technological credibility and long-term intent.

In that light, Artemis II's scientific output is almost
incidental. Robotic n ns have already mapped and
analysed the lunar surface in far greater detail. What this
jon restores is something less tangible but historically
decisive: the human dimension. The emotional and symbolic

moments aboard Orion are not distractions from the mission -
they are what sustain it. Public imagination, not just propulsion

systems, determines whether such programmes endure.

The conclusion, then, is measured but clear. Artemis I has
made a return to the Moon technically credible once again. It
has demonstrated that the core
can operate within them effectively in deep space. But
credibility is only the first step. The harder challenge lies in
building the systems, schedules, and political consensus
required to follow through.

‘When Orion descends toward the Pacific, it will close one
chapter. Whether it opens another depends not on what has
been proven, but on what can be sustained.

lures but signals of system

Tourism Renaissance

ThereisanargumentforIndiantourism
thattranscends WT'TC projections:the
argumentfromecivilisationalidentity. India
istheonlylivingcivilisationthathas
sustained anunbrokenthreadof
intellectual, spiritual, and artistictradition
acrossfivemillennia. The Vedicepistemic
traditionof Varanasi, the Pallava
architecturalgeniusat Mahabalipuram,
theSufidevotionallegacyofthe Chishti
order~thesearenot merely tourismassets;
theyareirreplaceablerepositoriesof
humanknowledgethatexistin
concentratedformnowhereelseonearth

and culturally extraordinary ~ vet underleveraged ~ region.
The global Buddhist tourism market, drawing travellers
from Japan, South Korea, Sri Lanka, Taiwan, and an
aspirational Chinese middle class, is one the UNWTO has

‘nion Budget 2026-27 marks a g leap in
India'sapproach to Tourism Governance ~ moving
rmm sporadic interventions to a structured,
| policy archi aligned
with the ci i of Viksit Bt @2047.

There is a particular kind of intellectual excitement that
arises when a Union Budget does not merely tinker at the
edges of a sector but fundamentally reconceives it. This
year’s Budget, as it pertains to tourism, belongs to that rare
category. It is a document that a tourism researcher reads
not merely as a fiscal instrument but as a strategic vision
statement ~ one that, for perhups the first time in
post-independence history, urismnot napmphLm]
service industry hul as a civilisational asset reqlll.rmﬂ

al TheFinanc i
dd\nowkdgrncnl lha( tourism “has the potential to play a
large role m emplﬂ) ment genemuun loretgn exchange
earning; leconomy” is not rhetorical
flourish; it is a policy directive carrying within it the seeds
of transformational change.

To appreciate Budget 2026-27's significance, one must
firstunderstand India’s current structural position in global
tourism. According to the World Economic Forum's Travel
and Tourism Development Index 2024, India ranks 39th
among 119 n(monx a rcmarkdblc c]lmb from 541h in 2021

ndi: I

to secure top-10 rankings across all three resource pillars:
Natural (6th), Cultural (9th), and
Non-Leisure Resources (9th). This statistic establishes

faith-based .
toward rectifying that.

On human capital ~ historically the Achilles’ heel of
Indian tourism ~ the budget makes two institutional
interventions of lasting significance. The upgrade of
NCHMCT Noida to a Iull Nauondl lnsulu(e of Hospitality
createsan industry,
and 3 echomg the | model of the
Ecole hoteliére de Lausanne. The IIM-partnered guidc
upskﬂ]mg programme | for 10.000 guldes ‘mosa ’0 iconic

hat visitor

This budget takes a decisive step

JEET
DOGRA

The writers are, respectively, Director and Assistant
Professor at the Indian Institute of Tourism & Travel
Management, an autonomous body under the
Ministry of Tourism, Govt. of India

wildlife tourism proposluon of global significance. Equallv
important i
Tourism in India ha; thmnmlly been concentrated in the
Golden Triang]k uits. The focus
on five Pu[vuda) a States ~ Bihar, Jharl\handA West Bengal,
Odisha, and Andhra Pradesh - linked by 4.000 electric
buses under the East Coast Industrial Corridor. extends
tourism's multiplier into economies that need it most.

The MUDRA loan provisions lor homes[dvs and the
Divyangjan Kaushal Yojana hos
~ the accessible tourism marku is globally \/d]uLd al Ut
ashﬂhon reﬂccta

For tourism researchers, the most productive way to read
Budget 2026-27 is in comparative international context.
Japa.ns ’loumm Vlsmn 7016 ~ whnh combmed \’lb(\
digit: and
to rural dLsthUons drove international arrivals from 6
million in 2011 to 31 million by 2019. India's experiential
destination development and guide training provisions
echo Japan's structural breakthrough at a far larger scale.
Saudi Vision 2030's tourism chapter demonstrates that
ga\'emdnce comm[lment can COHlp[CSS dLvelnpmenl
evenfroma
“10 Balis” i building portfolio through
multiple world-class: desmla(ion clusters ~mirtors precisely
the logic behind India's Buddhist Circuit, Purvodaya Tourism,
and 50-city iconic destination strategy. For researchers in
destination competitiveness theory, India’s budget is
operanonahslng a porlto]m diversification model lhal

al tourism sct has long rec
Thereis an argument for Indian lounsm lhal lranﬁxendq
WTTC: fromei

India is the only living civilisation that has sustained an

unambiguously that India's competitive disadvantage is unbroken !hread of muueclu‘ﬂ, sp lual md artistic

not one of endowment ~ it is one of translation. idenLiﬁes asthe primz ! of tourist tradition The tr: -adition
The WT'TC's 2024 Economic Impact Research reinforces interfaceat the point of cultural of Varanasi,the P llava: 8

this: India’s tourism sector contributed USD 256 billion to The Lamhlmhmml of five Regional Medical Hubs ~  the Sufi devotional leg.icy of the Clmhu m’dz.r these are

the national economy, supporting 48 million livelihoods i AYUSH services, di ics,and medicalvalue  notmerely arei

equivalent to 9.1 per cent of total national employment.
With every rupee invested generating &\ times more jobs
than the econon ide average, tourismi bly India’s
most potent instrument of inclusive growth. The budget's
explicit recognition of tourism as a “growth engine” is thus
an overdue alignment of policy rhetoric with empirical
economic reality.

l"hL budget's munsm provlsxom can ]JL Jndlsncally

fiscal tacllmmon, and du,:ml cnableman

Platformed Servitude

n lndms cities, the hlm\g, o[dumegnc help 15 bemg qmell\

digital

t ion. What was once i thmugh

neighbourhood networks is now mediated by platforms
such as Urban Company and newer entrants like Pronto,
promising speed. standardisation, and reliability. The change
appears modern, even progressive. But beneath the interface,

the underlying power equation remains strikingly familiar. This
is redefining the

transformation is not merely technological;
social contract between households and workers in India's
urban economy.

Domestic work in India has long existed outside formal
labour protections. It is performed inside private homes, away
from regulatory oversight, and largely by women with limited
economic alle atives. The shift to app-based services
m(mduccs l ng modules, digital payments and,

Yet these i address the
surface of lhe transaction, not the structure of the work,

The defining feature of the new system is not formalisation
but control. Algorithms now allocate jobs, set expectations, and
evaluate performance. Ratings ~ often subjective and
influenced by factors unrelated to work quality ~ determine
future earnings. A worker’s livelihood can hinge on a few stars
onascreen. In effect. the employer has been replaced by a
system that is less negotiable and more opaque.

This model mirrors patterns already visible in ride-hailing
and food delivery platforms. Companies like Uber and Zomato
initially expanded access to income while embedding new
forms of dependence.

Over time, incentives narrowed, penalties increased and
workers absorbed greater risk. Domestic work is now entering
that same trajectory, but with an added layer of invisibility
because it takes place behind closed doors.

The promise of flexibility is also misleading. Workers may log
inand out of apps, but their actual autonomy is constrained by
acceptance rates, punctuality metrics, and the constant
pressure to secure favourable reviews. Delays caused by traffic,
security checks or the geography of urban housing complexes
are treated as individual failures rather than systemic realities.
The result is a workforce that is formally “independent™ but
functionally tightly managed.

‘What is missing from this transformation is any meaningful
expansion of labour rights. There is no institutional framework
comparable to the protections envisaged under the Code on
Social Security 2020, nor any serious move toward collective
bargaining,. The platforms have digitised employment without
redistributing power. For middle-class households, the
convenience is undeniable. A cleaner can be summoned in
minutes, prices are predictable, and disputes are mediated
through apps.

But this efficiency rests on compressing the worker's time,
mobility, and dignity into a tightly optimised service model.
India is not witnessing the modernisation of domestic work so
munh asits reorg,ammuun The informality has not

: it has been systematised. And unless
catches up, the future of this vast workforce may be defined not
by empowerment, but by a more efficient form of precarity.

a».:.. En nd

commitment to t fifteen I sites ~

tourism facilitation through PPP frameworks ~ positions
India within a global market estimated at over USD 100
billion (IMTJ). With world-class tertiary care, growing
international brand equity for Ayurveda and yoga, and
biodiversity enabling post-operative recovery unavailable
elsewhere, India's structural advantages exceed those of
Thailand or Malaysia, which currently attract 2.5 million
and 1.2 million medical tourists annually respectively. The
spatial logic of distributing hubs across regions, rather than
concentrating them in metros, aligns medical tourism
growth with regional development oblcuwes
Budget 2026-27's p forec i

in and nature trails ~ across Himachal Pradesh,

Lothal, Dholavira, Rakhigarhi, Sarnath, Hastinapur, and
Leh Palace among them ~ into curated, immersive cultural
destinations represents a paradigm shift in heritage
governance. This signals an important policy adoption of
what scholars Pineand Gilmore identified as the “Experience
Economy” ~ the argument that economic value is now
generated through staged, memorable experiences rather
than products or services alone.

l‘he Buddhist (,lrunl mmauve across six nnrlhe‘mcm

extes

e Koo osr

Uttarakhand, Jammu and Kashmir, Araku Valley, and the
Podhigai Malai~ reflect an understanding that sustainability
credentials have become as commercially significant as
natural beauty itself. Research by the Global Sustainable
Tourism Council mdlcates that over 70 per cent of global
travellers now factor sustainability into destis

of human knowledge that exist in concentrated form
nowhere else on carth. When this budget commits to
transforming Rakhigarhi ~ an Indus Valley site larger than
Mohenjo-Daroand Harappa combined ~ into an experiential
cultural destination, it is asserting that Indias oldest story
deserves to be heard by the world alongside Rome, Athens,
and Cairo. These are not merely tourism policy decisions;
they are acts of civilisational confidence.

Budget 2026-27, with its total tourism allocation rising to
Rs24384 crore from arevised Rs 1,310 crorein the preceding
fiscal, represents the most architecturally sophlsucdled
tourism policy statement India has produced in its
post-independence hmlorv [uscoherml ini lrs mulumoral
approach, ambitious
in the empirical reality of what global tourism demands in
the third decade of the twenty-first century.

The journey from sleeping giant to waking titan in global
tourismis, by any measure, now underway. Budget 202627
has laid foundations that, when reinforced by sustained

India’s hosting of the first ('lob'd BigCat Summitin ’0’6
with 95 range countries represented, translates India’s
extraordinary conservation success ~ five of the world's
seven big cat species call India home ~ into a sustained

multi-ministry coordis ke India
not merely a destination on the global itinerary ~ but the
destination that defines the century’s understanding of
what travel, at its deepest, is for.

Fuel frenzy

he escalating conflict in West
Asia and the subsequent
disruption of the strategically
vital Strait of Hormuz have
triggered asevere economic remoracross.
the world, Nepal included. With petrol
prices reaching a record Rs202 per litre
in the Valley after the state-owned
monopoly increased rates for the third
ime in less than a month, the structural
fra ofanationdependent onimported
fossil fuels is undemdblc
Apy 1y Rs 300 billionin national
capital is drained annually to pay for
petroleum products. The current instability
threatens the foundational economic
pillars of agriculture, industry and services,
placing nearly 25 percent of the Gross
Domestic Product at i iate risk of

for electric vehicles is currently surging

by 50 to 60 percent, the path to a green

economy is obstructed by a mnﬂucncc
ofri:

predictability in a volatile global market.
Asustainable transition requires more
than tax exemptions. The recent Cabinet

manufacturing cycles.
Private enterprises should collaborate
with the state to establish local battery

Freight charges

and the value of Nepali currency  has
fallentoahistoriclow of Rs150.24 against
the US dollar. These factors,

petrol and diesel engines with electric
powertrains is a necessary step to reduce
therelianceonimported energy. The

combined with rising lithium A Member government should impose a strict

prices in China, are forcing

dealers to increase electric Ofme

vehicle prices byupto Rs100000

per unit. A
Despite these financial

headwinds, the conversion

rate of inquiries into sales

remains high at 90 percent as the public

seeks to escape the uncertainty of fuel

supplies. The transition to the electric

sectoral disruption. While the demand

of amatter

choicebutad hfor

LettersTo TheEditor | 53 cditor@thestatesman.com

Male dominated

Sir, The Nari Shakti piece by Prime
Minister Narendra Modi published today
on the Perspective page is undoubtedly
commendable.

The BlII was first proposui in 1996, it
took 30 years fori
inour robustly patriarchal environmentand
specifically the government.

‘Though 50 per cent of our population
COEEI]’)I'HC women and womcn VO[C[S are

273 seats will be reserved for women. This

isare-consolidation of the male dominated
Indian parliament it seems to me.

Yours, etc., Sanjukta Dasgupta,

Kolkata, 9 April.

Consensus

Sir, This refers to the article “Let us
empower our Nari Shakuwgclhcr pcnncd

mandate requiring all new taxis and
publictransport fleets to beexclusively
clectrictoensure that the most visible
segments of thetransport sector lead
the transition.

The private sector must evolve
from a model of simple import to
one of domestic production and value
addition. Over 80 percent of electric
vehicles in the market areimported from
China. creating a dangerous reliance on
northern trade routes and foreign

plants and specialised
maintenance facilities to support the
growing national fleet.

A proactive strategy for e-waste
management is as critical to prevent 1he

batteries that could otherwise bccume
an environmental liability. The current
crisis offers Nepal a choice between
continued energy dependence and the
utilisation of the 4000 megawatts of
domestic hydroelectric capacity.

Atthe household level. the replacement
of Liquefied Petroleum Gas with electric
stoves must be a national priority to
reduce the massive import bill for
cooking fuel.

Therecent SIR ise is shockil id

of a glass ceiling. )

discussion in Parliament should be cordial
and accommodative of the shades of

by Prime Minister Narendra Modi
in [oddy 5 Perspccuw: page.

wooed withdolesand ylinder:
which many cannot refill, when will we see
theday when women are wooed with laptops
in our digital India, one wonders.
Alsoincreasing the number of seats from
54310816, 50 per cent expansion, implies

call
to munm men in general and sitting MPs
of both houses in particular to remain
committed to women's empowerment and
facilitate the passage of the bill to advance
women's reservation is heart-warming, the

epaper.thestatesman.com

opposition viewpoi theis: uuubulld
sensus. The decisi

Is it not revealing that the number of
women voters has dipped to its lowest in
over a decade following the SIR exercise ~
969 voters for every 1000 male voters?

‘That women in some other major states
have also been disenfranchised is similarly
appalling.

Married women relocating to their marital
homes are said to haye borne the hmnl of

process. Fi

as the prime minister has urged and not
controversial.

Women's participation in politics is not,
however. a panacea for the problem of
women's empowerment. More important
istheir participationin the electoral process.

sections could not also get lhemselves
enrolled for lack of time and support in the

inclusion process.
Yours, etc., Ardhendu Chatterjee,
Durgapur, 9 April.
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Light that shows India the way

NARENDRA MODI

oday, 11 April, is a deeply special
day for all of us. It is the birth
anniversary of MahatmaJyotirao
Phule. one of India’s greatest
social rdom)crs and a guxdmg hgh( Iur

even greater significa
beginning of his 200th birth annivers
celebrations.

Mahatma Phule was a great reformer.
Inaddition tothat, his wasa Ijle of'moral
courage, i
commitment to social uood Mahatma
Phuleis remembered for theinstitutions
he built and the movements he led. At
the same time, his contribution to our
civilisational journey lies in the hope he
aroused, the confidence he instilled and
the strength his thoughts continue to
give to millions of people across the
nation.

Bornin thegreat state of Maharashtra
in 1827, Mahatma Phule emerged from
mo &h.‘,zjnnjn"RBulhi.shﬂLiﬂlhamuﬂm
nC\cr stood in the way of his learning,

orhisc i tosociety.

forever: whatever the challenges may be,
one must work hard, acquire knowledge.
and mitigate those challenges instead of
doing nothing about it.

From his school days, young Jyotirao
was deeply curious and became a voracious
reader, often reading books far beyond
what children his age were expected to
engage with. Years later, he , “The
more qll(:‘SliDllS we generate, the more
knowledge emerges from them.” Clearly,
the spirit of enquiry he was blessed with
since his childhood remained constant
in his journey.

Throughout his life, learning and
education became central to Mahatma
Phule’s mission. He recognised with rare
clarity that knowledge is not a privilege
to be guarded, but a force to be shared.
Atatime when the joys of learning were
denied to many, he opened pioneering
schools for girls and for those kept out ul
formal education. He would Y
improvement that comes in cl anrm
through mothers is deeply valuable.
‘Therefore, if schools are to be opened,
[hev should first be opened for girls.” He

new social imagis

=%

This is a trait that remained with him

in which the classroom became an

instrument of justice and equality. His
vision for education inspires us greatly.
Over the last decade, we have worked to

for the youth of India. Efforts are being
madeto create anecos) Lcm»\hcrc young
mindsareencouragedto explore
andinnovate. By investing in kn()\v]cdgc.
skillsand opportunity, Indiais empowering
its youth tobecome problem-solversand
drivers of national progress.

Due to his knowledge and wisdom,
Mahatma Phule developed a strong

healthcare, and rural development. He
often said that injustice towards our
farmer \m.lu A

Hesaw how social
themselves in daily life, beit in the farms
orinvillages. Hence, heimmersed himself
in ensuring dignity for the poor, the
downtrodden and the marginalised. At
the same time, he made every possible
effort to ensure social harmony was
maintained.

Mahatma Phule opined, ‘W&Eﬂ
TSI a1 G R fed

fHresa e (True

freedom cannot beachieved until everyone

in muely is g,mmed equ‘ll n;’,hl:) \nd
forthat,h

No remembrance of Mahatma Phule

cant ithouta -

this vision into action, contributing toa
just society. The Satyashodhak Samaj,
founded by him, was one of the most
important social reform movements in
modern India. It was at the forefront of
social reform, community service, and
furthering human dignity. It became

effective voice for women, youngsters

i thoselivinginvillages, Thi
reflected Mahatma Phule’s intrinsic belief
that society could be strengthened by
placing at its core justice, respect for
every person and a spirit of collective

TOIESS.

His personal life, too, carried lessons
in courage. Always working and being
among the people took a toll on
his health. But even the most serious
healthchallenges did not dim his resolve.
After suffering a debilitating stroke, he
continued to work and fulfil his vision.
Yes. his body had been tested, but his
commitment to society had not yielded.
For millions today, especially those
who draw courage from struggle, this
remains one of the most powerful
dimensions of his life.

tion of Savitribai Phule, who was herself
one of the tallest reformers of our nation.
AsoneofIndias pioneering womenteachers,
y in advancing
education for girls, thus giving them the
opportunity to pursue lhurdr&um
Mahatma Phule’s pass
forward that torch and, in 1897, during a
plague outbreak, she served victims Wlﬂ.l

such devotion that she herself
the disease and lost her life. Our land has
beenblessed.timeand again, by great men
andwomen ety
lhmu;,hlhuugth.xmﬁmandamon"[‘lwv
did not wait for change to arrive from
somewhere else. They became its source.
For hundreds of years in our land, the
clarion call for social betterment has often
n, n fmm w||.hm souel\ self, from those

arly andrefused
mamplimramMahaumJyou:an Phule
was one such voice.

Ifondly recall myvisit to Punein 2022,
when I had offered tributes to Mahatma
Phule at his grand statue in the city. As
wemark the beginning of his bicentenary
year, themost fitting tribute to Mahatma

JyotiraoPhuleis about renewal. Renewal
of our commitment to subjects close to
his heart, such as education. Renewal of
our sensitivity to injustice. Renewal of
our faith that society can improve itself
from within. His life tells us that the
powerof community can achieve miracles
in India when joined with moral clarity
and public purpose. That is why he still
gives strength to millions. That is why
his words and work still carry hope. And
that is why, nearly two hundred years
after his birth, Mahatma Jyotirao Phule
remains not a figure of the past, but a
guide for India’s future.

(The writeristhe Prime Minister of India)

SATURDAY INTERVIEW

‘HP cannotrunonloans’

six-time MLA, Jai Ram Thakur
(61) hasastrong personal and
political base in the Seraj
constituency of Mandi district
in Himachal Pradesh. His consistent
electoral success makes him one of the
BJP's most reliable leaders in the state.
His elevation as the Chief Minister in
2017 marked a generational shift in
Himachal Pradesh politics and the
beginning of a trend where leaders from
humble, grassroots backgrounds could

thel

to the growing financial pressure in
Himachal Pradesh. One major issue is
the increasing dependence on loans to
meet regular expenses. Borrowing should
ideally be used for infrastructure and
long-term de\velnpmem but wi hcn itis
used -10-day

itcreates a l)ea\') burden on the state’s
future finances. Another concern is the
rise in taxes and levies on essential
services,

my tenure ended, the debt had reached
around Rs 69600 crore. Now, after three
years of the Sukhu government, the
debt burden has crossed the Rs 1 lakh
crore mark, which means that more
than Rs 40,000 crore has been added.
During our tenure, the loan utilisation
and interest repayment efficiency were
around 95 per cent, whereas the present
Congress government is not even reaching,
60 per cent.

risetothe sld(c;lughcsl office. Itended Q:What th, hind Q:IsHi hal’s fiscal crisi: 1,
St inance of figures Doyou or is the government overstating
in the BJP, the likes of Prem Kumar think the politics of guarantees for political gain?

Dhumal and Shanta Kumar, and broke
the two-decade political cycle that
alternated between them and Virbhadra
Singh.

Unlike his predecessors, Thakur came
from a modest rural family in Mandi
district, rising through the party ranks.
His ascent symbolised meritocratic
leadership, grassroots connect, and a
new era for Himachal's politic: Even
after 20 aleader of the oppos
Thakur has been visible and \oc.xl
raising issues in the Assembly and in
the media. erformance is generally
viewed as politically effective in keeping
the BJP relevant, though its long-term
impact will likely be judged by whether
the party regains power in the next 2027
state Assembly election. Inan interview
with Bhawani Negi. he spoke about the
state's fiscal health and three years of
Congress governance in Himachal
Pradesh.

Q: Himachal Pradesh is facing

How serious is the sl(ll;(lnn, and
is the state heading towards a

A: Reckless appointments have also
contributed to the worsening financial
situation. The appointment of Chief
Parliamentary Secretaries, advisors, and
Officers on Special Duty with cabinet
rank appears to have been done largely
to accommodate political associates.
‘The expansion of legal offices linked to
the Advocate General’s office has also
increased financial liabilities for the
government. The pohuu of "lld[dn[LLs

A: We have to acknowledge that the
financial condition of the stateis indeed
challenging. However, the steps that
should have been taken to address the
situation have been disappointing. It is
also trying to project itself as a victim,
stating the discontinuation of Revenue
Deficit Grants (RDG), rather than
presenting a clear and practical roadmap
to strengthen the state’s finances.

Q:Inyourview, hasthegovernment

has further thef
Inthe coming years, the situation could
become even more challenging as the
impact ofthe Old Pension Scheme (OPS)
begins to be felt.
Tam not opposed to OPS, but when
the issue was raised LJI].!:‘F we had
1 waiting, as discussions were

boost
revenue?

A: The state government has largely
failed to control expenditure. At the
same time, the expected efforts to
generate additional revenue have not
been visible. The Finance Commission
cautioned the state to

underway with the Centre and a better
alternative could have been explored.
‘There was a possibility of moving towards
a Unified Pension Scheme that could
have helped transfer part of the liability
to the central government.

Q: How do you respond to the

keep expenditure under control and
focus on strengthening its own resources.
However, these recommendations do
not appear to have been effectively
implemented.

The government mustcut unnccex\lr\

lod 1di

cted that

the deduucd sahncs be paid back with
6 per cent interest.

Q: How do you see the state
government’s decision to impose
taxes or introduce a new cess?

A: Instead of imposing additional
taxes, th hould focus
on gcnualmb revenue through ht.llL)’

without
lhe public. The decision to impose a
widow and orphan cess on petrol and
high- spcuddmd wasalsonota healthy

dth,

entre?
Is the state getting adequate
support?”

A:Ourstate has consistently received
strong support from the Centre. The
statereceived Rs 25,350 crorein 2021-22,
Rs 23,073 crore in 2022-23, Rs 25815
crore in 2023-24, Rs 25,813 crore in
2024-25, Rs 26,540 crore in 2025-26,
and is expected to receive Rs 25634
crore in 2026-27. This shows that the
central receipts received by Himachal
during the Congress government have

step At henth

under ane Minister Narendra Modi
had reduced special additional excise
duty on petrol and diesel by Rs 10 per
litre each to help manage rising fuel

the state government chose to increase

the burden on consumers.

Q: The government argues hill

been consistently higher than those
during our (BJP) government in 2021-22
and 202223, In the current financial
vyear, the state will receive about Rs
2,500 crore more than during the final
year of the BJP government, yet the
Chief Ministeris habitual and continues
to claim that it is not receiving any
support from the Centre.

Ifwelook at the figures from the 15th
Finance Cc ission period b

Q: What is your reaction to the
stalegcwcrnment srecent hlldget?

A: It is disappointing and refl
sense of despair. In my view, it is a
complete failure, as it appears far removed
from ground realities and lacks both
vision and direction.

For the first time in the history of the
state, the budget size has actually decreased
b\ around Rs 3,500 crore Lump‘\red to
theprevi which

seconomic
management and priorities.

the Centre justified?
A: Considering the present scenario,
itis evident that the state needs support

2020-21, Himachal Pradesh received
central transfers, share in central taxes,
and grants under centrally-sponsored
scheme:

from the Centre. The state government
should carefully plan and work out a
clear case to present the situation and
seek a special financial package, for
which we have no objection.

Q: If the financial crisis is real,

party
on economic reforms instead of
playing blame games?

A- Yes, definitely. The truth is that

y must be fixed. Consid

lhe state’s financial health, there should
be no political appeasement in the name
of guarantees. The government should
place the actual financial situation before
the publicand then adopt adequate and

and bring greater transparency in [umnua]

A: The financial situation of Himachal
Pradesh is indeed a matter of serious
concern. Over the past few years, the
state’s debt burden has increased
significantly, and the government is
increasingly relying on borrowings to
manage routine expenditure. When a
government has to depend hcawly on

its daily financial
it indicates that the fiscal structure is
under considerable stress. Today, the
debt burden of the state has crossed Rs
1 lakh crore, and borrowing continues
torise rapidly.

Q: Which government policies
do you believe have worsened

A: Several decisions taken by the
present government have contributed

BJP, left hugeliabilities?
A:If wecompare the borrowing trends
of prewuus governments in lhe state,

decisions to achieve stability.

Q:The government has deferred
salaries for ministersand officials

responsible measures to address the
challenges.

Q: As a senior BJP leader, will
you raise Himachal’s financial

theloan-taking former

as an Do you

with the Centre or push

Congress Chief Minister Virbhadra
Singh's tenure from 2013 to 2017 was
around 10 per cent. A similar pattern
was seen during the tenure of former
Chief Minister Prem Kumar Dhumal of
the BJP between 2007 and 2012. However,
during my tenure from 2017 to 2022,
the borrowing percentage was around
7.2 per cent. Since the Sukhvinder Singh
Sukhu government assumed office u\ er

yor
A:Thedecision todefer salaries appears
to be an attempt to send a message (0
the publicand projectasenseof
However, in reality. it seems more aimed
at appealing to public sentiment rather
than addressing the core financial issues.
Such steps are LL{f,Cl\ symbolic and do
not make any significant difference to
the overall fiscal situation. As long as a

thelast three years, this has

mucdsndlmmund 16.5per cent, which
is more than double. When 1 became
Chief Minister, the debt burden inherited
from the Virbhadra Singh government
was about Rs 49,000 crore. By the time

financial y is notimposed. the
law does not permit arbitrary cuts or
deferments insalaries. A similarsituation
arose in Andhra Pradesh during the
COVID-19 period when salaries were
reduced. However, the apex court later

for a special package?

A:Definitely. Recently, I met the Prime
Minister, the Finance Minister, and the
Home Minister and raised the issue of

Till the last financial year ending
March 31, the state had also been receiving
RDG. Now. the recent 'Pride of Hills'
scheme, aspecial development assistance
programme of the Centre of Rs 3920
crorein the form of an interest-free loan
for 50 years, has come as a respite.

Q: How do you assess CM
Sukhvinder Singh Sukhu’s
government’s performance over
the past three years? Which key
issues has it failed to address?

A:Apart from therising debt burden,
the state government has failed on
several fronts. It has struggled to maintain
law and order, while the health and

ducati t I ignificant
challenges. Development activities have
largely come to a standstill. Overall, the
state government has not been able to
effectively address several key issues
over the past three years.

Q: What is your response to the

100 Years Ago
News Items

RESUMING DEBT DISCUSSION

FRENCH PAYMENTS
& THE BUDGE
(BRITISH OFFICIAL WIRELESS.)
RUGBY, APBIL

IT is understood that the French
Finance Minister. M. Raoul Feret,
hasnow! abletomakearrangements
which, in the absence of anything at
present unforeseen. will enable him
to come to London in a weeks time.
Heand the Chancellor of the Exchequer,
Mr. Winston Churchill, will then, itis
hoped, beabletoresolve the outstanding
pointsof the French debt settlement
left over from the negotiations which
took place between Mr. Churchill
and M. Caillaux, and their respecti
experts, in London last August, which
provided for a standard annual
payment to Britain of 12.5 million
sterling,

e, a

against

the much-needed financial assistance
for the state.

Justafew days ago, the state received
significant support in the form of an
interest-free loan of Rs 3920 crore for
50 years under the Centre’s ‘Pride of
Hills'scheme. This shows that the Centre
is responsive to the concerns of hill
states like Himachal Pradesh.

Q: Centre-State relations are a
key political issue. How would

fromyour
tenure as CM?

A:1stand by my position that there
is no scope for corruption in the scheme.
Himcare was developed on the lines
of the Centre’s flagship Ayushman
Bharat scheme to save precious lives,
and it succeeded to a large extent. The
allegations appear to be nothing but a
planned attempt by the state government
todiscredit the scheme before shutting
it down.

Crossword | No.293431

9 Jogger carrying a cut- outside
price book (3) 7)

10 Article written about 19 Bruce perhaps
drunkenly answered

one following crook
(5] monarch
11 Hide as soon as (10)

having entered state 22 Woodcutter's

7) commercials for
broadcast (4)

the EdgwareRoad 23 Wave where tense
friend abroad

)
12 Stops and starts on

with small car (7)

13 Karenina's twelve welcomes our setter stopped by this adult French palatine Oueen s release
pies? (4) ” writer's boss tweaked (1,523,5)

14 See 21 Down 24 Rolla constant ®) 7.8) 25 O:caslunally liable,

15 Speaker pretty terse husband feaveson 3 Beat Frenchman 16 Trio going round at tax ultimately high
before start of plate? rought into cup. noon are menacing
session (7) 4] game (4) (® @

17 Deep trouble on way,
but staff taken

26 Senior citizen could 4
drive, taking regular
breaks (5) ®

27 Clown Prince’s 5 Unfortunate wife to malodorous
content: one with ook to Chuck? bananas in
four siblings (9) (6) Wiltshire site
6 Jolly Jack seen (3.5)
DOWN aboard sturdy launch 20 Causes injury with

1 10 of 3 behind credit 7
offered by wine
society? (15)
Thus denied start, 8

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

Tailored fragments
for an admirer

(5,3)

Separate identity
given in disreputable
bar (6)

Larger ears on this

17 Suit certain to delight
(8]

18 Two ducks leaving

dogs having slipped
lead?

6)
21/14 Thane to get
pariah punished, and

epaper.thestatesman.com

N L b

Itwasar

should be smaller in tlu c1rlxergeam
increasing later; and it is assumed
that Mr. Churchill in the Budget
speech fixed for April 26 will desire
to include in his calculations the
amount to be received from France
during the coming financial year.

DILATORY COUNCIL

POIGNANT END TO
HOPES OF
RESTORATION

(FROMOUR SPECIAL REPRESENTATIVE.)
LONDON, APRIL

IT is absolutely certain that when
Sir Herbert Barker, the manipulative
surgeon beganto practise, the medical
profession was not alive to the
importance of his methods.

That they arenow widely practised
is due undoubtedly to Dr. Axham'’s
bravestand onbehalfof the profession’s
best interests.

Dr. Axham's death within sight of
the goal for which he had striven for
so long is poignant in the extreme,
comments the Daily Mail. He died
whilestill underthe stigmaof “infamous
professional conduct,” although he
earned it only by his devotion to
humanity.

The Medical Council must now
regretitsinaction. His death removes
acourageous figure, and it is pitiable
tothink that thelast act which would

have brought solace was denied him.
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Fair deal

SEBI must move on restoring open market buvbacks

he world over, securities market laws look

favourably upon companies buying back

their own shares. Indian regulations have
however flip-flopped on this issue. Since April 2025,
companies have been barred from buying back
shares through the open market route. However,
share buybacks are necessary for the free flow of
capital within the market ecosystem. Therefore, itis
good to see a Securities and Exchange Board of India
(SEBI) consultation paper, which proposes to bring
back buybacks through the open market route.

There were two major reasons why open
market buybacks were frowned upon. One,
they were seen as inequitable to
shareholders. In the tender offer route, all
shareholders get an opportunity to offer
their shares to the company, which are then
proportionately accepted. In market
buybacks, only select investors who sell in
the market while the buyback window is
open get to participate. However, market
buybacks are not as unfair as they seem.
Regulations require companies to make
public announcements of buyback
programmes much ahead of the event,
giving all shareholders the chance to
participate. Buyback announcements also
trigger a rerating of the stock, so they offera
good exit opportunity toall shareholders,
irrespective of whether they participate in
the buyback.

Two, the taxation of buybacks as ‘deemed
dividends’ from October 2024 led to tax
arbitrage. Investors ended up paying high
rates of tax at slab rates on shares sold to the
company during the buyback, while share
sales outside of this attracted lower capital
gains tax. This anomaly was removed in the
latest Budget, with buybacks now subject to
the same capital gains tax regime as market
share sales. On worries about vested
interests manipulating stock prices through
buybacks, SEBI regulations have checks and
balances in place. Companies cannot buy
back shares from their promoters or
persons in control. They cannot launch
buyback offers if their shares are thinly
traded. Open market buybacks can also be
executed only through the exchanges, and
companies cannot buy more than 25 per
cent of the average trading volume of their
share on any given day. Their purchase
orders must also be placed withina 1 per
cent range of the last traded price of the
share. These rules effectively prevent vested
interests from misusing market buybacks.

SEBI’s proposal is timely. One, India Inc
is sitting on a cash pile, with many
companies reluctant to invest in capital
expansion. Buybacks by such companies will
allow surplus capital to flow back to
investors, who may redeploy it in more
productive avenues. Two, buybacks shrink
companies’ equity base and lift their per
share earnings. They can help correct
valuation excesses in sections of India Inc.
Most important, with foreign investors ona
relentless selling spree and domestic
institutions the only buyers, Indian equities
are struggling with an over-supply problem.
Corporate buybacks can absorb some of this
excess and shore up investor confidence.

i

'MADAN SABNAVIS

nissue that has been flagged

of late is the outstanding

forwards position of the

RBI. It is around $68 billion

as of January-end at the
shorter end, meaning thereby that this
amount will go out of the system in
course of time. This is probably one of
the higher positions in the last two
decades or so, with high numbers being
witnessed during Covid and the Ukraine
war.

Critics subtract this amount from
forex reserves, which are currently $698
billion as on March 20 to gauge the
effective reserves of the country. In fact,
often this is subtracted from the foreign
currency assets which was at $558
billionas of March 20 to paint a grim
picture of available resources being just
$490billion. At the rate of around $65
per month of merchandise imports, the
import cover ratio is spoken of as being
7.5 months against the conventional
ratio of 10.7 months when aggregate
reserves are reckoned. How to make
sense of these forwards positions?

FORWARDS POSITION

The forwards position is anet
outstanding forward contracts of the
RBI after all their buy (long) and sell
(short) positions are considered. Hence
the $68 billion position is the potential
outflow of dollars from the RBI over the
coming months/years. These positions
arise due to three main reasons.

The first is that there have been
several buy-sell swaps of dollars often in
the range of $5-10 billion undertaken by
the RBI to infuse liquidity into the
system. These could be for 1-3 years and
will stay on the books until they are due.
Such swaps are an integral part of the
liquidity management framework of the
RBI which targets the weighted average
call rate through various measures. This
measure really has nothing to do with
managing the currency and is more in
the nature of a monetary measure.

Second, the RBI sells (or buy) dollars
in this market to send strong.
announcement signals to the market.
Typicallyasale in future tells the market
that there will be infusions at a later date
which, in turn, will keep speculation in
check. Intuitively this is a messaging
system and does not involve any sale of
dollars in the spot market. This has
become particularly more frequent
starting from Covid time where
forwards have been combined with spot
sales to achieve the desired results.

Third, the RBI takes positions in the
NDF market, which is the
non-deliverable forwards segment,
which is housed overseas. This offshore

Getting a grip on the
forwards position of RBI

PRUDENT APPROACH. There has been adroit management of the RBI in this respect

market by definition is cash settled
meaning thereby that on the due date
the gains and losses are cash settled.
There is no physical transfer of dollars
which were dealt with. Several banks do
their hedging in this market based on
their domestic positions in the domestic
market. Also this is an open field for
speculative activity where one need not
put foreign currency on the table and
still hope to make gains.

Therefore, the outstanding position
needs to be viewed against the backdrop
of these modes of transaction of the RBI
in the forwards market. Further, these
positions can be rolled over just as is
done in any derivative market including
commodities where deliveries are not
common. This means that on the due
date of expiry of the contract the same
can be extended for a further period of
time. Therefore, forex management by

The forwards position is a
net outstanding forward
contracts of the RBI after
all their buy (long) and
sell (short) positions are
considered. Hence the

$68 billion position is the
potential outflow of dollars
from the RBI over the
coming months/years

RBIis complexand is done based on the
situation to ensure that there is less
volatility in the market.

CROWDING OUT RESERVES
Intuitively, it can be said that treating
this $68 billion as a necessary outflow at
various periods of time need not be true.
Also during the course of the time
period, the RBI would independently be
taking buy (long) positions in the
market which will even out these
payments. The RBI could also be buying
dollar as spot transactions from banks in
the ordinary course of activity to
stabilise a strengthening rupee.
Therefore, the crowding out of forex
reserves due to payments on the
forwards position is onlya theoretical
possibility and rarely will materialise
and there will always be countervailing
action taken to ensure that there is
stability in the system.

In this context, data on the same over
the last 2 years can be examined which
can put the present numbers in context.
The RBI presents data based on
maturities of up to 1 month, 1-3 months,
3 months to one year and above 1 year.
As can be surmised, those beyond a year
would involve largely the swap
transactions undertaken to induce
liquidity into the system. Quite
significantly, the ratio of maturities of
above 1 yearto total outstandmg
positions has been i

GETTY MAGES

2026. This also means that thiswas a
fallout of the RBI providing liquidity
rather than intervening in the forex
market.

Now, the sum total of all outstanding
positions during this period of 22
months, which were maturing in one
month period, was $325 billion. This
would be the case if all deliveries of these
short positions had taken place as
scheduled. However, forex currency
reserves (gold and SDRs are excluded to
better capture the movements in only
the currencyassets) increased by $13.4
billion during this period. This means
that there have been several rollovers of
contracts or compensatory long
positions taken in the course of the
period to ensure that this did not result
in depletion of reserves.

Whatall this means is that there is
adroit management of the forex position
by the RBI all the time to ensure there is
smooth activity in the market. This task
involves looking at both the forex
market as well as the liquidity issues
continuously as theyare inexorably
linked with one another. As a central
bank, both the objectives have to be met
‘with measures that can impact the other
market. This in turn is straightened out
through other measures like open
market operations when swaps result in
liquidity management issues for the
banks.

inc
February 2025 from around 11.3 per
centtoalmost 60 per cent by January

Theauthor s Chief Economist, Bank of Baroda; views
are personal

Unfortunate fallout of cyber crime investigations

There were 2.8 million cybercrime complaints in 2025. But investigation has led to unfair account freeze of small businesses

—
Ganga Narayan Rath
Chirayu Sharma

new kind of “cottage industry” has

emerged - one that doesn’t
manufacture goods, but systematically
manufactures deception. While the
Netflix series Jamtara - Sabka Number
Ayega -brought the gritty reality of rural
phishing hubs into our living rooms, it
was merely the opening chapter ofa
much larger, more dangerous story.

The series highlights an important

truth— cyber fraud todayis less about
sophisticated hacking and more about

I n the shadows of the digital boom, a

Reporting and Management System -
saved over ¥8,000 crore, the total
financial drain remained massive.
Indians lost approximately 322,495
crore to digital criminals alone,
representing a staggering 0.7 per cent of
the national GDP.

Aswe move through 2026, the
industrialisation of fraud is evidenced by
the termination of over 3 crore
fraudulent mobile connections by DoT
and TRAL

FREEZE FACTOR

Along with digital fraud, an unintended

secondary crisis has surfaced:

admmstranve overreach through
indiscriminate

impersonate bank officials, investment
advisers, the police and the judiciary,
using urgencyand fear of law to trick
individuals into sharing sensitive

POCKET RAVIKANTH
4.1
7

debit—freezmg of bank accounts. Inthe
urgent effort to trace and recover stolen
funds, law-enforcement agencies —
mainly Cyber Crime Cell — have

financial information. increasingly relied on account freezes as
India faces a dual challenge: it’s the aprimary investigative tool. These

fastest growing digital payments actions are frequently proving to be

economy and, simultaneously, one of the  disproportionate to the suspected

most targeted nations for crime.

cyb di . The latest figure from Data from early 2026 indicate that

the Ministry of Home Affairsand the while 28.15 lakh cybercrime complaints

Indian Cyber Crime C were regi d last year, the resulting

Centre shows that India clocked a “blanket freezes” have trapped an

record 2.8 million cybercrime i d¥12,000 crore bel

complaints in 2025, a 24 per cent
increase from the number reported in
2024.

‘While aggressive real-time
intervention by authorities — leveraging
the Citizen Financial Cyber Fraud

to
innocent parties. For India’s 6.4 crore
MSMEs, a single suspicious credit of
%100 can result in the total freezing of an
operational account. Evena measly 320
credit to an unsuspecting push-cart
vendor is resulting in debit-freeze.

DIGITAL PAYMENTS. Need for more

vigil ssrocxeromo

‘This financial paralysis for sma!l

distress. Data linked to the Indian Cyber
Crime Coordination Centre indicate
that over 2.6 million “Layer 1” suspected
mule accounts have been flagged as
authorities attempt to track layered
fraud transactions.

While such action may be essential to
curb digital crime, judicial scrutiny has

ised that blanket or indefini
freezmgwmhout proper judicial
authorisation raises serious concerns of
proportionality.

Addressing the growing menace of
digital fraud requires a coordinated
response involving individuals, financial
institutions, technology platforms,

tradersand salaried pr
violation of the fundamental nghno
trade and livelihood guaranteed under
the Constitution.

Despite cybercrime being digital, the
process of restoring frozen b:
accounts remains largely physical, slow,
and document-heavy. A small trader or
salaried individual whose account is
frozenbya cybercrime unit located in
another State or region often faces what
canonly be described as a “justice cost”,
often requiring legal assistance. This
geographical and procedural di;

authorities and sectoral
regulators. Strengthening digital
literacy must become the first line of
defence. Nationwide financial
awareness campaigns, particularly in
Tier-2 and rural regions, should
India’s digital expansit
Banks and fintech companies must
accelerate the adoption of Al-driven
fraud detection systems, behavioural
analytics, and real-time transaction
monitoring to identify suspicious
activities before ﬁnancna] losses occur.
Ulti g India’s

has become the true “pinch point” for
ordinary Indians.

‘With account unfreezing timelines
stretching from four to seven months,
businesses lose access to working capital
during capital operating cycles, leading
tostalled trade, missed p: and, in

digital future will depend not onlyon
technological safeguards but on building
aculture of digital responsibility where
innovation is matched with trust,
awareness, and resilience.

some cases, permanent financial

independent researcher. Viewsare personal
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Mudra high

This refers to the report ‘Mudraloan
disbursals hit a record ¥5.64 fakh cr
in FY26' (April 10). The scheme has
popular among those engagedin
low-scale economic activities who
lack access to credit. The mudraloan
products enabled the beneficiaries
toacquire assets for their businesses
and services.

For lenders, retail loans are more
proftableand have less potential for

Sensible forecasting
This refers to the article “Charting an
intellectually honest way of

public. Ashift towards
scenario-based forecastingis
sensible, but it must be

assetq foration. However,
itisimperative to create awareness
amongborrowers.

VSKPillai

Changancherry (Keras)

should present a few realistic
scenarios with transparent
assumptions, not technical jargon.
Regular updates, based on incoming

data, wouldimprove credibility.
Further, independent review of
forecasts can reduce bias.

top talent magnets' (April 10). That
justsix States in Indiaare
self-sufficient in net talent attraction
clearly. Insti for white-collar jobs is something
other States need to ponder.

States providing a business-friendly
environment have done well.
Besides, the study shows the reasons

forecasting” (April 10). The piece SM Jeeva global pull, scalability and preferred
rightly highlights how traditional Chenai career destination among others.
baseline forecasts fail in today's YG Chouksey

volatile environment. Policymakers Points to ponder Pune

oftenappear overconfident, which This refers to the news report

can mislead both markets and the ‘Haryana, Karnataka, Telanganaare Cautious mode

for the States topping net positive
talent balance are — future-ready
world-class infrastructure, strong.

Apropos the Editorial ‘Wait and
Watch' (April 10). TheMPC’s
decision to pause interest rates isa
sober recognition that inflation

these pressures. The real test liesin
strengthening banks, managing
capital flows, and sustaining rupee
stability. Prudence must be matched
by agility, with policy remaining
transparent and data-driven, India’s
credibility in navigating global
headwinds will rest on balancing
resilience with foresight, ensuring
that monetary caution does not slip
intoinertia. The pause is valid, but
the path ahead demands vigilance,
adaptability, and a willingness to

today s drivenfess by

excess than by supply shocks from
war and weather. Raising rates would
risk stifling growth without easing

r ly wh
circumstances shift.
K Chidanand Kumar
Bengaluru
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Who moderates
the moderators?

The government may not always act disinterestedly,
and leaving this to platforms owned by firms
headquartered abroad isn't a defensible proposition

ndia’s proposed amendments to the Information

Technology Rules, 2021, would bring Community

Notes —a crowdsourced fact-checking feature on

X —under the ministry of information and
broadcasting’s regulatory remit whenever they touch
news and current affairs, HT has reported. Simply
put, it will allow the government to take down a note
correcting a minister’s claim. Officials call the change
procedural. The government has made this argument
before. The PIB’s Fact Check Unit, notified in 2023,
empowered it to flag content about its own business
as false, with platforms risking loss of safe harbour if
they did not comply. The Bombay High Court struck it
down as unconstitutional. The Centre has challenged
the ruling. The court’s reasoning was straightforward:
A government that determines what is false about
itself is not a fact-checker.

That said, Community Notes are not always
accurate, and not always disinterested. For instance, a
note beneath a post by President Droupadi Murmu —
in which she stated that the government works for
marginalised and vulnerable communities —
appended a clarification that the head of State is
constitutionally obligated to serve all citizens, nota
particular constituency. The President’s statement
was not incorrect; the note, in tenor, reframed a
commitment to constitutionally recognised
protections for the vulnerable as partisan overreach.
How notes are ranked, who contribute to them, what
motivates their interventions —all of this sits behind a
black box that only X can look into.

Still, for all its flaws, Community Notes is the closest
the internet has come to a self-correcting mechanism
that does not vest editorial judgment in either a
corporation or a State. But it operates in a vacuum left
by a deeper failure. Newspapers, broadcasters, and
wire agencies still operate under editorial codes, legal
liability, and verification norms — the accountability
architecture that accompanies their reach. Social
media give influencers the reach of a newspaper with
none of the accompanying accountability. Neither
platforms nor governments have built anything to
bridge that gap. The proposed amendments do not
distinguish between an accuracy problem and a
political inconvenience, and they hand the power to
make that distinction to the party least equipped to
make it disinterestedly. Nor are the platforms a
credible alternative. The proposition that private
corporations headquartered abroad should arbitrate
speech is no more defensible than the proposition
that a government ministry should.

India must build an independent regulatory body
for social media content moderation, insulated from
government direction and platform capture, with
defined scope and appellate mechanisms. It has built
such institutions before; the markets regulator (SEBI),
for one. It has not built one for content moderation,
partly because both the government and the
platforms have found the current ambiguity useful,
and also because regulating content that moves at the
speed of the internet demands technical imagination
that bureaucracy has not demonstrated. Instead, it
has sought a ministry with a takedown power. The
internet gave everyone the equivalent of a printing
press. That in itself poses questions pertaining to
misinformation and trust. The question of who holds
social media — platforms and users —accountable
cannot be answered by either the government or the
platforms, because both are parties to the dispute.

{ THIRD EYE }
Barkha Dutt !

Iran war diminishes
the idea of America,
and UN’s relevance

Never before has the global
body seemed as redundant,
powerless and defunct as it
does today. And never has
the US looked as much of

a parody as it does now

don’t know if the Iran war will end any-
time soon. But here are two things that
have most certainly ended — the idea of
America and the relevance of the United
Nations. Never before has the UN
seemed as redundant, powerless and
defunctas it does today. And never has the US
looked as much of a parody as it does now.

Isay this as someone whose childhood and
post graduation years — two major formative
phases —were shaped by and in New York. If
there was any sense of belonging I felt outside
of my own country, it was in New York, where
my parents lived and worked for a sizeable
time, and where I have returned to in every
possible break I get. So much so that there is a
bench memorial to my father in Central Park
in the city that has had a profound imprint on
our family's living memories.

Donald Trump has single-handedly reduced
one of the greatest countries of the world —a
country connected to the aspirational dreams
of millions of Indians — to an ugly caricature.

There has been, in his second term as Presi-
dent, a normalisation of the unimaginable —
the threat to wipe out civilisations, abusing
your adversary and referring to them by the
‘most offensive slurs, dismantling global sys-
tems of trade and communication just because
you can, and unleashing a reckless war for
‘which the rest of the world is paying the price.

Of course, the people of a nation are not the
same as their governments. As Canadian
Prime Minister Mark Carney argued in his
landmark Davos speech, the story of an inter-
national order based on rules has always been
“partially false ... the strongest would exempt

themselves when convenient.” And sure, the
American assumptions about unilateralism
did not begin with Trump. But that Trump has
been able run a bulldozer over diplomacy,
civility, fair play and minimal decency without
immediate consequences at home is nothing
short of astounding.

Polls show that the Iran war is unpopular,
including within the Republican base. But
given how roundly insulated the American
public is from anything outside of the coun-
try's borders, I have my doubts about how
emotionally invested they are in forcing
Trump's hand. In short, unless he's
impeached, he will get away with wrecking
havoc on the global economy, taking lives and
dragging the entire world into his singularly
created mess.

It's staggering that just one man can have
this much world-altering power with no
checks at home or abroad. American excep-
tionalism — the idea that distinctly American
values define the “free world” and are univer-
sally applicable — died a long time back. Now,
it's the actual reverse, That an American presi-
dent can inflict damage on the entire world
because of pure recklessness, while nation-
States and multilateral forums look on help-
lessly, tells you that the so-called global order
was already broken.

POLLS SHOW THAT THE IRAN
WAR IS UNPOPULAR,

INCLUDING WITHIN Tt
REPUBLICAN BASE. B

GIVEN HOW ROUNDLY
INSULATED THE AMERICAN
PUBLIC IS FROM ANYT! 3

OUTSIDE OF THE COUNT R\
BORDERS,  HAVE MY DOUBTS
ABOUT HOW EMOTIONALLY
INVESTED THEY ARE IN
FORCING TRUMP'S HAND

N sthe UN. The very

No single entity has been as irrelevant as
the UN. The very foundation of the UN Secu-
rity Council, the most powerful body within
the UN, is rooted in a version of imperialism.
How can the world in 2026 persist with a 1945
decision that allowed five countries a veto on
all global decision-making

Here's the key responsibility of the UNSC
(with five permanent and 10 non-permanent,
rotating members), as spelt out in Article 24 of
the United Nations Charter: “In order to
ensure prompt and effective action by the
United Nations, its Members confer on the
Security Council primary responsibility for the
maintenance of international peace and secu-
rity...” Reading it out loud brings home how
farcical this mandate is given that at least
three of the five permanent members have not
hesitated, to varying degrees, in starting mili-
tary conflicts to pursue their own expansionist
ambitions.

Trump, for instance, is already talking
about turning his attention to the next “con-
quest”. And quite frankly, given how the
Americans have behaved vis-a-vis Iran, bomb-
ing the nation in the middle of negotiations in
February, why would the Chinese not take this
moment to make a move on Taiwan? Merci-
fully, Xi Jinping has taken the route, so far, of

of the UN Security
Colmcll the mas( powerful body wuhm l.he UN, isrooted in a version of imperialism. BLOOMBERG

dialogue, meeting this week with Taiwan’s
leader of opposition and calling Taiwan a
“shared homeland™.

But, as assassinations of adversaries
becomes acceptable State policy, the UNSC has
utterly failed to maintain the international
peace it was tasked with. Besides, why should
just five nations hold the keys to the vault, just
because that was the decision taken 80 years
ago?

Even among these so-called Big Five, the
failure to genuinely stand up to Trump is there
for all to see. Keir Starmer, for instance, has
said multiple times that the Iran war is not the
UK's war. So why were Americans allowed to
use England's bases for military operations
against Iran? Technically, the use of these
bases is for defensive missions. But when the
US has clearly spoken of the intent to blow up
bridges and power plants, who believes that
these operations are defensive?

The truth is the world is already in a new
version of the Cold War where the most brutal,
unfiltered, and ugly form of the might-is-right
dictum is being played out. And multilateral-
ism has failed.

Barkha Dutt is an award-winning journalist and
author. The views expressed are personal

Lost in narratives, a true
picture of Bengal’s growth

sions around the state of its economy
ve inevitably resurfaced. Whatever
one's political views, the dominant narrative
about the state’s economy is laced with nostal-
gia — a glorious past followed by a steady
decline relative to the rest of the country since
the 1960s.

Yet, there is a puzzle: Our research with
Boston University economist Dilip Mookherjee
shows that in terms of the growth rate of real
net state domestic product (NSDP) per capita
— a standard measure of a state’s economic
prosperity — over the entire period for which
we have comparable data (1960 to 2024), West
Bengal has had very similar performance to
that of the rest of India.

Only a careful analysis can bring out the
true picture. Otherwise, one can pick numbers
and make the state’s performance look better
or worse.

For example, if we take nominal numbers
and restrict attention to 17 major states in
terms of population (and taking the pre-split
units for the four major states that split up
later), West Bengal ranked fifth in the 1960s,
falling to the 12th spot in recent years, beaten
even by states such as Rajasthan and Odisha,
which were typically behind earlier.

However, nominal income reflects both out-
putand prices, and without adjusting for price
levels, this could give a misleading picture. If
we adjust for prices at a disaggregated level

sanother round of assembly elections
A in West Bengal approaches, discus-

and look at real income, West Bengal's rank
does not show such a dramatic decline, and
the state turns out to be slightly below average
(10th or 11th) most of the time, with some dips
during the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s.

‘We know ranks are not a very robust meas-
ure of a state's per capita income,
since a small change or not adjust-
ing for price changes or how popu-
lation projections since 2011 have
been calculated could make one
state overtake another.

If, instead, we compare West Bengal with
the best performing states since the early
1990s, which have consistently included Guj-
arat, Haryana, and Maharashtra, a starker pic-
ture emerges.

Here, the gap has been gradually increasing
since the 1960s, with a slight recovery from the
late-1990s to the early-2000s and has
increased steeply since then and is more than
double at present — West Bengal's per capita
real NSDP is 47% of these high-performing
states.

If we compare West Bengal with the low-
performing states, which have con-
sistently included Bihar, Uttar Pra-
desh, and Madhya Pradesh, a sym-
metric but reverse picture emerges.

Until the early 1990s the gap
between West Bengal and these

A clearer picture emerges if we Maithreesh states was positive, but relatively
look at the ratio of West Bengal's Ghatak small (within 15%). Since then, West
NSDP per capita to that of the rest of Bengal grew relatively faster and the
India and how it has changed over —————o=  gap has increased steeply. For the
time. latest year, West Bengal was ahead

From the early 1960s till the early by 77%.
1990s, there was a steady decline in This is the main story — West
West Bengal's NSDP per capita rela- Bengal's position vis-a-vis the rest of
tive to the rest of India. From then the country has indeed deteriorated
to circa 2005, there was a steady over the decades, except for a brief
improvement with West Bengal Tanika window from the early 1990s to the
managing to catch up with the rest mid-2000s.

of India briefly in the early 2000s.
Since 2005, there has again been a
steady deterioration in its relative
position that has continued to the present
period.

Still, whether one uses nominal or real val-
ues and irrespective of West Bengal being
above or below the rest of India, throughout
this entire period, even at its worst, the gap
has not exceeded 25%.

Chakraborty

But the gap is not huge. It is when
we compare West Bengal with the
best-performing states since liberal-
isation that its underperformance becomes
stark; this gap has kept on widening since the
mid-2000s, with some acceleration in recent
years.

‘The reason why West Bengal's performance
relative to the rest of India as a whole is not
bad is because of the worst-performing states,

Mandal’s legacy and path

who fell progressively behind West Bengal in
the same way that West Bengal fell behind the
best-performing states.

This is the aggregate picture that hides
many complexities. But it makes three points
that are worth keeping in mind.

First, real and nominal differences are
important, because prices matter not just for
standard of living or cost of production but
also because they contain information about
relative scarcity.

Second, a narrative of West Bengal's steady
decline with respect to the rest of the country
hides a much more nuanced story about the
gap between states increasing after liberalisa-
tion. A state’s absolute growth can be positive
— even accelerating — and yet its relative
standing can deteriorate if peer states are out-
pacing it; conversely, a weak performer may
look respectable in comparative terms simply
because other states are growing even slower.
Liberalisation was equivalent to a track
becoming faster so that the gap between the
better performers and the rest increased.

Third, for all the criticism it receives, it was
a brief period from the early 1990s to circa
2005 that West Bengal experienced a turn-
around, largely due to improvements in agri-
cultural productivity.

But that does not take away from the fact
that there was a decline in manufacturing
from the 1970s, and services did not provide
the kind of acceleration that could have made
‘West Bengal follow the path that some of the
southern states were able to take.

Maitreesh Ghatak is professor of economics,
London School of Economics, and Tanika
Chakraborty is professor of economics,
Indian Institute of Management Calcutta.
The views expressed are personal

passed away in1982. Mandal chaired

the commission whose report laid

the foundation for reservations for Other
Backward Classes. The Mandal recommenda-
tions transformed the country’s administra-
tive framework as well as its social and politi-
cal structures. The anniversary of his passing
is, therefore, a moment to reflect on how far
we have come, and how far we still need to go.
The idea of ensuring representation for
backward communities is rooted in many
reform In

pril 13 marks the death anniversary
Aof ‘Bindeshwari Prasad Mandal, who

ahead for social justice

tify socially and educationally backward
classesin mdependent India. Though itsrec-

vation in education has opened new doorsfor  th ies make clear that the p f { EDITOR'S PICK }
backward within the Muslim 1 o " ; . .
the pmmple ofequal opponumty Expanded population has ot n—anslamd mm propor- HT's editors offer a book recommendation every Saturday, which provides history,

initi-
atives,and xmproved access to entrepreneur-
ship have collﬁcuvelywxdﬁned the horizon for
OBC communities across the e country.

tionate o Inthis
context, leading i msulunons such as Aligarh
Muslim University, Jamia Hamdard and
Jamia M.\l]m Islamia can play a vital role in

However, within th
certain groups demand more focused atten-

not fully
they laid the intellectual groundwork
for the Mandal Commission, which
recommended 27% reservation for
(OBCs. When then Prime Minister VP
Singh announced its implementa-
tion on August 7, 1990, it marked a
watershed moment in India’s demo-
cratic journey.

The past decade has seen an

Singh

tion. The Sachar Committee Repon (2006)
reveals that

ial justice. Ensuring 27% reser-
vation for Muslim OBCs within these institu-
uuns ‘would not only correct representational
butalso create real pathways for

Muslims fall within the OBC cale—
- gory — yet their conditions across
education, employment, and income

o remain comparatively weaker.
Scholarly work has further illumi-
nated this reality. Ali Anwar Ansari’s
Masawat Ki Jung highlights that
despitea !alge section of the Muslim

Ganesh

ment to OBC welfare. The 102nd Con-

7
1902, Shahu Mah f Kolhapur i

50% reservation in administrative services,
and in 1921, the Madras Presidency adopted
similar measures. The Kaka Kalelkar Com-
mission made the first national effort to iden-

granted constitu-
tional status to the National Commission for
Backward Classes, strengthening the institu-
tional mechanism for addressing OBC-related
issues. The implementation of 27% OBC reser-

to socially

backward groups, institutional lead-
ership has largely remained concentrated
among the elite. Masood Alam Falahi's Hin-
dustan Mein Zaat-Paat Aur Musalman pro-
vides historical evidence of caste-like hier-
archies within Muslim society. Together,

the socio-economic empowerment of Muslim
OBC communities.

context, and helps understand recent news events
THE AESTHETICS OF RAJA RAVI VARMA

ew Indian artists have been as influential as
Raja Ravi Varma (1848-1906). Born in the
‘Travancore royal family, Ravi Varma was one
of the earliest — and the most successful —
artists in India to adept the Eumpean medium of oil
pamm]g Most: 0”1]5 ce[ebmled paintings drew their
Hi

The post-Mandal quota mation has
been described by scholars as India’s “second
democratic upsurge”, BP Mandal's legacy
reminds us that inclusiveness is the true
strength of democracy. His death anniversary
isa reminder that the journey toward social
justice remains unfinished. The empower-
ment of Muslim OBCs is an esseatial step
toward building a resilient society.

Ganesh Singh is chairperson of the Committee
on Welfare of Other Backward Classes (2025-26)
of Parliament, The views expressed are personal

d puranas, They remain.
popular to this day Ravl Varma hit headlines most
recently when one of his works (Yashoda and
Krishna) fetched a record price at a recent auction.
His best works are on view at public galleries in Thir-
uvananthapuram and Baroda.

Rupika Chawla’s Raja Ravi Varma: Painter of Colo-
‘nial India is a fine introduction to this great artist, who

travelled widely, resided in multiple princely states  Raja Ravi

and colonial cities, and produced a large body of work ~ Varma: Painter of
that birthed Indian modernism. Drawing from archi- ~ Colonial India

val material, this work uncovers the layered aesthetic  Rupika Chawla

of a pioneering painter. 2010
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Rubio to visit India in May.

discusses trade with Misri

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
Washingtan, 10 April

United States (US) Secretary of
State Marco Rubio is set to visit
New Delhi next month, it was
announced here after his “pro-
ductive meeting” with India’s
Foreign Secretary Vikram Misri
onarange of issues, including
trade and the Quad.

Misri, whoisonathree-day
visitin Washington, met Rubio
at the White House on Thurs-
day. The two leaders reviewed
bilateral relationships,
especially trade, critical min-
erals, defence and the Quad.

“Welcome to the White
House @VikramMisri! Produc-
tive meeting with @SecRubio
that focused on our bilateral
relationship, especially trade,
critical minerals, defence and
the Quad,” US Ambassador to
India, Sergio Gor, who was also
present at the meeting, posted
onX. Secretary Rubiolooks for-
ward to visiting India next
month, Gor said. “We look for-
ward to deepening our engage-
mentintheseimportantsectors

(From left) Foreign Secretary Vikram Misri duringa
meenng with the US Secretary of State Marco Rubioand US

to India Sergi

Gor, in

DCpHoTO; FTI

and much more to strengthen
the India-US Comprehensive
Global Strategic Partnership,”
the Indian embassy in the US
saidinapostonX.

Earlier, Misri held separate
meetings with US Deputy Sec-
retary Christopher Landau and
US Under Secretary of State for
Political ~ Affairs,  Allison
Hooker. “Deputy Secretary of
State Christopher Landau met

with Indian Foreign Secretary
Vikram Misri today in Wash-

Indian embassy, Misri and
Landau discussed bilateral
priorities and also exchanged
assessments on regional and

global  developments  of
mutual concern,
Hooker said she and Misri

discussed how India and the
US can work closer together on
security, defence, and the econ-
omy. “We are finding practical
ways to make both Americans
and Indians safer and more
prosperous, includingthrough
the Quad,” she said.

The Indian embassy in the
US said Hooker and Misri
took stock of the India-US
bilateral agenda since the
Foreign Office Consultations
held last December.

The two diplomats also

OPINION

Mahatma Jyotirao Phule: A light
that still shows India the way

-
S

NARENDRA MODI

Today, 11th April, is a deeply
special day for all of us. It is
the birth anniversary of
Mahatma Jyotirao Phule, one
of India’s greatest social
reformers and a guiding light
for generations. This year, the
occasion carries even greater

ington. The leader

the close part
the two countries and shared
newsabout thesituationinthe
Persian Gulf and other global
and regional priorities,”
Tommy Pigott, Principal
Deputy Spokesman for the
Department of State, said ina
statement. According to the

PresidentJD Vanceisleading
a delegation to Islamabad for
talks with Iranian leaders
after the warring sides agreed
to a two-week Pakistan-
brokered ceasefire.

Justice Yashwant Varma resigns amid
impeachment process over cash row

BHAVINI MISHRA
New Delhi, 0 April

Allahabad High Court judge
Justice Yashwant Varma has
submitted his resignation to
President Droupadi Murmu
withimmediate effect.

“While I do not propose to
burdenyourAugust office with
the reasons which have con-
strained me tosubmit this mis-
sive, itiswithdeep anguish that
Ihereby tender my resignation
from the office of Judge of the
Hon'ble High Court of Judica-
ture at Allahabad, with
immediate effect. It has been
an honour to serve in this
office,” Justice Varma said in

hisletter to Murmu.

Justice Varma, whose
parent court was the Allahabad
High Court was transferred to
the Delhi High Court, had been
mired in controversy after a
wad of cash was allegedly
found at his official residence
in Delhi by firemen who went
there toextinguish a fire.

The fire started at an out-
house of the official Delhi resi-
dence ofthe judge on March 14,
2025. Firefighterswhohad gone
there to extinguish the fire dis-
covered large amounts of burnt
cash. A few videos showing the
burnt room and wads of cash
alsostarted circulating soon.

Though Justice Varma and

The discovery of burnt cash
at Justice Yashwant Varma’s
house had led to corruption
allegations

his wife were then travelling in
Madhya Pradesh, their daughter
and his elderly mother were
present at the house. The dis-
covery of burnt cash led to cor-
ruption allegations, which

Justice Varma denied. He main-
tained that he was being tar-
geted under a conspu-acy

Ani ywassub-

hared recent as it marks the
ipbetween de inWest Asia, as beginning of his 200th birth

well as regional issues of anniversary celebrations.

mutual interest. US Vice ‘Mahatma Phule wasagreat

reformer. In addition to that,
hiswasalife of moral courage,
restless enquiry and unshak-
able commitment to social
good. Mahatma Phule is
remembered for the institu-
tions he built and the move-
ments he led. At the same
time, his contribution to our
civilisational journey lies in
the hope he aroused, the con-
fidence he instilled and the
strength his thoughts con-
tinue to give to millions of
people across the nation.
Born in the great state of
Maharashtra in 1827, Mahatma
Phule emerged from modest
beginnings. But his initial
never stood in the

sequentlyorderedbyﬂ.\enchler
Justice of India Justice Sanjiv
Khanna. Athree-member panel,
comprisingPunjaband Haryana
High Court Chief Justice Sheel
Nagu, Himachal High Court
Chief Justice GS Sandhawalia,
and Karnataka High Court Jus-
tice Anu Sivaraman, was consti-
tuted on March 22, 2025. The
panel began proceedings on
March25and submitted its find-
ingsinearly May last year. After
reviewing the report, the CJI
asked Justice Varmato resignor
faceimpeachment proceedings.

wayofhislearning, his courage

knowledge emerges from
them.” Clearly, the spirit of
enquiry he was blessed with
since his childhood remained
constantin his journey.
‘Throughout his life, learn-
ing and education became
central to Mahatma Phule’s
mission. He recognised with
rare clarity that knowledge is.
not a privilege to be guarded,
but a force to be shared. At a
time when the joys of learning
were denied to many, he
opened pioneering schools for
girls and for those kept out of
formal education. He used to
say, “Any improvement that
comes in children through
mothers is deeply valuable.
Therefore, if schools are to be
opened, they should first be
opened forgirls.” He worked to
create a new social imagin-
ation in which the

“Joparyant samajatil sarvana
samaan adhikaar milat naa-
heet, toparyant khare swatan-
trya milat naahi” (True
freedom cannot be achieved
until everyone in society is
granted equal rights). And for
that, he built institutions that
translated this vision into
action, centributing to a just
society. The Satyashodhak
Samaj, founded by him, was
one of the most important
social reform movements in
modern India. It was at the
forefront of social reform, com-
munity service and furthering
human dignity. It became an
effective voice for women,
youngsters and those living in
villages. This movement
reflected Mahatma Phule’s
intrinsic belief that society
couldbe streng!l\ened by plac-
ingati ice, respect for

became an instrument of jus-
tice and equality.

His vision for education
inspires us greatly. Over the
last decade, we have worked
tomake research and innova-
tion a cornerstone for the
youth of India. Efforts are
being made to create an eco-
system where young minds
are encouraged to question,
explore and innovate. By
investing in knowledge, skills
and opportunity, India is
empowering its youth to

every person and aspirit of col-
lective progress.

| FONDLY RECALL MY VISIT
TO PUNE IN 2022, WHEN |
HAD OFFERED TRIBUTES TO
MAHATMA PHULE AT HIS
GRAND STATUE IN THE CITY.
AS WE MARK THE
BEGINNING OF HIS
BICENTENARY YEAR, THE
MOST FITTING TRIBUTE TO
MAHATMA JYOTIRAO PHULE
ISABOUT RENEWAL

become probl olvers and
drivers of national progress.
Due to his knowledge and
wisdom, Mahatma Phule
developed a strong under-
standing of areas such as agri-
culture, healthcare and rural

or hi to society.
This is a trait that remained
with him forever: whatever the
challenges may be, one must

He often said
that injustice towards our
farmers and workers weakens
oursociety. He saw how social

work hard, acquire
and mitigate those challenges
instead of doing nothing about
it. From his school days, young
Jyotirao was deeply curious
and becamea voraciousreader,
oftenreadingbooks farbeyond
what children his age were
expected to engage with. Years
later, he said, “The more ques-
tions we generate, the more

ie:
themselves in daily life, be it
in the farms or in villages.
Hence, he immersed himself
in ensuring dignity for the
poor, the downtrodden and
the marginalised. At thesame
time, he made every possible
effort to ensure social har-
mony was maintained.
Mahatma Phule opined,

His personal life, too, car-
riedlessonsin courage. Always
working and beingamong the
peopletookatoll on his health.
But even the most serious
health challenges did not dim
his resolve. After suffering a
debilitating stroke, he con-
tinued to work and fulfil his
vision. Yes, his body had been
tested, but his commitment to
society had not yielded. For
millions today, especially
those who draw courage from
struggle, this remains one of
the most powerful dimensions
of hislife.

No remembrance of
Mahatma Phule can be com-
plete without a respectful

mention of Savitribai Phule,
who was herself one of the tal-
lest reformers of ournation. As
one of India’s pioneering
women teachers, she played a
defining role in advancing
education for girls, thus giving
them the opportunity to
pursue their dreams. After
MahatmaPhule’s passing, Sav-
itribai carried forward that
torch and, in 1897, during a
plague outbreak, she served
victims with such devotion
that she herself contracted the
disease and lost her own life.

Our land has been blessed,
time and again, by great men
and women who we
strengthened society through
thought, sacrifice and action.
They did not wait for change to
arrive from somewhere else.
They became its source. For
hundreds of years in our land,
theclarion call forsocial better-
ment has often risen from
within society itself, from
those who could see suffering
clearly and refused to acceptit
as fate. Mahatma Jyotirao
Phule was one such voice.

1 fondly recall my visit to
Pune in 2022, when I had
offered tributes to Mahatma
Phuleat hisgrand statue inthe
city. Aswe mark the beginning
of his bicentenary vear, the
most fitting tribute to
Mahatma Jyotirao Phule is
about renewal. Renewal of our
commitment to subjects close
to his heart, such as education.
Renewal of our sensitivity to
injustice. Renewal of our faith
that society can improve itself
from within. His life tells us
that the power of community
can achieve miracles in India
when joined with moral clarity
and public purpose. That is
why he still gives strength to
millions. That is why his words
and work still carry hope. And
thatiswhy, nearly two hundred
years after his birth, Mahatma
Jyotirao Phule remains not a
figure of the past, but a guide
for India’s future.

The author is Prime Minister
of India

BJP reaches out
to women and
govtemployees
in Bengal

ARCHIS MOHAN

New Dethi, 10 April

In its manifesto for the West
Bengal Assembly polls
released on Friday, the Bhara-
tiya Janata Party (BJP)
sought to reach out to
Bengal’s 1.4 million state gov-
ermment employees and an
estimated five million pen-
sioners, its youth, and the
crucial women electors, who
have in the last decade
emerged asasignificant sup-
port base of the Mamata
Banerjee-led Trinamool Con-
gress (TMC).

The manifesto, which
Union Home Minister Amit
Shah released on Friday in
Kolkata, announced com-
mitmentsthatsoughttocon-
solidate the BJP’s sway in
North Bengal, where it out-
performed the TMC in the
2019 and 2024 Lok Sabhaand
2021 Assembly polls, as also
among Bengal’s Scheduled
Tribes, which comprise 5.8
per cent of its population.

‘The BJP said its state gov-
emment will recommend
including Kurmali  and
Rajbongshi dialects in the
Eighth Schedule of the Consti-
tution, implement a perma-
nent political solution for the
hill districts, grant land owner-
ship to tea garden workers,
establish adedicated tribal uni-
versity inJhargram, and

» FROM PAGE 1

RBImootsX1trnasset
threshold for NBFC upper layer

The proposed inclusion of
government-owned NBFCs
reflects what the central bank
describes as an ownership-
neutral regulatory approach.
“In pursuance of the principle
of ownership-neutral regula-
tory regime for NBECs, it is
now proposed to consider eli-
gible  government-owned
NBFCs also for inclusion in
the list of NBFC-UL based on
the revised criteria,” it said.
The draft also allows all
upper-layer NBFCs to use
state government guarantees
asacredit risk transfer instru-

size. Asaresult, those already
in the category are likely to
remain there for now.

“It does not materially
change anything. The frame-
work is essentially a govern-
ance measure, and rightly so.
Being classified as an upper-
layer NBFC did not offer any
real operational advantage; it
primarily required entities [o

Another industry insider
described the move as a sim-
plification rather than a sub-
stantive shift. “Earlier, the
RBI had a mix of quantitative
and qualitative criteria and
created a scorecard. Now, the
readingis that they have sim-
plified the whole thing and
said size is what is more
lmportant So, X1 trillion and

adhere to higher
such as maintaining addi-
tional capital, listing require-
ments, and appointing key
roles like chief compliance
and risk officers. Theseare, in
any case, good governance
practices,” said the MD & CEO

ment without limit.
A M Karthik, senior vice-
i and co-group head ofanupper-lay

for financial sector ratings at
ICRA, said the shift to a size-
based threshold brings clar-
ity. “Further inclusion of
government-owned entities,
based on their size, indicates
a more harmonised way of
identifying NBFC-ULSs. Based
on the existing position, the
number of NBFC-ULs would
go up vis-a-vis 15 entities
identified previously,” he
said.Some current upper-
layer NBFCs fall short of the
proposed Xitrillion threshold.
However, under the RBI's
framework, entities once clas-
sified as NBFC-UL remain
under enhanced regulation
for at least five years, regard-
less of changesin

a tea workers development
board. Itcommittedtosetupan
All India Institute of Medical
Science, or AIIMS, a cancer
hospital, an Indian Institute of
Technology, and an Indian
Institute of Management in

“The change may be more
relevant for companies that
‘were previously unlisted, asit
could ease the compulsory
listing requirement for some
of them. Beyond that, the
impact appears limited,” he
said. He added that a key
question is what happens to
NBFCs currently classified in
the upper layer but below the
31 trillion threshold. While
there is no clarity yet, under
the earlier framework, even if
an NBFC moved out of the
upper layer, it was required to
continue complying with
upper-layer norms for a few
years. There is little reason to
expect that principle to be
diluted, he said.

abov hreshold,
and every five years they will
revisit that number.

Entities that were likely to
become upper layer at lower
thresholds will no longer
qualify. However, for those
already classified as upper
layer, the earlier framework
stated that once an entity
enters the upper layer, it con-
tinues to remain there for five
years even if it does not meet
the criteriasubsequently. The
current draft does not
explicitly revoke that clause,
so the assumption is that it
may continue. This means
existing upper-layer entities
may remain, and the overall
number could increase with
the inclusion of some state-
backed NBFCs,” he said.

The industry insider
added that uncertainty per-
sists around entities such as
Tata Sons, structurally dis-
tinct as a core investment
company, despite its earlier
inclusion in the upper layer.

Mkts log best weekly gainin
over 5 years on Iran-US truce

North Bengal. Promises to yon officer,

women were the highlight of the impact of the conflict on Investment Managers.

the BJP’ i ility will bein Market breadth remained
According to post-poll focus. strong, with 3325 stocks

studies, including one by the “Ifoil the i 86 declini

Delhi-based think tank Centre relief rally in markets could Foreign portfolio investors

for the Study of Developing
Societies, 13 per cent more
women voted for the TMC than
forthe BJPin the 2021 Assembly
polls. The TMC'’s support base
among women is attributed to
its  women-centric welfare
schemes such as Kanyashree,
Rupashreg, bicycles for girl stu-

dents, and Lakshmir Bhandar.

continue because equities are
almost one-to-one correlated
with oil prices right now. How-
ever, given the ongoing hostil-
ities in West Asia, it is unlikely
that oil prices will keep declin-
ing significantly, which means
the relief rally could prove
short-lived,” said Saurabh Muk-
herjea, founder and chief

(FPIs) during the day were net
buyers of stocks, purchasing
equities worth 3672 crore, with
Friday being the first net-posi-
tive day in terms of FPI flows
since the war began. The last
time FPIs were net buyers was
on February 25 while domestic
institutional investors bought
equities worth 410 crore.

Top gainers
T-weel

NSE sectoral indices chg (%)
Nifty Realty 130
Nifty Financial Services
Ex'ff\éanks 108
Nifty Auto 106
BSE Sectoral Indices

BSE Realty 29
BSE Auto 103
BSE Consumer durables 92

Saurce: Bloomberg, exchanges

While the intensity of FP
selling has reduced over the
past three sessions, they
remain net sellers of ¥48,213
croreso far this month.

“The conflict has created
supply-side challenges in gas
and fertilisers. India’s energy
transition is also likely to
accelerate ... the debate on
India’s exposure to artificial
intelligence (AT) will resurface.
The lack of direct Al play
seems to be the most persist-
ent challenge with potential
Al disruption for Indian ser-
vices exports aggravating
matters,” said Ridham Desai,
head of India Research and
chief India equity strategist,
Morgan Stanley.

On Friday, the broader
market Nifty Smallcap 100
rose1.6spercentand the Nifty
Midcap 100 index went up 1.5
per cent, taking their weekly

gain beyond 7.5 per cent.

All Nifty sectoral indices
ended the week in the black.
This was led by Nifty Realty,
which surged 13 per cent,
and Nifty Financial Services,
which gained 10.8 per cent.
Shriram Finance (up 15.2 per
cent) and Adani Enterprises
(up13.8 percent) emerged as
the top Nifty gainers for the
week.“The Nifty is witness-
ing a steady recovery, and
indications favour a gradual
rise towards 24,300-24,700.
A further cooloff in the vola-
tility index, India VIX, which
is now at 19, is adding to
market comfort. Traders
should maintain a positive
yet cautious stance until the
Nifty decisively holds above
the key level of 23,500,” said
Ajit Mishra, senior vice-
president (research), Reli-
gare Broking

$100 mn marine insurance
pool on cards for vessels
sailing through war zones

Theinsurance pool would act
as a shock absorber as well,
spreading bigger losses
across participants. At pres-
ent, India has an insurance
pool for high-cost risks like
incidents of terrorism and
nuclear disasters managed
by GICRe.

Marine insurance pre-
miums continued to be elev-
ated owing to the West Asia
conflict. Consequently, sev-
eral reinsurers have issued
notice of cancellation for
vessels passing through the
route, including GIC Re. Sev-
eral shipping companies
have either stopped travel-
ling through the route and
are exploring alternate routes
or have stopped sailing
entirely. Experts also said

cover of around 0.25 per cent
before the conflict, have seen
premiums rise to 0.5-1 per
cent. Despite available capac-
ity, war covers are currently
offered only at elevated rates
and on a highly restricted
basis dueto prevailing uncer-
tainty.The conflict has dis-
rupted shipments of about
one-fifth of the world’s oil
and liquefied natural gas
through the strait, affecting
the movement of oil and
other key goods. Despite, the
two-week ceasefire, the pre-
miums continue to be on the
higher side due to
heightened uncertainty.
StephenRudman, head of
marine, Asia, Aon said,
“Froman insurance perspec-
tive, a two-week ceasefire is

that
ing the region, Wthh used to
purchase additional war

in matenal]y
changing risk pricing or an
underwriting stance. Addi-

tional war-risk premiums are
driven by forward-looking
threat assessments rather
than short-term political
developments,” “While the
announcement may helpsta-
bilise sentiment and reduce
some near-term volatility,
underwriters are likely to
treat this as a temporary

pause rather than a resol-
ution of the geopolitical risk.
As such, we would expect
continued scrutiny on Gulf
transits, with elevated war-
risk pricing broadly remain-
ing in place until there is
clearer evidence of a sus-
tained de-escalation,”
Rudman added.

BEE plans to slash ‘super
credits’ for strong hybrid
carsin CAFE-3

Itreasoned that the latter con-
tinuetorely on fossil fuelsand
En\l[ (mlplpe pollutants.

ittee, headed by

costs and limited charging
infrastructure. This has been
opposed by Tata Motors and

& hindra, which

BJP Rajya Sabha MP Bhuba-
neswarKalita, had said incen-
tives suchas subsidiesand tax
benefits should be “strategi-
cally” focused on accelerating
adoption of zero-emission
vehicles like battery EVs and
fuel-cell EVs, while treating
technologies such as plug-in
hybrids as transitional. The
issue of strong hybrids versus
EVs has also exposed a divide
within the auto industry.
Companies such as Toyota
Kirloskar Motor and Maruti
Suzuki India have argued in
favour of incentives forstrong
hybrids, positioningthemasa
practical bridge amid high EV

maintain that extending
benefits to strong hybrids
could slow EV adoption and
dilute investments in electric
platforms and charging net-
works.A strong hybrid’s bat-
tery is typically 12
kilowatt-hour (kWh)in capac-
ity, enough to allow electric-
only driving for 1-3 km at one
stretch. The battery mainly
assists the petrol engine
during acceleration, powers
the vehicleatvery lowspeeds,
and captures energy through
regenerative braking, butitis
too small to support long-dis-
tance electric driving like
plug-in hybrids or full EVs.

SP Group calls for Tata Sons

He said it would open a more
defined and robust dividend
stream for the Tata Trusts, the
group’s philanthropic arm.

“To date, no clear, evi-
dence-based case has been
presented to explain how a
public listing would
materially damage the inter-
ests of the trusts or reduce
their ability to serve benefici-
aries,” Mistry said in the
statement.

In 2022, the RBI desig-
nated TataSonsas an “upper-
layer” non-banking financial
institution — a category that
requires firms to go public
within three years of the
classification.

While a public float has
long been opposed by Tata
Trusts, the majority holder of

stingin open letter to RBI

Tata Sons, due to concerns
around dilution of its control
over the group’s listed com-
panies, Shapoorji’s latest
demand is aimed at amping
up pressure on the central
bank to enforce a public
listing.

Any delay in an initial
public offering would effec-
tively close a potential liquid-
ity window for the debt-laden
conglomerate, which has
struggled with financial stress
exacerbated by the pandemic.
The group has previously
tapped private credit markets
by pledging part of the
holding.

Itsstake in TataSons, how-
ever, remainsilliquid, making
aresolutioncritical toits debt-
reduction plans.
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New Al tools as WMD: Why India must be paranoid

Injust three and a half years since ChatGPT, Al has reached a critical juncture. Itis close to empowering those who want to destroy our world

BEYOND IDEOLOGY

RJAGANNATHAN

Artificial intelligence (AI) made
headlines as a deployable tool in
November 2022, when OpenAl
released ChatGPT. In less than five
days it had over one million users.
‘Today, it has just under 900 million
users, including those using Micro-
soft’s Copilot, which is powered by
ChatGPT. InJanuary 2026, another
Al giant, Anthropic, launched
Claude Cowork, an Al tool that
allows teams to collaborate in a
shared workspace, threatening the
labour-arbitrage-based software ser-
vices business that India thrives on.

Earlier this month, Anthropic,
after testing another Altool, Claude
Mythos Preview, decided that it was
too dangerous to release to the
public. Reason: Mythos could
remotely identify and exploit
cybersecurity vulnerabilities, and
could thus be used by dangerous
criminalsto hold vulnerable entities

ing the tool with large corporations
sothey canidentify their vulnerabil-
ities before similar tools are devel-
oped by others.

Oneshould thinkof April 2026 as
a moment similar to J Robert
Oppenheimer’s testing of the
atomic bomb under the Manhattan
Project in 1945, which reminded
himofSriKrishna'sdark message in
the Gita. When Arjuna asks him who
he really is, Sri Krishna replies in
Chapter 11, Verse 32: “I am mighty
Time, thesource of destruction that
comes forth to annihilate the
worlds. Even without your partici-
pation, the warriors arrayed in the

economic damage. Itis also notable
that Anthropic is giving this tool
largely to American tech giants like
Amazon, Apple, Broadcom, Cisco,
Google, Microsoft and Nvidia to fix
their cyber vulnerabilities — which
implies that this is, shorn of moral
grandstanding, a tool meant to pre-
serve the American tech edge.
While China and other tech
powers will surely develop their
own Mythos — assuming they
haven’t already done so— Europe,
India, Asia (ex-China), Africa and
the rest of the tech laggards of the
world will be reduced to mere con-
sumers of tech, subservient to

army shall ¢ toexist.”
In less than three-and-a-half
years after the release of ChatGPT,
we have now arrived at a critical
juncture in Al's development:
Before building anythingreal, it will
empower those whowant to destroy
ourworld. Itisthenew WMD. The D
in the WMD could stand for any-
thing from Disruption (jobs) to
Destruction (Al's use in warfare) to
Detection (mass surveillance) to
Deception (the generation of deep
fakes that could fool anyone).
Inthe hands of the government,
the atomic and hydrogen bombs
were used to destroy two cities in
Japan. Now we are dependent on
Anthropic’s moral qualms to pre-
vent a potent destroyer of digital
integrity, on which much of world

toransom. Anth id it is shar-

us from

e ds, tosa

America’s | priorities.
‘What Mythos demonstrates is that
everyone can now be threatened. In
less than a year, bad actors, state or
non-state, may get to lay their
hands on asimilar tool.

Just in case you think that
American corporations are wring-
ing their hands in anguish over the
thought of putting such lethal tools
in the hands of bad actors, forget it.
When it comes to the American
military-industrial complexand the
Deep State, conscientious objectors
to the use of Al for military pur-
poses, and that too without human
oversight, can be set aside. To go
back to Oppenheimer, when he
opposed the building of the
hydrogen bomb, he was quickly
labelled a Communist and side-
lined. The military-industrial com-

plex does not care for dissent if it
stands in the way of its power. In the
current context, the US Department
of War (formerly Defense), has
labelled Anthropic a “supply-side
risk” and new players are eagerto fill
the gap. A Reuters report says that
small Al startups are eager to gain
from Anthropic’s exit, Uncle Sam
has the ability to make any supplier
of Al tools for defence rich.

Mythos is yet another wakeup

call for India: It cannot afford to
remain merely a supplier of tech
labour for American corporations
building their platforms. We have
to build our own platforms. It will
takealotof money and effort to get
thisdone, butifwe do not incentiv-
ise this process, it will never
happen. We must remember we are
more cyber vulnerable than many
other countries.

But how exactly do we incentiv-

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

isesovereign tech?

First, it is not about companies
lacking the money; it is about mis-
allocation. Take one example.
Between 2014 and today, according
toaCrisil report, nearly ¥1.2 trillion
of the profits of listed companies
hasgone towards funding CSR (cor-
porate social responsibility) pro-
jects. This is stupidity disguised as
do-goodism. Not only do individ-
uals and corporations pay taxes to

enable social welfare projects,
expecting them to fund more wel-
fare directly is folly.

Second, India’s tech companies
pay out thousands of crorestoinves-
tors as dividends and for buybacks.
In 2024-25, the top three software
services companies, TCS, Infosys
and HCL Tech, had more than 1
trillion of free cash flows. Even if
halfthe money wereto be paid outto
investors, whatistostop the govern-
ment from giving tax benefits touse
the bulk of the balance for building
sovereign platforms and products?

The problem is not a lack of
fundingfor building Indian intellec-
tual property. It is a lack of appetite
for taking real risks to create some-
thing larger than quarterly profits.

The hegemonic West will use its
huge lead in Al tech to increase its
share of global power and reduce us
to tech coolies. If India really wants
tochange the world order tomake it
less one-sided, it has to put its
‘money where its mouth is. To be at
the hightable, you havetobe able to
show what you bring to the table,
not just that you have an appetite. If
weareonly bringing cheap labourto
the table, we will be treated as such.

Thelessontolearn from thelran-
US war is this: It takes will power,
and not just money and high-tech,
to win awar. Also, note the late Intel
boss Andy Grove's advice: Only the
Paranoid Survive. By merely surviv-
ingand givingit backin spades, Iran
has shown what national will can
accomplish. It has demonstrated
clarity of vision on what it wants to
accomplish: Beits own master. This
is what India must aspire for.

‘The author is a senior journalist

US, Pakistan & West Asia

to take sides should Pakistan

India’s 5-year opportuni

I d
PLAIN POLITICS

ADITI PHADNIS

Although it is becoming harder
and harder to get accurate real-
time information from Pakistan,
some channelsstill work. Tothe
question— “whoisthe real force
in Pakistan powering United
States-Iran talks?” — to a Pakis-
tani colleague, the reply was:
“The army, of course!” This is as
ifto say this should be patently
obvioustoeveryone!

Reports suggest Pakistan
Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif
and Foreign Minister Ishaq Dar
have been hard at work, rallying
round the country’s allies and
working the phonestoinfluence
Iran and the United States (US)
to call aceasefire. But the power
behind the throne in the negoti-
ations, withoutashred of doubt,
isField Marshal Asim Munir.

Munir is not just a field
marshal, only the second in Pak-
istan’s history. He is chief of
army staff (COAS) and the chief
of defence forces (CDF). All this
is underwritten by the Pakistan
Constitution’s 27th amend-
ment, passed last year. It grants
life-time immunity from pros-
ecution to a five-star military
officer, a rank now held only by
him. The removal of the CDF
requires a two-thirds parlia-
mentary majority (itonly takesa
simple majority to remove an
elected Prime Minister). The
rank puts him over the heads of
the airand naval forces. As CDF
heexercises full command over
the “Strategic Plans Division™,
which manages Pakistan’s
nuclear stockpile. His tenure as
army chief, a post he has held
since 2022, has been reset as
CDF for five years until 2030.
Pakistan will hold general elec-
tions in 2029. No prizes for

guessing why it is a five-year
resetand not four or three.

Why all these precautions?
Consider the circumstances in
whichhebecame COAS. In2019,
Prime Minister Tmran Khan
removed Munir as director gen-
eral, Inter-Services Intelligence,
replacing him with Faiz
Hameed. Munir was relegated
to quarter master general,
which, any Pakistan (or Indian)
army officer will tell you, is a
humiliating demotion. He was
removed because he told Mr
Khan about corruption in his
household, implicating Mr
Khan's wife, Bushra Bibi. When
Mr Sharif became Prime Min-
ister, he put Hameed in prison,
ararecase of a three-star officer
being court-martialled, and
appointed Munir to the top
army job.

The general moved fast.
He outlined a decisive policy
on Afghanistan and the Tali-
ban regime, irritated by the
actions of the Tehreek-e-Tali-
ban Pakistan, allegedly oper-
ating under protection from
Kabul, and rewrote Pakistan’s
policy in Central Asia, the Gulf
—and Iran

There is an added dimen-
sion to him. He is a hafiz, which
means he has memorised every
verse of the Quran. Earlier in his
career, as Pakistan’s defence
attache in Riyadh, he forged
lasting relationshipsand elected
to stay back after his tenure to
“refresh his understanding and
memory of the Quran”, he told
thelocal media. How much this
adds to his martial prowess we
may neverknow. But what it has
done is start a new phase of

“Islamic diplomacy”, making
Pakistan a self-styled leader of

attackIndia, somethingthatthe
Saudis have been reluctant to
do. It is another matter that
Riyadh is feeling a bit cheated.
‘When it asked Pakistan for air-
defence systems to protect it
against Iranian missile attacks,
Islamabad was unwilling and
unable to help. For years, Saudi
Arabxahasbeenaskmg?ahstan
todeploy itswar

We now live in a world order that will keep shifting.
India must use this window. This also means we remain
disciplined enough not to be knee-jerked into reacting
to what Pakistan sees as its moment in the sun

Tha[ the world is so distracted with multiple wars,
frayingalliances, and the return of hard

against insurgent Houthis in
Yemen. Pakistan has been as
non-committal now as it was in
the past.

In 2025, Pakistan mounted
an attack on unarmed civilians
in Gulmarg, killing only
Hindus. In retaliation, India
launched Operation Sindoor.
Pakistan considered Munirhad
done a great job and he was
made field marshal. But he got
more than that. For the first
time in 15 years, a US President
hosted a Pakistan military chief
to lunch at the White House
without aides. Analysts believe
that the idea of attacking Iran’s
nuclear weapons was planted
at this meeting. Later, Munir's
only job was “taking care” of
Iran via his contact with the
Revolutionary Guard. Between

power is only a greater reason for India to refocus
within. I's another crisis not to be wasted.

Because these big power and hostile neighbour
preoccupations bring the gift India would ve prayed

India won't be their priority now. This should
account for our adversaries.
With the friends, near-; al.hes and adversanes all

otherthan creatinga warlikesituation with India, we
haven't seen it as yet. That’s why we limit our opti-
mismto five yearsontheoutside. We could get lucky,
but hope, asis said, is no plan.

Thisisalsothe period the Chinese will now need,
as they see Mr Trump enfeebling America, burning
its alliances, and the successor finding his way
around in a still-divided America. China will also
need about five years until it feels strong enough to
moveontoitsoldirredentist dreams. Taiwan, South
China Sea islands and, who knows, the Himalayas.

If this optimistic reading turns out right, and

Indiai: of

regnums when it can build its strength in peace.
would risk erring on the side of optimism.

for. Agiftoftimetoadd: ritical
ities, build deterrence and prepare ourselves for the
inevitable next crisis.

Of course, this also means India remains disci-
plined enough not be knee-jerked into reacting to
what Pakistan sees as its moment in the sun. Let
them soak it in, while we put our heads down to
what's more what we said in that
January 17,2026, National Interest: “Pak-
istan se azaadi” (liberate yourselves
from Pakistan). Somovebeyond them. A
West Asian peace is good for us any
which way.

Let's first understand what we mean
by theworld being distracted. Pakistanis
enjoying being the peace-broker. No
guarantees, butit’smostunlikely tostart
any adventure with us anytime soon.

then and now, Pr
Donald Trump has had blg
words of praise for him on at
least 10 occasions, calling him
“agreat fighter”, “a very impor-
tant guy”, and an “exceptional
human being”.

For years, India has been
able to ensure that most world
capitals blackball Pakistan for
being a state sponsor of terror.
But now, with the help of
Turkey, a social media charm
offensiveis on, projecting Pak-

theIslamic world, i the
Gulf Cooperation Council and
the Organisation of Islamic
Cooperation. Last year, a dec-
ades-longinformal understand-
ingbetween Pakistan and Saudi
Arabia was cemented into a
“Strategic Mutual Defence
Agreement”. The pact clearly
states: A,gressxon against one

istan as a warm and fuzzy
ing facilitator. All
Munir’s work.

Adiplomat put it best. “Ina
volatile global market, India is
pursuing a low-risk, low-return
policy, akintoan SIP (systematic
investment plan) —slow, steady
investment. Pakistan is follow-
ing a high-risk, high-return
pohcy,hkeaventurecaplta].\stor

would as an
aggressmn against both.” So
Munir has forced Saudi Arabia

a dg . Its
returns are no doubt good. But
there’s also very high risk.”

Since we have faced a major
security threat or warlike situation every five years
on average. We began with a two-season war over
Jammu & Kashmir (J&K), had the Goa project hang-
ing with the Portuguese hiding under the Nato
Article 5 protection, its liberation in 1961, wars with
China, and Pakistan in 1962, 1965and 1971, asizeable
skirmish in Nathulain1967. Five in 24 years makes it
amilitary challenge every five years.

The defeat and division of Pakistan
brought a respite, but from 1986-
onwards, the strategic threats became

fre

Chu standoff with the Chinese in 1986-
87. Operation Brasstacks (okay, we pro-
voked that one), the 1990 Pakistani
threat of war over Kashmir, and the first
nuclear warning.

Goingby its record, it will try to con- And then we can keep counting.
ngul):a newc i ?l’ﬂu then NATIONAL Kargil (1999), Parliament atlt’ack and Oi

take the fullest advantage of it, in econ- INTERESr Parakram (2001),26/11: anacks(zoos) and
omicand military aid. then Uri, In the

Itwon’t have the money to buy very
much by itself, but will probably look
to Saudi Arabia, even Qatar for funds while the
Americans resume selling. In any case, these
things take time.

Donald Trump has to find a way to end his Iran
adventure with peace and some plausible claim of
victory. Israel is re-assessing its post-war strategic
moves. The Arabian Gulfis redefining friend and foe.
Ournew friend Europeand oldest partner Russia are
taking a fresh look at their immediate neighbour-
hood. This takes care of India’s friends’ distractions.

The other hostile power, China, has been watch-
ing quietly as the bigger power emangles itselfand
needsa Beijing for* ion”. Follow-
ing the Napoleonesque dictum, not only will China
not interrupt an enemy (Washington) while it’s
making a mistake, it will also prepare itselfto benefit
from the war-wrecked West Asia, especially Iran.
There will be hundreds of billions of dollars in
rebuilding if peace comes. Armies of contractors
will descend on the region, leading to a global
shortage of construction cranes. The Chinese want
most, if notall of these to be theirs. They’re licking
their chopsticks in anticipation. New troubles with

SHEKHAR GUPTA

India five years, what does it do with these?
What do we mean when we said refocus within?

Mr Trump’s bullying on trade, defence modern-
isation gaps in Op Sindoor, and the war m !he Gulf
have five critical
India. These are, in no particular order, mﬂ.uary
modernisation, energy dependency, space intelli-
gence gaps (last two PSLVs with important satellites
having failed and the NavIC project mostly over), fer-
tilisers, and critical minerals. It isn't possible to
addressall of thesein five years, but you candomuch
to bridge the gaps to be in a much better position
whenthe next crisis arrives.

Onth but
one year after Op Smdoor it is still more talk than
action. The pace of transformation must pick up.
Energy isa more complex challenge. New explora-
tions will take time yielding results. New hydroelec-
tric projects will take even longer.

India has to move much faster with renewables,
electrification for its public and personal transport,
increase ethanol blending (with maize rather than
sugarcaneorpaddy), coal gasification and miningin
general. The first output of synthetic gas from coal

middleofthis, the Ch.u)ese alsoratcheted
up tensions at least thrice, twice under
the UPA: Over the Dalai Lama’s Arunachal visit in
2009, andthen overDepsangand Chumarin2013-14.
Thi Ladakh ‘which
has now been quieted, but not resolved. You don’t
need the calculator. Simple mental math would tell
youit'sacrisisevery five years.

The distractions listed earlier may have opened
up another of those five-year peace epochs for us.

One reason I am still keeping it tightly to five
yearsis Lha( in2030 Asim Munir’s multiple extended

e willb then, the

age at which an Indian armed forces chief routinely
retires after his regular term. He would have seen
through the tenures of four Indian Army chiefs by
then, if not five.

One thing we know about military dictators, in
Pakistan or elsewhere, is that they have no retire-

hould b to fertilisers. And then, the issue
we talk so little about: Mining, our chronic laggard.

There is a new law, much effort to reform, but
the shadow and the heavy hand of the government
and the PSUs do not free up this vital area. The
latest example is a district mining officer servinga
1,755 crore notice on the Tatas for “overmining” of
coal. And when are they supposed to have com-
mitted that “crime” of mining more than the
licences allowed? From 2001 t0 2006. We know this
was drawn from a flawed Supreme Court order. But
the legislature must fix it.

This is not how you address the strategic depen-
denciesthat left youso exposed and helpless overthe
past many months. New possibilities have opened
up here with the end of armed Maoism freeing the
mineral-rich east-central India.

Finally, there’sanimportantlesson from ourown
learnings. Why did India manage the Western chal-
lenge over human rights in Kashmir (1994), Pokha-

mentplan. Inany case, for a Pakistani Field-Marshal
for-life, is 62 (in 2030) any age to retire?
Given the state and duecnon of tus coumry s
omy and history, we canis
deeply unpopular by then. If a Pakistani dictator
knows one method of fighting popular disaffection

ran-2sanctions (1998) and ichbetterthan
inthepast?Itwast economy
in 1991 and were seen as a rising power. A growing
economy is our best strategic deterrent.

By special arrangement with ThePrint

grampost. All four ingto

‘Thecreative costof

creating a cohesive cam-

FIFA Lego lessons for IPL advertisers

A

YES, BUT...

SANDEEP GOYAL

IPL ads are nice, but just nice.
Brands seem more focused most
times on the media exposure that
their money can buy (sponsor-
ships, properties, spots, impres-
sions and more visibility) or on
choosing which high-priced celeb-
rity to rope in, rather than on the
product that could leverage the IPL.

hysteria, or creatives that would
stand outand be long remembered
by the consumer,

‘Which is where the new Lego
campaign leading up to the FIFA
World Cup should be a big master-
class for all brand marketers — both
forthe focuson product, and how the
FIFA event would be used to ignite
brand sales. And for how celebrity
quotient inthecreativescanbelever-
aged for exponential gains.

Preparations at Lego appar-
ently started almost 3-4 years ago.
A big plan for FIFA 2026 was dis-
cussed, debated and then d

world — because “everyone wants
a piece” of the game! Intensive
work went into creating a brand-
new lineup of Lego Editions sets
featuring these four pitch legends.
The new sets invite fans to build,
display and celebrate their passion
for the sport at home while paying
tribute to creativity, unique flair
and signature style.

The CR7 Cristiano Ronaldo set
forms a sculptural R-shaped brick
base showing Portugal’s colours
and Ronaldo’s iconic CR Inside the
490-piece model alongside a Ron-
aldoLego and acollect-

with absolute precision. The Lego
Group decided to team up with
Cristiano Ronaldo, Kylian Mbappé,
Lionel Messi, and Vinicius Jr. (yes,
all four together!) to celebrate the
magic of football alongside kids
and families from all over the

ible plaque. Speed, precision and
Frenchstyle cometolifeinthe Kylian
Mbappé set. Built on an elegant M-
shaped brick base with France’s
national colours and a standout
number 10, representing his jersey
number, the 490-piece display gives

fansa chance to celebrate Mbappé's
rise and fame. The Lionel Messi set
lets fans recreate a moment of Messi
magicbuiltonaM-shapedbrickbase,
featuring Argentina’s national col-
ours and a prominent “10” as the

assemble a Lego World Cup trophy,
turning their real-life rivalry into a
controlled, creative contest. And then
the creative twist. A young fan steps
in to complete the trophy and places

jersey number. The 500- display
opens a world of discoveries on
Messi’s background and comes with
aMessi Lego minifigure. The Vinicius
Jr set is a burst of Brazilian energy,
built around a V-shaped brick base
with Brazil’s national colours and
ViniciusJr's signature number. The
510-piece model includesa Vinicius
JrLego mu'uﬁgure in his goal-s scor-

ing pose. Basically, a of
effort in product concepu‘on. devel-
opmentand design. In India, hardly
any brand ever uses the IPL as a
product trigger.

Interestingly, the launch cam-
paign was revealed through an Insta-

players is estimated to have touched
$8 million for the single 60 second
production. Each player posted the
video as part of the deal. Cristiano
Ronaldo with more than 630 million

paign narrative. Nobrand onIPL uses
theleague in quite the same way.
e By featuring multiple celebrities,
Lego manages to create a network
effect, increasing visibility and
appeal. IPL team sponsors often
get to use multiple players as part
of their logo deal, but all such
brand narratives have remained
dull and insipid.
o Thead integratesthe Legosetsinto
the actionon the screen, making the
overall campaign engaging, natural
and fan-friendly.
® The campaign leverages the emo-
tional connection that 1.3 billion fans
of Ronaldo, Messi, Mbappéand Vini-
cius have with their heroes, making
the product more desirable tothem.
IPL sponsors mostly just use IPL
forits massive mediareach, not forits
cultural Lonnect or creauve possxbl.l-
ities. A

his own custom followers,  earned
figure ontop, shifting around $3.43 million.
the moment away THE LEGO Lionel Messi with 512
fromstarpowertofan CAMPAIGN FOR THE million  followers
= S >
P ' FIFA WORLD CUP pocketed an._esti
football culture into gy b SERVE AS A mated $2.59 million.
something interac- MASTERCLASS FOR Kylian Mbappé got
tive, where fans join $852,000 for his fol-
p . ALL BRANDS AND -
in to build and inter- MARKETERS — lowing of over 120
pretthe game in their BOTH FOR ITS million. Vinicius Jr
own way. Subtle. FOCUS ON THE with more than 50
Simple. million followers was
A PRODUCT AND HOW S
Titled “Everyone THE EVENT WILL BE paid $325,000.
wants a piece”, the What are the
it USED TO DRIVE marketing lessons
1504 BRAND SALES e !
across Lego's social for those advertis-
mediaplatforms with ingon IPL?
a disclaimer clarify- ® Lego’s collabora-
ing that “itis not AI”. tionwith football leg-

The vndeohascol.lecnvelycrossed 314

ends works because it aligns

million views on Phew!

creativity, collec and football

Theauthor is chairman,
Rediffusion
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The tongue-in-cheek world of India’s early poets

V.N. Raoand David Shulman’s transla-
tion. “Don’tall these creatures have
- PA S T theirown upsand downs...?” Elsewhere
. PA R T | C | P L E before transgressing yet another rule,
hestates that having resoundingly
smashed so many already, “why should
I hesitate to break one more?”
Then there is a whole genre called
ninda stuti. Stuti stands for praise,
while nindasignifies insults. In other

MANU S
PILLAI

mong the earliest records of words, thisis devotional poetry, but
A women's voices in Indiais the uses sarcasm and bitter language o get

Pali Therigatha from \\dl over god to actor take notice of a bhakta.
2,000 yearsago. Itisan antt of The 17th-century poet Bhadrachala
poetry by Budd]usl nuns, covering a Ramadasu isa case in point. A follower
variety of topics. Thereis, for instance, of Rama, this Brahmin was a bureau-
some ])r(‘(llCldb‘(‘ contenta mund cratin the Golconda sultanate. The
destroyingdesire. T} here is writingon story goes that seeing the broken-

deathandg grief,as wellaslessonsofthe | down temple in Bhadrachalam, he
type one getsin moral science lectures. reconstructed it with state funds.
One poet, thus, speaks of hersinofadul- | Imprisoned for embezzlement, he

tery ina previous life, resulting in spent his time composing devotional
rebirths asamonkey, goat (castrated), poetry. But as the yearsin jail stretched
and calf (also castrated). Elsewhere an on, his faith sometimes wavered. Once,

aspiring lover woos Subha by declaring | listing out all the riches he had stocked
how much her fawn-like eyes turn him in thattemple for the deity, he reminds
on. She is not impressed. As she replies Ramaacidly that these were not deliv-
(in Charles Hallisey's tran: ered to him by his (Rama’s) father-in-

arejust little balls...and milky mucus. law. No, it was Ramadasu who show-
comesout of it.” Yet another nun, on ered those riches and he hoped Rama
hearing that dipping in water washes would not forsake him. Tyagaraja in
away sins, cheekily asks if this means the 18th-19th centuries also wrote
frogs, turtles, and crocodilesareall des- | ninda stutis. In one, cross that god devotion, poetsdeveloped | the divine, it is important to throw into
tined for heaven. But my favourite is doesn’tlive up to all his promises, he evermore creative formsof expression. | the mix poetry concerning fellow mor-
Mutta, whois “freed”. Specifically, she asks what the point is then? Sita, for In Telugu padams of the early-mod- tals. Ina collection by Suhas Mahesh
declares herselfliberated from “three instance, wanted a happy life, but had ern period, the divine appears in the and Anusha Rao, we find some ahso-
crooked things™ “Mortar, pestle, and to endure exile. Surpanakha came to formofalover, while the devotee plays lute gems. One from a 15th-century
hushand with his own crooked thing.” Rama with desire only to lose a part of therole of courtesan or even a madam. textisarequest to the heavens. “God!”
Itisabitofacliché to evoke the rich- her face. God, sometimes, made no There ismuch romantic chiding: “I can itbegins, “Please don’t create me

ness of Indian poetry, but the cliché sense to even his staunchest votaries. seeall the signs of what you have been again. If you must, then not as a human
e\sts forareason. Aﬁcr‘dl in our many ch.ile poetsoften highlighted doing till midnight, you playboy," goes being. If you must, then no love,

these wril 3 a toand frustration with social one by Kshetrayya. “Still you come pleasc.Bul if you must, then no long
whole spectrum of human thought, pressures, but in sharp, laughter-induc- rushing through the streets, slyasathief | distance.” The Gaha Sattasai, a text
from metaphysical ideas to pointedly ing verses. Janabai, thus, wrote in 14th- = to untie my blou: that is well over LOOO years old, isa bit
wicked humour. In his Sivaratri Mahat- | century Maharashtra of her desire for Akka Mahadevi, a poet-saint from Karnataka; and a statue of Telugu composer Annamacharyainthe I5th century, more naughty. “I'm quite sure,” goes
yamu, forexample, the 15th-century freedom from domestic drudgery. In Annamacharya in Anakapalle, Andhra Pradesh. also lated by Rao and Shulman, one, “that the thick reeds by the river
poet Srinatha tells the story of a rakish Arun Kolatkar's masterful translation: meanwhile assumes the role of ad chuckled with my ex-boyfriends on my
chap, Sukumara. His sins are many— “God, my darling, dome favourandkill | worldand that other, cannot manage mayed lover. “When 1am done being. wedding day, listening to the solemn
breaching caste, sleeping around, my mother-in-law. I will feel lonely them both.” Hadapada Lingamma, angry, then I'll make love. Right now, itation of hymns blessing the virgin
incest, consuming hashish, and even when sheis gone. But youwillbe agood | meanwhile, caricatures the tradition of voushould be glad I'm listening. When bride.”“Dear God,” begins another,
peeing standing up (a big no-no tradi- godwon'tyouand kill my father-in-law | aman tyinga wedding locket around a — you flash that big smile, Ismile back,” he | “make him hang out with other women
tionally). In the end he is cleansed by [too]?” The sister-in-law isadded to this | woman's neck as she recalls her own continues. "It doesn’t mean I'm not more. He doesnot seem to realise what
serendipitously being at theright place | listof targets next. And to what end? 1 escape from domesticity. “Born on God, inmuch of angry.” Elsewhere he declares: “1 get acatchlam.” And to top it, perhaps the
on Sivaratri, the point being that devo- will be free,” explains Janabai. And “we earthinaman’s world...I wasimmersed excited when we talk—and it's not winning piece: “Ah, the strange ways of
tion to Sivaisall one needs. But the joy will be left alone, just vou and me.” indarkness. My mother tied a husband enough. [ keep staring at you—but it's time. The young man I loved
inreading Srinatha lies in Sukumara Two centuries earlier, Akka Maha- tomy neck” and that was her fate until notenough. We keep making love—and | once...now recites scripture. [ too leave
Journey. For he—like many of us—tries | devi(as translated by Mukunda Rao) she found herway to freedom viaa spir- it'snot enough. How did you make me for my husband's.”
to rationalise his errors. A Brahminwho | expressed similar views in Karnataka. itual path. fall for you?" Manu S. Pillai is a historian and
consumesalcohol, he learns, will be “Husband inside, lover [i.e., god] out- God, in much of this poetry, isa vehi- But lest we assume that our fore- author, most recently, of Gods, Guns and
rebornasaworm. “So what?" heasks,in | side, I can’t manage them both. This cleto expressdissent. But even with bears only thought of love in terms of Missionaries.
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Tariffs, war and stagflation — a triple
crisis of Trump’s making.

— By Arya Roy Bardhan
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The greatest nations are
defined by how they treat
their weakest inhabitants.
— Jorge Ramos
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH
INVOLVES USALL

A warlesson: Think big,
be bold, athome

HEREISawryjokethatthejur-
ist Edward S Corwin once told:
A doc[or an engmeer and a

A modestpleafor
constitutional morality

made mduscolumn againstjudicial over-
reach, againstexc heju-

diciary, and for restoring greater space for

tingwhich

of their callings was the most
ancient. The doctor claimed that the re-
moval of the rib from Adam’s side was

v gnty.
But the context of the present attack
matters, It should be clear that the critique
of “constitutional morality”is not offered in

A
PrATAP BHANU

mised? These are difficult questions, but
theyare the right questions.

By contrast, invoking “societal morality™
in this context does not advance an argu-
ment; it f Itislessareason 'h:m

confidence, what it requires, or when the

Court will choosetouphold itsdiscipline. In

recent weeks alone, several Rubicons: seem

to have been crossed. How fori Lnst;ulce,
the Court’

arefusalofreason, ic
i iny.Itisnoaccident that

handling of a minor episode in-
volving an NCERT textbook, an episode in
which segments of the Bar seemed more
eager to appease judicial sensitivities Lhan
todefend principle, turni

into a theatre of the absurd? More gravely,
howisonetocometoterms withasituation
in which the Court appears untroubled by
thedisenfranchisementof lakhs of votersin
‘West Bengal without full due process, sug-
gesting, in effect, that no serious constitu-
tional injury occurs even when eligible
citizensareunabletovote because the Court
hi dorsed a flawed process?

learly 1 T re-  service of the Constitution. It is, rather, part the objection to “constitutional morality™

plied: rhat even before Adam, the world had ofabroaderattempt to hollow it out. MEHTA has been most strenuously voiced in cases

HEFIRSTwave of globalisation from the 1870s, after the o bE created out of chaos, surely an Thereareatleast two reasonsto thinkso. like Navtej Singh Johar v Union of India,

analand layingofa permanent trans- ingfeat. “Verytrue,"said thepoliti- ~ One way of dismissing a term is to label it, where entrenched social prohibitions were

atlantic cable connecting Europe and NunhAmenca, cian, “but who do you think created the  whatthe philosopherJLAustinonce called tested against the constitutional commit-

resulled in the US b ing the world’s chaos?” Today, plausiblyrewrite ~ a “trouser term": A concept so indetermi- ments to freedom and equality. Whatever

ingthewarand the joke: What might be called the “judicial  nate that it derives its meaning only in op- its vagueness, “constitutional morality” at

depmsxon years (1914-45), when global trade collapsed and re- complex” — that peculiar combinationof ~ position to something else. The charge, least orients us toward those values. It is

overthenext decades. Court judges and lawyers —  then, is that “constitutional morality” is their substance that matters, not the label.

wave, following i i Blocin1989and could give politiciansa run fortheirmoney  vague, defined merely against “societal “Societal morality”, in this usage, is an at-

lasting till the 2010s, led to China’semergence as the “world’s fac- as originators of chaos. The latest salvoin  morality”. Onthistelling, it appearsasatop- tempt to immobilise reason, and that, pre-
tory”and “mega-trader”. Thjsdecadeought tohave beenlndla s, thisveinisthedebateovertheterm “consti- ~ down, catch-all category. Its function is es- cisely, is what makes it i\

giveni like Chinars tutional morality.” sentially todisplace an organic, historically Thesecond reason forscepticismismore

1980s to the 2010s) and pohcy u_uL_ ives spurring dji ding to reports, the solicitor gen-  evolved, bottom-upsetofnorms. Itbecomes troubling. Evenif “constitutional morality”

(Lhmugh Jan Dhan-Aadhaar-M isati STand de- eral, in before the ajudicial ruse, a ‘which courtsex- does not furnish a rule of decision, it does

inphysicali from Courtintl h 1 tendauthority againstsociety. provide a standpoint from which to judge

highw: adly, the icil useoftheterm Butthisisacritiqueinbad faith. “Societal the Court itself. The anxiety it provokes is

demographlc dlvndend from alabour force “bulge™ hasn’t ma- in recent judgments. Thereis, tobesure,a  morality” is more of a trouser term, indeed, not about vagueness. It is, rather, that the

ions—Covid, warsin Ukraine legitimate criticism to be made of some of ~ arguably, an even more vacuous one. One term casts an unflattering light on the

and Iran, and US President Donald Trump’s unilateral tariffs. itsuses. For many, including this columnist, may coucede that “constitutional morality” Court’s own trajectory, its drift, at times, to-

The basis of globalisation — founded on the free thetermis notajudicial dard of adjudi- it cannot, ward a kind of judicial nihilism.

ofgoods, services, capital, I cation. In an earlier formulation (“Whatis ~ byitself, yieldastandard ofadjudi- Inacase like Sabarimala, it The moral substance, procedural

been upended. Today, the assumption ofwars bemga near-im- Constitutional Morality”, Seminar 615, cation. Yetit hasatleast thisvirtue: invitesus to ask: How are discipline, and predictive stability

possibility in an age of hyper- e be- 2010), 1 had that It i rea- " N of law appear increasingly eroded,

tween countries lies in tatters. The current decade has seen two constitutional morality refers, instead, sonsthat ought tobein play inad- liberty and equality to be replaced by arbitrarinessin process

major epxsodes of migrant workers in big cities and industrial
fortheirvil the first exodu

tothe formal virtues of a constitutional

duringthe Covid lockdown and the second onaccount of cooking
g\sshonagesmggeredhymekanwar.mshm wm]echmamde
waveof; growth
potential from its high working age-to-dependent populanon
ratio, India has been relatively unlucky on that score.
Whether porary or not, Indian policy-
makers and firms will have to factor geopo]mcal risks into their
Itwould meandi rawma-
terial supply chains, and building buffers (fiscal and physical)
against unexpected shocks. No less important is staying the
course on reforms and macroeconomic stability, which are the
best market volatility
of investors returning once the panic has subsided. The energy
supply and price shocks from the war, reverberating across sec-
tors, call for policy acti d pickinglow-hangi fruit. Re-
forming ubsid salanced
nutrient use — especially over-application of urea — and fixing
the losses of state discoms can wait nolonger. The warhasshrunk
ic and political space for easy soluti

Anew measure
reframes heat crisis

HEONS] trans-
formed the understanding of heat stress on humans.
People in most parts of the world are not only experi-
eucmgwan:nerweamer bu{ theriseintemperaturesis
also by Humans are
resilient to high temperatures, provided sweat can evaporate.
However, when the air is saturated with moisture, sweat lingers
ontheskin,and ther y isputunder
duress. Tt i i human health
isnot
forinstance,
for heatand humidity. A 35°C wet-bulb temperatureis generally
considered the theorencal upper limit ot human endurance. A

Thewet!

inNatureCe recent
d I and thissafe
limit cou]d be much lower. A31°C wet-| bulb temperature can be
ing forth lyand peopl outdoors.
reframes India’s cli

The ne

Si I cities routinely report heat indices that push
erance to its limits, even when wet-bulb temperatures remain
belowss“c The nragcdy inNavi Mumbai, three years ago, when
cording

to the Met depanmen(, was about 35°C, underlined the need to
redraw the metricsof well-being during summer. However, plan-
ning has been slow to factor in the new lmperauves Concrete-

enti
lation create uxban heat islands” where temperatures can be

Ld areas. Insuchen-

i i ittl lromthe heat

stress of the day. Heat thresholds are also shaped by social con-

ditions. Forconstruction workers, farmlabourers, street vendors,

and those who work in the gig economy, heat and humidity are
occupational hazards.

Inrecentyears, Indian cities have tried to draw up heat action
plans. However, these plans are often based on dry-heat thresh-
olds, and not the more dangerous combmanon of! hea[ and hu-
‘midity. Mostofthem 1l local i
Protecting people from heat, humidity and rainfall requlres
ganular knuwledge Dealingwithanew formofheat wd] require

ts. India’s cities do not have i

Lastlink with first Test
victory has snapped

ITH THE death of C D Gopinath — the last

member of the team that won India’s first Test

victory in Chennai against England in 1952 — the

IPL milieu haslostitssurvivinglink with cricket’s
amateur era. Behind India’s rise as the dominant force in the
game was the love and labour, sweat and tears, of men like
Gopinath. The Test win Gopinath and his team engineered is
alandmark inIndian cricket, the coming-of-age moment that
instilled beliefin a nation just five years old.

He i i i Aﬂable
and articulate, h i ith
rivals. His Test career lasted eight games where he shone spor-
adically. But without his defiant 35 and 93-run stand with Polly
Umrigar in the second innings, India’s wait for the first Test win
would have lasted longer. Three years later, he captained Tamil
Nadu to their maiden Ranji Trophy title in 1955.

He regaled his audience with stories, and talked polg,nanﬂy
aboutther lenceera. He:
1930, hen ibing
named him “Baby Gun”. Evenafter callingtime on his career, he
didn’t sever his ties vmh the game. He became aselector and
spotted Gt oneof’ Evenin
his 80s, he would turn up for Test matches in Chennai and pa-
tiently sit through them. With his departure, Indian cricket has
lostits last link with its first Test victory.

y in

:Self-restraint, respect for plural-

judication. In a case like Sabari-
mala, it invites us to ask: How are

“Constitutional morality” may nottellus
what the right answer is in Sabarimala, how
textbooks ought to be written, or which
voters possess valid documentation. But it
can still serve as a diagnostic. It alerts usto
the presence of arbitrariness and unac-
countable power; to moments when free-
d 4 & : A

to instances where a court ceases to enable

reconciled with the autonomy
ofinstitutions? Whendoesa

and uncertainty in outcome. It is
notthat plaintiffs cannot get relief.

reason and instead begins toimmobilise it.

Question constitutional morality by all
means. Buta reactionary assault on consti-
tutional morality is a misunderstanding of
itscharacter. Itis, in effect, tosow the seeds
of moral and judicial chaos, an outcome to

ity, deference to processes, scepticism to-  liberty and equality to be recon- . . . But which ones do. and onwhat  whichourjudiciary nowseems, regrettably,
wards authoritative claims of popularsov-  ciledwiththeautonomyofinstitu-  PrACticeso burdenthe atandmg groun ran- ined to contril

ereignty, and a commitment toanopen  tions? When does a practice so of members that their civic domand contingent.

culture of criticism that hes attheheartof  burden the standing of members equality is compromised? Noonewhotakesthe Constitu- The writer is contributing editor,

constif often  thattheircivi

iscompro-

LPG shock could impact
nutrition outcomes

HE ONGOING war in West
Asia has resulted in an
LPG crisis in India. The dis-
ruption in supplies has led to
higher prices, panic buying,
long queues and black-marketing. Re-
ports have also indicated a reduction in

other costs beyond the raw food costs,
such as the cost of spices and, more im-
portantly, of fuel. When these costs are ac-
counted for, the CoHD increases by about
Rs 9.5, 0f which Rs 6.5 comes from the cost
of the fuel used to prepare the meal. This
means that the proportion of the popula-

tion seriously can now say, with

The Indian Express

Ina Chennaifilm festival,
Comeback of a Dalitactor

FILM festival named after P K Rosy, as part of the

Vaanam Art Festival in Chennai, might seem like

justanotherci L Itisnot. Iti

about memory, caste, and who gets to be seen.

Rosy’s story sits at the uneasy beginning of Indian
cinema. A Dalit woman from Kerala, sheacted in Vigathakuma-
ran, the first Malayalam feature film, in the late 1920s. Her role

Dipa SiNHA outputof small industriesrelianton LPG,  tion who cannot afford a healthy diet in- hould Instead, ittriggered outrage.
AND KALYANI and of migrant workers incities like Delhi, ~ creases to 32-62 per cent, depending on Her“crime” was playingan “upper-caste” woman. Theatreswere
RAGHUNATHAN Mumbai and Surat starting to return to  theaffordability threshold used. With this attacked. Her house was burned. She disappeared from public
their viilages, reminiscent of the Covid ~ war, the contribution of cooking fuel costs lifeandlivedthe rest of heryearsunderanother name. The eras-
lockdown. Sensibly, the government has  to the overall cost of meal preparation is ure Indian cinema. It has
prioritised domestic supply over indus-  likely to rise substantially; along with the neverjust been about storytelling. It has always been about who
trial (and restaurant) use and has sought  possible rise in food prices, this will isallowed toappear, and under what conditions.
alternative imports. further reduce the affordability of a Nearlyacentury later, cinema has grown inscale and am-
What are the implications of this healthy diet. bition. It occasionally engages with caste, even critiques it.
supply reduction on access to and What should be the way forward? Our But the Dalit woman s still largely absent, notjust in numbers,
preparation of a diet that meets India’s  research highlights the importance of ex- but in perspective. She appears sporadically, often filtered
nutritional guidelines? There are both  panding the focus to include dietary di- through someone else’s gaze, rarely as a subject who defines
direct and indirect effects. The rising  versity as well as otheraccompanying fac- her own story.
cost of cooking fuel immediately raises  tors, suchasaccesstoand costs of cooking This is why the PK Rosy Film Festival matters. Launched by
the costs of preparing meals. This is fuel, the reach and coverage of social filmmakerPa Ranjith’s Neelam Culture Centre, itispart of alarger
not insignificant; according to the safety nets, and the division of labour effort to build cultural spaces that do not wait for mainstream
nationally representative Household within the home - all of which come to- validation. Naming it after Rosy isan act of correction, restoring
Consumption Expenditure Survey gether to determine what people hertothecentreofahistorythat pushed herout. It bringstogether
(HCES) data from 2023-24, fuel and light  ultimately eat. In the immediate term, films that engage directly with caste, labour, land, gender, and
constitute 6.1 percentand 5.6 percentof ~ expanding the scope of social safety resistance, It creates a space where Dalit hves are central nar-
total monthly per capita expenditurein  net programmes to subsidise the cost ratives. Mainst i ftenaby
rural and urban areas respectively, close  of nutritious foods like pulses, vegetables, [ecuvely It makesspace, bm withinlimits. Festivals like thisallow
totheamountspent onmedicalexpenses eggs and flesh foods, and nuts and 1or made palatab
oreducation. seeds would help buffer rising food Acrass the world Lhere isashift (owardscentnng, Dalitand
There are also several knock-on ef-  prices for these perishable and semi-per- fstudy, butascre-
fects. India is heavily dependenton im-  ishable items, and raise consumption to ators. From New York to Nomngmm to London, Daht Adivasi
. . ports for both finished fertilisersandraw  the levels recommended by the network that pla
With this materials. The disruption to fertiliser ICMR. Continued support through firmly within conversations on race and justice.
war, the supply chains — combined with rising  schemes like the PMUY is critical, as isthe At the same time, this moment draws from a longer history
contributionof  costs of mechanisation and transporta-  inclusion of migrant populations within ofcultural. assemon"fhe WomenmCmemaOoLlecnvemKeralm
cooking fuel tion—islikelytoincreasethe costsofcul-  its ambit, even if only temporarily. In the fori theP KRosy Fi i m2019 tofore-
tivation substantially, leading to therisk  longer term, the availability of nutritious gmuud feministand cinema. Th 0g-
coststo the of food inflation. foods could be enhanced through agricul- nise something essential: Represemauon aloneis not enough.
overall cost These could erode access toa healthy  ture policies. Launchedby  Theremustbx d circulate oices.
of meal diet. Even priortothis crisis, healthy diets The current situation of increasing filmmaker Pa All of this makes the timing of LhePKRosyFﬂm Festival es-
reparationis "¢ unaffordable for many. We use the  fuel costsand the prospect of a global food Raniith’s peciallysignificant. Held every April, it coincides with Dalit His-
P! " P N HCES 2023-24 to estimate the Cost of a  price surge underscores the relevance of ) tory Month and the birth month of BRAmbedkaraud .]yonrao
likely torise Healthy Diet (CoHD), which is the mini-  afood systems approach to food policy. In Neelam Phule, And yet, theneed forsuch s fail-
substantially; — mumdaily rupeeamountonewouldneed  acountry with a high and stubborn level Culture Centre,  ure.Nearlyacentury afterRosy’sdebut, mainstream institutions
along withthe ®© spend to meet the ICMR’s food-based  of ma[nulrilio_n, such shocks could have the festival is remain hesitant to fully acknowledge her legacy.
iblerisei dietary guidelines. We estimate the na-  immediate effects on people’s health and fal ’r'h.«"cmn b and is
passl ‘(f e ":l tional average CoHD foranon-vegetarian ~ nutrition outcomes. We must not lose partofa a'g” intervenes. Itrefi 1 foot-
food prices, this  dietatRs731 per person perday in2023-  sight of the need for nutrition security if effort to build note. It Lusmrs that her story is not just abouL the past, but about
will further 24, suggesting that between 25to 49 per  we are to weather this storm. cultural spaces Anditasksadifficult question: Whatwould
reduce the cent of the population could not afford thatdonotwait ndiancinema look like if those once excluded were not justin-
affordabilityof the raw cost of the foods that would make Sinha is at Centre for the Study of the Indian formainstream cluded, but centred? For a few days in Chennai, that answer be-
Q_ up a healthy diet, depending on which Economy, Azim Premji University and 5 B ginstotake shape.
ahealthydiet  threshold one used. isani 3 validation
However, preparing a meal includes Views are personal Bunkar i
40YEARSAGO Terrorattackin Punjab power tothe peopl lections.An  countries. Ozal thatit had been
i half her first agr eed i joint i
Apr'[l 11,1986 TERRORISTS STRUCKanhree places, killing polltlcal meetinginF mission bil |
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Railway

Policeand one SI of the Punjab Police. The se-
curity forces retaliated by launchinga “bullet-
for-bullet" operation and gunned down three
terroristsin Amritsar. The two GRP personnel

f the Pakistan People 'S Party in

admmed lhere had not beenany hugh Ievel

chanting “Ziajave, jave” (Zi:

leave). Wild scenes of street dancing and joy
heralded her return from atwo-year exilein
Eumpe and Bhutto (cuk the opportunity to

1960, when Jawaharlal Nehru visited Turkey.
Indiaand Turkey, he disclosed, had signed an
airservices agreementearlierinthe day.

hey were
attacked aboard a running train at Kotla
Gujran railway station near Amritsar.

Benazirwelcomedin Pakistan

BENAZIR BHUTTOreceived awelcome un-
precedented in Pakistan’s 39-year history

tell

politics wasa fulhlment of her father, Zulfikar

AliBhutto's, wish.

Turkish PMinIndia

Attack coptersunder Army

THE GOVERNMENT has decided that attack
hehcop!er squadrons, while owned and
d by the Air Farce, will

THEFIRST Turkish Pri

1|clai visitto India, Turgut Ozal, said he was

yanof-  underthe Army's dcontrol. The
declslon hlnteda( bylhe PMlnhls replyto
th

ZiaulHaq

ith
witha

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

hisvisit

of xmproved relations” betweenthe two

a‘newera okSabha, partly

meetsalong-standing demand ofthe Army.



® WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

The Zionist state has long coveted
Lebanon in pursuit of its ‘Greater
Israel' scheme. — Dawn, Pakistan
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The strait of high stakes, where

ARUN PRAKASH
HE STRAIT of Hormuz is,
today, the epicentre of aglobal
economic and maritime cri-
sis. Following the unprovoked
US-Israeli attack on Iran on
February 28, the waterway now has the
status of a “war zone”, placing severe re-
strictions on the passage of global ship-
ping. Impacting nearly 20 per cent of the
world’s oil and 25 per cent of LNG trade,
this is the most significant disruption to
global energy supply since the 1970s.

Its navy may have been destroyed, but
thethreat posed by issil
teries, drone swarms, and sea mines has
beensufficient todeterall but the most des-
perate commercial shipping from attempt-
inga passage through the Strait of Hormuz.
Marine insurance premiums have jumped
from 400 per cent to 600 per cent, and Iran
isreportedly demandingtolls of up to$1 Lper
barrelofoufom'ansm ameasureseenas “ex-

law and leverage collide

cessive Allied amphibious assaults were
thwarted by the Turks.

In the current scenario, US President
Donald Trump’s obsession with acquiring
Greenland, and regaining control of the
Panama Canal Zone may arouse derision,
but it is rooted in strategic concern regard-

or wmn:anhmnn Tt

and graspthe full interplay of legal, strategic,
and political factors at work.
An overwhelming majority of global
trade travels by sea, and while the oceans
safeand
expedmous transit tend to funnel shipping
traffic through a set of narrow waterways,
termed “maritime choke points™ — con-
stricted channels that connect major seas.
By controlling access to vital seas, these
choke points have, historically, amplified
naval power projection, turning geography
into a force multiplier for maritime powers.
“Pax Britannica”, which defined Brit-
ain’s role as the global hegemon between
1815 and 1914, was built upon its control
over strategic locations like Gibraltar,
Malta, Aden, Oman, Singapore and Cape
Town, which dominated choke points and
sea lanes. In World War I, the Dardanelles
Strait played a pivotal role in prolonging the
survival of the Ottoman Empire, whensuc-

ing!
in the context of rising competition with
Chinaand Russia. Greenlandhappensmbe
the reen-
land-Iceland-UK (GIUK) Gap, a narrow
transit corridor that is the primary exit for
Russia’s Northern Fleet from its Arctic
bases. As for China, with the melting of the
Arcticice, it is actively eying the Northern
Sea Route via the GIUK Gap as a polar ex-
tension of its Maritime Silk Road.

The principle that the sea was interna-

anchorof

ILLUSTRATIO!

Iransigned the UNCLOSin1982, but has not
(hketheUS) ratifiedit sofar. Havmgdehber»
ately
Passage clause, Iran’s closure of the Strait
brings it into direct conflict with the UN-
CLOS regime of Transit Passage, designed
precisely to prevent such a unilateral block-
ade of strategic straits.

Manume choke points are the physical

ions of global i

‘While coastal states like Iran and Oman or
those bordering the Malacca Strait havelegit-
imate interests in protecting their waters
from threats such as pollution and smug-
gling, international law, specifically the re-
glme of Transit Passage, denies them !he

ping. Moreover, anattempt to exercise con-

With Nitish exit,

Bihar Sushasan

must go beyond
top-down

AR A
ASHMITA GUPTA, DANIEL BERLINER
AND MARTIN HAUS

ER THE leadership of Nitish Kumar, Bihar has
u.ndexgone aremarkable transformation in good

trolby o[[he[hxealo il ion, fasttravel
i evento remote chsmcLs electricity has reached

tion under the UN Charter. ung:
However, I panded il fing. In March 2026, the Bihar

overwhelming military odds. Withits pcliu-
cal and military leadership brutally decapi-

“territorial waters” at 12 miles. Maritime
however, createda hurdle

Public Policy Days at the London School of Economics high-
lighted that the next generation of reforms, Sushasan 2.0, needs
7 : it Thi i

tated, it: under a total embargo,
andits i by heavy deeper how i
the Strait of Hormuz re- Acore insight from our survey, ajoint project by LSE and the

to the established principle of freedom of

territorial waters of one or more states.

To prevent global commerce from
being held hostage by geography, two legal
regimes were adopted by UNCLOS for ship-
pingto negotiate territorial waters. One was
the concept of “Innocent Passage” that
allows a vessel to pass through the terri-
torial waters of a state, subject to stringent
restrictions on movement and activities,
includingsuspension of passage. A similar
right, termed “Transit Passage”, was cre-
ated, applicable only to international
straits, granting freedom of navigation
solely for the purpose of continuous and
expeditious transit of global trade. Unlike

mains this beleaguered nation’s final stra-

Asian Development Research Institute (ADRI), highlights that

tegic lever. Tehran is likely ploit this
choke point to extract maximum conces-
sions from itsadversaries.

For India, the Strait of Hormuz is no
mere waterway but a vital “jugular vein”,
whose closure or disruption poses a grave
threat to national security, economic
growth and domestic stability. The con-
tinuation of this conflict also evokes the
unt

earlier

electricity access) and (herefore easier to mcmmr from above.

However, 2. ~to-monitor

public semces such aselementary scbools heal!h centres, an-
andri

cannot simply be ordered fmm the top and u-nprovmg rhe util-
isation! nfma ting ol

Ume‘. delivery. Across Bihar, frontli id

spectre of a “
cloud” over the region.

tial p vices. How do they feel about their work? What
thders them" Our findings show that while frontline staff are

Given its international and
cordial ties with the three primary actors
— the US, Israel, and Iran — India’s per-
emptory dismissal of a mediatory role,
vielding centre stage to Pakistan, remains

generally find theirwork fulfilling, many feelbur-
dened by repetitive tasks or rigid rules. At the managerial level,
bk istrict officers over i

as their primary responsibility. This aligns with earlier findings
by Akshay Mangla that Indlas bureaucracy often emphasxs&s

tionalterritory,and that all nations were free inthecaseofinnocent passage, thecoastal ~ a puzzling diplomatic choice. Neverthe- narrow rule-foll vice delivery.

touseit fortrade, hasa hoary prov- state cannot suspend or hamper  less, in keeping with its traditional stra- Inourstud ity of he belief
enance, going back to the concept Tran’ 3 transit passage in any way, nor can leglc cultuxe Indxa must continue to that, unl losely if i wlu be lazy. This

f ‘, 5 ran’s closure of the Strait i s v ; :
of Mare Liberum, or “freesea”, pro- B i = " irdiser tween flags. it ‘problemin front-
posed by Dutch jurist Hugo Grotius bringsitinto direct conflict TheStraitof Hormuz, connect-  own interests while urgmg all parties to line Instead of being teachers,
in1609. Since nations had takento with the UNCLOS regime of  ingthe Persian Gulftothe Gulfof —comply with UN laws and not nurses,and i Itreflects
arbitrary extensions of territorial — o it als Oman, qualifiesasa“straitusedfor ~ only for the sake of regional peace, but abroader pattern hanu Meh d Michael
S Transit Passage. But it also : N e ol o4 s %

waters, orderand regulation were < % international navigation” under  also to avoid widespread economic dis- ‘Walton, whoarguethat thereis
restored by the 1982 United Nations rer'nau,ns s beleag}lered UNCLOS. Theentirenavigablecor-  tress in the Global South. awidespread lackoftrustinIn-
Conventiononthe Lawof theSea  Dation’s final strategiclever  ridorof this strait falls within the dia'sgovernmentworkforceby
(UNCLOS), which fixed the limit of Tranand Oman. Thewriter is a former Indian Navy chief the country’s elite. Frontline
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Anew beginning

AHEAD OF the visit of
Bangladesh Foreign Minister
Khalilur Rahman to Delhion
Tuesday, PM Tarique Rahman
said that the discussions will
focus on the “future of relations™
between the two countries.
(‘Delhi, Dhaka must sidestep
short-termism’, IE, April 10) This
time, Dhaka’:

RAMRAJYA
BY RAM MADHAV

animus towards Indiaseems
missing. The flexibility Bangla-
desh has chosen todisplay in pro-
moting better tieswith Indiaisa
goodsign.

SSPaul, Nadia

IN TODAY’S uncertain global en-
vironment, peace and
cooperation should be a priority.
Thereis a need forstronger ties
between neighbouring countries
like India and Bangladesh. Dif-
ferences rooted in politics orthe

On women’s representation,
India’s overdue correction

officials are often seen as inef-
ficient or corrupt, which leads
tomorerulesandstricterover-
sight. This creates a cycle:
‘When workers are not trusted
or empowered, they are less
likelytotakeinitiative, reinfor-
cing the very perceptions that
led to tight control in the first
place. As Bihar prepares for
new leadership, this presents
an opportunity. Two key les-
sons from global evidence
stand out for Lhe next CM. Fu'sl, surveu.lance based strategies

sentation for women in their parliaments  cusetobloc e isno Second. i ivesd

NEXT WEEK, Parliament will take up the wmhnutanyquotasystem IntheUS, Lhe rep-  quota for OBCsin the legislature. The Man- i andsup-
‘Women’s Reservation Bill in a special womenin( 2 ot thebill passed porti ision! hy better

session, a historic step by Prime Minister per cent in 1950. It stands at almost 30 per in2010.Buthe P Thecentral for Oi Howcan
Narendra Modi. Despite efforts, we failed to centtoday. Inthe UK Houseof Commons, it cold feetand neveril illinthe i effort from front-
provide proper i in grew from 3 per cent in the 1950sto 18 per LokSabha, allowingit to lapse in2014. line workers? Our study offers an important clue as nearly two-
Indian legi: int 1the past ’Syears. Atthe centintheearly 2000 It is to PM Modj’s credit that he took the thirds of frontline staﬂ" ‘say they would be willing to work harder

i C i ki 1ere were percenttoday. In an webeganwe]_l WILh [& is bill in both Houses iftheir Effortisshaped notjust by rules,

suggestions that, just l.|.ke the Scheduled centof? Par- in2023. The Nari Shakti but by shared norms and expectations. A sense of purpose, pro-

Castes and Scheduled Tribes, women, too,
should begiven a quotain ourlegislatures.
Prominent women members of the As-
sembly said women should get genuine
equality rather than protective discrimina-
tion. “We have never asked for privileges...
Toseekany form of reservation would be to
admit that women are not equal to men,”
Hansa Mehta, a member from Bombay, ar-
gued. Renuka Ray from Bengal echoed the
Durgabai D fromMad-
ras Provinceopposed special privileges, say-
ing they might hinder rather than promote
1 i

past should not hinder progress,

Iy when the well-being of
ordinary citizens is at stake.
(‘Delhi, Dhaka must sidestep
short-termismy’, IE, April 10).
Constructive dialogue, trust, and
shared goalscan pave the way for
growth and long-term stability,
while continued tensions only
create insecurity and setbacks.

Parul Rana, Zirakpur

Needed, stability

ANOTHER MAJOR conflictis the
last thing the world needs
(“Trump should rein Netanyahu
in’, IE, April 10). The current situ-
ation involving the US, Iran, Is-
rael, and Lebanon highlights how
fragile peace has become, asat-
tacks continue toriseand the
ceasefire appears increasingly
uncertain. Itisinnocent civilians
who suffer the most in such
crises, with lives being lostand
countless families forced to leave
their homes. Iftensions continue
toescalate, the conflict could
grow into a wider war, affecting
not only the region but alsothe
global economy. This is the mo-
ment for world leaders,
especially the US, to act respon-
sibly, reduce hostilities, and work
toward lasting peace. What the
world needsisless aggression
and more understanding.
Rachita, Chandigarh

g quality.
Behind their rejection was the

T
hamem]n 1952 beingwomen. Thishas seen
littleimprovement — inthe 2004 Lok Sabha,
9 per cent of MPs were women; this grew to
just 14-15 percent in2024.

Vandan Adhiniyam, whichmandates 33 per
centreservation forwomen intheLokSabha
and statelegislatures, was the 106th Amend-
ment tothe Constitution. The proposed res-

fessional pride, and the satisfaction of serving others are es-
pecxally critical in roles where effort is hard to obsewe, yet they
remain largely in policy design. To make
v1csmﬂywork for Bihar's citizen:

The first major success in 2
greater representation to women in elected
bodi&shappened through the 73rd and 74[_h

1992,

ervation the

the general elections in 2029. D

of long-term process. As MartinJ Williams argues in
Reform as Process, reforms that focus narrowly on formal rules

notto let it lose steam, Modi called for a

from

33percentreservationin vil

and municipal bodies. That led to the de-
mand for a similar provision in Parliament
and state legislatures. The Deve Gowda-led

‘madeahalf-hesited i
1996 tointroduce theWomens Reservation

AprillegiveaﬁnalshapemtheBﬂLlnan
article, he wrote that “when women partici-
pate in administration and decision-mak-
ing, they bring with them experiences and

and are i as discrete proj ften fall short. More

space for internal dxalogue. learning, andadaptanon within the
time, such ms, build

et andenatl

Deep reform requires empowering those within the system,
drawing on support from institutions within the public system
such as BIPARD and IM Bodh Gaya rather than consultancies

Bill ion frc own  prove the withtheir and prioritis-
hope that, by looking at their con- Webegan well, with nearly 5 alhesforced themtopushittoase- That has beeu the expenence of legisla- ingintrinsic motivation and non-formal aspects of work. Nitish
tributions during the freedom tof! bersinthefirst buryitthere. turesthat Tepre- Kumar h: shown that ined governance reforms
movement, theIndian political sys- per r':en ol mel.:n rsinthe S The Vajpayee government sentation of women, likethe USand the UK, can set astate on a different path. If Bihar’s next chief minister
temwould naturally come forward Parliament being women. This ing1998- and 'Tanzania, canbuild on this foundation, there is a real opportunity © leave
to offer proper representation.  hasseen little impmvemen[ — 2004 to introduce the bill. But  which have substantial quotas forwomen. behind alegacy that v
Sadly, we betrayed their hopesand inthe 2004 Lok Sabha,9 per parties like the Samajwadi Party  India could have been in the ﬁxst group. At fordecadesto come.
aspirations. Successful Western and the RJD put up resis in-  leastitshouldn'thesif
democracies like the US and UK centof MPs were women;and sisting that a 33 per cent quota be Gupta is associate professorand member
have demonstrated the will and just14-15 per centin 2024 earmarked for OBCs within the The writer, president, India secretary, ADRI. Berliner is professor of Political
maturity to provide greater repre- £ Thi learex- Foundation, iswiththe BJP Science and Public Policy, LSE. Haus is PhD candidate, LSE

- and power. In Gulamgiri, he wrote with  mechanisms of exploitation that governed  logical withtheRSS ritique poses a direct challenge
striking force: “The condition of the Shu-  agrarian life. Equally central to Phule’s and BJPtendsto valoriseaconservativeso-  to this legacy. Phule’s words continue to
DRAA dras and Ati-Shudras is not very different  thought i i i cial order, where hierarchy is normalised founda-

THE ENDURING of Jyotirao

from that of slaves in America.” That in-
sight remains chstu[bmgly xelevanL Even
today, d, ecu-

Phule does not lie in ceremonial remem-
brance but in the clarity with which he
understood Indian society. He saw, long be-

cation, employment and dignity. Atrocities
against Dalits. connnue Wl[h a]amungregu

‘Along with Savitribai Phule, he opened the

and dissent is discouraged. In such a set-
ting, the struggle: forwomensequahty can-

doorsofedumunulowomen atanmewhen
was| hostil idea.

Today, pamarchy remains deeply en-

[renched ‘Violence against women, dis-

through the combined force of class exploi-
tation, caste hierarchy and patriarchy. These
are not separate problems. They are inter-

larity. Entire: in trapped in and restriction:
inc ing occupations. Yet, thereisa  on continue to shap ryday  asoneofhi
growing attempt to blur these realities  life. Att ime, thereisavi

u.nder the !anguage of culrural unity. The

not b fromth
caste and class oppressmn Phule 's work
alsohada onBRAm-

tions of inequality. They do not offer easy
comfort. They demand that we look at so-
cietyasitis, notas we would like toimagine
it. They compel us to recognise that class

ion, caste discrimination and

bedkar who hlmself acknowledged Phule

to reassert so-called traditional values,

Phule began by
cal roots of caste. He refused to accept that
hierarchy was divinely ordained. Instead,
he located it in history, conquest, and the
systematic subjugation of the majority by
aminority that monopolised knowledge

his critiq
ciety. In Shetkaryacha Asud, he turned lus
attention to the peasantry and exposed the

Hinduident- often pride. Theideo-
ity often sldehnes thelived experlences of
the ideologi-  cast kCrmq\ae of is  Weare witnessingadeparture
recast as an attack on tradition. St
Phuledid no( stopatcaste. He exxended fﬁ%z‘;ﬁggﬁﬁgﬂ:ﬁéﬁu

toshape

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

ual predecessors. The
Constitution, with its commitment to

patriarchy are not relics of the past. They
are active forces shaping our present.
Toengagewith Phule! loday is: apohr_lczl

equality, liberty and bears the Itisabout
imprint of thisi lineage. of thought that placest atthe
i diluted, centre, that overhi

when mequahty is normallsfd, and when

and thatinsistson iusﬁceas the basis of so-

dissent i weseea

from the very principles that thinkers like
Phule helped to shape. The attempt to re-
place social justice with cultural national-
ism, to privilege identity over equality, and

ciallife. Phulef and
perhaps more lmponantly, for the future.

The writer is general secretary,
Communist Party of India
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How the war will
hit India’s growth,
and your wallet

GRAPHS,

DATA,
PERSPECTIVES
BY UDIT MISRA

WEEKLY

POLICY

INDIA'SREAL ecc ywihratei: dipbx
the crucial 7% mark in the current financial year thanksto the
warinIran, ingtoanew by the World Bank.

On February 27, the Indian government had updated the
way it estimated its economic growth. The most significant
change was the use of a new base year (2022-23). It was along-
pending update — the previous base year was 2011-12 —as a
growing number of observers had raised questions about the
quality of India’s GDP data, especially many who claimed In-
dia’s GDP was being overstated.

‘While the new gross domestic product or GDP was lower
in the new data series, a silver lining was the fact that in each
of the years in the new GDP data series, the growth rate of In-
dia’s real GDP (thatis, economic growth after taking away the
effect of inflation) was above 7%.

The new series pegged India’s real GDP growth rateat7.2%
for FY24, 7.1% in FY25 and 7.6% in FY26. Commenting on the
data, India’s Chief Economic Advisor V Anantha Nageswaran
had underscored theimportance of the7%growthrate. “Thts

* U.S.-IRAN TALKS

‘Difficult to replace the

The production cost of oil and gas
inthe Gulfis the lowest in the world.
For consuming countries, sourcing

Gulfasa supply source’

EXPERT EXPLAINS
AJay SINGH
ENERGY AND SHIPPING INDUSTRY EXECUTIVE

THETWO-WEEK ceasefire between the US
and Iran appears increasingly fragile asdel-
egations from both countries meet in Isla-
mabad today. Israel attacked Lebanon
claiming it was not part of the ceasefire
deal, Iran again closed the Strait of Hormuz
overthealleged violation, and US President
Donald Trump accused Tehran of breach-
ing the deal with the fresh blockade.

The two-week period for talks between
theUSand Iran, therefore, becomes crucial
to notjust strike a lasting peace but alsoto
ensurethe flow of energy through the mari-
time chokepoint that accounts fora fifth of
the world’s oil demand during peacetime.

Ajay Singh, an energy and shipping
executive based in Tokyo, tells Anil Sasi
that even if the ceasefire holds, restarting
and stabilising production and exports
from the Persian Gulf could possibly take
weeks. Singh, who is a former Shell and
Japan Petroleum Corporation executive

isveryi henwetalk
about achieving Viksit Bharat by 2047. The numbers being
talked about are between 7% and 8% in real growth rates.”
Theverynextday, however, the US and Israel attacked Iran
— a war that continued for 39 days before reaching a fragile
ceasefire agreement. Over the next few days, top i

of West Asia,
also explains why the US and Venezuela
cannot replace the Gulf as a supply source
evenin the long run. Edited Excerpts:

Witha deal havi

from the US and Iran will meet in Islamabad and attempt to
bring hostilities to an end. But even as things stand, India’s
GDPgrowth rate has been dented enough todip below the 7%
markaccordingtothe World Bank’s latest India Development
Update (see table).

“Inthe absence of the conflict, GDP growth was projected
at72 percent... Growth isnow projected at 6.6 percentin FY27,
reflectingheadwinds from the Middle East conflict — assum-
ing an extended disruption in global energy (oil and gas)
supply till end-2026,” states lhe ‘World Ban!\ It has also pro-

announced, what are the prospects
for oil and gas exports to resume?
Aceasefirehas been announcedbut itis
stillunclear whetherall three warring coun-
tries are fully on board, and whether it will
fully take effect and hold. That is essential
for substantial oil and gas exports through
the Strait of Hormuz to resume. Disagree-
ments have been reported among the
parties concerned about the terms of the

vided adetailed

of India’s growth will be affec[ed Typically, the GDP of a
coumry is| gemamled by four mam eng,mes

private fortheir. -

tion ( C')—thisincludeseverything from food to l:ram tickets.

® Expenditures by ies towards their

attacks have con-
tinued in Kuwait, the UAE, Saudi Arabia,
Iranand Lebanon including on oil and gas
facilities. Itistooearlytosay thatoil and gas
expons cansubstantially re-commence.
tually and

quickly but they will initially be quite li-
mited. Tankers are at hand in the Persian
Gulf region, as are stocks of oil and gas at
export terminals, but everything has been
idle for weeks and it will take time for vol-
umes to build up. Various problems will
need to besorted out, from fixingaccumu-
lated technical issues at export terminals
and aboard ships, to seeing to essential

duction across various oil and gas fields, re-
fineries and LNG plants had been reduced °
and even shut down in many cases. Re-

holds, then relatively ~ Police officersin

lslamabad ahead

parties will remain positioned to resume
combat. Meanwhile, whether merchant
hip: 1tbackinto the Gulfwill de-

between Iranand
the US on Friday. as

supplies and relief for seafarers stuck on Maritime
board, to coordination between exporters n-affic iam
and buyers of oil and gas, shipping com-
panies, insurers and the authorities exer- Around 500
cising control over the Strait of Hormuz. tankers and gas
‘There are around 500 tankersand gas  carrier. shipsare
carrier ships stuck on either side of the stuck on either
Strait of Hormuz, which could make for a . e .
sortof maritime trafficjam. Moreover, pro- sideof theStrait
of Hormuz

pend on what confidence can be gained
from the progress of negotiations.

supplies will remain a challenge

Aview has been expressed that
hitbythe
buy US and Venezuelan oil instead

Theblockade of the Strait of Hormuz —
even after some diversion of exports
through pipelines — has choked off per-
haps 15 million barrels of oil supply per day.
Thatis more than total current US produc-
tion, which inany case is mostly consumed
internally. Venezuela has huge reserves but
they are of very poor quality and expensive
toproduce. The countryalso hasa poorrec-
ord asa reliable producer.

Around 90 million tonnes in annual Qa-
tariand Emirati LNG exports have also been
shut in. Most current US LNG productionis
already committed for export onalong-
term basis. And new exports that willcome
on stream in the US and elsewhere in
coming months will make up for less than
half of the choked-off volume.

Eveninthelongterm,itisunlikely that
the USand Venezuela can substantially dis-
place the Gulf as a source. The cost of pro-
duction of oil and gas in that region is also
the lowest in the world. Diversification of
supply sources dictates continuing to buy
substantial volumes from there.

‘What do you think about the

Until th or

toll to transit it?

atleaststand down frof

ic cost it would not be un-

supply out of the Gulf will remain limited.
Forconsumer countries, the main relieflies
inthe partial cooling down of prices. Sourc-
ing of supply will remain a challenge. It is
important to continue preparations for a
scenario of prolonged conflict, at a higher
or lower level of intensity than thus far.

wable, if’ Teports ofthe pmpmed toll effec-
tively to$1/barrelof crude oil

correct. But it is a major political question.
Unlike waterways such as the Suez Canal
and the Panama Canal, which are human-
made assets built within the territories of
Egypt and Panama respectively, straits are
natural waterwaysand there is generally no

‘Whatrole, in your view, did the oil toll charged fomansxt through them.
price play in the push for: incaseofthe Bos-
Itplayed akeyrole. icesat the poms theD: —straitswhich

pumpinAmerica had risen by 35%sincethe
start of the war and the stock markets had
taken a beating, causing political concern
on the US side. Second, although the mili-

taryaction againstIran has caused immense
damage, th doubts overi in
ending the alleged nuclear weapons pro-

and gas supply. The main considerations
behind that nmetrame would be military

starting and stabilising production and ex- Eveniflran
portswill takeseveral days, possibly weeks. reopens the
Strait, their
Howsi k will
timeframe for energy markets? beslowed down
The period is insufficient to make a asthey squeeze
major and reliable difference to global oil through the

narrow passage
lated. During this, the

(theseare called investments or ‘I’ in the table)

® Expenditures that the government makes for its daily
functioning (for instance, salaries and fuel bills).

® The net effect of exports ('X) and imports (‘M’); exports
bring money in and add to GDP. Imports do the opposite.

The equation is GDP=C +1+ G+ NX (net exports)

The biggest deceleration in the overall GDP is likely to
happenviat fonint of private consump-
tion, whichis also the biggest engine of growth in any year, ac-
counting for almost 55% to 60% of India’s total GDP. In the
pastcoupleof years, the government has tried toboost private
consumption by providing relief both in direct income tax as
wellas indirect (GST) tax. But the higher prices in the wake of
this war is expected to hit “disposable” incomes.

The growth in “investments” by companies — the second
blg,est engine, contributing almost 30% of total GDP in a year

oslow . Thegovern-
ment’'sownexpenditure, too, islikely tobe constrained because
itis already. hed on its total ings and with oil

i i idy billis likelytc rise further.
Last, whil expectedtocont atthe

same rate, importsarelikely toincrease ata faster chp and the
net effect is expected to drag down India’s GDP further.

*DENTTO GROWTH PROJECTION

‘Full spectrum of peace agreement,

U

EXPERTEXPLAINS
MAJ GEN G G DWIVEDI (RETD)

PROFESSOR, STRATEGIC AND INTERNATIONAL
RELATIONS, LAL BAHADUR SHASTRI
INSTITUTE OF MANAGEMENT, DELHI

%éf
S

LESS THAN 24 hours after the US-Iran
ceasefire was greeted with relief, the agree-
ment is tottering, with Israel bombing Le-
banon and seemingly no consensus be-
tween Tehran and’ idl

more conventionally powerful military, The divide
suughl to overwhelm Iran thh arapid,
i andkill- @ For

ingofitstop leaders Iran ‘sstrategy of asym-
metric
tralised control and dispersal to engage in
aprotracted war. By establishing control
overthe Strait of Hormuz, it gained a major
negotiating advantage. Its proxies — Hez-
bollahinSouthLebanon, Houthisin Yemen

the pauseis more
tactical innature,
while Tehran seeks to
makeit

d redundancy, decen-

further stoppage of oil and gas exports via
the Strait, beyond the six weeks that have
already elapsed, raises the prospect of
much higher and prolonged rise in prices
and a global recession. So, reopening the
Strait rightly became the central issue.

gotiations process to start. The key issues
would be Iran’s nuclear programme, sanc-
tluns relief: and regnonal de-escalations. It s

affair.

will be insisting on Iran’s nuclear roll back
and limitits uumﬂecapabmtv Tehranonthe

tural

other ingforsecurity guar-

lie within the territory of Turkey — where
aspecial international treaty, the Montreux
Couvenuon, allows Turkey tolevy atoll.

couldbe
worked out in the case of the Strait of Hor-
‘muz. But this should be through a broad
agreement among countries that would be
affected, such as major petroleum supplier
and buyer nations, and in exchange for en-
forceable guarantees that transit would not
beinterfered with in future. Even so, sucha
change could set a problematic precedent
where all manner of settled matters are
opened up by countries.

strategic resolution unlikely’

ern system. Hence, US alliance structures
in West Asia will come under serious scru-
tiny. The great Hormuz shock and the fra-
gility of energy hubs like Qatar’s Ras Laffan
arebound tolead tothe development ofal-
ternative supply routes to obviate vulner-
abll.mes In this transition process, India

® Atbest, there
could beaninterim
3 +

What now in ceaseﬁre talks

and fnnge ‘facade’ Shia el infraq— d

aperilous ry vector, pping of uranium
opening multiple Iran ich gradual
strategic depth. Given me asymmerry, the sanctionsrelief, and
ceasefireisgoingtobei fragile. amechanismto

restrain proxies

For tacti-

cal in nal:ure while Tehran seekstomake it

Asofnow, Israel

however, are still headed to Islamabad to

isnot even a party to the ceasefire. The im-
medxa(e focus wul beon holdmg the cease-

antees, besides cr ingc

At best, there could be an interim deal
rich-
ment, IAEA (International Atomic Energy
Agency monitoring
sanctions relief, and an informal mechan-
ism to restrain the proxies.

Geopolitical ramifications

The Iran War has deep geopolitical im-
plications — both regional and global. The
ceasefireitselfunderscores the emergence
of a new architecture, driven by middle
powers like Pakistan, Egypt, Turkey and
Gulfstates, i dofthet West-

ial stakes, beyond energy se-
curuy. diaspora interests and maritime
trade. In fact, India needstorevisit its West
Asia engagement strategy and position
itselfas a proactive voice, particularly asthe
representative of the global South. Islama-
bad’scentral role asan interlocutor, though
possibly limited, signalsasubtleshiftinre-
gional power dynamics —something Delhi
cannot ignore.

Theway ahead
‘The current ceasefire provides space for
9 : 7 fon. The

dangerlies notin its fail i itch-

roythates(year-or-year) 1 202526 ! 202611 a ceasefire is more like a pause button and it ding ern- dommated conflict resolution model.  ingthe expectations. The process ofnegon—
!Real GDP | 76% | 6.6% rarely the end point. The current truce is the scope to the proxies as well. Limited With inthe Ut ations remains vulnerable to risks from
Private Consumption (C) 1% 7% more due to the constraints of both sides  ‘Confidence Building Measures could also ity guarantor, Gulf states mightenter ‘mini- ~ spoilers, likethe proxies, domestic political
Gross Fixed Capital Formation (1) % " 67% | ratherthanany political ob- insti Lhrouyi thei lateral coalitions’ with increased defence  pressures and the Israeli security calculus.
Covernient Expen diture (G) T es% | 63% jectives. Justlil The: i spending. TheSaudi-Pakistan ‘Strategic Mu- A full spectrum of a peace agreement
e T~ sides’ dlffmngcapabmnsandmemodsme are likely to proceed in a graduated, step- tual Defence Agreement’ could potentially and strategic resolution of the conflict is
|Exports(X) 65% | 65% negotiationsare likely tobe far from linear.  by-step manner, involving tough bargain- expand to include Turki; d Egypt. y inthedistant future. The pro-
Imports (M) 64% 6.7% . ing marked by deep distrust. Chinah: itsdi i Dbabl may bethatof“ Ti-
'SOURCE: CEIC, MOSPI, WORLD BANK STAFF CALCULATIONS. The dlvergence The USA's 15 points and Iran’s 10-point technological footprint, offering digitalin-  valry and confrontation”— reconciliation
‘While the US and Israel, withamuch  proposals will set the framework for the ne- frastructure as an alternative to the West-  beingadelusion.
@ CLIMATE

Global concerns vs national interest: Why India lost interest in hosting COP33

Amitabh Sinha
New Delhi, April 10

IT WAS in December 2023, during COP28
in Dubai, that Prime Minister Narendra
Modioffered to host the 2028 edition of the
annual climate summit in India.
Apublicand explicit offer to hostaCOP
meeting, five yearsin advance, and thattoo
from a head of state, was extremely rare. It
indi India il

toplayamoreactiveand leading roleinin-
ternational climate affairs. The offer had
come just a few months after a successful
G20 meetingin New Delhl whose final out-

could come in conflict with its own stated
positions and nauonal interest.

Asaresult, i

tional interest over global climate concerns.
Indla even began questioning the very

fParis pact, arguing that pur-

Inthelast fewyears, India hasbeenvocal
in articulating its recalibrated positions. It
had reacted with uncharacteristic anger at

usefulness. India feared that taking on that
role for COP33 would have required it to
prioritise global climate concerns over its

in 2029. But there are demands from some
ication of the
reportby 2028 nselfso thatit canfeed into

‘matterand not bid for COP33when! Lhe pro-  suingarbitrarily-defined tes the di: inting outcome on climate fi-  own national interests. the GST process. The assessment reports
cess beginsthis yearto pickthe2028 host. (L5 or 2 degrees Celsius targets) was pro-  nance negou'ations at COP29 in2024. Ithas This predicament would havebeenpro- ~ are the most comprehensivescientific view
o . e bablynot the best way, inlynotthe been thefulli ionof ncunced in COP33 because that meetingis  of the state of global climate and have
India’s sharpening positions onlyway, todeal withclimate change. India ~ Article 9.1 of the Paris alargely youtthesec lobal served as the scientific basis for interna-
Ind.m has not spelt out the reasons For has been arguing that rapid overlooked p ion that says (Gs’[‘) to assess the progress be\ng madeon tional climate negotiations frum !he start
fmind, butits y the best i cli-  nations"shall provide”, notjust mobilise, fi- targets. GSTisan AR7islikely
notdifficult to comprehend. In the last few mate change as that would bringingreater ~ nancial resources for developing countries. ~ exercise under the Paris ,tobe lobal cli and, if) ished
years, India has been taking o climate impacts. On India’s insistence, COP30 in Brazil last ~ carried out at five-year intervals, to ensure  ahead ofthe GST exercise, could lead tore-
strong positions on climate-related matters. This isatvariance withthe yearwasforced toestablishatwo-yearwork — that the world does not lose sight ofitsgoal  newed calls for raising of climate ambition.

This was prompted by the evolution of
global climate negotiations well as a recali-
bration afIndJa 's own perspective. There

come had i onclimate.  hasbeena ofthe
But events of the last few years, onthe  fact that the international climate frame-
climate front and a  work, 1by the Pari

rethink. India soon realised that the objec-
tives it had in mind while offering to host
the event could not be achieved in this

ituation. India’s own positionson

remains heavily stacked against developing
countries — particularly acountry like India
which has a large emission footprint but a

climate during
this time. It became increasingly evident
that as host and president of a COP meet-
ing, itwould have to champion causes that

need for bon space to
ensure prosperity to its people. Conse-
quently, in matters of climate and energy,
there has been a clear attempt by India in
thelast few yearsto prioritise long-term na-

mainstream, ‘progressive’ position that
frames climate change as an existential
threat, and wants every country, regardless
of their level of development, to prioritise
climateaction. India, onthe otherhand, had
begun to argue for a development-first ap-
proach, hoping togeton atrajectory similar
tothatof China, whichin thelast three dec-
ades prioritised growth to reach a position
from where itcan make meamngfu[ con-
tributic it
interests, There is a reason why China, and
for that matter US, has nevershown any in-
terest in hosting climate meetings.

programme to discuss all pending matters
onclimate finance, including Article 9.1.

Adifficult position

Having taken these positions, it would
have been extremely difficult for India to
steer the negotiations at COP33. The host
and president of the COP meetings is ex-
pected to champion the effective imple-

and adjusts the ambition of its climate ac-
tionsto achieve these. Considering that the
worldis currently nowhereclosetothe path-
way that will achievethe Paristargets, COP33
would need to deliver an outcome that
would result in substantial increase in cli-
mate ambition, an unlikely scenario.

TheIPCCAR7 angle

India, along with countries including
China, has been opposing the early publi-
cation, arguing that many developing
countries would have less time toreviewit.
Ashostand president of the COP super-
visingthe GST process, it would be difficult
forIndiato oppose the early publication.
Stepping aside would also be a missed
opportunity for India to push forward the

mentation of the Paris Ag . not
question its foundations. It is supposed to
ensure that COP discussions lead to out-
comes that will speed up the rate of
emission cuts, not raise doubts over their

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

Theund i hassess-

causeof G h. Butweif against

ment report (AR7) of the Intergovernmen-
tal Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) wor-
sened India’s predicament. Work on AR7
beganlastyearand itis duetobe published

the prospect of getting boxed in, India
thought it prudent to opt out.
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Kalpakkam's next test

Beyond criticality, the challenge is to
deliver safe, viable, and scalable power

NAHUMID inglast Monday,deep insideamazeofconcrete,

steel,and sodium-filled pipes atKaJpakkam aquietbut decisive

moment unfolded. At precisely 8:25 pm, the Prototype Fast

Breeder Reactor (PFBR)achieved‘“criticality”—the pointatwhich
anuclearreactor becomes self-sustaining, vindicating decades of scientific
persistence. What has happened at Kalpakkam is not just the commission-
ing of anotherreactor; it is India entering a far more exclusive and strategic
phase of nuclearcapability. The PFBRembodies anambition tomove beyond
conventional uranium-fuelled reactors and unlock the country’s vast tho-
rium reserves. Its progress, however, has been anything but linear.

The PFBRis designed touse plutonium-based mixed oxide fueland breed
morefissile material than it consumes. In theory, this closes the nuclearfuel
cycle, reduces d e onimported ium, and creates a pathway to
long-termenergy security.In practice, thereactor’s gestation,marked by cost
overruns,technological hurdles,and repeated timelineslippages, raises hard
questions about execution.To be fair, fast breeder reactors are complex,even
bynuclearstandards.Onlyahandful of countries have pursued themat scale,
and fewer still have managed sustained commercial success. India’s effort,
therefore, sits at the frontier of indigenous nuclear engineering. The recent
milestone validates the scientific and technical capabilities painstakingly
builtover decades.Italso signals that India is unwilling toabandon a strate-
gic programme despite global scepticism.

Yet, the pohcy context has shifted since the PFBRwas first envisaged.Re-
newabl gyh d,battery: ing,and theeconomics
of nuclearpower—espeually capital-intensive, first-of-a-kind projects—are
underscrutiny.Against thisbackdrop, the PFBRmustjustifyitself not merely
asa technological achievement but as a viable component of India’s future
energy mix. That viability hinges on three factors. First, cost discipline. Nu-
clear projects in India have a history of overruns that strain public ﬁnances
and erode confidence.If the PFBRistoserve asatemplate forfutureb;

SECURITIES MARKETS RULES

@ DELIMITATION DEBATE
Congress President Mallikarjun Kharge
This delimitation proposas! will have serious

consequences. Therefore, there is a need for
very deep deliberation on delimitation

REGULATIONS DEFINING OFFENCES AND ADJUDICATORY PROCESSES TEST THE LIMITS OF PERMISSIBLE DELEGATION

A constitutional question

INCE ITS ESTABLISHMENT

in 1992, the Securities and

Exchange Board of India

(Sebi) hasevolved intoone of

the most poweriul ﬁ.nanclal

in India ising

quasl legislative, executive, and quasi-
icial powers. This hybrid institutional

MS SAHOO
SUMIT AGRAWAL

The authors are legal practitioners
and former officials of Sebi

deslgnhasbeen)usuﬁedbyt_‘: e ds
of investor protection, market integrity,
andregulatoryspeed.The Securities Mar-
kets Code Bill, 2025 (SMC), now before
Parliament, seeks to consolidate and
extend thismodel.it, however, intensifies
constitutional concerns abnut the limits
of d the permissi-
ble concentration of regulatory power.

Inaconstitutional democracy, the pri-
‘mary responsibility for law-making rests
with the legislature. This includes the
articulation of policy,shaped through par-
i Aaliberation and d 2

reactors, its transition from criticality to commercial operation must be
tightly managed, with clear timelines and transparent reporting. Second,
safety and regulation. Fast reactors use liquid sodium as a coolant, which
introduces specificrisks,including chemical reactivity.India’s nuclearestab-
lishment has maintained a strong safety record, but public trust cannot be
taken for granted. The Atomic Energy Regulatory Board must ensure rigor-
ous oversight, independent audits, and proactive disclosure, particularly as
the programme scales up. Third, integration with the broader energy strat-
egy. The promise of breeder technology lies in its ability to extend fuel
resources and eventually enable the thorium cycle. But thisisa long game.
In the near to medium term, India must balance investments across
nuclear,renewables,and gnd infrastructure.The PFBR should complement
more cost-effective, rapidlydeployabl gysources. Therei:
tical dimension. As countries seek to diversify clean energy portfuhos, ad-
vanced nucleartechnologies could regain attention.India’s progressat Kalp-
akkam positionsitasapotential leaderinaniche but strategically significant
domain.However, leadershlpwﬂ] depend onreplicability. One successfulre-
actorisnot enough;acredible pif ial. Ulti ly,the PFBR’s cr-
iticalityisamilestoneworthacknowledging,butnot celebrating uncritically.
Itreflects scientific endurance,yet also underscores the gap between ambi-
tionand delivery. The next phase—moving from demonstration to depend-
able operation—will determine whether Kalpakkam becomes the corner-
stone of India’s nuclear future ora cautionarytale of technological overreach.

Air India: Reset
without results

CAMPBELLW|LSON 'S DECISION tostep! downas CEO ofAu Lndjahrmgs into focus
notjusta 1 ransitionbutth “has,sofar,delivered
mo! thaninoutcome.! heTata G ired the
airline, the contours of a strategyare visible. What remains less cleanswhe{he( exe-
cution has kept pace withambition.

There s little doubt that Wilson’s tenure was designed as a structural reset. The
airline placed one of the largest aircraft orders in aviation history, now close to 600
planes, signalling long-term intent to reclaim global market share. It consolidated
four airline entities into a single operating structure, an essential step in reducing
fragmentation. It initiated a brand overhaul, invested in digital systems, and began
upgradinglegacyaircraft and onboard product. Ininstitutional terms, this marked a

hift tor del,with inlead-

cmhp,prutesses,and culture

trivial achi Tt hadaccu-
years of underin plain why the turnaround was
always going to be capital-intensive and fmnt loaded in terms of costs. Aviation, by
nature, has long gestation cycles. Fleet renewal, network ion, and infrastruc-

d tedi

lated

ture creation donotyield i diate returns. To that extent, dlossesin the
mmalyea:s are not unexpected.

Yet, th grepor g8 by I d perform-
ance has d.Air India’s lasses torise sharply mFYZE toaround
%20,000croreor: -—and place itamong

o P i At
new ventures, including aviation and ngltal busmesses, are estimated to appmach
29,000 crore, sharpening the foc pit: ionand ution discipli

This is where the context of Wilson's exit intersects with a broader governance
conversation within the Tata Group.Noel Tata, chairman

The SMC departs from this discipline
by allowing the regulatory authority to
playamoreactive role in shaping contra-
ventionsand penalties.Clause 92 permits
the addition of contraventions beyond
those specified in the statute, thereby
enabling their scope to evolve. Practices
once regarded as legitimate may later be
reclassified as violations,and vice versa.
This regulatory flexibility,however,carries
a deeper cost—it makes the boundary

randum of delegated legislation accom-
panying the SMC that subordinate law-
makmgwould be confined to procedural

‘ment,andadjudication, lines thatare cen-

tralto preserving institutional balance.
The concern is not of institutional ex-
pertise or integrity. It is structural —such
concentration can undermine the validi-
tyofenforcementitself. The consequenc-
esof failingto maintain institutional sep-
aration are real. In Deloitte Haskins v.
Union of India (2025), Delhi High Court
final orders of the National Financial Rep-
ortingAumorityonthegroundmat itfail-
edto seg'mgate audit quality review from
ions. Thelessonis clear:

P ing
the executive to define c

strm'hual ds aren’t formalities;

tions
goeswell beyond that limit.

While the SMCseeks, in part, toration-
alise and decriminalise securities law, it
retains criminal liability for a category of
conductdescribedas“marketabuse”. This

imi d

pps narrow cr

theyare conditions of valid enforcement.

None of this suggests that securities
regulation should be weakened or that
regulatory agility is undesirable. Modern
financial markets demand swift, expert-
driven, and adaptive intervention. But

between lawful and unlaw- | improve the ease of doing constitutional design requires that such
accountability. Delegation to the execu- ful conduct contingent on [—WWSR.  pusiness.Yetitcarriesanin- agility be anchored in accountability.
tiveis constitutionally permissible. But it executive determinationra- SMC departs from  herent tension: evenas Pa- ‘When delegation extends into domains
is limited to filling in detailsand opera- | therthan choice, ioli by lettlng rliamentssiy it | thatshapetheboundaries of liabilityand
tionalising statutory policy, not deter- Theseconcernsareacute the delegates to the regulator | the processes of adjudication, it begins to
mining its core content. in the realm of criminal lia- o b hy hori i resemble not flexibility, but institutional
The line is especially firm when it | bility,whichentailsstigma, ~ authority to play @ scope of criminalisation. | substitution.
comes to deﬁning contraventions and coercion,anddeprivationof  more activerolein  The result is not calibrated The SMC thus raises a deeper consti-
prescribin i These are core i .Giventheseverityof — ¢hani decriminalisation, but an tutional tion: How farcan regulatory
Ieglslaﬂvc fuucr_lons Lhey del.u:eate the these offences, including . = go beforeit begins to erode
flaw " ly | impri ofupto10 tionsand penalties  jpying) nammy thefoundational distinction betweenleg-
affect liberty, property, and reputation, years and fines up to T10  —————— The SMC compounds islature and executive? Modern markets
and must be determined by the legisla- crore, constitutional disci- these concerns by restruc- demand a strong regulator, but that

ture.When delegauon extends to these

pline demands that the core content of

turing the ad;ud.lcatary framework. It

strength mustrestonaclearlydefinedleg-
s o Thelasl

Sebito ibe, through reg-

matters, it i per- | such offences be defined by the leglsla-
ibl ionintoanabdicationof | ture. Clause% wever,
core legisl. ibility.Atitscore, | utive ional criminal

theissueis. nutrcgulatorypawzr butwho
definesits limits.
The history of securitie in

ra-
ventions and pmsecute their breaches.
‘The foundation of criminal liability thus
shifts from tment to

ulations, of conductingadju-
dication proceedings. This departs from
the existing model, where such procedu-
res are govemed by the central governm-

India reflects this careful balance. When
Sebi was first vested with the power to

administrative fiat, militating against
basicprinciples of! legality. Courts bound

impose mone in the mid-
1990s,thelegislative framework retained
primary ¢ contml over the definition of

d civil,while

ttovalid legisla-
tion, may thus uphold convictions based
on norms that have not undergone leg-
lati uting

permitting ﬂexlblhty in £
Contraventions were id: d in the

d rules. This shift cullapses the
distincti

orcement: the same authontywould de~
fine the norms, initiate and

of reg-
ulation rests not only on expertise and
efficiency, but also on its grounding in
d o blol P

g.

The SMC presentsa constitutionalinf-
lection point for securities regulation. It
offers an opportunity to modernise and
sueamlme the law, but also carries a risk

design the pmcess fortheiradjudication.
Underth dregime; Sebiwou-

of principles When the po-
wer £ xpand criminal li-
ability,and designadjudicatoryp

Id thus shape both substantive enforce-

Thisshiftof critical policy

fromelected mine:

ment dards and the procedures gov-

statute, adjudication was structured
t.hrough rules f.mmed bythe ceutr.ﬂ gov-

democratic acc’ountabiljty and unsettles
the comutunona} balance between the

ernment,and laywith

the Securities Appellate Tribunal.

and the executlve 1t also

This concentration of functions may
enhance regulatoryefficiency,butitblurs

normecreation,enforce-

. hei

to be one of regulatory efficiency and
becomes one of constitutional design.
‘Without careful recalibration, the result
may not be better regulation, but a grad-
ual erosion of the constitutional bound-
aries that sustain the rule of law.

India poised to lead pharma innovation

NK GANGULY

Former Director General, Indian
Council of Medical Research

Regulatory evolution and streamlined pathways for
innovative molecules aligned with global standards
will strengthen confidence among innovators

WHEN HIV/AIDSTHREATENEDtnbew
the

scientiﬁc talent,and significant cost effi-

cro:
developmgworldmtheeadyl()ﬂOs itwas

India that brok

ducing antiretrovirals at a fraction of the
prevailing cost and putting life-saving
treatment within reach of millions. That

funding s essential

leat scale. Indian industry has also d

horizoni

moment captured i

India’sability toharness scientificcapabi-
lityand manufacturing scale in service of
alarger human purpose. Supplying over
20% of global generic medicines by vol-
umetoday, India’s pharmaceuticalindus-
tryisone ofthemostconsequentml ofour

a far stronger foun- onstrated growing capabilityinbiologics, to retain the value of Indian innovation

dallon to build upon. pmducm g bloslmllar versions of block- within.Andwhileindustry-academia coll-

only1-2% of global buster rit- aboration ing, it hasroomto deep-

clinical trials, a figure that understates uximab, nivolumab, and, morercccntly, en further; sustained co-development

both its capacityand its potential. Recog- ide as well as crmcal par hips and shared [P ks
nisingthis,the 2026 Budget madead Lk lase,aclot-busting would ampli Iready exists.

iveintervention: the Biopharma SHAKTI in cardiac care. These are not peripheral India’s pat.h forward is about building

ct the .ra].ready systematically on foundations that exist.
1,000accredited clinical trial sites,along- the frontierof pharmaceuti- evolution and streamlined
side strengthened regula- calc ity,and readyto pathways foris i ign-
torycapacity take the next step towards edwithi i ill
pharmaceutical education India origi: The P gthen among icand
infrastructure, These are f ly 1-2% of of Researchand Innovation global umovators alike.Aland real world
ingful i or gy’ O inPharma MedTech Sector  evidence,

eraand that isthel.

foran even more ambitious chapter now
beginning to take shape.

The economic logic is compelling. A
patented ﬁrst-in-dass medicinecomma-

ger: ity icequi-
valent.Indias pbannaapons arecloseto
$30billion,a remarkable feat; yet its sha-

reofg] ular pp
of Tata Trusts, which hold roughly 66% of Tata Sons, has i 206.T 0-
raised concerns over losses in new ntnbuuon and credit is wide and dosmg
ventures.The issue s not simply the scale of i investment it both a strategic
butthepaceatwhmh anda tunity.

i Aiﬂndia,byvi:tue

ofits sizeand visibility, sits at the centre of that debate.
Mcre lmporlzntly, the shon‘fall is not only financial.
plies in customerex-

RISHI RAJ perience. the underway,AirIndia
b e has smxt_gleld to cons:s(emly improve service reliability
and p Delays, i inflight experience,

and uneven ground handling continue to surface with
regularity. Ti:us matters because the Tata takeover had raised expectations of a shm'p

'spastundergovernmento Thatp

atbest, been partial.

External factc omplicated execution.Supply-chain disrup
tions have delayed aircraft deliveries and retrofits. Fuel price volatility and airspace
constraints have raised costs. The fatal crash of AI171 has added a layer of scrutiny
that goes beyond routine 1 But these inds do not fully
explain ervice which tied tointer-
nal processes and execution bandwidth.

Nations that invested ddibc(ate_ly in
their biopharma ecosystems, building
clinical trial-friendly environments,
robustIP and targeted inno-

and whilst the full benefits global clinical scheme’s ¥5,000-crore co- vernance,could position Indiaas thewor-
will take time to materi- trials, a figure that ~mmitment topharmaand  1d’s most cost-effective drug discovery
alise, the policy direction is medtech R&D, bined Andfocusing
dearandﬂc?oundaﬁcns I{ndersmt.es bo;h with the Bharat hold: -
arebeinglaid. itscapacityand  p50 Migsion's health I infectiousdis-

India’s umovatmn eco- its potential data infrastructure, further ease, ic disord will
system is more di positions Indi fthe create a more durable global leadership
than it is often given credit most promising Al- -enabled than attempting to compete across all of
for. Biotech clusters in f Pune, drugdiscovery pharma R&D simultaneously.

and Bengaluru have evolved into credible
research hubs, and global capability cen-
tres conducting genuine drug discovery
and data science work are a powerful
testament to the global confidence being
placed in India’s scientific workforce.

Sustaining this momentum requires
focused attention in a few areas. Transla-
tional research, the bridge between lab
discoveryand clinical development, war-
rants deeper investment with stronger
technology transfer capacityin, acaderruc

vation incentives have d
what focused ambition can achieve.
India's structural advantages—avastand
diverse patient population, world-class

India’s pharmaceutical journey has
been defined by purpose, scale,and the
abilitytodeliverwhat theworld needs.The
scientifictalentisworld-class, the ecosys-
temismaturing,and policyintentistrans-
lating into meaningful investment. The
transition from pharmacy to plonem' is

Emm industry, acadenua,

and government, India has
everyreason tolead the next era of global

Impommtly, India’s participation in instituti India’sb
d is not nasc- converts more conslsteutly into globally ellunder
ent.Tt u‘ Tice Risk capital itment
India has manufactured complex medi-  forlat i
cinesincluding Hepatitis Cantivirals and i i i
Covid-19 vaccine,makingth tech i with longer-

HE EDITOR

Supply security

"Averting supply shocks" (FE, April 10),
incisively highlights India’s structural

Wilson’s own framing of his tenure—as a phase of building
tures part of the reality. Theairline today s structurally better positioned than i 1twas
in 2022. Buta turnaround cannot rest indefi initely on foundations. The next phase
must translate these investments into measurable gains in reliability, service, and
financial pcrformance Th ion forAirIndiai

to geopolitical disruptions
and import dependence. The recent
shipping halt underscores how fragile
energy, mineral, and logistics linkages
remain despite incremental reforms. A

whether
sound. Iti: isation c: onit.Wilson indan ="'m
withdi i d scale,but. Ji ontingent. Theresetisvis-

ible.The turnaround is not yet.

ic course now lies in diversify-
ing sourcing through strategn: over-
seas partnerships, dome-

stic exploration where viable, and
building resilient last-mile and port
ecosystems. Equally vital is nurturing a
competitive shipping fleet and reduc-
ing single-country dependencies in
critical sectors like pharma and clean
energy minerals. Policy must shift from
aspirational targets to grounded exe-
cution, prioritising efficiency, scale,
and timelines. Supply security today is
not merely economic prudence buta
of national resili inan

increasingly uncertain global order.
—K Chidanand Kumar, Bangalore

Peace is hard to sell

Apropos "Why peace doesn't clear
market" (FE, April 10), Amit Kapoor's
argument is sobering because it is str-
uctural, not conspiratorial. The prob-
lem is not that leaders prefer war but
that the systems they operate within
are organised to sustain conflict. That
distinction shifts the conversation

pharma innovation.

from individual blame to institutional
design. The 60% rise in oil prices since
the Iran war began, and the economic
cost of global violence make the case
plain enough. Peace is not weak; it is
simply harder to package and sell wit-
hin existing systems. Recognising this
is the first step to building frameworks
where peace actually pays.

—K Sakunthala, Coimbatore

®Wiite to us at feletters@expressindia.com
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You Need More Than
Lifting the Corp Veil

Need to alter housing market structure

National Consumer Disputes Redressal Commission
(NCDRC)haslifted the veil between housingdeveloper An-
sal Properties & Infrastructure (API) and its project-level
subsidiary Ansal Hi-Tech Township for failing to comply
with earlier rulings directing refund of homebuyers’ mon-
ey. APIchairman Pranav Ansal was, however, not madeper-
sonallyliable, although the tribunal held thathe controlled
bothcompanies that were inextricablylinked. NCDRC took
note of a Supreme Court ruling in another case involving
Ansal that he could not be held personally liable because
he was not party to the original consumer complaint. But
he was found to have wilfully not complied with the tribu-
nal’s orders over refunds and interest. It also said it would
godeeper into the question of corporatelayering.

Courtsliftthe corporate veil —that is, disregard acom-
pany’s separate legal identity — when the corporate st-
ructureisused tocommitfraudorille-
gal actions, or toevade taxes and legal
obligations. They do thisin exception-
al circumstances when there is speci-
® fic evidence of wrongdoing. Once the
veil is lifted, there’s a possibility that
personal liability of a company’s dir-
ectors can be invoked, depending on
thecrime’smagnitude. In thiscase, the question of invok-
ingpersonalliability wassettled by a Supreme Court ver-
dictonasimilar matter involving Ansal.

Housing development companies use the corporate par-
entand project-level subsidiary structure extensively bec-
ause of the business agility it provides. Yet, the structure
needstobeused within overall safeguardsaround corpora-
telayering. Inadequate governance could invite greater le-
gal scrutiny in sensitivemarketslike housing. New regula-
tions for the real estate industry have curbed malpractice.
Yet,homebuyersstill need legal recourse on occasion. The-
se cases could involve more transparency over corporate
layering. The market has been made more legally secure
from the consumer’s side. But a solution must extend to al-
tering the market structure that allows easy violations,

Molehill of Greed
Out of a Mountain

Mt Everest isn't just another peak to climb. Climbing it dema-
nds extreme convergence of physical endurance and psycho-
logical control, conditions only a small fraction of climbers
cansustain atsuch an altitude that leads up to 29,031.7ft. What
makes Everest particularly compelling is also its historical
entanglement with geopolitics. During the interwar period,
institutionslike Britain’s Royal Geographical Society and Al-
pine Club fr d itionsasnational. . embed-
ding them within a broader narrative of prestige and control.
Indoingso, the British ireeffectively regulated who could
attempt Everest, transforming it into a stage for imperial am-
bition rather than individual pursuit.

‘Today, Everest remains the ultimate aspi-
rationforclimbers. For Nepal's economy, it
alsofunctionsasakey revenue-earner. Dir-
ect government earnings (permits) is $4-5
mn a year, and the total economic impact
(tourism)isover §100mnayear. Th:sdema
nd for adventure has fostered i

America’s gun laws, dehumanisation and double standards have been its ticket to virtue

Pax, Trump-Hegseth Remix

7~y he US strike on Shajareh

! Tayyebehgirls’elementary
school building in Minab,
Iran,on Feb28is what'scall-

~ ed‘collateral’. I's also kno-
wnas ‘Shit happens’ whenapp].led to

placesthatdon'tlook like Miami. and
where people don't look like they'Il
be gettingMar-a-Lago Clubmember-
ship anytime soon. 165175 Iranians
were killed, mostly girls aged 7-11.
But for most of the world —and not
just the Western world — that kind
of ‘Shit happens’ all the time in that
neck of the woods.

Justoff the top of the collective hi-
've mind, when on Dec 16, 2014, Tali-
ban terrorists stormed Army Public
School in Peshawar, Pakistan. kill-
ingat least150 people, including over
130 schoolchildren, ail you had fo do

racatharticshake'n’sigh wasuse
the conversion rate of that time and
figure out how many dead Pakista-
nis would amount to, say, American
orlsraelilives. Then, you can realise
that it’s just a blip in the ocean of ti-
me. Mass killings, we figure, happen
in these placesall the time where the
same kind of people are both perps
and vietims.

Justas the 300-plus death toll caus-
edbya li%min blitzkriegacross Leba-
nonon’ v under

Cruxof the matter

:usatmn and the fine art of double
standar

© Lock & Load The Second Amend-
ment, that musi.ng illogicof theright
to bear arms — in case baddies come
bearing arms — has been scaled up

‘NoQuarter,NoMercy" Hegsethxs Lhe

magisterialnew book, After Nations:
TheMakingand Unmakingof World
Order, he writes about an Elbridge
Colby, captain in the US army, who,
in1925, tried to define a set of princi-
plesforfuture American warsagain-
st'savage tribes’:
“Toafanati

THE SPEAKING TREE

Internal
Inferno

ped out of the sky on the sacred tem-
ple of his omnipotent god is... an in-
dication of therelentless energy and
superior skill of the well-equipped
civilised foe... [TThelossof lifeispro-
bably far less than might have been
sustained in prolonged operations
of amore polite character: The inhu-
‘manact thus becomes actually hum-
ane, for it shortens the conflict and
preventsthe sheddingof moreexces-
sivequantitiesof blood.”
This is Pax Trump-Hegseth.

® We're OK, You're Not OK Iran's
command structure is manned by
‘irrational’ zealots. Apparently, the
Mar-a-Lago lot aren't. North Kore-
ans are comic-book villains. But, ap-
parently, Trump should be counter-
intuitively admired for a method de-
eplv buried in h.|s madness.

SANDHYAVASUDEV

Themind is its own place, and can
makea heaven of hell, a hell of
heaven. Milton, in Paradise Lost,
quotes Satan, who said these wor-
ds when he was expelled from
heaven forrebellingagainst God.
One canvisualiseone’s mind as
agarden where one can choose to
plant beautiful plants or grow we-
eds. Have younoticed that your
reaction toany situation determi-
nes whether you end up happy or
sad? This reaction initially com-
esfromemotionsand later gets
processed into thoughts that form
alasting impression. Man has the
free will toovercome his reflexes,
consciously organise his thoug-
htsaroundasituation, and main-
tain But thisiseasier

ahgned allies are virtuous for doing
‘whatothers amvll]amousfox domgol
attempting.

said than done, as themind isway-
wardand restless.
T

pons? Wisedeterrenceif you mJeru-

most vocal of the Trumpr
chemists turning ‘people’ into ‘exp-
endable things’. Muslim WestAslans
are converted to ‘enemy mass', their
humanity dissolved to make their

oportions.If every citizen
isincompletewithoutafirearm, then
every nation worth being deemed a
nation is naked withouta nuclearar-
senal. Ergo, Israel (with its Holocau-
d-effect Zioni i -

that for Israel to agree to cease fire, it
firstneeded tosetfiretoaplace that's
‘used to’ beingon fire. Surely, ‘unexp-
ected’ horrors—like, say, the Colum-
bineHigh Schoolmassacre of 1999, in
Colorado, whichresulted in16deaths,
including that of the two 12%-grade
(White!) student-shooters Eric Har-
risand DylanKlebold —arefarmore
horrible worldwide when they hap-
peninthe climesof the US?

1y stockpiling is kosher. But Iran
(with its mad mullahs) doing the
same inresponse toIsrael’s stock-
pilingis haraam.
The logic is pure cow- —=
boy-Crusader theology: ‘go-
od guy with gun’ becomes
the ‘responsible democracy
withnukes'. Andjustasthe
good guy often shoots first,

‘The only country to have actually
dropped nuclear bombs on civilian
populations — twice! — has, over ti-
me, fashioned itself asthe world’s pa-
cifism-by-force coach. The sermon is
delivered with three notes: consti-
tutional gun-love, cultural dehuma-

reserv-
estherightfor: strategmde
terrence —the AR-

up to megatons, w1th the
safety catch permanently
off for the rightside.

dissolutiona
Jews in Nazi territory werenot the
only ones aware of this moral magic

"Dasgupta’s

RSN o
The only country to have dropped nuclear
© Them/Those Then co- bombs on civilians — twice! —

has fashioned

mesdehumanisation. Pete itself as the world's pacifism-by-force coach

salem,r ocationif you're
Tehran. Testing missiles? Strategic
necessity if you're London, destabili-
singmadnessif you're Beijing. Their
child’s tantrum is ‘spirited’. But the
neighbour’skid is ‘out of control’.

Andsothecurtainrises,againand
again, on the same performance: the
usual gunslingersof OK Corralreco-
iling in horror tofind a Smith & Wes-
son in the hands of an Apache.

But, then, the Civil Rights Act, sign-
ed into law by Lyndon Johnson on
July 2,1964 — that prohibited discri-
mination in public places, provided
for integration of schools and other
public facilities, and made employ-
‘ment discrimination illegal — need-
ed a cathartic outlet. Exactly a mon-
th later;, Johnson announced that he
‘was not ‘committing American boys
tofightinga war that I think ought to
be fought by the boys of Asia to help
protect their own land'. It's another
matter that he didn’t get an off-ramp
— until Richard Nixon took over his
warand job.

Krishn that it may perhaps beeasi-
ertocontrol the wind than the tur-
bulent mind. But magnetic Krishn
attracts— karshati iti Krishna’,
soArjun pleads with Krishnto
draw hismind towards Himself.
Krishn advises Arjun tooverco-
methemindand twrn it intoa fri-
end through constant practiceand
use its power to rise above petty
feelings: if not, it tensintoan en-
emy within. We can likewise prac-
tise vairagya/detachment from
objects that trouble and entice the
mind and focus it on the positive.

2 LOLLING ON
> SATURDAY

Pen Negotiation

ACEO,alawyer andacons-
ultant along with other mem-
bersof the boardarestuck in
a bumdrom:u for hours trymg

indrajit. hazra@timesofindia.com

Time to Make Rare Earths Common

Stéphanie Heng &
Alban de la Soudiére
I

Brussels: There'smuch talk about
critical materials likelithium and
mbalt andrareearthslikedysprosi-

practices. Guides and operators have rep-
ingfood with like bakingsoda

thereby justi-

rium, Chinahas
anear-monopoly on these minerals
that are essential for high-technology
manufacturing, as wellasfor climate
transition, acrossthe world. Insucha

thesurvival of their

theirmain f h i ’l'hey rare earths near-monopoly to pressu-
per emuric \f po i ivities. Asin  recertain countries that were especi-
motors— other cases, likeend-of life shi

growth of late, with the rapid) nseu{ recycling, countries have preferred mdusu ies. It took Donald Trump's
electrification of transportation to outsource such activities where repeated toannex Green

This has reached a point where
‘many Western countries have
started getting ccnrerned —a bll
late in the day per]

regulations are less and labour is
poorlypaid. This isthe Nimby
effect; Not In My Backyard. This
ion for most

ps
ultra-dominant position of Chma in
this market, and the resulting
geopolitical vulnerability for other
countries, exacerbated by military
usesof theserareearths.

China does, indeed, have thelargest
knownreserves. But many other
countries—like India, Russia,
Brazil, the US (particularly Califor-
nia), Australiaand, of course, Green-
land »a]sa possess significant

fying tions. Tk rescues

are then used to mﬂate insurance claims, with operators billing
each climber as though transported separately, even when flig-
htsare shared. Ambition and greed areslippery slopes.

This isn't something new. Nepal has faced concerns around
sustainability of Everesttourism. A more disciplined regula-
tory approach is increasingly necessary not ouly to preserve
the fragile mountai safety, but
also to protect the long-term credlbll\ty of Everest as aglobal
mountaineering destination.

'JUST IN JEST

Mrs Trump gives Mr Trump what
could be an off-ramp froma war loss

A Scandal to Cover a
War to Hide a Scandal

Youhavetogivejuggler extraordinaire Donald Trumpath-
umpon his back for trying. First, he launchesa war to sho-
ve the Epstein Files off thefront page. Now, he'srelaunch-
ed the Epstein Files tosh US capitulation in waroff

ituation, rareearth minerals.
betteraccess tosupply chains? ‘The issue is that China isnot only

For starters, ‘rareearths’, despite ining its own reserves but also
theirnomenclature, are; aclual]yfound those of others from which it imports
almost where, ofts in for ing. Asaresult, itdirectly
small quantities withother metals. produces nearly 70% of the global
They had been used for years, but supply of rareearths, and refines

nearlyao o of theworld'stotal.
and

countries, especially in western
Europe, despiterare earth elements
being precisely the key toachieving
ecological transition that many of
these nations wish toaccelerate.

ith foresight, seized

anautonomous territory of Nato
‘member Denmark, in defiance of
alliance treaties as well as economic
logic—inthe wordsof ArcticIn-
stitute founder Malte Humpert,
mininginan Arcticclimateis‘a
logistical challenge that even the US
military would struggle tomeet’—for
others fopay heed to: rareearthsand
critical inthe West.

theopportunity, and is today reaping
financial and geopolitical rewards.
For thelast15-0dd yrs, ithas used its

of

usually for niche applications such as
military ics. Hi

Europe still has an opportunity to
correct past apathy. Its environment-
centrism led toplace itat t.hc fore

company pen.
A CEO:Ishould
) getit. Isign

'l'he oonsu.ltan! smirks, tak-
es thepen, and says, Tllrent
it to both of youatz20,000an
hour' The CEO and lawyer
nod, ‘Fairdeal.’

Moral: In corporate negotia-
tions, the person who creates
the problem usually profits
themost.

Going Away/Getting Out
Anelection candidate promi-
ses: Tf elected, everyone will
get free transportationany-
‘where in the world!" Afier win-
ning, he mails citizensa pair
of roller skates.
Onemanasks, ‘Howdolget

frontof recycling

related patents. One hopes it: makes
best use of thisadvantage toclaim
ownership in the supply of in-
creasingly valuable critical mine-
ralsandrareearths, lowering, if not
removing, dependency on China.

with these?' The
official replies, ‘Start skating
east. Don'tstop.” Months later;
ways are jammed with
people in roller skates, waving
passports, and eating samosas
and: sandyvidles onthego.

Heng works at European Parliament, and.
De la Soudiére was with NATO Communi-
cations and Information Agency (NCIA)

CreativeInc, Imagination UnLtd

ces exports, includinganimation,
VFXand gaming, contribute more
than §11bn inexport earnings.
Butbeyond numberslies somet-
hingmore important. The ‘orange
economy’ converts ideas into IP. and
IP into livelihoods. Unlike extractive

impact has been estimated at more
than §7.2bn. That is culture func-
tioning as an economic catalyst.
Hospitality has become deeply
intertwined with this shift. Ex-
periences now precede destinations.
Films, exhibitions, concertsand
cultural narratives shape where

how long they stay, and

Harshavardhan Neotia sectors, it isregenerative. A story
can travel A
festlvalcanbecamemmmnulecon&
D prisesrarely begin icengine. A digital creati

with financial projections alone.
They begin witha point of view,
imagination. With a certain sensiti-
vity to people, place and time. Even
insectorslikereal estate, hospitali-
ty healthcare and retail, the most

thefront page. Whatelse can explain Melania Trump, step-
ping onto the stage on Wednesday, making a baffling spe-
ech that sounded like a cross between courtroom denial
and improv theatre. ‘Tamnot Epstein’s victim,” she declar-
ed, whilesimultaneously callingfor hearingsfor Epstein’s
surv-xvors She dismissed her polite 2002 email to Epstein
Ghislaine Maxwell as trivial cor

asif forwardingrecipes.
And, hey, presto‘ Epstem 's back — not as scandal but as
ousel: war hides Epstein, Ep-
stein hides war, repeat until the audience collapses in lau-
ghter. Or nausea. This is pure slapsm:k a Gmucho Marx

duringoutcomes don't arise from
chasing margins. They emerge from
nurturing ideas that carry cultural
meaning. Commerc)al Vi alue fol-
Tows;ofti

scale globally without proportionate

how deeply they engage. The future
visitor isnot a passive observer —
sheseeks participation inastory.

deengineeringand analytics. The
future creator will sitat the intersec-
tionof art, tech and entrepreneur-
ship. Our institutions must prepare

T
nounces: ‘International trav-
el has never been soupand
smooth!"

dence Trick
Astudent asks a professor:
‘Why do central banks cut
rates during crises?
Professor: Tostimulatede-

mand.

Student: But if everyone'sbro-

ke, won't they just borrow ch-

eapmoney tostay broke more

comfortably?

Professor: Yes, but they'lldo
ith A conft

for that conver

© Episodic to sustained One-off
summits generate visibility What
compounds economic valuearere-
peatable, calendarised ecosystems
—annualevents, cultural districts
and institutions thatanchoractivi-
tyovertime.

capital deployment. It is growth that Cities that invest in cultural in- © Refine value measurement The
compounds without depletion. frastructure — penformancespaceg spill-overeffects of creativity —em-
Vhat i ignifi- tudios, desi; cts ployment generation, brand equity,
cant is the way creativity i —arenoti in ae: ihmn soft power; cross-sector stimulation
with other sectors. Itanimates Th icresilien- —areofts Yet, the-
tourism, hospitality, retail, tech- ce. Creativity in isnot seare ipliers that a

nology and urban development. A
cultural festival does not
merelycelebrate art—it ’Tf‘ A

Today, this intuition ysﬁmlu.\g
articulation in what is being descri-
bedasIndia’s ‘orange economy’— the
universeof creative industries: span-
nmgmedm entertainment, design,

cultural pro-

ly chains, |, 4
generates employ- /
ment, fills hotels,
drives transport
demand and
revitalises

gramnung and immersive experien-
ces.Its inclusion in the latest Econo-

This can be witne
sed first-hand in Kolka-

routinewh

a carnival game. The mallet? Trump’s ’l‘ruth Social feed.

The genius lies in the recycling bit. Why invent new dis-

tractionsin thisage of mstantforgemng when yuu canre-
Id ones? Epstein

mndalandshxeld Intheend, the Trumperapr liti-
es isn't about solving problems, but about ‘keeping it mov-
ing’. Even if the popcorn's already spilled in the aisles.

mic Survey signalsastructural shift ta, where Durga Puja
inhow we understand growth. —now recognised
Credhv:ty isno longerasoft; pursuxt_ by Unescoasan
infrastructure. Glol ible Cultu-
Jy thecreative economy generates ral Heritage of
wers‘zm annually InIndia, the Humamty un-
ainment industry aordinary
has crossed $30bn in 2024 and is creative energy
nm)ected(oappmanh $47bnby2029, eachyearIn
wverages. 2025, its 4
I.ndusuw bodiesestimatethat economic
India’s broader creative economy
couldreach $100 bn by 2030, genera- Muitinotional,
ting over 5mn jobs. Creative servi- ‘multitasking

decorative. It is strategic. Pohcy is
beginning torecognise this
convergence.

nation’s competitive positioning
over time.
thelesson is

around animation, gaming
_ andi unmers\ve tech-

Fo
%ubﬂe but clear: Meaning precedes
‘margin. Projectsrooted in cultural

nologies, thy
/7~ permissionsforlive

tooutlast those buil
purely on transacuone_xlllogm Inan

= and the emphasis
ntial

world,

‘what differentiates is not product

alone, but narrative and purpose.
India today stands at an inflection

India’s growth framework.
Yet, recogmuonmnst tmns~

point. ingand traditio-

nalservices will remain critical. But

if weallow creativity tolead —not
rthought but

it
denceis priceless.

Student: So, basically we're pay-
ingfor optimism with debt?
Professor: Congratulations,
you've understood modern
economics.

Haves Bear the
Responsibility

Apropos ‘Care, From Beyond the
Spectrum’ by Mugdha Kalra (Apr
10), alongside long-term financi-
al planning, India's autismres-

ponse must move from care alo-
ne to practical inclusion. Great-
er integration into mainstream
schools, with trained teachers,

zwuwemnsandsimple assist-
ivetools, can improve independ-
enceover time. Labour markets
alsoneed toadapt, with incenti-

gn, narrativeand

Thewriter ischairman,
Ambuja Neotia Group

driver —theor could vesforfirmstohi
b h pillarsof genti I‘PdPﬂHn
| ©Creative ournext phase of growth. roles around specificstrengths,
\ capabilityis Intheend, imaginationisnota Regrettably.a persistent lack of
anational luxury. Itisaformof foresight. And reliabledata continues tolimit
| asset Talent foresight, when nurtured patiently, effective policymaking.
flourishes in hasaway of becoming economic Kislay Singh Panwar
environments ~ destiny. Ujjain

editet@timesofindia.com
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A thought for today

Invention, it must be humbly admitted, does not
consist in creating out of void. but out of chaos
MARY SHELLEY

Black Magic

Smart use of coal can shield India from foreign crises
When Trump’s blockade left Cuba without oil last month,

56-year-old Juan Carlos Pino modified his 1980 Fiat Polski
torunon charcoal (bit.ly/41XQzqd). No, hedidn’t strap on

ddedah

asteam engine. Rather; the eighth-pass
gasifier—aclosed tank for heating charcoal chips, tomake combustible
gas-at the back. Now imagine, whatan army of PhDsmightdo with
wood chips, or coal. You can look at China, which is sitting pretty
amida global crisis of oil, gas and urea. Only because it taught itself to
makeurea, methanol, and basic chemicals like ethylene and propylene—
—_ needed tomake plastics, textiles, etc—from

coal rather than petroleum.

China, like India, has many hundreds
of billion tonnes of coal. And it makes 78%
¥ of its urea from coal, not gas. So, this year,
its farmers aren’t worried about higher
fertiliser prices. They aren’t reducing
corn acreage, while US farmers are. Their
chicken feed and ethanol prices won't rise. Speaking of ethanol,
India’s E20 programme will also feel the impact of higher urea
prices. Whereas China, world’s biggest producer of methanol —
mostly derived from coal - will have no problem supplying “M15™
or even “M85” fuel for cars. It's even started making massive oil
tankers that can run on methanol, instead of oil.

China, however, is not a coal-to-liquid-fuels pioneer. Germany’s
27 coal liquefaction plants made 33mn barrels of gasoline every year,
during WW2. S Africa, in the 1980s, made 83.5mn barrels of gasoline
ayear from coal. With world’s fourth largest deposits, India should
also use its coal smartly. It has an old plan to gasify 100mn tonnes of
coal by 2030. It's also building a 1.2mn tonne-per-annum coal-based
urea plant at Talcher, Odisha. Deadline was 2023, and it would have
served us well at this time. But it won't be ready until Dec 2027. We
need better PhDs, of course, butalso better project managers.

Haute Food, Fast Food

Why gastronomic puritanism doesn’t work
Mon Dieu! France, the Mecca of haute cuisine, is undergoing

agastronomic counterrevolution -rise of fastfood chains.

The hottest food joint in elegant Paris today, is a takeout
thatserves chicken tenders, over rice. Queues arelong, and the buzz
ison. Exitfinedining, pretty or elegant restaurants, celebrity chefs.
Bringon Gen-Z, influencer-driven, no-nonsense eateries. Shocking fact:
more than half of French restaurants’ annual revenue is generated
by fast food. Naturellement, gastronomic puntans in la France are
exclaiming sacré bleu!

But can haute cuisine truly be fire-
walled from fast food? It hasn’t worked
out like that anywhere. From Japan to
Peru, China to Morocco, fine culinary
arts have had to share space with
cheap fast food. More so after the advent
of industrialisation, when meal times - from preparation to
consumption-shrank. And that’sokay. India isagreatexample, where
high and popular cuisines happily co-exist, sometimes inspiring
each other. The shahi tukda went from royal kitchens where it was
made with clotted cream, to its street avatar: bread fried in ghee.
The popular biryani evolved from royal Persian pilaf.

Noneof thisdiminished Indian culinary diversity & tradition. So, the
humble vada pav is as sought after as the exquisite-but-labour-intensive
ker sangri. True, slow food scores on nutritional value. But fast food is
about convenience. There’s no need for them to be mutually exclusive,
Jjust for the sake of gastronomic puritanism. Bon Appeétit!

World According To
Military Mapping

Why constant state of war seems the new normal

he World According to Military
Targeting unsettles. Erik
Reichborn-Kjennerud argues
that military targeting
(identifying, tracking, and striking

emerging threatleftasignature, They
went about their day doing normal
things, like normal people.

Then what? Bosses said, widen
thenet, collect everyone’s data every-

Miller Time, Miller’s Crossing

What a dramatic IPL match this week told us about cricket and life

Avijit Ghosh

IPL, in its very construct, is anti-
memory, Few sporting momentssurvive
thenight. Only ablurof imagesremain
until the following day, when the act
4 repeats itself. It's like watching the
4 same film on a loop, cricket’s version
of the1993 Bill Murray film, Groundhog Day.
night, though, wasslightly different.
The game's outcome spawned a furious debate,
beyond usual social media farming. It was about a
choice made by Delhi Capitals batter David Miller.
Here's what transpired.

With two balls remaining, the home side needed
oneruntotiethescoreand twotowin. Miller had the
opportunity to take a single off the fifth ball. But he
decided against it, unwilling to expose his partner
Kuldeep Yadav, a batting minnow. But Miller failed
to connect the last ball, a disguised slow delivery,
bravely bowled by Gujarat Titans paceman Prasidh
Krishna. The two batters set off for a bye but fell
short. DClost by one run.

Miller's refusal of the single - which at worst,
would have sent the game into a Super Over thereafter
- became a major talking point, and headlined most
match reports. Many felt the move was a serious
lapse of judgement; some even cruelly attributed
it to a South African tendency: choking in key
moments of whiteball cricket.

But what transpired on the pitch demands a
deeper reflection. Perhaps, Miller’s choice was
guided by instinct, but it is also a marker of larger
principles, which under; pin decision-making inlife.
g with p to wisdom, that
Miller should have opted for percentage play, which
translates to taking the run, and leaving the batting
minnow to D.mshthe job.

But, for finisher, would that
smart play, or just abandonment of responsibility?
Remember, he had smacked the last over’s fourth
delivery out of the stadium. That made an unlikely
‘win look like anear-given. To add further perspective,
Miller had hurt his hand, and had retired earlier.
When he returned midway 17th over, 51 runs were
needed off 20 balls. Without his late flurry of sixes,
Delhi Capitals were nowhere in the contest.

For most in love with light alcohol, Miller Time
is an American beer, sometimes seen on Indian
liquor retail shelves. But to anyone who follows
global franchise cricket, the term specifically
indicates the Natal-born batter's arrival, in the

game'sdesperate overs.

The term also functions as a code - it carries the
weight of crushing expectations. Irrespective of the
situation and odds, Miller's big hitting is expected to
swing thegame in histeam’s favour.

The South African saw pressure as privilege, as
tennis legend Billie Jean King once said. That motto
enables this peripatetic cricketer to ply his trade in
every country with a functional T20 league, for over a

decade and half. Miller; now 36, has played every IPL
since 2011. That includes nine years for Punjab Kings,
where his late, six-hitting charges electrified stadiums,
during pre-teen years of cricket’sritziest carnival.

Most top cricketers win matches. Not many can turn
around games that look lost. Miller can, He did it
for Kings XI Punjab and for Gujarat Titans. In 2022, he
plundered an unbeaten 94 off 51, for GT against CSK.
Chasing 170, Titans were tottering at 16/3, when Miller
decisively intervened. The same year, his late hitting
fired GT toa title triumph.

Likeany long-time pro, Miller hasalso experienced
heartbreak. Who would forget Suryakumar Yadav's
unforgettable catch off Miller's aerial shot, in
the 2024 T20 World Cup final. Another millimetre
further; and it could have been South Africa, not
India, celebrating after the game.

But he partially redeemed himself in the T20
World Cup this year. In the Super Eight game
against India, the Proteas were at a troubled 20/3.
Miller’s 83 off 35 was fundamental to India’s lone
loss in a title-winning campaign. Performances
like these ensure the left-hander remains in global
demand. As per iplsalaryin, he has earned 277.5cr
fromIPL, in 16 seasons.

Before the final over’sfinal delivery on Wednesday,
Miller did the honest thing: bettingon his own ability,
rather than on a partner with far less batting skills.
He was the odds-on favourite to finish the job. He
failed. But that's crlcket

Someti iller Time. Tt y
DC captain, Axar Patel, among India’s most under-
feted cricketers, understood that. Sometimes life is
closer to Miller’s Crossing, the poetic 1990 gangster
movieby the Coen brothers, which ends inmelancholy
for its protagonist.

‘We love heroes, but we also relish fall guys, best
exemplified by the old tv show, Match Ka Mujrim,
where ex-cricketers zeroed in on the player, allegedly.
responsible for a defeat. Miller’s choice creates an
alternative template forall of us: follow your conviction,
and do what you believe is the right thing, even if the
outcome doesn’t go your way sometimes.

PS: On Thursday, Mukul Choudhary, a 21-year-old,
from Jhunjhunu ict, north-eastern Rajasthan,
became an ovex mghl ]PL sensation, producmg an

perfor LSG Like
Miller, Mukul too was foxed by the “slower one”, in the
game’s last delivery. But unlike in the previous match,
the keepel s thmw missed the mark. True, Lhe situation
different. Butbothsay there’s

athin line between agony and ecstasy.

On Telling Your Partner The Worst Thing You Ever Did

It's a risky game. As a new movie, The Drama, shows, radical honesty can also be radically
destabilising for your relationship. And do each of our darkest thoughts really need sharing?

Renuka.Bisht@timesofindia.com

Last year, it was Materialists. This
vear, it's The Drama. It's as if, after a
long winter, spring’s here for romcom.
Thisi: re builtaround e
liaison, with its fictions intimately
kinking into actual relationships.
With Materialists, viewers from Mumbai to Miami,
exited theatres bickering over how money matters
for love. Now, what The Drama has put the spotlight
on, ishow complicated is forgiveness.

In the movie, this conversation begins with a game.
Now, ‘relationship games’, just like video games, can
come insilly to serious variety. ‘36 Questions to Fall in
Love’, is a classic, but demanding. From what you feel
about your mother; to your highest accomplishment,
this quiz, if done rapid-fire style, can get you to reveal
a lot. Or get super droll. Ditto for, “‘What Would Your
ExSay About You?

But, the'What's the Worst Thing You Ever Did?’ game,
canget Toyourrelationship.
Obviously. it's not a first-date activity. In The Drama,
it's played the week of the wedding. Spoiler: this turns
out to be terrible timing. But, really, it's not clear that
there’sany good time for this sortof thing.

Let’s assume that both partners show the same
radical honesty, instead of one making a knob of the
other. If they are lucky, their confessions will be
morally in their ji 1
broke x's heart cruelly, cruelly; Istoley's promotion,
orproperty; Isecretly watch porn forzhours.

But what if, even though they promised not to
Jjudge each other’s story, one of them, and only one
of them, ends up feeling revolted. What the movie
showsis that when thegamemovesfrom ‘revelation’ to
‘red line’ (one you hadn't even imagined drawing, so

becomes a personal choice, people find themselves
earnestly weighing, if any compromise hurts their
own moral compass. After all, so much of modern love
ispremised on values-alignment.

The older model risked trapping people in bad
relationships, the newer one risks discarding
relationships that could grow ®
through difficulty. In The Drama,

be that of When Harry Met Sally either.

Materialists director Celine Song has said, the
romcom has gotten a more serious tone, because
we're going through a more serious period now. There
are lots of ways to interpret this. One is that, just
because society no longer dictates our relationship

choices in traditional ways, doesn't
mean that voices of others have

the ending scene has the couple STORIES OF THE WAY WE ARE gottenlessloud inourhead.

reconnecting at a diner, once again

holding hands. But along with so much else, happy

endings have also changed. It makes sense. Zendaya

is not Meg Ryan, Robert Pattinson is not Billy Crystal,

the enduring-ness of their characters’ love cannot
Imaged by Al from a Phatograph

When you decide to forgive a
partner for something shocking, you're not just
making a private emotional choice. You're making
a loud declaration that your entire social circle will
Jjudge, even on the internet. Your inner self is asking
“Can I live with this?' But it's also worrying, ‘What will
this say about me, toeveryone else?”

Result: even as some people stay in a relationship
longer than they should, to avoid the social fallout
of leaving, others leave sooner than they might have,
to satisfy the court of public opinion around them. It's
alsowhy the closingscene in The Drama, feels haunted.
It's as if all the venomous fights the couple has had,
since the big reveal, await just the minorest trigger.
just one sarky comment from someone, anyone, to
go full metal again. The distance between toxic and
happily ever after, never seemed shorter.

Last year, there was a news story from Indore,
about 150 couples having called off their weddings,
over just40days. Most of the breakups were thanks

to something spied on social media. But there
will be things to be found after marriage too. Our
desire to know our partner, inside out, is tireless
these days. Don't ask, don't tell, is not an easy
sell. Notequitably, anyway.

In Materialists, when the Pedro Pascal
character lowers himself six inches, to show
what he was like before a leg lengthening, it's

targets) has been turned into a
worldview, which sorts reality into
targets and threats. It'sa way of seeing
the world - as a grid of threats, even
before it takes form and shape.

In the process, war stops being an
event. Military targeting becomes
a permanent organising logic for
expanding the battlefield to the entire
world. In doing so, it normalises
endless war: “Violent operations” are
now fundamental to "knawledt,e
productionof warand warfare.”

The book begins with former
director of NSA and
CIA, Michael Hdeenv
describing how “
American war-ﬁghlmg
machine was reconfi-

gured and revamped”, )

as a global manhunt, in O
service of US’s ‘war on
terror’. It re-organised
the way US military, and
its ‘martial organisations’
(an ecosystem of intelli-
gence gathering) imagined,
assembled, andultimately,
waged war.

The global manhunt
inverted the Cold War
paradigm of ‘easy-to-find,
hard-to-kill' - where Soviet Union was
a monolithic threat - to ‘hard-to-find
but easy-to-kill', where networked
individuals, targeted by the manhunt,
were “elusive, hidden, and mobile™.

The book details the impact of tech
advancesonmilitary. apparatus— with
each leap, targeting grew in space, time
and depth. Lns\u*genu exist in comp]m
terrains, butindigi ion:
they leave digital footprints - chatter,
location, movement. So, intelligence
apparatus could map actors and
theirmovement, over time, and inreal
time. When threats were identified,
they could be tracked.

But not all threats could be
“identified’. To be a threat, there has
to be, what the military-security
world calls, asignature. But not every

mindfield

SHORT TAKES ON BIG IDEAS When LLMs, and

where, at all times, let anomalies
show. But anomaly, without context
or meaning (human inputs), is not
actionable intelligence. One has to
know how machine learning (ML)
arrived at its output. But ML doesn’t
give you context, or meaning - only
‘accuracy’. So, military targeting, the

book argues, has become data deciding

the emergenceof the enemy.

The enemy doesn’t have to exist. It
could become the enemy in the future.
Inshort, thebook argues, theenemy can
be Imagined. Military targeting, then,
no longer defines an
enemy. It can be pro-
duced by data tech.

so-called Al flagged
‘behaviour’, the operation
logic behind war moved
from “predict to preempt”.
- From targeting ‘known
unknowns’, military intel-
ligence machinery has
moved into ‘unknown
unknowns'’ - the term for
which Rumsfeld got fair
flak. Tough to find needles
in a haystack? Build
haystacks. Whatever sticks
out, call thataneedle.
Contemporary targeting seeks
“future beginnings” of threats, even
facilitating their occurrence. The goal,
the book argues, is to experiment -
observe response, encourage action,
gather more data, and continue
experimenting. Errors (like bombing
aschool)are part of thatexperimental
“tinkering” - internalised as learning.
“Probe, perturb, incite” - disrupt the
system, to capture more feedback.
This transformation - in how
targeting maps the world - “forecloses
alternatives, limits horizons of
possibilities, and constrains our
understanding of potential futures”.
It should give us pause, says the book.
And make us understand that it's
essential we understand how militaries
'map the world, and create the enemy.

shocking is the revelation), the atmosphere in the

room shifts instantly. Now, one partner’s perception

of the other, stands fundamentally altered.
Tradmuna].l\ fnrgweness was the default optxon.

y inwhichexitfrommarriag

impossible, it got framed as duty. But as for; glveneﬁs

Calvin & Hobbes

ONE OF MY
BABY TEETH
CAME QUT !

I OF MY ONN‘\—\VEU/

I HAVE TO SAY, I'M NOT ENTIRELY
COMFORTABLE HOLDING A PIECE

g

avisual shock to the audience. In those seconds,

he loses so much ‘relationship value’. A shocking

reveal always does this. Will you have a happily
ever after, with a partner who ‘values’ you
much less than before? Maybe, don’t take the risk.
Keep your secret inside yourself.

Sacredspace
N

Itiseasy
enoughto
befriendly to
one's friends.
But to befriend
the one who
regards himself
as your enemy is the quintessence
of truereligion. The other is
mere business.

MK Gandhi

Netas Need Compassion: Why We Must Oblige

Sonal Srivastava

ile onastate visit to India in
February, France’s President
Emmanuel Macron, the youngest
president in the country’s history, was
seen jogging in navy-blueshortsand a
T-shirtonadusty sidewalk in Mumbai.
Inagazillion videosonsocial med ia that

In the Netherlands, outgoing Prime
Minister Mark Rutte rodeaway ona

bicycle from his office in The Hague after

handing over to Dick Schoof. Rutte spent
14 yearsas the PM. yet when it was time
tovacate the office, he chose toleaveona
cycle. In contrast, netas back home must
have iron-clad security so that they
donotfacethreats tu Y.heu lives.

captured the health-
keeping up with his fitness regimen,
Macron, surrounded by his security
team, seemed unbothered by honking
carsand theattention that Mumbaikars
bestowed on him. Most people in the
subcontinentare unaccustomed to

will people say, sticks to them like
achewinggumtoa shoe sole.
Evensartorial

cruel tothose who hold it, shrinking
their: personal space. and llberty Abraham
Lincoln i “Character

Leaders dress to convey messages, bond
with constituencies, and forge an identity
that resonates with voters. However, this
very bond places limits on something

as simple as wardrobe choices. Men

:5‘.4 are often expected to wear white

islikea tree and reputation its shadow.
Theshadow is what we think it is,and
thetreeisthereal thing.”

Evenstrong trees need nurturing. Just
like us, ourleaders, too, need compassion.
Only if they are allowed to be human will

seeing their leaders exer

or cyclingon the streets without a political
campaign. For it isan unwritten rule
that those in positions of power must
display ‘executive presence’ that is,

they mustappear calm, composed,

and confident to the publiceye.

Power, kurta-pyjamas, achkans, white  politics become more humane. “If you want
leaders to transform == .;. shirtsand trousers, oradhoti, others to be happy, practise compassion. If
lives, can also become an Soeb .-n ® dependmg on where the you want to be happy, practise. compassion
entrapment, binding them campaign tra]l leads. and “Only the developmem of compassion
tothe carefully curaled Women must and under La.ulu_us for IJrng
public image, and dens ustr andh
therespect their mdwlduahty THE SPEAKING TREE tatweo! e. They seek,” says The Dalai Lama, and we
deserves. P seem ustalwaysactinaccordance  should pay heed.
todrink from a poisoned challce whlle w1lh whauspewelvedasvmuous Take must be held

itpropels themto th

success; it takes something more subt!e
away: the capability toact on their own

volition without constant scrutiny and

criticism. ‘Logkyakahenge,' — what

instance, a woman politician
inabikiniis political hara-kiri, ascandal
and fodder for the opposition.
Itissaid that power corrupts, but
whatisnotdiscussed ishow it canbe

but Lhey should also be allowed to
simply be. So, if a woman leader wants
toenjoy a peaceful swim in an itsy, bitsy,
teenie, weenie, yellow, polka dot bikini,
wemustletherbe.
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Amid war shocks, an
essential rate pause

aution forced by global headwinds has informed

the decision of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI)’s
Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) to keep the

repo rate unchanged at its April meeting. The domestic
and international scenarios have changed considerably
since the committee’s previous meeting, with the war in
West Asia looming over the country’s economy. Higher
oil prices, a shortage of cooking gas, and the rupee clock-
ing sharply lower levels have all posed challenges. In
the RBI’s policy stance, there is a realistic acknowledge-
mentof the prevalent risk factors, whichis reflected inits
decision to keep the rate unchanged at 5.25%. It has clear-
ly stated its reasons: “The economy is confronted with a
supplyshock. Itis prudenttowaitand watch the changing
circumstancesand the evolving growth-inflation outlook.”
Though theeconomy hasshown relativemacroeconom-
icstrength, ithas taken hitsinrecentweeks. It willbe under
strain with the return of migrant workers to their homes

and the ongoing elections in some states. Supply chains

remain disrupted by the war, and the
of the ing two-week
ceasefireisunclear. Themarkets have
soared, and international crude pric-
es have fallen, but the uncertainty is
palpable. Even if the ceasefire lasts, it
willtake months for the supply chains
to regain normalcy. A likely shortfall
in fertiliser production threatens to
affect agricultural output, reducing
ruralincomesand raising food prices.
The MPC would have taken into con-
sideration this instability and uncer-
tainty while making its decision on the interestrate.
Amidtheseimponderables, the RBI has forecastahead-
lineinflation at4.6%in 2026-27. Thisiswithinitstolerance
range, but a deviation from the recent trend of softening
inflation. In spite of the moderation after the ceasefire,
global fuel prices remain high. The RBI expects the econ-
omy to grow at 6.9% this year, down from the expected
7.6% in 2025-26. This could be taken only as an initial
i based onavailableinformation and the potential
immediate impact of external factors on the economy. It
could worsen as the situation unfolds. For example, the
projection is based on the assumption of crude price at
$85 per barrel. The actual priceis likely to be higher. The
RBI has said that “further escalation and wider spread
of the conflict, heightened volatility in global financial
markets and weather-related events, however, weigh on
the domestic growth outlook™. Under the circumstances,
themovetowaitand watchissensibleand aligned with the
larger stability agenda.

Global
uncertainties
andinflation
risks

necessitate the
RBI's wait-and-
watchmoveon
thereporate

JUSTICEFORALL

A casefor continuing the
Public Interest Litigation

Inacountrywith unequal
access tojustice,
the PILis alifeline. Fixits
flaws, don’t
dismantle the system

PRIYAMVADHA SHIVAJI

tention, social exclusion and the sheer
absence of institutional legal support™
hasbeensuﬂiclemly addressed He c:(es

including the National Legal Services
Authority (NALSA) and Dlsmc_t LSAs,

al supportstructures such as e-filing to
arguethatmore citizensare now better
placed toaccessjustice than ever before.

Thejudiciary hasseensignificantim-

his week, a nine-judge Constitu-
I tion Bench of the Supreme Court
has begun to hear a reference
petition filed against the SC's 2018 de-
cision upholding the right of menstru-
ating women to enter the Sabarimala
temple. As part of the submissions, an
interesting question hasbeen raised by
Solicitor-General Tushar Mehta, rep-
resenting the Central government: is
it time for the SC to re-examine its
much-vaunted Public Interest Litiga-
tion (PIL) mechanism, a unique home-
grown innovation which has for long
been lauded as a hallmark of our judi-
ciary’scommitment to ensuring mean-
ingfulaccesstojustice forall?

PILs are an extension of the court’s
ordinary writ jurisdiction, allowing
persons and communities to bring the
court’sattention tomattersof publicim-
portance even in instances where they
maynotbe thedirectly affected parties.
AsMehta pointed out, oneof the driving
principles behind this expansive consti-
tutional device was to ensure that the
poor and the marginalised would not
beatadisadvantageinbeingabletoap-
proach courts. Justices P N Bhagwati
and V R Krishna Iyer, in landmark cas-
essuchas Hussainara Khatoonv. State
of Bihar (1979) and Bandhua Mukti
Morcha v. Union of India (1983), led
the way in ensuring that narrow locus
standi requirements did not obstruct
the art of y-based

pr the yearsin ensuring

for the high volume of documents to be
uploaded on the e-filing portals, e-filing
hasnotseen much uptake. e-Seva Ken-
drasinmany courtsare non-functional
or not manned by adequately trained
and sufficient staff.
Inthecourt, thereisc

SPEAKOUT

DMK isspreadinglies

that ATADMK is
BJP’sslave.

K Annamalai, BJP leader

There are a terrible lot of lies going about
the world, and the worst of it is that half
ofthem are true.

Winston Churchill

metry during the course of a case. Per-
sons with greater access to resources
can afford to hire more senior lawyers
and bear the costs of prolonged litiga-
tion. Easily digestible mfummnon in
locall

transp: ing access t0
justice. Initiatives such as the Nation-
al Judicial Data Grid and the eCourts
project have gone a long way towards
helping litigants and others access
information. However, there remain

significant gaps. Studies show that
most people still find the legal system
complexand difficult to navigate. Gen-
der, caste, and other identity markers
playaroleininfluencing the perception
ofaccessto, justice, with women, fori m-

regular up

aﬂidavits, and other government re-
cords are not universally available, de-
spite ongoing digitising efforts. Free
legal aid is severely underfunded, with
the national per capita average being
JjustRs6.

Refining the framework

There is, therefore, a strong case for
PILs to continue as a mechanism to
ensure that even one underprivileged
litigantis notleftin the cracks. However,
PILs have also evolved over the years,
with many petitions dismissed by the
cour being fri i

TOBE PRECISE

'TRUTH.' 'SOCIAL!
AND 'OBLITERATE'
NOW MEAN THE\
OPPOSITE. UPDAIE’!

bypersonal gain rather than true public
interest.

Mehta and Chief Justice of India
Surya Kant rightly recognised that
courts are being called upon more fre-
quently to examine the cause of action
in these ‘publicity interest’ litigations.
However, solutions in this regard al-
readyexist. In2010, the SC called upon
high courts to frame rules for discour-
aging PILs filed with oblique motives.
To strengthen the enforcement of
these rules, the PIL cells/committees
envisaged by them st be cunsmutv

stance, noting that their
policestations may often be treated dxf»
feren(ly and their cases are more likely
ismi atthe first hearing.

publicinterests.

The PIL mechanism, however, has
evolved to more than merely allowing
cases to be brought before the court.
Judicial activism through PILs has
allowed for courts to take suffering se-
riously, even by initiating fact-finding
commissions and monitoring the im-
plementation of court orders (PUCL v.
Union of India [2001)). PILs have also
been invoked in multiple cases, wid-
ening the articulation of fundamental
rights (Justice (Retd.) K S Puttaswamy
& Ors. [2017)).

Mehta argues that the PIL mecha-
nism has oudlvcd its usefulness, as the

fiedinthe1980s of

deficit

Although NALSA and the state and

ed, withthe Registryk ed
to scrutinise the stated reasons for the
PIL. The judges retain discretion in
rejection/approval of the petition, and
may choosc 1o 1mpose exemplary cost

hecourt’s

district LSAs have ded their
reach, the 2025 India Justice Report
notesthat the number of paralegalvol-
unteers deployed across India to aid in
last-mile legal awareness and support
decreased by 38% from 2019 to 2025.
Furthermore, initiatives such as Lok

time through frivolous litigation.
However, to do away with PILs en-
tirely may be a case of throwing the
baby out with the bathwater. PILs have
beenaunique mechanism by whichthe
court exercises its authority to ensure

Adalats have seen uneven i
tation, with very low clearance rates
and some states/Union Territories not
organisinganyatallin thelastfewyears.

‘The adoption of e-filing has been, in
theory, a significant push for democ-
ratising access to justice. However,
with nearly twice as many rural house-
holds lacking Internet access as urban

Atestofcredibility
for KSOU

74 Iy1he latest controversy at the Karnataka State Open

University (KSOU) is less an aberration and more

a continuation of a troubled institutional history.
Established in 1996 to democratise higher education
through distance learning, KSOU has lurched from one
controversy toanother, raising persistent questionsabout
governance and credibility. Its most damaging phase
came in 2015, when the University Grants Commission
withdrew recognition, citing blatant violations of norms.
Althoughrecognition was restored in 2018 aftercormcnve
measures, thereputat
missteps have only deepened scepumsm l'he decision to
conferhonorarydoctorateson “questionable candidates™
triggered dissent within the Board of Management. A one-
maninquiryled by Justice BA Patilisnow probingarange
ofalleged irregularities.

The immediate flashpoint, however, was the three-
day convenuon on RSS |deologue Pandit Deendayal
U co-hosted by iversity, with Vice-Chancel-

IorSharanappaV Halase headmgthe reception committee.

Inastate where the di
deep differences with the RSS, the
event embarrassed the government,
with Congress legislators hauling Ml!“ to
Higher Education Minister M C Sud- [LadiHEI
hakar over the coals, Worse, while the ~ 1[I
university had invited Vice President  JiNTTTENITS
C P Radhakrishnan and Governor
Thaawarchand Gehlot, Sudhakar,
who is the pro-chancellor, was kept
in the dark. In a show-cause notice,
the government has accused Halase
of misusing the campus for private,
1deolog|cal purposes. Beyond these
alarger -ges: should publicly fund-
ed universities align themselves with political or religious
orgamsauons atall? Such precedents risk opemng the
g2 competingassertions, turning ¢

battlegrounds rather than centresof| learning.

Further precipitating matters, the government has
now frozen the university’s bank accounts, citing prima
Jfacie evidence of financial irregularities flagged by the
inquiry. This has stalled budget finalisation and threatens
to disrupt academic functioning, leaving the students
and faculty to bear the consequences of an avoidable
standoff. The impasse is exacerbated by the fact that the
incumbent VC continues on a six-month extension after
the expiry of his term. A more prudent course would be
to appoint an interim VC in accordance with the statute
and restore administrative stability. Given the gravity of
theallegations, the appointmentofasenior bureaucratas
Registrar (Administration) can help cleanse the system.
The Minister’s proposal for a uniform university law is a
step forward, but piecemeal reform will not suffice. What
is needed is a comprehensive, expert-led overhaul to en-
sure that institutions like KSOU do not drift further from
their founding purpose.

Controversies

gapsatthe
university,
calling for
urgent reform

astsections of the [being]
structurally unable to access courts be-
causeof poverty, illiteracy, disability, de-

in2025,and only 3.8%of ru-
ral households having access to stable,
high-speed Internet, which is crucial

that ljustice d,not
justatthetime ofapproachingthe court
butthroughoutthejourney towardsar-
ticulating theirrights. By continuing to
strengthen the mechanism and privi-
leging genuine expressions of public
interest in the courts, access to justice
can be widened forall.

(Thewriteris Senior Resident Fellow,
Justice Access and Lowering Delays in
India[JALDI] Initiativeat Vidhi Centre
Jfor Legal Policy)

RIGHT IN THE MIDDLE

Life beyond the routine transactions

Civilisations endure not
by power alone, but by
shared norms

HARI ARAYAMMAKUL

uch of everyday life runs on
quiet transactions. We smile,
expectingasmileinreturn. We

Growing up in Kerala in the 1970s
and 1980s, life was not free of give-and-

through unpredictability, even rude-
ness.

take. But it was rarely this calcul;

We shared space, food, and time with-
outkeeping accounts. Asking too much
was considered poor manners; giving

INPERSPECTIVE

Whywound a
healingforest?

Astone quarry
proposed for the
Kaiganuclear
project threatens
toderail the Kali’s
slow recovery

GIRIDHAR KULKARNI

treams flow silently

through the forests of

the Kali Valley, where
wildlife - once pushed to the
margins—isslowlyreclaiming
its space, and the roar of the
tigerisnow heard onceagain.
Thisrecoveryisnotaone-day
miracle, but the result of dec-
adesofsustained effort by the
State Forest Department, the
Ministry of Environment,
Forest and Climate Change,
the National Tiger Conserva-
tion Authority, local commu-
nities, and conservationists.
The land is healing, patiently
and quietly.

Yet, just as this fragile bal-
ance begins to return, a new
disturbance is being pro-
posed. The Nuclear Power
Corporation of India Limited
(NPCIL) hassoughtdiversion
offorestland torestartastone

Itisalsonotanisolated activity
~ it brings roads, machinery,
noise, and human presence,
fragmenting habitats and
disrupting wildlifemovement.

Thehistory of the site adds
to the concern. The quarry
lease dates back to 1994 and
expired in 1999, yet the land
was never restored.

The Ministry’s headquar-
ters has sought clarifications
on several points: why the
quarry and approach road
havebeen proposed separate-
Iy, whetheran approach road
hasalready been constructed
on forest land without prior
approval, and why the land
was not resumed after the
lease expired. The Ministry
has also asked whether the
site falls within ecologically
sensitive areas of the West-
ern Ghats, including the eco-
sensitive zone of the Kali
Tiger Reserve,

Thereis also a clear policy
inconsistency. When the Kai-
ga Units 5 and 6 project was
approved by the Standing
Committee of the National
Board for Wildlife in 2019, it
camewith conditions, includ-
inga prohibition on sourcing
construction material from
adjoining forest land. The

the rest: tied to
partnerships reduced toleverage, mor-
al language replaced by tmnsacnoml

quietlywasavirtue. R
butit remained unspoken. Wealth was
notmeantto bedisplayed. In fact, there
werealmost theatrical attempts to con-
ceal if it. Iremember an elderly, wealthy

offerhelp, hopingitwillb
Even our digital lives operate on reci-
procity; “likes"invite “likes”, and silence
feels like rejection. Life, at one level, is
aseries of transactions, And yet, some-
thinginusresists this reduction. Across
theanimal world, parents care for their
young; it is instinctive. Care for the el-
derly, however, is uniquely human. It
servesnoimmediate biological purpose.
Civilisation begins where instinct is re-
strained by empathy.

Recently, I found myselfhesitating be-
fore returning a call. The person on the
otherendhad helped mein the past,and
I sensed this conversation would come
with an expectation. It was a small mo-
ment,almosttrivial, butitstayedwithme.
Whendid<imploh : (o

1 to visit our home,
dressedinwhite cotton clothes, threads
frayingat the edges.

What seems to be changing today is
not the presence of transactions, but
their tone. They are becoming harder.

licit, and often more d
ing. Entitlement replaces courtesy. Re-
i ions. Whatwas

logic. Thi

But realism without restram( is lttle
more thaninstinctin formal attire. The
danger is that when every interaction
becomes a deal, trust begins to thin
out. Relationships, whether personal
or between nations, cannot endure on
calculation alone.

Civilisations endure not by power
alone, but byshared norms: restraintin
victory,dignityin conduct,andempathy
in strength. To feast while one’s neigh-
bour starves may signal wealth, but it
revealsad al failure.

n
onceoffered s now claimed.

1 have spent years observing inter-
national relations, and the parallels are
difficult to ignore. Nations, much like
individuals, are driven by pride, anger,

That missed call stayed with me be-
causeitrevealed somethinguncomfort-
able, not about the other person, but
aboutmyself. How easilylhad begunto
measure, toanticipate,and tocalculate.

insecurity, rivalry, Ve despne

drplomats Diplomacy, once measured
and discreet, is increasingly performa-

gintofeel like pending obligations?

tive. Private spillinto the
public domain. Strength is projected

may be inevitable. But
they need not define us. When values
accompany deals, and dignity tempers
ambition, both individuals and nations
move closer to something larger than
success.

LETTERS TO THEEDITOR
Will women's bill, delimitation strengthen India’s democracy?

Apropos ‘PM appeals for passage of quota bill’ (Apr

extends to SC and ST women as well. While

10), it is heartening that PM Narendra Modi is keen

on implementing 33% reservation for women in state
assemblies and Parliament before the 2029 Lok Sabha
elections. To avoid further delays, he personally saw to

itis a much-needed step forward for India, one

hopes that this, along with the proposed delimitation
exercise that will likely expand the Lok Sabha from
543 seats to 816— in which 273 seats are earmarked for

it the Cabinet passed the draft legislation, which will be
introduced in a special session of Parliament to be con-
vened from April 16. Itis significant that the reservation

Ensurejudicial wellbeing

Irefer to “The hidden costs of
judicial stress’ (Apr10). That there
are nearly 5.5 crore cases pending
in various courts is a matter of grave
concern. In the general interest of
the system, the chief justices and
judicial academies must identify
and acknowledge structural chal-
lenges and push for reforms. As the
author rightly points out, a com-
prehensive framework for judicial
wellbeing will also have a positive
effect on reducing case backlogs and

restoring public confidence in
the judiciary.
SShashidhar, Bengaluru

Voterrevisionis needed

Your editorial on the Bengal voter
purge is worrisome —not for the
purge itself, but for the way it has
been presented. Electoral revisions
are mandated by the Constitution,
and such exercises have been
conducted several times earlier
without questions being raised. Itis
also well known that West Bengal

women—strengthens the quality and inclusiveness of
India’s democracy.
M Basavaraj, Davanagere

has faced issues of illegal entry from
across the unfenced border. The
present exercise is necessary to weed
out those who have enrolled in the
electoral rolls using forged docu-~
ments. Moreover, ECl undertook
this revision under the directions of
the Supreme Court.

HS Gopal, Bengalury

Our readers are welcome to email letters to:

inherald.co.in (only letters
emailed — not handwritten — will be accepted).
Al letters must carry the sender’s postal
address and phone number.

quarry oach
road to source construction
material for the Kaiga project.
Atfirstglance, thismay seem
routine. Butitis not. The pro-
posed quarry lies within the
eco-sensitive zone of the Kali
Tiger Reserve, wherequarry-
ingis prohibited.

What makes the situation
more unsettling is the po-
sition taken by the regional
office of the MOEF&CC in
Bengaluru. Its inspection re-
port acknowledges the eco-
logical sensitivity of the site
andrecognisesthe forestasa
functioning ecosystem. Italso
makes a stark observanon
quarrym d;

presentpr
that safeguard.

Risks from gains

It is difficult to ignore the
irony that while the people
of the Kali valley have long
borne the cost of dams, res-
ervoirs, and power projects,
they continue to be denied
basic facilities such as roads,
electricity, bridges, and
mobile connectivity, often
onthe grounds of protecting
wildlife and complying with
safeguards. If such laws can
be enforced so strictly in de-
nying basic rights, one can
onlvhupethevwﬂlbﬂpphed

entireecology of the Western
Ghats. Yet, the proposal has
been recommended, citing
the “strategic importance”
of the project.

This contradiction raises a
fundamental question about
how such decisions are being
weighed.

The forest proposed for di-
version is partofaconnected
landscape that enables the
freemovementoflargemam-
mals like tigers. The 2022
All-India Tiger Monitoring
Exercise hasrecorded unique
tigerindividualshere, under-
scoring its role as a corridor.
Fragmentthis continuity,and
theimpactwill belasting.

These forests perform es-
sential ical functions.

itytoecolog-
wallyumusramable activities
like quarrying.

The importance of the
Kaiga project - a key part of
India’s energy infrastructure
—is not in question. But for
thatreason, the stability of its
surrounding environment
becomes more critical. This
was recognised during the
“Samaya Rekha 2025" disas-
ter preparedness exercise at
Kaiga, where experts exam-
ined risks such as landslides,
extreme rainfall, and emer-
gency scenarios.

NPCIL has, to its credit,
supported wildlife conser-
vation through CSR funding
and wildlife mitigation plam
in and aruund the project
luding the Kali

Inahigh-rainfall region, they
stabilise slopes, prevent ero-
sion, and regulate water flow.
Disturbancethroughblasting
and excavation weakens this
system, increasing therisksof
landslides and soil loss. Their
hydrological role is equally
critical. The forested catch-

Tiger Reserveand the Karwar
and Yellapur forest divisions
— efforts that are widely ap-
preciated. In the same spirit,
sourcing construction ma-
terial from outside sensitive
wildlife areas would better
align with these efforts.
Fhe real question is not

ment

as the Kadra Reservoir near-
by, where healthy forests help
maintain water quality and
reduce siltation. Quarrying
in such areas risks sediment
runoff and long-term degra-
dationof these watersystems.

Versus conser-
vation, but whether we are
willing to wound a healing
forestforshort-termgainand
silence the tiger's roar just as
itbegins to return.
(The writer is awildlife

conservationist)



DECCANHERALD
Saturday
April 11,2026

SPOTLIGHT

9

Draft tribal plan flags contradictions, legal gaps, relocation concerns as Great Nicobar project faces critique

Fiction of consentin Great Nicobar

Key ) =i the 2010s, the Union
ts } Government began exploring
even Great Nicobar's strategic and

developmental potential,
including tourism, power
generation and defence

= [n May 2019, a NITI Aayog report
identified five islands of the Andaman
&Nicobar archipelago with high
potential for tourism, organic farming,
seafood exports, deep-sea mining and
other key economic sectors

SHAILENDRA

he problem with the Great Nicobar

Island Development Project (GNIDP)is

no longer missing information but wil-

ful disregard. Evidence that unsettles

the project is set aside, processes that

inconvenience it are compressed, and planning

itself now appears to follow decisions already
taken.

Thedraft‘Comprehensive Tribal Welfare Plan,

c!rculaled forconsul(auon onMarch13,isaflawed

iddled
ances, i larity on critical pr
fundamental legal and practical flaws, It reveals

= In 2021, the
Government of
India approved

the Great Nicobar
Island Development
Project

rinitiated. In the draftplan,

= On November 11,2022,
the Ministry of
Environment and Forests
&Climate Change granted
environment clearance
for the project

= On March 12, 2025, Tribal
Affairs Minister Jual Oram
assured the Rajya Sabha that
“Not even a single tribal is
being displaced and there is no
impact on the environment.”

= On February
cleared the GNI

its ‘strategic importance'

and found no ‘good reason
tointerfere’as
safeguards' have been provided

pr
consent is asserted without evidence: no gram
sabha records, no resolutmns, no independent

From gaps to wilful neglect
cancelved by the NITI Aayog, the Great Nicobar Island

verification. Claims of ‘expr nreset-
tlement'substitute for due process, even as those
communities contest the process.

The legal inconsistencies extend further. The
draft plan gestures toward compliance with The
Right to Fair Compensation and Transparency
in Land Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Reset-
tlement (RFCTLARR) Act, 2013, but sidesteps

sion but
outof

the Great Nicobar project,” Tribal Affairs Minister
Jual Oram said in the Rajya Sabha on March 12,
2025. Yet the draft plan explicitly mentions ‘re-

Project (GNIDP) is being executed by the
Andaman and Nicobar Islands Integrated Development

16, 2026, the NGT
IDP, considering

= On March 13, 2026, the
draft ‘Comprehensive
Tribal Welfare Plan’

was circulated for
consultation, detailing
tribal relocation

= On March 30,

the Centre told the
Calcutta HC Bench it
needed a fortnight to
demonstrate tribal
consent for the project

‘adequate

Mega infra push in
biodiverse island

Corporation Ltd

KALYAN RAY

© Currently, around 75% of
India's trans-shipped cargo is
handled at foreign ports. The

proposed International Container
Transshipment Port is expected

DH NEWS SERVICE

Imost coinciding with the draft tribal
welfare plan, the Andaman and

icobaradministration has released

© Greater Nicobar is
strategically vital because
itis located near important
sea lanes and GNIDP

will help boost India’s

The Andaman and Nicobar Islands (Protection  to boost forex savings, FDI, port defence preparedness adraftmaster plan, Great Nicobar Island
adiction: of. Aboriginal Tribes) Regulation, 1956 —which  activity, logistics infrastructure, and presence in the Indo- Development Area—2047, outlining how
and s particularly significant given overlaps with ~ émploymentand revenue Pacific the pristine island will be developed intoa
‘Bhompen territories. Proposals for infrastruc- logistics, military and tourism hub over the
not just admlmstratlve confu- ture, mcludmg roads and other faclhtles\ vmhm Main Environmental next 25 years.
forestand p: eed without clarity components risks Over 166 sq km of land —roughly the
der on rights or ecological safeguards. of GNIDP 3 size of the BBMP core area— will be
the Forest RxghtsAct (FRA).  Evenforestaccessisreduced to ‘where possible’, AR Internatlonal . A"‘me""a'mw 1?0 I’“d'."“ or required to develop infrastructure ranging
Atits core lies a stark, and  turning a statutory right into administrative dis- Cont grrlnsi Ill?;nrta;gegriess;e?Eoublen(glgavreeg from an international transshipment con-
revealing, contradiction. For cretion. Transhlnment for the GNIDP, raising alarm tainer port and airport to multiple power
years, officials have insisted Beyond law, the draft plan falters on its own Port at Galathea among environmentalists plants, four-lane roads, and luxury resorts
that the project will not dis-  terms.Itp P returnto fragile, tsunami-af- Bay o« Extensive infrastructure and hotels, to be executed in four phases.
place tribes. “There will beno  fected lines, despiterising seal dthe A over the next The plan says this has been envisaged
environmental impact and no  submergence of Indira Point. Livelihoodsareim- 2 dual-use two decades could cause as “economic opportunities are limited”
tribal will be displaced due to agined through plantations and fishing, yet the airport witha irreversible damage to sensitive ontheisland, despite its “great potential
draftplanitselfacknowledges thatmany families 3,300-metre ecosystems and threaten for well-rounded sustainable development
prefer proximity to Campbell Bay for ‘employ- tnway SIKiTEsIsaacies based on economicdrivers like ICT port,
ment opportunities.” Infrastructure proposals 2 Two new tourism and entertainment”. It also identi-

location of Nicobarese tribal communities from
tsunami-affected and pro;ecr lmpacted areas.’

— from desalination plams to roads — appear

-} planned coastal

asplranonal Iackmg or

Why relocate if there i
Thedraftplan attemptsto soften this by invok-

tudies.

The financial architectureis equally uncertain,

ingthe 2004 t: Itnotes that

tlements such as Rajiv Nagar and New Chingen
‘have expressed their i mtennon to ccnnnue living
there’due
Yetit simultaneously proposes new housing and
infrastructure in ancestral locations, including
‘30 new houses... -and1 ha land per lmusehold

as the projected outlay of Rs 42.52 crore rests on
incomplete assumptions, Taken together, these
contradictions point to a deeper problem. Plan-
ning here is not about evidence or community
but about bling a narrative
thataligns with decisions already taken.
Them isalsoa deeper phﬂosoplucal question,
D

described as and for seems to demand

cultivation. subjects who can be relocated compansute¢
Whatis presented as voluntary return sits un- and h "withina fr:

easily alongside project-driven rel Else- here. Butth d

where, the draft plan offers only ‘an option’ for
future relocation ‘outside the GNI Project area,’

merely economic assets. Theym :

while fr1ming movementintermsof‘project-im-  cultural landscape. To redu
pacted areas.’ mhnusi.ngunitsmd' nfrast
Basic remain Who ex- y

actly is to be relocated? From where, to where,
and under what conditions? Population figures
are sub]eﬂ to change upon further enumera-
tion,” land ili ed[s] to be

and even the plan’s consultatmn status remains.
unsettled.

More troubling is the legal vacuum in which it
operates. The tribal council alleges that the FRA

fies finance, knowledge and wellness hubs
as potennaldnvtrs

50-MVA 4
4 b g soler fomrs thie GreatNicobar lsland hasa
power plant unique biodiversity, with a wide vanezy of
flora and fauna, undulating terrain,
'SOURCE: NITI AAYOG REPORT. ennnlnversnnddeepmletsandcreeks

PIB, A14, MEDJA REPORTS.

ranging

Alongside tourism, two other strategic
infrastructure projects are central to the
plan:an ICT portand a military airbase
(with a civilian terminal), which are
expected to significantly reduce India’s
response time to the Strait of Malacca,
one of the most critical choke pointsin the
Indian Ocean.

The proposed ICT port at Great Nicobar
could potentially handle 40-60% of India’s
transshipment traffic, along with some
third-country cargo, subject to competi-
tive tariffs, reliable connectivity to Indian
gateway ports and the absence of major
geopolitical disruptions. Once operation-
al, India aims to capture a significant share
of global maritime trade.

However, to transform Great Nicobar
Island into a global destination, it is imper-
ative to improve its connectivity with the
Indian mainland and international cities,
which remains limited at present. There is
alsoaneed to develop better roads, ensure
reliable power supply and build social in-
frastructure such as schools, colleges and
hospitals to support a growing population.

‘The master plan promises to achieve
all this while maintaining adequate
safeguards to protect Galathea Bay and
Campbell Bay National Parks, implement-
m,gIsland Coastal Regulation Zone norms
i ior

fmmsumal rainforests in the low hills
totropical mountain, riverine, orchid-rich
and moist deciduous forests.
natural abundance s bound to
tourists, Pristine sandy beaches,
forest-covered mountains

arrivals are projected to
198,000in 202910 7.35 lakh by
d10lakh by 2055.

has the Nicobar
long-tailed macaque, sea turtles and
saltwater crocodile. Environmentalists,
however, remain unconvinced.

‘The Public Works Department has
soughtsuggestions and comments on the
draft master plan, and has also issued a
notice in the local press.

Inarepresentation, Andaman and
Nicobar islands parliament member
Bishnu Pada Ray said he was not opposed
totheisland’s development, but objected
to theapplication of complex planning

urist destinations such as the
Senang City, the Phuket Island
id presents a great

mﬁhonmgthe island on the global

old revenue villages that
have evolved organically over time.

ese villages are established
habitations, with livelihoods rooted in
agriculture, fisheries, trade and local ser-
vices,and should not be treated as newly
planned urban townships,” he said.

nJuly6,2025, ornithologists
N.Karlionovaand D Nizovtsev,
from the Russian Academy of
Sciences (Birds Russia Expedi-
tion) at Meinypilgyno, south-
east Chukotka, tagged a wild
chick of the Spoon-billed sandpiper (SBS).
They hoped that the lime-green tag bearing
the marking “2K” would be sighted along its
migratory routes, providing useful informa-
tion about this critically endangered species.

After nearly nine months, it was sighted
by birdwatchers from the Kolkata Birding
Saciety on 30 March 2026 at Patibunia
beach, south of Kolkata. This was a notable
sighting of the rare species along the West
Bengal coastin recent years. The tagged
bird made anapproximately 8,000 km
journey fromits breeding grounds. With
aglobal population estimated at roughly
150-450 breeding pairs, this sighting
created excitement among the Indian
birding community. Birders from across the
country travelled to see this rare bird. [ also
flew from Bengaluru with my friends and
saw iton April 3, 2026.

TheSpoon-billed sandpiper is asmall,
charismatic wader, closely related tostints,
and is distingnished by itsuni 1
(spoon-shaped) bill. Itis endemic to the far
north-eastof Russia, where it breeds exclu-
sively in coastal tundra—cold, treeless land
scapes often underlain by per
adiscontinuousstretch of roughly 4,500 l\m
Its principal breeding grounds lie in Chukot-
kaand parts of northern Kamchatka.

Chicks typically hatch between June and
July,and most birds begin leaving their
breeding grounds by August. The earliest
migrantsare recorded in Japan and South
Korea from early August, with peak passage
occurring in September.

Witha body roughly the length of a mobile
phone and weighing little more than a light
bulb, the Spoon-billed sandpiper under-
takes chyear.
It travelsacross 12- l4 countries, fromits
breeding grounds in Russia to wintering
sitesas far as India and Southeast Asia,
coveringaround 8,000 km along the East
Asian-Australasian Flyway. This long-dis-
tance migration allows the species to escape
the harsh Arctic tundraand reach warmer,

SCIENCE & ENVIRONMENT

Thebird that flew 8,000 km

Russian scientists tagged a spoon-billed sandpiper in last July. Nine months
later, it migrated to India. Dhanapal Kondasamy tracesits history

Aspoon-bill witha
Patibunia beach, Kolkata. PI((DURTESY ALBIN ABRAHAM JACOB

food-rich tropical coastal habitats.

The history

ieshasa
hlsu)ry Trwas first described in 1758 by the
Swedish naturalist Car! Linnaeus. Despite
itsdistinctive bill, it wasonly Iater—by the

March2at

season, indicating that they had already
departed their breeding grounds to migrate
southwardin search of abundant food.

A century later, in 1978, the Spoon-billed
sandpiperwas listed in the official Red Data
Book of the former Soviet Union as a species
with restricted distribution and limited

early19th cemur)—rhal itwasr as
sufficiently unique to be placed in its own ge-
nus, Eurynorhynchus, among the waders. Its
breeding grounds remained unknown tosci-
enceuntil 1879, when the Vega

Arapid decline was
not recognised until around 2000, when
Arctic expeditions by the Russian Academy
of. Smences began regular surveys. The
datnomorethan

led by Adolf Erik Nordenskiold, explored the

1,000 breeding pairs, far below the earlier
figure of 2,000-2,800 pairs. Later estimates

fewer tl}an 450 pairs. This led

Arctic coast of Chukotka in Siberia.
Atthetime, th cul()be
relatively c

from “Vulnerable”to

Historical accounts from the expedmon note
thatitwas

“Endangered”m 2004, and to “Critically
in2008.

served at the expedition’s table. Howevel 3
the birds were not encountered laterin the

The populaumx has declined over the last
30 years toan estimated 150-450 breeding

pairs. The destruction of intertidal mudflats,
particularly along migration routes through
China, Japan, and South Korea. isamajor
cause. Habitat loss, hunting, and pollution
directly contribute to the decline, with
climate change acting indirectly.

“To prevent extinction, the first Action Plan
wasdeveloped in 2008 to address threats
such as hunting and trapping. Key habitats
covering about 830,000 ha across Bangla-
desh, Myanmar, China, South Korea, and
Thailand have since been protected.

The Spoon-billed Sandpiper Recovery
Team was formed in 2004 and became a
Task Force under the East Asian-Australa-
sian Flyway Partnershipin 2010. It promotes

i I oastal il
cates limiting coastal reclamation, especially
along China’s coast.

However, continued annual declines
ofabout 5% led toanew Action Plan, the
“International Single Species Action Plan”
(2025-2035), adopted by EAAFP in Novem-
ber 2025. Itis coordinated by BirdLife Inter-
national with support from the Convention
onMigratory Species.

The planaims to ensure the long-term
survival of the species and identifies 9
objectives, 18 results, and 75 priority actions.
Hunting and habitat loss remain the most
seriousthreats.

Asarareand charismatic bird from
remote parts of Russia, the species has
attracted collectors. In the mid-2000s,
private collectors reportedly offered large
sums, and about 17% of breeding sites have
been affected. According to global water-
bird assessments, around 40% of waterbird
populations are declining worldwide, rising
toabout 59% in Asia. Coastal reclamation,
aquaculture, tourism, pollution, and climate
change continue to drive habitat loss.

AUNESCO World Heritage Site repre-
sentsone of the highest levels of internation-
al recognition for biodiversity conservation.
Achain of such sites along the Yellow Sea
and Bohai Sea coastsis being expanded
and would be important for protecting the
species’ habitat.

(The writer is a retired forest officer from
Tamil Nadu, settled in Bengaluru. He is an
ardent birdwatcher)

D|DYOU
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Mysterious heart
neurons regulate BP,
prevent fainting

en you get up from a chair, your blood pres-

sure instantly increases to compensate for the

movement and preventyou from famung For
decades, d barore-
ceptors in arteries controlled this process by signalling
thesudden dropin blood pressure to the brain, which
thenissues. orders to constrict blood vessels Sorne ex-

dthat other

blood pressure during such shiftsin posture, but they
didn'tknow which ones.

Inastudy recently published in Namre, scientists took
aclose look at mysterious neurons in the heart that could
beinvolved. “They have been kuuwn to e)ﬂstv butwe had
noidea what they author
Stephen Liberles, a istat Harvard
University.

Working with mice, his
team focused on a protein
called PIEZO2 that converts
pressure on cellmembranes
into nerve signals. The
researchers found PIEZO2-ex-
Pressing neurons wrapping
around all four chambers of
the mouse heart in intricate,
weblike structures. “There are
such neurons in the human
heartas well,” Liberles says.

To understand the neurons’ function, Liberles and his
colleagues rotated mice from horizontal to upright while
monitoring their vitals in real time, A healthy mouse
instantly adjusts its heart rate to compensate for sucha
change in posture, When the researchers injected mice
with a toxin that selectively killed PIEZO2 neurons in the
heart, however, the mice’s blood pressure plummeted,
and they failed to recover. When the researchers induced
haemorrhaging in the mice, the PIEZO2 neurons acted
long before arterial sensors could have sounded the
alarm—suggesting that they have adirect line on blood
volume.

‘The team suspects that the brain most likely gets
ageneral sense of blood pressure from the arteries
but relies on these newly discovered heart sensors for
high-fidelity updates on the volume of blood moving
through the organ.

But the hunt for mysterious circulatory neurons is
far from over. Liberles and his colleagues note in their
study that there are at least six distinct neuron types in
the cardiovascular system, and we still don't know the
functions of three of them. “We want to know how they
work,” Liberles says. “There’salot todo.”
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PIL framework

Centre’s hardline stance needs a relook

HE Centre's proposal to do away with the

public interest litigation (PIL) framework

risksthrowing the baby out with the bathwa-

ter. Long celebrated as a powertul tool to

democratise access to justice, PILs are being
increasingly equated with agenda-driven litigation. The
Supreme Court's cautious response — acknowledging
misuse but not favouring outright abolition —reflects a
balanced and pragmatic approach.

The PIL mechanism emerged in an era when struc-
tural barriers like poverty, illiteracy and lack of legal aid
prevented large sections of society from approaching
cowrts. It allowed public-spirited individuals and
arganisations to raise issues on behalf of the margin-
alised. Landmark verdicts on bonded labour, environ-
mental protection and prison refarms owe much to this
innovation. However. the Centre argues that the con-
text has si ly ck d. With technological
advancements such as e-filing and the expansion of
legal aid institutions, direct access to justice is no
longer as prohibitive as it once was. While it's true that
alarge propartion of PILs are frivolous or motivated — the
SChas trashed many such petitionsinrecent years —the
solution lies in refarm, not elimination. The judiciary
itself] }msnckmudedgcd 1hxs shift, noting that courts have
become increasi subjecting petiti to
stricter scrutiny before admitting them.

The deeperissue is not the of the PIL culture
butitsmisuse. Ablanket rollback could weakenan impor-

tant i | safety valve, lly for those who
still face mvmblebameis— social stigma, fear of reprisal
or lack of PILs continue to serve as

a vital mechanism to address syslemu issues that may
not have a single identifiable victim. In a country where
glaring inequalities persist, access tojustice must remain
flexible and inclusive. PILs, though imperfet, still
embody that ideal. The task ahead is to preserve their
spirit while preventing their distortion.

Wheat woes

Align purchase rules with realities of weather

UNJAB's wheat bowl is once again at the mer-

'y of the weather — and the rigidity of palicy.
Unseasonalrains and strong winds have dam-

aged crops across 1.3 lakh acres, while higher
moistureand lustre loss threaten to push large
quanm:ies of wheat outside the fair average quality
(FAQ)norms. Insuch a scenano the state's demand for
daxation inproc SE ations is both justified
and urgent. The anomaly hes in the Centre’s response.
Rajasthan, which faced similar disruptions earlier dueto

OPINION
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India’s obsession with Pakistan

Certainly, Pakistan punch&s abowve its emaciated weight, but why does India punch below its potential

N the bad, old days when
ordinary Indians and ordi-
nary Pakistanis were
allowed to meet each other
for lunch in Lahore, dinner
in Patiala, weddings in Karachi
and funerals in Qadian, you
often heard — interspersed with
tidbits about Omar Sheikh, the
London School of Economics-
educated terrorist released for
the IC-814 hijacked passengers,
and his favourite Islamabad
bookstore — Pakistanis reflect-
ing on the deep, strategic tie
between Pakistan and China.

The “allaeather relationship™
between the two countries, they
said, “was higher than the
Himalayas, deeper than the
seas and sweeter than honey.”

In today's mixed-up world,
this could be a line straight out
of Dhurandhar 3, the sequel —
make no mistake, Aditya Dhar
is already making detailed
notes about India’s continuing
obsession  with  Pakistan,
despite the fact that we have
zero official ties with our west-
ern neighbour. The fact remains
that street talk often explains
foreign affairs jargon much bet-
terthan the jargon itself.

So while there will only be
three countries represented
today in Islamabad’s Serena
Hotel, the venue for the face-to-
face peace talks between the US
and Iran at the end of the 39-
day-long war — the almighty
Americans represented by US
Vice-President JD Vance, the
battered but undefeated Irani-
ansled by Speaker Mohammad-
Bagher Ghalibaf (most leaders
are either dead, like Ali Larijani,
or wounded, like the Supreme
Leader Mojtaba Khamenei) and
the Pakistanis, likely led by

US-IRAN TALKS : Trump isallowing Pakistan its happy charade of being a “dalaal’. reutss

Trump's “favourite Field Mar-
shal” Asim Munir — there are a
few other nations in the shad-
ows who will play more than a
suppaorting role in this movie,

China, Russia, Israel,
Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, the
UAE. Look carefully at these
names, dear Reader and note
how the global order is being
shaken and stirred in a hotel
managed by the Aga Khan
Development Network — the
first Aga Khan, only oldtimers
with a penchant for history will
remember, was Indian.

The reason China is not in
the room is because it is play-
ing a powerful role outside —
backing Pakistan. China has
bailed out Pakistan for several
decades, year after year, and
built its roads and highways

Indiahasleamt o
swallow its Chinaspit
andlook at the big
picture — realising that
others may see the
samestory differently,

with all the players.

That's why there are two clear
lessons from the war in West
Asia. The first, be humble, never
urmgam (Deng Xinoping said it

negotiations in decades.

Many colleagues in the media
are tying themselves up in knots
wondering how to describe the
Pakistani role today — is it a
powerful mediator an irelevant
messenger. a backroom bay. ar
just a weak nation living on the
edge, being pulled apart by
famine, warand terrorism? Per-
haps it's all these labels or none
of them. As Dh dhar2 cross-

recognises the fact that China
is a far mare powerful enemy
than Pakistan — back in 1998,
Brajesh Mishra. national secu-
rity advisor to then PM Atal
Bihari Vajpayee named China
as the reason India crossed the
nuclear threshold — and
despite the more recent Gal-
wan face-off in 2020, when 20
Indian soldiers died, China has
returned to being India’s
largest trading partner.

India has learnt to swallow its
China spit and look at the big pic-
ture — realising that others may
see the same story differently.

That’s why the Pakistan-bro-
kered talks in Islamabad today
are so impartant. China is notin
the room, but it is the most
important player in the conver-
sation. If it were not for China,
Pakistan's ability to offer to
mediate would have little value.
Trump recognises that. And so
itallows Pakistanits happycha-
rade of being a “dalaal "

Indiaalso recognises that. But
because the Ministry of Exter-
nal Affairs has tied itself up in
knots over what to do with Pak-
istan — basically, no conversa-
tion until cross-border terrorism
comes 10 an end, which essen-
ua.lh alluws Pakistan’s military
which controls

esRs 1,000 croreat the boxof fice
in India, perhaps the real ques-
tion is, Why is India so obsessed
with Pakistan when we are sup-
posed to hate it so much?

The second lesson from the
West Asia war is that Tier Two
nations like Indin and Pakistan
cannot afford to take sides. Now
India already seems to have
bml thal lesson on the West

and ports and § 1 in its
military, its air force, its
nuclear and missile pro-
gramme — the Pakistanis will
admit, off-the-record over cof-
feein a F-6 restaurant in Islam-
abad, that they are a client
state of their “all-weather
friends.” But even China
would not have been able to
play this key role in the peace
negotiations if Pakistan did
not already have relationships

ywith his24-ch
guideline, ‘taoguang yanghui,'
meaning, ‘hide your strength,
bide your time.") Certainly. it's
not Just the US and Israelis who
have been forced to eat humble
pie by a far weaker Iran. Closer
home, External Affairs Minister
§ Jaishankar's evocative char-
acterisation of Pakistan as a
“dalaa!,” or broker, may come to
haunt India, as the “dalaal” bro-
kers the most important global

THOUGHT FOR THE DAY

A s, as ittr back
tothe centre after having swung
early in the di of Ismel

the terrorists, to have a veto on
the relationship, thereby reduc-
ing India's own leverage — the
China puzze will always remain

unnecessarily elusive.
Certainly, Pakistan punches
above its emaciated weight — it
flatters the Amerncans, allies
itself with the Chinese, sells itself
to the Saudis and courts the Ira-
nians — that'sclear for all to see.
The bigger question is. why
does Ind.m punl:h below its
Especially when its

That's why it boggles the mind
why Jaishankaris in the UAEon
the day Pakistan is brokering a
truce between Iran and the US
— the UAE were a favourite tar-
get of Iran in this war, because
they were seen to be allied with
the US, and therefore Israel.
Significantly, India has learnt
that lesson well with China. It

ke\ rival Chmzl, it's u.lsuch_dr to
see, is trying touse the Iran war
and Pakistan's role in broker-
ing peace to emerge as the pre-
eminent power in the world.

Why is India's magnificent
obsession with Pakistan limited
to Pakistan, when China is the
real power behind the throne of
the Islamic Republic?

its advanced harvest cycle, has already been granted
relaxations. Punjab, where harvesting has been delayed
by continuing western disturbances, is still waiting for
Central nspection teams. This staggered approach cre-
ates aperception of unequal treatment, even thoughthe
underlying agrarian distress is comparable

The of delay are di
bringing produce with moisture levels as high as 15% and
visible lustre loss isk price auts orrejection in mandis. With
yields already expected to drop by 4-5 quintals per acre,
procu rigidity will if direct income loss.
Torastate deeply dependent on MSPbacked procurement,
such uncertainty canquickly spiral into distress sales. The
arpdety was evident in the protest call by arhtiyas. Their
decisionto call off the strike after assurances fromthe state

has brought y relief, but this truce
depends on swift policy action. Any delay could reignite
tensions and disrupt procurement operations.

This recurring crisis exposes adeeper flaw. The coun-
try’s procurement system still relies on static, one-size-
fits-all norms even as climate variability intensifies, Ad
hoe lelaxnuons are unly a stopgap. What is needed is a

linking pr norms to

Hime crop fitions and all graded pricing.
Punjab’s plea is not merely for relief. but for reform.

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

TBhe Tribune.
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Habeas Corpus
IN a recent issue, the Statesman of Caleutta attempts a defence
of the action of the Bengal Government in amesting and detain-
ing alarge number of prominent citizens under purely executive
orders, on grounds which cannot bear a moment’s serious exam-
ination. “It must be remembered,” it writes, “that the right of per-
sonal freedom is an importation into India of a princple estab-
lished only in relatively recent times in Great Britain. '1'he first

It is a mistake of amateurs to believe you can gain the upper hand in a diplomatic negotiation. —Henry A Kissinger

A close encounter
with Yuri Gagarin
Ma) Gen AJS SANDHU (RETD)

S the warld awaits the return of Artemis IT astronauts
] after their lunar flyby voyage, I am reminded of my
chance encounter with Yuri Gagarin, the cosmonaut
who became the first human to travel into space 65 years ago,

Iwasthena student of The Lawrence School, Sanawar It was
our winter break and I wasin Delhi, where my father was post-
ed at the Army Headquarters. T learnt that an international
exhibition was being held in the dty and decided to visit it,

1 {led local bus to the “Exhibition Grounds”, asthey
were then known (later renamed Pragati Maidan). It wasa vast
complex where many countries had set up pavilions to show-
case their it Ispent the ing visiting several
ofthem, notably those of the US, the UK and the USSR.

Al the Soviet Pavilion, among other exhibits, was a full-scale
maodel of the Vostok space capsule, which I found particulady
fascinating. Earlier that year, on Apnil 12, 1961, Gagarin had
voyaged into space in Vostok 1.

As I was leaving the pavilion, I noticed a red carpet laid out
outside. Somewhat intrigued —and, in hindsight, fortunately
30— Ienquired the reason forit. ] was told that Gagarin, who
was on a visit to India, was expected to arrive shortly. I was
thrilled at the prospect of seeing him. After checking the like-
ly ume ul'hn. arrival, I wandered off to see other pavilions,

ion at the UK pavili my

ﬁrsl ghmpse of such & machine,
A few minutes before the expected time, I returned to the
Soviet pavilion — and bywhat Isaw. Word had

clearly spread. People had gathered in large numbers. Stand-
ing in the last row. T could see nothing at all. It seemed certain
that l\mukl miss even a glimpse of the great man.

Habeas Corpus Act formed the subject of abitter di

the Crownand the Commons in 1627 and it wasnot placed upon
the Statute Book till 1640,” The Habeas Corpus Act was definite-
ly placed on the Statute Book not in 1640 but in 1679, though in
1640 Padtiament did goa long way towards that consummation by
reversing the unconstitutional dedsion of the judges in what was
known as Darnell’s case and abolishing the Court of High Com-
mission, the Council of the North, the Star Chamber and prerog-
ative Courts and releasing their victims. But what is the point? Is
it meant that because England had her Habeas Corpus Act only
in the latterhalf of the 17th century and that, too, aftera bitter and
desperate struggle, therefore India must wait for a few centuries
more and must wage an equally bitter and desperate struggle
before she can have a similar Act or have the right which is the
basis of that Act 1by herown g ? The ques-
tion has only to be put to be answered with an empathic and
unhesitating No. As the Statesman itself admits, Habeas Carpus
would have made its way into Indian usage in the course of time
even if the British had never come to India.

ially, a small gap opened in the line ahead of mie.

1 slxpped through the opening and found myself almost

unexpecledl) right at the front.
Soon, th

roar from the vd.An open jeep
lyintoview Gagarin stoodin it dent in his d 1 uni-
form, smiling and waving. As the jeep moved along,. he turned
from side to side. acknowledging the crowd with folded hands.

Ashedrewlevel with where [ stood, I stretched out myhand
and called out. He smiled and responded without hesitation by
extending his hand in return. For an instant, our hands metin
a quick handshake as the jeep rolled an. It took me a while to
fully register what had just happened.

Decades later, during an official visit with an Army delega-
tion to Moscow in 1895, 1 recounted the incident to my Russ-
ian hosts at a banquet. They were delighted. and the evening
led o a series of enthusiastic vodka toasts!

The handshake with Gagarin was brief, but it has remained
in my memory as areminder of a historic moment.

The writer is former Additional Director General, Artillery

Duty to defend public interest

With reference to ‘Mamata is making Bengal
battle personal’; what then dowe say about PM
Modi tuming every Assembly election into his
persanal battle, with the full weight of the
Union government, agencies and money pow-
er behind him? If that is leadership, then
Mamata is justified in defending her voters. Is
itacrime inademocracy to point out faultyand
biased conduct of elections? Since when has
seeking justice become anti-nat 1? Then

THE EDITOR

Militarism dressed as strategy

Apropos of ‘Op Epic Disaster: 5 weeks of
chaos, no strategic gain'; the unfolding crisis
reflects the futility of militarism dressed as
strategy. While a ceasefire, however fragile,
offers a glimmer of hope, its credibility
remains questionable when shaped by
volatile rhetoric, including statements attrib-
uted to Donald Trump that amplify fearrather
than luster restmml Durable peace umnul

Chief Election Commissioner TN Seshan
made politicians fear the election body, but
today voters fear the commission itself.

CAPT AMAR JEET (RETD), KHARAR

Governance not personal

Apropos of © Mam:nu L'z making \he Bengnl
battle
accountability, nm personality ‘cult. Democ-
racy weakens when leaders begin to treat
public institutions as personal battle-
grounds rather than pillars of constitutional
balance, Mamata Banerjee's increasingly
confrontational posture reflects a !

itd s prin-
upled mumhu-ml engagement, where the
United Nations must reclaim a proactive and
credible role. Equally, the implications of con-
flict must be rigorously examined by schol-
ars—strategically, economically, and ethical-
ly—including an objectivi of
Iran’s stance in self-defence.
MM GOEL, KURUKSHETRA

Retunlng as per need oﬁhe hour

action in
Chester Hills land case’; n is important to
realise that aberrations like these occur
because of th linws, like Section 118

to place individual suthority above the law,
the Supreme Court, the Election Commis-
sion and other autonomous bodies that safe-
guard India's demom'nm framework.

of the Himachal Pradesh Tenancy and Land
Reforms Adt, goveming such transactions. Itis
high time political parties take a mature view
and amend the law to attract much-needed

Instead of and inclu- in the state. Laws are enacted at
de the state app trapped  particular points in time and it is impemtive

in a cyde where political identity overrides  not toallow them to become fossilised, thereby

governance priorities. impeding development. Organic changes can

COL SS CHAUHAN (RETD), BY MAIL  help retune the law totoday’s reality.
Wrong impression minds Sp ki
onyoung
Refer to ‘Unsavoury chapter’; in case the Smartpower meters a hassle

affected academicians are aggrieved by the
SC's blanket ban, they can approach the
apex court with a prayer to revisit the order.
Removal of the controversial sub-chapter
highlighting so-called corruption in the
Jjudiciary was necessary to maintain inde-
pendence, sanctity and integrity of the hal-
lowed institution. Had the chapter
remained inthe NCERT textbook, it would
have risked lowering the image of the judi-
ciary in the vulnerable minds of students as
well as the public across the country. No
educationist can be allowed to have a free
run in the name of academic autonomy.

MD SHARMA, SHIMLA

Union Power Minister Manohar Lal Khattar
has clarified in the Lok Sabha that smant elec-
tricity meters are not mandatory for con-
sumers. They are subject to consumers’ con-
sent rather than forced installation, but in
some districts of Punjab, when the old meter
is replaced, the consumer has no option. The
new meters are in the postpaid mode, but
unlike ordinary meters, the billing is on a
monthly basis, The meter sends the bill
through a text message without consumption
details. People have been protesting against
installation of such meters, but the govern-
ment hasn't given them a hearing,

SARTAJ SINGH, KHANNA

Latters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-word limit.

cogently nd can be sent by e-mail to L com




SUSHMA RAMACHANDRAN
SENIOR FINANCIAL JOURNALIST

HE ceasefire in

the West Asia war

is good news, but

much  damage

has already been
done to the global economy.
Unless the pause in hostili-
ties ends up in a sustained
peace, the world is set for an
econami¢ slowdown in the
near term, with the impact
reflecting in many ways. Oil
prices that were soaring
above $110 over the past
month have now dipped to
$97 per barrel, which is still
relatively high.

The extreme prices over
the past month have been
passed on to consumers in
many countries, while the
ramifications have extended
to downstream products like
fertiisers and petrochemi-
cals. The danger here is not
only of inflationary pres-
sures but also the prospect of
shortages in case the war
does not end soon.

The pain will be felt by
advanced and emerging
economies alike, External
headwinds willequallyaffect
India even though prices of
petroleum  products  like
petrol and diesel have been

.
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contained for the time being.

The most visible impact of
the US-Israel war on Iran has
so far been in terms of hque-
fied petroleum gas (LPG),
commonly used as cooking
fuel in this country, The ini-
tial shortage scenario has
eased, with allocations to
commercial users having
been ramped up to 70% of the
preswar  status. Domestic
needs are being met, though
with a slight delay.

Yet those buying in the
open market, which indudes
small  businesses  and
migrant labour, have seen
cylinders becoming unaf-
fordable. This has led to a
gradual exodus of workers
back to rural areas. The
migration, though, is not at
pandemicscale, but the situ-
ation will remain uncertain
until prices normalise.

Other petroleum- and gas-
based products are also
affected by the war. A prime
example is fertilisers. With
global hydrocarbon prices at
record highs in recent
weeks, there is uncertainty
over the availability of fer-
tilisers like urea, which use
natural gas as feedstock.

India imparts about 10 milk
lion tonnes of fertilisers
annually, including ureaand
drammonium  phosphate
(DAP). of which nearly 50%
is imported from West Asia.
Supplies of liquid natural
gas (LNG) for domestic fer-
tiliser producers have been
enhanced, but there is need
to diversify imports to

OPED
India faces economic shock from war fallout

ensure that sufficient stocks
are in place for the upcom-
ing kharif sowing season.

Petrochemicals is the other
downstream sector that will
affect awide array of indus-
trial and consumer goods.
Products made from petro-
chemicals range from phar-
maceuticals to textiles to
plasties. Supply disruptions
have added to the enhanced
costs. The effect of higheroil
and gas priceson petrochem-
icals will be passed down to
large:, medium- and small-
scale industries.

It may take some time for
the inflationary impact to be
felt fully, though reports have
already emerged about price
hikes in several sectors.

Supplies of sulphur ema-

Petrochemical and
fertiliser sectors
reflect cascading
impacts, threatening
both domestic
production and
agricultural supply
chains.

the past month have been passed on to consumers. LALTMOHAN

nating largely from West Asia
have also been disrupted,
leading to higher costs for
manufacturers of fertilisers
and other products. Helium
used in MRI machines is sim-
ilarly in short supply. Adive
pharmaceutical ingredients
(APIs) sourced from China
are reparted to have become
mare expensive.

With prices of polymers
and plastics going up, the
costs of fast-moving con-
sumer goods (FMCGs) are
set to rise, including elec
tronie goods, air conditioners
and televisions. Higher logis-
tics costs owing to freight
increases and rupee depreci-
ation are other factors
impacting retail prices.

Exports are also facing the

brunt of disruption to tradi-
tional trade routes through
West Asia. Anemergencywar
freight surcharge is being
levied on cargo going
towards the Gulf countries.
Thisisablow for exportersas
the region is one of Indias
biggest markets. The UAE,
for instance, is currently the
third largest trading partner
after the US and China.

Merchant vessels going
beyond this area are con-
strined with the simultane-
ous blockade of the Strait of
Hormuz and the Houthi
attacks on the Red Sea
route, This has forced west-
bound cargo to move
through the long and costly
route via the Cape of Good
Hope. Consequently, exports
will become less competitive
in key markets, like Europe
and the US.

Like other countries, India
is scrambling to assess the
outcomes of the war on the
ecanomy. The Finance Min-
istry has conceded there is
downside risk to the earlier
projection of 7-74% growthin
2026-27 (FY27) from the con-
flict in West Asia.

International rating agen-
des and banks seem to agree
and  have downgraded
growth projections for the
year Moodys Ratings has
slashed its GDP growth pro-
Jection from 6.8% to 6% for
FY27 while Morgan Stanley
has cut it from 6.5% to 62%.

With ail markets continu-
ing tobe volatile, few analysts
are prepared to make prajec

tionsabout the extent of price
inereases inthe coming days.
In case the war continues for
afewmonths. it hasbeen pre-
dicted that ail prices could
cross $150 per barrel. Given
the Reserve Bank's pmojec
tion that a 10% rise in global
ail prices will lead to a 15%
decline in GDP growth, this
would result in a significant
economic slowdown.

Thus, it i clear that the
impactof the war is gradually
extending its tentacles to vir-
tually all segments of the
economy. This could be a
lesser shock to the system if
the two-week ceasefire trans-
lates into a lasting peace,

Given that there is no cer-
tainty on this score, emer-
gency management is the
need of the hour. This has
been initiated to some extent
as supply diversification has
begun for a wide range of
commodities, induding oil
and gas.

India is better prepared
than many others to deal
with the situation owing toits
comfortable foreign
exchange reserves and the
momentum of high growth
seen over the past few years,
Even so, the economyis set to
slow down primarily due to
external factors. This is dis-
appointing, coming asitdoes
at a time when the engine of
growth had been picking up.

The war may have been
launched against Iran, but
the rest of the world, indud-
ing India, are bearing the
brunt of the consequences.

AAP facestest of performance in Punjab

sidised electridity to every
household. To address the
issue of the state’s indebted-
ness, the party promised to
bring in fiscal reforms and
cutdown public expenditure
that had gone up due to the
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AVING  com-
pleted four
years in office
recently,  the

arn Aadmi Par-
ty (AAP) is gearing up for a
tough Punjab Assembly elec-
tion. Recent elections in the
country have shown that anti-
incumbency is not the only
decisive  electoral  factor.
Rather, it is the performance
of the government that mat-
ters the most, apart from oth-
er factors, like organisation,
leadership, resources and a
social support base. Since the
AAPin Punjab Ings in the oth-
er factors as compared to its
rivals. the Congress and BIE,
it is performance that will be
the crucial factor for the party.

One way to gauge the
AAP's performance is to
look at its pre-poll promises.
The party. inits 2022 election
manifesto, reiterated its
promise to combat corrup-
tion, organised crime, drugs
and unemployment and go
for investment in education
and health sectors in line
with its Delhi model’,

Poll gua salso indud-

& ling VIP culture.

With the farmers’ protest
against the three farm Bills
ongoing at that time, the
AAP promised that it would
take measures to address
agrarian distress and said
that it would lead to an end
to farmer suicides.

The party also promised to
punish the perpetrators of
the desecration of the Sikh
holy scripture and the sub-
sequent police firing inci-
dent in 2015, an emotive
issue for the Sikhs.

In its latest report card, the
Bhagwant Mann govern-
ment claimed to have ful-
filled allits poll promises, the
latest being cash transfer to
womenabove 18 years of age.

Among its achievements
mentioned in the card are
Aam Aadmi Mohalla Clinics

#

VOTERS' CONCERNS: Gangsterism, drugs and debt remain persistent concerns, sLe po1o

cess on some fronts. First, its
inability to check the worri-
some rise in gangsterism,
ransom-seeking and daylight
killingsin the state. Mafias in
sectors like transport, reta
bajn (sand) , iquor and cable
-— named in the party’s past
manifestos continue to flour-
ish. The AAP government, in

i fup
to Rs 10 lakh) to the poor an
improvement in the condi-
tions of government schools,
providing  uninterrupted
supply of free electricity to
farmers even during day-
time, an extension of the
canal irrigation facility and
the creation of thousands of
jobs. It also recently
declared Anandpur Sahib
and Amritsar as holy cities.

H ; the partys elec-

ed freebies like cash trans.
fers to women and sub-

toral chance will be hit dueto
the government's lack of suc-

its h to acquire
farmland for colonisation. is
alleged to be in collusion with
the land mafia.

Second, farmers remain
debt-ridden and suiddes are
still being reported, though
the numbers have gone down.

Third, despite the setting
up of many more integrated
deaddiction and rehabilita-
tion centres across the state
and arrests of drug peddlers,
the government's allout war
against the drug trade and
menace has not met with

Zecent elections
showthat
anti-incumbency is
nolonger decisive,
Performance now
determines
dectoral fate.

much success, indicating an
entrenched nexus.

Fourth, the government’s
record on combating corrup-
tion has not been up to the
mark. Some senior party
leaders, including legislators
and ministers, have been
forced to resign after facing
corruption  charges.  The
promised Jan Lokpal Bill
never came about, nor was
the existing office of Lokpal
strengthened.

Fifth. the party'’s promise
to end VIP culture remains
hollow. Worse, state
resources and assets are
kept at the disposal of Delhi-
based AAP leaders, a charge
doing the rounds after the
Raghav Chadha episode.

Sixth, incidents of terror
attacks in recent years,
including the grenade
attacks on the intelligence

wing headquarters, a police
station and the Punjab BJP
headquarters in Chandi-
garh, have ignited fear
among people.

Seventh, the state’s grow-
ing indebtedness is being
blamed on the govern-
ments reckless populist
policies and  financial
imprudence. The party's
promise to bring a turn-
around in the economy has
fullen flat as salaries and
pensions are being delayed.

Unemployment levels
remain high, the migration of
youth continues and the
promise of providing a guar-
anteed minimum support
price (MSP) for every crop
remains a non-starter. Aam

Aadmi Canteens also remain
non-starters.
Eighth, while schools

have become better, higher
education institutions are
in a pretty bad situation
due to the lack of govern-
ment support.

Given the fact that the
AAP landslide win was not
merely due to anti-incum-
bency against the
entrenched Congress and
Akali Dal but also due to a
faint hope of the voters for
AAP% ability to revive the
lost glory of the beleaguered
state, the forthcoming elec-
tionswould be atough battle
in view of the party’s per-
formance deficit.

This, despite the party
winning byelections in Gid-
derbaha, Dera Baba Nanak,
Chabbewal and Ludhiana
West in the last two years.

However. these results
indicate that the party
remains in electoral con-
tention. An incumbent par-
ty remains the favourite in
byelections.

The BJP has the advantage
of having resources, a com-
mitted cadre and a core con-
stituency. Being in power at
the Centre for the third term,
it now has a firm grip over
the institutions and appara-
tuses. Armed with turncoat
leaders, it would contest
with full force in all Assem-
bly seats, enthused by the
18% vote that it got in the
2024 elections.

The Congress. though rid-
den with factionalism, con-
tinues to retain decent sup-
port among both Hindus
and Sikhs inthe state, At the
sametime, with a weak high
command, factional fights
in the party are likely to
intensify.

The Akali Dal, having lost
its core constituency, despite
its encouraging performance
in the recent local elections,
and its attack on the AAR
does not seem to have much
of a chance. The upcoming
Assembly election will be a
three-party contest once
again, but with a difference.
The third party in the trian-
gular contest will be the BJP
not the Akali Dal.

The electoral issues would
be the same as the last time.
They would figure in the
manifestos of all parties, The
tenar of campaign rhetoric
will be as shrill as ever.

Vaews are personal
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

CERTAINTY OF PUNISHMENT
MORE POTENT DETERRENT
THAN HARSH SENTENCE

USTODIAL violence is a disturbingly common reality
in India. Public sentiment, reflected in films, has come
tonormalise and even valourise police excesses—a slip-
pery slope that can range from a few slaps to planned
extrajudicial killings. Underpinning the brutality is the
almost-unchecked power bestowed by the assumption that
uniformed personnel are acting for the greater good. But ab-
solute power corrupts absolutely. This is how the father-son
duo of Jeyaraj and Beniks came to be killed by 10 policemen
in Tamil Nadu’s Sathankulam in June 2020—about a month
after the well-reported killing of George Floyd in the US.

Six years later, a trial court convicted and sentenced nine
policemen in Sathankulam to death for torture and killing;
atenth cop died before the chargesheet was filed. The judge-
ment, a rare case where uniformed personnel were held to
account for custodial violence, comes less than a year after
a temple guard was brutally beaten to death by police in
Sivaganga district on the flimsy charge of theft. Between
these two episodes of horror in Tamil Nadu are several other
instances of alleged custodial torture and death—not only
in Tamil Nadu, but across India. The government informed
Parliament last month that custodial deaths increased from
140 in 2024-25 to 170 in 2025-26 (up to March 15).

Part of the corrupting power enjoyed by the police is the
confidence of facing little or no consequence for their actions.
In this case, it was facilitated by the dereliction of duty by other
government servants—doctors and the magistrate. But notably,
police constable S Revathy spoke up against her colleagues and
appeared as a prosecution witness at grave personal risk.

The Sathankulam verdict, with references to Floyd's death
and other instances of custodial violence, invokes the death
penalty as a deterrent to check police impunity. However, it is
not the death sentence—which has no place in a system of re-
formative justice—but the certainty of punishment that is the
true deterrent. Governments must ensure errant police are
prosecuted for their crimes, without exception and regardless
of the innocence or guilt of their victims. Alongside them, doc-
tors, magistrates and other government workers, who facilitate
police by omission or ission, must also be held
to account. Only the certainty of meaningful punishment will
erode the absolute power enjoyed by those in khaki.

CONSIDER A SOUTHERN
LANGUAGE AS THE THIRD

HE Karnataka government’s decision to opt for a dual-
language policy of Kannada and English in this year’s
Class 10 exam, and giving grades rather than marks
for the third language, appears peculiar. The reason-
ing is that it would reduce language pressure on stu-
dents and promote Kannada—students have to score out of
525 marks in five subjects instead of 625 in six. This down-
grade of the third language is in keeping with the State Edu-
cation Policy, which Karnataka adopted instead of the Na-
tional Education Policy. Academicians have largely
welcomed the move considering the consistently low pass
percentages. In the 2024-25 boards, of the 1,64,000 students
who failed, 1,46,000 did not pass the third-language paper.
However, the decision has set off a political brouhaha.
Like other southern states, the Karnataka government has
resisted the ‘imposition’ of Hindi, with the Chief Minister
declaring it cannot be ‘enforced’. Though the state’s parties
are turning it into a Hindi-versus-Kannada issue, the ground
reality gives a different complexion to the debate. Of 8.12
lakh students this year, 7.52 lakh opted for Hindi as third
language; 32,135 for English, 11,483 for Kannada, 5,544 for
Urdu and 5,159 for Sanskrit. Some experts also argue that a
dual-language preference could lead to a lack of interest in
teaching and learning the third language. We must bear in
mind that a third language may not only serve as a link to
a broader world, but can also foster better cognitive skills.
The NEP has remained contentious in the southern states
although it offers a flexible formula of three languages with
atleast two being Indian, and a compulsory third language
from Class 6 starting 2026-27. Tamil Nadu’s political opposi-
tion to the way it is imposed has flared up in this election
season again. Kerala has a three-language policy, but is
against Hindi. Andhra Pradesh has a Telugu-Urdu-English
formula. The BJP-ruled Maharashtra was forced to repeal
its directive making Hindi mandatory for Grades 1 to 5.
While linguistic pride remains political fodder in the South,
perhapsadopting another southern language as the third option
could be considered. Apart from mobility, it can improve region-
al harmony, too. State leaders should keep in mind the interests
of young generations while promoting multilingual education—
not only in the region, but across the nation and the world.

EDITORI
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NOT A CHAPTERTO OPEN

HE Rajasthan education department has opened an

indigestible chapter by launching Sarthak Naam Abhiyan

(Meaningful Name Campaign), under which a child givena
name deemed awkward or inappropriate would be allowed to
change it to one from among 1,500-odd names selected by the
government. Education Minister Madan Dilawar explained:
“As children grow older, such names sometimes lead to embar-
rassment and may even affect self-esteem.” One of the names
the minister offered as example is ‘Sheru’—which, ironically,
is proudly worn by well-known Rajasthani folk musician Sheru
Khan. It’s deeply problematic to suggest renaming children,
especially in a state where more than 30 percent of the popula-
tion is made up of Scheduled Castes and Tribes. The move also
dials back to the contentious global religious history of insist-
ing on ‘approved’ names. Let’s keep this chapter shut.

0

HE 16th Finance Commission
has initiated a paradigm shift
inIndian fiscal federalism, piv-
oting toward a framework that
incentivises states to deploy fi-
nancial resources with greater
strategic foresight. This shift
is most evident in the introduction of a
new parameter: contribution to GDP, as-
signed a weight of 10 percent. The demo-
graphic performance metric also under-
went a critical recalibration.

These structural adjustments resulted
in a redistribution of the divisible pool,
bolstering the horizontal shares of
southern states. Specifically, Kerala's
share rose from 1.9 percent to 2.4 per-
cent, while Karnataka’s rose from 3.6
percent to 4.1 percent.

For Karnataka, which relies heavily on
internal revenue to anchor its annual
budget, this may represent a victory.
However, for Kerala, the situation is far
more nuanced. While the state’s horizon-
tal share was raised, it lost the revenue
deficit grant of over 237,000 crore that
was available during the 15th FC period.
The new state government, scheduled to
take office in May 2026, must navigate a
fiscal landscape increasingly constrained
by central diktats and global volatility.

Inequity begins with vertical devolu-
tion between the Centre and the states.
While the central government distrib-
utes tax revenue based on Finance Com-
mission recommendations, it has in-
creasingly turned to the imposition of
cesses and surcharges, which do not
have to be shared with the states.

During the 15th FC, states should have
received ¥12.2 lakh crore annually; in
reality, they received only 9.5 lakh
crore, reducing their share to less than
33 percent as against 41 percent recom-
mended. The share of cesses surged
from 11.4 percent in 2015-16 to 25 percent
in 2020-21, with projections remaining
near 17 percent for fiscal 2025-26. The
Union finance minister stoutly defended
this consolidation in March 2026.

The ethical and legal justification for
such an expansion of non-divisible lev-
ies remains contentious. The Comptrol-
ler and Auditor General released a re-
view in 2025 revealing that, since the
mid-1970s, approximately ¥3.69 lakh
crore collected via cesses had never been
transferred to dedicated reserve funds.

In his paper. ‘The Great India Cesspool:
Funds and the Fiscal Deficit Shell Game’,
P Sesh Kumar, former director general of
audit at the CAG, noted that the short
transfer of these funds allows the Union
to suppress its reported revenue deficit
artificially This practice presents a sani-
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The tax devolution formula is just one of the several ways Kerala's
resources are being constrained. Success in navigating the tough
times ahead would require the courage to take unpopular decisions

THE CHOPPY FISCAL
WATERS THAT AWAIT
NEW KERALA GOVT

tised version of national finances—a ma-
noeuvre Kumar likened to a household
neglecting its bills to boast about its sav-
ings. Such findings suggest national fiscal
deficit figures have been repeatedly obfus-
cated by whittling down the states’ share.
Centrally-sponsored schemes intro-
duce further structural friction. Under
the current regime, states are mandated
to bear 40 percent of the costs of most
schemes, yet they have little agency in
designing them. Because central schemes
are designed with a one-size-fits-all rigid-
ity, states like Kerala often find them ill-
suited to their unique demographics.
Furthermore, the Centre’s share is re-
leased through a digital just-in-time
mechanism, meaning funds are dis-
bursed only once existing balances are
fully depleted. This lack of liguidity
contributed to Kerala's share of total

Former Cabinet Searetary and author of
As Good as My Word: A Memoir
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central disbursements falling to 1.8 per-
cent during 2024-25, even though the
state’s population share is 2.8 percent.

Adding to these pressures is the Fi-
nance Commission’s adoption of the Un-
ion’s stance on state borrowing. The
commission has recommended a limit
of 3 percent of the state’s GDP, a ceiling
that encompasses off-budget borrow-
ings—a policy currently under litiga-
tion in the Supreme Court.

This restriction directly cripples the
Kerala Infrastructure Investment Fund
Board. Orlgma].l) conceptualised as a

1f: vehicle for
borrowing, KIIFB transitioned to an en-
tity that receives earmarked budgetary
resources spent at the discretion of its
board, often bypassing budget and plan
provisions. While I.do not advocate fiscal
profligacy—Kerala’s debt-to-GSDP ratio

No one truly knows a nation Nels
until one has been inside its jails

on
Mandela

has ballooned to 38.2 percent—the Cen-
tre’s insistence on state-level discipline
lacks moral authority, given its own fiscal
deficit reached 4.4 percent in 2025-26 and
is projected at 4.3 percent for 2026-27.

Excluding non-tax revenue from the
divisible pool further tilts the scales.
The Centre derives 18-20 percent of its
revenue from dividends issued by the
RBI, Sebi and public sector undertak-
ings. While Kerala reports that 8-10 per-
cent of its revenue is non-tax, this fig-
ure is a statistical illusion. Much of
this comprises gross lottery ticket sales;
once payouts and administrative over-
heads are deducted, the net contribu-
tion to the exchequer is marginal.

Consequently, Kerala finds itself caught
in a tightening fiscal vise. Committed
expenditures—salaries, pensions and in-
terest payments—now consume over 70
percent of the state’s total revenue. The
current trajectory suggests that the new
pay commissions in the Centre and the
state may further increase the burden on
the state. Compounding the crisis is the
rupee’s precipitous depreciation. This
currency volatility implies that the state’s
external debt of more than 10,000 crore
must now be serviced at costs 10 percent
higher than when the obligations were
originally incurred. Deprived of the rev-
enue deficit grant, Kerala has emerged as
anet loser. The silver lining is the state’s
growing GSDP, which promises more rev-
enue if effectively harnessed.

The administration taking power in
May will inherit a profound financial
quagmire. While manifestos are replete
with populist guarantees, the reality is
that it remains easier to spend than to
earn. The government’s inaugural task
must be to create an unvarnished, trans-
parent map of the state’s finances as Te-
langana did in 2023. This assessment
must account for global geopolitical risks
and potential economic disruption.

Success will require the courage to
take unpopular decisions: rationalising
user charges, addressing public-sector
losses, restructuring establishment ex-

diture and i in so-
cial spending. This strategic clarity is
essential for achieving sustainable long-
term growth and maintaining macroeco-
nomie stability in an era of unprecedent-
ed fiscal centralisation. It is also
necessary for all the ‘single-engine’ states
to band together and raise their collec-
tive voice against the growing arrogation
of resources by the Centre and the ineq-
uities in distribution, a can of worms left
unopened by the Finance Commission.
(Views are personal)
(kmchandrasekhar@gmail.com)

AN EMERGING GRAMMAR OF CASTE

HE phrase “Not found suita-
ble” sounds harmless
enough. It carries no overt
malice, no visible prejudice,
just the dry neutrality of bu-
reaucratic language. In fact,
it is precisely the kind of
phrase that passes unquestioned. And
yet, in university recruitment rooms
across India, it may be doing some-
thing deeply consequential: quietly
keeping certain groups out.

To be clear, this concern is not specu-
lative. Over the past few years, multiple
mediareports drawing on findings from
the Parliamentary Standing Committee
on Education (2023-24) have pointed to a
troubling pattern. Despite meeting eligi-
bility criteria, candidates from Sched-
uled Caste (SC) and Scheduled Tribe
(ST) communities are increasingly be-
ing filtered out under the vague label of
“Not found suitable”. At the same time,
the committee noted that thousands of
reserved faculty positions in central
universities remained vacant, with esti-
mates indicating that over 60 percent of
SC and more than 80 percent of ST pro-
fessor-level posts unfilled. Seen together,
these are not isolated gaps; they point to
a structural problem.

If one looks more closely at faculty

ition, the i

even harder to ignore. Data from the All
India Survey on Higher Education
(AISHE) 2021-22 and submissions to the
University Grants Commission show
that central universities continue to be
overwhelmingly dominated by general
category candidates. SC and ST repre-
sentation, especially at senior levels, re-

mains in the low single-digit shares, far
below the constitutionally 15

JOHN J KENNEDY

here is not simply a question of avail-
ability, but of how “suitability” itself
is defined and applied.

In the past, caste discrimination in
education was often blunt and visible:
denial of access, segr egatmn or out-
rlght Today, it is embedded
in processes that appear neutral: short-
listing, interviews and selection crite-
ria framed in terms like “merit,” “fit-
ness” and “suitability”. The problem is
not that these criteria exist, but that
they are rarely transparent or stand-
ardised. As the Parliamentary Stand-
ing Committee noted, the repeated use

More and more candidates for
higher education faculty positions
from Scheduled Caste and Tribe
communities are being rejected
with the opague reason, ‘Not
found suitable’. At the same time,

percent and 7.5 percent.

The trend is not confined to one seg-
ment of higher education. In elite insti-
tutions such as the IITs, representation
of SC and ST faculty is consistently re-
ported to be extremely low, as highlight-
ed in parliamentary discussions and
RTI-based reports during 2022-24. Even
at the entry level, where reservation
policies are expected to work most effec-
tively, representation improves only
modestly before thinning out sharply as
one moves up the hierarchy.

What explains this persistent gap?
At first glance, universities tend to at-
tribute it to a shortage of “suitable
candidates”. But this is precisely
where the issue becomes more com-
plex. Because what we are dealing with

aparli y panel is flagging
high vacancy in such reserved
posts. We need clear, standardised
criteria to judge suitability

of suitability labels risks functioning
as a structural barrier, allowing insti-
tutions to bypass reservation norms
without formally violating them.

This is why the issue cannot be dis-
missed as an administrative anomaly.
Because it reflects something deeper
about how institutional systems work.
In a society already shaped by en-
trenched inequalities, discretion is sel-
dom neutral. When criteria remain un-
defined, and decisions are not subject
to scrutiny, the system creates room for
exclusion—quietly, consistently and
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Universities often defend themselves
by citing due process and academic cri-
teria. But this misses the point. Discrim-
ination today does not occur despite pro-
cedure; it operates through it. The
system is not being broken; it is being
used to reproduce existing hierarchies.

This concern becomes sharper when
placed within the broader climate of
higher education. UGC data indicates
that complaints of caste-based discrimi-
nation in higher education have risen
significantly in recent years, from 173
cases in 2019-20 to 378 in 2023-24. This
rise may partly reflect greater aware-
ness and reporting, but it also signals
that the problem is far from resolved.

There is also a cultural dimension
that cannot be ignored. When caste-
insensitive remarks surface in institu-
tions, they do more than offend. They
normalise indifference and trivialise
caste concerns. Discrimination does
not always require intent; it often
thrives in such environments.

What, then, is at stake? Not just about
jobs or representation. Universities
are spaces where knowledge is created
and legitimised. Who occupies them
shapes what is studied, whose voices
mattex and what counts as knowledge.
E ion, therefore, has
beyond access. This brings us to re-
sponsibility, If universities are to mat-
ter in a democracy, they must rest on
fairness, transparency and accounta-
bility. Recruitment processes should be
transparent, with clearly defined
criteria for suitability. Decisions de-
claring candidates “Not found suita-
ble” must be recorded, justified and
open to independent review.

The question, therefore, is not wheth-
er caste discrimination exists. There is
ample evidence it does. The real issue is
whether we recognise its changing
forms. “Not found suitable” may sound
administrative, but in context it be-
comes something else: not a neutral
judgement of merit, but a quiet tool of
exclusion that allows ineguality to per-
sist under the guise of fairness.

(Views are personal)

MAILBAG
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Democratic outreach

Ref: Reading high turnouts (Apr10). The
analysis strikes a timely note. First-

time voters, in particular, need greater
awareness about how roll revisions affect
genuine participation figures. The Election
Commission could run targeted campaigns
in schools and colleges. Simple, fact-based
outreach would go a long way.

SMJeeva, Chennai

Nuclear transition
Ref: Kalpakkam a milestone (Apr 10). This
strategic statement signals that the country
is done playing small in the energy game. At
a time when power demand is exploding and
fossil fuels are choking both the economy
and the environment, nuclear energy offers
scale, stability and sovereignty. But let's
be clear this isn't something to celebrate
blindly. Nuclear power demands absolute
discipline: zero tolerance for safety lapses
and long-term waste management planning.
ragi

, Kalal

Unmasking obsession

Ref: What's ina name? (April 10, 2026). The
chase for hidden identities often reveals
our obsession than the artists themselves.
Banksy or Satoshi may wear mysterious
armour, yet Orwell and Daft Punk remind us
that names are masks, not meaning. Fame's
true pseudonym is relevance, and perhaps
anonymity is the loudest signature of all.
Babu Crishna, Bengaluru

Voter’s choice

Ref: Record outing (Apr 10). While the roll
revisions have cut a deep swathe, those who
are still retaining their franchise have proved
that in a democracy like ours the voter s still
king and that choice matters.

CV Aravind, email

Gopinath’s innings
Ref: Last survivor (Apr 10). C D Gopinath was
a prolific scorer in Ranji matches. He was a
prominent member of the India team that
for the first time won a Test against England
in 1952 in what was then Madras. | had the
privilege of watching that match. He also
contributed with a ton in the first Ranji-
winning Madras sguad in 1955 at Indore.
undararaman, Chennai

Scientific temper

Ref: ‘“Access to temples’ (Apr 10). Entry
should neither be male- or female-centric
but devotee-centric. The Union's arguments
are full of Stone-Age superstitions. Scientific
temperament needs to be promoted as an
ideal for future generations.
ASreeramarao, Visakhapatnam
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LL eyes are on the two-day dip-

lomatic engagement involving
the United States and Iran that Pa-
kistan is hosting. The entire world,
especially those who depend on im-
ported crude like India, will hope
that the issue is resolved peacefully
and the ceasefire marks the end of
the war. Apart from Tehran’s rela-
tions with the US and behaviour in
the region, its intransigence to choke
the Strait of Hormuz will be on the
agenda. Iran’s behaviour violates in-
ternational law. As per the United
Nations Convention on the Law of
the Sea (UNCLOS), states bordering
straits can neither block them nor
demand money simply for allowing
ships to pass through. They have the

right to collect fees on ships for ser-
vices such as piloting and tugging.
The reason is that straits are natural
waterways—unlike canals that are
manmade. Egypt and Panama are al-
lowed to charge fees to pass through
the Suez Canal and the Panama Ca-
nal. Washington will be represented
by a team led by Vice-President
J.D. Vance and comprise Donald
Trump’s envoy Steve Witkoff and
senior adviser Jared Kushner. Parlia-
ment Speaker Mohammad Bagher
Ghalibaf, a former commander of
the hardline Revolutionary Guard,
and Foreign Minister Abbas Aragh-
chi are reportedly representing Iran.
Pakistani Prime Minister Sharif will
also hold separate preliminary meet-

ings with both sides. Incidentally,
none of them is bothered about In-
dias interests. While criticism of the
Narendra Modi regime has been
about Islamabad outdoing New
Delhi in peace talks, the real failure
of our government has been its in-
ability to highlight Trans illegal hold
of the Strait. Indias marginalisation in
these high-stakes discussions under-
scores a deeper and more structural
failure in its foreign policy approach
toward West Asia. Despite being one
of the largest consumers of imported
crude oil and heavily dependent on
maritime energy routes, it has not ef-
fectively articulated or defended its
strategic interests regarding the Strait
of Hormuz, This silence is particularly

India must expose Iran’s illegality in choking Strait of Hormuz

striking given the direct economic
and security implications for India. A
substantial portion of its oil imports
passes through the Strait, making any
threat to its free navigation an im-
mediate concern. Irans repeated sig-
nalling that it could restrict or choke
this vital waterway during periods of
heightened tension is not merely rhe-
torical brinkmanship—it represents a
tangible risk to global energy markets
and, by extension, to India’s economic
stability. Yet, New Delhi has largely re-
frained from taking a firm and visible
position on the legality of such threats
under international law.

Atatime when global supply chains
are increasingly fragile and geopoliti-
cal tensions can have cascading eco-

nomic effects; India must recalibrate
its approach. It needs to move beyond
passive observation and actively advo-
cate for the principles that safeguard
its interests—chief among them the
freedom of navigation through in-
ternational waterways, This would
involve not only bilateral

() LETTERS

Colleges must revise curricula

propos “Tepid campus hiring reflects changing con-
tours of IT industry” (THI, Apnl 10). The slowdown

in campus recruitment is worrying, especially for fresh
who face in job prospects

with [ran but also coordinated efforts
with other major energy-importing
nations. In essence, the real test for In-
diais not whether it can compete with
Pakistan in the diplomatic theatre, but
whether it can assert itself as a serious
stakeholder in issues that directly im-
pact its national interests, Until it does
so, it will continue to find itself on the
sidelines of conversations that shape
outcomes eritical to its future.

Mahatma Jyotirao Phule:

it

Moni

through: whatever the challeng-
es may be, one must work hard,
acquire knowledge and mitigate
those challenges instead of do-
ing nothing about it. From his
school days, young Jyotirao was
deeply curious and became a
voracious reader, often reading
books far beyond what children
of his age were expected to en-
gage in. Years later, he said, “The
more questions we generate, the

pril 11 (Saturday) is a
deeply special day for all
f us. Tt is the birth an-

niversary of Mahatma Jyotirao
Phule, one of Indias greatest
social reformers and a guid-
ing light for generations. This
year, the occasion carries even
greater significance, as it marks
the beginning of his 200th birth
anniversary celebrations.

Mahatma Phule was a great
reformer. In addition to that,
his was a life of moral courage,
restless enquiry and unshakable
commitment to social good.
Mahatma Phule is remembered
for the institutions he built and
the movements that he led.

At the same time, his contri-
bution to our civilisational jour-
ney lies in the hope he raised,
the confidence he instilled,
while his thoughts continue to
givestrength to millions of peo-
ple across the nation.

Born in the great state of
Maharashtra in 1827, Mahatma
Phule emerged from modest
beginnings. But his initial hard-
ships never stood in the way of
his learning, his courage or his
commitment to society. Thisisa
trait that remained with him alI

more knowledge emerges from
them?” Clearly, the spirit of en-
quiry he was blessed with since
his childhood remained con-
stant in his journey.
Throughout his life, learning
and education became central

that knowledge is not a privi-
lege to be guarded, but a force
to be shared. At a time when
the joys of learning were denied
to many, he opened pioneering
schools for girls and for those
kept out of formal education.
He used to say, “Any improve-
ment that comes in children
through mothers is deeply valu-
able. Therefore, if schools are to
be opened, they should first be
opened for girls" He worked to
create a new social imagination
in which the dlassroom became
an instrument of justice and
equality.

His vision for education in-
spires us greatly, Over the last
decade, we have worked to
make research and innovation
a cornerstone for the youth of
India. Efforts are being made
to create an ecosystem where
young minds are encouraged
to question, explore and in-
novate. Bv m\cslmg in ]mo\\l-

edge, skills and oppunum!y.
India is empowering its youth
to become problem-solvers and
drivers of national progress.
Due to his knowledge and
wisdom, Mahatma Phule de-
veloped a strong understand-
ing of areas such as agriculture,
healthcare and rural develop-
ment. He often said that injus-
tice towards our farmers and
workers weakens our society.
He saw how social inequali-
ties manifested themselves in
daily life, be it in the farms or
in villages. Hence, he immersed
himself in ensuring dignity for
the poor, ¢ thc dohnlmdden and
the d. At the same

ciety is granted equal rights).
And for that, he built insti-
tutions that translated this
vision into action, contrib-
uting to a just society. The
Satyashodhak Samaj, found-
ed by him, was one of the
most important social reform
movements in modern India.
It was at the forefront of so-
cial reform, community ser-
vice and furthering human
dignity. It became an effective
voice for women, youngsters
and those living in villages.
This movement reflected
Mahatma Phulé’s intrinsic
belief ﬂ'm soucty could be

time, he made every possible
effort to ensure social harmony
was maintained.

Mahatma Phule opined,
S FRTErE wE
st By i,

Al & wsa Raa A

(True freedom cannot be
achn’vcd unnl everyone in so-

d by placing at its
core justice, respect for every
person and a spirit of collec-
tive progress.

His personal life, too,
carried lessons in courage.
Always working and being
among the people took a toll
on his health. But even the
most serious health challeng-
e dld not dim hls resnlve

The Satyashodhak Samaj, founded by him,
was one of the most important social reform
movements in modern India. It was at the
forefront of social reform, community service
and furthering human dignity. It became
an effective voice for women, youngsters
and those living in villages. This movement
reflected Mahatma Phule's intrinsic belief
that society could be strengthened by placing
at its core justice, respect for every person
and a spirit of collective progress.

After suffering a debilitating
stroke, he continued to work
and fulfil his vision. Yes, his
body had been tested, but
his commitment to society
had not yielded. For millions
today, especially those who
draw courage from struggle,
this remains one of the most
powerful dimensions of their
life. No remembrance of Ma-
hatma Phule can be complete
without respectful mention
of Savitribai Phule, who was
herself one of the tallest re-
formers of our nation. As one
of India’s pioneering women
teachers, she played a defin-
ing role in advancing edu-
cation for girls, thus giving
them the opportunity to pur-
sue their dreams. After Ma-
hatma Phulés passing, Savit-
ribai carried forward that
torch and, in 1897, during a
plague outbreak, she served
victims with such devotion
that she herself contracted the
disease and lost her life,

A light that sfill shows India the way

Our land has been bless-
ed, time and again, by great
men and women who have
strengthened society through
thought, sacrifice and ac-
tion. They did not wait for
change to arrive from some-
where else. They became their
source. For hundreds of years
in our land, the clarion call
for social betterment has of-
ten risen from within society
itself, from those who could
see suffering clearly and re-
fused to accept it as fate. Ma-
hatma Jyotirao Phule was one
such voice.

I fondly recall my visit to
Pune in 2022, when I had
offered tributes to Mahatma
Phule at his grand statue in
the city. As we mark the be-

in India’s IT sector. While Al tools are transforming work-
flows and reducing demand for entry-level roles, this shift
also highlights the need for our education system to adapt
quickly. Colleges must update curricula to include practi-
cal Al skills, data analytics, and problem-solving abilities
that complement technology rather than compete with it.
Induslry and academia shou Id collaborate more closely on
and appr hips. G support for

reskilling programmes could ease the transition.
M Barathi, Bengaluru-560076

Need to focus on internship
and applied research
WTTH reference to your editorial “Tepid campus
hiring reflects changing contours of IT industry”}
1 wish to highlight the need for a pragmatic response to
the slowdown in fresher recruitment. While automation
and global headwinds have altered entry-level opportuni-
ties, universities and industry must collaborate to redesign
training programmes so that graduates are equipped for
emerging roles in Al, data governance, and product in-
novation. Strengthening internship pipelines, fostering ap-
plied research, and encouraging small and mid-sized firms
to absorb talent can ease the transition.
Abbharna Barathi, Chennai-23

Academia and industry must act in concert

Apropos “Tepid campus hiring reflects changing con-
tours of IT industry’, the slowdown in fresher intake is
not a passing blip but a structural shift. Hiring has plunged
from six lakh in FY22 to barely 1.20 lakh in FY25, while
projections for FY26 remain flat. This collapse signals more
than weak demand: automation and Al are steadily eroding
entry-level roles once considered secure gateways into the
1T sector. The industry’s contours are being redrawn, with
routine coding and support tasks absorbed by machines.
The pragmatic response is not in lamenting but adaptation.
Universities mus! focus on problem-solving, data literacy,

ginning of his bi

year, the most fitting tribute
to Mahatma Jyotirao Phule
is about renewal. Renewal of
our commitment to subjects
close to his heart, such as ed-
ucation. Renewal of our sen-
sitivity to injustice. Renewal
of our faith that society can
improve itself from within.
His life tells us that the power
of community can achieve
miracles in India when joined
with moral clarity and public
purpose. That is why he still
gives strength to millions.
That is why his words and
work still carry hope.

And that is why, nearly two
hundred years after his birth,
Mahatma Jyotirao Phule re-
mains not a figure of the past,
but a guide for India’s future.

(The writer is the Prime
Minister of ndic)

From Assam to Kerala: A vote against noise, a push for clarity

V RAMU SARMA

OTING for the Assembly

electionsin Kerala, Assam
and Puducherry concluded
smoothly under heightened
security, with the fate of can-
didates now sealed in EVMs.
While political parties must
wait until May 4 for the ver-
dict, early ground assessments
suggest that the high voter
turnout—about 86 per cent in
Assam, 79 per cent in Kerala
and an impressive 90 per cent
in  Puducherry—may hold
crucial clues. Initial indica-
tions point to an advantage for
the BJP in Assamand Puduch-
erry, while the UDF appears to
have an edge in Kerala.

Assam, historically, rarely
produces “confused verdicts”
when turnout surges. A high
turnout typically signals a de-
cisive mandate. In this context,
the Congress appears to have
committed a serious self-goal.
Its alleged misuse of technol-
ogy—circulating Al-generated
fake documents, including
purported passports, to dis-
credit the government of Him-
anta Biswa Sarma—has not
only backfired but may have
alienated voters. What was
perhaps intended as a tactical
strike now risks becoming a
strategic blunder.

The episode involving fab-
ricated allegations against the
Chief Minister’s wife, Rinki
Biswas Sarma, has further
compounded troubles of the
Congress. A criminal defama-
tion case against party media
in-charge Pavan Khera fol-
lowed, exposing the party to

embarrassment. Notably, in-
stead of firmly standing by its
claims, the Congress appeared
to retreat. Khera sought an-
ticipatory bail from the Hy-
derabad High Court, arguing
that arrest was unnecessary—
yet without convincingly de-
fending the : icity of the

High voter participation across key
states points to an assertive electorate
shaping outcomes beyond campaign
rhetoric. With indications of BJP
advantage in Assam and Puduchemry
and UDF momentum in Kerala, the polls
reflecta bmadev shlft-where voters are

allegations. This retreat has
raised serious questions about
credibility.

Such incidents underscore
a worrying trend: the grow-
ing misuse of social media
and artificial intelligence as
political weapons, While these
tools can amplify narratives,
their reckless deployment risks
eroding public trust. In Assam,
rather than weakening the in-
cumbent, these tactics seem to
have allowed Himanta Sarma
to turn the narrative in his fa-
vour by highlighting govern-
ance and development. Despite
the inevitable undercurrents
of anti-incumbency, the high
turnout does not appear to
reflect a consolidated anti-BJP
sentiment.

More broadly, the opposi-
tion's political strategy contin-
ues to suffer from a lack of co-
herence and originality. Driven
largely by an intense opposi-
tion to Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi, many parties appear
to rely more on rhetoric than
on substantive policy alterna-
tives, The attempt to treat vol-
ers as monolithic “vote banks"
has repeatedly failed. Indian
voters are far more discerning;
they evaluate performance,
credibility and  leadership
rather than blindly adhering to
identity-based appeals.

In some instances, opposi-
tion parties have gone to the
extent of excessive appease-

and demandlngamountabllllyﬁom

political players.

geting minority communities.
Such approaches not only risk
alienating  broader sections
of the electorate but also un-
derestimate the diversity of
opinion within communities
themselves. Voters are increas-
ingly resistant to simplistic
narratives and demand more
grounded, issue-based poli-
tics,

In Puducherry, another
interesting factor is the emer-
gence of the Tamilaga Vettri
Kazhagam (TVK), led by actor
Vijay. By fielding candidates
including two sitting MLAs—
among them former minister
Sai | Saravanan Kumar—the
party could cut more into
Congress votes than those of
the BJP. This dynamic may tilt
the balance further in favour
of the BJP-led alliance.

Kerala presents a different
picture. The relatively high
turnout suggests a possible
undercurrent for change. The
ruling LDF may find itself on
the defensive, with the UDF
seemingly benefiting  from
voter sentiment. There are
also signs of increased polari-
sation. The BJP, while not yet
ina position to capture power,
has made notable inroads. It
has consolidated sections of
Hindu voters, particularly by
raising issues such as the Sa-

ment politics, particularly tar-

barimala y, and has

also reached out to Christian
communities,

One instance that appears
to have worked in BJP’s favour
is its response to disputes in-
volving the Wak{ Board, where
villagers—many ~ of  them
Christians—felt ~ threatened
by land claims. The perceived
lack of support from both the
Congress and the LDF in such
cases may have helped the BJP
expand its appeal. Even so, the
party may still need more time
before it can seriously contend
for power in Kerala.

As the electoral dust settles
in these three regions, atten-
tion shifts to West Bengal and
Tamil Nadu, where campaign-
ing has intensified ahead of
polling. Parties are deploying
every strategy at their dis-
posal.

In West Bengal, Chief Min-
ister Mamata Banerjee has
once again demonstrated her
instinct for political messag-
ing, though not without con-
troversy. In a recent speech,
she appeared to wam of con-
sequences if voters supported
the BJP. Without naming any
community explicitly, her
remarks hinted at potential
social tensions, creating an at-
mosphere of fear. Such theto-
ric raises concerns about the
quality of political dumurse

that if “one community unites”
it could overpower others—
have been widely criticised as
inflammatory and irrespon-
sible. While she may have in-
tended to position herself as a
protector of social harmony,
the language used risks deep-
ening divisions. The BJP has
interpreted her remarks as
a veiled threat to the Hindu
community, further sharpen-
ing political polarisation.
Banerjee also invoked his-
torical figures like Mahatma
Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru,
Rajendra Prasad and B R
Ambedkar in defence of her
party’s stance on migration
and citizenship issues, particu-
larly in the context of the Spe-
cial Intensive Revision (SIR)
exercise, which the Trinamool
Congress has termed a precur-
sor to the National Register
of Citizens (NRC). However,
critics argue that her state-
ments reflect a distortion of
historical realities, especially
given the long-standing pres-
ence of Muslim communities
in Bengal’s social fabric.
Meanwhile, the BJP appears
to have recalibrated its strat-
egy in the State. Moving away
from direct personal attacks
on B:mer]cc, it is focusing

The state’s history of electoral

violence—before, during and
after polling—makes the con-
duct of free and fair elections a
key concern.

In Tamil Nadu, the contest
is equally complex. The AIAD-
MK, in alliance with the BJP, is
mounting a serious challenge
but faces an uphill task against
the DMK, which retains a
strong grip over significant
sections of minority voters,
particularly Muslims. How-
ever, the emergence of TVK
could disrupt this equation
by making inroads into the
Christian vote base tradition-
ally aligned with the DMK,

Though TVK is expected to
secure a notable vote share—
possibly around 15 per cent —
its ability to translate votes into
seats remains uncertain. The
first-past-the-post system may
limit its immediate electoral
impact, even if it reshapes the
political landscape over time.

Adding another layer to Ta-
mil Nadu politics is the re-en-
try of V K Sasikala. Projecting
herself as “Thyaga Thalaivi"
she has resumed public ap-
pearances, by invoking the leg-
acy of ] Jayalalithaa and taking
indirect swipes at the AIAD-
MK leadership. However, her
influence appears limited at
lhls stage, and she is unlikely

it

more on prom-
ises and welfare initiatives.
While there is visible anti-
incumbency against the ruling
Trinamool Congress, it would
be premature to conclude that
Banerjec is on the verge of los-
ing power. Despite age and
health concerns, her energetic
campaigning—often through
padyatras—continues to reso-
nate with her core base.

A critical factor in West
Bengal remains the role of the

Her cof it

Election C of India.

ly alter the elec-
mral outcome in this election.
As India once again navi-
gates a  high-stakes elec-
toral cycle, one clear pattern
emerges: voters are increas-
ingly assertive, discerning and
resistant to manipulation. The
verdict on May 4 will not just
decide winners and losers; it
will also offer deeper insights
into the evolving mind of the
Indian voter.

(The author s former Chief

Editor of The Hans India)

and interdiscip y skills. Unless academia and industry
actin concert, India nsk: producing graduates for jobs that
no longer exist.

K Chidanand Kumar, Bengaluru

Jeevan Reddy’s exit a blow to Cong

HE departure of a senior leader like Jeevan Reddy,
who has been in the Congress for over 40 years, to join
BRS is undeniably a sethack for the party, even if Congress
leaders are not acknowledging it openly (THI April 10. A
politician of his stature being humiliated in his home dis-
trict of Jagtial and denied the importance and recognition
he deserved speaks volumes about the internal handling
of senior leadership. For someone who has inyested four
decades in building the party at the grassroots, such treat-
ment makes his exit less surprising than it should be. That
said, one wonders what meaningful position BRS can offer
him. At best he may be accommodated as an MP or a State
minister, roles he has already held before. This comes at a
time when KCR's daughter has walked out of BRS, floated a
new party, and is even preparing to contest against her fa-
ther and brother. In that context, how Jeevan Reddy's entry
will shape BRS, or whether it will create more friction than

benefit, remains the million-dollar question.
Ganti Venkata Sudhir, Secunderabad

Give impetus to nari shakti

his is with reference to Prime Minister Narendra
Modi's column “Together, let us Empower our Nari
Shakti”. A special session of Parliament is being convened
on April 16 to pas l.hc Bill that advances women’s reser-
vation in d itutions like the Parli and
Legislative AssemhlmsA It must be noted that women have
made great strides in fields like education, medicine, space
and technology, sports, music, arts and literature, among
others. It is time women are given more opportunities in
national politics and value their opinions and suggestions
on matters related to administration and governance of the
nation. A society progresses only when women don't hesi-
tate to voice their thoughts. Members of Parliament should
cut across party lines and vote in favour of the historic
amended women’s reservation bill Let us empower our
nari shakti for the nation’s growth, success and prosperity.
Parimala G Tadas, Hyderabad-50

Heavy turnout good for democracy

propos “Heavy turnout marks high-stakes voting day

in Assam, Kerala and Puducherry” (THI, Apr 10).

"This turnout is a good sign for demccmc) Assam and Pu-
ducherry (where iastic youth tuned up in imp
d their high poll partici

while Kerala reg-stered 78.. 25 per cent. There r may be vari-

ous reasons for the higher turnout like deletion of names in

Special Intensive Revision (SIR) and the anti-incumbency

factor. May 4, the counting day, will throw light on this.
S Sankaranarayanan, Chennai-40

thehansreader@gmail.com

PIL on SSLC grading dismissed;

Rs 1lakh fine imposed

BENGALURU: The Karnataka High Court has dismissed
a Public Interest Litigation (PIL) challenging the state gov-
ernment’s decision to award grades instead of marks for
the SSLC third language examination, imposing a fine of
Rs 1 lakh on the petitioners. The petition was filed by H N
Chandana and S Venkatesh, who argued that the sudden
decision during the examination period had created con-
fusion among lakhs of students. They contended that the
move violated Articles 14 and 21 of the Constitution, which
guarantee equality and the right to education. However, the
High Court came down heavily on the petitioners for fail-
ing to provide official documents supporting their claims.

Read more at
https://epaper.thehansindia.com
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Will the ceasefire hold as
Israel strikes Lebanon?

As strikes resume and mistrust deepens, the central
question looms large: was this ever a ceasefire meant to
hold, or merely a pause before the next escalation?

The world breathed a sigh of relief when a two-week ceasefire
was announced in the US-ran-Israel conflict. The West Asia
crisis has been going on for over a month now and has caused
heavy casualties on both sides, killing innocents and causing
enormous loss to the environment and property.

However, as it was, the ceasefire, a momentary pause, was
fragile, as Israel, one of the key players, has said that it was
kept in the dark by the US. As if to sabotage the ceasefire, Israel
launched a massive 100-missile strike on Lebanon, killing over
250 people. Iran, on its part, closed the Strait of Hormuz. This
impasse has again put a question mark on the validity of the
ceasefire, as both sides exploited the structural flaws in the
truce. Israel maintains that Lebanon was not part of the deal
while Iran includes Lebanon as integral part of the deal
framework. To show its displeasure with Lebanon strikes Iran
closed the Strait of Hormuz which ini tself a big proof that
reescalation is not ruled out in near future even before the 14-
day ceasefire ends.

The biggest drawback in the ceasefire is the structural flaw in
the fi k. While Iran has consistently insisted that any
meaningful de-escalation must include Israeli operations in
Lebanon, the United States and Israel have treated it as a
separate entity. Israel's strike has been interpreted in Tehran as
aviolation of the spirit of the ceasefire. Iran’s missile response
signals that it is unwilling to compartmentalise the conflict. If
the ceasefire collapses it would be a big embarrassment for the
US President Donald Trump personally, who positioned the
ceasefire as a diplomatic victory. It would also mean that Israel
its partner in the war is not in sync with its decisions. He faces
three difficult choices: resume hostilities, intensify diplomatic
efforts, or pressure Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
to halt military operations in Lebanon.And there is little hope
that any of these choices would bring lasting peace in the
region. Thus, there is an imminent danger of hostilities
breaking out. Resuming the war risks unleashing a wider
regional conflagration. Iran has already demonstrated its
willingness to escalate, and any renewed US military action
could trigger coordinated responses from allied militias across
the region. Then there is also the risk of China and Russia also
getting involved directly or indirectly making it a world
conflict. The consequences would not be confined to West Asia.

Politically, it would also undermine Trump's credibility,
especially as he had touted the ceasefire as a major
achievement. The diplomatic route is more appealing but
fraught with challenges. Vice-President JD Vance's outreach to
Iran through talks in Pakistan offers a pathway, but it depends
on Israeli restraint. Without halting operations in Lebanon, Iran
is unlikely to engage meaningfully. Tehran’s distrust runs deep.
The US-Israel relationship is deeply entrenched, and reining in
Benjamin Netanyahu could have domestic and strategic costs.
Yet without addressing Israeli actions, the ceasefire remains
unstable. Ultimately, the issue is not just whether the ceasefire
will last, but whether it was ever meant to.
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A yellow-footed green pigeon, centre, with its chicks perches on a tree branch.
PHOTO: PTI
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AFFORDABLE ECO-FRIENDLY COOKING
ALTERNATIVES FOR INDIAN HOUSEHOLDS

For decades, Liquefied Petroleum
Gas (LPG) has been the backbone
of cooking in Indian households. It
is convenient, efficient, and
relatively clean compared with
traditional fuels. However, rising
prices, supply concerns, and
growing environmental awareness
have led many Indian housewives
to explore viable alternatives.
Fortunately, India today offers
several practical, affordable, and
eco-friendly cooking options that
can reduce dependence on LPG

without compromising daily needs.

One of the most accessible
alternatives is the electric
induction cooktop. Widely
available and easy to use,

electricity supply.

Another promising option is the
electric pressure cooker and rice
cooker. These appliances simplify
cooking while saving energy and
time, handling a wide range of
Indian recipes.

In rural and semi-urban areas,
biogas plants offer a sustainable
and cost-effective solution. Solar
cookers also provide a useful
option in sunny regions, reducing
fuel costs over time. Improved
biomass cookstoves further offer
cleaner traditional cooking
methods.

Additionally, piped natural gas
(PNG) is expanding in cities,
offering convenience and

induction stoves heat vessels affordability. In conclusion,
directly using i ining these ives can
energy, making them highly ensure flexibility, savings, and a
efficient and often faster than LPG.  more sustainable future.

They are particularly useful in
urban homes with a stable

JUBEL D'CRUZ | MUMBAI
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Mahatma Jyotirao Phule: A light that
still shows the way

Mahatma Phule was a great reformer. In addition to that, his was a life of moral courage, restless enquiry and unshakable
commitment to social good. Mahatma Phule is remembered for the institutions he built and the movements he led

NARENDRA
MODI

Today, 11th April, is a deeply special day for all
of us. It is the birth anniversary of Mahatma
Jyotirao Phule, one of India's greatest social
reformers and a guiding light for generations.
This year, the occasion carries even greater sig-
nificance, as it marks the beginning of his 200th
birth anniversary celebrations.

Mahatma Phule was a great reformer. In addi-
tion to that, his was a life of moral courage, rest-
less enquiry and unshakable commitment to
social good. Mahatma Phule is remembered for
the institutions he built and the movements he
led. At the same time, his contribution to our
civilisational journey lies in the hope he aroused,
the confidence he instilled and the strength his
thoughts continue to give to millions of people
across the nation.

Born in the great state of Maharashtra in 1827,
Mahatma Phule emerged from modest begin-
nings. But his initial hardships never stood in the
way of his learning, his courage or his commit-
ment to society. This is a trait that remained with
him forever: whatever the challenges may be,
one must work hard, acquire knowledge and
mitigate those challenges instead of doing
nothing about it. From his school days, young
Jyotirao was deeply curious and became a vora-
cious reader, often reading books far beyond
what children his age were expected to engage
with. Years later, he said, "The more questions
‘we generate, the more knowledge emerges from
them." Clearly, the spirit of enquiry he was
blessed with since his childhood remained con-
stant in his journey.

Throughout his life, learning and education
became central to Mahatma Phule’s mission. He
recognised with rare clarity that knowledge is
not a privilege to be guarded, but a force to be
shared. At a time when the joys of learning were
denied to many, he opened pioneering schools
for girls and for those kept out of formal edu-
cation. He used to say, “Any improvement that
comes in children through mothers is deeply
valuable. Therefore, if schools are to be opened,
they should first be opened for girls.” He
worked to create a new social i ination in

MAHATMA PHULE
OPINED, “TRUE
FREEDOM CANNOT
BE ACHIEVED UNTIL
EVERYONE IN
SOCIETY IS
GRANTED EQUAL
RIGHTS.”
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action, contributing to a just society. The
Satyashodhak Samaj, founded by him, was one
of the most important social reform movements
inmodern India. It was at the forefront of social
reform, community service and furthering
human dignity. It became an effective voice for
women, youngsters and those living in villages.
This movement reflected Mahatma Phule’s
intrinsic belief that society could be strength-
ened by placing at its core justice, respect for
every person and a spirit of collective progress.
His personal life, too, carried lessons in courage.
Always working and being among the people
took a toll on his health. But even the most
serious health challenges did not dim his
resolve. After suffering a debilitating stroke, he
continued to work and fulfil his vision. Yes, his
body had been tested, but his commitment to
society had notyielded. For millions today, espe-
cially those who draw courage from struggle,
this remains one of the most powerful dimen-
sions of his life.

No remembrance of Mahatma Phule can be
complete without a respectful mention of
Savitribai Phule, who was herself one of the
tallest reformers of our nation. As one of

which the classroom became an instrument of
justice and equality.

His vision for education inspires us greatly.
Over the last decade, we have worked to make
research and innovation a cornerstone for the
youth of India. Efforts are being made to create
an ecosystem where young minds are encour-
aged to question, explore and innovate. By
investing in knowledge, skills and opportunity,

The writer is the Prime
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India is empowering its youth to become
problem-solvers and drivers of national
progress. Due to his knowledge and wisdom,

India’s pioneering women teachers, she played
a defining role in advancing education for girls,
thus giving them the opportunity to pursue their
dreams. After Mahatma Phule's passing,
Savitribai carried forward that torch and, in 1897,
during a plague outbreak, she served victims
with such devotion that she herself contract-
ed the disease and lost her own life.

Our land has been blessed, time and again,
by great men and women who have strength-
ened society through thought, sacrifice and
action. They did not wait for change to arrive
from somewhere else. They became its source.
For hundreds of years in our land, the clarion
call for social betterment has often risen from
within society itself, from those who could see
suffering clearly and refused to accept it as fate.
Mahatma |yotirao Phule was one such voice.

Ifondly recall my visit to Pune in 2022, when
I had offered tributes to Mahatma Phule at his
grand statue in the city. As we mark the begin-
ning of his bicentenary year, the most fitting
tribute to Mahatma [yotirao Phule is about
renewal. Renewal of our com-
mitment to subjects close to his
heart, such as education.
Renewal of our sensitivity to
injustice. Renewal of our faith

Dioneer

Phule yed a strong d-
ing of areas such as agriculture, healthcare and
rural development. He often
said that injustice towards our
farmers and workers weakens a
our society. He saw how social bt
inequalities manifested them-
selves in daily life, be it in the
farms or in villages. Hence, he
immersed himself in ensuring dignity for the
poor, the downtrodden and the marginalised.
At the same time, he made every possible effort
to ensure social harmony was maintained.
Mahatma Phule opined, “True freedom
cannot be achieved until everyone in society
is granted equal rights.” And for that, he built
institutions that translated this vision into

that society can improve itself
from within. His life tells us that
the power of community can achieve miracles
in India when joined with moral clarity and
public purpose. That is why he still gives
strength to millions. That is why his words and
work still carry hope. And that is why, nearly
two hundred years after his birth, Mahatma
|yotirao Phule remains not a figure of the past,

but a guide for India’s future.

Fee upon fee upon fee:'The middle-
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There is a screenshot doing the rounds on social media.
A food delivery order. A break-up of charges. And buried

here bety e GSTand the platform
feessits a quietly audacious little line item — Rain Fee 325.00.
And then, because apparently the universe has a sense of
humour, right below it — GST on Rain Fee:
34.50.

Let that sink in fora moment. We are now
paying tax on weather. This is a watershed
moment — not because of the 74.50, which
is frankly the least of our worries — but
because of what it represents. The complete and creative
normalisation of extracting money from the paying class
for absolutely everything, including the sky deciding to do
what the sky has done for four billion years.

The

The logic, presumably, is that delivery partners need
support during rains. Fair enough. Nobody is arguing against
protecting workers in difficult conditions. But here is where
things get philosophically uncomfortable — ifa company
chooses to implement a weather sur-
charge, who authorised the government's
cut of that surcharge? Rain is nota service.
It is not infrastructure. It did not file
returns. Yet here we are, paying GST on the
inconvenience of precipitation.

And this opens a door that, once cracked, is very hard
to shut. If there is a Rain Fee today, tomorrow brings no
surprises. A Summer Surge Fee for the heat. A Winter
Comfort Fee for the cold. ASpring Freshness Levy, perhaps,

oneer

class monsoon

for the pleasant weather that clearly someone must be
taxed on. Every season becomes a billing opportunity. Every
actofnature becomes a line item. The Indian middle class
— already a masterclass in absorbing financial shocks with
adeep breath and a resigned scroll - will simply add these
to the growing list of things they silently pay for.

And that silence is precisely the problem. The middle class
in this country is, functionally, the most reliable ATM in the
national economy. Taxes deducted before the salary even
lands. GST on everything from biscuits to broadband. Fuel
prices that somehow remain immune to global oil drops
but sprint ahead of every global rise. And now, GST on a
rain surcharge on a food delivery app.

Whatis striking, and worth saying plainly, is that a demo-
graphic that contributes this consistently, this obedient-
ly, and this extensively to the national exchequer receives
remarkably little in return. No meaningful healthcare
subsidy. No housing cushion. Education costs that climb
faster than salaries. And certainly no rebate for the rain.

There is an old social contract at the heart of taxation:
you pay. and the state provides. When the providing
becomes invisible and the paying becomes inventive, the
contract starts to feel less like governance and more like
a subscription nobody agreed to. The monsoon will pass.
The fees, one suspects, will not.

The writer is a freelancer and writes on development,
social and gender issue
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Security first in digital payments

The RBI has proposed a one-hour delay for certain
Unified Payments Interface (UPI) transactions above
¥10,000. While this move may initially appear incon-
venient to people, it is a well-thought-out step
towards enhancing user security. With daily 650
million transactions worth more than 291,000 crore
and such rapid growth of digital payments in India,
incidents of fraud, phishing, and mistaken transfers
have also increased. It has opened doors for scam-
mers, as they are employing new tricks to defraud
individuals, such as fake UPI transaction images
seeking refunds of money.

The proposed delay would provide users with a crucial
window to verify transaction details or report unautho-
rised activity before the money is irreversibly transferred.
This added layer of protection is especially beneficial
for new users and those less familiar with digital plat-
forms.

Moreover, such a safeguard can help reduce finan-
cial losses due to human errors, such as entering incor-
rect UPI IDs or transferring funds to the wrong recipi-
ent. It also acts as a deterrent against cybercriminals
who rely on the immediacy of transactions to
exploit victims.

BAL GOVIND | NOIDA

Resignation ends judicial controversy

Justice Yashwant Varma of the Allahabad High Court
has tendered his resignation with immediate effect
to President Droupadi Murmu, bringing an abrupt end
to his tenure amid ongoing impeachment proceed-
ings. Justice Varma has been at the centre of contro-
versy since burnt cash was allegedly discovered on
March 14,2025 in an outhouse at the official residence
allotted to him during his tenure as a judge of the
Delhi High Court.

Notices of impeachment, backed by 145 Lok Sabha
members and 63 Rajya Sabha members, were moved
in both Houses of Parliament in July 2025.
Subsequently, the Lok Sabha Speaker constituted a
three-member enquiry committee under the Judges
(Inquiry) Act, 1968, to examine the charges. Earlier this
year, the Supreme Court rejected a plea filed by Justice
Varma challenging the Speaker's decision.

The apex court held that the petitioner was not enti-
tled to relief. The in-house enquiry was found fair
and just.

This episode underscores the importance of
accountability and transparency within the judicia-
ry. Upholding public trust must remain paramount
in preserving the integrity of democratic institutions.

BHAGWAN THADANI | MUMBA!

Peace needs more than truce

Despite the ceasefire between Iran and the USA
coming at the cost of heavy terms and conditions, the
welcoming part is that at least the ceasefire has been
inked between the conflicting parties, serving the
greater global good.

However, the attitude of Donald Trump remains
unpredictable. Immediately after the signing of the
ceasefire, he made caveat remarks stating that the
cessation of hostilities and reopening of the Strait of
Hormuz does not mean everything has returned to
the status quo.

Unfortunately, the USA must clarify what it actual-
ly intends to do. Are they truly interested in ending
hostilities and settling the peace process with Iran
or not? Even |D Vance described the ceasefire as a
mere “fragile truce”. If peace initiatives are merely
fragile truces, then there is little sense in offering tem-
porary relief to the world.

Iran’s agenda and America's ceasefire efforts must
deliver lasting peace. The world needs peaceful coex-
istence. Iran and the USA must initiate dialogue and
negotiate a balanced, win-win outcome to ensure
long-term stability and prevent further escalation in
the region.

KIRT| WADHAWAN | KANPUR
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14-day reprieve: Ceasefire and new global strategic challenges

This ceasefire, brokered through Pakistan, marks a turning point in 21st-century geopolitics. While the US used Pakistan as a credible “neutral” mouthpiece to
deliver an ultimatum, Sharif-a favorite of Trump-and Field Marshal Asim Munir provided Iran with a dignified exit strategy, likely at Washington’s suggestion

On the morning of April 7, 2026, the world
stood at a precipice that US President
Donald Trump described as “the death of
a civilisation." Twelve hours before his self-
imposed 8:00 PM deadline, the shadow of
full-scale war loomed over the entire
Middle East. With the destruction of bridges
in Kashan, Iran’s key oil export hub on
Kharg Island, and the rising humanitarian
toll-including the deaths of 18 civilians in
Alborz province-Trump had provided a grim
preview of this “civilisational destruc-
tion."” As the clock ticked toward a cata-
strophic conflict, an unexpected mediator
and a 10-point proposal, termed a
“Document of Self-Respect,” emerged to
pull the world back from the brink.

This ceasefire, brokered through
Pakistan, marks a turning point in 21st-
century geopolitics. To understand its sig-
nificance, one must observe the roles of the
primary parties involved and the massive
economic and structural implications of the
demands currently on the table.

The path to the April 7 ceasefire was
paved by the "Maximum Pressure 2.0" strat-
egy. President Trump's approach was
uniquely aggressive, eschewing tradition-
al diplomatic nuances in favor of a “might
is right” policy. By targeting critical infra-
structure like power plants, railways, and
bridges, the US presented Tehran with two
choices: surrender or face total annihila-
tion. During this period, President Trump
and Vice President JD Vance played a “bad
cop-good cop” routine, alternating
between aggressive posturing and mes-
sages of peace.

In this crisis, an unexpected “hero”
emerged. Pakistan's Prime Minister
Shehbaz Sharif, despite struggling with his
own country's economic fragility, filled the
vacuum. According to analysts like Olivia
Reed, Pakistan's role was a well-planned US
maneuver. While the US used Pakistan as
acredible “neutral” mouthpiece to deliver
an ultimatum, Sharif-a favorite of Trump-
and Field Marshal Asim Munir provided Iran
with a dignified exit strategy, likely at

A US MILITARY chance," Pakistan allowed Trump to
WITHDRAWAL appear magnanimous and helped the
(IRAN'S 4TH Iranian government frame the move
not as a surrender to Western powers,
DEMA%;%’) WOUSLD but as a response to a brotherly Islamic
LEAVE ALLIE nation.
LIKE SAUDI lrahnihan Fdorﬁign N;]inis(]er Abbas[
Araghchi and the High-Level National
ARABIA, JORDAN, Security Council immediately pivoted,
AND THE UAE presenting the 10-point proposal as a
VULNERABLE, “functional basis” for victory rather than
POTENTIALLY a surrender. This narrative was crucial for
TRIGGERING A dof;nestic stabilit;;: facing Eressurehfrom
ordinary citizens forming human chains
REGIONAL around power plants and the IRGC
NUCLEAR ARMS (Islamic Revolutionary Guard. This cease-
RACE fire is not a permanent solution but a

strategic pause that exposes three signif-
icant loopholes:

Trump's announcement conditioned
the ceasefire on the "complete, immedi-
ate, and secure reopening” of the Strait.
Conversely, Iranian state media claims
the agreement mentions “continued
Iranian control” over the waterway. It is
difficult to see how these contradictory

The author is the former
Director General of Police,
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to collect “transit fees” during these two

weeks, Trump's promise of a “secure
opening” to his supporters will be proven
false. While Prime Minister Sharif
announced a ceasefire “every-
where,” including Lebanon,
Benjamin Netanyahu's office
promptly issued a warning
stating that Lebanon is not
included. This is a major
strategic discrepancy. If Israel continues
operations against Hezbollah, Iran may
feel compelled to respond, potentially
collapsing the Islamabad talks before
they begin on April 10.

Iran's call for human chains around
civilian infrastructure was a calculated
move to gain global sympathy. By agree-
ing to the ceasefire, Trump mitigated
international PR damage but maintained
the threat of “destructive force" if a deal
isn't signed within 14 days.

The economic reaction was instanta-
neous. Within 30 minutes of Trump’s
Truth Social post, WTI Crude fell from $114
to $96 per barrel. This 9% drop provided
much-needed relief after 38 days of
uncertainty.

However, if Iran’s primary demands-

e £lonm

specifically the imposition of permanent
“fees" in the Strait of Hormuz-are accept-
ed in the final Islamabad agreement, it
would signal a struc-
tural shift in the global
economy. A fee of $2
million per ship would
drive global inflation.
Furthermore, Iran's
demand to trade in "sovereign curren-
cies” strikes at the heart of petrodollar
dominance. If the US agrees to this to
ensure oil flow, it signals a multipolar
financial world, benefiting the Chinese
Yuan and weakening Washington's
ability to use the global financial system
as a weapon.

If the demands of Iran’s 10-point plan
are met, the Middle East will be trans-
formed for the next half-century:

A US military withdrawal (Iran's 4th
demand) would leave allies like Saudi
Arabia, Jordan, and the UAE vulnerable,
potentially triggering a regional nuclear
arms race.

example for other middle-tier powers.
The message is clear: if you can choke the
global energy supply, you can force any
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AFTER 14 DAYS,
SOMEONE WILL
HAVE TO BACK
DOWN. IF NO ONE
DOES, THE
“CIVILISATION-
DESTROYING”
FORCE TRUMP
THREATENED
REMAINS
POISED IN THE
PERSIAN GULF

“superpower” to the table.

Pakistan’s Ascent: Pakistan's transition
from seeking IMF loans to hosting the
decade's most significant peace talks is
nothing short of extraordinary. Chinese
interests, seeking a stable and dollar-free
energy route, likely lurk behind this
development. For now, the bombing
has stopped.

For the families in Alborz and the
traders in New York, this 14-day reprieve
is a blessing. But when delegates meet
in Islamabad on Friday, April 10, the core
disagreements will remain. The US views
this as a “window for surrender” to
reopen the waterways.

Iran views it as a "“moment of victory”
where they forced the US to acknowledge
their dominance and lift sanctions. One
side is bound to be proven wrong. In the
words of Olivia Reed: “This is not peace;
it is a time to re-arm.” After 14 days,
someone will have to back down. If no
one does, the “civilization-destroying”
force Trump threatened remains poised
in the Persian Gulf. For now, the world
breathes-but with one eye fixed firmly on
the clock.

What the IPL spectacle really feeds

ACHARYA
PRASHANT

There is something in the human being that
cannot sit quietly with itself. Not restlessness in
the ordinary sense, not boredom that a good
night’s sleep would fix, but a structural dissatis-
faction, a felt sense of incompleteness that per-
sists regardless of what is acquired or achieved.
The person who appears to have everything still
reaches for something more. At rest, there is still
alow hum ofinsufficiency beneath the rest, one
that cannot quite be named or located.

This dissatisfaction is not a mystery. It is the
ego's own structure: a false centre claiming to be
the whole, unable to sit with itselfbecause sitting
with itself would expose the claim. What the ego
will not face, it must run from. And running
requires a destination.

To keep that condition below the threshold of
conscious discomfort, one reaches for objects:
achievement, approval, belief, tribe. And of all the
objects available, a borrowed collective identi-
tyisamong the most efficient: it delivers belong-
ing, definition, and a ready-made opposition in
asingle transaction, with no inner work required.
You simply absorb the group, and the group
begins doing what you needed done.

This is what makes IPL cricket, now in its nine-
teenth season and carrying a total business value
that has crossed eigh billion

towards those who hold the rival affiliation.

Outside a home stadium after a closely contest-
ed match, one often sees the winning side’s sup-
porters turning on those who came for the other
team. People with no personal history with each
other, no competing interests, no actual grievance,
treating each other as opponents because of the
colours on someone else’s shirt. This is not fan
enthusiasm exceeding itself but a precise illus-
tration of what borrowed identity does to a
person when it operates without examination.

The ego, by its nature, requires objects to feel
real. It cannot sustain itself on nothing; it must
attach, claim, identify. And the franchise is a
remarkably convenient object for this purpose.
Itis stable, highly visible, emotionally intense, and,
crucially, it requires no inner work whatsoever.
You do not need to understand anything, ques-
tion anything, or risk anything to absorb a fran-
chise as your own. You simply take on the iden-
tity, and it begins immediately doing what all bor-
rowed identities do: sorting the world into
those who share it and those who threaten it.

What should disturb a thoughtful person is not
that this mechanism exists, but thatitis so trans-
parent in this context and yet so invisible to those
inside it. A man who would bristle at being called
communally tribal will spend two months a year
in an emotional state psychologically closer to
tribalism than he would like to admit, organised
around the batting average of a paid athlete who
lives in a different country and would not even
recognise him on the street.

The formula of inner poverty

There s a principle worth stating as plainly as
possible, because itis the key to everything else.
The poorer the inner life, the cheaper the enter-
tainment will need to be. When the

dollars, something more interest- s

ing than just a cricket tourna-
ment. The economics have been
analysed, the spectacle often crit-
icised, and the cricket endlessly debated. But the
real question worth asking is a different one, and
it concerns the man watching rather than the men
playing. Why does he need it so badly that none
ofthe rest of it seems to matter? What is the fran-
chise actually doing for him? What would he have
to sit with if it were not there?

The franchise you never joined

Every season, millions of people across the
country develop a fierce, protective attachment
to a franchise they do not own, whose players
they have never met, and whose victories
produce in them a warmth they would struggle
to explain. The first thing to notice about this
attachmentis thatitis borrowed, and borrowed
from nothing the spectator chose with any real
attention. The team was absorbed, usually
through geography, peer pressure, or proximity
to a single player whose face appeared on

actual life fails to provide genuine
engagement, genuine love, work of
any real depth, the evening's match
ceases to be a pleasure and
becomes an anaesthetic, something the person
takes not to feel good but to feel less. The kind
ofentertainment one repeatedly reaches for can
reveal more about inner condition than income,
education, or stated aspiration ever will.

There is a quality of watching that does not
leave the person where it found him. Not excite-
ment, for excitement passes without depositing
anything. Something that went deeper than
excitement, an inner movement that left a
residue, so that the person who attended care-
fully to a passage of real beauty walked out of the
ground carrying something he did not have when
he walked in.

What has replaced that deeper inner move-
ment is something that asks nothing of the
watcher and leaves nothing behind. One kind of
engagement left the person altered; the other
leaves only the demand for another unit of the
same, because nothing has been satisfied, only
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enough billboards. And yet the loyalty
behaves in every way like something earned:
fierce, tribal, capable of genuine aggression

Thisis why the dose must
keep rising. A six was once sufficient. Then the six
needed the fireworks burst to register as real. Then

it needed the cheerleaders. Then came the
fantasy sports apps that allowed the viewer to
carry afinancial stake in every delivery. The deeper
enjoyment has left; agitation has filled its place;
and these are not equivalent conditions, what-
ever the roar of the crowd might suggest.

The economy of distraction

That redistribution did not happen passively. The
ego chose it, every evening, every weekend, over
several seasons compounding into years. The fran-
chise received that time instead. And here the
irony deserves to be looked at plainly: the theft
is the spectator’s own, committed against his own
life,and the proceeds are collected by someone
else entirely.

The player whose jersey the spectator wears
does not know his name. He does not know
whether his child is unwell, whether his savings
are stretched, whether the month has been hard
oreasy. The spectator’s loyalty, his evenings, his
emotional energy, his willingness to defend a
stranger online against other strangers: all of this
flows in one direction, and nothing of compara-
ble weight returns. Yet when someone criticis-
es the player, it is the spectator who reaches for
his phone, as though an insult to the franchise
were an insult to his own family. This is the fur-
thest reach of borrowed identity: a person
spending his real life protecting the reputation
of someone who does not know he exists.

Political theatre, religious spectacle, franchise
cricket: the products differ but the mechanism
is identical in every case, each offering the ego
aready-made emotional world to inhabit so that
it need not examine the actual world it lives in.
The spectacle has not grown because the human
capacity for joy has grown; it has grown because
the ego’s willingness to bear reality has declined,
and the ego must administer a progressively
larger dose to itself to maintain the numbness.

China in India’s FDI policy shifts

ABHISHEK PRATAP SINGH
AND PRACHI

pation. It reflects an understanding that econom-
ic decoupling is neither feasible nor desirable in
the short term, but unmanaged integration
carries its own risks. Global trends also influence
this balancing act. Many countries are adopting
similar ies, ti ing observation over

Despite the push for Atmanirbhar Bharat, India's
2026 decision to relax Press Note 3 specifically for
investments from China has sparked debate
aboutwhether the country is rearranging its eco-
nomic priorities. What appears at first glance to
be a softening in policy is, in reality, a more
nuanced shift. Rather than abandoning caution,
India seems to be redefining how it manages eco-
nomic engagement with a country thatis both a
key trade partner and a strategic competitor.

Unlike other foreign investors, Chinese firms
have often been viewed through a dual lens: con-
tributors to economic growth on one hand and
potential strategic risks on the other. This is
because Chinese investments are not limited to
passive capital flows; they are frequently linked
to supply chains, technology ecosystems, and, in
some cases, state-backed enterprises. Sectors such
aselectronics, pharmaceuticals, and
renewable energy in India have
deep linkages with Chinese inputs
and, historically, Chinese capital.

The 2026 relaxation does not dis-
mantle this cautious approach. Instead, it intro-
duces a calibrated opening, allowing up to a 10
per cent stake without prior approval, provided
there is no transfer of control. This distinction is
critical. It ensures that while capital inflows are
facilitated, decision-making authority within
Indian firms remains protected. In this sense, China
continues to be treated as a special case within
India’s FDI regime, reflecting the complexity of the
relationship.

Security economics and strategic

The match end 'y night. The that
sent the spectator to the screen is exactly where
he leftit when he sat down. Sometimes the result
has gone badly and there is the additional
weight of frustration; sometimes it has gone well
and there is a warmth that persists for an hour.
Butthe franchise cannot replace a self, and a bor-
rowed loyalty cannot substitute for the loyalty a
person owes to his own life, his own questions,
the things in himself that have been accumulat-
ing, season after season, while the matches played
on. These do not disappear because the IPLis live;
they compound.

What the crowd is running from was there
before the first ball of this season was bowled,
and itwill be there after the last wicket falls. That,
not the scoreboard, is the fact that has been
waiting, patiently, without fanfare, for someone
tosit with it.
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interdependence

The evolving policy highlights a broader shift
towards what can be described as “security eco-
nomics”. In today’s global environment, econom-
icdecisions are increasingly influenced by nation-
al security considerations. For India, this means
carefully managing dependencies without com-
pletely disengaging from global networks, espe-
cially when it comes to China.

India’s manufacturing ambitions, particularly
under initiatives to boost domestic production,
rely heavily on imported components. Chinese
firms dominate several upstream segments,
from semiconductor components to solar
modules. Acomplete exclusion of Chinese capital
and inputs would not only disrupt supply chains
butalso increase costs for Indian industries, poten-
tially making them less competitive globally.

At the same time, unrestricted access could
create vulnerabilities. Concerns about data secu-
rity, critical infrastructure, and long-term market
influence have made policymakers wary. This is
why the current approach seeks to strike a
balance, limiting control while allowing partici-

The gwnm*

foreign investments in sensitive sectors while
remaining open to capital that supports growth.
India's policy shift can be seen as part of this
broader realignment.

Drivers of policy shift
The decision to ease restrictions is rooted in prac-
tical economic considerations. One of the primary
driversis the need for capital. As India aims to posi-
tion itself as a global manufacturing hub, it
requires significant il ini ture,
technology, and production capacity. Domestic
resources alone are insufficient to meet these
demands, making foreign investment essential.
Additionally, the global "China plus one” strat-
egy offers India an opportunity as companies diver-
sify supply chains beyond China. To attract such
investment, India must remain business-friend-
ly, as overly restrictive policies could deter global
players. The 2026 change may
boost investor confidence,
increase capital inflows, support
industrial growth, and help firms
access technology and integrate
into global value chains.However, the concerns
are equally significant. Even minority stakes can
translate into influence over time, especially in
sectors where technology and data playa critical
role. There is also the risk of gradual market pen-
etration, where cumulative small investments lead
to a larger strategic presence. These risks under-
line the importance of strong regulatory oversight
and continuous policy evaluation.

Conclusion

Ultimately, the shift does not signal a departure
from the principles of Atmanirbhar Bharat.
Instead, it reflects a more mature interpretation
of self-reliance, one that recognises the importance
of engaging with global capital while safeguard-
ing national interests. Self-reliance, in this context,
isnotaboutisolation but about building resilience
within an interconnected world.

India’s approach to Chinese FDI in 2026 is best
understood as a form of tactical balancing. This
strategy suggests that India is moving beyond
binary choices of openness versus protectionism.
Instead, it is crafting a middle path that allows
global opportunities while maintaining control
over its economic trajectory. If managed careful-
ly, this approach can help India navigate the com-
plexities of its relationship with China and
strengthen its position in an increasingly compet-
itive global economy.
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Globalization needs new model

System’s future in multipolar world depends on dialogue, compromise and inclusive growth

By HAN HAN and CHEN YUFENG

wo or three decades ago,

globalization was a word

full of promise — a “best

solution” voluntarily
chosen by nations. The spread of
information technology helped
push global productivity to new
heights. Developed countries out-
sourced high-cost manufacturing
overseas, creating jobs, investment
and technological know-how for
less-developed regions, while their
rising profits sustained generous
social welfare at home.

It was a win-win world: Spe-
cialization fueled rapid growth, the
global “pie” expanded, and though
friction existed, the gains from
cooperation outweighed the costs.

But this system was never as
sturdy as it looked. It rested on
three pillars. The first pillar was
sustained productivity growth.
Cooperation is feasible if the global
pie is larger than what each coun-
try could achieve alone. The second
was a stable industrial hierarchy.
Developed nations, perched atop
the value chain, needed to stay at
the technological frontier to pre-
serve global profit distribution. The
third was internal compensation.

The excess profits generated
by globalization had to be redis-
tributed to workers affected by
globalization, keeping their living
standards above pre-globalization
levels. Only when all three pillars
held firm could globalization be
sustainable. But today, all three are
wobbling.

Productivity growth has slowed
down. Over the past 20 years, we
have not seen a leap like the “infor-

mation superhighway” Then, tech-
nology was tangible and universal:
Factories in Yiwu of Zhejiang prov-
ince could receive New York orders
in real time; researchers across
oceans could share
knowledge instantly.

Low-barrier con-
nectivity lets both
developed and
developing nations
share the benefits.
Artificial intel-
ligence offers hope
for a new era of
productivity, yet its
impact is neither
immediate nor intu-
itively visible. Will
it trigger explosive
growth comparable
to the internet?

That remains an
open question.

More importantly,
while technology
once spilled freely
across borders, today
many Western countries,
especially the United States,
seem less willing to share. If AT
‘widens national gaps instead of
raising global productivity, zero-
sum competition will dominate —
and the “golden age” of globaliza-
tion may remain behind us.

Meanwhile, developing countries
are breaking through technologi-
cal monopolies and catching up
with the richer ones. Competitive
multinationals have emerged in the
Global South, moving up the value
chain and challenging developed
nations in key sectors. This has
eroded monopolistic profits and
shaken the foundation of universal
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high welfare in developed coun-
tries.

Developed nations have largely
failed to reform internal redistribu-
tion. As a result, many citizens see
globalization not as an opportunity
but as a relative loss. This fuels
anti-globalization sentiment —
not because trade is harmful, but
because its gains are poorly shared.

The world is entering a stage

where countries’ optimal strategies
are changing. Under conditions
similar to a “prisoner’s dilemma’,
fragmentation has become a
rational choice. As
competition erodes
profits, cooperation
looks less attractive.
Developed
nations, seek-
ing to protect
their monopolies,
become impedi-
ments rather than
serving as promot-
ers of globalization.
Trust costs also
rise sharply, even
skyrocketing: If
nations anticipate
disruptions — tar-
iffs, sanctions, sup-
ply chain breakages
— non-cooperation
becomes the safer
choice.

The arrogance of
developed nations
stems from a history of
dominance over a world where
poorer countries were subordi-
nates. Yet the global population
tells a different story: Roughly
four-fifths of humanity lives in the
South.

China has four times the popula-
tion of the US. Its per capita GDP
is about 15 percent of the US level.
If China’s per capita GDP reaches
half of the US level, its total eco-
nomic output would be roughly
double that of the US. Even moder-
ate growth in populous southern
nations will eventually surpass the
economic scale and influence of
developed countries.

‘We are at a historic crossroads.

If globalization has a future, it will
require a new consensus and a new
model.

First, negotiation is the only path.
Developed nations must adapt
to a truly multipolar world that
includes rising southern powers
representing the majority of
humanity.

Second, we must rethink wealth
distribution. The core conflict
is often internal to developed
nations: Historical exploitation
has left stark global inequality,
making growth for developing
countries a moral and practical
imperative.

Third, before debating “who gets
the pie”, we must ask: Is the pie
truly big enough?

At this point, global solidarity
is essential for discovering new
growth engines and to expand the
pie together. Only by growing the
global economy while balancing
fairness can we prevent de-globali-
zation from claiming globalization’s
legacy.

Globalization is at a turning
point. Its future depends not on
walls or unilateral measures, but on
dialogue, compromise and inclusive
growth. The question is no longer
whether globalization can continue
— it is whether we can redesign it
for a world where cooperation truly
benefits everyone.

Han Han is an associate professor
at the School of Economics of
Peking University; and Chen
Yufeng is a PhD candidate at the
same institute. The views do not
necessarily reflect those of

China Daily.

Focus: Nation’s progress should not be seen as tool to
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China has also vowed not to be
the first to use nuclear weapons.
‘Why does Sweden not name the
US as a threat, particularly given
its record of frequently interfer-
ing in other countries’ affairs and
multiple incidents of instigating
regime change?

Does Sweden fear the name of
China’s ruling party?

Historically, communism has
been taken as calling for overturn-
ing the capitalist system through
revolution and nationalization of
private property.

But especially since its opening-
up, China has transformed itself
into a socialist market economy:.
It has even passed legislation pro-
tecting private property and laws
protecting intellectual property.

Last year, the Standing Com-
mittee of the National People’s
Congress, China’s top legislature,
adopted the Law of the People’s
Republic of China on Promoting

the Private Economy, which took
effect on May 20, 2025.

Sweden, along with other Nor-
dic countries, has adopted many
socialist principles and offers citi-
zens benefits such as healthcare,
pension support, unemployment
insurance, and child daycare, to
the extent that it is regarded as a
welfare state. China offers similar
benefits. It also follows free market
principles and trades freely with
the rest of the world. From this
perspective, Swedish values and
Chinese values are remarkably
similar. Why should Sweden fear
China?

China is noted as a fervent sup-
porter of multilateralism and a
pro-peace member of the United
Nations Security Council. Of
course, China needs to have a suf-
ficiently strong military force for
self-protection. If it did not have
such a capability, it would have
been bullied much like Panama
and Venezuela. Today, China is one

of the most peaceful nations on
Earth, thanks to its ability to safe-
guard its national security.

While China’s political system
is different from that of Sweden,
there is nothing to fear. China’s
political system is a meritocracy:
the leadership is selected rigor-
ously against many criteria. It is
open to all citizens based on the
ability to serve the country and its
people.

There are periodic peaceful
power transitions. While the
Communist Party of China main-
tains its leadership of the nation,
nobody enjoys an automatic path-
way to leadership. There are also
multiple checks against power
abuse, and China’s courts have
handled many cases against gov-
ernment establishments.

To many businesses, China may
be considered a “threat” because it
is indeed a formidable competitor.
China has excelled on many fronts
— shipbuilding, bridge building,

high-speed trains, robotics, electric
cars, green energy, quantum com-
puting, power generation, power
storage, and power transmission.
The list goes on. But China has
achieved these advances through
hard work.

China’s success has not come
easily. It has taken hard work,
discipline, leadership, education,
and, above all, learning from
mistakes. The country used to
suffer from serious air and water
pollution. But today these are no
longer serious problems.

On March 12, the NPC adopted
the Ecological and Environmental
Code, consolidating over 30 exist-
ing laws into a comprehensive
framework to advance environ-
mental protection and green
development. It is China’s second
formal legal code, after the 2020
Civil Code.

Furthermore, the nation has
been relentlessly improving its
institutions and its governance.

beat 1t

China does not believe in mercan-
tilism. In fact, it has been hosting
the world’s first national-level
import-dedicated expo, the China
International Import Expo, for
years.

The 9th China International
Import Expo, scheduled to be held
from Nov 5 to 10, will welcome
exporters from around the world
to China to sell their products in
the Chinese market. China believes
in fair competition and fair play,
and will never consider a strong,
fair player as a threat.

The author is an honorary
research fellow at the Pan Sutong
Shanghai-Hong Kong Economic
Policy Research Institute of
Lingnan University, and an
adjunct professor at the Academy
for Applied Policy Studies and
Education Futures of Education
University of Hong Kong. The
views do not necessarily reflect
those of China Daily.



CHINA DAILY

GLOBAL WEEKLY | April10-16, 2026

COMMENT 21

Ripples across the Global South

China’s high-quality modernization offers nations new paths for cooperation, innovation

By RONNIE LINS

his year’s two sessions —

the annual meetings of

China’s top legislative and

political advisory bodies —
reinforced a trend that has become
increasingly clear over the past dec-
ade: China has entered a new stage
of economic development defined
not only by quantitative expansion
but by the structural quality of its
growth.

The government’s economic
growth target of 4.5 to 5 percent for
2026 reflects a broader transforma-
tion that integrates technological
innovation, strengthened domestic
demand and continued institu-
tional modernization. This trans-
formation does not affect China

alone. It also reshapes economic |

cooperation, innovation dynam-
ics and development financing
across the Global South.

A close reading of this year’s Gov-
ernment Work Report reveals three
internal engines that sustain this
transformation.

The first engine of high-quality
development is the growing
strength of the domestic
market.

In recent years, China has
rebalanced its economic strategy.
The country still participates
deeply in global trade, but Chinese
policymakers now also place
emphasis on domestic demand as a
key driver of sustainable growth.

Recent data from the National
Bureau of Statistics illustrate this
shift. In 2025, China’s economy
expanded by 5 percent, reaching
a total GDP of 140.19 trillion yuan
($20.33 trillion). During the same
year, the country created 12.67 mil-
lion new urban jobs, while total
retail sales surpassed 50 trillion
yuan.

These figures reflect the enor-
mous scale of China’s internal mar-
ket. With a population of roughly
14 billion people, China now pos-
sesses one of the largest domestic
demand bases in the world. The
government continues to expand
this potential through policies that
increase household income and
modernize consumption patterns.

The latest data from the Ministry
of Commerce showed that pro-
grams that encourage consumers
to replace old goods with newer
products have already generated
more than 2.6 trillion yuan in sales,
supported by special long-term
treasury bonds.

A stronger domestic market
produces an important macroeco-
nomic effect. It increases the resil-
ience of the Chinese economy in
avolatile global environment and
reduces dependence on external
cycles. For many developing econo-
mies, China’s experience also dem-
onstrates how governments can
combine consumption stimulus
with social inclusion and middle-
income group expansion.

The second engine of China’s
high-quality development is tech-
nological innovation. Over the

past two decades, China has trans-
formed its industrial structure.
The country has moved beyond
its earlier role as a manufacturing
platform for low-cost production,
investing heavily in science, tech-
nology and innovation.

According to the Ministry of
Science and Technology, national
spending on research and develop-
ment reached 2.8 percent of China’s
GDP in 2025, while the value of
technology contract transactions
increased by 10.8 percent. High-
tech manufacturing expanded by
9.4 percent, and industrial robot
production grew by 28 percent.

New strategic industries have
also expanded rapidly. Accord-
ing to the China Association of
Automobile Manufacturers, China
produced more than 16 million new
energy vehicles in 2025, while the
number of electric vehicle charging
stations nationwide has exceeded
20 million.

The digital economy has also
grown quickly. As per the Govern-
ment Work Report, core digital
industries have already accounted
for more than 10.5 percent of
China’s GDP in 2025. Policymakers
aim to further enhance the sector
over the coming five years, accord-
ing to the outline of the 15th Five-
Year Plan (2026-30).

These developments illustrate
the rise of what Chinese policymak-
ers describe as new quality produc-
tive forces. This concept combines
digitization, artificial intelligence,
industrial automation and green
technologies.

Programs such as the “Al+”
initiative promote large-scale
applications of Al across sectors
that range from manufacturing to
public services. At the same time,

China is directing major invest-
ments toward frontier technologies
including quantum computing,
biotechnology, satellite systems and
next-generation communications
networks.

These technological advances
increasingly influence the global
economy. As China strengthens its
innovation capacity, it consolidates
its position as one of the world’s
leading centers of technological
development while creating new
opportunities for cooperation in
digital infrastructure, renewable
energy and industrial moderniza-
tion.

The third engine of high-quality
development is the institutional
capacity to coordinate economic
transformation.

Over several decades, China
has built a governance model that
combines long-term strategic plan-
ning with market mechanisms.
This institutional structure ena-
bles policymakers to rapidly mobi-
lize public and private resources
in sectors they identify as national
priorities.

Recent macroeconomic policy
illustrates this approach. In
response to global economic chal-
lenges and growing trade tensions,
the Chinese government adopted
a more proactive fiscal policy and
maintained a moderately accom-
modative monetary policy. The
authorities have implemented
measures to reduce financing costs,
expand funding for strategic pro-
jects and support industrial techno-
logical upgrading.

Coordination among different
levels of government also plays
a crucial role. Policymakers have
directed significant investments
toward modern infrastructure,

technological innovation and rural
vitalization.

Meanwhile, policymakers
continue to deepen institutional
reforms to form a unified national
market, reduce regional barriers
and expand private-sector partici-
pation in strategic projects. This
capacity for coordinated policy-
making enables China to allocate
national resources to sectors that
drive long-term development.

As China enters the 15th Five-
Year Plan period, the country’s
transition toward high-quality
development carries significant
implications for the Global South.

First, China’s expanding domestic
market creates new trade opportu-
nities for emerging economies. As
Chinese households increase their
incomes and diversify their con-
sumption patterns, demand grows
for agricultural products, food sup-
plies, natural resources and services
from developing countries.

Second, China’s leadership in
green and digital technologies
opens new paths for international
cooperation. China now ranks
among the world’s largest produc-
ers of EVs, solar panels and energy-
storage batteries. These technolo-
gies play a critical role in the global
energy transition and can support
sustainable development across
many regions. Concrete examples
already appear in infrastructure
projects in Latin America and
smart-city initiatives in several
African countries, where Chinese
technology has been adapted to
local development needs.

Third, financial cooperation rep-
resents another important dimen-
sion. China mobilizes development
funds, policy banks and long-term
special bonds to support infrastruc-

ture and innovation in the Global
South. Initiatives such as the Belt
and Road Initiative, as well as
cooperation mechanisms such

as BRICS and the China-CELAC
Forum, demonstrate how these
instruments can strengthen eco-
nomic cooperation among devel-
oping countries.

At the same time, this coop-

eration also presents challenges.
Technological asymmetries and
concerns about debt sustain-
ability require transparent
dialogue and financing
structures that reflect the
specific conditions of each
partner country. Technol-
" ogy transfer must also
include local capacity
building so that other
Global South economies can
develop their own produc-
tive capabilities rather than
simply import external solu-
tions. For regions such as
Latin America, this evolving
landscape creates opportu-
nities to build partnerships
that extend beyond tradi-
tional trade into industrial
cooperation, technological
innovation and infrastruc-
ture development.
China’s recent experience
demonstrates that economic
growth and structural transforma-
tion can advance simultaneously.
By combining technological inno-
vation, domestic market expansion
and strong institutional coordina-
tion, China continues to build a
development model that empha-
sizes resilience and long-term sus-
tainability. This process highlights
the importance of public policies
that integrate economic growth,
social inclusion and productive
modernization.

For the Global South as a whole,
China’s trajectory offers not only
new opportunities for cooperation
but also valuable insights into devel-
opment strategies in an increasingly
complex international environment.

With R&D investment equal to
2.8 percent of GDP and a digital
economy that already accounts for
more than 10 percent of national
output, China demonstrates that
high-quality development repre-
sents far more than a political con-
cept. It reflects a concrete process
of economic transformation.

More importantly, this transfor-
mation extends beyond China’s
borders. It increasingly shapes
global economic dynamics and
opens new avenues for cooperation.
The central challenge now lies in
how emerging economies can build
partnerships that translate these
changes into shared prosperity and
sustainable development.

The author is the director of the
China-Brazil Center for Research
and Business. The author
contributed this article to China
Watch, a think tank powered by
China Daily. The views do not
necessarily reflect those of

China Daily.
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Enhancing supply chain resilience

Collaboration between Beijing, Seoul in advanced manufacturing serves mutual long-term interests

By MOON SUNG WOOK

he global economy is
entering an era in which
supply chains are judged
not solely by efficiency
but increasingly by resilience. Few
sectors illustrate this shift more
clearly than semiconductors, bat-
teries, robotics and biotechnology
— industries that now sit at the
intersection of economic competi-
tiveness and national security.

For countries deeply embedded
in global manufacturing networks,
the challenge is particularly acute.
China and the Republic of Korea
(ROK) occupy pivotal positions in
the industrial ecosystem of East
Asia. Their economies are tightly
connected through production
networks, intermediate goods trade
and technological supply chains. At
the same time, strategic rivalry and
geopolitical pressures have compli-
cated the environment for bilateral
economic cooperation.

Yet precisely because of these
pressures, pragmatic collabora-
tion between the two countries in
advanced manufacturing deserves
renewed attention — along with the
spirit of mutual openness that such
collaboration calls for.

Over the past two decades, China
and the ROK have built formidable
capabilities in high-technology
industries, though through dif-
ferent development paths. The
ROKs strength lies in specialized
technological leadership. Its firms

among the world’s leading innova-
tors in advanced battery technology
and biopharmaceutical manufac-
turing.

China, by contrast, has
developed unparalleled
manufacturing scale. It
has the world’s larg-
est industrial eco-
system, supported
by vast domestic
demand, extensive
industrial clusters and
strong government
backing for stra-
tegic sectors. In
areas ranging from
battery materials
to robotics, China
has rapidly expanded
both capacity and techno-
logical capability.

These differences often invite
comparisons framed purely in
terms of competition. But they also
reveal important complementari-
ties — ones best realized through a
shared commitment to constructive
and open engagement.

In semiconductors, the ROK
leads in memory chips and
advanced manufacturing pro-
cesses while China rapidly
expands its domestic ecosystem.

In batteries, the ROK’s innova-
tion in high-performance cell
technology complements China’s
comprehensive supply chain span-
ning materials, components and
large-scale production. In robotics
and biotechnology, the ROK’s tech-

MA XUEJING 7 CHINA DAILY

ing innovation capacity.

Such complementarities matter
because supply-chain resilience
rarely comes from isolation. It is
more often the result of diversified
networks, transparency and reli-
able partnerships — qualities that
both countries have strong incen-
tives to cultivate together.

For China and the ROK, strength-
ening cooperation in advanced
manufacturing could help reduce
systemic vulnerabilities while pre-
serving the benefits of integrated
regional production networks. This
does not mean eliminating compe-
tition. Rather, it means recogniz-
ing that strategic industries can
simultaneously involve rivalry and

nues to achieve this. One is estab-
lishing mechanisms to monitor
supply-chain risks, where greater
transparency on produc-
2, tion capacity and critical
materials would allow
both sides to respond
more effectively to
disruptions — and
lay the founda-
tions for mutual
trust. Knowledge-
sharing frameworks
in next-generation
semiconductors,

chemistry and bio-

technology could

create shared

stakes in technological

progress while distributing
costs and risks.

Closer collaboration in advanced
manufacturing equipment and spe-
cialized materials could also reduce
vulnerability to external disrup-
tions. Equally important are struc-
tured exchanges among engineers,
scientists and industrial experts.

Recent diplomatic developments
suggest that the momentum for
such cooperation is already build-
ing. The China-ROK summit on
the sidelines of the 2025 APEC
meeting in Gyeongju in the ROK
produced tangible results: A $49
billion currency swap agreement,

a memorandum on a China-ROK
Joint Economic Cooperation Plan
for 2026-30, and pledges to deepen
cooperation in areas spanning

In January 2026, when ROK
President Lee Jae-myung made a
full state visit to Beijing, the two
sides signed 15 cooperation docu-
ments covering areas such as tech-
nological innovation and ecology.

The 2026 APEC meetings,
hosted by China, offer a further
opportunity to build on this
momentum. China and the ROK
could jointly advance regional
platforms for supply-chain coop-
eration, joint innovation funds for
emerging technologies, or regular
policy dialogues on industrial
resilience — initiatives that would
benefit not only both countries but
the broader Asia-Pacific manufac-
turing system.

For China and the ROK — two of
the region’s most important manu-
facturing economies — pragmatic
collaboration in advanced industry
supply chains could help ensure
that resilience does not come at the
cost of fragmentation. The path for-
ward lies in a shared commitment
to open and reciprocal engagement
— one that serves the long-term
interests of both economies. In a
world shaped by growing uncer-
tainty, such cooperation may prove
not only desirable but necessary.

The author is the former minister
of trade, industry and energy of the
Republic of Korea, a distinguished
professor at the Graduate School

of Economics in Yonsei University
and a senior advisor at Yulchon
LLC Law Firm. The views do not

dominate the global market for nological precision meets China’s collaboration. startups, agricultural trade and necessarily reflect those of
memory semiconductors and are enormous market scale and grow- There are several practical ave- media exchange. China Daily.
Foster1 rtnerships for the long haul
Linkages between London and top Chinese business hubs vital for Sino-UK ties
By ZHAO BINGBING in London, a lot has changed over some of the world’s most pressing buses operate across the country, and Commercial Bank of China
the past 10 years. issues, from climate change and including 1,500 in London, giving — we have seen Chinese financial
ver the past 10 years, The focus at the beginning of the ~ healthcare solutions to artificial BYD a 70 percent share of the Brit-  technology companies grow in Lon-
business relations last decade was on real estate and intelligence and the impact it can ish capital’s electric bus market. don, such as PingPong Payments
between China and the infrastructure. We have seen this have. One clear example of such Reaching London’s net-zero and WooshPay.
United Kingdom have evolve to embrace a more varied collaboration is how Chinese elec- carbon goals will depend on global London is a gateway for Chinese

seen their fair share of fluctuations.
From global socioeconomic impacts
brought by the COVID-19
pandemic to, more recently,
the new economic realities and
changes in international politics,
there have been profound transfor-
mations that have had an impact
on Sino-British economic relations.

London, as a global business and
tech hub, is open for business with
Chinese companies. A key way of
ensuring bilateral business ties
and creating successful relation-
ships comes through nurturing and
bridging networks and ecosystems
across Chinese business hubs like
Shanghai, Beijing and Shenzhen to
create growth outcomes for compa-
nies on both sides.

In terms of Chinese investment

array of sectors, including high-
growth tech and financial services,
with real estate continuing to be a
major area of interest.

There is also growing attention
paid to creative industries, health-
care and green energy, all of which
aligns strongly with unprecedented
growth in the tech sector in recent
years, as well as the emergence of
new technologies.

This surge creates even more
potential for cross-ecosystem
growth between London and major
Chinese business and tech hubs,
particularly in high-growth areas.

As new and exciting technologies
develop around the world, there
are opportunities for collabora-
tion across both ecosystems on
how they can be used to address

tric vehicle maker BYD expanded
in the UK.

The story began during the Lon-
don 2012 Olympic Games, when
senior executives of the Chinese
automaker visited the city and
met with Transport for London
officials, launching initial talks to
kick-start the firm’s entry into the
UK market.

Soon after, BYD partnered
with ADL, a leading European
bus manufacturer. In 2015, they
launched London’s first fully elec-
tric double-decker bus and began
securing orders from Transport for
London.

In 2023, BYD expanded further
by launching its electric car range
for UK consumers.

At present, 2,500 BYD electric

partnerships and companies like
BYD, which shows just how power-
ful that collaboration can be.

In terms of foreign direct invest-
ment, there are now more Chinese-
led projects in London, and they
have brought in more than £7.5
billion ($10.4 billion) since 2013,
according to data from fDi Markets,
a UK-based research firm.

Over the past few years, London
has welcomed some major tech
companies and institutions,
including China’s Tencent.

Tech companies aside, financial
services have also been a huge draw
in London, given its status as a
major global financial hub.

In addition to traditional banks
and financial institutions — such as
the Bank of China, and Industrial

companies to go global. The

city will continue to encourage
more initiatives that will support
networks across both places and
help Chinese companies grow in
London, as well as help London-
grown companies expand into the
Chinese market.

UK Prime Minister Keir Starmer
made an official visit to China from
Jan 28 to 31. The trip attended to
bilateral economic and business
relations and created more oppor-
tunities for businesses of both
countries to advance cooperation
and forge more solid partnerships.

The author is chief representative of
London & Partners Greater China.
The views do not necessarily reflect
those of China Daily.
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Owr anger caused by the changing foatures of

love is ondy an selfishuess covered by innocence?

erritorial buffers rarely, if
ever, deliver the prace and
security their advocates
promise. After the collapse
of the Soviet Union, for
example, Ukraine was
seen as a neutrel cordon between Russia
and NATO. Inste:
increasingly fierce geopolitical contention,
followed by open war
French Prime Minister Georges
Clemencean made the same mistake when
he assumned that the newly independent
states of Central and Eastern Europe would
serve as a buffer against encroachment by
Bolshevik Russia. Instead, they were early
targets of Hitler and ended up as part of the
Warsaw Pact following his defeat
In an era when ballistic missiles, drones
and other projectiles can hit distant
strategic Lurgets with growing accuracy,
the idea of a protective buffer zone is not

1, it became a zone of

just faulty, it is nonsense

Yet the Isrneli defense minister, Israel
Katz, insists that the Israel Defense Forces
must occupy @ large part of southern

By pushing for the
occupation of even
more land, Israel
risks turning
local eivilians into
front-line targets

L.ebanon mu

f your country was in ruins and I
asked you to take a stranger flecing
war into your home, knowing it
might make your building a target
for missiles, would you agree?

I guess if vou are comfortably
sitting in a safe place far away and itisa
hypothetical question, vou will say yes,
maybe talk about being a humanitarian and
how life is about taking a stand

Yet, if it is not hypothetical and you
eal risl

are in Lebanon facing

L your
instinet will be to refuse, There is
absolutely nothing wrong with this. It is
cilled survival. Today, we are seecing this
situation unfold in real time in the country
And because it is mostly the Shiite commu
nity which is fleelng, on top of this you
would be called racist

As the US and Iran agree to a truce that
does not seem to include Lebanon, it is
time for the Shiite community in Lebanon

Dr. Zakyah Al-Otaibi

sral consut

of internat
its stated goals, If anything, it will
leave Israelis, especially sraeli soldiers,

2024

- Opinion

Israel’s buffer-zone fallacy

Lebanon to protect “displaced residents” in
northern Israel. He
lsraeli troops had destroyed five bridges on
the Litani River, about 30 kilometers from
the border between Lebanon and Israel,
thus creating a buffer zone that will be
maintained “antil northern Israel (is) safe”

ently boasted that

But this occupation, an obvious violation
al law, is unlikely to achieve

more vulnerable
Alter the horrors of the Second World
War, the international community agreed

that no country was permitted to take land
from another by foroe
of the acquisition of territory by war"
features prominently in the preamble of
UN Security Council Resolution 242, which
called for the “withdrawal of Israel armed

The “inadmissibility

forces from terrilonies ocoupled in

June 1967)°

Yet the entire world is watching as Israel

deliberately acquires large swaths of land
by force in Ga

and southern Lebanon

In Gaza, one of the most densely

to ask itself: Why the suffering?
Hezhollah joined a war to defend its
master lran, which subsequently slips out
but leaves the entire country of Lebanon
As US Secretary of War Pete
seth was listing the destruction of
Iranian targets that led to the ceasefire
news feeds were reporting that 1se

in the dirt

bombing Lebanon, Let us see how this
unfolds, but it is at a greater scale, The
whole of Lebanon has been transformed
into 8 target because of Hezbollah's actions
for its masters in Tehran,

Yet there is no doubt that with & huge
number of internal refugees, mostly from
the Shiite community, we are w
increase in sectarian tensions in Lebanon

CSSINg an

Only a few days agn, an Iseaeli strike on
a building in Ain Saadeh, a largely Chris-
tian area near Beirut, Killed at least three
peaple. These included Pierre Mowwad,

a Lebanese Forces official opposed to

DAOUD XUTTAB

b Edat
X: pdasudiostal
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KHALED ABOU ZAWR

populated arcas in the world, the Isracli
army is reportedly occupying more than 50
percent of the land.

In Lebanon, Israel is pursuing an indefi
nite pocupation of between about 850 and
1,060 square kilometers, nearly 10 percent
of the country’s total terrvitory. And in the
West Bank, Israel has long insisted that it
must keep the Jordan Valley west of the
river as a buffer zone in any peace deal

But with Iranian missiles and drones
reaching Tel Aviv, Beit Shemesh, Haifa
and Dimona
penetrating deep into Russia
catlon for such demands has collapsed

Marcover, by pushing for the vccupa
tion of even more land, Israel risks turning
local civilians into front-line targets, Some
crities even warn of a dynamic in which
civilians will effectively serve as human

and Ukrainian drones
the justifi

shibelds, which would then provide a polit
ical/media bonanza for Israel’s hasharists
propagandists)

At the same time, by occupying land
in southern Lebanon Israeli soldiers
will be closer to Hezbollah Aghters

Hezhollah, and his wife. The building had
been largely spared from previous fighting
and the exact target of the strike is unclear
The lsracli military acknowledged it hita
“tervor target” but said the civilians were
not intended targets. This is not the only

case, and several others have taken place

The reality is that most Lebanese do indeed
believe that the targets were members of
Hezhollah. Needless to say, on the inteili
gence level, the Iranian proxy is completely
transparent to Israel, which also renders it
obsolete and a liability to the country,
These attacks have hence raised
sectarian tensjons, as some fear displaced
people arriving from Hezbollah-linked
areas could draw further strikes. Lebanese

authorities are investigating several
incidents, but this does not reassure areas

{

witnessing high arrivals, Some have also

1
and politicians such as Beirut MP Fouad

mentioned the need to vet new tenants,

and therefore in greater danger.

As the political scientist Dominic Tierney
has shown, military power alone rarely
wins wars, because modern conflicts are
political, social and ideological struggles,
not merely tactical battles.

Far from acknowledging these limita-

tions, Israel has already declared that it
will prohibit the return of Lebanese
citizens who fled before its latest ground
invasion began

Such a policy is hardly new. Since 1948
Israel has denfed the right of return to
ahout 750,000 Falestinians and thefr
descendants, despite numerous UN resolu-
Hons urging it to provide this option.

Rather than taking more land where
opponents will always exist, the wiser
strategy is to pursue a political settlement

As the ancient Chinese strategist Sun Tzu
pointed out long ago, harming an enemy
orsimply taking land does not necessarily
constitute a victory. On the contrary, a
displaced enemy might return with even
greater resolve, or te cost of holding the
new ground might prove unsustainable.

There will be no
peace, truce or
even the hope ofa
better tomorrow as
long as Hezbollah
keeps its arsenal

t enforce plan to disarm Hezbollah immediately

Makhzoumi, a Sunni, are calling for
registration of displaced individuals to
prevent civilian harm. The reality is that
on top of these strikes, there is a level of

chaos and overcrowding of Lebanon’s
streets that invites clashes or even crimi
nality and nobody has the capacity to
matage the situation.

While a new breed of Western geopo-
litical analysts on Instagram are framing
Hezbollah as a fabric of the Lebanese
soctkety and anyone stating the opposite
as ignorant, the current situation proves
Hezbollah is not part of the Lebanese
sockety. This is & temporary page in
Lebanese history, and soon the Shiite
community will break free from this foree-
fed ideology. Those who want to make
Hezhollah the representative of the Shiite
community are doing the greatest disser-

vice not only to this community, but also to
the entire country
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Use of Al is eclipsing social media and we should be worried

ave you cver lost hours of

time gazing absent-mind-

edly into your screen,

starting with a meaning-

less link sent by a trusted

friend as a joke, only to fall
into an endless pit of aimless browsing, one
platform after another?

As someone with an aversion to social
media in general, T have pever been an
active user or consumer of it but even |
do still get lured in sometimes, one way
oranother. L am

2025 was 4 hours and 30 minutes, an

of 10 mi compared with
2024 This is a clear sign that we are all still
ghued to our screens, engaged in addic-
tive scrolling and checking, often in a
voyeuristic manner.

This is despite growing concerns, not
anly in Britain but worldwide, about the
effects of social media on health, and
rescarchers note that people are now also
increasingly embracing the use of artificial
intelligence tools. We might, it seems, be
- moving out of the

increasingly not alone “ frying pan and into

in my aversion, it the fire.

seems, as growing The cause for alarm is As Is the case in

numbers of people that younger people — 20  the UR, the use of

in the UK appear to percent of 25-to-3 b-year- A toolks such as

be becoming less Ids —a artobet in: ChatGPT is on the

active on social media Pppe o & rise worldwide. In

platforms. to Al for companionship  pritain, surveys have
Recent research found that more

by Ofcom, Britain'’s communications
watchdog, suggests that 48 percent of
adult social media users actively posted,
shared or commented on social media last
year, compared with more than 61 percent
in 2024, The organization’s annual survey
of media use and attitudes found a key
reason for the decline was fear that old
posts might come back to hsunt users,
Ironically, the report also found that the
amount of time the average user spent
online each day on personal devices in

than half of adults used Al tools, and the
figure rises to more than 80 percent among
16-24-year-olds,

The cause for alarm is that many younger
people — 20 percent of 25-10-34-year-olds
— appeir to be tuming to Al for compan-
ionship. While older age groups seem to
be reducing social media use as a result of
mental health concerns or fear of excessive

their = P
are embracing new tools that are no less
harmful, potentially.

MOHAMED CHEBARO

Molumad Chubare ks a Srissh
Lebarcse purralist with nere
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Online shaming, according to the Ofcom
report, is one reason for the recent decline
in active social media use among adults
from all walks of life. In a world of cancel
culture and increasing polarization, old
posts can resurface and prove contentious,
as for many vears we put our private lives
and most personal thoughts on display for
all to see on social media sites, All those
posts were gathered and stared by the tech
giants, ultimately used as data to help train
Al models without our consent.

to or substitute for human learming and
well-being.

1t is certainly evidently true that Al
is already playing a critical role in, for
example, helping scientists to develop new
medicines, improving decision-making
by aiding in the aggregation of data, and
speeding up logistics,

More worryingly, though, the use of Al
is changing the very nature of modem
warfare by, for example, sifting through
oolossal intelligence databases. Other

As Al tools continne —_— studies have wamed
to develop, the human “ that Al could negatively
appetite for them affect human learning
is on the increase. Some people believe and capabilities.
Some experts wam human cognition and Social media is now
that human cognition Imowlrdgr could fall firmly embedded in our
and knowledge could lives, with nine out of
fall victim to an over victim to an over reliance 10 of us using it In some
reliance on generative on generative Al way. 1 am not sure, then,
AL whether turning it off
Despite much research on the issue, the competely would be completely good for

Jury is still out; seme people beliove the
use of Al expands our knowledge greatly,
others fear a growing reliance on the
technology will lead to learning deficien-
cies and a reduction of our critical thinking
abilities across the board.

Sooncr or later, the world will have
to face the question of whether faster
and better scientific progress, and more
informed decision-making aided by the
vast crunching of data, is a complerment

me or you, and so the challenge of finding a
healthy middie ground is perhaps the
way forward.

Regardless of how we quantily and
aualify societys use of soctal media, it
is worrving to observe that while social
media use might be in decline, the
adoption of Al tools is increasing at a
rate that could in time reveal that we
Jumped out of the fryving pan and directly
into the fire.

Global space race offers opportunities for the Middle East

e global space race, once
dominated by the US and
the Soviet Union during the
Cold War, has undergone a
profound transformation,
Where space explora-
tion and technological development were
previously concentrated in the hands of
a few superpowers, the field has become
increasingly multipolar, which offers
strategic opportunities for Arah countries,
Recent developments, including the US
return to the moon this week through its

represents a strategic frontier in which
four pillars intes s economic diversifica-
tion, technological ad fonal
security and international prestige. Arab
countries have a unique opportunity to
integrate with this field in ways that can
secure both immediate and long-term
benefits.

The shift from a superpower-daminated
space environment to a multipolar
landscape represents a critical opportu-
nity for the Middle East. In the past, space
programs were largely tools of geopo-

Arternis program, potnts P litical competition,

1o renewed interest in o showeasing military

lunar exploration and and technological

interplanetary missions.  The field hasbecome oy

This highlights the fact. Inereasingly multipolar,  Now, however, the

that space isonceagain — ywhich offers strategic  Elobal space sector can

a domain for strategic be viewed as interplay

competition, as well as opportunities for between the public

technological prestige. Arab countries and private sectors, as
The factors that le well as rapidly evolving

behind the resurgence of interest in space
include advancements in rocket and
satellite technology, artificial intelligence
and, more importantly, the participation
of the private sector. These changes have
d the door for emerging econo-

mies, including those in the Middie East,
to assert themselves in relation to global
space activities.

The region should not view space as
merely a scientific curiosity. Instead, it

commercial mirkets. For Middle Eastern
states, this is a vital development because
the region can no longer afford to rely
solely on foreign partners for its satellite
services and space-hased communications
systems.

Capitalizing on this opportunity will
require investments in national space
agencies, research and development,
and partnerships with participants in the
sector worldwide. Any country that follows

DR. MAJID RAFIZADEN
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such a path will be positioning itself as a
credible actor in the global space sector.
Economie diversification represents one
of the most compelling motivations for
regional engagement with the space race,
Middle Eastern countries that fail to diver-
sify will leave their ec jes vul bl

Secondly, space-based intelligence
systems can provide data that is critical
for defense and border control, as well as
maritime monitoring.

Thirdly, participation in the space race
carries profound implications for national
P and soft power. Scientific achieve:

to fluctuations in global energy markets,
Investment in space technology offers
another path toward sustainable economic
growth, because it stimulates innovation
acToss several sectors.
Firstly, space initiatives require advanoced

ments in space exploration are indicators
of technological sophistication and the
capacity of a country for innovation.
Finally, accomplishments in space serve
as a source of national pride, Programs
can also be catalysts for STEM education,

engineering, software - helping to inspire young

development, robotics “ people to pursue careers

and artificial intelligence in science, research

skills, Advancements in Space isonceagaln 0 ynovation, This is

these areas strengthen adomain for strategic  particularly important in

dumcsur ;“n:uun:.l mmpellllon. as : :ppn:“c;hmclcﬁwd b:;

capacity and create rapidly growing yout!

opportunities far high- well as technological papaiation.

skilled employment. prestige Inanutshell, the Middic
In addition. shaping East is at a pivotal moment

a culture of innovation helps to improve
the region’s overall level of technologieal
competitiveness,

1t is not only a matter of the economic
benefits on offer. Space-related activi-
ties have critical implications for national
security and strategic autonomy. Satellites
serve as essential instruments for commu-
nications, surveillance and navigation,
which helps countries respond effectively
to regional and global threats,

in terms of the new, rapidly evolving global
space race. Arab nations have an unprec-
edented opportunity to assert themselves
in this domain, which will definitely help
shape the future of global power.

It offers many benefits, ranging from
economic diversification and techno-
logical develop to enhanced niational
security and intermational prestige. This is
therefore an essential strategie imperative
for Arab nations,

s b
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Musk’s grip on the future of American space exploration

As SpaceX gears up for an
IPO, the US should avoid
becoming over-reliant

Last week, on the same day the Artemis
11 mission blasted off for the first human
flight around the Moon in more than
50 years, it emerged that Elon Musk’s
SpzceX had filed for a record-breaking
sto:k market listing to raise as much as
$75bn. The coincidence brought the
past and the future of US space explora-
tion into sharp relief: one involves an
expensive government programme
seeking to rekindle the awe of Apollo-
era human space flight, the other an
enl.repreneur geanng up to tighten his
gripon the

The very different economics
inwolved make it inevitable that the US
will increasingly rely on companies like
SpaceX as it seeks to build on Artemisto
establish a permanent presence on the
Moon and venture further into deep

space. Before that happens, it needs
to fix what risks becoming an over-
dependence on Musk’s company.

Artemis I, whose four-person crew is
due to return to Earth late tonight, isan
impressive engineering feat founded on
an old paradigm. it was built using the
cost-plus method, so the main contrac-
tors faced no penalties for cost overruns
or repeated delays. Its rocket boosters
aren't reusable, lifting the cost of each
launchto$4.1bn.

Contrast that with SpaceX, whose Fal-
con rockets have become the workhorse
for reaching orbit. Musk’s success was
the product of a newer, commercial
economic model: from the start, Nasa
paid a fixed cost per launch, leaving all
the financial risk with the company.
SpaceX has also dragged down costs by
reusingits rockets.

Musk’s critics like to claim that he
built his company on the back of gov-
ernment largesse, but the benefits have
flowed both ways. Nasa estimated the
Falcon rocket would have cost 10 times

as much to develop under a traditional
government programme.

1f SpaceX’s breathtaking IPO goes off
as planned, Musk will have the
resources to entrench his company
deeper into markets it already domi-
nates. That includes seeing its giant
Starship rocket through to full commer-
cial operations, further increasing its
launch cost advantage over rivals, and
overlaying the Starlink communica-
tions network with a third generation of
more powerful satellites.

A heavy reliance on SpaceX already
makes the US — and some other govern-
ments — queasy. Musk himself under-
lined the danger during his falling out
with US President Donald Trump last
year by threatening to decommission
his company’s Dragon spacecraft, which
the US relies on to get astronauts to the
International Space Station. In a sign of
Starlink’s national security clout, in
2022 he denied Ukrainian forces access
to the network where they sought to
pushinto Russian-controlled territory.

Nasa and the
Pentagon need
o actively
SUPPOIT newer
competitors,
even if they
cannot match
the established
commpany’s cos
advantage in
their early years

Competition in the launch market
should soon be at hand, in the form of a
new generation of powerful rockets
from companies like Jeff Bezos' Blue
Origin, Rocket Laband Relativity Space.
Nasa and the Pentagon need to actively
support newer competitors, even if they
cannot match SpaceX's cost advantage
intheir early years.

To promote more competition, they
will also need to hire multiple suppliers
to other space programmes. SpaceX
would have had an exclusive contract to
build the lander that Nasa hopes to use
to put its astronauts back on the Moon,
had intensive lobbying by Bezos and his
allies not led to the commissioning of a
second, competing vehicle. Duplication
will add to costs but will be needed to
increase resiliency and spur more com-
petition and innovation.

Asitlooks ahead toa new era of dcep

ion, the US is.
be able to tap the risk appetite of xls
space entrepreneurs. But it needs to
avoid an over-dependence on SpaceX.

Opinion Foreign policy

Wanted: US ambassadors
in the Middle East

Daniel
Benaim

s a [ragile ceasefire takes

hold in the Middle East,

countries are jockeying to

shape the peace. But ane

group remains largely
absent: USambassadors.

Many Americans would be sur-
prised to realise that in several of the
Arab states that have been bom-
barded by Iran — including Saudi Ara-
bia, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar,
Kuwait and Iraq — there is no US
ambassador present. Not one of these
posts even has a nominee awaiting
Senate confirmation.

It’s not just in the Middle East either
— 115 of 195 American ambassadorial
posts worldwide currently sit vacant.
Fewer than 20 even have a nominee in
the pipeline. That is diplomatic mal-
practice on a global scale — but the
consequences are sharpest where the
stakes are highest.

Of195 posts worldwide,
115 sit vacant. Thatis
diplomatic malpractice
on a global scale

Going forward, there will be Gulf
partners who badly need reassuring,
reconstruction efforts to support,
business ties to revitalise and expat
Americans to help. At a time when
many question US leadership, there’s
an underrated value in simply show-
ingup —and a cost for not doing so.

It is easy to tell ourselves this no
longer matters. In a region dommaled
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Easing oversight of audit firms is a capitulation by the regulator

We read with interest and concern that
the UK Financial Reporting Council is
easing supervision of audit firms
(“Accountancy regulator eases
supervision of UK audit firms”, Report,
March 25).

Your report highlights the FRC's shift
towards firm-level supervision, framed
as “proportionate” and “risk-based”,
but in practice this risks moving away
from testing what matters most to
investors.

Assessing a firm’s system of quality
management is important, but it is, at

best, a test of design. It

of individual audit

whether controls exist and are
structured appropriately; it does not
demonstrate that they operate
effectively at the audit engagement
level.

The FRCs own i ion history

A supervisory model that places
greater weight on firm-wide systems
risks missing where assurance is

years of intensive oversight, audit

quality has improved, especially

among larger firms. Yet the FRC now

appears to be stepping back from an
h that has d bl

actually delivered. While firm-level

mnlrols matter, much can go wrong in
- i ly in complex,

makes this distinction critical.
Recurring failures in areas such as
revenue recognition, impairment and
group audits have not arisen from a
lack of firm-level policies, but from
failures in execution. These issues have
been identified only through inspection

judgmental areas. Reducing
engagement-level inspection may also
weaken the behavioural discipline and
deterrence that such scrutiny creates.
This shift is particularly striking
given that the existing inspection
regime has begun to show results, After

driven progress, in favour of one whose
effectiveness remains untested.
Sandra Peters

Senior Head of Global Financial Reporting
Advocacy at CFA Institute

Member of the FRC’s Stakeholder Insights
Group; Former Member of US Securities
and Exchange Commission’s Investor
Advisory Committee, New York, NY, US

A ‘resilient’ global economy
None of this is a substitute for a Is not quite what it seems
functioning policy processand sound | Martin Wolf s right to bighlight the
Thisisahard d resilience of the global

to be an effective ambassador in. But
diplomats still serve a vital function.
‘They fill the space between com-
pressed high-level calls and the mess-
ier realities on the ground. They warn
‘Washington officials before they step
on diplomatic landmines and local
partners before they makea bad situa-
tionworse.

Given that they focus on a single
country, ambassadors canalso take on
issues below the level of Donald
‘Trump’s overtasked envoys and drive
results when Washington isn't look-
ing. In recent, practical terms, that
could have meant pressing earlier on
the risks of stranding tens of thou-
sands of Americans in a deteriorating
security environment, or focusing
attention on missile interceptor short-
falls.

None of this is to slight our acting
officials. Most are extrzordinarily
capable. Many are future ambassa-
dors. But their job is needlessly harder
without a senior American presence
in-country.

Nor is this partisan. I criticised the
first Trumpadmlmslmnun for its fail-

economy (“Why the global economy is
still resilient”, Opinion, March 31).
What is striking, however, is how
persistently markets have failed to
anticipate it.

Investors appear conditioned to
expect fragility. As a result, downside
scenarios are often priced prematurely,
creating repeated cycles of breakdowns
that do not materialise.

This is particularly wsnble in [orelgn
h: where antici

is frequently followed by sharp

reversals as data contradicts

positioning. Much of what is perceived

as volatility is, in fact, the unwinding of

misaligned expectations.

Resilience, therefore, is not just an
economic outcome but a source of
recurring market dislocation.
Francisco Villanueva-Giron
Seville, Spain

Plea for cooler heads

Rather than lamenting the shortage of
fertilisers (“The other Strait of Hormuz
shock”, The FT View, March 26), the
Fmanml Times should encourage the

ure to dors to key
Middle Eastern capitals —only to find
that the administration in which 1
served grappled with similar prob-
lemsinits first two years.

But something different is happen-
ing now. In December, the Trump
administration actually pulled nearly
30 career ambassadors from an
already woefully thin field.

At moments like these, an Ameri-
«can ambassador in post sends a pow-
erful message of solidarityto partners
who are watching missiles rain down
on their cities. It also tells US diplo-
mats in the region that their work
matters.

Look at lndm where President

by royal courts and a US
tion where afew envoys rule the roost,
the assumption is that the real busi-
ness happens elsewhere. Heads of
state and top aides can, should and do
speak directly. But we lose alot by not
having empowered American repre-
sentatives on the ground.

Isaw this up close over four years as
the State Department official respon-
sible for the Gulf region. After two
years with mostly acting chiefs of mis-
slon we finally managed to send seven

-, oneof his clos-
est adwscrs as US ambassador to heal
badly damaged ties. On a recent visit,
several Indians told me how impor-
tant and stabilising a signal that was.
Gor is now working to bring Trump to
India.

This administration should move
fast to nominate capable, trusted offi-
cials — whether diplomats, business
leaders, retired officers or even politi-
cal allies — to key regional capitals. In
a few months, attention will shift to

t firmed ambassadors to
everyGuUsmu
The difference was palpable. Com-
munication was clearer and we were
able to head off multiple misunder-
standings that could have become
bruising, time- ing fights. [

the and an in Senate
‘majority. The window is closing.
Trump may not be wedded to con-
ventional habits of foreign policy. Fair
enough. But there's a reason countries
smcc ancient times have appointed
dors abroad. It works.

took comfort knowing that if some-
thing went sideways overnight, there
was an ambassador on the ground to
field the first call — often before Wash-
ington even woke up.

The writer is a distinguished diplomatic
fellow at the Middle East Institute and
served as US deputy assistant secretary of
stateunder the Biden administration

to look for
ways to minimise their use and that of
other agricultural inputs. Israel, with
its reputation for high-tech agriculture,
can help greatly in this regard.

Also, you might remind Iran of how
Muhammad I of Khwarazm's verbal
incitement of the Mongols brought
down on his Persian empire nearly 40
years of destruction that culminated
with the sacking of Baghdad in 1258.

It is time for cooler heads onall sides!

Jim Blum

Baltimore, MD, US

I'd be a yen millionaire if T
policed Japan's cycling rules
I'have a deep personal interest in Leo
Lewis' news story (“Japan slams
brakes on pavement-riding cyclists”,
Report, FT Weekend, April 4) about
the Japanese police crackdown on
errant cyclists.

For more than half a century, I have
regularly ridden bicycles in many
world cities. The only place I have
feared for my life is Japan, facinga
daily dose of peril on the road, from

Oxfordshire landowner
makes case for housing

My family owns the land at Kidlingtan
referenced in the article “Fields in
Oxfordshire greenbelt lie on front lin2
of housebuilding battle” (Report,
March 26), and in the follow-up letter
from Daphne Hampson “Even Oxford
is allowed to keep its Port
Meadow"(April 6).

Unlike Port Meadow our land is not
common land. It is private land,
farmed in arable rotation. There are
two public footpaths across the land,
the only access that the public has of
right. We do allow access in the field
margins if people seek our permission,
despite frequent. vanda]lsmg of nur

UK signs away its leverage
over Mauritius on Chagos
Further to Jonathan Sumption’s letter
questioning the lawfulness of the
Chagos Islands giveaway (March 7),
one rationalisation for the deal recently
articulated by Ben Judah — whoworked
on the agreement when at the Foreign,
Commonwealth & Development Office
— s to spin it not as a humiliating
surrender but a cunning piece of
statecraft, which envisages that
Mauritius will be turned into a western
ally by becoming financially dependent
on the UK's leasing payments.
However, this logic is faulty: the
money can only exert influence on
Mauritius if it has any fear of losing it,

infractions, and their penalties is

long and badly thought out. There is a
basic contradiction that the new rules
failed to address; whether bicycles are
road vehicles or belong

fences, gates and signs, and the 's written terms
by people who share i 3 make this i
pression that this is common land. Article 15.1 of the agreement lets
Itis not. Mauritius unilaterally cancel the
The implication of the picture you agreement and take full control over

used was that the land in the
background, leading up to the church,
was to be built upon. In fact this will

else. One example: bicycles are not
allowed on the pavements, except
where they are allowed on the
pavements.

Japanese road rules say that cyclists
are not supposed to turn right; instead
they must go straight, turn the bike
through 90 degrees and go straight.
And when riding on the road, cyclists
must obey pedestrian lights, so must
stop at a green traffic light if the
pedestrian light is red.

1take issue with Lewis when he
claims that police rigorously apply
traffic rules to motor vehicles. Police
are rarely there to check, so you have
to be unlucky to get caught, say,
chancing a red light or speeding.

On ourlocal road the limit is 30kph,
but it is extraordinary to find a car
doing less than 4Skph.

1 fear the same will happen with
the new cydle rules, left unpoliced
unless you are unlucky enough to
encounter a police officer.

1 have just been out for a 30-minute
ride around the local neighbourhood in
suburban Osaka to check on the local
sakura (cherry blossom).

I encountered 30 schoolboy cyclists
in seven separate groups — more like
gangs in the way they were riding at
25kph — two abreast on the pavement,
and in one case three ranks of two
abreast.

lorries, buses, taxis, arrogant Lexus, ‘Three schoolboys were riding the
Mercedes and Toyota Crown drivers wrong way down a one-way street.
whizzing faster ‘hzn the speed Timit, Four people were riding with
careless d with two holding mobile phones,

their mobile phones, butaboveall from | one holding an umbrella, another with
fellow cyclists. an umbrella in a stand. Eight people

So1was hopeful that Japan's police were riding on the right-hand side of
were going to crack down on bad the road and one in the centre.
behaviour by issuing blue ticket on- 1f the police appointed me as their
the-spot fines — or even red tickets in agent to check bad behaviour for a
the case of dangerous riding. My hopes | percentage of the fines, I would be a
have faded. yen millionaire within a week.

The list of 113 cycling violations, Kevin Rafferty

many of them relatively minor rule

Osaka, Japan

form app half of a 4.4~
hectare country park, which comes
with the proposals for housing some
450 metres distant from the church.
This new amenity, for the benefit of the
entire local community, will indeed be

Diego Garcia if the UK misses a single
payment — for any reason, regardless
of circumstances.

This means the UK has signed away
its own leverage — we cannot punish
Mauritius for treaty violations by
withholding money because then we
lose the base altogether. We are locking
ourselves into giving Mauritius free

like Oxford’s Port Meadow. money while it has liberty to behave as
The planning experts recommended | badly as it pleases.

this land for development based on ‘The agreement is inadequate and, if

substantial evidence uncontested by it must go ahead, it needs complete

official bodies. rewriting with more rigorous security
They did so in the k ledge that and proper i

the area desperately needs new homes enforcement.

including, in this case, 50 per cent Robert Frazer

affordable housing with 60 per cent Salford, Lancashire, UK

social rent in one of Oxfordshire’s most .

sustainable but least affordable A tie-maker’s thank you

locations,
There is no room for blind faith in 1t was with great joy that I read Robert

this matter. Together with
misinformation, blind faith is the root
cause of the Nimbyism that delays
essential development.

ford

Tom

Oxford, Oxfordshire, UK

Let’s not sacrifice more
English farmland for solar
At atime of war, volatile harvests and

rising food prices, itis perverse to
carpet productive farmland with solar

Armstrong’s feature on “How to wear a
tie” (HTSI, FT Weekend, March 14).

You gave me the great honour of
publishing my defence of our trade ina
letter in 2022 (“A tie manufacturer
gives the FT'a dressing-down”).

1'have continued to champion our
industry and now represent my
mentor, Robert Keyte, whose tie-
making family’s tradition began in the
1930s. His eponymous business
continues to “hand slip” ties in
England, to this day, for the best

panels when “industrial sheds” and establishments in the world.
warehouses offer a far better Amummgs positive focus on

I ive () set to us, working
record”, Report, February 11). hard to keep r.he industry going.

‘Why sacrifice fields when industrial

roofs by motorways and railheads St Lconards—an—Sm. East Sussex, UK
could do the job, closer to where power

is needed and without scarring the =

landscape or reducing food Correction

production? Planning policy should

make solar-ready roofs y oA ing legal fees charged
on new logistics and indusu'ial by US law firm WilmerHale to Bmlb:m
buildings, prioritise Alberto Safra

existing stock, and fix grid bottlenecks | attributed tothe judgei; ln the rulmg.
before any more rural acres are turned | Safra, than thej

into power stations.
Kim Thonger
Collyweston, Northamptonshire, UK

the charges as uxrremcly high”, ,whlch
was incorrectly stated inan article
onApril9.
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The case for trade, remade

growth by a factor of three. That era has
ended. For companies and nations,
resilience rather than efficiency has
now taken centre stage in trade
decisions. Some fear the death of
globalisation; others a rupture in the
world order and an accompanying
1930s-style retreat in world trade.
Avmdmg that outcome means first

he recent s meet-

ing of the World Trade

Organization ended in igno-

miny with no agreement

reached on ecommerce
tariffs and a failure to discuss much-
needed reform of the WTO itself. This
was a fitting end to a disastrous decade
forworld trade.

That decade began with Brexit and
the tariffs of Donald Trump’s first presi-
dency. World trade was then rocked by
the acute supply chain disruptions of
Covid-19 and Russia’s full-scale invasion
of Ukraine. It will end with US tariffs at
their highest levels since the second
world war and significant supply chain
dislocation inthe Middle East.

The postwar golden era of globalisa-
tion saw world trade outpace world

the reason for this sour-
ing of trade sentiment. That lies in two
catastrophic acts of wilful blindness
during the golden erz: first to the
adverse social consequences of free
trade and second to the inherent fragil-
ity of global supply chains.

Tellingly, it was these same mistakes
that caused the rupture in global finance
during the global financial crisis. It was
inequality that fuelled the accumula-
tion of excessive (in partizular, housing)
debt. And it was the fragility of complex
credit supply chains that razed this
house of debt to the ground.

Yet less than two decades on, the glo-
bal financial system has been rewired
and rebooted. Credit has been rerouted
away from banking bottlenecks to
improve system resilience. Ruptures in

Britainis in
the grip of the
fed-up-niks

POLITICS

Robert
Shrimsley

twas a vote that shook America. In
1968, the little-regarded liberal
senator Eugene McCarthy crested a
wave of anti-Vietnam war senti-
ment to come within 5,000 votes of
defeating the sitting President Lyndun

nationalist parties.) The Greens in Feb-
ruary enjoyed their first ever parlia-
mentary by-election win,

Reform and the Greens' combined
support is over 40 per cent in the polls
and they are whittling away at the
Labour and Tory vote. While the old
parties are still trying to appeal toa wide
and disparate coalition of voters, the
challengers can target more coherent
demographicgroups.

Attempts by the two old parties to
claw back support by aping their poli-
cies fall prey to the McCarthy miscon-
ccpuon [or whlle the cl'allengers both

Johnson in the New
Democratic primary. The resull
spurred a more formidable rival, Robert
Kennedy, to join the presidential race
and within two weeks Johnson had with-
drawn. It was only later, when two poll-
ing experts analysed the contest, that
they discovered that around three-fifths
of McCarthy’s backers were protesting
that Johnson wasn't escalating the
war fast enough. His vote was not so
much peaceniks, the pair concluded, as
“fed-up-niks".

Britain is now experiencing its own
“fed-up-nik” summer and it is reshap-
ing the entire basis of party politics.
Next month'’s local and devolved parlia-
mentary elections look set to deliver
huge gains for two parties of protest on
opposite ends of the spectrum. Opinion
polls in England suggest the big winners
will be Nigel Farage’s Reform UK and
the Greens, newly resurgentas a party of
the Corbynite left. (Scotland and Wales
have the alternative avenue of the

The chips chokehold

TECHNOLOGY

John
Thornhill

ran’s effective blockade of the Strait
of Hormuz has hxghhghled the
alarming impact of tj; a

corethat likes their
major policies, be it the immigration
focus of Reform or the eco-socialism
and anti-Zionism of the Greens, their
primary engine of growth is fed-up-niks
who believe traditional politics is failing
to deliver the change many have
demanded since Brexit.

This feeling was captured by Hannah
Spencer, the new Green MP, in her vic-
tory speech in February. *Working hard
used to get you something . . . a nice
house, a nice life, nice holidays. But now
working hard, what doesthat get you?”

And people are right tobe fed up. Two
decades of largely stagnant real house-
hold incomes, stubborn inflation,
higher taxes for poor public services,
rising youth unemployment and a gen-
eral sense that the main political parties
have no answers have created a feeling
of malaise not dissimilar to the late
1970s. One recent poll showed just
12 per cent of those quest.oned think the
UK isheadingin the rightdirection.

icantly boosted its military capabilities
to help achieve that end. Any serious
disruption to the global supply of the
world’s most valuable semiconductors
would surely bring the current Al
investment boom in the US screeching
toahalt. Itwould also rattle global stock
markets that are heavily leveraged on
Big Tech’s colossal Albet.

The over-reliance of the US on Tai-
wan’s manufacturing output lns been

trading chokehold. Yet there is an

even bigger potential pain point in
the global economy: Taiwan's control of
more than 90 per cent of the world’s
leading-edge silicon chips, which run
almost every western smartphone, data
centre, Al model and smart weapons
system.

The rise of Taiwan’s chip industry is
one of the most remarkable industrial
stories of our century. But the island of
23mn people lies on a geostrategic — as
well as a seismological — faultline,
roughly 100 miles off the coast of China.

Beijing has long trumpeted its
“national rejuvenation™ mission to
incorporate the island. It has also signif-

belatedly ised by
but overcoming that challenge is an
altogether different proposition.

In January, the US Treasury secretary
Scott Bessent warned that any disrup-
tion to Taiwanese chip production
would pose the “single biggest threat to
the world economy.”

“If that nl;md were bl ocknded that

credit supply — think private credit
currently — rock the boat but no longer
sink the ship. Contrary to concerns at
the time, resilience has not presaged the
stability of the graveyard.

There are good reasons to believe glo-
bal trade is more likely to follow the
path of global finance this century than
that of global trade in the 1930s, Path
dependencies matter. The cat's cradle of

Global supply chains are
so embedded into business
models that unravelling
them would be disastrous

global supply chains is so deeply embed-
ded into business models that unravel-
ling it would be catastrophically costly.
1t would also be unnecessary. Rapid-
fire rerouting of trade is now muscle
memory for companies and nations.
This was exemplified following the
imposition of Trump's tariffs a year ago,
despite which trade volumes have
continued to rise. The recent de facto

closure of the Strait of Hormuz is caus-
ingasimilar rewiring.

The ability to reconfigure at speed, if
at some cost, isthe key to resilience. The
solution to global supply chain fragili-
ties lies in agile trading models and div-
ersified trading partners. For the WTO,
success may liein ising that these

low acost. And the penny is beginning to
drop. Necessity of circumstance is the
main reason we may have reached
“peak tariff” in the US and why tariff
retaliation, 1930s-style, has been
disavowed. It is certainly why the UK is
fast-tracking efforts to reset EU trade

objectives are often easier to achieve
through hilateral or plurilateral means.

A second reason for optimism on
trade is the necessity of circumstance.
The world faces acute twin challenges
of depleted living standards and an
elevated cost of living, both made worse
by eventsin Iran. It lacks the fiscal space
to tackle either. Yet, hiding in plain
sight, is a fiscal-free way of killing both
birds withasingle stone: trade.

Studies suggest a 1 percentage point
rise in trade intensity might raise
national income by 0.5-1 per cent and
lower the price level by 0.1-0.5 per cent

If the UK had
vian levels of trade-intensity, this wnu.ld
boost GDP by up to a fifth and lower
prices by upto 10 per cent.

It is hard to think of many policies
delivering such a double dividend at so

Conservatives remain untrusted.
Labour has squandered goodwill in
record time, Both appear to represent a
failing status quo. Green and Reform
voters share a belief that the system is
rigged against them, in favour variously
of the rich, the elites and immigrants.

Understanding all this is crucial for
Labour in particular. Having spent the
first year of his government tacking
right to neutralise the Reform threat,
Keir Starmer is now under pressure to
shift left to staunch losses to the Greens.
Yet both strategies are flawed.

‘What yoters are really being drawn to
is confident leadership that articulates
their anger and appears to offer new
solutions. Calls for Labour to be more
bold are often seen as demands to move
left. But the audacity demanded now is

Voters are being drawn to
confident leadership that
articulates their anger and
appears to offer solutions

ofadifferent order. The task s to articu-
late a clear course and pursue it with
urgency end conviction.

The answer for Labour, if there isone,
is giving voters reason to believe you
have credible answers. There will be
tactical tacks left and right on immigra-
tion or welfare or redistribution, but the
only routz to reclaiming the fed-up-niks
is a vision of improved services and
higher living standards.

'his is why Starmer’s time is running
out. His government appears paralysed
by the scale of the challenge. One senior
Labour figure laments that at every
political inflection point since the war,
transformative leaders had an agenda
that could crudely be reduced 1o a word.
“With Attlee it was nationalisation; with
Thatcher, privatisation or liberalisation;
with Blair, modernisation. What is
Starmer’s one word?”

Reform, in particular, hasits oneword
— restoration — a rolling back of the
il of high immigrati
liberal sacial policies, over-regulation,
bloated bureaucracy and a loss of the
entreprencurial spirit.

Blairits

Yes, trade deepening may come with
inequality costs. But, scarred by experi-
ence, there is greater policymaker rec-
ognition now both of these costs and,
crucially, that they may be better
addressed through active industrial
strategies than defensive trade policies.

Allof which leads me to think obituar-
ies for globalisation are premature. Any
ruptures to the world order are to the
Achilles, not the aorta — painful, not
fatal. Perversely, today’s challenges are
helping remake the case for trade. Just
as the GFC prompted a rewired, resilient
new financial order, the “disastrous
decade” may usher in the same for
world trade.

The writer, an FT contributing editor,

is a former chief economist at the Bank
of England

Listen up:
Als
communication
blind spot

Haru
Yamada

Lis often framed as a chal-

lenge to human intelli-

gence. It builds on what we

understand about how

language is produced and
recognised, performing these tasks with
increasing speed and precision. What
remains far less understood, however, is
how our thinking is shaped by the way
welisten.

While Al is seen to outperform
humans in speed, pattern recognition
and consistency, the strength of human
intellect is often located in the more dif-
fuse and harder-to-measure complexity
of communication.

Al systems process information by
identifying patterns and generating
outputs based on data that has already
been encoded with meaning. They
operate on what is legible, stable and
defined. A human listener, by contrast,
does more than interpret and respond
towhat they understand. They also take
in what is not yet known, exploring it
before it settles into something recog-
nisable. They listen for meaning that
has not yet fully formed, drawing on
culture and experience to attend to
tone, hesitation, ambiguity and what
remains unsaid. Rather than eliminate
variability and ambiguity, human lis-
tening works within it.

This capacity to sit with uncertainty
in listening remains largely unexplored,
in part because it is difficult to measure,
especially in comparison to speaking.

What can be measured becomes
visible and optimised, which is why
contemporary work environments tend
to favour clarity, speed and resolution.

A human does more than
interpret and respond.
Ihey also take in what is

not yet known

For fed-up-niks th toroll
the dice is strong. Britain's previous eco-
nomic model is faltering. They see no
convincing answer to Spencer’s ques-
tion. After years of empty promises
from the main parties, why not take a
riskon someone else?

Thereis, in fact, a good reason. Brexit
should serve as a warning about over-
confident advocates for shock treat-
ment. The Greens' economic outlook
could impoverish the country, frighten
off investment and sink the currency.
Reform is working to reassure the coun-
try of its fiscal prudence, but the Trum-
pian instincts of the men who gave us
Brexit should offer some pause.

The one hope for parties of the main-
stream is that there is no single vehicle
for discontent but two wildly polarised
options. Yet the underlying point
remains. Britain is in the grip of fed-up-
niks and if the only parties that appear
to offer transformation are the populist
right and left then they will continueto
set the pace of politics.

robert. shrimsley@ft.com

that could end the investment boom

the activation of Japan’s self-defence
forces under the terms of its 2015 secu-
rity law. That points to the risks of a far
wider conflict, especially if the US
responded to any Chinese moves
against Taiwan.

Recent administrations have been
actively trying to reduce their depend-
ence on Taiwanese chips. In 2022 Presi-
dent Joe Biden passed the Chips Act,
which authorised $52bn in subsidies to

Taiwan believes
its dominant position in
the market gives it a ‘silicon
shield’ against attack

late US semiconductor manufac-

capacity were d it would be
an economic apocalypse,” he said in
Davos.

Last year, Sanae Takaichi, Japan’s
prime minister, said that any Chinese
attack on Taiwan could constitute a
“survival-threatening situation” for
her country, too. The significance of
that phrasing is that it would permit

turing. President Donald Trump seems
to prefer the stick to the carrot. He has
slapped tariffs on imports attempting to
force foreign chipmakers into switching
manufacturingtothe US.

Investment in the American chip
sector has surged as a result. A di

uUsd s

ductor Industry A

lassified

of the USintel-

tic chip manufacturing was on course
to triple by 2032, More than 100
projects 2ave now been announced in
28 states, totalling more than $500bn of
investment.

Even so, the US tech industry will
remain critically dependent on Taiwan
for the immediate future. Apple, Nvidia,
AMD, Qualcomm and Broadcom have
no viable alternative manufacturer of
advanced chips at the scale they need.
And even US-made chips have tobe sent
to Taiwan for the final delicate process
of “packaging”.

The Tziwanese believe their domi-
nant position in the world's chip market
gives thema “silicon shield” protecting
them from attack. The Chinese would
not want to jeopardise their own eco-
nomic future by yanking such a critical
block outof the global Jenga tower.

But just how far and how fast Beijingis
prepared to go to take over Taiwan is
impossible for any outsider to know.
President Xi Jinping may reckon that
time is on his side and keep plugging the

that unifi is inevitable

to a 2024 report from the US Semicon-

Qne day. For what it's worth, the latest

ligence community is that “Chinese
leaders do not currently plan to execute
an invasion of Taiwan in 2027, nor do
they have a fixed timeline for achieving
unification.”

However, betting on the Polymarket
prediction market puts the chance of
China invading Taiwan by the end of

2027 at 20 per cent. That possibility is

ploy are trained to filter and
extract what is relevant, actionable and
clear. These habits shape what can
be heard. When listening becomes a
process of selecting from preconceived
meanings, some of what does not imme-
diately fit is excluded. The result can
be miscommunication and a narrowing
of the space in which understanding
might emerge.

The growing discomfort with the
language of “active listening” reflects
some of this tension. The term now
often refers to observable behaviours
such as nodding, paraphrasing and
maintaining eye contact. These behav-
iours have value, but they shift atten-
tion towards how listening appears.
It becomes possible to perform atten-
tiveness without actually discovering
anything new,

Other languages make this more
explicit. In Japanese, the verb “to listen”
can be written in different ways. One
form refers to hearing or asking as a
functional intake of information.
Another points to a mode of engage-
ment that involves staying with what is
not yet fully articulated. The distinction
is subtle, but it highlights something
that English tends to compress. Listen-
ing is notasingle act but a shifting orien-
tation. Rather than simply supporting
thinking or mirroring speaking, it
shapes the conditions under which both
can occur.

Al is making this distinction more
visible. It demonstrates how far infor-
mation processing can be extended,
while also revealing what is lost when
communication is treated primarily as
clearly coded input and output.

Systems can generate fluent
responses withoul encountering uncer-
tainty. But human communication
takes place in ﬂund moments that resist

certainly not priced into the US stock
market.

This betting is likely to oscillate in the
coming weeks ahead of Trump's
rescheduled visit to China on May 14,
when the subject of Taiwan is certainto
be discussed. For the moment, though,
Trump is still desperately trying to
extract his head from a Middle Eastern
chokehold.

The irony is that US attempts to
restrict exports of high-end chips to
Beijing have not only stimulated the
development of China’s “red"” chip sup-
ply chain. They may also — perversely —
have cut the costs of messing with the
Us-focused “blue” one.

e i@

rigid liesina
willingness to remain with what is still
forming, allowing meaning to shift
and develop.

Rather than compete with Al on
speed and precision, we can use the
technology to help clarify that the
next shift in our understanding of com-
munication does not lie in refining
how efficiently we respond but in

: recognising what allows us to remain

in conversation as meaning unfolds.
The advantage of human intelligence is
its ability to stay open, allowing
understanding to emerge rather than
forcing a resolution.

The writer is a sociolinguist and the author
of ‘Kiku: The Japanese Art of Good
Listening’
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Trump’s Perilous Straits

Those  who
wish Donald

world of the
Iranian threat
spent this
week warning
the president
of the secu-
rity risks of
quitting before the job is fully
done. Weak-kneed Republi-
cans might also consider the
political risks.

GOP hand-wringers—inside
the White House and out—are
pushing the president hard to
call it quits. The American
people have limited tolerance
for war, they note. The longer
the Strait of Hormuz blockade
lasts, the higher oil prices—
and the cost of gas, diesel, jet
fuel, heat and fertilizer—will
climb, frustrating the public
and potentially damaging the
economy. Every day the presi-
dent is focused on bombing
and war messaging, they
warn, is a day he isn’t out
making the case for his do-
mestic achievements on en-
ergy, prices, deregulation,
taxes. Look at the polls! See
those Republican losses in
those special elections! The
midterms are coming!

All true, and all missing
the obvious point: How this
conflict ends matters more
than when, both strategically
and politically. Republicans
need to emerge with an obvi-
ous, definable success. Any-
thing less adds a huge new li-
ability to a GOP that is
already rolling into a midterm

POTOMAC
WATCH

By Kimberley
A. Strassel

election with a disadvantage.

Give the president credit
for deciding to strike Iran de-
spite the politics. Having de-
graded Iran’s nuclear program
last year, he might have put
off further action until past
the midterms, if ever. Con-
gressional Republicans would
have preferred that approach.
It’s the course many presi-
dents might have taken,
knowing that Americans—fo-
cused on their own cost-of-
living concerns—might be
hard to convince, especially
with Democrats and the me-
dia rooting for failure. Mr.
Trump nonetheless decided
the moment was now, mid-
terms notwithstanding, and
took bold action.

Yet the politics remain.
And having chosen to invest
so much time and focus, so
many resources, on this war—
time not spent on domestic
cheerleading—it’s all the
more important Republicans
come out of this with some
political benefit. That can
happen only with a clear-cut
victory against Iran, one the
critics can’t credibly spin as
defeat.

This week’s messy “cease-
fire” isn’t clear-cut. It leaves
Iran with leverage over the
strait and access to enriched
uranium. The headlines offer
a glimpse of the political
damage anti-Trump forces in-
tend to inflict via any such
ending. Good luck finding an
in-depth story about Joint
Chiefs of Staff Chairman Dan
Caine’s briefing this week, de-
tailing how a mighty U.S.
joint force, in 38 days, dis-

mantled one of the world’s
largest militaries.

After 13,000 strikes on tar-
gets, the U.S. has reduced to
rubble Iran’s air-defense sys-
tems, its ballistic-missile and
attack-drone stockpiles, and
90% of its weapons factories.
We've sunk 90% of Iran’s reg-
ular naval fleet, sending more
than 150 ships to the bottom
of the sea. A year ago Iran

Americans hate losing
wars, and he faces
political trouble if

he bugs out of Iran.

was a country sprinting to-
ward a nuclear weapon and
stockpiling a vast missile ar-
senal. Today its ability to
threaten the U.S. and its allies
has been reduced to a mere
fraction of that, and it will be
years and years before it can
reconstitute. These are very
real achievements.

But continued Iranian con-
trol of the strait and “nuclear
dust” gave Democrats, the
press and antiwar Republi-
cans all the opening needed
to declare the whole exercise
a defeat. “Seems like losing,”
taunted a Politico headline.
“Trump’s central war objec-
tives remain unmet,” cheered
the Washington Post. The
New York Times smugly noted
that this was all a “blow to
American credibility,” possi-
bly its “Suez moment.” The
Democratic line, as voiced by
Senate Minority Leader Chuck

Schumer: “This war has made
us worse off than when it
started.” Antiwar Republicans
joined in, also (oddly) claim-
ing that Iran was now even
more of a threat and proof
that U.S. foreign engagement
is always a costly mistake.

This is what American vot-
ers are hearing. It’'s only a
preview of what they’ll hear if
Iran emerges from this as toll
keeper of strait oil, blaring its
continued nuclear ambitions.
And it’s exactly what they will
continue to hear—all the way
to the election, to the exclu-
sion of much else—unless Mr.
Trump finishes the job. This
may require escalation and
more weeks of conflict—ex-
actly what nervous Republi-
cans fear. But it’s the only fix.
In for an inch, in for a mile.

Support for this war has
somewhat followed party
lines, but if there is one thing
almost all Americans hate,
it’s losing (or seeming to
lose) a war. An unambiguous
victory against Iran would at
the least neutralize the issue,
allowing the administration
to return to the case for its
domestic achievements. A
clear victory might even be a
political boost, allowing the
GOP to draw a stark contrast
with weak Democratic foreign
policy.

A messy “defeat”—as this
cease-fire is being aptly de-
fined—will be one more griev-
ance for American voters to
add to their frustrations with
the current party in power—
Republicans. It’s in Mr.
Trump’s hands.

Write to kim@wsj.com.

Religion Belongs in American History Class

HOUSES OF Most school-

‘WORSHIP  children in
By Todd America still
Weiler stand, place
their hands
over their

hearts and pledge allegiance
to “one nation under God.”
Yet too many of them gradu-
ate without ever learning
what God meant to the Ameri-
cans who founded and pre-
served the nation—or why re-
ligious language appears at so
many of the nation’s defining
moments.

U.S. history can’t be taught
accurately without acknowl-
edging the role religion has
played in the actions and ideas
of the American people. Utah
is taking the lead in address-
ing how to make the teaching
of history more responsive to
the reality of history. Under a
new law the governor signed
on March 25, K-12 civics edu-
cation is required to incorpo-
rate the historical role of reli-
gion and religious liberty in
American constitutional gov-
ernment and citizenship.

The bill doesn’t promote
any particular religious belief
or devotional activity. It al-
lows teachers to present the
historical record fully and ac-
curately, without fear of disci-
pline from the ideological sec-
ularists who have spent the
past several decades chasing
religion from schools’ ac-
counts of American history.
The law also allows students
to express religious views in
their schoolwork without fear
of discrimination or academic
penalty.

Students may learn that
the Pilgrims arrived on the

Mayflower, that the First
Amendment protects religious
liberty, and that church and
state are constitutionally dis-
tinct. But under practices that
have prevailed for decades,
they rarely learn that con-
science, moral duty and reli-
gious conviction shaped the
decisions that defined the
American experiment.

Many students can place
the Emancipation Proclama-
tion on a timeline and explain
its significance in the Civil
War. Far fewer know that
Abraham Lincoln told his cabi-
net that he had made a solemn
promise to his “Maker” to is-
sue the proclamation.

Students needn’t share Lin-
coln’s faith to understand that
it guided his decision. But
without understanding the
context of the Emanclpatmn
Procl. ion, ion

During the D-Day invasion
Franklin D. Roosevelt deliv-
ered one of the largest public
prayers in history over the ra-
dio. He asked Americans to
join him, not once but daily, to
pray for American troops.
Congress added “under God”
to the Pledge of Allegiance in
1954 as a direct ideological
counter to communism. These
moments aren’t theological ex-
ercises but historical facts.

Teachers tend to avoid
the topic of faith. A
new Utah law aims to
remedy that problem.
L]
After a series of Supreme

Court decisions prohibited
school- prayer and

appears merely tactical—and
not what Lincoln understood it
to be: a moral reckoning car-
ried out under extraordinary
political and personal pressure.
From the American Revolu-
tion to the civil-rights era, reli-
gion shaped pivotal moments
in American history. Clergy
preached independence from
their pulpits, framing liberty
and equality as moral obliga-
tions. Abolitionists condemned
slavery as incompatible with
the belief that all people are
children of God. The civil-rights
movement was organized
largely through churches,
where ministers called for jus-
tice in both constitutional ide-
als and biblical teachings.
American presidents have
also framed national events in
their own moral language.

devotional activity, —many
schools grew cautious of dis-
cussing faith or religion. Rather
than risk crossing a murky
boundary, many educators
avoided di: religion alto-
gether. The result was the
teaching of an incomplete his-
tory. Students learned what
happened, but often miss why
the participants believed their
actions carried moral weight.
An American history profes-
sor told me that his students
were surprised by how fre-
quently religious ideas ap-
peared at our nation’s turning
points. One student wrote that
he understood these events
only in political or economic
terms and never encountered
the moral language that
shaped them. Another, who
identified herself as nonreli-

gious, said avoiding religion
while studying historical
events would be ridiculous be-
cause it was so central to the
people participating in those
historical events.

The Constitution requires
government neutrality toward
religion, not silence. The First
Amendment doesn’t forbid ob-
jective teaching about the role
of faith in history, literature
and civic life. To strip away
context presents a fundamen-
tally incomplete version of
history.

Utah is restoring this bal-
ance. The state’s new law af-
firms that students may exam-
ine  primary  sources—
including the Mayflower
Compact, the Declaration of
Independence, the writings of
early American leaders—to
discuss the ideas they contain.
Historical literacy requires en-
gaging the ideas that shaped
the people who made history.

Classrooms should reflect
the richness of American his-
tory, not a simplified version
shaped by uncertainty about
constitutional boundaries. Stu-
dents learn best when they en-
counter the past as it was—
human beings grappling with
the same questions of justice,
liberty and responsibility we
face today.

Civic education is more
than memorizing dates. It is
an exploration of the moral
reasoning that shaped Ameri-
can history. Teaching the role
of religion in that history isn’t
a religious project but an exer-
cise in intellectual honesty.

Mr. Weiler, a Republican, is
a Utah state senator.

New England Considers the Nuclear Option

By Andrew Fowler

bipartisan coalition of
all six New England gov-
ernors has reached a
conclusion that until recently
‘would have been politically un-
thinkable: Renewable energy
alone can't deliver the afford-
able, reliable power the region
needs.

In a March 31 joint state-
ment, the governors called for
a “diverse energy strategy,”
identifying nuclear power as
essential to meet growing de-
mand and safeguard the re-
gion’s “collective energy fu-
ture.” The shift reflects a
broader trend: Energy policy is
no longer only about emissions
targets. It's increasingly about
cost and reliability.

Electricity prices in the re-
gion today are among the
highest in the country. Natural
gas last year accounted for
55% of generation in the region
and nuclear for 25%. New Eng-
land has invested heavily in re-
newable energy, particularly

offshore wind and solar. Re-
newables last year accounted
for 13% of total generation. By
nature, they’re intermittent
and risk prolonged blackouts.
Against this backdrop, nu-
clear energy is re-emerging as
a practical solution. Nuclear
power is consistent and is al-
ready a major source of clean
energy in the U.S., preventing
hundreds of millions of metric
tons of emissions annually.

The region’s governors
acknowledge the limits
of ‘renewable’ energy.

In New England, nuclear fa-
cilities such as Connecticut’s
Millstone Power Station help
maintain grid stability, power-
ing roughly two million homes.
Yet regulatory barriers have
long limited the development
of new nuclear capacity.

That is beginning to change.
Public opinion is shifting, and

policymakers increasingly rec-
ognize that meeting climate
goals without reliable baseload
power is unrealistic. A 2026
analysis from regional think
tanks, including my own, esti-
mates that meeting the re-
gion’s energy needs with nu-
clear power would cost
roughly $415 billion, about half
the cost of a renewable-heavy
system, while reducing emis-
sions by 92% by 2050.

Other countries offer practi-
cal lessons. France generates
about 70% of its electricity
from nuclear power, maintain-
ing low emissions while ex-
porting energy to neighboring
nations. By contrast, European
systems that rely heavily on
intermittent renewables have
faced higher costs and reliabil-
ity challenges.

The conclusion isn’t that we
should abandon renewables—
it’s that they can’t stand alone.
Energy policy requires bal-
ance. Wind and solar can help
reduce emissions, but without
complementary investments in

sources like nuclear, the region
risks higher costs and greater
instability.

As electricity demand rises,
driven by data centers and ad-
vanced manufacturing, regions
that can deliver reliable, af-
fordable power will also have a
competitive advantage. New
England will fall behind if it
can’t meet demand.

If affordability is a priority,
policymakers must focus on
scaling up energy sources that
work. Nuclear energy repre-
sents an area of alignment
across political lines. Policy-
makers can reduce barriers to
nuclear development, encour-
age investment and build an
energy system that is cleaner,
more reliable and affordable.

A region’s energy policy will
be judged by whether the
lights stay on and whether
people can afford the bill.

‘Mr. Fowler is a communica-
tions specialist at the Yankee
Institute, based in Hartford,
Conn.

BOOKSHELF | By Richard Hershberger

He Delivered
The Goods

A League of His Own

By Mark A, Stein
Lyons, 352 pages, $39.95

an equipment brand. The trademark is the namesake
i ded

S palding is a name familiar to modern sports fans as

of Albert dwill , who in 1876 co-fi
A.G. Spalding & Bro. to manufacture and retail sporting
goods. He was already famous as the best pitcher in base-
ball. Spalding retired from play two years after the birth of
his company but remained with the Chicago White Stock-
ings (now the Cubs) organization. He ended up with a con-
trolling stake in the club while building the business that
would make him a millionaire.

Mark Stein’s “A League of His Own” is the first full biog-
raphy of Spalding since Peter Levine’s “A.G. Spalding and
the Rise of Baseball” (1985). Mr. Stein, a veteran journalist,
makes good use of recent resources, including modern sec-
ondary research and digitized newspaper archives. With
these he has produced the most complete account of Spal-
ding’s life available today. He avoids the pitfall of apologiz-
ing for his subject’s moral shortcomings, such as his affair

with the woman who would

become his second wife,
begun well before his first
wife’s death; or his tacit
endorsement of the efforts
of Cap Anson, the star of the
White Stockings, to impose a
color line on baseball.
Spalding was born in 1850
in Byron, Ill. His widowed
mother sent him at age 11 to
live with his aunt and uncle
in nearby Rockford, where he
first played baseball. The boy
proved to be a natural and
eventually worked his way
onto the Rockford Forest City
Club. In 1867 the visiting Wash-
ington Nationals played Forest City in Chicago. The game
was supposed to be a mere warm-up for the Nationals
before facing serious competition. With Spalding pitching,
Forest City contested the Nationals in a marathon affair.
“After 3% hours,” Mr. Stein writes, “the twice-rain-delayed
game was over; miraculously, Forest City had won, 29-23.”
(The high score was entirely reasonable for the time.)

Spalding would pitch in the National Association,
founded as the first professional league in 1871, and the
National League, which he helped White Stockings owner
‘William Hulbert organize in 1876. Across both leagues,
Spalding compiled a record of 251 wins against 65 losses.
He took control of the White Stockings in 1882 following
the death of Hulbert. The White Stockings were a power-
house, and would go on to win the pennant five times in
the 1880s. The team also had the finances to match its
competitive i This placed ing, for the
better part of a decade, as the most powerful owner
in baseb:

He used his position to good advantage, serving as an
ambassador for National League baseball. He led the White
Stockings and a team of all-stars on a world tour starting
in 1889, publicizing the game and opening new markets for
his sporting goods. Next he directed the National League’s
fight against the Players’ League, a short-lived unionist
outfit that arose in 1890 after a dispute over compensa-
tion. He then withdrew from active management and con-
centrated on his business before eventually retiring in San
Diego. He died in 1915 at age 65.

The main problem with “A League of His Own” is Mr.
Stein’s willingness to take at face value Spalding’s claims
in his 1911 book, “America’s National Game,” which syst-
ematically inflates Spalding’s role in events. The implicit
claim in Mr. Stein’s title is that the National League
was somehow Spalding’s own league in a way it wasn’t
anyone else’s.

S —
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Albert Spalding was the most powerful
owner in baseball and an ambassador for
the newly established National League.

Mr. Stein recounts how Spalding hoped to induce star
players in the Players’ League to rejoin the National
Leag'ue We are told that Spalding sent Anson to negotlate

is an

recalled between himself and Mike "l(mg” Kelly, the big-
gest baseball star of the day, now with no sign of Anson.
Next is a contemporary analysis of how the negotiation
was doomed because Spalding sent Anson, a prickly per-
sonality, to do the talking. A more careful writer might
have wondered about the reliability of Spalding’s version
and been open to the idea that he had inserted himself
into the story.

More concerning is the pervasive sloppiness. There are
errors, contradictions and claims that either don’t match
the citations intended to support them or lack citations
entirely. Mr. Stein says that serious baseball fans in the
1860s were called cranks. This is indeed a 19th-century
term, but the baseball usage dates from the early 1880s:
The word rose in prominence with the trial of Charles
Guiteau, the assassin of President James Garfield. The
backdating is a tell. “Crank” is often adopted by modern
writers as a colorful old-timey word.

Mr. Stein has the Brooklyn (the modern Dodgers) and
Cleveland clubs jumping from the American Association
(1882-91) to the National League following the 1889 season.
It should be Cincinnati (the modern Reds), not Cleveland—
a distinction Ohioans consider important—making this
move. The author also dates the founding of the National
Association two years before it actually happened, followed
12 pages later by another account of the event, this time
dated correctly.

“A League of His Own” is a valuable but flawed contri-
bution. The book is a compr ive narrative bi
of Albert Spalding but fails to keep its stories straight or
put its subject’s life in context. Readers unfamiliar with
19th-century baseball will be misled while those familiar
with early ball will be annoyed.

Mr. Hershberger is the author of “Strike Four: The Evo-
lution of Baseball.”
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The Truth About Medicare Advantage

automaueaﬂy enrollmg Medicare bene-

ficiaries in private insurance plans—aka
Medicare Advantage—as a de-
fault. This may be the single
most effective way to reduce
Medicare waste, fraud and
abuse. So why do Democrats
oppose it?

Democrats are trying to flip
the script by claiming that Medicare Advantage
is wasting money. Insurers, Democratic Sena-
tors last week wrote to the Centers for Medicare
and Medicaid Services (CMS), “are endangering
the solvency of the Medicare Trust Funds.” This
misinformation deserves a rebuttal.

T he Trump Administration is considering

* * *

Congress created Medicare Advantage in
1997 with the goal of using market competition
to improve care for seniors and restrain spend-
ing. CMS makes payments to insurers based on
what it estimates the traditional fee-for-service
would spend to cover the same seniors.

Payments are adjusted for medical risk factors,
so insurers are paid more to cover sicker benefi-
ciaries. This is intended to prevent plans that dis-
courage seniors with costly medical conditions
from enrolling. Insurers use savings from reduc-
ing waste to lower patient costs and offer supple-
mental benefits like dental and vision care. Demo-
crats claim insurers are reaping outsize profits,
but their margins are capped by law. Insurers in-
crease profits by offering better benefits and
lower costs and expanding market share.

Most Advantage enrollees pay no premium
besides their Part B outpatient requirement,
compared to about $3,000 for traditional Medi-
care with supplemental “gap” policies. Unlike
traditional Medicare, Advantage plans also have
out-of-pocket spending caps. All of this has
made the plans popular, and more than half of
beneficiaries are covered by Advantage.

Democrats also claim plans are overpaid by
some $1.2 trillion over 10 years. How can that
be when Advantage’s share of spending is com-
mensurate with its share of beneficiaries? Dem-
ocrats claim the private plans draw healthier
enrollees than traditional Medicare so they
should be paid less than they are.

Yet Advantage enrollees are less likely to re-
port themselves as in “excellent” or “very good”
health than those in fee-for-service. They are
also much more likely to be low-income, which
Democrats say is a social determinant of health.
Advantage plans cover a larger share of Medi-
care-Medicaid “dual eligibles” who have very
low incomes or are disabled.

Democrats and their academic allies simply
presume that Advantage enrolls healthier se-
niors because the plans are able to provide
more benefits at less cost than traditional

About half of seniors use
a program that is under
Democratic assault.

Medicare. Well, that’s because insurers do a
better job of managing costs.

Consider skin substitutes that treat severe
burns or wounds. A Health
and Human Services Depart-
ment Inspector General report
last fall found that fee-for-ser-
vice spending on these treat-
ments rose 640% between the
third quarters of 2022 and
2024. Providers applied skin substitutes to mi-
nor scrapes and bruises—at an average cost of
$121,501 per patient and $230,103 for those
treated at home.

Advantage plans combined spent 93% less on
substitutes than traditional Medicare, which
the IG attributed to insurers using “reimburse-
ment and utilization management tools” to
limit abuse.

CMS has also flagged fraud in traditional
Medicare hospice care and purchases of medical
equipment like catheters. The agency this year
launched a pilot program to require prior au-
thorization in traditional Medicare for treat-
ments that are especially vulnerable to fraud.
Democrats oppose it.

They also want Advantage plans to stop prior
authorization, which they falsely claim delays
care. Only 7% of Advantage medical claims re-
quire prior authorization, and 98% of them are
approved. Advantage insurers say they approve
requests within a day on average and in only six
hours for the most urgent.

Democrats also accuse insurers of “upcod-
ing” beneficiaries to collect bigger Medicare
payments. This no doubt happens. But the far
bigger problem is overbilling by providers. A
2024 study in the journal Health Affairs found
that hospital discharges with the highest Medi-
care severity billing coding rose 41% between
2011 and 2019.

The “payment system creates incentives for
hospitals to upcode patients to a higher level
of complexity,” the study said. Advantage plans
reduce these incentives. A new peer-reviewed
paper by researchers affiliated with Advantage
insurer Elevance Health finds that a 10 percent-
age-point increase in Advantage enrollment in
a county is associated with $146 to $194 less in
Medicare spending per capita.

* * *

Insurers are a bipartisan scapegoat for rising
Medicare spending. But it’s notable that overall
Medicare spending last decade totalled $431
billion less than the Congressional Budget Of-
fice projected in 2010, even as the share of ben-
eficiaries in Advantage increased by half.

Democrats dislike Advantage because they
prefer government-run healthcare, though the
latter has higher costs. The opposition to Ad-
vantage is ideological, no matter the facts.

Sonia Sotomayor Profiles Brett Kavanaugh

resident Obama pledged to nominate ju-

rists with empathy, and his first pick for

the Supreme Court, Justice Sonia Soto-
mayor, famously said in a 2001 speech she
hoped “a wise Latina woman” would produce
better judicial outcomes than “a white male
who hasn’t lived that life.” This week we
learned what she meant.

At the University of Kansas, Justice Soto-
mayor discussed a Court decision last year re-
lated to the “reasonable suspicion” that federal
agents need to question someone they suspect
might be in the country illegally. “I had a col-
league in that case who wrote, you know, these
are only temporary stops,” she said, referring
to Justice Brett Kavanaugh.

“This is from a man whose parents were pro-
fessionals,” Justice Sotomayor said. “And prob-
ably doesn’t really know any person who works
by the hour.” Even if somebody stopped by im-
migration officers gets released, “those hours
that they took you away, nobody’s paying that
person,” she added, “and that makes a differ-
ence between a meal for him and his kids that
night and maybe just cold supper.”

While that’s empathetic, what does it have to
do with the law? In the case in question, a federal

judge ordered immigration agents not to form
reasonable suspicion based on any combination
of four factors: a person’s apparent race or eth-
nicity; speaking Spanish or accented English;
presence at a particular place; or type of work.
The Supreme Court stayed that injunction with-
out comment in Noem v. Vasquez Perdomo.

But Justice Kavanaugh explained his thinking.
“Under this Court’s precedents, not to mention
common sense, those circumstances taken to-
gether can constitute at least reasonable suspi-
cion of illegal presence,” he said in a concurrence.
“To be clear,” he added, “apparent ethnicity alone
cannot furnish reasonable suspicion.”

Justice Sotomayor wrote a dissent joined by
the other two liberals. She said those four fac-
tors cover too many innocent people to justify
reasonable susplcxon and fall short of the “indi-

li ” d ded by the Fourth
Amendment “We should not have to live in a
country,” she said, “where the Government can
seize anyone who looks Latino, speaks Spanish,
and appears to work a low wage job.”

That was overheated, and this week the Jus-
tice underscored how much her jurisprudence
is based on identity and political results, not
law and precedent.

Medicaid Rises 10%, Defense 4%

shrinks from serious entitlement re-

forms, which is no surprise. Maybe the
White House worries Democrats would use the
issue to attack Republicans in the midterms. But
the Congressional Budget Office’s budget re-
view for March is another reminder that a sus-
tained defense buildup will require changes that
slow the growth in entitlements.

The deficit during the first six months of this
fiscal year totalled $1.2 trillion, which is $139
billion less than the same period last year.
Credit for the smaller deficit goes to taxpayers
and ebullient financial markets. Receipts have
increased by $223 billion, mainly from a $101
billion or 9% increase in individual income
taxes, $42 billion more in payroll taxes and a
283% increase or $123 billion more in customs
duties (i.e., tariffs).

In other words, taxpayers continue to pay
their “fair share” of income to fund the govern-
ment. Non-withheld tax payments have grown
by $80 billion (28%) compared to last year as
soaring stock prices lifted capital gains. The Al
boom and the Administration’s deregulation
may be offsetting economic damage from Mr.
Trump’s tariffs, at least for now.

Although the Supreme Court struck down
Mr. Trump’s emergency tariffs in February, CBO
says customs duties last month were “nearly

P resident Trump’s new budget proposal

three times the amount last March”—a period
in which his emergency tariffs on Canada, Mex-
ico and China were in effect. In other words,
even though businesses no longer have to pay
the emergency tariffs, they are still getting
whacked by sundry other border taxes, includ-
ing his national-security tariffs on steel, alumi-
num, autos, lumber and more.

The fiscal problem is, as always, the other
side of the ledger, as outlays increased by $84
billion during the first six months of this year
to $3.6 trillion. Spending on most nondefense
discretionary programs fell, but these declines
were more than offset by higher outlays on So-
cial Security (a $42 billion increase), Medicare
($34 billion), Medicaid ($33 billion) and net in-
terest payments ($33 billion). Defense rose by
$18 billion, or 4%.

Mr. Trump’s budget proposes cuts to nonde-
fense discretionary spending, but these will be
swamped over time by ballooning entitlement
spending. Medicaid spending has increased 10%
compared to the past year, despite the GOP tax
bill’s modest reforms.

Republicans ought to use a second budget
reconciliation bill to pass more significant Med-
icaid reforms like block grants. Democrats and
their friends in the press will falsely accuse Re-
publicans of gutting Medicaid no matter what
they do. They might as well go big.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Can Any War Live Up to the Idea of Justice?

In “Pope Leo XIV Goes to War” (Main
Street, April 7), William McGurn rightly
concludes that pacifism “is both a terri-
ble abdication of responsibility and a
false application of principle that serves
only the interests of the wicked.”

Another refreshing commentary on
pacifistic views comes from a Quaker,
Scott Simon, a National Public Radio
talk show host and, at least earlier in
life, a pacifist. In the early 2000s he
wrote: “About half of all draft age
Quakers enlisted in World War II, be-
lieving that whatever wisdom paci-
fism had to give the world, it could
not defeat the murderous schemes of
Adolf Hitler and his cohorts.”

The goal of the U.S. in Iran isn’t re-
venge, which some pacifists and liber-
als, including some misguided members
of the clergy and others, insist it is. On
the contrary, ours is self-defense, that
is, taking steps to protect ourselves in
the future from those who have already
and ably demonstrated their desire to
kill us and their efficacy in carrying out
their murderous missions.

CHuck MANSFIELD
Stuart, Fla.

In his criticism of the Pope’s plea for
negotiations, Mr. McGurn implies a
misreading of Catholic just-war princi-
ples. It seems, however, that Mr.
McGurn may be overlooking a crucial
point in the Catholic teaching on war.

Just-war principles include discrimina-
tion in targeting civilians and limiting
civilian casualties as collateral damage.
In the current war with Iran, threats
have been made which beyond doubt
will result in the deaths of many non-
combatants. In an apparent effort to
eliminate significant casualties to the
American military, our country’s armed
forces have already killed more than
100 children at an Iranian school. With
good reason Pope Leo cries out for en-
hanced negotiation to end this war.
Rev. CARMEN MELE
Irving, Texas

It should be noted that not every
doctrine carries the same weight. War
as a solution comes straight out of the
culture of death, and, as such, just war
theories occupy a low place in the hier-
archy of teachings. A nation may resort
to war only as the result of a dilemma
where the only solutions are morally
suspect. At times, it unfortunately
needs to be done, but at what cost?

I suspect the Pope sees his role as an
advocate who promotes transcendent
values rather than as a gardener who
tries to reserve a plot for weeds. That
job belongs to our military chaplains
who must help our troops cope with
the ugly realities of war without suc-
cumbing to the culture of death.

REV. GERALD J. BEDNAR
Euclid, Ohio

Maine Shouldn’t Miss the Infrastructure Boom

Regarding your editorial on Maine’s
proposed data center moratorium (“The
Democratic Race to the Left,” April 8):
The last thing the state needs is a policy
that deters investment at a moment of
economic fragility. A moratorium risks
pushing long-term growth elsewhere.

The U.S. is in an Al-driven invest-
ment boom reshaping where capital
and jobs flow. A moratorium signals
uncertainty to companies deciding
‘where to build, and in a fast-moving
sector, even a temporary pause can
redirect projects permanently. States
that pause development forgo jobs,
tax revenue, and a foothold in the Al

economy. Data centers offer a rare op-
portunity for states like Maine. They
can repurpose underused industrial
sites and support local employment.
States that welcome these facili-
ties will attract investment, while
those that hesitate will see projects
shift to competitors such as New
Hampshire. Maine faces a straight-
forward choice: compete for this in-
vestment or cede it to others. A mor-
atorium would send the wrong signal
at the wrong time.
Ross ConNOLLY
Americans for Prosperity
Merrimack, N.H.

New Data Centers Won’t Be Draining Us Dry

Sen. Bernie Sanders proposes a fed-
eral moratorium on data center con-
struction (“Al Is a Threat to Everything
the American People Hold Dear,” op-
ed, April 3). Trying to hit the “pause”
button on innovation will simply drive
investment to competitors like China,
which is racing to build, not freeze.

Data centers consume water, like any
other industrial building, but the magni-
tude isn’t as dire as Mr. Sanders implies.
American data centers used 17 billion
gallons of water for cooling in 2023 and

Liquidity Isn’t Guaranteed

In “Trump Wants to Liberate
401(k)s” (April 6), the editorial board
notes that some are citing recent pri-
vate-credit turmoil as a cautionary
tale for retirement savers seeking ac-
cess to private markets.

Private-market investing is long-
term by design, as is retirement in-
vesting. Illiquidity is a feature, not a
bug. Problems arise when liquidity
provisions are shoe-horned into illig-
uid investment products or when in-
vestors assume liquidity that isn’t ac-
tually there. The former is a
structural flaw; the latter, an educa-
tion gap. Both help explain the cur-
rent wave of redemptions. But nei-
ther proves a fundamental mismatch
between private markets and retire-
ment capital.

‘The answer is more aligned product
design and better education that reflects
the long-term nature of retirement capi-
tal and private markets, not foreclosing
the potential for stronger long-term re-
turns for individual investors that pen-
sion funds, endowments and other insti-
tutional investors have captured for
decades. Heed the Oracle of Omaha: “Be
fearful when others are greedy, and
greedy when others are fearful.”

ERIC SaTz,
CEO, Alto IRA
Nashville

another 211 billion gallons indirectly
through electricity generation, which ap-
plies to any buildings using electricity.

Even if direct cooling water use by
data centers triples by 2030, it would
amount to about a tenth of what the U.S.
golf industry uses. The U.S. loses over
two trillion gallons of water annually to
leaky pipes, a far larger problem and a
far better use of Congress’s attention.

Data centers do place significant
demands on the grid, but new data
center demand is only a problem when
the grid can’t grow fast enough to
support it. Large customers like data
centers often cover the full cost of the
infrastructure built to serve them, in-
vestments that remain part of the grid
and benefit all ratepayers.

Instead of hitting pause on data
centers, Congress should look to the
DATA Act and state-level consumer-
regulated electricity initiatives. These
let data centers build their own power
off-grid, insulating ratepayers while
putting the investment risk where it
belongs: on the private sector.

SarAH MONTALBANO
Always On Energy Research
Seminole, Fla.

Mexico Makes Us the Villain

Regarding Mary O°Grady’s “Mex-
ico’s Missing and the Morena Party”
(Americas, April 6): On the one
hand, Mexico’s President Claudia
Sheinbaum tells us that the weap-
ons Mexican cartels import from
the U.S. used to slaughter each
other and innocent civilians is a
supply problem. On the other hand,
the drugs cartels are exporting to
the U.S. is a demand problem. In
both cases, America is the villain,
which lets Ms. Sheinbaum ignore
the literally borderline failed state
of Mexico.

T. BRYAN BARD
Boiling Springs, Pa.
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OPINION

How Trump Miscalculated in Iran

By Reuel Marc Gerecht
And Ray Takeyh

onald Trump threatened
to end Iranian civiliza-
tion, then sued for peace.
If the two-week cease-fire
is extended, which seems
likely, the extra time won't resolve
the conflict’s underlying causes.

The Islamic Republic is at war
with its own history, to borrow from
the former hostage and diplomat
John Limbert. So much that is Per-
sian, as well as the Western ideas
that have poured into Iran for more
than a century, eats away at the le-
gitimacy of the Islamic Republic. Mr.
Trump’s threats aside, he doesn’t see
where this regime gains strength
among those Iranian men who still
believe in the revolution: amid the
corruption, cynicism and breakdown
of governance they have caused,
these believers still seek a defining
struggle of good vs. evil.

The hardened men who rule Iran
see this war in existential terms.
Their planning appears more judi-
cious than the U.S. initially assumed.
They husband munitions for less in-
tense but persistent barrages. The
Islamic Republic’s leaders have thus
prolonged the war and rattled the

He followed his Venezuela
model, not accounting for
the ideological character
of the regime in Tehran.

global economy. Western anxiety
over this conflict and the start of ne-
gotiations between Tehran and
‘Washington make it less likely that
America—and by extension Israel—
might come to the aid of another
Iranian insurrection.

Survival has always been the
clerical regime’s primary objective.
Its rulers truly believe that the
country’s vast internal dissent is in
part fueled by foreign conspiracies.
If they inflict enough pain on the
U.S. and encourage it to disengage
from the Middle East, that makes it
less likely that the millions of Ira-
nians who loathe the regime will

A funeral ceremony in Tehran, April 1.

rally successfully against it.

Compromising on anything funda-
mental through diplomacy with
Washington threatens the regime at
home. Too much of the Islamic Re-
public’s aura has already been com-
promised. Too many iconic leaders
have been killed, too much of Iran’s
defense degraded. Since the pro-de-
mocracy Green Movement in 2009,
the regime has understood that more
nationwide protests are always on the
horizon. This perpetual instability
likely led many Israelis, perhaps first
and foremost Prime Minister Benja-
min Netanyahu, to believe that the re-
gime was more brittle than it actually
was. Hit it hard enough in the right
spots—eliminate the supreme leader,
Ali Khamenei, and many of his min-
ions—and the nezam, the system,
might unravel.

After last June’s 12-day war, the
regime desperately needed some
narrative of success. It can now
claim, with some justification, that it
stood up to America and Israel and
beat the Great Satan in the Strait of
Hormuz. The Persian Gulf—there is
a reason why serious people have
never called it the Arabian Gulf—has
become Tehran’s indispensable hos-
tage. Abbas Araghchi, the smug Ira-
nian foreign minister, captured well
the leverage when he announced the
cease-fire, noting “safe passage
through the Strait of Hormuz will be
possible via coordination with Iran’s

armed forces and with due consider-
ation for technical limitations.”
From the beginning, the Israelis
best understood the limits of power
in the Middle East. They know that
conclusive victories are unlikely.
Lawns once mowed have to be
trimmed. The Islamic Republic
would need to be bombed even when
there is no nuclear urgency or even
a provocation. As long as Tehran had
Russian and Chinese support, Jeru-
salem would need periodically to de-
grade Iran’s missile force and air-de-
fense networks. After the horror of
Oct. 7, 2023, Mr. aspired
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learned after his presidency: that the
Islamic Republic doesn’t “evolve.”

Mr. Trump was the first president
to bomb Iran and may be the last.
Given his fixation with the stock mar-
ket, he may now turn his attention
elsewhere. Containing determined
adversaries requires building a do-
mestic consensus and cajoling allies.
Reclaiming the Gulf from Iran would
need the concentration of consider-
able naval assets for a long time,
likely months, even years. For a poli-
tician who lives in the moment and
sees most U.S. allies as parasites, this
seems too much to ask.

On the home front, the Demo-
cratic Party is solidly against Mr.
Trump’s war. The commentariat per-
sists in its claim that this was a war
that couldn’t have been won and
shouldn’t have been fought. The Re-
publican Party harbors its own pow-
erful isolationist voices. And the
American people never warmed up
to a conflict whose objectives
weren’t clearly defined. “Mowing the
lawn” just doesn’t fit the American
psyche. To many Americans, it
seems immoral.

If the U.S. steps aside, it is hard
to see Israel going it alone. The Ira-
nians have learned that they possess
leverage through the Gulf. To mow
the Iranian lawn again, Jerusalem
will need diplomatic cover, arms and
logistical support from its super-
power benefactor. All Israeli prime

Mr.

for more than mowing. So too, it ap-
pears, did Mr. Trump—at least for a
few weeks.

America was the most consequen-
tial and the least steady actor in this
conflict. Mr. Trump assumed that
the Venezuela model could apply in
Iran, that the successors to the mar-
tyred supreme leader would be will-
ing to make peace on the American
president’s terms. The cynicism that
one often sees in “realist” analysis of
the Islamic Republic—that the re-
gime religiously had run out of gas
and now survives on corruption and
brute force—may well have made it
into Mr. Trump'’s circle. He confused
a Latin American kleptocracy for an
ideological regime ruled by men who
sincerely claim to know God’s will.
The president surely now knows
what Barack Obama appears to have

sought an American green light be-
fore proceeding against Tehran.
When Washington refused, Jerusa-
lem stood down.

Nuclear arms have never been
more essential for the Islamic revo-
lution. Ali Khamenei proved hesitant
and didn’t cross the threshold when
everything changed after the Oct. 7
attacks. Twice bombed in eight
months, his successors won’t make
that mistake if they can keep con-

a

Digital Asset
Rules Need
Clarity

By Scott Bessent

he U.S. has long shaped finan-

cial markets. Clear rules, credi-

ble enforcement and a willing-
ness to adapt to innovation have
made the American approach to mar-
ket regulation the world standard.
But maintenance of this leadership is
far from guaranteed. To preserve it
and rise to the challenge before us,
Congress must pass the Clarity
Act. Senate floor time is scarce, and
now is the time to act.

Over the past year, the global mar-
ket capitalization of digital assets
fluctuated between $2 trillion and $3
trillion. Nearly 1in 6 Americans owns
some form of digital asset. Major fi-
nancial institutions have launched or
sought approval for crypto-related
products. Blockchain infrastructure
has assumed a growing role in pay-
ments, settlements and the exchange
of real-world assets. Crypto is no lon-
ger a niche experiment—it is a tech-
nology the world is adopting, regard-
less of which nation chooses to lead.

This government has endeavored
to adapt. Last year President Trump
signed the Genius Act—a landmark
law that establishes a framework
for dollar-backed stablecoins and
effectively affirms the U.S. dollar’s
place on blockchain rails. It was a
decisive step toward modernizing
the financial system and reinforcing
the dollar’s global role.

U.S. financial regulation
sets the standard for the

world. Congress needs

to act to keep it that way.

trol of the country. Parad

war to disarm the Islamic Republic
may pave the way for its ultimate
rearmament.

Mr. Gerecht is a resident scholar
at the Foundation for Defense of
Democracies. Mr. Takeyh is a se-
nior fellow at the Council on For-
eign Relations.

Budapest Isn’t a Shining MAGA City on a Hill

Hungarians, you
might have heard,
head to the polls
Sunday in a na-
tional election. Ev-
eryone is on track
to lose in one form

POLITICAL

or another—in-
g%’:?%cs cluding Vice Presi-
Sternberg  dent JD Vance,
who you may not

have realized is a
participant. Which suggests that re-
ports of the death of Hungarian de-
mocracy were greatly exaggerated,
as was Hungary’s role as the van-
guard of a movement to restore Eu-
ropean civilization.

Prime Minister Viktor Orban, in
office for 16 years, faces a tough re-
election campaign that opinion polls
suggest he could lose. Such a loss
would befall Mr. Orban despite noto-
rious efforts to rig the system in fa-
vor of his Fidesz party. Those include
direct changes to the electoral sys-
tem to make it easier for Fidesz to
rack up votes in important districts,
which constitute the biggest reason
to think he still could eke out a win.

More to the point, though, such
procedural machinations would be
necessary for an Orban win only be-
cause his other attempts to domi-
nate Hungarian politics appear to be
failing. Those include moves to con-
solidate ownership of major media
outlets in the hands of his political
friends and allies as well as vigor-
ous efforts to restrict foreign fund-
ing of political activism, especially
by Hungarian-born billionaire
George Soros.

One shouldn’t be cavalier about
the effects such restrictions can have
on a country’s politics. Perhaps,
however, one shouldn’t overstate the
benefits Mr. Orban reaps. No amount
of media rigging or anti-Soros in-
veighing alters the reality that Hun-
garians have grown exasperated with
economic underperformance and ex-

hausted with such a long-tenured
prime minister. It happens.

If Mr. Orbén may lose the elec-
tion, it isn’t obvious anyone else will
win it. The front-runner is Péter
Magyar, a former Fidesz member
now leading a conventional center-
right party. But expect complex elec-
toral math to deprive Mr. Magyar of
an outright majority in Parliament.
To Brussels’ regret, Hungary is un-
likely to follow the lead of Poland,
where in 2023 voters ditched a
right-leaning administration loathed
by the European Union and replaced
it with a government led by center-
left arch-European Donald Tusk.

Hungarians turn out to

be pretty European, and
Orbdn is more opportunist
than he is revolutionary.

Hungarians will remain more so-
cially conservative than the norm
farther west. Budapest may become
less obstructive regarding European
support for Ukraine—Mr. Orban’s
tantrums here being the thing Brus-
sels currently finds most irksome
about him—but may not become en-
tirely supportive, either.

Still, one starts to suspect a lot of
people have gotten Hungary wrong,
not least Mr. Vance and other MAGA
hangers-on. The only reason Ameri-
cans have heard so much about Hun-
garian politics is that America’s own
national-conservative right glommed
onto Mr. Orban as a tribune.

The theory, as implied by Mr.
Vance while campaigning for Mr. Or-
ban in Budapest this week, is that
the Hungarian politician shows how
one can assemble a durable electoral
coalition behind opposition to immi-
gration, resistance to loony energy
policies, isolationist foreign policy,
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and strenuous resistance to cultural
wokery. As an added bonus, Mr. Or-
bén built much of his career on his
spats with Brussels, in which he
claimed to be asserting Hungarian
national sovereignty against a bump-
tious, antidemocratic multinational
bureaucracy.

This interpretation got Mr. Orban
and Europe all wrong. Mr. Orban was
ahead of his European peers in rec-
ognizing the social and fiscal dan-
gers of the wave of illegal migration
that arrived from the Middle East in
2015. Otherwise, however, his
method is more cynical than revolu-
tionary. Brussels attempts to impose
rule-of-law strictures that would im-
pede, say, corruption. Mr. Orban
couches his opposition as an asser-
tion of Hungarian national will, but
then folds to rake in EU subsidy
checks.

Conspicuously, Mr. Orban has
never proposed leaving the EU. The
reason is that, after 16 years under
his governance, Hungarians still ap-
pear to be just as “European” in out-
look as the rest of the bloc.

The latest edition of the EU’s Eu-
robarometer poll, a comprehensive
public-opinion exercise across the
Continent, tells the story. Released

last autumn, the survey found Hun-
garians are entu'ely average. They’re
slightly less satisfied with their cur-
rent lives than most Europeans, but
far from the most dissatisfied (the
latter are the Bulgarians, Greeks and
Romanians). Hungarians’ preoccupa-
tion with inflation, health and
household budgeting tracks with the
norm in most European countries.
And Hungarians have a higher opin-
ion of the EU (60% “tend to trust”
that hated Brussels bureaucracy of
the European Commission) than
their own national government
(41%), a pattern that repeats in
many countries.

Posit that Hungary is like its im-
mediate neighbors in another way,
too: Countries in that neck of the
woods find themselves in an ex-
tended transition from communist
autocracy into capitalist democracy
that grinds on under the surface de-
cades after the rest of the world lost
interest. This is a recipe for a degree
of political volatility, but not condu-
cive to any sort of durable movement
of conservative civilizational restora-
tion, if that’s what Europe needs.

Mr. Vance may well end up disap-
pointed by this weekend’s election
result, but he shouldn’t be surprised.

A Good Husband Walks

By Allan Ripp

ocial media is full of scolds crit-

icizing men who walk ahead of

their partners. “It all comes
down to . . . control, power, making
you feel disregarded,” one trauma-re-
covery expert explains on TikTok, di-
agnosing walking ahead as a symp-
tom of narcissism. The person in
front signals, “I'm in charge, you fol-
low me,” while the one behind feels
belittled. A popular dating influencer
says such behavior demonstrates a
lack of care, disrespect or attachment
avoidance.

Ouch! My wife and I typically take
two daily walks together. We're
mostly side by side, but I tend to drift
in front of her, especially if one of us
is on the phone, or we’re trying to
beat a crosswalk red light. In an air-
port, the distance between us can
stretch to many yards, usually be-
cause I'm scouting the restrooms.

Sarah would likely admit to some
self-inflicted fall-behind. Although a
wise companion in other respects,
she occasionally heads that way when
we're going this. When I walk with
her and her friend Susan at the same
time, I become their Australian shep-
herd, nudging them to stay on track
lest they wind up at the end of a pier
or down a dark alley.

This past winter showed my worst

walker’s traits. With piles of snow at
every intersection and pedestrians
moving in slow motion, I regularly
bolted ahead and mounted obstacles
like a fullback rushing for glory, leav-
ing Sarah somewhere behind. I be-
lieved I was forging a path for her,
but she saw my varsity moves as in-
considerate and selfish.

Now, when we approach kids
crowding the sidewalk, a curbside
puddle or a dog crouching to pee, I
stop and extend my arm like Sir Wal-
ter Raleigh, offering Sarah the right
of first passage. She may still go the
other way, but at least she gets first
dibs. We realign afterward, picking
up where we left off. Sarah welcomes
the gesture and I've noticed others
admiring my gallantry. I may even
bring up the rear for a few blocks,
which relationship savants say shows
my protective side.

1 recently hurt my ankle, but we
kept walking. On one outing I noticed
Sarah starting to draw away from me
with no impediment ahead. Her pace
accelerated and I had trouble keeping
up—she wasn’t looking back. Then I
remembered it was her day to pick up
our granddaughter from after-school
ballet. Let her go on, I thought. It
beats being married to a narcissist.

M. Ripp runs a press relations
firm in New York.

But apart from stablecoins, the
regulatory framework for digital as-
set markets is unclear. Previous lead-
ership at the Securities and Exchange
Commission and the Commodity Fu-
tures Trading Commission advanced
overlapping and sometimes conflict-
ing claims, leaving developers, ex-
changes and investors without firm
guidance. Enforcement actions de-
fined regulation, and goal posts
shifted with political whims.

This uncertainty had predictable
consequences. A growing share of
crypto development relocated to
places with clear rules, such as Abu
Dhabi and Singapore. Abroad, firms
knew when and how to register, what
standards to meet, and how to oper-
ate. The benefits of domiciling in the
U.S. rarely outweighed the risks.

Though industry nihilists may ar-
gue otherwise, there is one way to
give developers and entrepreneurs
the comfort to reshore: durable law.
Congress acted decisively with Ge-
nius, and the Clarity Act is the neces-
sary next step. By delineating regula-
tory jurisdictions, Clarity establishes
workable registration pathways for
trading platforms and intermediaries.
It defines when a digital asset is and
isn't a security. It enacts investor
protections through disclosure and
custody rules. It offers new measures
against illicit finance and new au-
thorities to address misuse.

The promise of Genius can’t be re-
alized without Clarity’s support. With
stablecoins gaining a regulatory foot-
hold, the next frontier is the financial
infrastructure they power: tokenized
assets, decentralized exchanges and
new means of capital formation.
Whether that ecosystem—and its as-
sociated jobs and tax revenue—will
develop domestically or abroad de-
pends on the durability of U.S. rules.

Economic security is national se-
curity, and it is a cornerstone of Clar-
ity. Bringing digital-asset activity
into a well-defined regulatory perim-
eter would strengthen oversight, im-
prove compliance with anti-money-
laundering standards and reduce user
incentives to rely on opaque—and of-
ten vulnerable—offshore markets.

Similarly, the software-developer
protections that Clarity incorporates
would ensure that the technology
powering digital finance remains
open, secure and domestically devel-
oped. American corporations and en-
trepreneurs poised to engineer the
industry’s underlying infrastructure
must understand their legal obliga-
tions. Clarity would deliver long-
sought confidence and gives the next
generation a green light to build.

The Genius Act proved that prog-
ress is possible and the efforts on the
Clarity Act to date have put the end
goal in sight. Congress needs only to
finish the job.

The U.S. didn’t become the world’s
financial center by hesitating in mo-
ments of technological change. It led
by setting standards that others fol-
lowed. By passing comprehensive
digital-asset market-structure legis-
lation, Congress will ensure that the
next generation of financial innova-
tion is built on American rails,
backed by American institutions, and
denominated in American dollars.

Mr. Bessent is Treasury secretary.
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The Iran War Will Change Our Lives

Bill Saporito and David Stubbs
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Expect to pay
Mr. Stubbs is the chief investment strategist at f f d
AlphaCore Wealth Advisory. more Ior rood,

HEN will the conflict with Iran ﬂlghts, gas aﬂd
end? There’s a shaky cease-fire in

place, but President Trump’s time- loans thls year.

line, like his military strategy, is
ephemeral. The war’s knock-on effects,
however, are already here. They are, in all
likelihood, affecting your life — and will con-
tinue to for most of this year.

Let’s start with your summer vacation
planning. The airlines are responding to
high jet fuel prices by raising fares while
trimming their schedules — United has al-
ready announced a 5 percent flight cut. That
means fewer seats will be available at peak
travel season and flight crews will work
fewer hours.

Heading to or from a city such as Presque
Isle, Maine, or Butte, Mont., that is served
exclusively by regional airlines? Those
flights will be the first to be canceled, Mike
Boyd, an airline industry consultant, has
pointed out. Carriers can’t run the small, 50-
seat jets that serve those markets profitably
when jet fuel has more than doubled, to
more than $4 a gallon.

The value carriers that serve popular des-
tinations such as Orlando, Fla., and Las Ve-
gas could be particularly hard hit. Florida-
based Spirit Airlines, known for its yellow
jets and unbundled fare structure, just
emerged from its second bankruptcy; Fron-
tier, its Western counterpart, delayed orders
for new planes and canceled some leases on
its current fleet to concentrate on filling the
planes it has. And all this is on top of the air-
port chaos created by bad weather (hello,
climate change), air traffic controller short-
ages and Transportation Security Adminis-
tration staffing issues.

Road trippers won't have it much better.
For recreational vehicle owners or renters,
a trip to national parks such as Zion and
Great Smoky Mountains — already suffer-
ing from DOGE budget cuts — will get more
challenging with R.V.s that average six to 15
miles per gallon of gasoline. Motorboaters
could be up a creek, too.

Expect to pay even more for food, too.
Prices for meat, wheat, coffee and sugar are
rising because the planting, harvesting, pro-
cessing, storage and transportation of food
are energy intensive. Farmers are strug-
gling to get the fertilizers they’ve ordered
from the Middle East. The price of anhy-
drous ammonia fertilizer, one of the most
used, is up more than 20 percent this year.
Farmers can buy potash-based fertilizers
from Canada, but those are subject to a 10
percent tariff. The other big supplier? Rus-
sia.

If the current fertilizer disruption inter-
rupts planting season, which is already un-

derway in many parts of the world, food
prices will rise in the second half of the year.

And that’s not all.

In developed countries like ours, persis-
tently high inflation increases the risk that
the Fed and other central banks will feel
compelled to raise interest rates. That lifts
the price of borrowing money across the
economy — not just credit card and auto
loans, but also mortgage rates.

Although conventional wisdom says that
central banks should look beyond an energy
price shock and not change their rates, their
capacity to remain steadfast is limited. Still

ing with their ic-era infla-
tion, Europe’s central banks may soon have
to consider raising rates to protect their in-
flation-fighting credentials — another eco-
nomic brake when we hardly need one.

At a time when rising oil prices are pres-
suring family budgets, E.U. governments
may be forced to cut their spending. Interest

rates on government bonds have risen
sharply in Britain and France since the start
of the war, meaning these nations will have
to spend more to cover debt payments, leav-
ing less money for price relief for the public.

The great build-out of the artificial intelli-
gence infrastructure — which has been
pumping billions into our economy — is also
in jeopardy. Helium is a vital component in
semiconductor production, and one-third of
the world’s supply is produced in Qatar,
which has been targeted by Iranian strikes.
Without a reliable supply, the semiconduc-
tor manufacturers that make chips won’t be
able to meet demand. So, too, is the level of
financing for these projects, tied to a re-
trenching private credit sector and perhaps
a pullback by sovereign funds in the Middle
East that must now spend to repair war
damage.

Most of America’s problems, and they are
not insignificant, still pale in comparison

'ALEKSEY KONDRATYEY FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

with what's happening in the rest of the
world. Developing nations are in a particu-
larly dangerous bind. The United Nations
reckons that more than 670 million people
were living with hunger in 2024 and, across
68 countries where the U.N. World Food
Program is active, 318 million people are
projected to face acute hunger this year.

This is all assuming that everything in
Iran remains as is. Things could get a lot
worse in a hurry if the Houthis in Yemen de-
cide to block the Strait of Bab al-Mandab at
the mouth of the Red Sea, where ships must
pass after transiting the Suez Canal. That is
likely when $100-a-barrel oil becomes $200
abarrel.

The worst-case scenario is impossible to
predict, of course, but what's becoming
more certain is that if disruption from the
Iran conflict is still significant on the day
America celebrates its 250th birthday, the
bill for the party is going to be enormous.

NASA Flew by the Moon, but Behind the Scenes, Its Science Is a Mess

Kate Marvel
Aformer research scientist at the NASA
Goddard Institute for Space Studies.

RTEMIS II'S journey around the

moon, scheduled to conclude on Fri-

day, has delivered stunning new im-

ages of our home world taken from
space.

Those pictures remind us that Earth has
changed immensely since the last time as-
tronauts went near the moon in 1972, So has
NASA. Budget cuts, chaos and political in-
terference now threaten the very science
that motivates and enables space explora-
tion. President Trump’s 2027 budget request
calls for a nearly 50 percent cut to NASA’s
science division. We may still be able to
shoot for the moon, but we’re losing the abil-
ity to understand our own world.

When I was young, I always wanted to
work for NASA, and after years of study, I
was finally hired as a research physicist.
But last month I quit my job, joining over
10,000 STEM Ph.D.s who have left the fed-
eral government since Mr. Trump returned
tooffice. Call it the great American nerd exo-
dus, as scientists studying cancer, agricul-
ture and weather prediction suddenly be-
came the targets, or collateral damage, of
political attacks.

I'worked for the NASA Goddard Institute
for Space Studies as a contractor and then
civil servant for 10 years, studying the best
planet of all: Earth. My job was to parse sat-
ellite data about rainfall and clouds, to mod-
el the present and the future state of our
planet. Tracking the changes to Earth from
space put me and my colleagues in the cross
hairs of an administration particularly de-
voted to protecting the interests of the oil
and gas industry. By this March, the chaos
was a constant, and the attacks on our work
were only intensifying. I knew then that it
was time to go.

My team at NASA survived the initial De-
partment of Government Efficiency purges
only to be evicted from our office in New
York City in May for no apparent reason. Re-
signed to office couch surfing, I continued
writing grant proposals. Some of them were
marked “selectable,” meaning they would
have been funded if the money had been
available. Other proposals disappeared into
a black hole. We didn’t know where the
money was.

A September report by Democrats on the
U.S. Senate Committee on Commerce, Sci-
ence and Transportation gave credence to
what my colleagues and I suspected: The
agency was illegally putting into effect the

president’s budget request, with its dimin-
ished funding for science, rather than wait-
ing for Congress to approve funds. By Janu-
ary, Congress had passed a budget largely
restoring NASA’s science funding. But that
didn’t mean the money was readily avail-
able to many researchers like me.

There were rumors the situation might
get better. There were rumors it might get
much worse. No one knew what to expect.
Which was ironic, given our jobs.

It wasn't just the funding uncertainty that
bothered us. In March 2025, the agency
eliminated the role of chief scientist, which

ROB FARMER

Goddard Space Flight Center was shut
down, as were dozens of labs, supposedly a
idation.” The career scientific le:
ers we knew and trusted were struggling to
guide us through the turbulence. Their
bosses seemed more interested in making
sure no one had pronouns in their email sig-
natures than in protecting science.

The final straw for me was when the
NASA administrator, Jared Isaacman, dis-
paraged our work in the magazine Science
in March, When asked about climate
change, he argued that “for NASA to assem-
ble scientists and put out papers on political-

most recently had been held by a climate re-
searcher, signaling a bad omen for earth sci-
ence research. In all-agency town halls, we
heard a lot about the moon and Mars, and
little about our own planet, asif the only hab-
itable world in the solar system were an af-
terthought.

Researchers studying the sun, the stars
and other planets and moons also faced dis-
ruption and cuts. The library at the NASA

ly charged issues, whether or not this is an
impending climate catastrophe, is not help-
ful to the broader NASA mission.”

Now that no one can mistake my position
for the official view of the U.S. government, 1
can speak freely. Climate science is not in-
nately politically charged, whatever the ad-
ministration says. No one I worked with had
(or wanted) the power to make policy. It was
our job to study the laws of physics, which

Budget cuts and
politics threaten
the research that
enables space
exploration.

remain true no matter who's in power.

Reasonable people can disagree on what
should be done to limit the effects of climate
change. But rather than debate policy, the
administration has chosen to attack science
itself. It has effectively canceled the Na-
tional Climate Assessment, fired re-
searchers at the National Oceanic and At-
mospheric Administration and left NASA
scientists in limbo. Now, it plans to disman-
tle the National Center for Atmospheric Re-
search, a crown jewel of weather and cli-
mate science.

The truth is that we are already in the
early stages of climate catastrophe. Spring
temperatures in the Western United States
have shattered records. In the Colorado
River basin, an already severe drought is
worsening thanks to record-low snow levels
in the Rocky Mountains. High tempera-
tures, dry vegetation and low rainfall may
result in a terrifying fire season.

Without major reductions in greenhouse
gas emissions, the impact of climate change
will become only more severe. Homes and
businesses will be destroyed, neighbor-
hoods will become uninsurable or even un-
inhabitable, and shocks to food or supply
chains will cause unrest. Eventually, even
the NASA administrator may have to admit
that the situation is catastrophic.

Even as the evidence mounts that the cli-
mate is growing increasingly unstable,
NASA’s study of Earth still offers plenty of
wonder: satellites that see the ocean in glo-
rious color, pieced-together records of past
climates, high-resolution models that show
smoke and pollution swirling through the at-
mosphere. I'm awed, dizzy and grateful to
existamid such otherworldly beauty. It's im-
possible not to want to know more.

Humans have access to all this knowledge
free of charge because of NASA. That was
always part of the promise of government-
funded science: discovery for all, wonder as
apledge to be something better and greater
than we are.

NASA s still trying to conjure the notion
of inspiration. Perhaps if and when Artemis
1I returns safely to Earth, a generation of
children will be inspired to see our world
from above. But for now, NASA is throttling
the scientific pipeline and diminishing our
ability to see and understand our planet. Ev-
eryone deserves the benefits that climate
science can bring — an understanding of the
present, the ability to plan for the future and
the sheer joy of learning about the world,
even as it changes. Without science, the
stunning images of Earth from space are
only pretty pictures. We all deserve so much
more.
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Jury Duty for Politics

Héléne Landemore

A political theorist at Yale and the author of
“Politics Without Politicians: The Case for
Citizen Rule.”

MERICAN democracy has a person-
ality problem.
At its core, our political system is a
popularity contest. Elections reward
those who are comfortable performing in
public and on social media, projecting confi-
dence and dominating attention. This dy-
namic tends to select for so-called alpha
types, the charismatic and the daring, but
also the entitled, the arrogant and even the
narcissistic.

This raises a basic but rarely asked ques-
tion: Why are we filtering out the quiet
voices? And at what cost?

Over the past two decades, my research
on collective intelligence in politics, demo-
cratic theory and the design of our institu-
tions shows that the system structurally ex-
cludes those I call, in my new book, “the
shy” By the shy I mean not just the natural
introverts, but all the people who have inter-
nalized the idea that they lack power, that
politics is not built for them, and who could
never imagine running for office. That is, po-

ff citizens’ on specific
issues but also to help set the parliamentary
agenda.

The benefits of these assemblies are strik-
ing. Citizens' assemblies typically produce
recommendations that are more nuanced,
more pragmatic and more aligned with
what the public actually wants than what
currently emerges from elected legisla-
tures. When their recommendations are put
to voters in polls, as in France on climate, or
referendums, as in Ireland on same-sex
marriage and abortion, they usually receive
overwhelming public support.

Because their members are randomly se-
lected, citizens’ assemblies reflect the un-
derlying values and preferences of the
larger population. But what is truly fascinat-
ing is that the depolarizing and educational
effects of deliberation in this nonpartisan
context will sometimes sway liberal major-
ities toward conservative conclusions and
vice versa.

In the 2019 “America in One Room” delib-
erative poll (a cousin of citizens’ assemblies,
except bigger, shorter in duration and with
the goal of generating informed policy pref-
erences rather than actionable policy rec-
ommendanons), deliberation led both Re-
to revise their

tentially, most of us, though pre

groups — women, the young and many mi-
norities — are overrepresented in that cate-
gory.

The early-20th-century British writer
G.K. Chesterton once offered a striking and
unusual metaphor for what democracy
should look like. He wrote, “All real democ-
racy is an attempt (like that of a jolly host-
ess) to bring the shy people out” What
would our democratic institutions look like if
we took that metaphor seriously?

One answer — perhaps the most promis-
ing one we have at this time — can be found
in citizens’ assemblies.

Citizens’ assemblies are large groups of
ordinary people, selected by lottery, who
come together to learn about a public issue,
hear from experts and advocacy groups, de-
liberate with one another and make recom-
mendations. Picture jury duty for politics.
Through random selection, citizens’ assem-
blies reach deep into the body politic to
bring even the initially unwilling to the ta-
ble. Once seated, participants are given
time, structure and support to find their
voices and contribute to forming a thought-
ful collective judgment.

Citizens’ assemblies are gaining traction
around the world. As of 2023, the Organiza-
tion for Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment 33 cases of lot-based

views — often substanua]ly. Republicans
shifted on immigration, with support for re-
ducing admissions falling to 34 percent from
65 percent and backing for forcing undocu-
mented immigrants to return to their home
country before they can apply to work le-
gally dropping to 40 percent from 79 per-
cent. Democrats also changed their minds,
in some cases moving away from tradition-
ally progressive positions: Support for
“baby bonds” collapsed to 21 percent from
62 percent, backing for a $15 minimum wage
fell to 59 percent from 82 percent, and sup-
port for expanding Medicare dropped to 56
percent from 70 percent. These shifts show
that deliberation does not push opinion in a

CLAUDIA ZONTA

for election in his home region.

Or consider Harry A. (most of the partici-
pants did not use their full names) from
France’s end-of-life convention in 2022, who
came to participate all the way from his na-
tive Guadeloupe, one of France's overseas
departments. For a plenary at the end, he
said that he had “to be eight hours on a plane
every other weekend” but that he was com-
ing out of the experience “a bigger man”
with more self-esteem because “with this
convention, at least once in your life, you
feel useful.”

Bringing out the shy also transforms the
confident. They learn to dial their energy
back and take pride in others’ accomplish-
ments. During the climate convention, fa-
cilitators went around a working group of
about 30 people and reached Arlette, a dis-
creet older lady with silver hair. The whole
room stood still, patiently waiting for her
frail voice to make a few points. After she
was done speaking, a man exclaimed, “You
are speaking, Arlette, you are growing!”
The room broke into applause and joyful
whistles.

Bringing out the shy, finally, and perhaps
most crucially, benefits the quality of the de-
liberation. When the group is made up of
over 50 percent women, performative bra-
vado tends to recede, uncertainty is allowed,
and the discussion shifts toward problem-
solving and collective purpose. Talking
about housing reforms in a group that in-
cludes young people (the youngest person
at the climate convention was 16), renters
and people who have themselves been
homeless more vividly brings up the risks of
eviction. And no one in such assemblies
would dream of calling poor people “the
toothless ones,” as one former Socialist
French president did.

No one is saying that we don’t also need
assertive leaders — people whose person-
alities are so strong and charismatic that
they can help persuade other people of

How might our institutions
be different if we listened to
the quietest voices?

single ideological direction but rather to-
ward the conclusions supported by better
evidence and what Jiirgen Habermas used
to call “the unforced force of the better argu-
ment.”

l.nteresungly, it is also true that where a

deliberative assemblies around the world,
most of them taking place over the last 20
years, in what the subtitle of an earlier re-
port called a “deliberative wave.”

Ireland conducted at least five of them at
the national level, where they helped break
political gridlock on issues ranging from
same-sex marriage to abortion and climate
policy. In recent years, France convened at
least 19 at the regional level and three at the
national level, including one on climate pol-
icy and one on end-of-life issues, (I sat on the
Citizens’ Convention for Climate as a re-
searcher-observer and was later appointed
by the French government to the govern-
ance committee of the Citizens' Convention
on the End of Life.)

Citizens’ assemblies are now also spread-
ing across the United States at the local level
— from Oregon’s Citizens’ Initiative Review
model to Michigan’s Independent Citizens
Redistricting Commission to Washington
State’s climate assembly to Petaluma’s Citi-
zens” Assembly in California.

Inow serve as the director of design and
chairwoman of what will soon become one
of the largest state-level citizens’ assem-
blies in the United States. From July to Sep-
tember, the Connecticut Citizens’ Assembly
wnll hnng together 100 randomly selected

i for several
of deliberation about the question of prop-
erty taxes and how to fund local public serv-
ices.

SO FAR, MOST CITIZENS' assemblies world-
wide remain single-issue, one-off events
and are purely advisory. But the 2019-21
French climate convention was uniquely
empowered by the government’s mandate
to initiate and formulate legislative meas-
ures, leading one of its chairmen to describe
it as a “citizen parliament” with a pre-legis-
lative function. It could even turn into a full-
on, de facto citizen legislature. At the local
level, the 80,000-person German-speaking
region of Belgium has established a perma-
nent citizens' council of 24 randomly se-
lected citizens, whose task is not only to con-

pre- g underlying intheas-
sembly survives deliberation, as it did in
France on end-of-life issues, the outcome is
nevertheless much more acceptable to the
minority.

This is so because in citizens’ assemblies,
minorities are given time and attention in a
way that our competitive, winner-takes-all
politics often does not afford In the last ple-

they would not necessarily con-
sider otherwise. But do we need a Congress
and a White House full of them?

And contrary to our intuitions, leadership
need not be loud. In an experiment with stu-
dent councils chosen by lottery in Bolivia,
‘Adam Cronkright, a sortition activist with
Democracy in Practice and the director of
the forthcoming documentary “Goodbye
Elections, Hello Democracy,” showed that
leadership skills reveal themselves among
students who would never have run for elec-
tions. Freed from the need to campaign,
these students focused less on popularity-
enhancing promises (like a cool prom) and
more on concrete improvements to student
life (like creaung a school hhrary, securmg

and astu-
dent ID system to gain access to half-price
bus fares).

In citizens’ assemblies, similarly, it is not
necessarily the flamboyant and the know-it-
alls who are the most influential or socially
rewarded, Lhough they, too, can be right and

nary of the French on end-of-life
issues, Soline Castel, a member of the ideo-
logical minority against assisted dying,
made a point of saying: “I want to thank the
75 percent for giving us 50 percent of the fi-
nal document and 50 percent of the speak-
ing time.”

Beyond their problem-solving and depo-
larizing dimensions, however, citizens’ as-
semblies are also joyful and exciting pro-
cesses that reconcile people with one an-
other and with politics. Participants arrive
as strangers; they leave as civic friends.

The main surprise to me from observing
these assemblies was indeed the intense
bond, often expressed in the vocabulary and
gestures of love, that formed between par-
ticipants over the course of many months of
hard work, late-night discussions at the ho-
tel bar and the occasional celebratory event.
As Jean B., an older member of the French
end-of-life convention, put it during the last
weekend, “We have become the of

even app ! It’s very often the quiet,
serious people who do the real work, with-
out claiming the credit or the limelight.

CRITICS SOMETIMES DISMISS citizens’ assem-
blies as naive or impractical, arguing that
ordinary people lack the expertise to make
complex decisions. But this objection mis-
understands both expertise and democracy.
Assemblies do not replace experts; they
hear from them. Their proponents do not
claim that everyone knows everything, only
that when placed in the right conditions, ev-
eryone is capable of learning, deliberating
and exercising judgment. Like voting, but in
a more demanding form, citizens’ assem-
blies institutionalize a fundamental demo-
cratic premise: political equality.

Most important, citizens’ assemblies rec-
ognize that confidence should not be con-
fused with expertise, nor shyness with igno-
rance Our current _system routinely en-
toelected officials,

an improbable family born out of the works
of chance and necessity.”

When democracy feels this inviting, it
transforms people.

CONSIDER HUGUES-OLIVIER BRILLOUIN, who
began the process as a self-declared dis-
gruntled citizen and climate-change skep-
tic. He spent the first day of the French cli-
mate convention with a frown of disgust on
his face, taking his carry-on bag every-
‘where instead of checking it at the door be-
cause, as he explained, he was leaving any
minute now. He ended up staying until the
end of the nine-month process and voted in
favor of the convention’s proposals. After
the convention was over, he went on to run

on the basls of their confidence, ambition
and visibility. Citizens’ assemblies create
groups in which the shy are on par with the
confident, and where the values of humility
and listening are privileged. There are rea-
sons to believe that this model is more effec-
tive.

If we actually want a democracy that re-
flects the thoughts of the country as a whole
and delivers for everyone, we need to stop
designing institutions around the “natural
leaders.” Real societies are made up of intro-
verts, listeners, followers and caretakers,
too. They have things to say and many con-
tributions to make. Our politics, like a jolly
hostess, should make room for — and bring
out — all of them.

Ditch Digital Junk Food for a Healthier Mind

TO THE EDITOR:

Re “Stop Filling Your Mind
‘With Digital Doritos,” by Cal
Newport (Opinion guest essay,
March 29):

As the Australian psycholo-
gist who coined the term “dig-
ital nutrition” in 2013 to move
the conversation around our
digital consumption habits
beyond crude measures of
screen time, I found Mr. New-
port’s argument both resonant
and reductive.

Yes, some digital content we
consume is A.l-generated
“workslop,” w1th the equiva-

f

My mother was a psychia-
trist and instilled in me an
early fascination with the
workings of the brain. I have
worked hard to expand the
frontiers of my brain in action,
as well as my awareness of
when it crosses into a zone of
hyperclarity and, occasionally,
creativity. To me, that is the
one true natural high.

As an agricultural policy
expert, I work across disci-
plines, with one half of my
brain in science and the other
half in law and policy. I am
cunvmced that cognitive cross-
has made me

lent of modified
ingredients, but it is wrong to
imply, as Mr. Newport does,
that all TikTok videos are
“digital Doritos” or that social
media can be understood only
through the lens of harm. For
many young people, these
social media platforms also
provide what I call virtual
vitamins — connection, cre-
ativity, identity, information
and support.

Mr. Newport also approv-
ingly notes Australia’s un-
der-16 social media ban, but
the ban will not, on its own,
create healthier digital habits
or stave off brain rot.

Removing digital junk food
from the pantry without teach-
ing discernment, self-regula-
tion and digital literacy is like
emptying the cupboards and
hoping that young people will
magically emerge at 16 with a
sense of balance and modera-
tion.

The real task is not absti-
nence until a birthday. Real
digital nutrition involves help-
ing children and adults alike
understand persuasive design,
algorithms, social dynamics
and content quality so they
can consume technology with
intention and intelligence, not
secrecy.

JOCELYN BREWER
SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA

TO THE EDITOR:
1 plan to give Cal Newport 'S

smarter.

One problem, though. I
concentrate so deeply at the
computer — sometimes for
three or four hours — that my
body locks up. When I stand, I
am like the Tin Man, looking
for the oil can.

CHUCK BENBROOK
LAKEVILLE, MAINE

TO THE EDITOR:

When I came upon Cal New-
port’s article about people’s
diminishing ability to concen-
trate for long periods, I won-
dered, “Is that true?” So I
decided to read it.

1 was well into the first
paragraph when I noticed a
robin on my bird feeder. Spring
had arrived!

1 started over on the essay
and was locked in until the
third paragraph, when I ob-
served that the wind had re-
ally picked up and was wreak-
ing havoc with the leaves in
my front yard.

Ireturned to the essay and
was riveted — until the sixth
paragraph, when I realized
that my coffee had gotten cold.
So I took my cup of coffee to
the microwave and warmed it

Wlth a delicious hot cup of
coffee in hand, I returned to
the article and was amazed by
Mr. Newport's insights until I
came across his reference to
Jane Fonda workout videos

essay to my to
read — hopefully without
distractions from their phones.

A Failure of Leadership

TO THE EDITOR:

President Trump doesn't un-
derstand that bravado is not
strength; it is a liability.

‘When the American presi-
dency trades seasoned diplo-
macy for midnight social me-
dia broadsides, the cost is
measured in global geopolitical
and economic fallout.

By prioritizing hyperbole
over allied collaboration, we
have managed a dangerous
feat: isolating ourselves from
our allies while handing our
adversaries new leverage. Our
erratic stance on global trade
and territorial seizures has
pushed traditional partners
toward China and Russia,

The United States' lack of
strategic coordination has
handed Iran the greatest
weapon: the Strait of Hormuz,
allowing it to monetize a global
oil crisis to fund the very nu-
clear ambitions we were seek-
ing to curb.

This poorly thought-out war
has made Iran a sudden and
unexpected global superpower.

Hyperbole and going it
alone do not project strength.
They signal a vacuum in lead-
ership that leaves the world
stage more fractured and the
‘American position more vul-
nerable. Such leadership is
reckless, and the conse-
quences are expensive and
enduring.

ADAM LIPSON

HILTON HEAD ISLAND, 5.C.
The writer is the president and
chief executive of Network +
Security Technologies, a cyber-
security consulting firm.

‘Moon Joy’

TO THE EDITOR:

Re ““Moon Joy’ Overtakes a
Crew in Wonderment” (news
article, April 8):

We on Earth can’t experi-
ence what the astronauts are
experiencing as they behold
the moon from their unique
perspective. But to hear of
their joy beyond words, to see
these scientists and engineers
in a state of inspiration, en-
ables us to at least imagine it.

T hope that on a future jour-
ney NASA will send poets and
composers who can convey
their wonder to us through
their arts.

RON MEYERS, NEW YORK

and “Is Peter
Fonda still alive?” I looked it
up. No. He died in 2019.

Returning to the essay, I
realized, halfway through, that
I needed a nap. All that con-
centrating had tired me out.
But I vowed that when I got up
from my nap, refreshed, T
would read Mr. Newport’s
entire essay, no matter what. I
suspect he knows what he’s
talking about.

Look! A vintage 1958 Chevy
just drove by!

DOUG WILLIAMS, MINNEAPOLIS

TO THE EDITOR:

Can’t concentrate? Am I the
only one who remembers Luis
Buiiuel's 1972 movie “The
Discreet Charm of the Bour-
geoisie”?

The recurring gag in that
movie was the telephone that
began ringing anytime anyone
started to say something
meaningful.

GARY MCCLINTOCK
ROCK ISLAND, ILL.

Trump-Speak

TO THE EDITOR:

Re “Trump Is Transforming
the English Language One
Verb at a Time,” by Sarah L.
Kaufman (Opinion guest essay,
April 6):

‘While elucidating President
Trump’s 1dmsyncrat|c (xms )
use of verbs, M:
chooses to descnbe an aspect
of his style as obfuscation as
opposed to lying. I would
suggest that when Mr. Trump
says “we’ve won” the war with
Iran, he’s lying — and that it is
more than generous, and po-
tentially (however inadver-
tently) misleading, to describe
this as obfuscation.

Contrary to Ms. Kaufman’s
claim, I do not think that Mr.
Trump is capable of a sophis-
ticated use of language. In
fact, much of what comes out
of his mouth can be under-
stood from a psychological
perspective whereby he accus-
es others of what he is doing
(projection) or makes state-
ments about reality as he
wishes it existed rather than
what it actually is (a kind of
confabulation).

1 am reassured to see how
The New York Times has
recently been calling out Mr.
Trump's lies more openly.
Doing so speaks directly to his
lack of fitness and his danger-
ousness in the role of presi-
dent.

LARRY S. SANDBERG

NEW YORK

The writer is a clinical associate
professor of psychiatry at Weill
Cornell Medical College.
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Next Wednesday, Chica-
go’s City Council should
override Mayor Brandon
Johnson'’s veto of legisla-
tion passed last month to
ensure Chicago’s restau-
rants, particularly those
independently owned and
operated, havea futureina
city renowned for its eater-
ies and bars. That measure
passed with 30 votes, but
now 34 will be needed to
freeze the minimum wage
paid to tipped employees
where it is now rather than
having it rise steadily over
the next few years to the
same level all other (untip-
ped) workers in the city get,
per current law.

Inour view, assuming it
makes it to the agenda, this
would be council’s most
important action since late
last year when it defied
Johnson’s frenzied, coun-
terproductive push for a
monthly tax on each job in
Chicago generated by the
city’s largest private-sector
employers.

Chicago has a problem
because ending the tipped
minimum wage is the pet
projectofa well-funded,
out-of-state activist group

TJ Callahan, owner of the Farm Bar restaurants, at a table inside his Ravenswood location on Thursday. JOSH BOLAND/

CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Lamont Robinson, whose
4th Ward includes the

EDITORIALS

Why must council kill mayoral opposition to a tipped
minimum wage? We’ll let our restaurant owners explain

Callahan owns another
Farm Bar in Lakeview that

minimum wage. So he was
surprised to learn that
Robinson voted against the
measure last month.

“People who are hang-
ingon are doing so out of
passion,” Bolden said. His
workers, Bolden said, “walk
outwithmorethan[....
There’s not much money in
the restaurant/hospitality
scene”

Or listen to Gina Barge,
co-owner of Wax Vinyl Bar
and Ramen Shop in Wicker
Park, part of Ald. La Spata’s
ward. Wax spins vinyl
records and serves up what
Barge calls Japanese-adja-
cent food; it’s been open one
year and nine months and
‘won't meet Barge’s two-year
time frame to reach profit-
ability despite solid growth
in patrons.

“We should be having
another server or a runner;”
she tells us. “We could really
run with another bartender
‘when we're busy” Due to
the rising minimum wage,
she says, “Right now, we
really can’t”

As the minimum wage
continues to climb, Barge
says, she’ll have to consider
imposing aservice charge. If

called One Fair Wagethat ~ burgeoningrestaurant strip is profitable, and both of that happens, she says, “No
has mounted a national on 53rd Streetin Hyde Park his restaurants clearly are one is going to like it. What
campaign to eliminate aswell as Black-owned alabor oflove. But, hesaid,  that’s going to mean s (serv-
tipped minimum wages. restaurants in Bronzeville; “I'mnotwritingchecksto  ers) will make less money,
That foolhardy change and Angela Clay, whose keep the door open. Atsome  most likely”
passed the councilin2023,  46th Ward includes the point, you start saying, what Indeed, the specter of
early in Johnson’s mayor-  Vietnamese and other Asian isyour time worth? It'snot  service charges —and an
alty when the freshly restaurants along Argyle supposed tobeanonprofit  end to tipping as we know it
elected former Chicago Street as well as many other operation.” in Chicago —is arefrain we
Teachers Union organizer  bars and eateries. The $1.62-per-hour heard from most restau-
wasn't yet deeply underwa- Of course, Johnson’s increase he’s slated to pay rateurs we spoke with.
terin polls of Chicagoans.  coterie of activist support- his tipped workers this ‘Who wants that? Not most
It didn’t take long for ers implicitly have accused coming July will cost the customers. And not most
many of the aldermen restaurateurs of lyingboth restaurant another esti- servers.
who'd voted for endingthe  about their financial condi- mated $15,000 in the But ideologues from out
tipped minimum wage to tion and about how much comingyear. This while of town think it’s important,
have regrets. their tipped workers actu- Callahan’s average server and our mayor has opted to
And for good reason. ally take home. But these made nearly $60 an hour listen to them rather than
The restaurant owners in alders should know that’s after tips in 2025. the businesspeople in his
their wards, justafew years nonsense. Norman Bolden at his restaurant, Norman's Bistro, in Yousee ourissue here? own city who lay out the
after surviving the existen- If Chicago continues Chicago’s Kenwood neighborhood on Thursday. TERRENCE Simply put, the policy obvious truth of the matter.
tial threat of COVID-19and ~ down the path of raisingthe  ANTONIO JAMES/CHICAGO TRIBUNE Martin continues tosupport It’sbeyond frustrating and
then navigating the highest ~ minimum wage for tipped is nonsensical. City Council needs to call
inflation in the country in workers, more neighbor- ordie. will hire 500 fewer people Most of the people he’s ahalt.
decades, warned thateater-  hood restaurants will close Thisisn’tsimplyastory  forLollastrictlyduetothe  seekingtoaid already make Finally, listen to Bob
iescouldn’tsurviveasharp  and those that stay openwill ofathreattojobs and higher tipped mini far more than mini Piper, owner of the popular
increase inlabor costs,too.  reduce their workforcesand economic vitality. This wage. In the past, he’s put wage, and their jobs and Ten Cat Tavern in Lakev-
To their credit, many of cut their hours. existingordinance threat-  about 2,000 people towork — hours are at risk thanks to iew, part of Ald. Clay’s ward.
those aldermen believed And tomake thisissueall enstodamageanessential  servingdrinks. Onaverage, his “help.” He employs six tipped
their restaurant owners. the more mind-boggling, part of Chicago’s soul. those Lolla workers made Ofthe unsupportive bartenders, who he says
But a handful of their there’s no need for this Don'tbelieve us, alder- $23 anhour last year after aldermen, Callahan says, make well over $30 an hour
peers representing wards change. men? Hear your business-  tips, he says. “They pretend nottohear  after tips. If their minimum
‘with many restaurants After tips, servers and people in your wards. We Instead, there willbe 500 youwhenyou talkaboutthe wage keeps rising, he says,
strangely have continued to  bartenders generallymake  spoke to many of them. fewer people making that consequences.” “Iwould definitely have to
support Mayor Johnsonin  farmore than the $16.60 Listen to Gregg Wein- kind of money over the long Or listen to Norman reduce hours. Instead of
this folly, ingly because hourly mini thatall stein, who owns the Lollaweekend thiscoming  Bolden, owner of Norman’s ~ doing three bartenders, I'd
they don’thave thegutsto  other Chicago workersmust venerable O’Donovan’s summer, thanks to the city’s  Bistro in Kenwood on the have to do two.”
do otherwise. receive,and under current  barin North Center (Matt  idiotic law. South Side. His Ameri- And, he adds, “T'd have to
Among the City Coun- law they must be made Martin’s ward) and already Elsewhere in Martin’s can Creole-themedeatery  increase my beer prices.”
cilmembers who voted whole by their employers has cuthours there. “We ward, TJ Callahan’s Farm hasbeen in the neighbor- This issue is about as
lastmonth withthemayor  iffor somereasontheyfall  givelessservice,” he says. Bar,afarm-to-tablerestau-  hood for 15 years, buthe straightforward as such
and against the proposal shortonagivenshift. This ~ “We runonmoreofaskele- rantin Ravenswood that only serves dinner now,not  things get. Chicagoans love
to freeze the tipped mini- isasolution in search ofa ton crew.” seatsabout 90, isn'tmaking  lunch or breakfast on the their restaurants and bars,
mum wage: Matt Martin, problem, but the loss for The owner of eightbars ~ money despite a 2% year- weekends as he once did. aldermen.
‘whose 47th Ward includes ~ Chicago asa whole over and restaurants through- over-year increase in His staffis down to 10 Isn't preserving them
restaurant-richneighbor-  time will be huge. out Chicago, Weinstein customers over the most fromabout 25, more important than pleas-
hoods like d Independently owned for more thantwodecades  recent 13-week period. “My Bolden told ushe’s inga group of ideologues
and Lincoln Square; Daniel  neighborhood restaurants  also has overseenbeverage  partner and I, we haven’t spoken to Robinson and who either don’t care to
La Spata, whose 1st Ward — the types of businesses service atthe Lollapalooza  takena dime from that wasunder theimpression ~ understand how this busi-
includes similar neighbor- ~ broughttodramaticlifein  festivalin Grant Park. This  restaurantsince lastspring” the 4th Ward alderman ness works or wi
hoods like Wicker Park; “The Bear” —will shrink coming year, he says, he Callahan told us. backed freezingthetipped ignore its challenges?
ON THIS DAY 36 YEARS AGO EDITORIAL CARTOON

G
NEW AGE OF ENLIGHTENMENT SPREADS

Asthereturns keep coming
in from electoral precincts as
far flung as Hungary, Yugosla-
via, Greece and Peru, it’s clear

the political left s falling on hard

times. With the ruling commu-
nists falling sick in Poland and
East Germany, the infection’s
spread swiftly.

Already, the forces of right
and light have moved to power
in Lithuania and Estonia —not
to mention the city councils of
Moscow and Leningrad.

Atthe same time in Greece and

Peru, accustomed to left-lean-

ing governments in recent years,

conservative candidates led the
balloting.

The New Democrats in
Greece, headed by Constantine
Mitsotakis, fell a vote short ofa
majority in the 300-seat parlia-

ment. But Mitsotakis will form a

government with the supportof — over the communists.
the small Democratic Renewal Allin all, as democracy
Party. Thisis the first time innine  spreads, the world’s becoming a

years the conservatives have won

amajority.
All of which is endlessly

rewarding to those in the West
who have been convinced for
years that the decades of perse-
verance against the false proph-
ecies of Marx and Lenin would
end inanew dawn of truth —

the stunning emergence of this
second Age of Enlightenment
that has swept Eastern Europe in
the last few months.

Of course, all has not been
left to chance. In Hungary ... the
‘West German Christian Demo-
crats gave a helping hand to the
conservative coalition, which
was led by the Democratic
Forum and included the Small-
holders and Christian Demo-
cratic parties.

InSlovenia... a reformed
communist led in the presiden-
tial race, but faces arunoff. ... In
parliamentary races, the conser-

better place.

Tribune editorial
April10,1990

vative coalition has a sizable lead
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Calumet Avenue passes by the Pavilion at Wolf Lake Memorial Park in the general area of the Bears' proposed stadium location in Hammond on Feb. 25. BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Don’t let Indiana steal the
Bears and our meal ticket

By Juan Ochoa and sent servers home wtth alittle restaurants from Bridgeport to
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE ity. Isti 1l burbs and supporting the
when the Dodgers wereintown,  livelihoods of thousands of cooks,
The clock is ticking. Bears Pres- snd TommyLasorda would eat housekeepers. bartenders and
identand CEO Kevin Warren yday Chi people. Lose the Bears, and
confirmed this week that the Proofthat big portsand a ingful piece of that engine
ﬁ-anchxse will decide between ighborhood busines: insep- i across the state line.
Heights and arable. Thave seen this from the inside.
Indiana, by late spring or early Then came 1985. As a fresh- Asamember of the Illinois Sports
summer with the Illinois General ~ man in high school, watching the  Facilities Authority, I voted to
Assembly’s May 31sessiondead-  Super Bowl with millions of view- ~ redevelop Soldier Field and
line serving as ade facto finish ers heanng “the ChicagoBears”  authorize $400 million in munic-
line. NFL C Roger 1 d somethingthatno  ipal bonds backed bya 2% hotel
Goodell, speaking attheleague’s ~ marketingbudget can fullyrepli-  tax surcharge, a structure that
annual meetings, hasbeenblunt.  cate: Chicago’s name, pride and tied stadium financing to visitor
The Bears need to resolve this identity beamed into livingrooms ~ spending, not homeowners’ prop-
“relatively soon,” and Soldier across America, erty tax bills. Later, as CEO of the
Field, the oldest stadium in the The industry calls it “heads Metropolitan Pier and Exposi-
NFL, isnolongeratthetopofthe  inbeds” The Bears generate it tion Authority, I watched McCor-
list for fan experience. onascale that most attractions mick Place and Navy Pier depend
Tllinois must act. cannot match. Choose Chicago on Chicago’s big-league identity
My understandingof whatisat  reports that the city welcomed to win conventions and tourist
stake began far from Springfield. ~ 55.3 million visitorsin2024,who  dollars. When corporate planners
‘When1wasabusboyatConnie’s  generated roughly $20.6 billion evaluate cities, they look at exhibit
Pizzain high school, my paycheck ineconomicimpact. NFLweek-  space and room count. Then they
rose and fell with the Bears’ ends are among the most reli- ask whether their attendees want
schedule. Game days filled the able anchors in that calendar to be there. The Bears are part of
diningroom, turned tables faster  fillingcity center hotels, packing ~ the answer.

Chicago s already fighting this ~ HB0910, the “megaprojects”
battle with one hand tied behind ~ bill moving through Springfield,
itsback. Las Vegas’ convention would let the Bears negotiate a
authority operates on roughly payment inlieu of taxes directly
$457 million annually; Visit with local governments forup
Orlando spends more than $100  to 40 years, without shifting the
million. Choose Chicago,which ~ burden onto neighboringhome-
‘works with approximately $33 owners who already face some of
‘million, falls last among major the highest property taxes in the
convention cities. When you nation.
are outspent that badly on paid The Bears belong in Illinois. But
promotion, you cannot afford to belongingis not enough. Ilinois
surrender national primetime leaders need to act before May
exposure that comes free every 31because Indianaalready has.
Sunday the Bears play Done right, with private-sector

Indiana ds this, leading and public
which is why lawmakers there dollars tied to measurable returns
have already passed their own in jobs and visitor spending, this

stadium bill, offering a stack of
food-and-beverage, hotel and
ticket taxes to finance a Bears
faulxty in Hammond The Bears
rge McCas-
Ley sa.ld plamly “We ‘re comfort-
able with either site”” That is nota
bluff, it is a business negotiation,
and Illinois is running out of time.
The answer is not a blank check.

isnotagiveaway. It is a competi-
tive investment in the meal tickets
of tens of thousands of Tllinois
workers.

Juan A. Ochoa is a former
member of the Illinois Sports
Facilities Authority and former
CEO of the Metropolitan Pier and
Exposition Authority.

Privatizing security at our nation’s alrports is useful, necessary

By Sheldon H. Jacobson
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

President Donald Trump
has called for the privatization
of airport security at smaller
airports, arecommendation
outlined in Project 2025. Though
the president hasa record of

making and

‘wild recommendations, in this
case, heis spot-on and perhaps
doesn’t go far enough.

The Transportation Security
Administration has had a program
in place for over two decades
that facilitates airport security
screening by private contrac-
tors. The Screening Partnership
Program, or SPP, permits airports
to apply for private compa-
nies to prov-xde airport security
screening at their checkpoints.
The contractors are vetted by
the TSA, and once approved, the
contractor’s employees involved
inairport screeningagn througx
the same training that TSA offi-
cers go through, including time
atthe TSA academy Theairport
federal security director prowdes

| {

Aworker walks through Terminal 5 at Chicago O'Hare International Airport on April 2. EILEEN T. MESLAR/
CHICAGO TRIBUNE

oversight for security screening officers, the American Federa-
operations, The only difference tion of Government Employees,
is that contractors, not govern- is unsurprisingly against this.
ment workers, are responsible for  Itargues that private contrac-
delivering the last mile of airport  tors were staffing airport secu-
screening services. rity checkpoints on Sept. 11 and
Fromthe ive of air ing to such an envi
travel passangers, they will see would pose security risks. It also
nothing different. At airports,the  notes the high turnover rates of
screeners will performthesame  airport security screeners and
tasks, use the same protocolsand ~ how such rates have dropped
technologies, and meet thesame  precipitously in recent years. Yet
standards of airport security all such arguments ring hollow
screeningby TSA officers. Their  today.
forms will be similar to those Contrary to the common
of TSA officers. perception, what failed on Sept. 11
So what are the eriticisms was not airport security screening
of privatizing airport security but aviation security policies. The

screening and why do they miss
the mark?
The union that represents TSA

airport screeners on Sept. 1Llwere
foll

items permitted to pass thmugh

ing profits over security is also
ived and misguided.

anairport security ct
1f3-inch box cutters had been
considered a banned item that day,
then the screeners would have
been ina position to detectand
prevent such items from getting
onto the airplanes.

As for turnover rates, contrac-

tors will be subject to s“llill:ly-
and-demand pressures like any
company. The drop in TSA offi-
cer turnover rates can best be
attributed to higher wages and
abetter work environment. The
contractors understand this, and
givenhow longit takes to train
airport security screening person-
nel, they have avested interest to
retain their

owing the
for whatwas considered benign

Raising the issue of plac-

‘The TSA standards for airport
security screening are set by the
TSA, not by the contractors. If
these standards cannot be met,
the contractors risk losing their
contract. Given that there are
20 airports that participate in
the SPP, including large airports
such as San Francisco Interna-
tional and Kansas City Interna-
tional, they provide a case study
inairport security efficiency and
effectiveness, and any concerns
about a compromise in security
are unfounded.

funding impasse in Congress. Yet
moving airport security screen-
ing to private contractors does

. notmean thataviation secu-

rity should be privatized. On the
contrary, airport security is just
one element of the many layers
that constitute aviation security. A
decision-making entity is needed
that uses research and analysis to
determine which technologies to
purchase and deploy and which
procedures to use at airport secu-
rity checkpoints. A government

[ entitysuch the TSA is well suited
for this.

The TSAs role as the overseer
of aviation security is critical to
keeping national airspace safe. On
the other hand, pushmg thelast
mile of delivery of airport screen-
ing to the private sector is reason-
able. Estimated savings on the
order of $50 million annually at
smaller airports is inconsequen-
tial, given that the cost of TSA
officers is around $120 million per
week.

The president does not go far
enough, however, in pushing

for privatization at only smaller
airports. If security at San Fran-
cisco International can be over-
seenby private contractors, then
every other airport in the U.S.
should be on the table for privat-
ization. Such a radical shift would
certainly draw serutiny and
criticism. Yetas long as the TSA
continues to set the standards and
oversee the training, there is no
reason why such moves should be
not put forward for discussion.

Sheldon H. Jacobson is a professor
of computer science at the
University of Illinois Urbana-
Champalgn He has researched

Calls for airport i

E;mmzsnon may appear tobea
ee-jerk reaction to the Depart-

ment of Homeland Security

k-based aviation security for
ov21‘25 years, which provided the
technical justification for TSA
PreCheck.
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Mayor Brandon Johnson pins his hopes on
Open Meetings Act to oust CHA chief

David Greising

When it comes to good-govern-
ment tools, the Freedom of Infor-
mation Act has always been the
sharpest, flashiest one in the kit.

Reporters and the public use
FOIA to obtain records that help
uncover corruption, waste and
fraud. Records obtained using
FOIA provide proof of govern-
ment failings ranging from shock-
ing police misconduct to billions
‘wasted on construction projects.

The Open Meetings Actis the
quieter, more subtle legislative
cousin to FOIA. But that hardly
means it’s without power. In fact,
we might consider it the strong,
silent type: typically low-key, all
business, but the public’s powerful
help in times of need.

Given that pedigree, it's unex-
pected and curious to see OMA
turn up as the key tool Mayor
Brandon Johnson is brandishing
in his effort to nullify the Chicago
Housing Authority’s election ofa
new CEO. Johnson is seeking to
exercise old-style political cloutand
place his crony Walter Burnett Jr., a
former alderman, in the job instead.

Thisisapowerstruggleona
higher order than justa CHA board
that has rejected Johnson’s hand-
picked successor. It comes against
a backdmp of resistance from
other sister-agency boards and the
City Council, plus high turnover
in Johnson’s soa

< Lugenia Burr<

L O % !Lugenia Burns

" HOPE
\ENTEF\J

Kevin Johnson, left, of Working Family Solidarity, speaks outside the Chicago Housing Authority offices on Tuesday to announce that they are filing
an Open Meetings Act lawsuit against the CHA. ANTONIO PEREZ/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

of aquorum of members partici-
pate. Notice must include the time,
place and subject matter of the
meetmg The housmg rights groups
the CHA board failed

loss here would further cement
agrowingview of Johnsonasa
mayor with few allies and waning
influence.

Evidently, Johnson has decided
thata challenge to the CHA board’s
appointment of Keith Pettigrew
— the head of Washington, DC’s
public housingagency —as the
CHA’s next chief executive is his
bestbet to retain control over the
CHA and score a political win.

And because he has few other
tools of influence, a challenge based
onthe Open Meetings Actisthe
besthecando.

Agroup of public housing advo-
cates, with Johnson’s vocal support,
decided to go to court this week
with alawsuit aimed at invalidat-
ing Pettigrew’s appointment. They
claim the CHA board failed to
comply with the state’s Open Meet-
ingAct,

In Ilfinois. OMA requires a public
body to provide 48 hours of notice
prior to any meeting in which half

tomeet these requirements: While
the agenda was posted on time, its
vague reference only to personnel
failed to inform the public of the
consequential move athand.

Johnson has made that asser-
tion himself, though he is not party
to the lawsuit. Promptly after
the CHA vote in mid-March, he
underscored his pique over the
CHA board’s action by moving to
replace its chair, Matthew Brewer,
and inan official statement John-
sonaccused Brewer of unethical
conduct, in addition to alleged with
OMA noncompliance.

OMA, asoft-power tool if ever
there was one, can be surprisingly
strong in the right circumstances.
My organization, the Better
Government Association, filed an
OMA lawsuit after then-Mayor
Lori Lightfootheld what she later
described as “informational” Zoom
meetings of the full City Council
without public notice or partic-
ipation. This came at the height

ofthe COVID-19 pandemic and
disturbances following the murder
of George Floyd by a Minneapo-

lis police officer. Lightfoot at first
denied breaking the law — then
promptly committed notto do so

again.
1n 2023, Johnson soughtto cut
off rancorous public demonstra-
tions at City Council meetings by
banishing uninvited visitors to
the upstairs gallery, behind plate
glass. Aletter BGA sent to Johnson,
delineating his OMA violations,
prompted him toreverse course.

Against that backdrop, it’s bitter-
sweet to see Johnson invoking
OMA as aclout tool in his unrelent-
ingeffortto place Burnettin the
CEO'sroleatthe CHA.

Never mind that Burnett has
never run anything closetothe
CHA'’s $14 billion budget serv-
ing some 135,000 public housing
residents. Never mind that Burnett
is currently not legally eligible to
serve, due to the conflicts created
by his ownership of rental units
where CHA tenants live —as the
Chicago Tribune Editorial Board
noted inits argument asserting
Burnett’s general unsuitability for

the post.

The housingadvocates’ lawsuit,
which Johnson exhorted, may in
factlacklegal merit. After all, the
CHAboard did provide 48 hours’
notice of its meeting, and OMA is
vague on just how much informa-
tionis required. Whether the inten-
tionally vague wording violated
OMA willbe for a court to decide.
That'swhat courts are for.

Regardless of where the courts
doland, thismuch s clear: The
OMA law may need repair.

Clearly, vague advance notice
fails to meet the spirit of the law,
and an OMA revision could specif-
ically ensure that government
bodies give the public the advance
information needed to participate
meaningfully in the debate and
actions they take — from the delib-
eration of city councils to the elec-
tion of sister-agency CEOs.

And ifthe CHA board did violate
OMA in electing Pettigrew, does
this mean the appointment is inval-
idated? Johnson says so, but the
law’s language could be clearer.

Finally, the penalties written
into OMA are not strong enough
to disincentivize violations. Fines

for OMA violations cannot exceed
$1,000. And while a 30-day jail
sentence s possible in cases of
criminal negligence, no one ever
has gone tojail, based on the collec-
tive memory of lawyers I spoke
withand the best efforts ofa power-
ful search engine.

Inresponse to the introduction
ofremote and hybrid meetings
during the COVID-19 pandemic,
OMA was updated to ensure public
participation. Butadditional steps
could be taken to ensure voters
have access to government officials,
eveniftheyare notin the same
physical space.

FOIA is constantly updated. In
fact, the BGA policy team spends
considerable effort each legislative
session thwarting efforts to erode
our rights to public records.

The lower-profile OMA does
notreceive such serutiny. Perhaps
Johnson’s effort to wield OMA as
apolitical saber could serve asa
signal thatit’s time to review and
strengthen our open meetings law,
too.

David Greising is president of the
Better Government Association.

Voice of the People

Lessons of Tax Day

Every April, families across
Tllinois sit down at their tables to
handle their taxes. Taxes are how
we pay for the things our kids and
neighbors need — such as our
local schools, fixed roads and the
health care that keeps our fami-
lies going.

But this Tax Day is a tough
reminder that the system is feel-
ing more and more lopsided.
While we're doing our part, a
lot of the wealth is being pushed
straight to the top.

Between the “One Big Beau-
tiful Bill Act” and other tax
shifts, billionaires and massive
corporations are getting huge
breaks while the rest of us are left
‘wondering where the support for
our communities went. To give
you an idea of the gap:

B The top 0.1% could see an
average tax benefit of well over
$100,000.

B Permanent corporate tax cuts
are expected to cost the public
billions of dollars over the next
10 years.

B OBBBA changes put health
care for millions of people at
risk and pull the plug on billions
meant for local clean-energy
projects.

It’s hard to watch our
resources get stretched thin
while the wealthiest are handed
these “beautiful” deals. When the
biggest corporations pay less, our
neighborhoods end up paying the
price.

The good news is that we don’t
have to just accept this. Here in
Illinois, we can push for a fairer
way of doing things:

M Closingloopholes: We can
make sure giant corporations
aren’t using offshore tricks to
avoid paying what they owe.

M Taxing extreme wealth: We
can ensure billionaires contrib-
ute fairly, just like any of us who
earna paycheck.

B Holding Big Tech account-
able: We can make sure massive
tech companies that profit off our
information actually give back to
our state.

We all play by the rules and pay
our taxes every year because we
care about our community. It’s
only fair to expect billionaires
and multinational corporations
to do the same. We deserve a
system that invests in all of us, not
just the people at the very top.

— Dominique Robitson, Chrcago

Mayor’s focus on ‘fair’

Mayor Brandon Johnson has
a governing philosophy, and it
can be summarized in one word:
“fair” Fair share. Fair wage. Fair
contract. Fair treatment. If fair-
Tness were a currency, our mayor
would be the richest person in
Illinois — which is ironic, given
how much he’d like to tax the
rich.

Even before taking office, the
mayor pledged to “make the
suburbs, airlines & ultra-rich pay
their fair share” Once elected,
that theme only intensified. Cele-

tobe solved.

Don't the citizens of Chicago
deserve a mayor with a bigger
word?

— Dean Gerber, Chicago

Car-free life in Chicago

Irecently attended the Wicker
Park Committee meeting about
the proposed redevelopment ofa
strip mall on Milwaukee Avenue
near the Damen Blue Line that
would add much-needed housing
to the area. Many of my neighbors
there weren’t enthusiastic; they
objected to the building’s height
— about seven stories —and to
arecent design revision that
replaced parking garage space
with additional housing units.
Speaker after speaker lamented
that the development would
bring traffic, congestion, parking
competition and misery to the
neighborhood.

But bel‘neath every obéecr.ion to

S

walking and riding the train, the
fewer cars with one person in
them clogging our streets.

What we build shapes behav-
ior, a principle we understand
perfectly well in other contexts.
Right now for instance, the Cubs
are lobbying the city to expand
aparking lot they own in Wrig-
leyville from 579 to 947 spots.
Multiply that by 81 home games,
and that’s an additional 29,808
cars that will be driving through
Lakeview to and from games,
every summer, just because we
made that parking lot bigger.

The development on Milwau-
kee is aboutbuilding housing in
away that gives more people the
option to live without cars. The
car-free life may not be for you,
butitisa choice thousands of
Chicagoans are ready to make —
and when they do, all of us benefit.
— Cyrus Dowlatshahi, Chicago

brating the
nance, the mayor cleclared that
“everyone gets to earn a fair wage”
in Chicago. He stood with health
care workers fighting for a “fair
contract.”

Then there are our Bears. As
the team flirts with Indiana and
Arlington Heights, Johnson has
insisted that the city won’t take “a
back seat” — framing the whole
ordeal less as a complex economic
negotiation and more as aslight
that needs to be remedied. The
underlying message: Chicagoisn't
being treated fairly. Somebody
should do something,

The problem is that “fair” is
the vocabulary of the aggrieved,
not the visionary. If my kids when
they were young didn’t like what
was happening to them, they
immediately cried out about how
unfair they were being treated. I
expect more from our civiclead-
ers.

Great mayors don’t stomp their
feet about fairness — they build
coalitions, craft compelling deals
and give people areason to say
yes. Johnson’s instinct, time and
again, is to frame every setback as
an injustice rather than a problem

was
mistaken assumption: that more
housing automatically means
more cars.

That development’s location
next to the Blue Line is not some
accident. When we build hous-
ing near a train, with less parking
and more homes, we encourage a
different kind of resident to move
in: someone who doesn’t owna
car or someone who's ready to
finally get rid of the car they don’t
wantanymore.

Living car-free isn’t for every-
body, but what my neighbors
don’t realize is that, increasingly,
car ownership is a hassle many
Chicagoans are sick of. And it’s
easy to see why. If you primarily
walk, bike and ride the CTA, even
ifyou spend $1,000 a year on occa-
sional car rentals and ride-shares,
you still save thousands in car
payments, gas, insurance, parking
and repairs. You also get stepsin,
can bike or use the time on the bus
ortrain to read (or nap).

Ironically, it’s people who
need to drive that should be the
biggest supporters of transit-ori-
ented developments like the one
on Milwaukee: The more people

Foreign classes

Atthe recent Shield of Amer-
icas Summit, President Donald
‘Trump praised Secretary of
State Marco Rubio’s Spanish but
declared, “T don’t have time. I was
OK with languages, but ’'m not
gonna spend time learning your
language”

Learning languages does take
time. Fortunately, beginning
in 2028, all Illinois high school
students will dedicate atleast
two years to studying a second
language, precisely when they do
have time for learning,

Unfortunately, some Illinois
state representatives are sponsor-
ing abill to remove the two-year
foreign language requirement
thathasn’t yet begun — and before
students and our state can begin to
reap the benefits.

Tam alanguage educator with
more than 30 years of experience
teaching Spanish at the university

level. Arguments against the exist-
inglaw do not reflect the realities

of language education, and they
minimize our society’s urgent
need for multilingual skll.ls ofall
levels.

One of the bill’s sponsors, Rep.
‘Travis Weaver, has argued that
artificial intelligence eliminates
the need for all Illinois students
tolearn another language. But
foreign language education is
more than just switching English
words into another language. By
examining other cultures, for
example, students gain perspec-
tive by seeing the world through
other viewpoints. This builds
intercultural competence and
readies them for Illinois’ multicul-
tural work world and beyond.

Online translation and AT inter-
pretation in real time are prom-
ising but do not replace the need
for human communication and
Judgement Alerred 45% of the
time in a recent study coordinated
by the European Broadcastmg
Union, and AI contains harmful
biases, partly due to its overreli-
ance on data in English.

Both Weaver and Rep. Rick
Ryan, who introduced the bill,
argue that high school students
should instead be able to study
trades, such as electrician or
plumber. Yes, but tradespeople
also benefit from foreign language
education; their tools don’t have
languages or cultures, but the
people they work with and work
fordo.

Tobe sure, two years of high
school foreign language classes
will not produce fluent speak-
ersacross Illinois. They will lay a
strong foundation and equip Ili-
noisans with cultural awareness
that reflects our multilingual and
multicultural state.

The president doesn’t have time
tolearn another language, but for
the young Illinoisans, it is time
well invested.

— Annie Abbott, professor,
University of Illinois, Urbana
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