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Reining in a bigot
Assam’s CM’s rhetoric is to divert

attention from governance deficits
ssam is among the States scheduled to
hold Assembly elections in the months
ahead. The northeastern State is also one
of India’s laggards in many critical socio-econom-
ic markers — its HDI, per capita income, gainful
industrial employment numbers, and enrolment
rates in higher education are lower than the na-
tional average, while it has many poor health in-
dicators. Any political leadership of such a State
would face a clear and fundamental choice in go-
vernance. One path would be to identify systemic
lacunae and bridge gaps in health, education, in-
come and employment for every citizen, earning
the goodwill of the electorate and seeking contin-
uation in office on the strength of performance.

The alternative path is more insidious — the crea-

tion of bogey through i i

and the stereotyping of entire communities. By

doing so, demagogues seek to bypass the hard

work of governance, inciting the electorate
through polarisation and ensuring that political
discourse remains mired in communal division.

Assam Chief Minister Himanta Biswa Sarma of

the BJP has chosen the latter path, deploying in-

cendiary rhetoric that targets the Bengali-origin

Muslim community, framing it as a “demograph-

ic threat” and a “matter of life and death” for the

indigenous population, and escalating to what
can be described as calls for economic persecu-
tion — urging citizens to underpay Muslim rick-
shaw-pullers so that “they suffer” and “leave As-
sam”. He has accused the community of

“fertilizer jihad”, blamed them for urban floods,

and coined a lexicon of manufactured hatreds, all

of it in pursuit of what H.L. Mencken once de-
scribed as the cynical art of politics “to keep the
populace alarmed... by menacing it with an end-
less series of hobgoblins, all of them imaginary”.

In the CPI(M)/CPI's petition filed in the Su-

preme Court, Mr. Sarma’s statements have been
documented to demonstrate not isolated politi-
cal rhetoric but a sustained pattern of communal
targeting that is politically distasteful and consti-
tutionally unlawful. As the petition rightly ar-
gues, his statements deserve scrutiny from two
lenses. First, the constitutional framework that
concerns the Chief Minister’s oath of office, fun-
damental rights of all citizens and the Preamble’s
guarantees of secularism and fraternity. Second,
that these statements are liable to prosecution on
offences under the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita and
the Representation of the People Act. The Court
has through its camulative effect doctrine, in Am-
ish Devgan and Tehseen Poonawalla, suggested
that a CM’s speeches carry the weight of the
State’s authority which makes communally pola-
rising language in them even more damaging as it
is used by someone who controls the police appa-
ratus. The Court should not dismiss it as an elec-
tion-eve political manoeuvre, and recognise it for
what itis — a test of whether its own directions on
hate speech carry any meaning when the offen-
der holds the highest office in a State.

Young and Nabin
The Bharativa Janata Party is effecting a
generational change in its leadership
N itin Nabin, born in 1980 and the youngest

person to become the National Working
President of the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP), was elected unopposed. Mr. Nabin is not
closely linked to the party’s ideological parent,
the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS); at pre-
sent, his legitimacy largely arises from the faith
reposed in him by Prime Minister Narendra Modi
and Home Minister Amit Shah. His selection is
linked to Mr. Shah’s plans for the next general
election, but larger considerations at play cannot
be ignored. As a xennial, Mr. Nabin is leading the
largest party in one of the world’s youngest coun-
tries. He began his political career through the
Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad (ABVP), and
steadily rose through the BJP ranks. Elected five
times as a Member of the Bihar Legislative As-
sembly from the Bankipur constituency in Patna,
Mr. Nabin was also a State Minister. He held or-
ganisational positions in the BJP, overseeing its
work in Chhattisgarh and Sikkim. He made a dif-
ference in both States and also won the confi-
dence of party workers. A Kayastha from Bihar,
he is known to be collegial. Within the deeply
contested caste landscape of BJP strongholds, his
social location and demeanour would be consi-
dered benign, which works to his advantage.
The BJP has been effecting a demographic
transition in its leadership, and Mr. Nabin’s eleva-
tion marks a high point in that process. Mr. Nabin
is from the Hindi heartland, where the BJP is al-
ready strong. Managing the strength of the party
in its current strongholds while making it more
acceptable to the peripheral regions of the coun-
try will have to be his priority. The party’s strate-
gy of Hindu consolidation has not only saturated
but is also creating a legion of unguided actors.
The BJP is riding a tiger on the issue of communal
politics, and Mr. Nabin has the unenviable chal-
lenge of disembarking from it. He was chosen
President after several months of negotiations
between the RSS and the BJP leadership, in which
the BJP got the upper hand. The relationship bet-
ween the RSS and the BJP requires delicate han-
dling. The new President, like his predecessor,
‘would follow the cue of Mr. Shah in organisation-
al affairs, but he is still expected to maintain an
aura of autonomy. He will be required to share
credit for any success but own responsibility for
any slip-up. As a young leader who potentially
has several decades more of active politics ahead,
Mr. Nabin must reassure his senior colleagues but
cannot afford to end up becoming inconsequen-
tial in the process.
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Judicial drift in the Special Intensive Revision hearings

n the first week of February 2026, in an

unprecedented event, the Chief Minister of

‘West Bengal, Mamata Banerjee, appeared

before the Supreme Court of India in the
ongoing hearings around the conduct of the
Special Intensive Revision (SIR) of the electoral
rolls, which has been taking place in multiple
States across India.

The Chief Minister’s arguments were focused
on certain procedural infirmities that were
causing hardship to the residents of her State. Her
intervention led to the Court passing a slew of
directions on February 9, ostensibly seeking to
mitigate some of these hardships. However, in the
course of the hearing, the Court also made a
statement: that no impediment to the SIR would
be allowed across any of the States.

Core stutional chall dad
This statement is baffling, because in ma]an,g it,
the Court appears to have pre-] ]udged the most
fundamental issue before it — an issue that goes to
the heart of the Court s own 1 mle as the primary
organ of consti 1al ion. Ch

to the SIR were first filed before the Court in July,
when it was announced for the State of Bihar.

Among other things, these petitions
questioned the constitutionality of the SIR itself.
Months have passed, with SIRs announced in
multiple States, and the challenges have
multiplied. The Bihar election has come and gone
(November 2025), with the Bihar SIR effectively
having become a fait accompli. The Court has
held multiple hearings, where it has, in effect,
played the role of an administrator, passing
directions on issues such as whether or not the
Aadhaar card can be used as an identification
document. However, the core constitutional
challenge has not been decided, and as the
Court’s observations now show, the fait accompli
seems to have become permanently enshrined,
with any future judgment serving only to act as a
retrospective validation of existing facts on the
ground.

It is worth remembering that in a
constitutional democracy, the Court’s primary
role is to ensure that other state organs comply
with the Constitution, and not to transform itself
into an administrator. However, the Court’s
conduct in the SIR case is not new: while the
constitutionality of the Aadhaar programme was
challenged in 2012, it was only in 2018 that a final
judgment was passed, by which time Aadhaar
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The top court’s
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a constitutional
court and
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had effectively become a fait accompli, too big to
be undone. In the intervening six years, the Court
had passed various orders about where and how
Aadhaar could be used or demanded, but had not
touched the constitutional challenge before it.
The repetition of this pattern in the SIR case
reveals a normalisation of the Court moving away
from its role as a constitutional court, an
adopting the role of the administrator. This is
unfortunate.

There are significant issues

Indeed, the SIR process has raised certain
significant constitutional issues. Many of these
issues turned upon the question of power: while
the Representation of the People Act (India’s
umbrella election law) authorises the Election
Commission of India (ECI) to conduct a special
revision for “any constituency or any part of a
constituency”, and for reasons to be recorded,
there is a fundamental question about whether
this very specific power is also a carte blanche
authorisation to conduct State and nation-wide
SIRs. The wording of the section seems to imply
that its purpose is a targeted and focused exercise
meant to correct for distortions that might creep
in in certain specific places. By contrast, the
present SIRs are dragnet, large-scale revisions of
the rolls that, in effect, turn them into citizenship
determining exercises. Added to this is the fact
that electoral rolls already exist. Thus the ongoing
SIRs amount to an exercise where the entire
populations of States are called upon to freshly
establish their citizenship and their right to vote,
without any pre-existing cause for suspicion. The
constitutional question then turns upon whether
the ECI can simply operate on this mass
presumption of non-citizenship, and force people
to prove their rights from scratch.

In 1995, in Lal Babu Hussein and Others vs
Electoral Registration Officer and Others, the Court
had held that it could not. There again, the ECI
had sought to effect large-scale removal of names
from the voter rolls, acting on the suspicion that
in certain constituencies there were many
non-voters on the rolls. The Court struck down
this exercise, and in the directions that it passed,
made it clear that notices for removal from the
rolls would have to be directed at specific
individuals, and also a disclosure of the reason
for suspicion that the individual in question was
not a citizen of India.

As noted above, the present SIRs completely

invert that basic process. Instead of issuing
notices to specific people that it reasonably
suspects are non-voters, the ECI now requires
everyone to come and prove that they are voters.

It is crucial to note that multiple reports have
come in from various States about arbitrary
deletions and of individuals having to run from
pillar to post to prove that their citizenship does
not exist in a vacuum. They are the product of
this fundamental inversion of the state-citizen
relationship. The other troubling impact of the
SIR exercise is that the wholesale revision of voter
rolls has brought into play the notorious Form 7,
which allows any person to “object” to the
inclusion of any other person in the electoral roll.
There have already been widespread reports
about the misuse of Form 7 to have people struck
off the rolls, en masse, from multiple States.

An accentuation of disparities

Finally — and this was something highlighted by
the West Bengal Chief Minister as well - in a
country with vast material inequalities, and
disparities in access to the State, documentation
requirements operate asymmetrically, and, in
particular, impact the vulnerable and the
marginalised (people at the intersection of the
axes of caste, poverty and gender). Indian Courts
have long articulated an equality jurisprudence
that i is cogmsam of material and socio-political
discri ion: a process that acce rather
than mitigates, these disparities, violates basic
constitutional principles.

It should be obvious that these are not mere
“administrative” glitches that can be corrected by
administrative tweaks, in the manner in which
the Court has been doing for the past eight
months. Rather, the specific problems of voter
deletions and disenfranchisement that are being
brought to the Court on a regular basis are
symptoms. They are downstream from the actual
issue, which is the manner in which the ongoing
SIRs invert the relationship between the state and
the individual, and leave the latter effectively at
the mercy of the former. This is a question that
goes to the heart of the constitutional order. It
cannot be remedied through a mere
administrative fix. Rather, it must be addressed
from the perspective of a constitutional
framework that genuinely affirms the dignity and
participatory rights of every individual, refusing
to reduce persons to mere cogs in the machine of
state and administrative efficiency.

The CPI base revision exercise measures a slice of life

macroeconomic indicators, is something that

most people feel in daily life in their routine
household expenses. The Consumer Price Index
(CPI) captures this reality by tracking the prices
of goods and services that households regularly
consume, turning everyday experiences into an
official measure of inflation. For the common
man, the CP1I is like a quiet mirror of daily life
capturing, inter alia, the changing cost of basic
needs such as food on the plate, rent for the roof
over the head, and fuel for the journey to work.

l nflation, one of the most closely watched

More than a simple number

Though it appears as a simple number, it speaks
for households, guiding income and social
security adjustments so that life’s essentials
remain within reach. CPl-based inflation is also
the primary indicator for the Reserve Bank of
India to help guide it in decisions such as interest
rates and inflation control. Therefore, when the
CPI reflects reality, policies respond better to
what people are truly experiencing.

Inflation is not just about prices going up. It is
about how these price changes affect household
budgets. That is why making sure that the index
reflects current consumption patterns is just as
important as tracking the prices themselves. This
is the context in which India’s ongoing CPI base
updation from the year 2012 to 2024 must be
see.

Since the last base revision, the economy has
changed significantly, urbanisation has grown,
services have expanded, digital platforms have
changed buying habits, and household spending
has diversified.

The CPI 2024 series has, therefore, been
updated using the latest Household Consumption
Expenditure Survey of 2023-24. As people’s
preferences and expenses changed over time, the
importance (weightage) given to different goods
and services in the CPI has also been adjusted.
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Items on which households now spend more
have been given greater weight, with less weight
for those that account for a smaller share of
spending. This ensures that the CPI measures
price changes that really affect household
budgets. The consumption basket has also been
updated to reflect emerging trends, such as
growing spending on services, driven by rising
incomes and changing lifestyles.

Updating the way that the CPl is calculated is
just as important as updating what it measures.
The revised CPI is more closely aligned with
international standards while retaining features
specific to India. This makes it easier to compare
India’s inflation with other countries. From the
perspective of households, this matters because it
helps policymakers understand how price
changes in India fit into the global picture,
without losing sight of what affects daily life.

Data collection for the CPI has been upgraded
to keep pace with how people shop and spend.
While traditional market surveys still track prices,
particularly of food and other essentials, the 2024
framework has introduced that captures online
prices for items such as telecom services, airfares,
and certain other services.

A wider database
The adoption of computer-assisted price
collection in the new series has reduced manual
errors and allowed real-time checks, improving
the quality and timeliness of price data. Quality
and timeliness of the CPI matter because these
shape decisions that touch everyday life, such as
how high loans are, how much savings earn, and
how rising prices influence household budgets.
In the new base year, the CPI draws more on
official data from government sources, railfares,
postal charges, fuel prices, and items sold
through the public distribution system. This
means that these numbers are captured with
greater precision by mitigating the chances of

errors and biases that can occur in market
surveys. This integration of survey data,
administrative records and digital price sources
represents a marked improvement over earlier
practices and provides a more reliable picture of
how prices are changing.

The massive institutional effort behind a base
revision exercise of this scale is also worth noting.
It involves coordination across field offices,
statistical divisions and national and international
expert bodies.

The process involves extensive scrutiny of
methodology, testing of alternatives and
consultation with economists and domain
specialists. The Ministry of Statistics and
Programme Implementation (MoSPI) has engaged
with expert groups, international organisations
and stakeholders to ensure that the changes are
transparent, easy to understand and
methodologically sound.

Even with updates to the basket, weights, and
data sources, the CPI keeps its core purpose,
capturing how prices change from a household’s
point of view. This continuity matters because it
lets us compare prices over time. In other words,
the index is being improved without losing the
connection to everyday life, so that it remains a
reliable guide for policymakers.

In context

The CPI reminds us that behind every statistic lies
the lived experience of millions, and that
numbers, ultimately, are about people. It quietly
traces how prices shape daily life and inform
policy decisions. Through the ongoing base
revision exercise, MoSPI has ensured that the CPI
continues to be accurate, up-to-date, and
consistent over time, so that it remains not just a
number, but a true mirror capturing the realities
faced across the country.

The views expressed are personal
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Parliamentary proceedings
The episode around the
pandemonium in
Parliament arising from the
Speaker of the Lok Sabha
not allowing the Leader of
the Opposition in the Lok
Sabha to read extracts from
an unpublished book and
the subsequent move by
Opposition MPs to submit a
notice seeking a removal of
the Speaker for allegedly
conducting the business of
the House (Inside pages,
February 11) are
unfortunate events. The
Congress and other
Opposition parties should
have shown more maturity
and sorted out the issue
rather than resorting to
such an extreme step. There

is also another issue — of
the Deputy Speaker
presiding over the
proceedings. Unfortunately,
for some inexplicable
reason, the House has failed
to elect a Deputy Speaker.
Will the ruling National
Democratic Alliance at least
now take the initiative to fill
up the post?

K.R. Jayaprakash Rao,

Mysuru

The notice of a
no-confidence motion
against the Lok Sabha
Speaker marks a significant
moment of institutional
friction. The allegations
levelled against him suggest
a breakdown in
parliamentary neutrality

that is essential for a
healthy democracy. Parallel
to this, the controversy
surrounding an unpublished
book raises critical
questions about
transparency and
censorship.

Aarchi Verma,

Rajpura, Punjab

Serious national issues
should not be reduced to
personal insinuations
against tall political leaders.
Matters such as the
unresolved border dispute
with China and the
India-U.S. trade deal require
transparent and honest
discussion in Parliament.
Curtailing debate weakens
democracy; engaging with it

strengthens governance.
M. Jeyaram,
Sholavandan, Tamil Nadu

The conduct of Members of
Parliament on the floor of
the House and outside is
cause for concern. There is
a flouting of decency and
decorum, a violation of
rules, shouting matches and

aggressive placard parades.
No party is above blame.
The day is not far off when
MPs may indulge in
fisticuffs.

S.V. Venkatakrishnan,
Singapore

Cricket economics
News that Pakistan is set to
withdraw the boycott of the

Corrections & Clarifications

In a report, “Opposition MPs submit notice seeking removal of LS
Speaker” (Inside pages, February 11), a sentence was: “Under Article 34C
of the Constitution, the Speaker can be removed from office by resolution
passed by the House through a simple majority." The procedure to re-

whichi

ofthe effectve strength ofthe House (total strength minus the numberof
vacant seats). Article 94(C) says: “may be removed from his office by a res-
olution of the House of the People by a majority of the then members of
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T20 World Cup match with
India after parleys with
International Cricket
Council officials is like a
political thriller played
behind closed doors (‘Sport’
page, February 11).
Backroom negotiations and
the intervention of Sri
Lanka Cricket along with
financial implications and
sanctions have resulted in
Pakistan‘s ‘U’ turn, The
price had become too high
forcing Pakistan to
recalibrate, and politics had
to give way to commercial
interests.
Dr. Thomas Palocaren,
Vellore, Tamil Nadu
Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.
M BG-BGE
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The Constitution enters the sanctum

wo recent judgments of
the Madras High Court
— one concerning the
Thiruparankundram
Deepathoon and the other relating
to the rights of the Thenkalai sect
to recite hymns at the
Kanchipuram Varadaraja Perumal
temple — have brought to the fore
the role of the judiciary in
adjudicating religious disputes.
That these matters have reached
the High Court is revealing on
multiple levels. First, it tells us that
courts have a constitutional role in
deciding religious disputes.
Second, it demolishes the
argument that temples are private
spaces where the court or the
state cannot intervene. Given the
growing number of such cases, the
law around religion has taken
centre stage like never before.

Shift from civil rights disputes
Over a hundred years ago, it was
civil courts that dealt with temple
disputes. In a case pertaining to
entry into the Kamudhi temple in
Ramanathapuram, pitched battles
around civil rights to enter temple
premises were fought all the way
up to the Privy Council in London.
In Sankaralinga Nadan and Ors vs
Raja Rajeswara Dorai and Ors
(1908), the Privy Council was
called upon to decide whether the
Nadar community had a right to
enter the Kamudhi temple. In the
pre-constitutional era, such cases
around temple entry and right to
co-worship were primarily
regarded as disputes concerning
civil rights.

In 1927, the Madras Presidency
government enacted the Madras
Hindu Religious Endowments Act
to govern temples and their
endowments. A slew of legislative
activity followed in the next two
decades, which enabled setting up
of local temple committees and
the auditing of temple funds
‘which enshrined the supervisory
role of the Presidency
government.

All this changed when the
Constitution was adopted in 1950,
which introduced fundamental
rights to practise religion. The
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freedom of worship rights in
Articles 25 and 26 to worship were
made applicable to individuals as
well as religious denominations.
However, this freedom was
tempered with the requirement
that rights to practise or profess
religion would be subject to public
order, health, and morality. This
allowed the state to further
regulate worship when it offended
public conscience or morality.

This period ushered in a critical
shift in judicial thinking. From the
earlier view that these matters
were civil rights disputes, the
courts began looking at them from
the vantage of constitutional
directives. By doing so, the
judiciary asserted the rights of the
individual to equality and religious
freedom subject to public interest
restrictions. This led to the
blossoming of jurisprudence
around temple entry, religious
freedoms, and equality in the
appointment of priests. It is now a
matter of debate in constitutional
courts as to if and how these rights
should be limited.

Nevertheless, the southern
States, which belonged to the
erstwhile Madras Presidency, must
be credited for bringing in this
jurisprudence. It started with
these States enacting legislation
under the Hindu Religious and
Charitable Endowments Act for
better temple governance. These
legislation and regulations,
consequently, invited judicial
oversight, as writ courts were
called to adjudicate upon whether
State intervention respected the
rights of the religious

while safeguarding
the constitutional rights of others.
This led to the development of
temple-related jurisprudence over
the last 70 years.

The test used by courts

In developing this jurisprudence,
courts have undertaken an inquiry
into whether religious practices
conflict with constitutional
principles. For example, where
there is a restriction of the entry of
certain people or where a
customary practice is in conflict

with fundamental rights, such
matters can be brought before
constitutional courts. The
constitutional court then
undertakes the task of finding out
whether such custom or practice
is protected by the essential
religious practice test. A creation
of the Supreme Court, this test is
to determine whether a particular
custom or practice is essentially
integral to the religion. Those not
essentially religious were,
interestingly, deemed to be
“secular” and open to judicial
guidance. Therefore, if a practice
fails this test, then the court
typically proceeds to issue
directions in consonance with
settled constitutional principles.

Despite criticism regarding its
inconsistent interpretation in
subsequent judgments, the courts
have continued to use this test to
bring a measure of objectivity to
decisions by focusing on the core
tenets of the religion itself. In
Indian Young Lawyers Association
and Ors vs State of Kerala (2018)
(Sabarimala temple case), this
approach underwent a significant
consolidation when the Supreme
Court held that even those
practices considered essential to
the religion cannot be shielded
from judicial scrutiny if they are
inconsistent with constitutional
morality. Therefore, the law of the
land is that religious freedoms are
subject to constitutional morality,
which in turn is founded on the
principles of justice, liberty,
equality and fraternity.

The growing number of
religious disputes before
constitutional courts reflects not
only ideological polarisation
within and across faiths, but also
the enduring role of the judiciary
in ensuring that religious practices
do not undermine constitutional
principles. Judicial review of
religious disputes, therefore,
cannot be seen as an aberration
but a continuation of a
long-standing constitutional
engagement — one that seeks to
harmonise faith with the
foundational principles of the
Constitution.

A battle over the title of Jatipita’

The Congress and BRS spar over KCR role in the Statehood movement

STATE OF PLAY

Ravi Reddy
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t the centre of a recent
A political controversy

in Telangana is a sym-
bolic but emotionally charged
question: who deserves to be
called Jatipita, or the Father of
Telangana?

The immediate trigger for
Bharat Rashtra Samiti (BRS)
leaders and cadres hailing par-
ty president and former Chief
Minister K. Chandrashekhar
Rao (KCR) as Jatipita was the
notice served on him by a Spe-
cial Investigation Team, sum-
moning him for questioning in
connection with an alleged
phone-tapping case during
the BRS regime. The party saw
this as an insult to their leader,
who they claimed had single-
handedly fought with the
Centre and ensured the crea-
tion of Telangana in 2014. Call-
ing him the architect of the
State, they questioned how he
could be treated like a
criminal

The repeated attempts by
the BRS to bestow the title of
Jatipita on Mr. Rao did not go
down well with Chief Minister
A. Revanth Reddy, who
launched a scathing attack on
the BRS chief. “KCR is not wor-
thy of being called the Father
of Telangana. He is only a self-
proclaimed fatherly figure,”
he said. Accusing Mr. Rao of
corruption and mismanage-
ment, Mr. Reddy said that he
“looted the State and plunged
it into debt.” The Chief Minis-
ter argued that if anyone de-
served the title, it would be
either Professor K. Jayashan-
kar or Konda Laxman Bapuji,
both of whom made genuine
sacrifices for the cause of
statehood.

Intellectuals who have
closely observed the Telanga-

Telangana

na movement — from the early
agitations in 1952 and 1969 to
the final push led by Mr. Rao
after formation of the Telanga-
na Rashtra Samiti (TRS) in
2001 — have a different per-
spective. Former Telangana
Joint Action Committee Con-
vener and ex-MLC M. Kodan-
daram, a professor who
worked closely with Mr. Rao
before their fallout, said that
Prof. K. Jayashankar is widely
regarded as the principal ideo-
logue of the Telangana state-
hood movement. Jayashankar,
a former Vice Chancellor of
Kakatiya University, was active
during the 1952 and 1969 Te-
langana movements. During
the final stages of the move-
ment, he was instrumental in
bringing together all sections
of society and offering clarity
to the long-pending demand.
“He had an ability to unify the
people and articulate the
cause, so he was often re-
ferred to as the ideologue of
Telangana, though he himself
never claimed that title,” Prof.
Kodandaram explained.
Others such as Bhupati
Krishnamurthy from Waran-
gal, Konda Laxman Bapuji,
and Prof. Keshav Rao Jadhav
also played significant roles in
sustaining the movement.
Prof. Kodandaram noted
that after the formation of Te-
langana, the narrative shifted.
During the annual Deeksha Di-
was, celebrated by BRS cadres
to commemorate Mr. Rao's
fast that pressured the Centre
to announce statehood for Te-

langana, the party began call-
ing him Jatipita.

On the other hand, former
BRS MP B. Vinod Kumar has
strongly defended the party’s
position. He argued that it is
common in statehood move-
ments to honour leaders with
titles such as Bapu or Jatipita.
He said that Mr. Rao deserves
recognition as Jatipita, since
his leadership was central to
the formation of the State.

Drawing parallels with
Jharkhand, Mr. Kumar point-
ed out that Shibu Soren, foun-
der of the Jharkhand Mukti
Morcha, is known as Jatipita of
the State. Soren led the move-
ment for decades, and though
Jharkhand was carved out of
Bihar by the Atal Bihari Vaj-
payee-led National Democrat-
ic Alliance government, his
role in sustaining the agitation
earned him that recognition.

“The agitation for a sepa-
rate Telangana had a violent
past. During the 1969 move-
ment, more than 360 people
died in police firing. On the
other hand, KCR’s steward-
ship in the final phase of the
statehood stir was largely non-
violent,” Mr. Kumar said.

While the BRS cadre may
feel justified in honouring Mr.
Rao with the title, history sug-
gests that such recognition
cannot be manufactured
through party resolutions or
political campaigns. Titles like
Jatipita endure only when
they are affirmed by a broad
social consensus that tran-
scends partisan loyalties. The
current controversy appears
less about history and more
about present-day political
positioning, with both the BRS
and the Congress seeking to
consolidate their support base
ahead of the municipal elec-
tions. Ultimately, public me-
mory will determine how Mr.
Rao’s legacy in the Telangana
movement is defined, or who
gets to be called Jatipita.

Taxpayer base more than doubled in the last decade

| DATA POINT

Chandrasekar K.

undergone a significant ex-

pansion over the last decade,
marked by a sharp rise in the num-
ber of taxpayers as well as sus-
tained improvements in adminis-
trative efficiency. Time-series data
released by the Income-Tax De-
partment indicate that this expan-
sion has been broad-based and
persistent, reflecting deeper for-
mal participation rather than a
short-lived compliance surge.

Between Assessment Year (AY)
2013-14 and AY2024-25, the total
number of taxpayers, defined as
persons who either filed a return
ofincome or in whose case tax was
deducted at source, increased
from 5.26 crore to 12.13 crore.

This increase, which more than
doubles the taxpayer base, repre-
sents a compound annual growth
rate (CAGR) of approximately
7.89% over 11 years, underscoring
the sustained nature of the expan-
sion. It marks one of the most im-
portant structural shifts in India’s
direct tax landscape since the wid-
er adoption of the Permanent Ac-
count Number.

Adisaggregated view of the data
shows that individual taxpayers re-
main the primary drivers of this
expansion. As illustrated in Chart
1, the number of individual tax-
payers rose from 4.96 crore in
AY2013-14 to 11.61 crore in AY2024-
25, translating into a CAGR of
about 8% over the period.

Growth was largely steady in
the years preceding the COVID-19
pandemic, with year-on-year in-
creases mostly in the high single
digits. The contraction visible in
AY2020-21, when individual tax-
payers declined by nearly 9%,
coincides with the disruption
caused by the pandemic. This was
followed by strong recovery, with
growth accelerating to double di-
gits in the most recent assessment
years, indicating renewed momen-

l ndia’s direct tax system has

Expansion of the base has coincided with an improvement in tax administration efficiency

@he

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Bindu.

FIFTY YEARS AGO FEBRUARY 12, 1976

tum in the expansion of the indivi-
dual tax base.

While individuals dominate the
tax system in scale, the expansion
has not been confined to house-
holds alone. Chart 2 shows the
combined trend for non-individual
taxpayers, comprising firms, com-
panies, Hindu Undivided Families,
Associations of Persons or Body of
Individuals, local authorities, artif-
icial juridical persons, and other
residual PAN categories.

In absolute terms, the non-indi-
vidual taxpayer base increased
steadily from about 0.29 crore in
AY2013-14 to nearly 0.48 crore by

di

ratio around FY2020-21 reflects
pandemic-related disruptions
rather than structural weakening.
Since then, the ratio has fallen to
its lowest level in the available data
series, indicating sustained im-
provements in administrative
efficiency.

Several institutional and techn-
ological changes help explain
these trends. Over the past de-
cade, the tax administration has
increasingly relied on digital filing
systems, pre-filled returns, face-
less assessments, and expanded
third-party information reporting.
These measures have reduced

AY2024-25, cor o a
CAGR of roughly 5% over the
period.

Growth among non-individual
taxpayers has been more moder-
ate than among individuals, but al-
so more stable. Year-on-year
growth rates generally remained
within the 4% to 7% range in the

d years. The pand:
lcs impact is again evident in
AY2020-21, when growth slowed
sharply to below 1% before reco-
vering gradually in subsequent

years.
However, unlike individuals,
the post-pandemic  rebound

among non-individuals has been
measured, with growth stabilising
ataround 5% in recent assessment
years. This pattern suggests that
formalisation has progressed
across organisational and business
entities, albeit at a steadier pace
than individuals.

Cost of collection
The expansion of the taxpayer
base has coincided with a marked
improvement in tax administra-
tion efficiency. As shown in Chart
3, the cost of collecting direct tax-
es fell from 1.36% in FY2000-01 to
0.41% in FY2024-25. The figure for
FY2024-25 is provisional and may
be updated later. This long-term
decline has occurred despite a
substantial increase in the number
of rtaxpayers and total tax
collections.

The temporary rise in the cost

& iance frictions and enabled
the system to manage a larger tax-
payer base without a commensu-
rate increase in administrative
resources.

Unlike headline filing statistics
that focus on absolute counts, the
evidence presented here draws on
taxpayer-level data, year-on-year
growth dynamics, and long-term
CAGR trends to assess the durabil-
ity of India’s tax base expansion.

Taken together, the evidence
from taxpayer levels, growth rates,
CAGR patterns, and collection
costs points to a structural streng-
thening of India’s direct tax sys-
tem. Revenues are being mobilised
from a broader cross-section of
taxpayers even as administrative
efficiency improves, thereby rein-
forcing the stability and sustaina-
bility of public finances and em-
bedding taxation more firmly
within the formal economy. This
transition has important implica-
tions for revenue resilience, equi-
ty, and long-term fiscal planning
nationwide.

It is to be noted that growth
rates are calculated on a year-on-
year basis using taxpayer head-
count data.

CAGR is computed for the pe-
riod AY2013-14 to AY2024-25 using
unrounded values, and figures for
AY2024-25 and FY2024-25 are
provisional.

The writer is with the Indian Statistical
Service. The views expressed are personal

Rising
numbers

The data for the charts were
sourced from the Income-Tax
Department, the Central
Board of Direct Taxes

(CBDT) and Time
Series Data on

Attendance in offices:
directive reiterated

FROM OUR SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT

New Delhi, Feb. 11: Following the special drive
in Government offices to ensure punctuality by
officials and the finding that there is still some
absenteeism, the Department of Personnel in
the Cabinet Secretariat has asked all the
Ministries to take care that the earlier
instructions about attendance in Government
offices are fully complied with.

The Department of Personnel is heartened by
the general improvement during the past few
months in the “administrative ethos” of the
country. Instructions are in fact being issued
from time to time by the Ministry of Home
punctuality, prc and
integrity of Government servants. It is, however,
considered essential that the improvement in
administrative efficiency and the intensity of
supervision should be maintained as a
permanent feature of the administration.

It is brought to the notice of the staff once
again that persons who hold supervisory posts
will take all possible steps to ensure the integrity
and devotion to duty of all Government servants
under their control and authority. Smoking in
the corridors by Class Four staff and playing
cards outside Government offices and buildings
after the lunch-hour by Government servants is
declared undecorous practice “which detracts
from the atmosphere of discipline”.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO  FEBRUARY 12, 1926
Transmitting musical
composition by code

REUTER’S SPECIAL SERVICE
London, Feb. 11: Owing to the demand for
popular songs and the necessity of lightning
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ion of them to prevent smuggling
hetween New York and London, a novel scheme
for cabling melodies has been devised by the
London music publishers. The method is based
on an alphabetical code covering notes and
time-beats which can be re-translated into music
by means of a simple key. It appears that ships
stewards and others recently smuggled into
England new American numbers which were
played publicly before they were published,
while an enormous number of British tunes
have still be orchestrated in America. These will
now be cabled to professional orchestrators in
New York.
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The fine imposed on Number of troops Number of people Passengers handled by Polling stations
Telegram by a deployed by the US. to  suffering from Dubai International considered ‘risk-prone’
Russian court train Nigerian military  cataracts as per WHO  Airport in 2025 in Bangladesh

in million roubles. A Russian court
ll has fined the Telegram messaging

app around 11 million roubles
($142,210.73) for refusing to remove
banned content which the authorities
regard as extremist. The state communi-
cations watchdog said that Telegram
would face further restrictions. reuress

The United States will
200 deploy 200 troops to

Nigeria to train its
armed forces in their fight against jihadist
groups, as Washington increases military
cooperation with the West African country.
The additional troops will provide “training
and technical guidance®.

in million. More than 94
94 million people suffer from

cataracts, but half of them do
not have access to the surgery needed to
fix it, the World Health Organization said.
Cataracts — the clouding of the eye’s lens
that causes blurred vision and can lead to
blindness — are on the rise. 4

in million. Dubai

9 2 International Airport

® maintained its crown
as the world’s busiest airport last year, as
officials said on Wednesday that a record
95.2 million passengers transited through
its terminals, part of the emirate’s
continued economic boom. 1t

in per cent. More than half
0 the polling centres have been
identified as “risk-prone” for
the general elections in Bangladesh.
Officials said 90% of them will be under
CCTV surveillance, with many policemen
deployed in the capital, Dhaka. rn
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Have States gained from the 16th FC?

What have been the recommendations of the 16th Finance Commission? What taxes are shared between the Centre and the States? Why did the last Commission

revise vertical devolution to 41%? What had industrialised States such as Maharashtra, Gujarat, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka and Telangana demanded?

EXPLAINER

Rangarajan. R

The story so far:
he 16th Finance Commission
under the chairmanship of Dr.
Arvind Panagariya has
submitted its report for the
period of 2026-31. The Central
government has accepted its
recommendations with respect to
devolution of funds from Centre to States.

‘What were past recommendations?
The Constitution in Article 270 provides
for the scheme of distribution of net tax
proceeds collected by the Central
government between the Centre and the
States. The taxes that are shared between
the Centre and the States include

* “SRABAD ZONE
ac.gov.in

v
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The share for States

Schemes (CSS) with extensive conditionalities

Table 1: Criteria for horizontal devolution amongst States

Till the 13th FC (2010-2015), the devolution involved specific transfers for Centrally Sponsored

fix a cap on cess and surcharge or for
their inclusion in the divisible pool. These
instruments may also be needed to raise
resources for the Union to meet any
exigencies. Similarly, the FC
recommended retaining the States’ share
in vertical devolution at its current level of
41% considering three main reasons — the
States’ share in total tax revenues of the
country; that much of the spending of the
Union in CSS is anyway ultimately routed
to the States; and that the Union
government needs increased funds for
defence and infrastructure.

In its approach for horizontal
devolution, the FC was guided by two
principles. First, changes to each State’s
share in the portion of divisible pool
should be gradual. Second, due
recognition should be given to efficiency
and especially the States’ contributions to
growth. Accordingly, a new criterion of

THE GIST

v

The Constitution in Article 270
provides for the scheme of
distribution of net tax proceeds
collected by the Central
government between the
Centre and the States.

v

With respect to the demands
regarding vertical devolution,
the FC opined that under the
present constitutional scheme,
itis neither permissible nor
desirable to fix a cap on cess
and surcharge or for their
inclusion in the divisible pool.

v

corporation tax, personal income tax, Criteria ;:;:_';Cs ;;f';',f, 2’3;:‘,‘,2 ;:;2"; State’s contribution to GDP has been Ihts approach far hiodzontal
Central Goods and Services Tax (GST), Income distance 475 50 45 | 425 added. The weightage to this new :e‘fl"[mf” t.hT FCFV.V a: gyided
Centre’s share of the Integrated Goods Population (2971) 25 175 B criterion as well as other criteria has been czﬂ:‘g’g’:&:g tr::z'; .
and Services Tax (IGST) etc. This division Population (2011) B 10 15 175 assigned in such a way that it spells a inth egpo rtion of divisible pool
is based on the recommendation of the Area 10 15 15 10 directional change without causing a should be gradual. Second,
Finance C ission that is ¢ ituted Forests N 75 10 10 drastic shift in States’ shares. due recognition chould be:
every five years as per the terms of Article Fiscal discipline 175 3 B Considering all the above factors, the given to efficiency and
280. This divisible pool, however, does D - - 125 10 share of southern and western Stateshas  gspecially the States’
not include cess and surcharge that are Taxeffort - - 25 marginally increased while the share of contributions to growth.
levied by the Centre. For the year, State's to GDP 10 big north and central States has
2025-26, it is estimated that the divisible Total 100 100 100 100 marginally decreased. Hence, one may
pool constitutes only around 81% of the conclude that it is status quo as far as
gross tax revenue of the Centre after vertical and horizontal devolution is
excluding cess and surcharge. be observed, higher weightage has been devolution, many States had pitched for concerned with a directional change
Till the 13th FC (2010-2015), the given for equity (income gap) and needs the continued dominance of equity towards providing due recognition for
devolution involved specific transfers for (population and area) when compared to parameters in the criteria. Equally, many efficiency. Additionally, the following
Centrally Sponsored Schemes (CSS) with efficiency (forests, demographic States had recommended reducing the observations of the FC should be borne in
extensive conditionalities. The share of performance and tax effort). weight assigned to ‘income distance’ as a mind. The Centre should progressively
States in Central taxes (vertical criterion. Industrialised States such as reduce raising revenues through cess and
devolution) was fixed at 32%. However, What were States’ demands? Maharashtra, Gujarat, Tamil Nadu, surcharge. The States should make their
since the 14th FC (2015-2020), the specific Firstly, as regards vertical devolution, 18 Karnataka and Telangana had subsidies efficient and targeted, actively
transfers for CSS were discontinued and States had demanded that the States’ recommended the inclusion of States” pursue reforms in the power sector, and
the vertical devolution was increased to share be increased from the current 41% contribution to GDP among the rein in the levels of their fiscal deficit and
42%. It was revised down to 41% in the to 50%. Few other States had demanded horizontal devolution criteria. debt. The Centre and States should
15th FC (2020-2026) due to the an increase of 45% to 48%. Many States undertake various public sector
reorganisation of Jammu and Kashmir had demanded the inclusion of cess and ‘What did the 16th FC recommend? enterprise reforms.
into two Union Territories. surcharge in the divisible pool as well as With respect to the d ds regarding tjan. R is a former IAS officer
The criteria for distribution amongst fixing a cap on cess and surcharge that vertical devolution, the FC opined that and author of ‘Courseware on Polity
the States (horizontal devolution) since could be levied by the Centre. under the present constitutional scheme, Simplified.” He trains at Officers IAS
the 13th FC is provided in Table 1. As can Secondly, as regards horizontal it is neither permissible nor desirable to academy. Views expressed are personal.
° L] taken up forming the “National Charter of  'THE GIST

Elections in Bangladesh:

{ ] are centred around making constitutional

v

looking towards the future

Which are the two major blocs competing in the Bangladesh elections? What is the referendum for?

Tabshir Shams

The story so far:
he fate of the ‘Second
Liberation’ of Bangladesh shall
be decided on February 12, the
day of its general elections.
Around 12.7 crore voters are going to cast
their vote for 300 seats of the Jatiya
Sangsad (National Parliament) and for a
national referendum on the July charter.

Who is contesting in this election?

A total of 2,034 candidates, including 275
independents, are contesting this
election. There are 80 candidates from
the minority Hindu community and 85
women candidates. There were 17 Hindu
MPs in the 2024 Jatiya Sangsad. Currently,
there are 59 registered political parties in
Bangladesh, of which 51 are participating
in the elections. There are two major
blocs — the Bangladesh Nationalist Party
(BNP), and a 11 party alliance which

»

includes Jamaat-e-Islami and the National
Citizen Party (NCP) among others. The
BNP is contesting for 292 seats out of the
300, leaving the remaining seats for its
coalition partners. Jamaat is contesting in
224 seats; they have no women
candidates, and only one Hindu
candidate. The NCP, a youth party that
emerged after the July Revolution, is
contesting in 30 seats.

‘What is the Awami League’s status?
The Awami League (AL), which was the
party of the ousted former Prime Minister
of Bangladesh Sheikh Hasina, has had its
registration suspended by the Bangladesh
election commission. In May 2025, the
interim government headed by Mohd.
Yunus banned all activities of Awami
League under the Anti-Terrorism Act.
According to Transparency International
Bangladesh, 1,785 cases had been filed
nationwide against AL activists and
supporters as of November 19, 2025. AFM

Bahauddin Nasim, joint general secretary
of the Awami League, told The Hindu on
February 8, that the party has boycotted
the election and instructed its supporters
not to vote. Ms. Hasina has maintained
that the elections are undemocratic, and
that a large section of the population will
boycott the polls.

What is the national referendum?
Apart from the general elections, citizens
are also required to vote “Yes” or “No” on
the July charter. After the ouster of Ms.
Hasina, following mass protests against
her government, in 2024, faith was
reposed in Nobel Laureate Mohd. Yunus.
Mr. Yunus was appointed Chief Adviser to
the interim government and also made
chair of the National Consensus
Commission (NSS). The NSS was to
suggest structural reforms to the state
which include constitutional, electoral,
and judicial amendments. Of the 166
recommendations of the NCC, 84 were

bodies more independent, proposing a
bicameral legislature, and increasing
women'’s representation in parliament. If
the “Yes” vote prevails then the newly
formed parliament will be bound to
implement the charter’s provisions within
180 days. Ifits “No”, then the risk of
one-party rule and weak institutions will
loom over Bangladesh’s future.

‘What have been India’s observations?
India was invited by Mr. Yunus as an
observer for the elections. More than 330
international observers, double that of
the previous controversial 2024 elections,
have been invited as observers. India is
yet to confirm this invitation.

India remains the largest trading
partner of Bangladesh in South Asia.
Many infrastructure and connectivity
projects like the Kolkata-Khulna,
Agartala-Akhaura, Haldibari-Chilahati as
well as the 1,000 MW electricity export to
Bangladesh and the Tripura-Comilla
power link are the strategic pillars of this
bilateral relationship. However, since the
2024 regime change, there has been a
degree of ambivalence between the two
nations. Only time will tell how the
relationship will progress between the
two neighbours.

Tabshir Shams is a postgraduate student
from South Asian University, Delhi.

Atotal of 2,034 candidates,
including 275 independents,
are contesting this election.

v

The Awami League (AL), which
was the party of the ousted
former Prime Minister of
Bangladesh Sheikh Hasina, has
had its registration suspended
by the Bangladesh election
commission,

v
Apart from the general
elections, citizens are also
required to vote “Yes” or “No”
on the July charter.
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Speed needs teeth

Weak enforcement and legal gaps may blunt impact
of faster deepfake takedowns and softer labelling

HE GOVERNMENT'S DECISION of finalisingamendments to the
Information Technology Rules for addressing synthetically gen-
erated content is both timely and necessary. Coming days before
the Al Impact Summit in New Delhi, the move signals regulatory
intentata momentwhenartificial intelligence is moving from pilot deploy-
ments to mass adoption. The rules acknowledge that deepfakes, non-con-
sensual imageryand Al-drivenimpersonation are nolonger fringe concerns
butsystemicrisks. The compression of takedowntlmelmes isamaterial shift.
Requiring platforms to remove non-cc inti dd
fake content within two hours of a complaint, and other unlawful content
within three hours of a government or court order, reflects an understand-
ingthat 24.or36 hoursin thedigital ecosystemis often toolate. By then,con-
tent may have been copied,amplified, and archived. Faster response win-
dowsdonoteliminate harm, but theycan containitsspread.In that sense, the
amendments correct a structural lag in the earlier framework.

Equally significant is the government’s decision to drop the proposed
10% watermark requirement for Al-generated content. The draft’s fixed-
sizevisualand audio markers had drawn criticism from industryon grounds
oftechnical feasibilityand icdisruption.Arigid watermark threshol
across formatsand devices risked distorting legitimate creative outputand
user experience. The final framework’s shift towards embedding metadata
or unique identifiers, where technically feasible, is a more calibrated
approach. It retains traceability objectives while accommodating techno-
logical diversity.

However, the amendments expose familiar implementation gaps. The
only substantive consequence for non-compliance remains the potential
loss of safe harbour protection under Section 79 of the IT Act. There are no
fresh penal provisions or graded sanctions. In practice, safe harbour with-
drawal has rarely, if ever, been invoked against major platforms. Withouta
credibleand proportic ementladder, timelines on papermaynot
translate into effective remedies for users. The operational mechanics of
enforcementalsoremain under-specified. Whathappensifa platform seeks
clarification on an orderwithin the compressed three-hour window? How
aredisputes over classification of content to be resolved in real time? Recent
episodes involving Al systems have shown that regulatory directions can
involve correspondenceand follow-up. The rules prescribe deadlines but do
not fullyanticipate procedural friction.

Thelabellingmandate,while softened, raises its own questions. The oblig-
ationtoembed permanent metadataoridentifiers lacks technical standards.
Thereisnoclarityoni perability,audit mect orhowsuchmark-
ers will be verified across platforms and jurisdictions. Compliance uncer-
tainty could lead either to over-caution or inconsistent implementation.
Beyond these drafting issues lies a larger structural question, The amend-
ments are framed under a statute enacted long before generative Al Syn-
theticcontentandalgorithmichar 1es of liability,competition,
transparency,and due process that: extend beyond intermediary obligations.
Delegated legislation can provide interim guardrails. It cannot substitute a
coherent, primarylawonAl governance debated and enacted by Parliament.
Atthesametime,accelerated takedown powers must be exercised with care.
The definition of unlawful content should not become a conduit for sup-
pressing political dissent or inconvenient speech. A regulatory framework
thatisseenas partisan oropaquewillinvitejudicial scrutinyand erode legit-
imacy.Theamended rulesareastep in theright direction. But credibilitywill
depend on enforcement clarity, proportional safeguards,and a willingness
tomovetowardsa dedicated Allaw that balances innovation,accountability,
and constitutional freedoms.

Who's on the other side
of the big Al selloff?

SELLFIRST, ASK questions later. That was the stock market’s response to last week’s
new artificial-intelligence tools that challenge the software, legal data and media
industries. But bargain hunters seeking victims of indiscriminate selling may need
patiencewaiting fora recovery. Corporate beneficiaries on the otherside of the trade
— businesses thatactually use Al to improve how they operate — could be the more
lucrative opportunity.

Investors have been nervous for months about Al's potential to threaten long-
standing business models by giving customers a cheaper, or free, means of doing
things they currently /pay | for. The threat became tangﬂ)le last week when Al firm
AnthropicPBCrel ing lawyers touseits Claude chatbot forreview-
ing contractsand other tasks wlthout needing codmgskﬂ]s In the face of a sudden

hock like ,mvestors haveli winners ﬁnm losersand will sell bas-
ketsof stocks exp Themodern dedofactive fund
I Teact ineitherdirectiontospecific piecesof information like
Claude’s new*“plug-i ms"Andyet,oneweekOn muchofthemar-
ket d: persists, That's d Juityanalyst
bullish on some of the worst-hit stocks.
The difficulty this cohort of compamrzs facesis provinga
negative: -showing that their earnings won' l be hurt by the AT
Relx Pic,one of the legal publi: the center
ofthe concems, ﬂ]ustjates thE problem Itownsanauthorita-
dappeal jud; thatwould be
incredil for icate. The stock’s price-
CHRIS to-earnings multipie soared between 2021 and 2025, partly
HUGH Es ontheideathatAlcould createnew markets forthat data. Over
the lastyear, this has more than unwound as the stock halved.
Blooriterg Ostensibly,it looks cheap.
Butif analysts eventually end up cutting the company’s
earni Andif Relx fails to capture the
i i d "hhnnﬂfmmM itwould deservealower price-earnings
ratio. The cast- ironwaytorebut these fears is bydelivering on the current profit fore-
casts.And that takes time.
Ttis these “Al adopters”who represent “the next phase of the Al opportunity,” per

Y]
=

t i 'UBS GroupAG,whi thatthe : yetmcatch themarket‘sfu.ll
attenti h Lﬂ]EUSeUlL i logyisaccel-
erating Instead,investors uuuwmg.heumoney Ienabl

uch dsuppli kittodata centers,and ived losers.

If the biglaw firms were publicly traded, their share prices would beauseful read-
out forthe otherside of the“Claude trade” But thereare other potential beneficiaries
in the listed universe. They include ﬁm\s with' "valuable data, largc customer bases,
Thebank’s
research points to ﬂnanclal semces, retleers, health care and transport. In Europe,

ch fBNP Aand Tesco Plc. French lender BNP
ial boost from using

complex

£ Al”target to calct
thetech.Thisyearit stands at €750 million ($893 million).
The trick for investors hunting these types of opportunity will be spotting gen-
uinesigns of progressin the numbers that corroborate management’s claims of Al-

driven gains.

Of course,onei id th i i c
thatjustseemimpervi Al disruption horauwthuy‘ ‘oldecon-
omy’ i Tt however,t theothersideof thesoft-
ware market meltdown.

ACH YEAR, THE Union
Budget is presented as the
government’s most conse-
quential economic docu-
ment. Budget-makingisan
exercise in foresight, prioritisation,and
fiscal discipline.But a closerlookat what
happens after the Budget is passed

@ BUDGET RATIONALE
IF ALLOCATIONS DO NOT BIND THE EXECUTIVE, IT RISKS BECOMING A RITUAL RATHER THAN A RULEBOOK

Promise over practice

RAJIV KUMAR
SAMRIDDHI PRAKASH

Respectively Chairperson and Research
Associate at Pahlé India Foundation,

reveals a growing di between
promise and practice. Increasingly, the
Budget appears less like a binding fiscal
commitmentand morelikeanaccount-
ing statement of intent.

If allocations announced to Parlia-
ment are not followed through in execu-
tion, and if flagship schemes remain
trapped within government files long
aftertheirannouncement,itisworthask-
ing: what is the purpose of the Budget if
the government is not bound by it?

What’s happening to
flagship schemes?

The table compares Budget Esti-
mates with actual expenditure fora set
of major schemes in 2025-26.The pat-
ternisrevealing.

Two featuresstand out. First,schemes
that are central to long-term human
! andinfrastructure—suchas

Jal Jeevan Mission, housing, sanitation,
nutrition,, and u:ban progranumes—con-
sistently their Budgeted allo-
cations, often by large margins. Second,
fertiliser subsidies once again overshoot
their estimates, with urea and nutrient-
based subsidies together absorbing far
more fiscal space than planned.

This divergence is not accidental.
idi dd d

driven. When prices rise or consump-
tion expands, spending follows auto-
matically. By contrast, schemes like Jal
Jeevan Mission or PMAY require admin-
istrative capacity, coordination with
states, timely approvals, and institu-
tional readi When these condition:

TRACKING SPENDS
d d all vs actual diture (Zcr)

Allocation
Swachh Bharat Abhiyan 1,893 5,000 2,000 2,500
Jal Jeevan Mission 22,612 67,000 17,000 67,670
Poshan 2.0 & Saksham Anganwadi 21,014 21,960 20,949 23,100
PMAY - Urban 2.0 50 3,500 300 3,000
PMAY - Rural 32,327 54,832 32,500 54,917
PLI - white goods 214 445 304 1,004
PLI - automobiles 325 2,819 2,091 5,940
PM Internship Scheme 32 10831 526 | 4,788
MGNREGS 85834 86,000 88,000 30,000
Fertiliser subsidy 1,70,683 | 1,67,887 | 186460  1,70,781
Food subsidy 199,867 2,03420 | 228154 | 2,27,629
i 1,10736 | 128650 | 121949 | 139,289
Health 88,353 98,311 94,625 | 1,04,599

Source: Union Bud

jocuments and revised estimates

fulreprioriti publicspending not
tJ.uough parhameutary debate, but
through execution failure,

Fiscal prudence, but
atwhat cost?

To be clear, this is not a story of fiscal
indiscipline. Thegovernment

room for social sectors such as educa-

WWW.FINANCIALEXPRESS.

® TELECOM REVOLUTION

Union communications minister Jyotiraditya Scindia

India followed the world in 4G, marched with
the world in 5G, and will lead the world in 6G

the striking finding is that almost none
of the flagship schemes announced last
year have reached full implementation.
Most remain stuck in consultations,
draftguidelines,cabinetapprovals,com-
mittees, or pilots. Very few have trans-
lated into on-ground delivery, and
almost none are at a stage where out-
comes can be evaluated.

Ineffect,the Budget has becomea cat-
alogue of intentions rather than a road
map fordelivery.

From fiscal planmng to
fiscal si;

Together, the two tables tell a consis-
tent story. The Budget increasingly per-
forms a signalling function to markets,
voters,and stakeholders, rather than act-
ingasabinding fiscal contract.

Allocations are announced optimisti-
cally, knowing that under-spending on

away as “implementation challenges”,

asunavoidable.

Reclaiming the purpose
of Union Budget

Ifthe Budget istoregain itsrelevance,
it must move beyond announcements
and accounting arithmetic. Scheme
announcements should be txed to clear

time-

lmcs, and accountablhty for persistent

tion, health, nutrition, and t
ment.Overtime, thisweakens the foun-
dations of growth while preserving
short-term priorities.

Announcements without
impl ion

toitsfiscal path,

deficits and debt with care. But fiscal pru-
dence has come with a structural bias
towards subsidies and away from growth-

are missing, under-spending becomes
the default outcome.

Interest payments and subsidies
now account for an increasingly large

he iet but power-

share of diture, leaving limited

Theproblemisnot confined tospend-

P Budgets by
in
pipeline and not just by headline alloca-
first step.

The ma[ questlon has moved away
from fiscal consolidation to whether it is
comingat the cost of reprioritisation of

If Pa

d bindtheexecutive,and

ing; it extends to the very archi of
Budget announcements.

The government brings out a docu-
ment, “Implementation of Budget
Announcements’, along with the subse-
quentyear’s Budget.While the details of
implementation are described in detail,

if Budget announcements remain
trapped within government processes,
then the Union Budget risks becoming a
ritual rather thana rulebook.

And if that is the case, we must ask:
what is the point of the Budget at all?

EV subsidy or private enrichment?

PRADEEP S MEHTA

Secretary-general, CUTS International

Question before policymakers is whether public
money is being deployed to maximise public
good, equity, and real environmental outcomes

LAST MONTH, WHILE hearing a long-

running matter on air quality in Delhi-
NCR, the Supreme Court issued a pointed

caution: There cannot be a single-tech-
Fology solution such as electric vehicles
EVs)

able for other pnonnes—heahhcare

EVs and mtemal combustmn engine cars
red.However,amid

nutrition, rural 3

p
orurban public Inadevels
economy with n\uluple competmg
ic finances,choices mat-
ter deeply.when the state underwrites
private vehicle purchases, it is implicitly

ithout first
its consequences for its carbon fnendh-
nessand the cost to the ec yand the

people. All such interventions must

and therefore the apex court underlined
the need forevidence-based, citizen-cen-
tric policymaking rather than narrow or
siloed approaches. This judicial observa-
tion is timely, because India’s current
approach to promoting EVs raises pre-
cisely these concerns.

India’s EV push is often framed as
essential toachieving two critical impera-
tives—reducing oil imports and lowering

by issi T

important policy goals. But even well-
intentioned transitions must beassessed

treating ‘essential needs.
The generosity of India’s EV incen-
tives is striking. When central and state

discussit d the Union Budget, he
sought more incentives on EVs.

‘This contrast underlines the need for
greater clarityand consistency in subsidy
policy. If market parity has indeed been
reached, it is reasonable to ask whether
broad-based purchase incentives remain

efit all future users rather than a narrow
group of early adopters.

There is also a more immediate and
cost-effective opportunity to address
vehicular pollution. Diesel cars, thougha
minority of the fleet, contribute dispro-
portionately to harmful emissions. In
Delhi-NCR, diesel cars account for
around 19% of the car fleet but are

themoslefﬁﬂem use of publi ds.Pol-

up-

le for nearly 83% of vehicular
pamculate em]sslons, with PM2.5 and

icys
evidence-based

port can amount to ~35-60% of the ex- rather than

factorypriceofanelectriccar,depending  shifting narratives.

onthe modeland location. Globally, govemmems

Thi fe - 3 1 the
is goes far beyond cor- Instead of spreading are also

recting a narrow market

through the lens of
and fairnessin the use of taxpayermoney.

Overjust thelast threeyears,India has
spentcloseto ¥30,000 croreindirectand
indirect support for electric cars. This
includes purchase incentives, a lower
goods and services tax rate, and wide-
spread waivers on registration and road
taxes. Yet, despite more than a decade of
active policy support, electric cars still
account foronlyabout 4% of newcarsales
in the country.

Suchawide gap between fiscal effort
and adoption outcomes warrants serious
examination.

Pubhcsubsldmsarenm freebies. Every

failure, it represents deep scarceresources  gpsidies. Germany ended
fiscal underwriting of pri- thinly across EV its federal electric car pur-
vauxﬁnsugnptign. subsidies, cha;eﬁsublsidy in 20.;:‘3

0 benefits most : amid fiscal pressures. The
from this support is not a policymakers should UK phaseg out direct
matter of conjecture. A take a far more grants forelectriccars ear-
2022study hyHarvardLaw decisive stance lier,whilein lhe us,: sevem]

that EVsubsi- statest would

cost-effectiveness of EV

nitrogen higherthan
pe(rol vehicles.

Instead of spreading scarce resources
thinlyacross EVsubsidies, policymakers
should takea farmore decisive stance—
aclearban on diesel carswithimmediate
effect, supported by accelerated and
strictly enforced vehicle scrappage. Such
a move would deliver immediate air
quality gains at a fraction of the fiscal
cost currently being incurred.

Amore balanced mobility strategy
include policy options

dies disproportionately

accrue to higher-income households, as
these buyers are more likely to afford the
upfront cost,own multiple vehicles, and
have access to private chargmg In India,
electrice
byaffluent households, oftenasa second

bility criteriaand capped
benefits.China,aftermore thanadecade
of aggressive promotion, withdrew its

such as sustained investment in public
charging infrastructure, effective scrap-
page implementation, promotion of

national EV purc theend
0f2022, shrftmg its focus towards infra-

cleaneralter
CNG, and a clear road map to exit the

tarting

or third car. The result is a
dynamic—taxpayers across income

owned by thewell-off.

Thisimbalance becomessharperwhen
viewed alongside mixed signals in the
domestic EV discourse. Just a month ago,
me head of Tata Motor: vehi-

structure and fiscal deficit. The primary
barrier to wider EV adoption is not con-

sumerreluctance butthelackofareliable
public charging network located conve-
niently, tion

of subsidy expenditure towards chargmg

hased structure and regulator, most polluting tec
InIndia, the Lumted u:npact of subsi- with diesel.
diesis a infra- After ding ¥30,000 crorein just

three years for limited penetration, the

ourt’swarni esclose
attcntlon The question before policy-
makers is no longer whether India
should pursue cleaner mobility but
whether public money 1s bemg deployed

P!
and ben-

sothatit P d,equity,

rupee hereisarupceuna

priceparity

THE EDITOR

The Al transition

Apropos of “Al upends IT" (FE,
February 11), markets are uneasy as
artificial intelligence reshapes the
technology sector. For Indian IT firms
built on scale and service delivery, the
shift is real and immediate. Some
routine roles may shrink and business
models tied to manpower billing will
face pressure. However, the panic is

misplaced. The practical response lies
in faster reskilling, deeper domain
knowledge, and stronger integration
capabilities. Companies must invest in
training engineers in Al tools, data
governance, and cyber-security.
Policymakers and industry bodies can
support this transition through
targeted skilling programmes. If firms
move up the value chain and focus on
problem-solving rather than

licassets,addre:

execution alone, India's IT sector can
remain competitive and relevant.
—SM Jeeva, Chennai

Budgets and progress
Apropos of "Union Budget and
beyond"(FE, February 11), the Union
Budget is growth-oriented even ata
time the country is facing a severe
headwind on trade subdued by
Donald Trump's tariff strike on India.

andreal

Future budgets should facilitate
domestic manufacturing with cost
competency and shunning import
dependance. There must be high
investments for strengthening the
quality and quantum of human capital
with technology. Exploring new
markets must be prioritised too.
—NR Nagarajan, Sivakasi

®Write to us at feletters@expressindia.com
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Under siege: Police officers stand guard during a protest in Caracas, Venezuela, on February 10. REUTERS
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Trump’s Venezuela attack a footnote in
West’s history of imperial plunder

Writers argue why Latin American underdevelopment should be seen as a structural byproduct of western development, of mainly Britain in the

17th to the early 20th centuries, and the US. from the 19th century onwards

Suhit K. Sen

n even the most liberal western

commentary, U.S. President Donald

Trump’s invasion of Venezuela

presages the destruction of a
rules-based international order, which
itself presumes that nations are equal. It’s
actually a footnote in the bloody and
barbarous history of the colonial
subjugation and rapine of the world by
the “West’.

Latin America has been savagely
pillaged for over half a millennium,
beginning with Christopher Columbus’s
landing in 1492. What followed was a
genocide in which the autochthons were
either killed or enslaved to work at
extracting their own natural resources for
the benefit of Europe.

“Civilising’ mission

The magnificent civilisations of the
Mayans, Aztecs and Incas were razed as
European ‘civilisation’ was transplanted
in its place. In A History of Venezuela,
Guillermo Moron recounts this history
from an unabashedly Eurocentric
perspective, lauding the theft of a country
and a continent as a civilising mission in
‘which well-intentioned priests and
benevolent conquistadors brought the
fruits of European enlightenment to
savages stranded on the lowest rungs of
the civilisational ladder.

There are references to cruelties, but
those remain in metaphorical
parentheses. There is a recognition that
the native civilisations played some role in
the shaping of Venezuela, through
cultural intermingling and miscegenation.
But Moron’s perspective prevents him
from recognising forced assimilation as
just another face of barbarous
extermination or banishment to the

margins.
Moron’s history of the 19th and 20th

centuries, independence from Spain and
since, notes the preponderance of
dictatorship over democracy in
Venezuela. But since he can’t see the
structures of colonialism/imperialism and
neocolonialism/neo-imperialism, he
attributes this to the temperament of the
people. Nor can he recognise, in the
underdevelopment of the region, the
structural role of colonialism and
neocolonialism.

Indictment of colonialism

Eduardo Galeano makes up for these
lacks in his searing indictment of
colonialism in Open Veins of Latin
America: Five Centuries of the Pillage of a
Continent. Framed in dependency theory,
Galeano’s story sees Latin American
underdevelopment as a structural
byproduct of western development, of
mainly Britain in the 17th to the early 20th
centuries, and the U.S. from the 19th
onwards.

But Galeano’s is not a bloodless
accounting of political economy. Itis a
rich history of peoples that takes readers
on a journey from the barbarities of
Francisco Pizarro, the illiterate
pig-breeder who was given Spanish
imperial licence to forage for empire, to
the slick boardrooms in U.S. metropolises
which provoked and financed coups and
massacres every time a Latin American
dispensation tried to forge a path to the
development of its nations and peoples.
Galeano notes with satisfaction the efforts
of the Cuban revolutionaries to construct
not just an independent economy that
worked for all the people, but a just
society that was bound by the ties of
fraternity and cooperation. It also notes
the manner in which U.S. corporate
interests funded the coup d’état through
which Augusto Pinochet overthrew the
legitimate socialist government of
Salvador Allende. The U.S. state

generously provided training to the
putschists.

Coups, and aftermath
Naomi Klein provides agonising details of
the manufactured coup in The Shock
Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism.
In its quest to subordinate and exploit
Latin America, the U.S. propped up the
bloodiest of dictators who were willing to
do its bidding. The British did the same in
the 19th century and till World War I
destroyed its empire and made ita
second-rate power.

The development of the core of the
world capitalist system, based on the

the revolution would bear fruit.

There were three main arenas in which
Chavez and his party promoted
participatory democracy: politics, society
and the economy. In trying to remould
the political system as more
people-centric, Chavez introduced a new
constitution in 1999. It made provisions
for more accountable governance by
including two more branches for
auditing, introduced referenda for
legislation and recall, which were
unsuccessfully deployed against him, and
dec ised power to ¢ ities. In
the economic sphere, the Chavez
dispensation gestured at workers’ role in

export of the infinitely d surplus
value of the peripheries, which is
precisely what keeps them

underdeveloped and immiserised,

industries, promoted the
cooperative movement, nationalised
some industries, including partially the oil
sector, though he failed to curb the

required draconian cc dor regimes
that would keep people — labour power —
terrorised and industries denationalised.
Galeano shows wonderfully through
theory and human stories how
metropolitan economic centres
plundered natural resources and labour
to first fire capitalism and then extend it.

The Venezuela story

Gregory Wilpert takes the Venezuelan
story forward to 2006, providing a critical
account of Hugo Chavez’s attempts to
break free of the stranglehold of the
capitalist-imperialist system and build a
national economy and society that
worked for the poorest. In Changing
Venezuela by Taking Power: The History
and Policies of the Chdvez Government, he
concluded that while the ‘Bolivarian’
project was a beacon to the world on
account of the possibilities of democratic
socialism it contained, it was incomplete,
and beset by internal contradictions and
external besiegement, again stoked by the
U.S. state. There was no unambiguous
hope, Wilpert concluded presciently, that

dependence on oil, which kept the
economy vulnerable to sudden shocks. In
the social and economic sector, the
Chavez administration made a major
break by providing constitutional
guarantees for women and indigenous
people. He also expanded urban and
rural land reforms to give entitlements to
the poor, buttressing these with reform of
the state health and educational systems.

The failure of the Venezuelan way, as
compared to the Cuban path, can be
explained largely by geopolitics. Cuba had
the benefit of a bipolar world and thus
Soviet assistance; in Chavez’s unipolar
world of U.S. hegemony, there was just
the unremitting ‘enemy action’ of the
hegemon and its allies, and no source of
succour. And fifth columnists like Maria
Corina Machado at hand to derail the
experiment. This prompted an
authoritarian turn.

For the moment, though, another
‘western capitalist assault has won
another battle, hopefully not the war
humanity must wage.

The author is a historian and journalist.
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THE DAILY QUIZ

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

A quiz on the life of Abraham Lincoln on his 217th birthday

V.V. Ramanan A
QUESTION 5

A

QUESTION 1

Lincoln was elected from the the Civil War?

newly formed Republican Party. | &

To which party did he belong QUESTION 6

before that?

h
QUESTION 2
Lincoln was very good in a

contact sport and is enshrined in | devise?
the Hall of Fame for that sport. [
Name the sport. QUESTION 7

|

QUESTION 3

What is the relevance of the
phrase ‘You sockdologizing old
man-trap’ in the life of Lincoln?

presidency?

[ %
[N QUESTION 8
QUESTION 4
If the famous President's
memorial is in Washington DC,
where is his resting place?

CcM

K

Which national holiday did
he establish in 1863 during

On May 22, 1849, Lincoln was
given Patent No. 6469 and is
the only U.S. President to
have a patent. What did he

Apart from Kansas, which
two States were admitted to
the Union during Lincoln’s

What does the landmark
13th Amendment, passed by
Congress shortly before
Lincoln’s death, deal with?

Visual question:
Name this legendary English scientist who was born on the same date and year as Lincoln.

Questions and Answers to the
previous day’s daily quiz: 1. India
won gold in this team sport in the first
Asian games held in New Delhi. Ans:
Football

2. Australia beat Germany in the final
of this world cup held in India in 2010.
Ans: Hockey

3. Name the player who won his first
title beating Viswanathan Anand in
2013 in Chennai. Ans: Magnus
Carlsen

4. This person won the race when
India last hosted a Formula 1 race on
this circuit. Ans: Sebastian Vettel;
Buddh International Circuit

5.India is preparing to host the
Commonwealth Games again here in
this year. Ans: Ahmedabad; 2030
Visual: Name this Manchester City and
England star. Ans: Phil Foden

Early Birds: Tamal Biswas| Arun
Kumar Singh| Abhiroop Bose| Yeshu
Pandey| Syed Sufyan Kirmani

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Know your
English

S. Upendran

‘What is the meaning and origin of the
expression “red carpet welcome?”
(Prof. C. Venkataramaiah, Tirupati,
Andhra Pradesh)

When you are given a “red carpet
‘welcome” or the “red carpet treatment”,
you are given special treatment on your
arrival at some place. You are treated as a
guest of honour. As the expression
suggests, a thick red carpet is usually
rolled out when someone who is
considered important visits a place.

‘When Nelson Mandela visited India, he
was given a red carpet welcome. The
famous film star was rather disappointed
that he wasn’t given the red carpet
treatment. [ was quite surprised that they
gave me a red carpet welcome.

The question is, why a red carpet and
not a carpet of a different colour? In the
old days, the colour red was always
associated with honour. Important people
‘wore red robes. For example, the robe
that a king wore was always red. The
colour red was also associated with
magic; fairies were always shown wearing
red caps. This sense of red meaning
something important is retained in the
expression “red letter day”. People often
refer to important or special days as “red
letter days”.

Preethi says that 21 October is a red
letter day because that’s the day she
arrived in America.

Scholars claim that it was during the
French Revolution that red began to
acquire a negative meaning. The people
who killed all the nobles during the
revolution called themselves “red
republicans”. Nowadays of course
communists are referred to as “reds”.

What is the difference in meaning
between “stationary” and
“stationery”? (Ankit R. Vyas,
Chennai)

When an object remains “stationary”, it
does not move, it stands still.

The train remained stationary for
several hours. The truck hit a stationary
car. How did Promod manage to run into
a stationary bus?

“Stationery”, on the other hand, refers
to items usually associated with writing —
pen, pencil, paper, etc. The secretary
informed me that we had run out of
stationery.

Could you tell me where the nearest
stationery shop is?

Both “stationery” and “stationary” are
pronounced the same way. The first two
syllables are pronounced like the word
“station”. The “e” and “a” in the suffix
“ery” and “ary” are pronounced like the
“a” in “China”. The main stress is on the
first syllable “sta”.

‘What are goose pimples? (Santhana
Krishnan, Vellore, Tamil Nadu)
The pimples that a teenaged goose gets
are called goose pimples! Just joking! Do
you remember the last time you got
terribly scared about something? Usually
when someone gets scared, the hairs on
their skin stand up and the skin begins to
develop small bumps. In fact, the skin
begins to look like it is covered by a series
of dots. These bumps that you get when
you feel scared, excited or cold are called
goose pimples. They are also called
“goose flesh” and “goose bumps”.
Published in The Hindu on July 27, 1999.

Word of the day

Presentiment:
a feeling of evil to come

Synonyms: foreboding, premonition

Usage: The lawyer had o presentiment that
the judge would dismiss the case.

Pronunciation:
newsth.live/presentimentpro

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /prizentr.mant/

N5
¥
For feedback and suggestions for
Text & Context, please write to

letters@thehindu.co.in
with the subject ‘Text & Context'
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Can we police Al fakesin
the age of whizzy tech?

Rules have been tightened to crack down on Al generated deepfalkes and stamp out a rising

menace on social media. Ensuring their success, however, may prove to be quite a challenge

n the absence of a dedicated law to police

the abuse of fast-evolving Al and Genera-

tive Al—systems that can impersonate

humans, fabricate reality and operate on

their own—India's government had ini-

tially opted for calibrated restraint. Its AI
Governance Guidelines and Digital Personal
Data Protection Act were designed as ‘techno-
legal’ frameworks to test corporate compliance,
encourage innovation and nudge companies to
embed safety into their systems. That phase
seems to be giving way to a firmer stance. Under
the amended IT Rules of 2026, online platforms
must remove non-consensual sexual imagery
(deepfakes included) within two hours of a com-
plaint’s receipt. Other unlawful content must go
within three hours of a government or court
order. Al-generated content must be clearly
labelled. Platforms that offer AT tools must pre-
vent the creation or spread of child sexual abuse
material (CSAM), explosives-related content
and fraudulent deepfakes. User complaints
must be resolved within seven days.

Indiais not alone in tightening oversight.
Germany's NetzDG gives platforms 24 hoursto
remove ‘manifestly illegal’ content. The EU's
Digital Services Act demands expeditious
action and immediate compliance with court or
trusted-flagger orders, though without a clock
countdown. Australia’s eSafety regime allows
24-hour takedown notices in serious cases.
India’s deadlines are particularly strict. How-
ever, while their intent is laudable, the chal-
lenge lies in execution. While large platforms
do use automated systems to detect CSAM and
some synthetic content, our linguistic diversity,
cultural complexity and sheer content volume
make contextual judgement of fraudulent posts
difficult. With just two hoursto act, platforms

might drop stuff first and mspeu itlater;so
false-positive cases could rise, even as restora-
tionappeals lag removals. Second, labelling
Al-generated content sounds straightforward,
but much content is edited and re-posted across
platforms; tools mandated to ‘prevent misuse’
must be able to tell legitimate satire, art or polit-
ical commentary apart from malicious posts.
Third, traceability is hard to achieve. Metadata
can be stripped or altered. Basic ‘Exif’ data, like
time-stamps and device IDs, can be snipped out
or faked. Watermarks can be degraded through
compression, cropping or pixel edits. Open-
source models can be trained not to embed any
detectable markers. That said, cryptographic
provenance chains, platform monitoring and
legal deterrence may raise the cost of decep-
tion. But as Alimproves, these safeguards may
not suffice. Moreover, a traceability device
meant to catch fraudsters could be misused asa
surveillance tool to expose whistleblowers or
citizens sharing lawful but socially sensitive
content. Thisisa big challenge ina country
where what's satire to one user may look like
blasphemy to another. We need a crackdown
only onwhat's clearly unlawful—like CSAM,
explicit non-consensual imagery, direct incite-
ment to violence and outright fraud. Freedom
of expression must not get squashed.

None of this argues against reguldljon. since
Alharms are real. Deepfakes can be ruinous and
CSAM isdepraved, whether it's Al-generated or
real. Deepfake tools can clone faces and voices
convincingly enough to perpetrate big frauds.
No government can stand idle. But the success
ofthe new rules will depend less on clock timers
and more on the clarity of definitions, transpar-
ency of enforcement, independence of over-
sight and credibility of false-alarm redressal.

Rags-to-riches stories often have
more to them than what we hear

Entrepreneurs are often from privileged backgrounds rather than supy Ly

is founder of First Global and author of
‘Money, Myths and Mantras: The Ultimate
Investment Guide'. Her X handle is
@devinamehra

hichis the land that exempli-

fies ‘rags toriches,’ where you

can be anythingin the world?
Tamsure the US will come tomind. You
know all the lamorous stories of col-
lege drop-outs, guys who started out in
garages and made it big. But dig into the
detailsand the stories don't quite hold
up. To give a few examples: founders
Jeff Bezos of Amazon, Mark Zucl k(-'lh(-'l B

etc, Bill Gates of Microsoft, ’\Ilgh’ne] Dgll
of Dell Computer all came from privi-
leged backgrounds... as did Warren Buf-
fett of Berkshire Hathaway.

The ‘merit’ argument that anyone can
make it always tries to downplay privi-
lege because those who make it usually
bhave it. How does pn\ ilege work? Let
me count the wa

The first obvious one is quality educa-
tion. For example, Bill Gates' school was
oneofa handful in the world witha
computer backin the 1960s. Who your
parents are and what they can afford is
usually also a determinant of the uni-
versity you can go to—never mind
whether ornot youdrop out of it.

Thena part that is often not talked
about is parents’ financial support for
one'shusinessinits early days, Bezos's
parents invested nearly a quarter ofa
million in his business 30 years ago.
Zuckerbergstarted with $100,000 from
his father. Dell and Phil Knight of Nike
also got seed money from their families.

In hindsight, itis easy to call it loan or
equity investment, but we know how
much due diligence would have gone
into these. Economists Ross Lev
Rona Rubenstein of the Universi
Californiaat Berkeley did astudy in 2013
that looked for shared traits of US entre-
preneursand found that most were Cau-
casian, male and highly educated. “Ifone
does not have money in the formof a
family withmoney, the chances of
becoming an entrepreneur drop quite a
bit,” Levine said in an interview.

Noris thisa US phenomenon. A study
by Israel’s ministry of finance reported
in The Guardian | “Thereisastrong
connection between your parent’s
income and your chances of becoming a
startup entrepreneur, with those froma
strong financial background havinga
higher chance of becoming entrepre-
neurs.” Thisstudy, which used demo-
graphic, academic and financial data
from Israeli entrepreneurs aged 25-35
and their families, found that parental
income was the most important factor
determining the likelihood of starting a
business. [t also found that even those
whoscored lower on math tests but
came from a family with higherincome
and wealth had a bigger chance of
becoming entrepreneurs

The third aspect is not just financial
investment, but a stated or unstated
cushion to fall back upon—meaning you
can take risks with a startup because you
can afford not to earn for a while or have
enough family wealth to ensure that you
won't be out on the streetsif the venture
fails. Musk comes to mind. “Having
strong financial support can help some-
onewhoisinterested in settingup a
startup and providing a financial safety

net inthe case of failure,” said the report.

Then there are networks. Gates’
motherwason the IBM board, for exam-
ple, which gave him his first big break
ith MS-DOS. Privileges are of many
ind operate in many other fields
too, including Bollywood. From Amitav
Ghosh's Smoke and Ashes, it is also
apparent that most of the ‘old money” in

10 BEARS 6O
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ble begi

the US, the so-called Boston Brahmin
families, owe their initial fortunes to the
opium trade of colonial times. There are
many rags to riches stories about them.
But while Americans going to China
were by and large poor, they had some-
thing very valuable—wealthy relatives.
They were mostly poor nephews and
cousins of rich men ready to fund their
adventures. Thatis not very different
from venture capital networks today on
the US West Coast, where it isnearly
impossible for an entrepreneur to even
getaproper hearing without ‘knowing’
somebody in the system.

Occasionally I'see on Indian social
media people recounting how their par-
ents were poorand their education was
funded by someone in the extended
family or community. Almost all of
them belong to the ‘right’ caste. And
while many underline their lack of
wealth, they mostly turn a blind eye to
the bigenabler in their lives—access.

Of course, notall those with privilege
build world class companies in compet-
itive fields. Privilege may be neithera
necessary nor sufficient condition for
suceess, but loubtlessastarting

includingin f

Unfortunately most of us refuse 0
acknowledge our privilege, whether itis
class, wealth, caste or gender. Attribu-
tion bias nudges us to attribute our sue-
cesses to ourselves. Buffett has been
one of the few exceptions who have
acknowledged the birth lottery of being
born “white”, American and male.

Even though I did not come from gen-
erational wealth, I certainly had enough
cushions available when I started my
own entrepreneurial journey three dec-
ades ago. An education ensuring I could
getajobanytime [ wanted. Parents who
would have been more than happy if T
had given up working and gone off todo
adoctorate. 1 had options many others
did not. The very fact that I grew up as
the child of two professorsin a home full
ofbooks has given me alife-long advan-
tage ina country where many are first
generation learners.

JUST A TROTCHT |

In theory we are all equal
before the law. In practice,
there are overwhelming
privileges that come with
winning the birth lottery.

ARIANNA HUFFINGTON

Japan is reinventing itself under Takaichi’s leadership

RAHUL JACOB

This turned out to be both politically
savvy and a forthright statement ol her

with so many these days, determined in part

is aformer Financial Times
foreign correspondent.

photo last month of Japanese Prime

Minister Sanae Takaichi wearing a

bright electric blue outfitand playing
the drums alongside Korean President Lee
Jae Myung is only one of many of Japan's
prime minister to go viral. The imageisalso
remarkable because Korea and Japan have
long had astrained relationship. The cama-
r.ulenv between the two leaders playing a
K liated outofthe pl in

views. Takaichi began to climb in opinion
polls. Beijing’s usual playbook of intemper-
ate language and economic bullying i
response played to heradvantage as
chirefused tosoften her statement even as
Chinaclamped down on Japanese seafood
importsand sought to limit supplies of rare
earthsto Japan. The 64-year-old in January
called for a snap election, well ahead of
schedule, and led the LDP to a two-thirds
majority,amarginneverachieved in Japan's
post-World War IT history.
Inamatterofmonths, Takaichi has seized
the from Japan’s old guard of

a m.mnoral\m tospeech balloons. Takaichi's
handswereabove her shoulders, asif she had

justwonal00-metre sprint.

In a sense, the Japanese prime minister
has. Asthevictor ofan internal party vote to
become prime minister in October, Takaichi
lacked a popular mandate and was momen-
tarily enfeebled further when she lost the
support of a coalition partner of the Liberal
Democratic Party (LDP). Nonetheless, when
she was asked in parliament in November
what Japan would do if Taiwan was threat-
ened by ablockade by Beijing, she responded
by saying Japan would have to intervene,

male politicians, inamanner not dissimilar
tothe way Indira Gandhi established control
overthe Congress Party in 1969. And her star
quality with young voters is reminiscent of
the cult that surrounded John F. Kennedy
and Jackie Kennedy in the early 1960s. Tak
aichi has a 90% approval rating with those
under 30. hing she uses, from her
unremarkable black handbag to a metallic
pink pen, has started to sell out. The man-
ager of the Hamano handbag factory in
Nagano sounded somewhat baffled by the
huge demand from young women. There is
now a nine-month wait for that tote bag.

This is markedly an election victory,

h\ popul: fanned b;
ichi's chdllen&{e\ are likely to be old-
fashioned. Her government mmlhnd.l\vdy
to keepinflation in check and resist the urge
toput pressure on the Bank of Japan (BoJ) to
keep interest rates low.
Her promise to suspend a
consumption tax of 8% on

food for a couple of years The BoJ, meanwhile,
couldalso boost consump- Country beon wants to keep inflation in
tionacross the hoard. Butit the verge ofa check by raising interest
wouldamount to forgoing rates. This puts it and the
% of Japan’s total tax revival that prime minister potentially
intakeatatime when there on a collision course. In a
is concern about its fiscal echoes its rare misstep since she took
position. On 20 January, e over, Takaichi opined that
the day after Takaichi famous Meiji  shethoughtraisinginterest
called for the election say- . rates would be “stupid”.
Restoration?  Befitting Japan, this will

ing she was also secking a
mandate for fiscal expan-
sion, the market for long-
dated Japanese bonds showed investors
were getting concerned. Yields on 30- and
40-year bonds tightened.

iisalso expected to move quickly
tomilitarize Japan. Thisislong overdue, but
itwill inevitably add to Japan's fiscal del
While developed world debt has risen

sharply in the past few
highest of themallasa percent of GDP. And,

ocial media. But | as
is no longer true tha
domestic dramaalone.
thats
maturities in January is

Could the

its bond market demonstrated, foreign

investors will make their opinions count.
Unlike her immediate predecess

whose tenures fell short of the four-

termofthe lower house, T:

full term ahead of her. Thi

need to carve out a working relationship

s, Japan’s s the

he Economistnoted in arecentarticle, it
apan’sdebt storyisa
‘he market segment
Id off bonds with 10-year to 40-year
more than half
owned by foreign investors,
up from less than a quarter
before the covid pandemic.

likely besettled decorously,
but, asevents last monthin

‘akaichinow hasa
means she will

with Chinese President Xi ing
attempt atintimidating Taka
spectacularly, Beijing will have to devis
different strategy. Responding to US Presi-
dent Donald Trump's warm congratulations
this week, Takaichi praised the “limitless”

another achievement, like Prime Minister
Giorigia Meloni in Italy, she appears to have
built a stable and cordial relationship with
the unpredictable US leader.

Meanwhile, corporate Japan is starting to
transformitselfina manner akin toits poli-
tics. Major corporations are giving promo-
tions h:x.wd on nhnln y rather Ih:m semuul\
and i large pay |
Many are adding leverage, says Jesper Koll,
aformer JPMorgan managing director who
has lived inJapan for decades, and banksare
forcing zombie companies to close. The
country has heen workingaround its rapidly
ageing population by granting more than
1,200 work visasaday [or the past couple of
, hesays. Women are joining the work-
forcein larger numbers.
aken together, this is a 2Ist century
equivalent of the Meiji Restoration. And all
the more remarkable because this potential
turnaround is led by a leaderwho plays the
drums and totes an iconic handbag.
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India’s inflation datais about to
reflect real consumption better

An updated consumer price index will aid monetary policymakers but there’s scope for even more accurate inflation readings

NIRANJAN RAJADHYAKSHA

is executive director at Artha India
Research Advisors.

ndia willat last get a recalibrated inflation
measure this week, part of a broader update of
Indian economic statistics. The statistics min-
istry is scheduled to unveil anew consumer
index (CPD that will replace the one in
use for nearly 15 years, The weights in the new
CPlwill reflect changes in how Indian households
allocate money in their monthly budgets to various
items of spcndmg such as food, housing, health-

prit

reve mled inthe nationwide hnuwlmld u\"pcmlmlrc
survey mnduu(‘d acouple of years ago. Shift:

the patternare only to be exg

incomes have grown since 2012.
the CPILwill now be 2024.

The overdue move to a new C|
tant consequences for Indian monetary policy:
makers, since their main task under the flexible
inflation targeting framework is to keep CPlinfla-
tionwithina range. The results of an earlier house-
hold consumer expenditure survey—which pro-
vides the statistical structure to measure infla-
tion—due to be released in 2019 were held back by
the government, which cited data quality
‘What the delay in updating inflation mea
meant is that Indian monetary policy has for sev-
eral years been operating with an outdated infla-
tion measure based on consumer spending data
more thana decade old. The new series should

as
The h:m' yearof

PIwill have impor-

issues.
rement

therefore provide a more accurate picture of what

the average Indian household actually spent
money on in 2024 (compared to 2012) and give i
monetary policymakers a better sense of what the
country’s true inflation situation is.

The most significant change in the new CPlis
that the weight assigned to food items will drop
5%, aresult of the fact that
Indians are now spending a smaller portion of their
household incomes on food. International exper
ence shows that rising incomes mean households
spend a smaller slice of their total income on food.
Discretionary spending becomes more important

from 45.86% to 36

inarelative sense.

This fundamental shift in the structure of house~
hold spending has two consequences for the con-
st. headline inflation
will now be more stable than earlier, since volatile
food prices will be less important in the overall CPL.
Second., itwould allow the Monetary Policy Com-
mittee of the central bank to pd) more .meutmn to

duct of monetary poli

coreinfla init: lysis

onetary pol

by common factors such as demand conditions.
olicy, wage growt h, profit markups

and broader economic

episodes of divergence (or the missing 0.29)

because food prices are subject to supply shocks

mdl asheat w:nvesurq]ol)n[ food pri icesthatare

les. But there are still
and Politi

domestic economy.

the economy.
Alookat inl

have diverged in other periods.

coefficient of these two inflation measures has
been 0.71, which shows that both headline infla-
tion as well as core inflation have been influenced

fprice pr

ation data over the past 10 years
shows that headline inflation has moved insync
with core inflation in some periods, while the two

the latter.

The correlation

ofunderlying¢

Volatility in headline inflation over the past 10
years, measured in terms of standard devi;
been almost twice the vola
Headline inflation has bounced about while core
inflation has been more stable. Core inflation has
broadly been in the range of 4-3% since 2016, while
adline inflation has moved between 1.3% and
%. Amore stable headline inflation that moves
insyne with core inflation will allow monetary
policymakers to focus on the state of demand in
the economy rather than respond to supply
shocks. The structure of modern monetary policy
is hetter designed to deal with the former than

Inarecent paper, economists Ravindra H.
Dholakia and Sri Virinchi S. Kadiyala make an
interesting case for another measure of consumer
price inflation based on the national income
accounts used to calculate gross domestic product
every quarter, rather than the current method of

inthe

on, has
ity of core inflation.

vey that is conducted once every decade or more.
(Which Inflation Should India Target? Rethink-
ing The Monetary P

MINT

Is China’s yield-paying digital
currency taking on the dollar?

Its cross-border linkages could stir a mutiny against the greenback

ANDY MUKHERJEE

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
industrial companies and financial services
in Asia.

he highest UStariffsinalmostacen-

tury have had amuted impact so far

on global growth, but Asian policy-
makers aren’t lulled by the calm. They're
taking their cues from jumpy markets and
plotting what appears to be a mutiny
against King Dollar. Those searching for
evidence ofitin payment flowsare looking
in the wrong place. For y to come,
de-dollarization will remain hidden in

US dollar stablecoins cannot pay interest
but China’s CBDC now does. x/cGTnGLoBALEZ

project in 2024, but its partner countries
ranwith it. According to arecent Atlantic
Council report, activity has swelled to more

4,000 cross-border transactions

alterations to financial g. The
cumulative effects will take fime to show.

With little fanfare, China’s e-CNY, its
official digital currency. has gone from
beingi est-free cash toayield-bearing
product of commercial banks. It's a pro-
found change. Until now, the problem with
e-CNY adoption was that even Chinese
state workerswhoreceived theirsalaries as
tokens in e-wallets would immediately
swipe them into their bank accounts. Now
they don’t need to. For them and their
banks, e-CNY is nodifferent fromaregular
depositaccount. Payment appslike Alipay
and WeChat Pay work with both.

‘This move won't dent the greenback’s
dominance; The dollar is the preferred
global payments currency witha50%-plus
share, more than twice that of the euroand
way ahead of the yuan’s 3%. But an e-CNY
that's more widely used in Chinalowers the
threat of further dollarization inascenario
where local savers switch to dollar stable-
coins. Paying intereston e-CNY isa defen-
sive sn-p because I.N year'sUS Genius Act

73

i Weekly. 17 January 2026). The two
economists have calculated a “counterfactual
CPI” based on the national income accounts in
which food has an even lower weightage than it
does in the new CPI thatis about to be launched:
31% as against 36.75%

Dholakia and Kad:
advantages of using their alternative CPIwould be
that it enables government statisticians to move to
achain-based index of consumer prices, or one in
which the weights assigned to variousitems move
dynamically rather than get adjusted at one shot
aftera decade. Inshort.acl
update the bas
larly, based on what consumers are actually buying
at that time, rather than going by a fixed basket
from a base year, asis currently done. This pre-
vents the index from ov emd(mzmﬂduon b)

alsoargue that one of the

in-weighted CPIwill
et of goods and their weights regu-

accounting for
cheaper substitutes when prices increase.

The switch toa new official CPland discussions
about how to measure inflation may seem like
abstract statistical debates that interest only a few
eggheads, but they have far-reaching
forthe country’sinterest rate pohc\' that aﬂcck

torelatively

suers from offering

itha alueof
billion, a 2,500-fold increase
from 2022, The e-CNY accounts formore
than 95% of the settlement value.

There are reports that mBridge could
morph intosomething larger. India, which
hasdevelopedits own central bank digital
currency, islooking to propose linking the
CBDCs of so-called Brics+ grouping of
emerging markets, according to Reuters.
Theideawill be anathema to Washington.

And since New Delhi has agreed to stop
buying Russian oil toget out of U'w] rump
administration’s tariff prison, it’s hard to
say if’ sm fora payments corri-
dor that includes Russia and Iran will last.

Even if a viable anti-dollar coalition
ime to emerge, Beijing will keep
A few years ago, China’s Presi-
dentXi Jinping's (‘l’ﬂ[)th\lﬁ onits need to
builda “powerful currency” that's “widely
used in international trade, investment and
foreign exchange markets, and attain
FESCIVE CULTe) atus” would have been
dismissed by investors as empty boast.

That's no longer the case. Market

u( lds Butamoatagainst stabl wvon't
beenough. Totake on the dollar’s hegem-
ony moredirectly, China will have to attack
it overseas. But outside of Hong Kong,
where banks are making yuan-denomi-
nated trade finance available to clients i
Indonesiaand Cambodia, therei
enough pool of offshore liquidity in the
Chinese currency.

Enter mBridge. When I wrote about it
2022, itwasjust a pilot project of the Bank
for International Settlements (BIS) and the
monetary authorities of China, Hong
Kong, Thailand and the UAE. Some of their
financial institutions had come together on
ashared blockchain where they swapped
prototype digital currenciesissued by their
central banks tosettle cross-border claims
oftheir corporate clients.

In 2024, Saudi Arabia joined the experi-
mental payments plull’unn Yet, it hardly
attracted any attention before Russian
Presldent Vladimir Putin identified the

usingdata from thel

MYV

xpenditure sur- borrowers, inve de

v amtvol tocircum-

already q thedollar'sexception-
alism. Looking under the hood of what
caused the unusual spike in US bond yields
after US President Donald Trump
launched his tariffwar, New York Univer-
sity professors Viral Acharyaand Toomas
Laarits conclude that “investorslost confi-
dence specifically in the long-term safety
properties of Treasuries while still valuing
theirnear-term benefits.” They found evi-
dence ofa flight towards gold.

Butgold cannot bea payments currency.
Inthe$9.6trillion-a foreignexchange
market, the greenback shows up in 89% of
all trades. About two-fifths of this outsize
share has been chalked up to its vehicle-
currency status: Funds are first converted
into dollars and then reconverted into
whatever currency the payee’s bank
account will accept.

An interest-paying e-CNY, settling
transactions within Chinaand around the
world, will bypass the dollar—and Swift
messaging—entirely. Now that superior

\'(‘ms:mrlinnsand undermine

have beeninvented, itwon’t be

the dollar, The BIS withdrew from the

allowed to gather rust. ©BLOOMBERG

The return of Dr Strangelove and MAD nuclear logic

SANJOY CHAKRAVORTY

e

ike a nonagenarian on a ventilator, the

most significant arms-control treaty of

thelast halfcentury quietly expired last
week. Tl hus« whowere respunslble for l\eep
ingitali i-
ans all—shrugged: "What's to be done, it's
time had come.’ Inthe: salacious excitement
ofthe Epstein revelations ol naughty
names, the death of the most meaningful Lul—

isa professor of
environment and urban studies
and director of global studies at
Temple University.

lectivesecurity ag fourli
what it implies barely merited headlines.
Let’sremind ourselves of the importance

ofthi Afterthe USdeveloped the

hydrogen bomb in 1952, the world’s two
superpowers—the US and Soviet Union—
engaged in astupefying nucleararmsrace.
From under 400 total nuclear warheads in
1950, by 1960 the world had over 22,000
(dominated by the US at the time). By the late
1960s, this

irsenal had grown even more
Iy wasa time when Ame
practised nuclear drills in school
and suburban houses were built with bomb

ut-

lastanuclearattack. A survivalist ethosand
culture took root. John Lennon sang Give
Peace a Chance. Stanley Kubrick made the
film Dr. Strangelove or: How 1 Learned to Stop
Worrying and Love the Bomb.

The first attempts to limit the growth of

warheads were the Strategic Arms Limita-
tion Talks that led to several small pacts
about first-use and missile delivery capacity
but had little impact on total warheads,

future. Security experts believe that a new
armsrace isunderway.

The world currently has about 12,000
warheads: 4,400 Russian, 3,700 American,
5-600 Chinese, pl Irieslike about 170

dilemma,any m ynation A toincreaseits
weaponsca aci

nation Band leadsit toincreaseits
his spurs nation A to further

each in India and Pakistan. To quote the
source of this data (Qurworldindata.org/
nuclear-weapons): “The
exact numberof countries’
warheadsissecret,and the

which reached 38,000 by 197C estimates are based on i the belief that if both sides
1980 and peaked at 70,000 in 198 ()Lher publiclyavailableinforma- Strateglc Arms candestroy eachother, nei-
agree such as the Non-Proli tion, historical records, i ther will initiate conflict.
Treaty tostopthe spread of nucleararmsto | and occasional leaks.” Reducnon Third: the economically
countries like India, the Anti-B: ic Mis- h is lcmplmg to blame Treaty signa's ;!mngu mu«m(sa\* the l/‘.)
sile Treaty and the Intermediate-Rang eofspecific by

Nuclear Forces Treaty tried to prevent the leaders of ‘great pn\wrs anew nuclear ing on weapons, it can
arms race from careening out of control. forthe demise ofa process . bankrupt the weaker nation

After1986, asaresult of theinitial reforms | thatseemed to be doingits armsraceina (theSoviet Union).

in the Soviet Union (perestroika and glas- | job. But that may be sim- . In this framework, the
nost), the global arsenal started to decline. | plistic. Rather, weshould  tripolar world  gradual and rapid dissolu-

Thisreductiontookoffafterthe first Strate-
gic Arms Reduction Treaty (Start-D in 1991,
when the Soviet Union began to come apart.
By 2000, total global nuclearwarheads had
declined to 34,000, alittle under half their
peak. Start-1 expired in 2009 and was fol-
lowed b\ New Start in 2010. It is New Smn

lookat the conditions that
led to the surge followed
by its decline to understand what todayssit-
uation may imply for the future.

‘Thereare three logical foundations of the
nuclear arms race. The core logic is what's
knownas the ‘security dilemma,’ which isa

that expired on 4 February I
of its revival in the foreseeable

1stacked with provisions e

feoncepts like ‘ci causa-
tion"or ‘self-fulfilling prophecy.’ Ina security

f A >
The end of the nDeeructiuu(MAD cads to

ponry and nation B to make
acorresponding move. This circular escala-
tion can go on indefinitely. Second: with
nuclear weapons, the logic

Mutually ired

(Samuel Huntington, 1996), and a “new
1990).

world order” (George H.W. Bus|

Thatunipolar world no longerex

ssian Federation is back, at least milita-

and there’s a new kid on the block,
y.

the same logie outlined above—especially
the security dilemmaand MAD—Chinadoes
notintend tojoin any nuclear weapons con-
trolregime. It assertsitsright toself-defence
by catching up with the larger caches of i lli
rivals. Itisalmost inevitable that this

interpreted as aggression by it:
resultinescalation of nuke acqui:
tecl luuLal innovations inaccuracy, lethality

tionof the Soviet Union led

toa gradual and then rapid
de-escalation of the arms race. A world polar-
ized into two great powers and their camps
becamea unipolar system that inspired proc-
lamations about the “end of history™ (Francis
Fukuyama, 1992),a coming “clash of
tions” between Christians and Muslims
rather than capitalists and communists

fally from under-
waterand spaw) combined with Al capabili-
ties suggest that the worldison the cusp ofa
new era of nucleararsenal expansion.
Weareinabrand new world order of three
great powers (which could become four if
Europe is left to fend for itsell by the US).
Humanity's remarkable capacity for brink-
manshipisset toface yetmore tests. To mark
thismoment, the Bulletin of the Atomic Sci-
entists moved its metaphorical Doomsday
Clock closer to midnight: now ji
ondsaway. Thankfully there l] always be
tales of sexual mumln\' andidentity polmLs
todistract us from existential questions.
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Labelling Al is Being
Smart, Not Overkill

Making deepfakes ethical, not disappear

New rulesonlabelling Al-generated content that comein-
toforcelater thismonthareatimely regulatory interven-
tion. Harmful deepfakes have raised concern across the
board, and the requirement in modified regulations for
IT intermediaries that all content created synthetically
be identified as such places the compliance burden on di-
gital platforms, Takedown timelines have been squeezed,
in some cases to hours instead of days, which is to limit
damage from malicious content. Platforms are required
toscrubcontent tocheck formalafide ATuse,and mustin-
troduce tracers for content creators and tools used. They
need to periodically warn users about penalties for misu-
sing Al in content generation. The new rules are not be-
yond technical and operational capabilities of platforms.
Toomuch? No. Segregatingcontentby source provides
an effective mechanism to make Al responsible. It per-
mits business models that rely on
synthetic information, while uphol-
ding informed consumer choice. Two
sets of gatekeeping — at creator level
through declaration, and at platform
level through identification —should
screen most AT content for misuse. In
the absence of explicit protection of
personality rights, guardrails beingsetupshould be ade-
quate. Quicker takedowns are an extra layer of protec-
tion for content that manages to get past other measures.
The time to label Al content is before synthetic content
becomes indistinguishable from that created by hu-
mans. The tech has developed pretty effective screening
systems. These should be implemented vigorously and
uniformly, irrespective of tools being employed or plat-
forms used for distribution. Since synthetic and natural
contentare to be treated alike, apart from the need for la-
belling, there is no additional embedded risk to freedom
of expression in the new regulations. The rules will
bring India’s oversight of Al content inline with what is
availableinthe EUand China. Thisisa positivefactorfor
harmonisation of effortsto keep Al ethical.

Regulating Pharma,
Beyond Mfg Quality

Gol's plan to strengthen Central Drugs Standard Control Or-
ganisation (CDSCO) to meet global standards as indicated by
Nirmala Sitharaman in her budget speech was long overdue.
It’s time toundertake an overhaul, as that seems to be the only
‘way to ensure a pharma sector regulator fit for purpose. The
regulatory approach must shift from an overwhelming focus
on manufacturing to public health, putting the spotlight on
quality and drugefficacy. Thisshift will bereflected in the cho-
ice of personnel. At present, CDSCO is manned by bureaucra-
cy specialising in pharmacy. Global practice has been to staff
drug regulators with multidisciplinary teams, while leaving
operationstoadoctor: This will lead to a holisti tionof

I CHAPATI Z India's deft negotiations and anxiety from US business groups pushed the ball

MAGA SPOOKED

- tis useful to see the India-US
‘ ‘ 'n'amewm'k for an interim agre-

ement regarding recip) and

mutually beneficial trade’ relea-

sed earlier last weekend by the
White House as the product of a grud-
ging mutual compromise. The back
and forthoverwordsand infol-
low-up US administration statements
and fact sheets only confirms that.

So, what isthe bigpicture? The ‘agree-
ment’ provides immediate relief to In-
dia. Tt gives those Indian merchandise
exporters with exposure to the USa ma-
nageahletaﬂﬂ' 18% asopposed to50%.

eﬂ talks!

LRICA

Anxieties grew after the EU trade
deal. US chemicals and commodities

Beyond that, stakeholders in the bu-
smaﬁs relauonihlp geta pmdlctable — rebuﬂed but was fma]]y given the
2. What persu-
le these days — and reasonable ﬂool aded Trump? Atlrnt it must
Evenif farfrom the soar gotoIndia’s deft
a economic di in the past few

floor is still welcome reassurance. Fi-
nally, the ‘agreement' secures for India
continued technology access, including

GPU importsso vital todata centres.

Overall, the agreement arrestsa de-
cline in the relationship. That is
very different, of cour

from triggering a signifi-

cantadvance.
&fom:mclmmonm »

‘what next’, it's important

toappreciate the ‘why’. Gi-

ve or take a bit, this Indian

trade offer was available

months, It successfully created Fomo.
From Britain and the EU to New Zea-
land and Canada, India's emerging bas-
ket of non-US trade agreements — con-
cluded or under negotiation—was begin-
ning to cause disquiet among individual
US business and export

to India were in danger: ln speclﬁc ca-
ses, chemicals manufactured by a US
corporation at its Europe-based plant
would find it easier to export to India
than chemicals from its home-country
plant. This would make no difference
to the corporation’s profits, but would
hunduectUSexports aswellasjobs.
inlinka-

In proportion to the national xxlpmanon
Indian market size for imported goods is
small. In absolute numbers, though. it is
notto besneezed at. It's also very competi-
tive and price-sensitive.

From New Zealand options to Was-
hington. s'aleapplsorCanadyanplﬂses
against tana, therisk of

India’s economic
diplomacy
successfully created
Fomo. Its emerging
basket of non-US
trade agreements
was starting to cause
disguiet among
individual US
business and export
constituencies

alternative tradeagreements becoming
embedded in_ Lh&_? Inglian system, w_ith

ges mth EU countries also loomed as a
challenge, ially after the ambition
shown in the India-EU Security and De-

tionship meant India was no longer se-

eing a defence purchase from the US as
an inevitable contributor to strategic
alignment. This changed the decision
matrix. The 30% dmp in ]nmanstu(lem

networks, wasrising. Emm whiskies to

to U was noti-
ced. As was the rise in applications to

wines, Br produ-

campuises in

cer countries would hzwe tariff advan-
tages over the US. As early as spring
2025, Kentucky bourbon companies we-
rein ions with ] importers
for long-term arrangements. By early
2026, they fretted that Scotch was mo-
vingahead permanently.

agreement with _[ndia 'was jeopardising
aver

THE SPEAKING TREE

termmar-
ket. The on-ground understanding of
ambassador Sergio Gor clearly helped.
It cut through the blather and fog in
Washington. Eventually. somebody in
the White Housedid the

Howevey; for the MAGA mindset, a
trade or tariffs deal is not just a trans-
action. It is, and must be, a power state-
ment, and an establishment of hierar-
chy. As such, the grit-your-teeth accep-
tanceof theneed foratradeagreement
withIndiah bya

Tap Into
Presence

SANT RAJINDER SINGH

People often define their purpose
through professions and worldly
rol% yet hxslm'yremembexssax

The

thanking

‘monitoring’of India’s oil purchases is
a case in point. It is not that India ne-
cessarily needs Russian oil. Neverthe-
less, as a proud and fiercely indepen-
dent country, it would prefer to make
that determination itself.

Narendra Modi's opponents ubm

or
ghtushow tolive in peaceand ful-
fil our life’s purpose. All spiritu-

al traditions invite usto find our
oneness witheach other and with
God, so wecanlivein peaceand

harmony. These ideals, however,
aredifficult to practice uulcss we

usly wanthi

hisirritation. Yet, he isnothing if nota
fox with a shrewd eye on the long game.
He will pick his opportunity. Th!s)s not
the moment un-

Overall,
the agreement
arrests a decline in
the relationship.
That is very
different, of course,
from triggering a
significant
advance

experience our
When werecognise our shared
essence, life becomes calmerand
more harmonious, for we would
not harm another any more than
we would harmourselves.

True oneness cannot be achiev-
ed while ourattentionremains
fixed on outer differences of faith,
nationality orappearance. It is
realised by awakening to our
spiritual nature. What gives life
to the body is the soul. a spark of
the Divine, and the same Divine
Power enlivensall beings. By ex-
periencing the soul, we experien-
ce unity at its deepest level. This.
realisation need not wait until
death, through meditation, while
stillin the human body, the soul
canjourney inward through the
gateway of the innereyeanden-
ter spiritual realms.

Thedivi

Like in somany other spheres of In-
dian life, cricket offers a metaphor he-
re, too. The English batsman Denis
Compton wasamagnificent stroke pla-
ver, but a terrible runner between

gy fullof hope,
loveand positivity, isalways with
us, butweare often unableto har-
Tess it because we look outward
instead of within. Oursearch is
compamble to thatof the musk
deer, and wide

mckets oftenr: partners. lt
f him, ‘Ce

Noneof
world'slargest economy. Even so, bit by
bit, the adversarial impact was moun-
ting. Specific US groups — farmers to
education consultants to military p]al-
form manufacturers — were recogni-
sing the quest for a maximalist trade

runisnotadecision. Itisa baslsforne
gotiation.” Trump, tradeand the next 3
aregoing to be somethinglike that.

'i

Thewriter is partner; The Asia Group,
and chairof its India practice

Trumpet Truce, But Caveat Emptor

Seema Sirohi

Canthe USI.udJa tariff. ﬁ*amework

drug manufacturing.

Unlikeothersectors, pharmadoesn'tha-
vearegulator separate from government
— CDSCO is attached to Directorate Ge-
neral of Health Services. For it to beeffec-
tive, CDSCO must be recast as an inde-
pendent regulator. Currently, CDSCO
oversees imports, approvalstonew drugs
and manufacturing licences for a limited number of them.
Meanwhile, state regulators oversee manufacturing licences
and pharmacies in the state. State drugs standard control or-
ganisationsare independent of CDSCO. This overlap in juris-
dictions adversely impacts compliance. A system where the
central and state regulators work in tandem and serve as a
checks-and-balances mechanism can address quality issues
beguiling segments of the sector.

Modern regulation needs a modern legal structure that pro-
vides oversight to an increasingly complex industry, while
protecting public health and patients’ rights. Gol has recogni-
sed the need for a regulator in line with global best practices
and standards. Now toavoid half measures.

£ JUST IN JEST

Imagine if there was an ‘edit’
button for official fact sheets

Edits, Corrections,
Changes, Revisions.

Anyone not appreciating the immense value that the capa-

year of man-made turt bulenoeq’l'he
shortanswer: toadegree. What the
India-US joint statement gives in

If Trump thinks forcing India’s
‘hand will prompt Putin tomake
concessions in Ukraine, hestill
hasn’tunderstood Moscow: All
Trumpis doing isturning
energy procurementintoa
geopolitical play and reducing
India’sleverage while making

Chinathe ovemﬂ winner And WASHINGTON yun

onethought China
biggest competit
llwulbehardfox Delhltogubackm

Was America’s

Need foratariff reductionby
il had

acountry hke Indva‘ a finebalance
that Tr

‘x imperative given capital outflows
7% from India, the rupee coming
—_. under pressureasa result,and

Foritspart, Washmg'(on seems to have
realised that ‘losing’ India for no good
reason wasn’ hmarlpohc\ even |f some

eeking the sweet
musk, unaware that thesource of
thescent lies within its own body.

STEPUP TO

"/ THE PLATE
Aponiente
Cadiz, Spain

Aponiente, set inan 18*-¢. tid-
almillinEl Puertode Santa
Maria, is the visionary project
of Angel Leon, the celebrated

‘Chef of the Sea’. Housed besi-
de thesalt: malshesol‘ Cédjz,

forexgn por
arecord $17bn from

intheTr

pmhlems

LETTER FROM Indian equities. The cut-and-

mmanmm]seswmand

whetheronHIBvisas

orst year

‘herita icans’ and rousing

for flight, sur
The 2 experience isal hmerlessonror

MAGASs ire. The official rethink’ has
ledto India's inclusion in Pax Silica that

Dell it

it will formally join
T

theglory days with
reclaim lostlandeven if tariff nehef
of 18% was most needed. Besides,

tariff reduction, Trump'
order on Russian oil taketh away.

notwant to, inthe

faceof aTrump-sized hole in the

foraUSp trategic,
econmrucand technolog\ml reasons.

ry of state for econo-
micaffairs Jacob Helberg reported ‘a

anend tothedownward spxml in Lhe

political

mar
US CE()S to Delhi as proof of reﬂhen—

lotof very positive momentum' in the
wakeof the US-India tariff announce-
‘ment. ‘India s probably theonly other

The EO's language, tone and con- political relationship. Critics in India country on Earth to beable torival
tent, withthreats of snapbank sanc- h the taril vagree, it s China with respect to the breadthand
India little tak politi depth of thesheer volume of young,
ive, tosay the O called ita‘tactical rplay tech invest- technically trained talent," he said
least. And politically damaging. surrender of uuetm n ment: want you to whenIasked him why India wasnot
Penalty tariffsof 25% forhaltin Hyperbole promoteacertainnarrative. Imhe mmally mnlu(ledeaxSﬂ.\ca Ittook
if India ‘directly or indirectly’ resu aside, the real question is whetherjob  end, politics must carry in i the ‘sheersize of
mes 1mpm tof Ru&elan oil. lcsces in ]aboul ~intensive industries ourcountries’.
Di India’sener- market share were Goingforward, India would, of course,
only ‘Wwant tomaintainastrong relaumslup

tirely
new culinary concepts. Deeply
committed to sustainability,
he: champmns the overlooked
rich

intoextraordinary creations.
‘With two Michelinstars, Apo-
niente isnot justa restaurant
butagastronomiclaboratory
dedicated to redefining how
we experience the ocean.

The historic mill, surround-

makes’I‘rump;xemsaltonamem Ask the people in Surat, Tiruppur or with Trump’s US. But it wil edbynatural crea-
punish the largest buyer of Russian Kanpur wholost their livelihood ‘moretimeonother partners. All things tesasenseof place that feels
oil— China— thatmuchstarker: The  thanks toTrump Iaﬁﬂ's. The uuemplcr will be trueat the same time. Reoogm both elementxl and reﬁ.ued
i i i ved had: tion that Trumpean bur

of China. AsIndiareducesits intake Imthereqmm tothe Uslmdplumme hip, change hismind on a whim, demo- — mclumngchalrswnhsn D(-
of Russian oil, China i ing , forcing many tanneri- lish understandings with alate-night ingaluminium legsand blue
even Tt post, and create political turmoil in Ubrigueleather backs shaped
greater of job i hit Delhiisnow deeply embedded in the likeamullet's tail —embrace
overtaken Saudi Arahxa asChina's sectors — gems, leather— Indianmind. The new slogan: Derisk, guests inmaritime elegance.
topsupplier: issaid 2mn. orbe Eventhe termcep}aysa role

m the u.nfoldmg expenence.

Making Most of CIaude&Friends

Nitin Bhatt & systems, notna.rmw followed by client
- Thi ili h ivi
Mahesh Makhija ing Historically
wlwneversuﬂwamcrmnonbwomes
"!r

danng p]a.nkmn seafood sau-
sages, goose barnacles, and

dishes cooked with seawater
appearacross the seasonal tast-
ingmenus Desserts infriguing-
ly merge sweet textures with
I compression in build, supportand marinenotes. Service is poli-
for standalone tools. urgeurgamsa Thenext12-24 mths Wﬂlbed.ls analytics work, with pricing resets shed yet passionate, guiding
tionsr legacy  ruptive. Most illbe typically lagging by cycle. diners throughasingular un-
stacksand interconnected workflows;  LLM-assisted, ice ) Tostay journey of thesea.
real val fr prise- d fromeffort] basedblm.nglo Al as;lsted
gradei tooling. Delivery
i acros: ics, d ionsso

y gains. The com-

p

ial effect varies by contract mix.
Firms that rely heavily ontimeand
‘materials will feel the impact firstas

value is tied toimpact rather than

‘hours. They mustalso productise the
agent layer by standardising connec-
tors, guard rails and domain-specific
‘workflows into platforms that can be

bilitytoeditaline, evenaword, mediausers,
beholdthe ‘corrections' made by the White House tothe fact
sheeton ‘key terms” mthe hxstorlc ‘framework for an inte-

release of Claude
Cowork, an Al'digital coworker” with

languagesmopmwmoe 10 Lbed()ud
ed

Ilenterpr plug-ins, has
Lrlggemd lhemr)st severe boul of

expand Alwilldo
thesame, as mterpnsesseeknew

% pur-
chased hoursfall. Tk more

mrppngI

balanced mix will see volumes soften,
and price resets will follow at renewal.

wording

Amajoropportunity lies in Al gover-
nanceand risk management. Asenter-

Blood Sport Trade
Needs Scoreboard

Apropos ‘Cave-In, Not Breakth-
rough’ by Swaminathan S Ankle

and benefi- theIT'ser interfaces, modern Low-time-and ialproviderswill  prisesembed Al deeper intosensitive saria Aiyar (Feb1l), India would
hasfaced indecades. Overmgh( rsecurity hold: i longer but will workflows, especially in regulated du well to treat trade pacts as liv-
“‘“1 trade’. The words certam pulses” have been deleted, predictionsof an industry-wide andmore intelligent i i fixed-pri ia- industm'es, they wi reviewed with the
and” ccmmmed hasbeenreplacedby mtendS’ Therevised reckor nlledanalysmo(es.mth P Agentsstillnotthere Wearefar  tionsasbuy kagainst internal rigourof quarterly earnings. A
dvmade istic bent of nof  from fulls Al-enabled Costs. wmmls Parkagmg Lh&seasmcurnng statutory Trade Outcomes Ob-
mind break open the bubbly— sorry, cha.u thatto ‘nimbu uptod0% asagentic Alshifts from enterprise scale. Agentic workflows Across: a].lsoen.n ios, thepattern is servic servatory i
Lo Iy—portychiarigs assistinghumans foautonomously  still loop, stall or misfirewithout Finally renewal wisecorecards that track jobs

paani’. For, as every person who has never seen a vegetable

e(ecutmg mulnstep workflows.

m uslguardrm]s Cunvn(secm'uy

and pl_‘ic'mg fol]ows. Eve_n when

shift. valdels that pmsem a prlced

created, MSME competitiveness,

patch knows, ‘pulses’ are code for everything that is India’s ystem transfer
agricultural sector, which, in turn, is code for India itself. enterprise pris initially, margin pressure will in- ency gains, sa[egudlds and new value chainresilience. There'salsoa
5 T ; Y s support, finance, data, markenng. will neverapprove. O i i pathways, will need for sunset clauses thattrig
;I:’er,cer%m before ‘pulses h‘a':ad},y helped lebhles_f]ep:_e' productand legal ha d i vernance,  Al-drivendelivery baselinesand rather than react to them. gerrenegotiation if agreed gains
masoorL LoD that long: fensive Thenext chapter for tech services underperform. Add mandatere-
‘were getting ready to storm Lhe Amerlcan v like in 1y pressure change Letr i willnot be written with ald playbooks ciprocity triggers: concessions
the good om days. And to thing is hardly faster expected. Beneath the controland moves. orbyleaders whouse Alonly to impro- scale with verifiable partnermar-
s Tally if e m]}f&('w‘ ignal i d cost disciplis 'l,m'he next2yrs  veproductivity. leillll[)eshz\ped by ket access. ].ndlhﬂ s taillscenl(v\ ill .
tecl ingtounder- b willrequirea ness Al for reinventi dnot by the volume of
m]tmenthadbeen made. So, thattweak made. stand how quickly Al-driven effort mycanscale decisiveshift i d di iation. And it will be built agreements but by their verified,
Now. 1 if theerrantfactsheet bei i Id de into safely Agents deliveryand by trail i distr gain:
quietly edi d (3 Har h h%inets‘:hrp;del ﬂisruptiqul ¥ " unpmveﬁ.n e O fn ]Sed“m ﬂ;;xm = negce, l;-rl;‘e:asumhlemclpmxty
rorealities argue against azero- ut we are st m ur fore someoneelse does. Those who and public transparency can con-
edits on social media, and even fewer follow editing track sum, end-of-outsourcing narrative. yearsaway from experienceand  donotadapt will loge. And lose fast. vert global applause into dura-
changes. That would have been swell. Meanwhile, be ready » Complexenviromment WhileAl  replacing enterprisepilots i
for DC to make more corrections along the negotiatory way. platfor thebar-  d in suggestupto Bhatt s technology sector leader; and Makhija Insiya Raj
rier ildi enterprise 40% effort istechnology consulting leader; EY India Ujjain
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A manuscriptand
its discontents

The government should take a call on the
publication of General Naravane’s memoir

tis not every day thatan unpublished manuscript
paralyses Parliament for a week, prevents the
prime minister from responding to a debate for the
first time in two decades, even precipitates a rare
show of no-confidence by the Opposition against the
speaker. Yet, all of that has transpired in the Lok Sabha
over the past week-and-a-half, courtesy former Army
chief General (retired) Manoj Mukund Naravane’s
unpublished memoir Four Stars of Destiny.

The debate has played out at two levels. The firstis
where Leader of the Opposition in the Lok Sabha
Rahul Gandhi used an excerpt from the manuscript,
published in Caravan Magazine, to argue thatthe
government’s handling of China's aggression was
botched, triggering a furious response from the
treasury benches and prompting the Congress leader
to brandish what he claimed was a copy of the book.
The second is a controversy over how Gandhi accessed
the unpublished manuscript, triggering a bizarre
whodunnit that has featured a police first information
report (FIR) over copies of the manuscript circulating
on social media and now the invocation of the Official
Secrets Act. A clarification by publisher Penguin that
no copies were “published, distributed, sold or
otherwise made available to the public” either in print
or digital form and a cryptic seven-word post by the
former Army chief on the status of the book— without
commenting on either the controversy or the content
thathas been quoted, and leaving many questions
unanswered — has done little to quell the firestorm.

Attheheart of the row is the two-year-delay by the
Union ministry of defence in making a decision on
Naravane's book, which was submitted for review in
early 2024. This newspaper reported on Wednesday
that the Army went through the bookin detail,
recorded its observations on the subjects covered in it,
and sent it to the defence ministry to take the final call.
Since then, the ministry has not announced its
decision. This stance is unsustainable. The
governmentshould decide if the book is worth
publication in toto or if certain portions need to be
expunged in view of strategic concerns. Its delay has
created a surreal situation where the police are
probing the leak of an unpublished manuscript
announced in 2023, The government often accuses the
Opposition of being cavalier on matters of strategic
importance. It mustalso understand that national
security cannot be run by pocket veto.

Back to electoral
democracy in Dhaka

angladesh is at the crossroads. The outcome of

Thursday’s election will decide not just who gains

office in Dhaka butalso influence the diplomatic
balance in the subcontinent. Since street mobilisations
ousted the Awami League government and paved the
way for a caretaker administration under Muhammad
Yunus in August 2024, Bangladesh has drifted intoa
phase characterised by political uncertainty and mob
violence, especially against minorities. Yunus'
appalling remarks against India, made in China,
revealed his inexperience in statecraftand led toa
downward spiral in relations with Delhi. The caretaker
administration failed to usher in the political reforms
promised but tried to erase the legacy of Sheikh Mujib
and disband the Awami League and was successful in
getting former prime minister Sheikh Hasina
convicted of “crimes against humanity”. All this has led
to the mainstreaming of Islamist agendas and the
return of revisionist history that obscures Pakistan’s
role in the 1971 genocide. The incoming government in
Dhaka will have to negotiate this messy state of affairs
and guide politics back to the middle ground and in
step with the reality of its neighbourhood.

The pivot may be happening already. The Bangladesh
National Party, the frontrunner to win the election, has
moderated its views on India. On its part, New Delhi has
indicated its willingness to do business with BNP:
External affairs minister S Jaishankar’s presence at the
funeral of Begum Khaleda Zia, the matriarch of BNP,
contained a clear message of outreach. Even the
Jamaat-e-Islami has moderated its views and has
reached out to the minority communities. But both
parties are likely to maintain warmrelations with
Islamabad. The USis also keen to make its presence felt
in Dhaka — the two countries have agreed on a trade
deal —in view of the growing Chinese presence there.
For New Dethi, the primary consideration will be to
secure its strategic interests, considering the long
border. History and geography demand that both
countries maintain at least cordial relations.

A sustainable reset is
about insulating bilateral
ties from partisan cycles

(1982-1990), an alumnus of India’s
National Defence College, ties were
steadied through pragmatic engage-
ment. His ouster in 1990 ushered in par-
liamentary democracy in 1991, but poli-

People at the heart
of Dhaka-Delhi ties

ernment in Dhaka. The former isa more
liberal, progressive, and centrist party,
while the latter leans more to the right,
with a compass of “Islamic values”and
acontroversial history of opposing the

ence point in New Delhi's neighbour-
hood diplomacy. That legacy matters,
but it cannot manage today’s expecta-
tions.

More than five decades of Indo-
Bangla relations show a recurring pat-
tern. After Independence, early align-
mentwith India was closely associated
with Sheikh Mujibur Rahman. The rup-
ture of 1975, following Mujib's assassi-
nation, changed the rhythm of relations.
Under Ziaur Rahman (mid-1970s to
1981), Bangladesh pursued a diversified
foreign policy, seeking wider strategic
space, not hostility toward India, but
less of the post-1971 intimacy.

Then, under the military ruler, gen-
eral Hussain Muhammad Ershad

ple can become vulnerable to regime
change, street anger, and misinforma-
tion. When Dhaka’s politics become a
zero-sum contest where “pm-lnd:a

from grievance-based rhetoric that can
turn diplomacy into permanent theatre.

‘While India has been emphasising
“free, fair, inclusive and credible elec-

“anti-India” bat
bilateral relations tend to harden along
partisan lines. Closeness to one regime
is followed by strained ties under
another.

will vote ina crucial elec-

tion today. With the Awami League
banned from contesting the elections, it
is likely that either the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNP) led by Tarique
ahman — the son of the recently
deceased former PM, Khaleda Zia—or
the Jamaat-e-Islami, led by Shafiqur
Rahman, is likely to lead the next gov-

tions” in many in Dhaka
question New Delhi's stance during
elections of 2014, 2018 and 2024, which
were widely criticised for being rigged,
and were boycotted by the major Oppo-
sition parties. India’s framing of these
polls and the attendant tensions as
Bangladesh’s “internal” affair and

and the rest of its territory.

Energy is another backbone of India-
Bangladesh ties, with the latter import-
ing about 1160 MW of ¢ elecmcuy from

and investing in the tics thereafter in Bangladesh became ~ War of Liberation in 1971
S dominated by intolerant rivalry and A new government with a credible
evtryday ngtworks of recurringdisputes over electoral credi-  mandate, irrespective of identity and Anew government and
trade, transit, and people bility. As successive governmentsrecali-  ideology, gives New Delhi a unique  ideology, gives New Delhi a unique opportunity to reboot relations. Arp
brated foreign pchcy relations with  opportunity to reboot relations and start
he Indi rela-  Indiai in workmg towardsa new era whereby idressing that does not 482 i toIndia
ionship is experienced domestic pollucal d inthe require i but  for medical treatment, accounting for
beforeitis debated —in bus India often read Hasina- lici toa and ong anestimated 50-60% of India’s medical
routesand border queues,in  eraasa predictable period of ‘Ties need to be rebuilt once clecu'ons tourism inflow. Thisisa win-win: Bang-
families crossing for treat-  stability, particularly on secu- Conumuw in are over. ladeshi families get access to care and
ment, and in markets rity. However, manyin isamustto keep borderssafe  day economics: Bilateral trade was services, while India gains revenue and
stocked with goods that travel a few  ladesh felt that India’s com- | 7 andsecure. The Bayof Bengal  about $13.51 billion in FY24, withIndia  demand for its hospitals, hotels, and
hundred kilometres rather thanacross ~ fort with one personand one and Northeast connectivity exporting $1L.3 b:lhon to Bangladesh |ocal busmesses
oceans. It is rooted in shared history,  party came at the expense of agendas should not become ~ That dinthe resetis not about Bang-
lnngunge and gcogmphy and some-  their country. After the 5 hostage to partisan swings.  shared infrastructure — the rail links ladesb being “friendly” or India being
thing rare foran out- heavalof 2024, thatnarra- ~ SYed Munir While a pragmatic, pohr.'y fo- and passenger trains, bus services, “generous"”.Itisabout insulating coop-
come |ha& reshaped the region. In ]971 tive turned combustible, illus- Khasru cused inland ys, and port arrange-  eration from partisan cyclesand invest-
for trating how ti toa bargammg on  ments that route cargo via Chittagong  ing in the everyday networks of trade,
tion War became a foundational reicr— party rather than to the peo- bothsides, both mustrefrain  and Mongla, between India’s Northeast ~ transit, energy, and people that keep the

relationship running, The election will
decide who governs, but the harder test
is what kind of relationship evolves in
the morning after.

India. Bilateral
expanded with restored and new[y
launched cross-border rail services such
as the Maitree, Bandhan, and Mitali
Express trains, additional freight rail
routes, and strengthened inland water
transit and road links —developments
that have deepened economic integra-

g sharing a4,000-kilome-
tre border cannot choose each other,
they canonly decide on the language of
engagement. If New Delhi wants a part-
nership that does not sway with a
change of government, it must invest
where it lasts longest and put into prac-
tice what Indian officials have repeat-

endorsement of Sheikh Hasina's tionandstrengthened people-to-people  edly underlined: “People are the main

unchallenged, undemoaalic rulespan- nes stakeholders” in India-Bangladesh ties.

ning mor e of the service sector,

hzwe lefta poor: lmpnm on (he mmds of espem.uy hmhh care, whmh makes the Syed Munir Khasru, based in Dhaka, is
or many Bang- senior director, IPAG India, a think tank.

Lhenr democratic nghts in the period.

ladeshi families. In 2024. around

The views expressed are personal

Regulating responsibly
for an Al-mediated world

<

MASOUD PEZESHKIAN

The high wall of mistrust that the US

‘ndia’s digital public sphere isata d(ﬂnmg dmriy inform users of lh&u rights, obhganons

moment. Advances in artificial i using
(AD,p lyin I ammme For signi al media
ation of audio, visual, and audio-visual con- intermediaries, the regulatory framework

tent, have fundamentally reshaped how informa-
tion is created, consumed, and trusted. While

imposes additional obligations commensurate
with scale and influence. Such platforms are

and Europe have created through their

past statements and actions does not
allow these talks to reach a conclusion.

At the same time, we are engaging ...
in dialogue aimed at peace

these technologies exp:md the possibllmes of
creativity, ility, they also

lcqulred to obtain user declarations regarding
content,

propor-
introduce new risks that touch directly upon

individual dignity, social harmony, and i of those d that syntheti-
tional values. cally generated information is not published

Recognising this, the Union government has
strengl.hened me legal and policy architecture

ies, Rmznr amend-

without appropriate identification.
Fallure o compfv wuh Lhese requirements

the
Rules with attendant statutory consequences.
f

dlalyGuldehnes and DAguaI Media Elhn:s Code) reflectsa
Rules, 2021, read India Al Govern- that platforms with
ance Guidelines, 2025, released under the Indi-  greater systemic impact must shoulder higher
aAl stsmn in November 2025, reflect a coher- govemance obligatians.
entand inding legal obli- I ‘mloc
gamnsmaddr&smncreleharmssupponedby [hLIl]ﬂlaAlGCﬂlerﬂBanmdd\nE,
policy principles to guid adop- late ible, safe, and
tion: Togmher these msu-umems sngna] aclear Inchswe Aladoption. The guzdelmesemphasnse
governing intent: Y ity, human-centric
must proceed within a thatpreserves  design, and
nd thedignityof ~ ating within the boundaries of cmsnng Iaw

the citizen. Importantly, the guidelines do not dis-

The amended Intermediary Rules place statutory obligations under the IT
introduce, for the first time, a precise Actor the Intermediary Rules. Rather,
and operational definition of “syntheti- they provide directional guidance to
cally generated information”. The defi- developers, deployers, and institutions,
nition is carefully calibrated. It cap- reinforcing the expectation that Al sys-
tures content thatisartificiallyoralgo- S Krishnan  tems, particularly those capable of gen-
rithmically created or altered in a erating synthetic content, must be
manner that appears authentic or designed and deployed with due regard
indistinguishable from reality, while tosocietal impactand public rust

ressly tech-
such editing, ility enhance- logiesis anchored i ional legitimacy
ments, educational or research material,and  and institutional capacity. While the present
legitimate creative use. framework relies on calibrated rule-making and

‘This definitional clarity performs an impor-
tant legal function. By expressly bringing syn-
thetically generated information within the
scope of “information” for due dillgence griev-

policy guidance, Farllamem reains legulauve

realities where requuad in lhe public interest.
ThlS is notan assertion of regu]axory excess, but
of

and

lheRules ensure thxtemergmgl'orms of digital

ensunug that innovation remains aligned with

e process, and the pro-

than left modera-

di frame

tion practices. Equally significant is the explicit
clarification that good-faith actions taken by
intermediaries, through automated tools or
other reasonable technical measures, do not

ion ofindivi
work, ﬂlerefore reﬂms not regulnwryfmahly
but regulatory
and firmly grounded in the rule of law.

_ India’s ﬂpproach to digital regulmion has

acompliance-enabling environment while pre-

ernance built on consul[auon that preserves

serving accountability. mnomuonwhdesaf ghIS.ThEe\K)I\F

h ial shiftin ingfi for synthetic
fmmeworklies in ils from reactive it ini preci-
sion, ex ant mandatory transpar-

ries that enable or facl.htale the creation or dis-
informa-

ency, time-bound remedies, appellate oversight,
and policy g\udanoe for responsible AL India is

appropriate technical measures to prevent the
circulation of unlawful content at the point of
creation or dissemination. Where synthetically

in its digital public
sphere.

“The challenge posed by synthetic media is ulti-
mately: oneoflms::That technology will not out-

pace rights, that

Religious rights, the
courts, and the State

in the news for troubling reasons. The lat-

est incident comes from Bareilly, where

police detained 12 Muslim men for offer-
ing namaaz (prayers) inside a private home,
with the permission of the homeowner. Citing
Section 170 of the Bharatiya Nagarik Surakh-
sha Sanhita (which permits warrantless
arrests on suspicion of a serious offence) the
police justified the action on grounds of “pub-
lic order” after a secretly recorded video of the
prayers surfaced on social media. Evidence
pointing to intent or actual threat to public
order, however, remains absent.

In September 2025, a controversy
began in Kanpur, where police filed
FIRs against citizens displaying ban-
ners reading "I love Muhammad”,
sparking widespread protests. The
crackdown quickly spread to other

I nrecent months, Uttar Pradesh has been

turbed the conditions that made them possi-
blein the first place. So, the broader question
we must ask is why the system allows, and in
some cases facilitates, the differential treat-
ment of communities.

Because these systemic distortions are not
theoretical; we see them play out clearly in
daily enforcement. Hindu religious practices
such as kirtans, jagrans, Ganesh Chaturthi pan-
dals and Kanwar Yatra processions proceed

et fisitlon sfid coopera-
tion. By contrast, last year the Meerut police
publicly announced that people offering
prayers in the open on Eid will be
prosecuted and have their passports
and licences cancelled — arbitrary
penalties with no statutory basis.
Such selective enforcement flouts nat-
ural justice and tramples upon key
constitutional guarantees including

districts, leading to a staggerin, Insiyah s ticle 14 and 15 (equality and non-
4,500 Muslims being booked under ~ Vahanvaty  discrimination), Article 19 (funda-
various charges. In Bareilly, thestate —————  mental freedoms), Article 21 (lifeand
escalated matters with violence, liberty), and Article 20 (protection
shop closures, and FIRs for rioting, against arbitrary punishment). While
Most alarming, however, was the UP offers the starkest example,
open defiance of judicial authority. backed by scale and political support,
Despite the Supreme Court’s order in similar patterns are visible across the
1In Re: Directions in the Matter of = country.

Demolition of Structures and clear Ashish When the rule of law is flouted, it
Alluhabnd ngh Coun d.m:cuons Bharadwaj doesn't just harm those immediately
expres: targeted, it erodes accountability
olitions, propems linked toprotest-: ———————— acrossthe board. Police act with impu-
ers were bulldozed. These are not i nity, ignore rules, even courts

tive overreach; they are constitutional injuries
that reveal a system mat penalises group
identity rather than i

risk being sidelined. And once this precedent is
set, the genie cannot be put back in the bottle.
When against some, they will inev-

The legal position, however, could not be
clearer. Article 25 of the Constitution guaran-
chio freed

itably be bent against others. Whether: arbitrary
f fines, cancelled permits. or demo].\shed praper-

practise, and prop-

agate religion. The Allahabad High Court has
exphcllly afﬁrmed that pm(e prayer meetings
ion. Even the

requir

generated content is lawful, the

fi Ismail Farugui

clear and prominent labelling, supported by per=
sistent metadata or other provenance mecha-
nisms, to the extent i feasible. The

ble, and that i d effectivel

to citizen harm. Empoweﬂng users through
g transpar-

modification, suppressnon or removnl of such

ency by design, and

labels oridentifier P

ight are not ing objectives. They are the

legal reflectsanuanced of a resilient digital democracy.
regulatory understanding, Rather thanrelying  Anchored in these principles, India’s response to
solely on takedowns after harm has: oocurmd, synthetic media offers not only a domestic gov-
luti bul a globally relevant model
dignity and trust. Citizens are emp for joninan
through theability o distingui iccon-  Al-mediated world.
tent from synthetic content in real time. It is a
recogmnunof the right to know ror cmzens Kris ry. ministry of
Intermediary i in]nrmanm mdmalug) (MeitY). The views expressed
requue the intermediaries to periodically and are personal

v. Union of India (1993) Judgment—a constitu-
tional travesty that mu[lla!ed Article 25 by
declaring to the practi
of Islam — nevertheless conceded that namaaz
may be offered anywhere, including in the
open.

And so, before we proceed further, we
must first confront the nature of the failure.
The law on this is settled, so this is not a crisis
of legal ambiguity. Nor are these one-off
breaches or the work of a few rogue offi

wemual]vmsmde toaffectall citizens. In hme
freedoms become conditional and institutions
lose their power to protect. Ultimately, the rule
of law is the spine of modern civilisation; break
itand the whole body collapses.

So, where do we go from here? Back to the
pillars that always steady us when we falter:
Our Constitution and the democratic values
that define us. They are the heart of our
Republic, a steel that must hold firm. And yet,
they are not self-enforcing. They may meas-
ure our freedom but cannot endure unless we
protect and stand guard over them. This work
is ours.

Treating each incident as an exception would
bea mistake —it blinds us to the web of poli-

cies, incentives, and i ilences that

Insiyah Vahanvaty is a sociopolitical writer
and author of The Fearless Judge. Ashish

enable systemic violations, leaving undis-

ojis ex-Dean at BITS Pilani and Jindal
Global University. The views are personal
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Freedom from toxicity

Digital censorship has to walk the fine line

he Centre’s newly notified rules, which

compress social media takedown timelines,

underscore the delicate tension between
two objectives — the imperative to quash harmful
online content swiftly and the risk that expanded
enforcement powers could be misused to constrain
freedom of speech. Government takedown orders
must now be complied with within three hours,a
sharp reduction from the previous 36-hour window.

This urgency is not without cause. The
recent misuse of Grok, the generative Al tool
integrated into X, to create sexualised
images of women without their consent
exposed a deeply troubling faultline in the
social media ecosystem. What made that
episode especially disturbing was not merely
the abuse itself, but the velocity with which
it travelled from fringe experimentation to
disturbingly normalised content on one of
the world’s largest platforms. So, it is
difficult to argue against stronger
safeguards. Tech platforms cannot assume
that safe harbour protections are automatic
or permanent. If they benefit from scale,
they must shoulder proportionate
responsibility.

Yet, the drastic compression of removal
timelines raises profound concerns about
due process and free expression. While the
takedown obligations are meant to apply to
content that violates existing laws, incites
public disorder and sexual offences, the
scope for interpretation remains wide. In
practice, there is a legitimate concern that
content exposing governance failures could
be sweptin if authorities characterise itas
threatening public order or spreading
misinformation. When compliance windows
shrink to mere hours, platforms are likely to
erron the side of over-removal. The risk of
arbitrary enforcement, and the resulting
chilling effect, is real. This tension sits
uneasily with the Supreme Court’s landmark
ruling in Shreya Singhal v. Union of India
(2015), which struck down Section 66A of
the IT Act for being sweeping in scope. The
Court affirmed that restrictions on online
speech must be narrowly and clearly
defined. Regulatory mechanisms that
prioritise speed without adequate
safeguards may inadvertently revive the very
concerns the Court sought to remedy. At the
same time, leaving content moderation
entirely to private platforms has proven
inadequate. Companies such as Facebook
and X (formerly Twitter) have repeatedly
failed to act swiftly against toxic material.

India’s regulatory challenge is therefore
notwhether toact, but how. The country
undeniably needs stronger tools to combat
Al-driven abuse and digital harm. But these
tools must be anchored in clear statutory
standards, transparent processes, and
independent review. As India enters an
increasingly complex digital era, the guiding
principle should remain firm: strengthen
protections against online abuse without
weakening the constitutional right to speak,
dissent, and participate freely in public life.
Regulators must build a framework that
commands trust from users, platforms, and
the courts alike.
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WORTH A TRY. The existing liquidity tools at the RBI’s

disposal have their limits. Cash reserve ratio funds can be
used as well. CRR’s relevance has declined

£

MADAN SABNAVIS

ne of the expectations

from the credit policy was

anannouncement ofa

calendar for open market

operations. This was
against the backdrop of fluctuating
liquidity over the last two months or so.
True, there is a surplus right now but
this can change again in March when the
advance tax payments have to be made.
The policy has assured supply of
liquidity as and when needed, which also
includes situations when the
government’s cash balances with the
central bank increase. Such a situation
may not arise as the government tends
to expedite spending towards March to
meet targets. The question to be
addressed is: what are the options when
it comes to supplying liquidity?

‘The RBI has several instruments that
canbe used. All of them have different
objectives. The system surplus or deficit
is denoted by the balances after RBI
interventions through repo rate, VRR
(Variable Repo Rate), SDF (Standing
Deposit Facility), etc. The net
outstanding amount reflects the net
state of liquidity. These are the daily
operations of the RBI under the liquidity
framework. But there are also open
market operations where government
securities are bought and sold. Further,
thereare forex swaps which deliver
similar results. The merits of each can be
examined.

The first tool to be used is the
overnight repo or VRR which can go up
to 14 days. Their tenures provide clues
on how the RBI views the liquidity
position. These can be viewed as tools
for temporary deficits.

Second, longer term VRR auctions of
90 days have been used which involve
providing support for three months.
This is more of a medium-term measure.
This is something that has been done by
the RBI recently, which is quite novel.
Besides providing liquidity, itisan
assurance that the RBI is not averse to
going in for these longer-term measures.

The issue withanykind of repo
operation is that banks need to have
excess SLR holdings that can be offered
as collateral. In the absence of these
securities, banks would be out of the
running and have to access the call or the
‘TREPs market.

OPEN MARKET OPERATIONS

The third measure used is open market
operations. In 2025 the RBI made
regular purchases either on need basis or
through a calendar, especially during
critical times such as quarter-ends.
OMO purchases involve buying certain
securities from banks and providing
cashin return. The RBI could choose
those securities which are less liquid or
those which need to be drawn out of the
system to balance the maturity tenures.
This again works for banks which have
surplus SLR securities to sell.

But the quirk here is not just the SLR
ratio. The new regulations ask banks to
prepare for the maintenance of LCR
(liquidity coverage ratio) which when
provided for would require banks to
have SLR at least in the region of 24-26
percent. The present SLR ratio for the

With an effective level
of, say, 24 per cent

SLR to be maintained,
banks may not be able to
sell securities to the RBL
Therefore, there can be
limits to the use of OMOs.

CHENNAI
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systemis around 26 per cent, and has,
interestingly, come down from 28-29 per
cent at the beginning of FY26. This is
because there have been some
aggressive purchases by the RBL.

The challenge really can be that with
an effective level of, say, 24 per cent to be
maintained, banks may reach the limit
and will not be able to sell securities to
the RBL Therefore, there can be limits to
the use of OMOs, especially for
prolonged periods of time.

Fourth, forex swaps are now quite
common where the RBI buys dollars
from banks, say $5 billion, which
effectively supplies around ¥45,000
crore. These swaps involve banks buying
them back after a period which can be
one or threeyears, or any duration the
RBI chooses. This has been effective for
sure. There are, however, two
considerations here. The firstis that
when dollars are sold, it can be
disruptive, if there is currency volatility,
too. The second is that when dollars
have to be bought ar maturity, liquidity
conditions can be tight. In such a case
the RBI may have to again provide
liquidity through other measures.
Therefore, a lot of calibration is needed
while mixing these measures.

NOT USED THUS FAR

‘Ameasure which has not been used so
faris the CRR. In 2006 the regulation
which limited the CRR levels was done

".."":;‘_'

away with, and the discretion lies with
the RBL. Meanwhile, the relevance of
CRR has come down over time. The fact
is that no bank is ever allowed to fail in
India and the credit goes to the RBI.
Therefore, the case of using these CRR
balances as a contingency for rescuing
the bank s passe.

In fact the US, the UK, Hong Kong,
Canada, New Zealand, Australia do not
‘have this reserve. The justification is
that there are several regulations in
place like capital adequacy, LCR, SLR,
NSFR (net stable funding ratio) which
control banking operations. If this is in
place, having the CRR can be debated,
because this ratio came in when systems
were rudimentaryand the only reserve
requirements were the CRR and SLR.

The CRR does not earn any interest
from the RBI. For the 3250 lakh crore of
deposits outstanding the average cost is,
say, around S per cent. The amount kept
aside for CRRis 3 per cent of NDTL and
thatis about 37.5 lakh crore. The
interest cost incurred is around 337,500
crwhich is quite high. Lowering this
reserve will also help banks to lower
their lending rates without a prod from
monetary policy. It will be worthwhile to
consider the lowering the CRR to
provide liquidity, along with other
instruments.

“The writer is Chief Econarmist, Bank of Baroda. Views
are personal

What the PFC-REC merger means for investors

The merger could spawn a power financing behemoth with a loan book of ¥11.5 lakh crore

bl.explainer
Nishanth Gopalakrishnan
ecent news about the merger of
R PFC and REC has given rise to
many questions in the minds of

investors, Here’s an attempt to address a
few of them.

What is the recent announcement
regarding the merger of PFC and
REC?

On February 6, the boards of power
finance PSUs— PFC and REC —
accorded in-principle approval for the
merger of REC with PFC, eventually
liquidating REC post the merger. This
follows a proposal by the Finance
Minister in her Budget speech that the
two NBFCs be restructured for scale and
efficiency improvements.

Why is the Centre doing the merger?
‘What are the expected synergies?
Both PFC and REC are identical in many
respects. Both are Maharatna PSUs
managing a loan book of about %6 lakh
crore each. Loans to the distribution
segment remain the mainstay of their
loan books at about 40 per cent each.
Both have 12-15 per cent exposure to the
fast-growing renewable energy
generation segment, and both have
forayed into non-power finance such as
financing infrastructure projects (ports,
roads, etc.).

Theyare largely identical in the way
they operate as well. They raise funds
from the market (via bonds and term
loans) and lend them to the power

- generation, t
and distribution. Their borrowing
profile is also similar - about 55 per cent
from domestic bonds, 15-20 per cent
from bank loans, and 20-25 per cent
from external commercial borrowings.
Given the similarities, the combined
entity could command a higher
bargaining power.

How will the merger impact the
business?

‘The merger could spawn a power
financing behemoth with a loan book of
¥11.5 lakh crore. When broken down,
the book would have 40 per cent
exposure to distribution, 29 per cent to
conventional generation, 14 per cent to

SYNERGIES. PFC and REC are largely
identical in the way they operate

consolidates REC’s books inits
lidated ials. This is the

, 8 per cent tot
per cent to infrastructure and logistics
and 3 per cent to miscellaneous loans.
Categorising the book based on the
borrower, loans to state-owned entities
and the private sector would make up 80
per centand 20 per cent of the portfolio,
respectively. The GNPA ratio of the
combined entity would be 1.3 per cent.
These numbers are based on Q3 FY26
financials. Return on assets ona trailing
12-month basis could work out to about
3 percent.

What does it mean for the existing
shareholders of PFC and REC?

The government is the largest
shareholder in PFC, with a controlling
stake of 56 per cent. PFC, in turn, has
controlling stake in REC. This, after it
bought 52.6 per cent of REC’s shares
from the Government for 14,500 crore
in 2019. Since PFC controls REC, it

current structure.

‘The in-principle approval of the
boards clearly states that post the
merger, PFC would remain a
government company (where at least 51
per cent of the paid-up capital is held by
the government). However, witha swap
ratio of 6 shares of PFC for every 7
shares of REC - worked out based on
prices as of February 10, the
government’s stake in PFC post-merger
would drop to around 42 per cent.

‘Toavoid this situation, there are two
options for the government. One, direct
PFCto carry outa buyback wherein the
government does not participate,
ensuring mini public shareholding
of 25 per cent. Two, infuse such capital
into PFC that its stake remains at least
51 per cent post the transaction. The
possibility for the former is remote, as
reduction in capital would meanan

adverse impact on the capital adequacy
ratio, which in turn can strangle growth.
Ifthe government were to opt to infuse
capital, it would have to infuse at least
332,000 crore to maintain 51 per cent of
stake in PFC post the transaction. A
third path where the government
relaxes the definition of government
company - to a minimum stake of 26 per
cent, for instance - cannot be ruled out.

At the above swap ratio, outstanding
shares of PFC will rise by about 33 per
centwithout the government’s capital
infusion and will rise by about 56 per
cent after such infusion.

Readers need to keep in mind that the
above are just indicative numbers and
that the final swap ratio can be different.

Do the stocks of PFC or REC become
attractive buys after the
announcement?

As of February 10, the stocks of PFC and
REC trade at low price-to-book value
multiples of about 1.1xeach.

While there is no denying that
valuation should factor in the high
concentration to the power sector/ state
discoms and the lower loan growth i
9M FY26 versus FY25, the stocks still
trade at relatively low multiples,
considering their profitability.

PFC and REC have delivered RoA of 3
per centand 2.8 per cent in the
12-month period ending September
2026 (when balance sheetsare
disclosed). Net NPAs, t0o, are contained
atabout 0.2 per cent. For context, SBI
trades at 1.8x trailing book value foran
RoA of 1.1 per cent (9M FY26
annualised).

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

Alsafetyrules

This refers to ‘Platforms must label
Al content, take down flagged
materialin three hours’ (February
11). Harmful or llegal online content
must be removed withinthree hours
afteritis reported. This helps stop
harm from spreading fast. If
platforms fail to act, they may face
fines. They may also lose legal
protection or be blocked, This
pushes them to follow the rules, To
avoid genuine posts being removed,
the government plans appeal
systems. It will also run small trial

projects before full use. Platforms
must label Al-made content using
secure digital tags. These protect
user privacy. The rules are not meant
tostop new ideas. Regular checks,
user feedback and trial results will
improve the system. This will ensure
that small creatorsand businesses
aretreated fairly.

S Balasubramaniyan

Vilupuram, TN

Japan’s gusty PM
Apropos, ‘A new Japan under Sanae’
(February 11). Sanae Takaichi's

landsfide victory in Japan represents
arare moment of political clarity in
an eraof drift, reflectingarestless
electorate choosing momentum
over stagnation. Inapolitical culture
defined by caution and consensus,
Japan has deli hatic and

political instincts and a charisma

measures raises concern.
| h d

absent from leadership
since Shinzo Abe. For India, her
leadership opens the prospect of
stronger strategic convergence,and
deeper defence and technology

transformative verdict. As the
country’s first woman prime
minister, Takaichi's rise is historic,
shattering long-standing glass
ceilingsand challenging deeply
entrenched male-dominated
hierarchies. Voters were drawn to
her relentless work ethic, modern

c

N Sadhasiva Reddy

Bengaluru

Aresilient IndiaInc
Apropos ‘Good tidings’ (February
11), IndiaInc/s resilience in Q3 is
encouraging, but the reliance on tax
breaks and temporary relief

P
reforms: easing compliance for small
firms, ensuring timely credit to
productive sectors,and investing
steadily in infrastructure, Equally
importantis strengthening labour
protections while helping industries
adjust to new codes without sudden
profit shocks. I policy support is
balanced with fiscal prudence, the
current momentum cantranslate
into long-term stability.

M Barathi

Bengaluru
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Uplifting women farmers

Land ownership, access to credit critical

—
BK Singhal
Harsh Ranjan

he staggering and

persistent gender gapsin

agriculture and the allied
sector globally have led the
United Nations to declare 2026 as
the International Year of the
‘Woman Farmer (IYWF),

The gender gaps in the context
of rural India are manifested
primarily in three forms —land
ownership, access to credit,and
participation in collectives.
Accordingly, the trend of
feminisation of the agricultural
workforce must be
complemented with directed
policyand executive focus on
closing these gaps.

The exclusion of women from
land ownership can be
understood from the fact that
while women make up more than
40 per cent of the overall
agricultural workforce in India
(Periodic Labour Force Survey),
they account for only about 14 per
cent of the overall land holdings
and about 12 per cent of the
overall operated area inthe
country (Agriculture Census
2015-16).

DEFINITION OF FARMER
How a farmer is defined in official
practice has practical
implications. It determines who
benefits from farmer-centric
government schemes, and who
does not. To exemplify,asa
consequence, women constitute
onlyabout 23 per cent of the
direct beneficiaries under the
Pradhan Mantri Kisan Samman
Nidhi (PM-KISAN). In practice,
those who cultivate or work on
the land but do notown itare
often excluded from access to
agricultural credit, interest
subvention for farm loans, and
crop insurance. Further, access to
subsidised crop inputs is difficult
without identification as farmers.
Besides, in the event of crop
failure, compensation is only
given to owners.

Therefore, feminisation of land
ownership structure is critical. To
this end, ensuring that schemes
and programmes centered around
‘record of rights” have a built-in
gender component, so that names
of both spouses can be included in
land titles, can goa long way in
addressing the gender gap in land
ownership.

Further,as a natural
consequence of
under-representation in land
ownerslnp, women fan:ners tend

to face difficulties in

COLLECTIVES. The participation
of women farmers is limited er

the credit crunch among women
farmers could be through
catalysing credit appetite by way
of capacity building. Institutions
like NABARD are working
towards addressing financial
literacy gaps through Financial
Literacy and Awareness
Programmes. The RBI through
the Depositor Education and
Awareness Fund (DEAF) is also
working on bridging this gap.
There also needs to be focus on
credit intensification through
skilling, technological
enablement, and capacity
building for women farmers. The
Government is driving credit
uptake via skill development
through Krishi Vigyan Kendras

VISHNU VENUGOPALAN

nthe seminal essay, I, Pencil an
ordinary pencil is used to reveal
anextraordinary fact that no
single person on earth knows
how to make a pencil entirely on
their own. From the wood and graphite
to the machines and transport, its
creation relies on countless people’s
skills and decisions spread across
countries, most of whom will never
meet.
Ovu [he modcm Lndusmal era,

economies should grow have shifted as
global conditions changed.
Import-substituting industrialisation
dominated the post-war decades and
delivered early industrial capabilities in
countries such as Brazil, India, and
Mexico, before running into scale,
efficiency, and external balance
constraints.

From the late twentieth century
onwards, a different consensus gained
ground involving attracting foreign
investment, integrating into global value
chains (GVCs), and relying on learning
spillovers to drive scale an
productivity. Ina heavily globalised and
relatively stable world order, this
approach delivered substantial growth
and employment.

As Richard Baldwin has argued,

ion has unfolded in waves of

(KVKSs), Rural Self Employ

Training Institutes (RSE'I'Is) and
schemes like the Pradhan Mantri
Kaushal Vikas Yojana.

Further policy support may be
explored in the form of enabling
targeted and focussed credit
delivery to make it more
impactful.

The third critical gender gap
relates to limited participation of
women farmers in collectives.
Collectivisation oraggregation of
‘women producers will help in
consolidating resources, boosting
operational efficiency through
economies of scale, while also
adding to the bargaining power of
the individual producer members.

unbundhng The first separated
production from consumption, the
second unbundled stages of production
across borders and the current phase
increasingly unbundles tasks rather than
industries.

‘The implication is clear. The
distinction that now matters is not
whether a country participates in supply
chains but which tasks it performs.
Apple’s supply chain tells a far larger
story. Spanning 748 manufacturing
locations across 28 countries and 188
supplier firms, Apple’s supply chain did
not include India in 2013.

Still, by 2023, India had entered the
network, with more than 10 facilities in
official disclosures and over 20 in the

These goals can be met with the pipeline according to independent
promotion of cooperative estimates.
societies or farmer producer This shift was driven not merely by
organisations (FPOs) or cost competitiveness, but by the
companies focused on women convergence of firm strategy,
farmers. geopolitics, and policy intent.

As the feminisation of Yet most of the value in this
agriculture deepens, iti tial still lies beyond
to complement this trend with underscoring how much upgmdmg
institutional recognition and remains to be done.
support. Only then can India The Economic Survey of India
unlock the full strength of its 2025-26 offers insights into the way
women farmers to drive a more forward for India by highlighting

resilient, equitable, and
sustainable second Green
Revolution. Let us harness the
women farmers’ dividend in
TYWF 2026.

institutional credit due to
collateral-related limitations.
One approach for addressing

Singhalis Chief General Manager, and Ranjanis
Manager, at NABARD, Ahmedabad. Views are
personal

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

February 12, 2006

Dabhol dues: High-level team headed for Oman

With the erstwhile Dabhol project’s dues to Oman threatening to derail fresh
gas procurement for restarting operations at the station, the Centre has
scheduled the visit of a high-level team to Oman next week to hammer out a
settlement of the dues to pave the way for a fresh gas supply agreement.

Cipla to raise ¥882 cr; acquisitions on its radar

Acquisition is possibly on the radar for the estimated ¥2,400-crore drug
company Cipla. Cipla has received an in-principle approval from its board of
directors to raise about $200 million (an estimated 882 crore) for capacity
expansion and possible acquisition, the company’s Joint Managing Director, Mr

Amar Lulla, said..

strategic indispensability, which means
occupying positions in global
production networks that are difficult to
bypass or substitute as a core principle.
Moving up the value chain often requires
building the capabilities that allow firms

How to move up
the value chain

PATH AHEAD. India should occupy positions in global production
networks that are difficult to bypass or substitute

to internalise higher value tasks over
time.

This challenge has acquired urgency
as supply chains localise under the
pressure of geopolitics, technology
controlsand resilience concerns.

What then does it take to move up the
value chain?

First, task focused industrial policy.
Instead of targeting sectors in the
aggregate, policy must adjust toa world
where production is fragmented into
tasks. Value nowssits in specific
functions that enable systems
integration and form choke-points in
global production networks.

The goal is not perfect foresight, but
disciplined discovery, using export
incentives, capability-linked
procurement, standards to nudge
learning and similar policy levers.
Support and incentives must be
conditional on firms internalising more
complex tasks over time and not merely
expanding output.

Second, deepening backward GVC
participation. India’s limited share in
global manufacturing value added stems
from weak backward linkages,
pamcularly its hmlted rolein meomng

Evidence shows that for labour rich
economies, such integration initially
raises foreign value addition but delivers
higher domestic value addition and
employment over time through scale
effects. Integration, not insulation, is
the pathway to upgra

Third, cluster-led scale. Knowledge
intensive tasks thrive on proximity.
International experience from China’s
Greater Bay Area to Vietnam’s key
economic regions shows that industrial
success depends on concentration,
connectivity, and dense ecosystems. For
India, this means that industrial clusters
cannot be treated as standalone
industrial estates.

They require deliberate regional
planning that integrates social
infrastructure such as housing,
transport, healthcare, and education.
India’s industrial ambition will depend
critically on the strength and
governance of its clusters, and on how
well economic and social infrastructure
are planned together, not merely on
national or sub-national level fiscal
incentives.

Fourth Al-services-manufacturing
convergence. Modern manufacturing is
from services suchas

export oriented producuonA

India’s industrial ambition
will depend critically on
how well economic

and social infrastructure

are planned together

deslg'n, logistics, finance, software, and
data support. Moving up the value chain,
therefore, requires treating services not
asaresidual sector, but as a core pillar of
industrial strategy.

This is also where India’s comparative
advantage can be leveraged more
deliberately. Logistics offersan
illustrative case. Nearly 41 per cent of

GETTY IMAGES]STOCKPHOTO

India’s total logistics cost is driven by
material handling, storage, and
warehousing, making these activities
highly susceptible to automation and AT
adoption.

The challenge is not only to upgrade
capabilities, but to anticipate and
manage the labour disruptions that this
convergence will inevitably bring.

Finally, economic statecraft with
institutional capacity. As the Economic
Survey notes, reducing the cost of
capital depends as much on
productivity, exports and surplus
generation as on finance.

That requires regulatory coherence,
logistics efficiency, trade facilitation and
sustained investment in R&D and skills.
Industrial policy must therefore operate
asa continuous problem solving
function, anchored ina capable and
adaptive entrepreneurial state capacity
rather than as a one time policy
intervention.

Moving up the value chain is neither
automatic nor assured. Inaglobal
economy where production is sliced into
tasks and value accrues unevenly across
borders, power and influence, the
challenge s first and foremost about
producing the right things, and only
then about producing them better and
smarter.

For India, the real test is whether it
can build capabilities that move it
beyond participation and towards
indispensability in global supply chains.

‘Thewriter isan AS officer and former Fellow at
Harvard University

Rush to build AI capacity isn’t a wise move

Gao Yuan developers pour eye-watering sums
stohouset
hina’stop chipmakerhas hi
warned that mv'mm Corp,, Ad d
spending onartificial Micro Devices Inc.and Huawei

intelligence chips is bringing forward Technologies Co.

years of future demand, raising the risk

that some data centres could sitidle. CAPITAL EXPENDITURE

“Companies would love tobuild 10 In2026alone, the combined capital

years' worth of data centre capacity expenditure of Alphabet Inc.,

within one or twoyears,” Amazon.com Inc., Meta Platforms Inc.
i uring and Mi Corp.isontrackto

International Corp.’s Co-Chief reach $650 billion, driven by their

Executive Officer Zhao Haijun said on costly Al armsrace.

acallwith analysts. “As for what China’s leading Al developers,

exactly these data centres will do, that

including Alibaba Group Holding Ltd.,

RISK. Idling of data centres errywaces

chip-making plants from Beijing to

Co.,due to US export restrictions that
limitaccess to cutting-edge
equipment.

The surge in spending hasalso
triggered a shortage of high-bandwidth
memory,acritical high-end
component that enables advanced Al
computing. The tight supply of HBM
could persist for years, as new capacity
takes time to build and qualify, Zhao
said.

SMIC’s domestic clients, including
Huaweiand Cambricon Technologies
Corp.,are aiming for a rapid ramp-up
of their silicon production to meet
China’s Al needs. “It’s like building

) hasn’t been fully thought through.” Tencent Holdings Ltd. and ByteDance Shanghaiand Shenzhen, butitcanonly  high-speed rail stations and highways
Court allows SMS cricket updates Al-related infrastructure Ltd.,arealso investingheavﬂy inAl manufacture less advanced Al chips — evenifthere aren’t that many cars
The Madras High.Court today permitted SMS across the country on the investment is projected d$3 infrastruc ipped with both compared with those produced by today, you still want to complete 10
One-day International cricket matches being played between India and trillion over the next five years, Nvidia chipsand domesncally Nvidiaandits contract manufacturer, years' worth of mﬁastru.cture injust
Pakistan. The Court said if its interim injunction restraining the SMS on the according to Moody’s Ratings, as produced alternatives. SMIC operates Taiwan g twoyears,” Zh; BloONMEEG
ODls was vacated, it would not affect the service providers or the firm which of
had acquired the restraint order.
© BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2615
EASY NOT SO EASY
ACROSS DOWN ACROSS DOWN
1. Correct (5) 1. Act of accusing in 1.Itis one’s entitlement to be on the conservative side (5) 1. Counter-charge makes minor react in one way (13)
4, Released hold on (7) return (13) 4.1s nolonger i the team for having missed acatch (7) 2. A summer visitor might take last remaining
8.Circus entertainer (5) 2.Summer visitor to holiday 8. White-face left for the right symbol of monarchy (5) locker (7)
9.Of the Pope’s cathedral church (7)  resort (7) 9. Subsequently, an appearance by the papal church (7) 3. Forit to be legal a note must be readily

10. To weary, disgust (3)

11, Highly detailed, complicated (9)
12. Separate article in
enumeration (4)

13. Dismal, depressed (4)

18. Globe or Jerusalem vegetable (9)
20.Point of a lace (3)

21.Point of time (7)

22. Milk-container (5)

23.Irritated, heckled (7)

24. Get clothed (5)

3.Sore to the touch (6)
4, Hundred-cents coin (6)

5. Act of choosing (6)

6. Shirt or coat with hood (5)
7. Small ausiliary motors (6-7)
14, Salad plant (7)

5. Hasty, untidy

handwriting (6)

16. Sank billiard ball (6)

17. Enclosed in paling (6)

19. Flavour (5)

10. It will annoy one to be put among the shirkers (3)
11, Enlarge on details of tale a bore might put about (9)
12. Piece of news one came across in reverse (4)

13. Somewhat obscene athlete at university (4)

18. Chariot turning to half take Jerusalem perhaps (9)
20. Label ita game children can play (3)

21. Sort of coffee stain made by the National Trust (7)
22.In one’s mind turn over ideas of how to make
butter (5)

23. Goaded out of Eden, went ahead of the others (7)
24. Put vinaigrette on 14 and get the lines straight (5)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2614

ACROSS 1. Munificence 8. Squid 9. Rebuked 10. Athlete 11.Lance 12. Toying 14. Adverb 18. Bogus 19. Marxist 21. Reserve 23. Beech 24. Commentator
DOWN 1. Miscast 2. Naughty 3. Fudge 4. Carpet 5. Nobbled 6. Elk 7. Cadre 13. Nostrum 15. Evident 16. Butcher 17. Impede 18. Barre 20. Robot 22. Sac

chewed up (6)

4, Rod all that can be produced for a buck (6)

5. A choice of pin too awkward to make (6)

6. Father holding chest in garment with a hood (5)
7. Auxiliary motors with keys, in end, gone astray (6-7)
14. 1t wasn't this iceberg that sank the Titanic (7)
15. Hastily write out laws involving credit (6)

16. Being condensed, took a shot at it (6)

17. Played with the foil as one handled things that
were hot (6)

19. Try alittle breakfast as temptation to it (5)

ACHCHE
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g A thought for today
Everyone is entitled to his own opinion,
but not his own facts
DANIEL PATRICK MOYNIHAN

People Or Policymakers

Bangladesh polls include a referendum. Not
a good idea, there or anywhere else

parliament, the other to agree or disagree with a long list of

‘reforms’ in a referendum. That’s odd because a referendum
usually seeks a yes/no response to one important question. A laundry
list referendum — say, 70% income tax, five-day week, free grain —
is either deception or a farce. But it saves Yunus and friends
from holding multiple referendums - or is it referenda? Even
British MPs, with all their referendal practice, couldn't make up
their mind on thatduring a discussion in1998.

More than Brits, Swiss are masters of the referendum. They held
148 between 1981 and 1999. India hasn’t held one since 1975, Pakistan’s
last was in 2002. Does that make Swiss democracy more ‘perfect’
than ours? In principle, perhaps. But in practice, we must judge by
outcomes. Poor, mostly unlettered and newly independent India gave
every man and woman the right to vote in 1950. In Switzerland, men
rejected votingrightsfor womenina1959
referendum. It took another referendum
12yearslater toright that wrong.

So, yes, referendums are closest to
democracy’s roots, but representative
democracy guided by experts has clear
advantages. Most ary issues

People of Bangladesh will cast two votestoday. One to elect their

Why Are We Like This Only?

India’s public spaces are a mess mainly because we as citizens don’t value civic sense. Airports, gated
residences, companies are world-class. But city streets & air are hazards. Govts seem to not get this.

So, even a fast-gr

If modern India had a every i T

corpomte slogan itwould treats it as storage, the hawker as a shop
loball floor, the as a racetr: and the

Talexalu\g Locally. Ou.r pedesn ian an unwx]lmg participant in an

GDP growth is bench- e.Ci only

marked against China, because enfurcement is weak hut because

digital payments public y.‘Everyone

"ARS" GOENKA | andstartup  doesit’ b moral justification.

ecosystems pitched against Silicon Valley
Boardrooms are filled with slides, OECD tables,
McKinsey quadrants, and World Bank indices,
assembled to demonstrate how viksit we have
become. Weconfidently echoterms: world-class,
five trillion dollars, ten trillion to follow.

Yet, step out of corporate boardrooms
and the same executives walk past broken
pavements and walls stippled with paan
stains without breaking stride. Leaking
gutters are sidestepped. while potholes and
dung heaps are negotiated with practised
ease. Traffic crawls. E red daily,

Corporate India prides itself on governance,
ethies, and professionalism. Yet, senior leaders
are rarely seen modelling public behaviour
outside controlled environments, or worrying
about trash outside their office gates. Internal
excellence has been perfected, but external
compliance neglected

lndla loves camp'ugns Slogans hashlags.

enthusiasm be_fore fading. Cleanliness is uot

glamorous. It requires repetition, consistency,

socxal correction, and challenging everyday
Instead rrassment is avoided,

navigated routinely, all this is dismissed with
ashrug - Yeh India hai, ynhan .\ubdla lta hai.
Asif civicdecay

in our DNA, a pre-installed software glitch
thatno Digital Indiaupdate can fix.

What makes this paradox interesting is
not incapacity, but selective application. India
is clearly capable of order. Airports sparkle.
M i Corpor

—should India have more nuclear power
plants, and should those be fuelled with thorium? -are too complex for
the electorate. Govis can try to inform people about policy pros and
cons, but such five-minute knowledge is no substitute for professional
expertise. Also, referendums mostly happen when govt is afraid
to take a stand. Recall Kerala’s 2016 offer to hold a referendum on
women's entry at Sabarimala. That same year, Britain voted 52%
for and 48% against Brexit —clearly abad move in hindsight.

The bigger problem with referendums is that they skew str ong]y
towards themajority view. So progressiv es—decrimi

and gated iti Rules
areenforced, garbageis segregated. Then one
crosses the gate and instantly no staudards
exist. trafficr

and tolerance preferred over enforcement. 3
No society becomes orderly through =

tolerantsilence.
It is commonly believed that
civic order will automatically
improve as incomes rise.
History suggests otherwise.
Wealth helps, but behaviour
matters more. Some of the
most chaotie, litter-sirewn
spaces in Indian cities
are affluent areas. Civic
d_\sorder cuts across income.

garbage spills freely, and ci

porates.

pa
a defined owner: a company;, a resident welfare
association, a private operator.

The claim that India is destined to live
with disorder does not survive even a cursory
look at evidence. Where there is will, clarity
of owner: :)J_Lp. and cons)s!enl enforcement,

same-sex relationships, for instance —are bound to fail in a popular
vote. In Ireland, a 1983 referendum outlawed abortion, although
only 54% of the public voted. Besides, voters can be swayed through
campaigns, as happened before Brexit. Often, votes are cast not
on the issue but for or against the party in office. Which is why
govts seldom hold referendums unless they are sure of winning.
Referendums no doubt have their uses — for example, letting Goa
decide whether it wanted to be a UT or part of Maharashtra in
1967 -but they should be rare and specific.

Your Money, Not Health

India’s private hospitals are getting away with
billing malpractice. Why do govts not care?

tis fair to assume that in world's fifth largest economy, a private
Ihospital sneakinginanextraproceduretoapatient’s bill-double-

counting a surgery - would draw the wrath of anti-corruption
agencies. But thisisnot so. Asreported in TOI (https://tinyurl.com/
mr2abmuwy). bill-inflating by private hospitals, which handle 80%
of India’s medical services, has become normalised. Between a
non-existent regulatory framework, authorities in cahoots with
private hospitals, and govisfailing to provideaffordable healthcare,
Indians are at the mercy of private hospitals, doctors, and diagnostic
labs. Social status matterslittle, valnerability is the same—from the
richest to middle classes to those whom a single health emergency

can knock back into poverty.
o B " Ihatedbills and hidden profitsarenot

new discoveries. Hospitalsuse medicines
and consumables to pad bills. These are
less ‘visible’ as costs — masks, gloves,
syringes, IV sets, catheters. Unit-wise
low-cost, there’s no way to keep tabs
on how many were consumed. Which
family is going to question tests stacked
up in ICUs? In 2018, TOI reported (https://tinyurl.com/2y8cxbrb)
that nodal pharma pricing authority NPPA's analysis of hospital
bills had revealed private hospitals made profits of as much as
1,737% on consumables. Which govt followed up?

Another 2024 TOI investigation (https.//tinyurl.com/cedcc7hf),
brought to publicattention, private hospitals’ dual pricing ‘system’
—patients payingout-of-pocketarecharged up toalmost a third more
than insurance rates. Clearly, patients are the least empowered in
the Indian health system. Hospitals even refuse to release patients
or bodies of deceased until bills are settled. A for-profit medical
model is simply squeezing money out of patients. Delhi has not
even adopted the Clinical Establishments Act (CEA) 2010. Why?
Even when BIS last year introduced billing standards for hospitals,
it kept these “voluntary”. Why? Multi-aspect regulatory collapse
and an unregulated private sector are not what we pay taxes for.

No Juhi yet for Rameo

Young love still gets a shove
Bachi Karkaria

Now ‘Love means ever having to say Sorry, 'm underage.' The
cutesy ‘Romeo-Juliet’ clause remains as ill-starred as
Shakespeare’s storied lovers. In that play, the kindly nanny
was facilitator; our nanny state is spoiler. Centre has spurned
Supreme Court's advice to ‘exempt genui.ne adolescent
relationships from Posco’s harshest provisions’. In a written
reply to an LS question, the WCD minister smacked down such a dangex ously
romantic notion, primly-grimly warning that ‘any dilutions or would

Cities such as Surat and Navi Mumbai
became cleaner because standards were set,
responsibilities defined, and violations made
uncomfortable. Surat’s transformation came
from firm municipal action after a publie
health crisis, while Navi Mumbai benefitted
from planned design and civic services.

India often compares itself tocitiessuchas
Singapore, Tokyo. Their efficiency, cleanliness,
order are admired, and explanations usually
citebetter governance, stricter laws, superior
systems. All true. But what is asked less often
is, how do the citizens behave?

Thosecities donotclean themselves. They
work because standards are internalised.
People do not litter casually. Shopkeepers do
not eccupy pavements. Drivers respect lanes
not only because cameras are watching, but
because society expectsit.

But in India, the street is a tragicomedy
of competing ownership claims. It belongs to

is about better
mzra, norms and habits —
about what happens when
nooneis watching.

The true benchmark of a
developed society is not per
capita income, It is whether

rowing economy that offers incentives can’t attract talented NRIs back

’Prmmy\m

India has been lugmg its vaunted sons and dxughters
toreturnand gain. Trouble
alune won't pull them back. If India is serious about

ij talent that left decad itmust deliver
Ry t‘urst world living conditions. Third-world living and

first-world taxes are nota winning combo.

ANJANA MENO" Yes, the recent budget dangled some carrots —easier
property sales, simplified stock market access, and amnesty on small
undisclosed assets for returning Indians. Govt also opened a five-year
window exempting overseas income of returnees from Indian taxes.

But thereal elephant in the room is the daily reality overseas Indians
‘will have to grapple with. This is far removed from their tourist visits,
made tolerable by a falling rupee and steady dollars, which make posh
restaurants affordable, handcrafted goods a steal, and chauffeur-driven
SUV taxis the way to travel.

Everyday grind is another matter altogether A vast majority of city
dwellers wake up to air that, by WHO standards, is unfit for breathing.
Traffic snarls trap us fm hours amid mmssam hm]kmg jig vou 're deeply
unluck\' il on

h Iladen truck ti

Many Indians assume and thelefoxe passionately argue that
quality of life is measured in affordable help to dust, sweep, mop,
cook, and drive. Domestic help does ease daily chores but that's
3 not what frames the opportunities and lifestyle choices

that overseas Indiansleft for in the first place.
Here, your child could slip into an uncovered manhole
while walking home from school. A car could crash
because the flyover makes an unexpected 90-degree
turn instead of running straight. An apartment more
expensive than one in central London might face a
view of pile-high garbage outside. Worse, you could
fall into a trench filled with water while driving back at
night and summon help, only to have trained responders

stand idle for two hours - watching you die.

Indians living here have gradually normalised all the
civic failures because they have no choice. But returnees
| won'tfind itafavourable trade-off fornarrow tax holidays
or homeland nostalgia.

India’s super-rich are taking note. Henley Private Wealth

M.|gr1nm]Report.’i)?Aesmmtesamu.ndszOmﬂhmweleﬁ

public spaces work. Can a yin 2024 it for HNI
child walk to schuol on a Themz]ontyareﬂocl\mgmlow taxorn&taxdestmauans
footpath lypersonwalk : suchasSi Dubai, ning into

without fear of falhng” Can a city remain
clean without a VIP visit? Can rules be
followed when enforcement steps away? These
micro-realities shape the quality of life as
much asany macroeconomic statistic.

India can land a spacecraft on the moon
with extraordinary precision. It can build
digital pnblxc infra admired glubal.lv Tt can
produce unicorns and world-class

Singapore’s low-tax, low-crime, high-quality infra has turned a
tiny, swampy, forgettable island into a tech and financial magnet. It has
55 billionaires, with a combined wealth of more than $250bn, and nearly
50 Al Centres of Excellence. OpenAl chose Singapore as its Asia-Pacific
base and 80 of the top 100 (ech firmshavea presence in the island nation,
accordingtothe Board of

There isalesson in this fm GO the brightest and best are drawn to low
taxes, world-class infra, and high quality of life. They seek safe roads, high

Yet, it struggles to land garbage in a bin.
We benchmark against the world but tolerate
conditions we would never accept abroad,
or even inside our gated spaces.

Perhaps the most important gap India
must bridge is not between itself and
developed nations, but between aspiration
and everyday behaviour. Until that gap
closes, benchmarking will remain impressive
on slides, but deeply disappointing on
ourstreets.

civic and the basic that a walk on the t‘uotpa'.h
won'tend inabodybag. When thelir testwill shift,

Lifeis, afterall, a game of isks and reward
If India wantsto buxld for the future n must start in the present atthe
bottom. Notjust i tar es, thesize of our economy,

or in low-cost adventures to the moon, but by spending our tax money on
fixing the air we breathe and the water we drink, the roads we use and
the hespitals we go to. It needs eliminating abject administrative failure
and reinstating accountability. We have to move up the liveability index
and down the taxation ladder to win the talent game.

Until then, the diaspora’s love for the motherland will remain exactly
where it is—making America greatagain.

How To Make Justice Accessible, Affordable & Timely

Recruit more judges, send fewer cases to courts, more for mediation

Institutional reforms in the judiciary
constitute a massive agenda. From  majol
pendency of cases to undertrial

sh= reforms, much can be done tomake  judges per mn population. Developed countries have a
- the wheels of justice move faster. far greater number of judges per mn population - US:
9 Here are five priority areas that the 107 per mn; UK: 51 per mn; Europe average: 65+ per
C RAJ KUMAR higher judiciary may consider to mn. The 2025 India Justice Report observed,

expedite justice delivery.

@ Thenational agenda for justice needs to prioritise
accessibility (adequate number of courts along with
efﬁmem judges), affordability (effective legal aid

initiatives s of

*...ForL4bn people, India has 21,285 judges,
or approximately 15 judges per mn
population. This continues to be

significantly below the 1987 Law
c Y .

led by private sector), timeliness (addressing delays in
Jjustice delivery mechanisms mu.]udmg the reduction

50judges per mn population.™
Thesituationindistrictcourts &

in frequency of adjour

ground-level impact remains marginal.

Focus needs to be directed towards district courts
where a disproportionately large number of cases are
pending-90% of theoverall pendency: Data from National
Judicial Data Grid for all district and subordinate courts

integrit
(independence of judiciary and integrity of judges).

@ Substantive and innovative measures are needed
toaddress the pendency challenge of more than 5crcases
pending in courts across India. Of these, more than
4.5¢r casesare pending in district and subordinate courts.
Despite extraordinary efforts by many organisations,
including National Legal Services Authority, the

the average workload is 2,200
cases per judge. Plus, in the
bad and Madhya Pradesh

judge amounts to a whopping

can wemakeadent in pendency.

in these courts, 9% of cases are more than 10 years old;
17% of cases are 510 years old; 12% are 3-5 years old; 23%
arel-3vearsold; and 39% areless than a year old.

® The judge-to-population ratio in India has beena
jor challenge in addressing the issue of effective
administration of justice. India has approximately 15

constitutes aserious crisis where &

high courts, the caseload per te———ig

15,000. This underscores the need "%
to focus on addressing the issue of
access to justice, especially in district
and subordinate courts. Only by doubling
Jjudicial manpower over the next three years

® The matter of a fragile rule-of-law ecosystem
is directly related to the large undertrial population
in our prisons. In faet, more than 74% of India’s
prison population are undertrials - the highest in
the democratic world. Many have spent much longer

time injailawaiting trial than the maximum sentence
for the alleged offence.

Nearly 50% of the undertrial prisoners are within
the age group of 18 to 30. Most are illiterate, poor and
marginalised. The blueprint for affordable and timely

justice requires significant expansion of legal

aid measures, strengthening Lok Adalats
and considering the establishment of
I an Office of Public Defenders similar
to US which can address the issue
of undertrial prisoners.

® There must be a strong com-
mitment todeveloping mediationas
asubstantive framework for dispute
resolution. The judiciary must
consider launching a National
Mission for Justice through
Mediation. The higher judiciary
can focus on promoting the idea of
mandatory pre-litigation mediation
for commercial disputes, increasing
theautonomy of institutional arbitration
centres, and developing a culture of

mediation inall civil disputes.
Implementing judicial reforms is certainly
a long-pending agenda. Millions in this country are
mired in litigation that stretches over years and
decades. Timely justice notonly lifts this social burden
but also strengthens faith in judiciary. That in turn

iscrucial for the goal of Viksit Bharat.
Thewriter isvice-chancellor; OP Jindal Global University

Calvin & Hohbes

Sacredspa(e

THERES NG POINT IN SAVING
YOUR LUNCH BAGS (F Yoy
CANT KEEP WEM CLEANER

The purpose of
creation, islila.
The concept oflila
[ escapesall the
traditional difficulties
muwun gpurpose
tocreator. [xlu isa purpose-less pur-
pose, anatural outflow. aspontaneous
self-manifestation of the Divine. The
ept of lila emphasises therole of
delight in creation.

Sri Aurobindo

THATS WHAT

\mdenmne child safety, increase the risk of explonanon and weaken India’s
tothe protection of children. girls’. Really?!

Looks likeit's not our Justices, but govt that's blind. Yow'd think it would be

the other way round. That not judges cloistered in ivory courts, but politicians

supposedly with their eyes to the ground would see the abundance of teens

m genuinely romancing - or trying to without policing and perverts.

Yet it was SC that accepted reality, offered TLC to young lovers and
) didn’t get its knickers in a twist over rising testosterone. Unlike
o sarkar’sstiff stand.
Ofﬁclal and plenty unofficial - opinion pronounces that
may gush over US tariff deals and EU FTAs, but 59\ is

Nartak Atma: The Stage Of Inner Dance

Gurudev Sri Sri Ravi Shankar

atradition to offer something to
the teacher every day. So, whatever
sweets were prepared at home, we would

Back ‘when we were in schoal, it was

errat ca dxffelent from soybean. That all this r
———————— degenerate Western notion. And has rightly been stamped
down in the week leading to that similar anti-national abomination, V-D;

To WCD mantri Annpurna Devi, girl child and adolescent girls are same~
same, and must b So, forget your experience-
sexperience, and endorse the ‘settled position that individuals below the age of
18 years are not deemed capable of prnvx.dmg informed consent’ or making
decisions, whose ‘long-term consequences’ they ' mavnotﬁ]l]ycompmhend'

with her: Shelived alone, so
she wouldn't beable to eat much of it. So,
she would storeeverything freshina

box and distribute the previously stocked intheair That threadisa

stalesweetsamong children, and the sutra. Likewise, for ourlife

sweets would start tu smell tosoar higher and expand
Children: it, into vast: f infinity,

and ideas thatemerge today. We mix them
with old, stale impressions from yesterday.
hurt from yearsago, expectations. slnred
sincelifetimes. This is wher

Shiv Sutras offer deep wisdom to free
themind. Tofly akite and guide it
from the ground, we need a thin
thread. While this thread stays
ontheground, thekitesoars

Havv: younoticed how a dancer: expresses
? it

Likewise, the Self e‘(presses Itself as

skillandart, If and 1

goes; loverises
andfearappeal sand

with aplav Anger

h di

If youobserve, youwill

the teacher gave us ‘antique’ sweets. The

The sub-jaanta-hai text of this smug conclusion is that unlike

weets rhouse, but

Six- year- ~old bm)as your near- adult beti is a babe in the woods who, knowing
t-talking/offering
wolf in uncle-ji nlothmg And - chhee chhee - can’t engage intimately with a
bona fide boyfriend. Who could as well be your not-yet-18 alpha beta.
e

Alec Smart said: “Now Showing ‘The Gun(ning)s of Naravane’.”

‘when they circled back tous, they carried an
extra odour. We stuffed them in our pockets
and later quietly threw them away.

This isexactly what we do withour
emotions. We carry around old feelings
and do not pay attention to new feelings

play usesa variety of
the navaras, nine flavours of emcucn

weneedasutrathatactsas THE SPEAKING TREE downandreturnto norma]"
alinkbetweenhumanity ——
and Divinity.

One of the sutras is ‘Nartak atma’.
‘The Self is the dancer or actor: What does
that mean? One who dancesoractsina

does not replay yesterday'sexpression
intotoday’s performance.

youlaughagain? A d
requiremuch time. In an instant, he
changes his feelings and expressions.
‘Nartak atma’ - the Self isjustlikea

t the d: see that noemotion, desire, or worry
lasts forever. Withalittleawakening,
dispassion naturally dawns in you.
‘When we understand this, our expec-
tations fromeven time drop away. We do
notsit waiting for time to heal all hurt. We
simply wake upand seelifeasaplay and
everythingdissolves instantly. Thisis
called going beyond time - kalatata. That
iswhy Shivis called mahakal-grand
Howmuch ti time, f the Self. Thi:
can by tlessly on certain
daysof the year, suchasthe mght of Maha
Shivratri. During this time, you feela
deeper connection toexistence.

participates. Ye

‘A gooddancer can give good
?, expressions. Hemn swnch

“ moment. Similarly, in yourlife,
when you getangry, how long
doesit takefor youtocool

doesnot

dancer: A
yesterday’s expressions today.

does not replay Asthe giver of experienceof the

Self, Shiv Sutrasaretimeless.
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH
INVOLVES USALL

No-trustis no answer,
onus on Speaker

OPPOSITION MPs giving notice forano-con-

fidence motion against Speaker Om Birla on

‘Tuesday. the question is: Is this an answer? In a

climate of polarisation, amid repeated adjourn-

ments ofthellouse the Opposition hasaset of grievancesthat
i I eaderoflhe(‘ Rahul Gandhi was not

US deal raises questions. PM must take
aleaf out of Manmohan Singh’s book

RADE DIPLOMACY is a game
'of chess. The real world of trade
negotiationsrarely conformsto
David Ricardo’s theory of com-
parative advantage where the
French sell their wine to England and the
British sell thexrclolh toFrance. Trade ne-

ofenergy security, the core of the US-India
civil nuclear Prime Mil

ister Singh told Parllamem “That India’s
quest for energy security is an essential
component of our vision for our develop-
ment was asignificant theme of mytalks. I
elaborated theimperative need for Indiato

power and security. The Nobel Prize-win-

ning Thomas ing fa-

mously told the United States Congress a
half-century ago, “trade policy is national
security policy”.

Itis, therefore, entirely understandable
that President Donald Trump chose to

allowed the motion of thank the
President’s address, the rulebook was waved to silence him
when he tried to read out from the unpublished memoirs of a
former Army chief. Nor was this an mulated instance — even
earlier, rules debate, rather
than encourage it. This was followed by the Speaker suspend-
ingeight Opposition MPs for the rest of the session, even as he
let BJP MPs get away with similar conduct. And then, Speaker
Birlasaid he had advised the Prime Minister against attending
theLokSabhabecause of “credible information” that Congress
MPs would createan “unprecedented incident” after reaching
the PM’sseat —this, even by the srandards ofthe current politi-

I t lity. So ye *sconduct
has invited criticism. But no, a no- conﬁdence motionisnota
prudent responsetoit.

heno- isaninstru-

tariffs in his quest to reassert

American power. US allies in Europe and

Asiaquickly capitulated, but China, Brazil

and India had held out. It would seem from

the manner in which India has agleed to
endth

In matters pertaining to national se-
curity, a government should not only be
doing the right thing, but should also be
seen to be doing the right thing. Mere as-

as Chanakyan cleverness.

Ratherthan celebrate the trade deal as
a great achievement, the Modi govern-
ment ought to have stated honestly that
this was the best it could dounder the cir-
cumstances to safeguard livelihoods in
export-oriented sectors. Indiawalked out

Trump has deliberately interpreted the
trade deal as Indian capitulation by ex-
plicitly linking it to ending Indian pur-
chase of Russian oil.

That the government has been able to
orchestrate support from courtiers in the
think-tank and diplomatic community is
understandable. Mea culpa.1too have had
toconduct that orchestration in my time in
government. However, never during the
negotiation of the civil nuclear deal did

assertingnational  have ed access to all sources of SANJAYA of the Regional Comprehensive Econ-
energy, including nuclear energy, if we are BARU omic Partnership (RCEP) using the lan-
intainand rateof econ- guage of national interest when, in fact, it
omic growth. Iam pleased to state that the was defending livelihoods in sectors that
‘Usunderstood our positionin regard toour were illing to expose themselves to
securing adequate and affordable energy global competition.
supplies, from all sources.” ‘The same motivation shaped the trade
For three years, Parliament was deal with Trump. It is a different matter
allowed to discuss in minute detail all as- that the Modi government did not think
pects of the nuclear deal. Despite that, op- about the livelihood of Punjab’s farmers,
position political parties, including the smalland mediumenterprises and traders
Bharatiya Janata Party, voted against the when it closed the gates on trade with Pak-
deal. Many even in the Congress party istan. Butthen, the merchantsof Suratand
it 1 ulated.  were unhappy with thedeal. It was Singh's the shrimp farmers of the Coromandel
transparency that earned him the trust of Coast seem to have more clout.
the Indian electorate and secured hima The India-US trade deal may be the
second term in office in 2009. best under the circumstances,
Itis most unfortunate that the but it is not a favour done to
Modi government has fudged the The deal may be the best India. It is a price India has

sertion and ham-handed messaging can-
not substitute for clear statements of in-
tent and purpose. Since Parliament is in
session, Prime Minister Narendra Modi
ought to have made a statement in the
Lok Sabha rather than allow a Tweedle-

ment sparingly used —only thrice so far in post
parliamentary history, and it did not succeed inunseating the
Speaker even once. No- ently
moved inthe Rajya Sabh: Deputy Chairman Harivansh
and Chairman Jagdeep Dhankhar, but both notices were re-
jected. Of course, the numbersgame l’avours lbe ruling party
Butano- mot the isnot
an itsignalsa leaves noroom
for manoeuvre for both sides. In the current situation, the Op-
position faces a government nearly two years intoits third term,
more than three years remaining. Having ratcheted up the
pitch, it needs toask where it can go from here.
Hasitdone its own work in the House, hasit used its space in
Parliament effectively and wisely, coordinating with allies and
ingaunited front? If it findsits ifitfindsthat
ated i
scrutiny, it iaway out politically. Walk-
ing out or name-calling is no substitute for strategy. As for the
Speaker, the onus is on him — and his office — to earn the confi-
dence of those inthe Opposition benches, motion or no motion.

lessand

dum-Tv buck-passing perform-
ance by the ministers of commerce and
external affairs. On matters of interna-
tional relations, economic or political, the
buck stops with the PM.

ing from hisvisitto
DC m Ji uly ZOOa ane Mml:ter Manmo-

nf-

fering; ofhi
with President George Bush. On the matter

issue on the final agreement with
the US, with Trump making
claimsaboutaRussian oil condi-
tionality that India has neither
rejected nor accepted. It was left
to the foreign secretary, Vikram
Misri, to make a typically diplo-
matic statement that can be
interpreted in various ways.
Some have claimed that this
was Indian tact and cleverness
inthe face of Trump’s cowboy
bravado. Unfortunately, it has
come across as Indian duplicity
and sophistry ing

under the circumstances, but
itisnot a favour to India. Itisa
price India has agreed to pay
tokeep the US oniits side. That
is how the world will view it.
This is not the first time that
India has had to bend under
pressure from Big Powers. But
this is the first time such
bending is being portrayed as
agreatachievement

agreed to pay to keep the US on
its side. That is how the world
will view the deal. This is not the
first time that India has had to
bend under pressure from Big
Powers. But this is the first time
such bending is being portrayed
asagreat achievement.

What Trump has delivered to
India s a reality check. After hu-
miliating Indian political leader-
ship with jokes and jibes and
what seemed like veiled threats
— “I don't want to end his
(Modi's) political career” —

American ip mock Indian leader-
ship. Even when India temporarily turned
offthe taps on Iranian oil imports to please
the American Jewish lobby, it was done vol-
untarily and was a temporary gesture
aimed at securing a permanent benefit -
the recognition of India as a nuclear
weapons state.

Today there is no clarity on the longev-
ity of the trade deal. Other countries, too,
have been held onashortleash with uncer-
tainty about the near future. Will Indian
support to the US on various fronts and
various causes be tested on a daily basis? If
thereisawarintheGulf followinganattack
on Iran and if that disrupts oil supply to
India from the Gulf, would India still be
punished for accessing Russian oil?

‘There are still far too many questions
about the deal and the govemrnent has
ur alledita® for
an Interim Agreement™. It is best that the
Prime Minister comes clean and offers his
understanding of where Indiastands on its
external economic policies vis-a-visthe US
and BRICS countries rather than fudge is-
sues and pretend to be Chanakyan.

Baruisawriter and former editar,
The Financial Express

Scorecards forget civil service
isn'tonly for disposing files

When yourinner clock and

outertimetab

le meet

.
Ep gtell‘l fil e g f() rce 'd HE INDIAN Express reported Second, there is an implied assumption CONFESSION to begin. I have been both the sanc-
e = ‘'on February 9 that the Cabinet  that policy design may have moved else- timonious lark who quoted “early to bed and early
k 2 f S ¢ . = Secretariat has begun using  where.Ifthinkingand directionemanate not torise” and the defiant owl who bragged that real
l'eC Omng Or t(lrlller o ,/I performance scorecards for fromthe constitutionally and statutorily es- thinkingonly beginsafter midnight. Both versions
ax B Uni ies. Thi: ks i aCit - believed they were virtuous, Both were wrong.
SONG from the Labour Party’s 1997 general election ‘ | / j-" major change in the evaluation processfor ~ — external advisory structures, political India loves binaries — science versus arts, vegetarian versus
campaignin the UK, which would see Tony Blair storm - < senior civil servants at the Centre. The  units, think tanks — senior civil servants - non- vegetam.n mommg person versus “lazy owl”. We tum a
topower with 418 seats out of 659, isstill widely remem- SHAILAJA covers adozen and  quickly learn that their safest role is to step GEORGE neutral bi hebody’s pre-
bered: Tungs canonlyget better”. It captured a mood CHANDRA i i indi file back foni; fi i JoHN ferred sleep-wake pattern — into a moral referendum. In truth,
of optimi i {al-ridden, 18-vear- disposal rates, reduction of ex- Th which what matters is not when you work, but whether vour work, re-
old Conser Oneof the of the New penditure control, and output delivery.  thecivilserviceswere created could regress. lationships and health arealigned with the clock inside: yuurbody
Labour project was Peter Mandelson who came with his own Negative marks penalise lapses, while the  The outcomes will weaken Lhe fcundauon Asareti chiatrist ha
would inet twicein cabinet secretary keeps a small discretion- Unlessthatisi itizen who has childrenyawn
the next fouryears. Fourteen yearsafter New Labour’s fall — after ary part while awarding marks. Third, a system that rewards speed over bly, I have learnt what our public debate resists: Your circadian
Brexit, a series of prime ministers fell like dominoes, there was ‘What is striking is not what these score-  scrutiny and compliance overcounsel isun- rhythmis atemperament oftime, nota badge of character
economic stagnation, public services in crisis, and the return of cards measure, but what they omit. Atpres-  likelyto let inconvenient truths surface be- Lookaround. Ourcil f Mum-
“Torysleaze” — KeirStarmer led Labour back to powerona prom- ent, about 100 secretaries serve inthe Gov-  fore things go awry. A competenl bureau- bai's dabbawalas move like clockwork in the late morning. Call-
ise of national renewal. In February 2025, Stzumez appointed ernmentofIndia, wi . cracyisexy apreve to centreworkersi i m Cusie
tothe US, that Tk -IAS' theIn-  see that flawed proposals are changed, de- will never know their “good evening” is bemg spoken at 3am.
he was close to the late child sex trafficker Jeffrey Epstein. Asa dian Foreign Service, other central services,  ferred, or quietly abandoned. This obviates igil while the rest of us sleep. Society need:
fuller picture of Mandelson’s association with Epstein began to engineers, scientists, economists —are, like  the need for subsequent public withdrawal. kmds ofbodiesto. stay avnkeat dltferent times.
emerge, he was dismissed in September 2025. And now, further IAS :ecrelanes, mvolved in pohcy formula-  When policies are centrally announced, or
ing that shared sensitive g tion ffe tomin- shaped top down they]eave noscope to INGOOD Schnolsﬂ\atms:sl everyteenagermus[sparldeatﬂamare fight-
ernmenti with Epstei gov- isters. N “sabil- biology, notbui reward
ermnmentof d led to calls for hi: ity toanticipate consequences byensuring  tion as dispensable sacnf ices one of [he »: being seen at a desk at nine, regardlss ofproducnvx[v confuse
isi i possil fis- alt “facetime” with th lm riser
inBritish abourrosetotoppletheLib- callysustainable,. andpohucallyv:able None Founh,devalmngmesecretarydevalues forget thatthislateriser may have sat up wit i
erals 100 years ago. Now, the system’s other pole, the Conser- ofth th ire edifice of governance. By making —_— There is a spiritual argument, too. We are stewards, not
vatives, face the prospect of being eclipsed by Reform UK. manent  the top eche]on of the bureaucracy irrel- owners, ofthesmall of isourbody. Good stew-
Starmer’s own efforts to appease the right on issues like immi- civilserviceina ysystem. evant, it di UPSC'srole in recruit- ardship includes listening to the rhythms written into our flesh.
gration have only succeeded in alienating the leﬁ already mar- TheAll-IndiaServices—thelAS,IPS,and  mentand the invest intraining Prudence asks: “Am I living in a way that respects my honest
gnahsed byfactxonal arfar ithin Labour. in- o IFoS (forests) — were not conceived asde-  senior officers to provide elevated and con- clock?” Compassion addsasecond quesuon “Does: my commu-
election, thelatestYouGov Policiesthat  jivery mechanisms, Under Article 312, Par-  tinuoussupporttogovernments. nity forbodl " Those
data shows Labour po]]mgat just 18 per cent, compared to Re- have endured liament and the law created these services None of this is to suggest that out- together, Indi
form’s 27 per cent; 48 per cent of British adults want the PM to fordecades not to maximise file-processing eﬂmency. comes do not matter, or that senior of- What would a chronotype-friendly India look like? Schools
stand down — less than two years after he won 400-plus seats. have survived h l erstothink ili ith- matstanshg)mylaterforadolescems oratleast offersome flexi-
Thesilverliningisthat it showsacountry where accountabil- ) and 1C -'M- out question, senior officers must be held bllxty byoutput. Fm it i
itystill appearstoexist, where powerful men — from Mandelson because eralpolity. T! i ys  ac but thatisthe K
tothe former prince, Andrew — face consequences foroneofthe administrators  answerability forgivi policyad-  ofinstitutional watchdogs like the C&AG, ‘manage mornings are not locked out of justice or care. A public-
world’s most shocking scandals. There is no sign of a similar ad apted them  viceandcritically advising on the progress ~ CVC, Public Accounts Committee, and the health message that drops the moral tone: Not “wake at five or
reckoning in the US, for instance. While the promised renewal overti and impact of projects and If i C i A nation that fail”, but “sleep enough and align your effort with your peaks”.
seemsadistant prospect, Labourstill has that huge majority and Vel'. me, incipal ibili T _“a 1. A The payoffwould belarge. B more,
much that might be achieved, if only it can find a better politics. drawingon confined (orapxd and cumplnn( implemen-  prescribing Key | Peﬁarmance Indicators pridesitselfon i ey Partnerswh
experienceand  tation,itcanh (KPIs) d, output, and ef- being truly respecteachother llessand Anation
> . First, simplistic marking systemserode ~ ficiency but only to promote business < that pridesi discover that wisdom
Not l‘ead] 1‘1 g el‘r] a]] S’) 3 promp_t institutional memory. Whenevery initiative ~ growth. The Union secretary instead hasa gyvakc I'mﬁhl isnotaboutwhen eyes, but h i
i mtcrv?“‘““" istreated asadlscmte pm}eclmmerthan part  duty not merely to accelerate decisions and !SCOVE[: that Sowhichlifewins: Theowl'sorthe: Iaﬂc‘ﬁ’"l'hewmngquesuon
G A ) 2 A 1 Thatisthe ofa istrative ¢ insti-  their buttoi wisdomisnot  Thereal victory is when your inner clock and outer timetable
OVCl'l'll'n(.Ht lSﬂ t Elml.lSC( bureaucratic tutional memory bec: le. Pol- not fail forwantof speed, but aboutwhenwe  meet. May youdiscover your honest clock. May your loved ones
i icies that! for ‘when ji and dissent are treated as honourit. And may India — restless, ambitious India— learnto
[HERE ARE, in every workplace, two kinds of people. keipel mnany . vived ini obstacles, not duties. t()’ peln our ?.yef'_ ‘make enough room in time that larks, owls and the vast, drowsy
efirst category consists of those who, either asafunc- parliamentary  oyep time, drawing on experience and uthowwisely  igdie canall playintune.
tion of dedication or neurotic tendencies, check every system prompt intervention. That is the bureau-  The writeris former chief secretary, Delhi, and weuse them
email, answer every text and respond with an almost cratickernel in any parliamentary system. former secretary, Ministry of Health The writer is a retired psychiatrist
annoying alacrity on the office WhatsApp group. These front-
benchers are, unsurprisingly, the blue-eyed boys and girls of
upper management. More often than not, though, they are
relative outliers. The majority of the bell curve h ofun-
read emails, will ottenhavetoben_nundedmcheck theirmess- Ka KaCM . B Ibandhviol
agesandwill, muchtott be, treatthe rnatal resigns engal bandh violence Khalsa from the Akal Takht to Takht Kes-
jobas that i Ttisthis ategory 40 YEARS AGO 9 9 garh Sahib at Anandpur Sahib. The deci-
thati aheadache forthe D nment. February 12,1986 RAMAKRISHNA HEGDE, heading Karna- ATLEAST13 people were injured in police sion to shift the venue was taken at a se-

Overthelast three months, the Delhi government's IT depart-
ment has been trying to nudge bureaucrats — including at the

secretarylevel— d their official emails. It: despite
the: d notices, offici regularlylog
in. Thisisamajor problem, nnr least fficial instruction:
and noti ial address. (Thi i

of whether the notice to check the official email was sent on the
official email.) Their official email is also linked to the portals of
several government portals and services. If it is not checked for
three months, the officers lose access to all that it provides.
‘There is no easy answer to the problem that plagues the gov-
ernment of Delhi. Bureaucrats, like so many people today, are
inundated — on social media, personal WhatsApp groups, etc.
But then, in every workplace, there is a price to be paid for not
being up to speed — a nagging boss, an annoying HR missive.
With every unread mail, the offending officer must ask herself:
Isavoiding a bit of boredom worth the hassle, really?

g] |ND|£K|"£XPRE&@

taka's Janata government, has resigned in
view of the state High Court'sjudgmentin
thearrack bottling case delivered on Janu-
ary 31. The CM conveyed his decisionto the

o Hegde submits ndgmlb;l
e ERa

Janata Party . Chandra Shekhar, in
aletter sent through a courier. He followed
it up with a resignation letter to the Gov-
ernor, Ashoknath Banerii. The Governor is
away in Dharwad. Hegde may cancel his
proposed trip to New Delhi and meet himas
soonas he returns. The Chief Minister, re-
portedly upset about the New Delhi “leak™
of his letter to Chandra Shekhar, which was
flashed by news agencies, dashed off his
resignation letter to the Governorat 6 pm.

epaper.indianexpres&mm.- -

firing and 400 rounded up by the pcllce

cret meeting of the five Sikh high priests

during the 24-hour i and12-
hour “Bangla bandh” called by the Left
Front to protest against the rise in prices.
The Congress (1), which opposed the
bandh, claimed that the figure of those in-
jured was higher.

Sarbat Khalsa venue shifted

THE SHIROMANI Gurdwara Parbandhak
Committee (SGPC) and the Akali Dal vir-
tually conceded the militants’ capture of
the Golden Temple complex and shifted
the venue of their February 16 Sarbat

New Delhi

at ipur Sahib, and it was attended
also by the Chief Minister and Akali Dal
president, Surjit Singh Barnala, the Fi-
nance Minister, Balwant Singh, and the
SGPC president, G S Tohra.

DUteachers’strike

THE DELHI University Teachers' Association
(DUTA), at a well-attended general body
meeting, resolved to continue the strike
that began on December 10. Only four

i e nuation of

the strike.
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Monday’s sentencing of Jimmy Lai...
confirms that Hong Kong is now firmly
under the iron boot of Beijing.

— The Wall Street Journal
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Why lintroduced a Bill for apermanent
framework for state reorganisation

THAROORTHINK
BY SHASHI THAROOR

NDIAIS not merely acountry;itisan

embodiment of civilisational diver-

sity, a subcontinent defined by a

breathtaking mosaic of cultures, lan-

guages, and topographies. Our Con-
stitution vests the unity and strength of the
nation in the promotion of individual in-
terest, but promoting that interest in a
country of 14 billion people living across
states of vastly unequal size and complex-
ity has become the central challenge of
modern Indian governance.

Itwasin recognition of this systemicchal-
lenge that Iintroduced a Private Member’s
Blllmd]elas[sewonoﬂ’aﬂmmem seeking

{ear, objective,

framework for the reorganisation of our
states. My logic is simple: The time for ad-
hoc, reactive decisions, like the messy cre-
ationof Telangana, has passed. We must now
engage in a pre-planned, consistent study
that replaces ad-hoc and responsive popu-
lism with administrative prudence.

‘The first and most pivotal wave of state
creation was born out of crisis and vision.

the creation of new states has shifted en-
tirely, from cultural integration to devel-
opmental and administrative urgency.
The creation of Uttarakhand, Chhattis-
garh, and Jharkhand in the year 2000, and
the painful bifurcation of Andhra Pradesh in
2014, were driven not by language (since
each state actually had common
language with the' larger entity it was separ-
ated from), but by socio-political impera-
tives. These included the need to develop

Partition,
the task of nation- bmldmg required astrat-
egy to reduce regional tensions. Under the
guidance of Pandn Jawaharlal Nehru, the

regions, address regional dispar-
ities, and respond to intense public senti-
ment rooted in feelings of neglect. These
events confirm that the challenges of scale

States ion Cc (SRC)
was constituted in 1953, with a mandate for
an“objectiveand dispassionate” study tose-
curethe welfare ofthe people. Thisled tothe

t
language (ironically, the first demand was

to unify all Telugu speakers), a necessary
measure that provided cultural cohesion
and stability to the nascent republic.

The linguistic principle served its pur-
pose admirably, by translating diverse
identities into manageable political units
and ensuring that education and admin-
istration could be conducted in the
mother tongue. However, the linguistic
map of the 1950s was merely the founda-
tion, not the final administrative struc-
ture. Halfa century later, the rationale for

LETTERS
To THE EDITOR

Economic policy

THEUS-CHINA trade war, sanc-
tions on Russia after the Ukraine
invasion, and critical minerals ex-
portcontrolsshow how trade and

aud mance have t

The core of our contemporary govern-
ance crisis lies in the sheer scale of our lar-
geststates. In Indiatoday, several states are
hometo populations of SO million or more:

ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR
tratively unwieldy. The distance between
the capital and the lowest-level citizen be-
comes vast, both geographically and

through knee-jerk reactions driven by
political expediency or last-minute com-
promise, State reorganisation isamatter of
profound national consequence, impact-
ingbudgets, infrastructure, and federal re-
lations for generations. It must be gmded
byarational

ent national policy.

In saying this, I am not endorsing any
specific demands. My Bill proposes to in-
stitutionalise a process for considering
them, by establishing a permanent mech-
anism for reorganisation that moves
beyond Je criterion of
encompassesa holistic, evidence-based ap-
proach. Any future study must take into ac-
countaclaim’s economic and financial vi-
ability; a new state must have a credible
pathway toself-sufficiency. We must avoid
creating entities that are permanently de-
pendentoncentral grants, thereby distort-
ingthe national financial balance. Admin-
istrative efficacy must be another vital
consideration. The purpose of division isto
create a structure where the machinery of
the state can function optimally, ensuring
more efficient delivery of justice and ser-
vices than at present. National unity re-
mains Reorganisation must

might interact directly with the state’s chief
secretary or minister; acollectorinamega-
state might find her voice lost in layers of
bureaucracy. This unwieldiness leads toa

not fracture the federal fabric. It should be

atool to harmonise regional aspirations

with national goals, not vitiate the latter.
By mandating a pre-planned, consist-

ent on these di factors,

tragic but Govern-
ancebenefits donot always descend tothe
lowest levels. Policies crafted in the state
capital, howeverwel] intentioned, often

we ensure that the decision-making pro-
cess is informed, objective, and sustain-
able. This shift from a reactive mode toa

ive, policy-driven histhees-

fail to the Develop—
ment
gaps, public services like health and edu-
cation remain inadequate, and law and
order become difficult to maintain across
vast, disparate territories. The cry forasep-
arate, smaller state is fundamentally a cry
for better, more responsive governance —
adesire to bring the seat of power closer to

fromi

UPisover240 million, Maharash- the people.
traand Bihareach around 130 mil- The hard truthis that such Atonetime, the UP Assembly
lion. To put this in perspective, large states are often discussed dividing the state into

these administrative units are

four. Long-standing complaints

larger than most sovereign coun-
tries in Europe, While size might
once have been viewed as a sym-
bal of power, in the 21st-century

administratively unwieldy. The
distance between the capital
and the lowest-level citizen
becomes vast, both

about the alleged neglect of re-
gions like Vidarbha or “Gorkha-
land” persist. Deeply held cultural
identities and the genuine, wide-

administrative context, it has be-
come adebilitating burden.

The hard truth is that such
large states are often adminis-

NARGIS GAUR

THE STORY of the Bahd'is in Iran begins
with courage — and loss. E‘mm the earliest

areused

id-19tH

weapons (‘In the new world order,
economic policy is also foreign
policy’, IE, February 11). India’s
dependence on imports for critical

daysof

century, its followers were asked to pay a
heavy price forbelieving inunity, justice, and
theoneness of humanity. Ordinary menand
women were the martyrs of the early heroic

sectors

energy
ities. Therefore, India’s push for
supply-chain diversification,
FTAs, and domestic manufactur-
ingis strategic. Economic
decisions today shape diplomatic
leverage tomorrow. Ignoring this
reality would leave India
economically exposed and geo-
graphically constrained inanin-
creasingly coercive global system.
— SoniaRawat. Jammu

age,

brutality leftani Iran’scol-
lective conscience. That legacy of sacrifice
has never faded. Across generations, when-
ever fearorupheaval hasshaken the country,
the Baha4'is have found themselves pushed
into the role of the “Other”. Even in death,
dignity has often been denied. Bahd'i cem-
eteries in Iran have been bulldozed, burial

grounc

threa
Aﬂerthe 1979 Islamic Revolution, perse-

cution i andb

Executions, imprisonments, and property

H H confiscations spread fear through the com-
Jlmmy Lal munity. Baham]sumuouswexedlsmmﬂzd
THE DEMOCRACY ad 5: \CC ied. Gen-
arrestand trial have raised con- i belief

cerns about the decline of press
freedomin what was once an
Asian bastion of freedom (Jimmy
Lai’s sentence, China’schilling
message’, IE, February 11). The
People’s Republic of China has
violated the rights of the people
with respect to Hong Kong’s self-
rule, China’s move how

alone disqualified them from op-
portunity. What had once been
sporadic violence hardened into

geographically and

spread will of the people must be
respected, along with adminis-

bureaucratically trativelogic. But we cannotafford
! e

Across generations, whenever

aence of| good governance.

The reorganisation of states is not
merelyabout drawing new lines ona map;
it is about re-engineering the vehicle of
democracy to make it faster, more respon-
sive, and more effective. By adopting a
modern, scalable, and multi-factor frame-
waork for state reorganisation, we will finally
fulfil the founding promise of our republic,
acommitment to the ultimate welfare of
the people of each constituent unit, and of
the nation as a whole. This is the mandate
of my Bill — a vision for a stronger, more
equitably-governed India.

The writer is Member of Parliament for
Thiruvananthapuram, Lok Sabha and the
author of India: From Mldnlghl(u the

The Battl doth

books on Indian nationhood

Baha'is are the scapegoat

in [ran, again

tion classes to children. Offered freedom if
she recanted her faith, she refused. Her
'youth, her composure, and her final letters
turned her into a powerful symbol — not
only for Bah&’is, but for many Iranians who
saw in her story a stark illustration of injus-
tice carried outin the: name ofideology.
Asth fc persecu-
tion sm&ecL Mz\ss executions gave way to
quieter,
servers documented what Iranian auLhor-
itiest asa

hd'is on Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcast-

Inan Alworld,
Global South
must assume

leadership

S KRISHNAN

NDIA'S POSITION as a rising power in the sphere of

technology and Al is becoming clearer by the day. We.

are nolonger seen only asa hub for IT services or talent.

‘We are now being recognised as a nation capable of

building, deploying and governing Al at ascale very few
countries can match. This change has been led by a combi-
nation of targeted policy interventions, the introduction of
large digital public platforms and the cultivation of a work-
force that is technically capable.

Our early focus on society-wide technological integration
hasbeenkey tothis transition. Over the past decade, India cre-
ated a strong foundation through its digital public infrastruc-
ture, which includes Aadhaar, UPI, DigiLocker and many
others. Tt level of d:
isation and interoperability that makes it possible to apply Al
in meaningful ways across large populations. It has systems
that can support Al-led innovation in governance, public ser-
vices and commercial applications.

A major policy push came with the IndiaAl Mission
launched in 2024. The Mission aimed to strengthen the entire
Alec investingi ing power, building high-
quality datasets, research labs, empowering startups, and de-
signing targeted skilling programmes. A national Al compute
platform with more than 38,000 GPUs has been set up to sup-
port domestic research and model development. More than
22,000 GPUs have been allocated toatotal of 291 end users, in-
cluding state and central government departments, re-

tudents, and MSMEs. This is
cess to compute has become one of the biggest barriers for
countries in Africa, Southeast Asia, and Latin America that
‘want to build Alsystems. By ing this barrier,
the Mission is helping Indian researchers and start-ups com-
pete with global players on more equal terms.

India’sta ¥

trongestad-
vantage. The country ranked second in termsof talentin there-
cent Global Al Vibrancy Rankings published by Stanford Uni-
versity. Ithasoneof the world’s
largest pools of engineers,
coders and data scientists.
Thisscale hasbeen crucial be-
cause Al adoption requires a
broad base of people who can
integrate Al tools into health-
care systems, supply chains,
government processesandin-
dustrial operations. India’s
workforce gives the country a
long-term structural strength
that many advanced econ-
oomies cannot replicate.
India’s journey stands out
because it applies Al to pub-
lic-sector problems at popula-
tion scale. It also stands out for the rapid growth of its Al start-
up ecosystem. Companies working in HealthTech, AgriTech,
FinTech, logistics and educzmon are building solutions de-
signed for Indi: ility, scale and lin-
guistic: dxvetsxtymatter. Severaundlanﬁrmsare now develop-

ILLUSTRATION: MITHUN CHAKRABORTY

ing! ic model Altutors

mg Human rights groups have

d how such ions are

extracted under pressure.
Inbrief seneva, the Baha'i
International Community warned that this

ion fitsa troubling historical pattern.

‘When public anger and grief are high, Ba-
hd'is are repeatedly singled out as conveni-
entscapegoats — falsely accused and pub-
licly vilified to divert attention from deeper
failures. Yet through nearly twocenmnes of

and governance platforms that can ha.ndle millions of users.
These solutions show that Al is not only a high-end technical
solution butalso atool forimproving public
and areattracting interest from Asia, Africaand West
Asia, where countries face sumlar clmuenges

Theway forward i ina
manner, where innovation is encoura,ed while avoiding mis-
use. Since Al brings both opportunities and risks, global regu-
latory frameworks must evolve to support innovation while
also addressing concerns over misuse, bias, and safety. India

atthe “quietelimination” of the Baha'i com- the respo fth aims toachieve trust without restricting p: B

munity. Arrests without cause, long prison  in Iran has smkmgly Aclndm trengthensit dnmpmr Al itwill have
i I denial Tt 11 for revenge, noresort greateri; global AL safety

ofeducation, and re-  tovi Instead, insis norms and ethical will matterina

placed publicviolence. State mediarecycled
false narratives that painted Bahd'is as trai-
tors, spies, or moral threats — claims re-
peatedso

ence on dignity, service, and hope. Even
when denied education, Bahd'is have cre-
ated informal learning spaces. Even when

Today as Iran gxapples with deep

hasretumecL Inmcen[days Iran's Channel

. Thisi
world gical power is becomir
traditional economic or: milimry wer.

While India’s j journey isstill underway, the direction is clear

like fact. excluded from work they have sought ways Researchi ity increase. Domesti y
10! y'swell-being. Data i ity need con-
and callsforjus- The current wave of i isnot tinuou India is moving from being a consumer
iliarpattern ~ onlyathreatto Itisawarn- ofglobal toa contributor to frontier innovation.
ing i tory whpn i These conversamms on capability, governance and inclu-

with fabricated accusations against

beyondit. Thestories of the early martyrs, of

Bahd'is, reviving the-
ories long used to justify discrimi-

Mona, of graves, and of bodies
‘withheld from burial are mirrors held up to

policy. Among the mostenduring  fear orupheaval hasshaken  nation. These have co-
symbols of this sufferingisMona  the country, the Bah&'ishave  incided with reports of renewed
Mahmudnizhad, executed in Shi- Found e try’ . Hedin arrestsand detentionsof Bahd'isin
raz in 1983 at just 17 years of age. oun emselves; [‘)us N IO geveral cities. Most disturbing was
Mona’s crime was not violence or therole of the ‘Other’ the airing, on February 1, 2026, of

rebellion. Shy moral educa-

the communist government
wants to maintain total control
overwhatissupposed tobea
semi-autonomous city. With
President Xi Jinpingat the helm,
China is becomingmore and
more aggressive.

—S8Paul, Nadia

‘THE WRITING on the wall was
clear from dayoneafterthe
transfer of Hong Kong from Brit-
aintoChina (Jimmy Lai’s
sentence, China’s chilling mess-

so-called “confessions” by two Ba-

Forlran, theway it

sionwillii inglobal platforms such
asthe Al Impact Summit 2026, which aim to bridge policy, in-
novationand real-world deployment atscale. Alwillshape the
‘world’seconomicand political order over the next decade. The
choices made by global stakeholders now will determme

measure
ofits moral future.

The writer is secretary, Local Spiritual Assembly
of the Bahd'is of Mumbai

whether thi formation s limited toa few
advanced countries or extends to include large, diverse so-
cieties of the Global South. Let us make ours wisely.

The writer is secretary, MeitY

AS SOMEONE who is a thought leader (in

Somegyaanfromase

workplace culture without ever having to
suffer througha hike.

in Npml

hours spent climbing, we would ask our
gmde how much langpr we needed to walk
Thirty minutes, he

youc your
stellar service reminded me why itis impor-
tanttodelegate. Asamiddle manager, Ineed

age’, IE, February 11). The deep
analysis must not stop at this inci-
dentalone. It must set alarm bells
ringing at the desks of Indian offi-
cials developing India’s China
policy. Jimmy Lai’s case clearly
showsthat when it comestoself-
interest, Beijing will notcut any
corners. We must remain vigilant.
—S8anjeev Raina, Greater Noida

q | B |
7

atleast
gum I never let an experience pass me by
without wringing some learning out of it.

‘Whengo to buy vegetables, for instance, T
know the world will benefit from knowing
how my interaction with the sabziwaala
honed my negotiation skills. If sharingsuch
insi i hil

I iction. Itneverendedup
being less than a two-hour hike from that
spot. Thelies, helater told us, were meantto

osopher, sobeit.

It was this altruism that recently drove
me tosign up for a trek. Now, you can learn
all that the Himalayas have to teach about

f-styled thought Ieader

justified because my keeps the my content.
team on their toes. Be humble Lastly, Lhe most vn.al thing
Capitalise on ities: Even when youi ility. Stand-

you're in a remote village in Nepal, you are
never too far from the internet. Teahouses
sell Wi-Fi cards, and the lure of connectivity

ing before Himalayan peaks makes one ap-
preciate the transience and triviality of
human existence. Thegrandeur of thesnow-

deur of my own mind. It also made me rec-

ogt at I may be many things, but lam

notimmortal. There is so muchThave to

teach all of you, so much gyaan I must dis-

perse. Thave resolved todouble my LinkedIn

postsand start aweekly newsletter. You will

now see a lot more of me, and I know what
ou're thinking. It's okay.

to have for strategic thinking.1 ~ motivate. As a trekker, I wanted to poke his ~ helps them make a killing. Some peopie
cannot fulfilmy ifTmt eyeswithmy i ick, butasaleader,T grumbled about the cos( but Iadmired the
by pettydeli So, his policy. I, too, often give fake folk. The inter-
mydirect then tofin- tomy Our gulde s netisabasichumanneed. Withoutit,Icould
ish it quickly. Dlustratively: On the trek, T i not have shared Instagram stories about
would engage in banter with the porters being in touch with nature, or published a
carryingmy daskthemwhythey ~ Itdawnedon methatsomethings  LinkedIn article about the importance of
i areso crucial as to be almost going offline, in the middle of my trek. It

sured they always reached our destination = Eseye dawned on me that some th cru-
‘many hours before me. pnceless 7 llke: indeed, cial as to be almost priceless — like, indeed,
Lie without regrets: Trekking taught me my expert views myexpert views. Iwill, therefore, soonbe in-
thattruthisoverrated. Every day, aftermany apaid iption model for ex-

epaper.indianexpress.com .. . New Delhi

You're welcome.

The writer is a lawyer
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Why top court
isrevisiting its

* ECONOMY

Pulses, tax: How US toned

Washington has softened its claims
about its gains from the deal with
New Delhi and entirely dropped a

guide on gender
stereotypes

Vineet Bhalla
New Delhi, February 11

THE SUPREME Court on Tuesday declded to move beyund
thetmafther‘ onC der

issued in August 20; d fformer Chief
Justiceof India DY Chandrachud. This marks a potential shift
in how the judiciary approaches gender sensitivity.

The current CJI, SuryaKant, found the text tobe overly aca-
demic and disconnected from ground realities litigants face.
For this. he has emphasised the need for practical training.

The observations came as it was hearing a suo motu case
regarding an Allahabad High Court judgment from March
2025. The: HC had m.led thatactssuchas” grabhu]g thebxeasxs“
and t ringofafe i
onlya“preparation” tocommit rape, rather than an “attempt”
to rape. This distinction between preparation and attempt
sparked mdspread criticism for us apparent insensitivity.

TheSCtc lastyear, ordering
astay and expressing concern. On Tuesday, abench compris-
ing CJI Kant and Justices Joymalya Bagchi and N V Anjaria
formally set it aside and directed the trial court to proceed
against the accused under attempt to rape charges.

“Too Harvard-oriented’
Duri i L
underscrutiny. The b forvariA
ous aspects of sexual assault, it offered “forensic meanings” -
lega]ly. atechnical, scientific, or strictly duucal mterpremmm -
hich may notalign wit}
of asurvivor of sexual violence or a common person.

CJIKant remarked that it was “too Harvard-oriented”, sug-
gesting it was too elite or theoretical for the Indian context.
CJI Chandrachud received his master’s and doctorate in law
from Harvard Law School.

in

downits tradefact sheet

RAvi DUTTA MISHRA

THEUS on Wednesday revised a fact sheet
it had released on February 9 about the
trade deal with India, softening its claims
about the gains it had secured from New
Delhi and entirely dropping a section on
digital services taxes. It also made one
change to the India-US joint statement of
February 6, replacing the word “com-
mitted” with “intends” to reflect the non-
binding nature of the provision.
Theearlier version of the fact sheet said
India had “committed to” buying more
American products and purchasing “over
$500billion of U.S. energy, information and
communication technology, coal, and
other products”. The upd: factsheet, a:

section on digital services taxes

«WHAT THE INDIA-US TRADE DEAL FACT SHEET SAYS

® US will lower reciprocal tariffs on India
from 25%to 18%

istry of Ct and Industry had sug-
gested that Indian negotiators should not
accept Washington’s proposal that pro-
hibits India from reintroducing such taxes,
popularly known as the “Google tax”.
Experts said the US has also been forc-

ing on-

® USand India will
toaddress remaining tariff barriers

® USand India will negotiate rules of origin
thatensure that the agreed benefits accrue
predominantlyto US and India

@ India commits to stop purchasing
the Russian Federation’s oil

eUus and India comm\tted to strengthenmg

ditions that restrict them from imposing
regulations mandating data localisation.
However, India should not give up data
sovereignty under a trade pact, they said.
Datalocalisation is the legal practice of
storing and processing personal or critical
data on servers physically located within
the borders of the country where that data
was generated. UN Trade and Develop-
ment in a 2018 report had pointed out the
benefits of data localisation, i H

alignment
supply chain resilience

pulses” from among the items India had
“committed” to purchasing, While “pulses™
were not mentioned in the joint statement,
Commerce Ministry have said that

well as the joint the
wording from “committed” to “intends™.
Another section in the fact sheet in-
cluded “certain pulses” amongthe agricul-
tural products India had committed to re-
ducing tariffs on. The joint statement had
made no mention of pulses. The updated
fact sheet drops the mention of pulses. It
now reads: “India will eliminate or reduce
tariffs on all U.S. industrial goods and a
wide range of U.S. food and agricultural
products, including dried distillers’ grains
(DDGs), red sorghum, tree nuts, fresh and

CJI Kant added that issuing a book to “ ise”
HCjudges whilesitting in the SC “serves no purpose”.

Thebenchdirected the National Judicial Academy in Bho-
pal to form an expert committee to frame new guidelines.
Once finalised, HC judges should be trained in batches to
handle the sensitivities of sexual assault cases.

What the 2023 handbook contained
The isa3s intended to primarily ad-

1 fruit, soybean oil, wine and
spirits, and additional products.”

The section on digital services taxes
said: “India will remove its digital services
taxes and commit to negotiate a robust set
of bilateral digital trade rules that address

market isindeed partofthe
deal. The extent is not clear yet.

Asperthelatestdata, India’s pulsesim-
ports in the first nine months of 2025-26
stood at $2.53 billion, down 33% from the
same period last year. In all of 2024-25, In-
dia’s pulses imports from the entire world
rose46%to$5.48 billion. The US, however,
was a minor source of India’s pulses im-
ports at just $90 million.

India imports about a fifth of its yearly
consumption of pulses to meet domestic
demand, with key countries from where
thesei 1being Canada

Russia, Brazil, Myanmar, and African na-

tions like Mozambique and Malawi. o Pulses
The dropping of ‘pulses’ from the re- imports

vised fact sheet comesatatimewhenthe  jp 41] 0f2024-25,

Indian government is attempting to push Indias pulses

discriminatory or practices
and other barriers to digital trade, includ-
ing rules that prohibit the imposition of
customs duties on electronic trans-

dressthelanguage used in courtsand the reasomngpattems of
judges. In his foreword, then CJICl “lan-
guage iscritical tothelifeof the law” and relyingon stereotypes
“distort[s] the law’s application to women in harmful ways”.

The first part of the handbook contained a glossary that
flagged “stereotype promoting language” - labelled “Incorrect”
—and provided “alternative language” - labelled “Preferred”,
noting that words often convey archaic, patriarchal ideas.

It also advised against using terms that judge a woman’s
morality. Regarding theterms “survivor” and “victim”, both are

The handbook also attempted to dismantle common as-
sumptions made by judges, pamcularly in sexual offence
cases. The handbook rebutted “overly
emotional, illogical, and cannot take decisions”, stating that
aperson’s gender does not determine their rational capacity.

enderroles, the
stated that the Constitution guarantees equal nghrs and that
women are neither i req issi
to men. The section on sexual violence addressed how evi-
dence is appreciated in rape trials. It explicitly stated thata
‘woman’s choice of clothing or her consumption of alcohol or
cigarettesdoesnot amount toaninvitation. fcrsamalrelanons
Italso: icial tendency ictimil
she chd not physically resist, noting! Lha[ theabsence of] physlcal
meanconsent

use fear and intimidation to overpower victims.

The 2023 handbook supponed us d.Lrectlves on reyectl.ng

tereotypes by [Pun-
_mb vCummSmgIl (1996), wmch established thata survivors
if.

nd Stat

vShail

endraKumarRai (7022). whxch banned the “two-finger test”.
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" This section, which has now
been removed altogether, did not feature
inthe India-US joint statement.

The sections that have been modified
had sparked criticism from Opposition
parties and farmers in India. Here'sa deep
diveinto therevisions the US has made.

Purchasing pulses
The US has removed the term “certain

« SCIENCE

for self-reliance in the segment. Just last
week, Shivraj Singh Chouhan, the Union
Minister of Agriculture & Farmers’ Welfare,

said thatimporting pulses was a “matter of 46%to
shame for us” and that India will become $5.48billion.
anexporter of the same. While noting that e

the area under pulses is declmmg, Chou-
han had said this s

emphasis is being put on raising both pro- ‘was aminor
ducnggpd pm!}](xability ofpulschps, source of India’s
el 1:1ar e}:}icess WAROAIIE pulses imports at
negotiations, Farmers have historically ~ JUst $90 million.
pushed for agriculture tobe kept out of — ee——————

imports from the
entire world rose

The US, however,

multi] i citing

couraging foreign investment in domestic
digital infrastructure, enabling enforce-
ment of national laws, and safeguarding
privacy and cyber sovereignty. Notably,

inthe West.

Following the trade deal announce-
ment, the Samyukta Kisan Morcha, which
represents several farmer groups, an-
nounced a nationwide general strike on
February12. Another farm group, the Rash-
triya Kisan Mahasangh, said that the trade
agreement was negotiated in secrecy and
its terms were not disclosed. Only vague
statements were issued as full disclosure
could be politically damaging, the Maha-
sangh claimed.

While a section of Indian farmers have
said the access for dried distillers” grams
(DDGs) could p

Indiak ac due

vast user base and data potential, and ex-
perts pointout that the success of any digi-
tal product depends on its user base-and
with the help of robust regulation, India
could replicate global digital products.

The $500-billion target

In FY 2024-25, India imported $45.62
billion in American goods and exported
$86.51 billion of shipments to the world’s
largest economy.

The US fact sheet earlier claimed that
India had “committed™ to massively ramp
up these 10 $500 billion in five

backdoor; rentry ofgenetically mod:ﬁed(GM)
,as DDG:

years, or $100 billion annually.
On Wednesdav. the fact sheet replaced

fromGM items. Farmer that
control over India’s animal feed market
could be monopolised by US corporations.

Pushbackon digital
services taxes
The elimination of the section on India

the word " " with “intends”.

The $500-billion sum has left farmers
womed over asudden surge in unpom of
agri 1 hat
ing market rates of key agricultural goods.
However, government officials have clari-
fied that this figure is not legally binding as
privat are involved in placing

c
comes amid worries that New Delhi has
agreed to refrain from imposing “equalisa-
tion levy-style” taxes on American technol-
ogy companies even inthe future, as India
had already removed the tax during the
Budget presentation last year.

An equalisation levy is a measure to
“equalise” thetaxtreatment of resident and
non-resident e-commerce companies.

On July 8last year, The Indian Express
had reported that legal advisers to the Min-

orders, not the sovereign governments.

Similar phrasing has been used intrade
deals in the past. For instance, the Euro-
peanFree Trade Association (EFTA) under
the India-EFTA agreement committed to
investing $100billion in India over 1S years.

India is expected to purchase $100 bil-
lion worth of American products annually
for five years, which would largely include
aircraft, technology items, precluusmelals
oil, nuclear

India’s new telescopes are set to be a game-changer for astronomy

Anjali Marar
‘Bengaluru, February 11

IN THIS year’s Union Budget, the govern-
mentsanctioned the establishment of two
newtelescopestostudy the sunand the ori-
gins of the universe, besides the upgrada-
tion of an existing telescope, in Ladakh.
Ladakh is already a major centre of as-

mospheric conditions, and mostly clear
skies in Ladakh, data from NLOT will not
suffer diffraction, which is common in
other locations. Frontier research on exo-

Tt HCT, witha3:
mented primary mirror, will operate m the
optical-infr 1
will complememmtemauonaltamhues like
LIGO- il tre A:

planets, stel.!ax and galacuc , and

rhelr sensitivities. NLST will help solar Advanmge
to study the solar .
dynamics and magnetism, energetic solar India
events, and map space-weather processes @ NLST will help
having a direct bearing on the Earth and studyfundameﬂtal
space assets like satellites. solar d
Oncebuiltand i whichises- -weather

timated to happen over the next 5-6 years, pmcegses withadi-

NLST will serve as India’s third ground-

rectbearing on Earth

fcrduesm[race theoriginsof the universe.

In building NLOT, India can count on
itsexperience ofits participation in the on-
going construction of the Thirty Meter
Telescope, a major international collab-

tronomy in the country, being based solar observatory, afterthe Kodaika-  and space assets.
eral bigand small telescopes. Thedecision  nal Solar Observatory (Tamil Nadu) and the

3 3 @ Data fromNLOT
to set up these new telescopesisseenasa  Udaipur Solar Observatory ( il el -
big boost to observational astronomy in Along with Aditya-L1, India's ﬁrst stellar
India and the Global South. space-based observator and galacticevl-

2023, data from NLST will help l’e‘“f""ce ution, and superno-

The new telescopes India’s leadership in heliophysics. :

One of the new telescopes meant to
study the sun, the National Large Solar
Telescope (NLST) is a 2-metre aperture
solar telescope, coming up in Merak near

The second telescope is the National
Large Optical-Near Infrared Telescope
(NLOT), a13.7-metre aperture segmented-
mirror telescope to be built in Hanle. Ina

cluestotheorigins
of the universe.

Pangong Tso lake. NLST will inthe
visible and near-infrared wavelengths of
the electromagnetic spectrum. Even
though all astronomers study the same
light, the electromagnetic spectrum (range
of radiation including gamma, optical, in-
frared, etc.) they are looking at may differ.
AAlso, not all light penetrates the Earth's at-
mosphere, so scientists have to carefully
design observational facilities based on

-mirror NLOT,
the 13.7-metre primary mirror will have 90
smaller segmented mirrors arranged in a
fashion that they all collect light but act as
one, large mirror. Projected tobe ready over
the next decade, NLOT will be one of the
world's largest telescopes operating in the
electromagnetic spectrum’s optical-in-
frared wavelengths.
Duetothehighaltitude, cold and dry at-

vae possible, besides

orative projectinvolving India, the US, Ca-
nada, China, and Japan that will signifi-
cantly advance our understanding of the
universe, Armed with technical know-how
and industry expertise, building NLOT’s
major components will be easier.

Upgraded Himalayan
Chandra Telescope

Besidesthe two newtelescopes, thegov-
ernment also approved the upgradation of
the2-metre Himalayan Chandra Telescope

An Indo-US collaboration, LIGO-India
stands for Laser Interferometer Gravita-
tional-Wave Observatory, which will com-
prise an advanced gravitational-wave ob-
servatory in Maharashtra’s Hingoli. The
Square Kilometre Array isan international
project tobuild the world's largest and most
sensitive radio telescope across two sites:
Australiaand South Africa.

Why these telescopes matter
Both NLST and NLOT will be one-of-

their-kind telescopes in their respecnve

thi

this region of the world. Both will 0ﬁ'erl.n

dian scientists a major advantage over

existing global telescopes by generating

data that was never possible before.

(HCT)-one of the first faciliti
inLadakh. Hawngcomple[ed].‘syearsofup—
erationsand provided continuousand criti-

cal data on transient astronomy (study of

Another would be with re-
spect to the telescope observation time,
which is preferentially slotted to proposals
made by Louaboranng countries. Together,

short-lived cosmi hat
change brightness, such as supernovae),
HCTisgearingupforitsfirst majorupgrade.

thetwo. itted far
asastronomy and its observations are con-
cerned, for both India and the world.

US and Iran reopen talks, but pitfalls ahead: Escalation, red lines, Israeli pressure

EXPERTEXPLAINS
BASHIR ALI ABBAS

SENIOR RESEARCH ASSOCIATE, COUNCIL FOR
STRATEGIC AND DEFENSE RESEARCH, NEW DELHI

ON FEBRUARY 6, the US and Iran held
fresh negotiations in Oman after months
of hostile rhetoric. US President Donald
Trump has said he believes Iran wants to
make a deal on its nuclear programme.
And Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Net-
anyahuwas headed tothe White Houseon
‘Wednesday with a message to expand the
talks to include Tehran’s ballistic missile
programme.

The run-up to February 6 talks was

marked by escalating tensions. Trump de-
clared that the US would support the Ira-
nian anti-regime protests. The US also
moved a carrier strike group and other as-
setstothe region.

In the event of a US attack, Iran has
lhrealened to blockade the Strait of Hor-
muz, us as A]
Udeid airbase in Qatar, the
the US Navy Fifth Fleet in Bahrain, US
bases in Iraq, as well as targets in Israel.

Amid these developmems‘ what can
either side concede and where do the ne-
gotiations go from here?

Dual approach

Trump’s conduct thus far and his will-
ingness to go to war have been suspect.
‘When he posted on January 2 that the US
‘was “locked and loaded™ to help protestors,
US mlhtary ';uangrh inthe Middle East was
aril indecades. aslran
contained the violent protests, the US Presi-
dent changed his rationale for military
build-up —the need to contain the Iranian

nuclear threat that he had asserted was "ob-~
literated” in June 2025.

Continuing to use anti-regime demon-
strations as Washington’s rationale for an
attack contained asignificant risk. The US
would either get bogged down in a pro-
tracted war or would have toexit early with-
outaccomplishing its maximalist goals.

Ultimately, for the US President, itis a
deal on Iran’s nuclear question that
matters, especially if it can outdo the Ba-

houseUS assets as well as Israel, evenif the
original US attack is symbolic. This zero-
sum approach to the military theatre ar-
guably helps Tehran push fornon-zero out-
comes in the diplomatic theatre.

Red lines and concessions
For Iran, there are two broad red lines.
First, Tran’s sovenﬂgn ngh[ to enrich ura-

quishingitsstockpile of 60% enriched ura-
nium (especially to Russian hands) re-
mainsa possibility. In any case, Russia has
long been the only foreign power to operate
anuclear power plant in Iran (Bushehr).
Additionally, ifIran’s long-term right toen-
rich uranium remains intact (with provi-
sions for IAEA i Tehran could

eroded over the last 12 months. Given how
both sides are poised, there is a real risk of
inadvertent escalation.

The US has no defined war threshold
(for Iran, it is any US attack). The US mili-
tary buildup risks creating a commitment
lrap, forcing it inlo a[tacking Xran ro save

characteri Testri tol-

mtahauon Trump’s choice of ‘means may

niumonits own: Second,
Lha[ negotiations on Iran’s ballistic missile

ilis

rack Obx Joint Comy Plan
of Action 0f 2015. Trump’s approach, how-
ever, is not to instil more good faith in the
dialogue but rather coerce and weaken
Tran’s bargai osition through military

orits relationship with re-
gnonal non-state actorsare not on the table;
thesearenuclear: i ly. For the

erable measure — ially if a multi

e ends he s

tion consortium can supply fuel forIranian
nuclear plants. Similarly, on ballistic mis-
siles, should Washington be amenable to
regulati ictionson their use rather

US, Iran must forfeil enrichment rightson
itssoil, isting stockof 60% en-

encirclement to gain better concessions in
the deal.

riched unmum, haltballistic missile devel-
opment, and cease support to its regional
allies. The latter two demands

ForTehran, thei ity of engage-
ment with Washington to urgently secure
sanctions relief has long been evxdent

are especially encouraged by Israel, whose
Prime Ministeris travelling to Washington

However, Iran is also keenly ofa
peculiar leverage. Thus far, Teh:ans threals

on to press this point.
Beneath these antagomsnc positions,

of retaliation
ist; that Iran will attack third states which

space for theoretically re-
mains. From Tehran’s perspective, relin-

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

than their development, Tehran could view
itasalong-termwin.

The question of Iran’s non-state allies,
however, isan open one. EvenifIranagrees
to haltsupport to its Axis of R&lstance, itis lS

thisisaveri

Next steps

Overthelasttwodecades, US-Irantalks
havebeen infamous for their sluggish pace
and dearth of good faith. Trust has only

New Delhi

Both sides are aware of the dangers of
their positions, even as they blame each
other forit. On February 6, Washingtonand
Tehran negotiated not only to de-escalate,
but to also manage expectations and “set a
framework for future talks”. Both Washing-
tonand Tehran described the February talks
as positive and committed to subsequent
negotiations. But the negotiations over a
two-decade old issue can only be successful
onlyifamodicum of good faith is restored.

In its absence, both sides are likely to
press for more time until they believe their
respective bargaining positions are suffi-
ciently strong.
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Arenewed peace
testin Manipur

y installing a government in strife-torn Manipur, af-
Bter ayear of President’s rule in the state, the Cen-

tre appears to have navigated a crisis point. An ex-
tension of the rule, imposed after N Biren Singh resigned
as chief minister on February 9 last year, would have re-
quired Constitutional clearances. The pastyear did not take
Manipurany closertoabsolute normalcy. Violence erupted
many times — the killing of a Meitei man who was visiting
his Kuki wife in the Kuki-dominated Churachandpur last
month points to persisting distrust and hostility between
the two dominant communities. Most of the over 60,000
people displaced during the violence that started in May
2023 are still in rehabilitation camps. It is reported thata
large portion of thearmslooted from governmentarmour-
iesor police stations are still in circulation.

The new government under Yumnam Khemchand
Singh, a senior Meitei leader of the BJP, was sworn in last
week with two deputy chief ministers - Nemcha Kipgen,
from the Kuki community, and Losii Dikho, from the Naga
People’s Front (NPF), an ally of the BJP. The arrangement
isintended to provide representation in the government
to all three major ¢ ities of
the state. Former chief minister Bi-
ren Singh had made his bias for the
Meitei community clear beforeand
during the unrest, aggravating the
crisis. Khemchand Singh has sent
out signals that he wants reconcili-
ation between all the communities.
He was among those in the party
who wanted a change of leadership
when Biren Singh was at the helm.
In December, he visited a Kuki re-
lief camp in the Naga-dominated
Ukhrul district. For the party, he
was a consensus choice to lead the
state.

As the new government takes charge, its primary task

The popular
government
must initiate
concerted
effortsto

rebuild trust
between
divided
communities

NUCLEARREDLINES

Muscattalks hitpause
butmistrustlooms

AsTIranand the US
reopen dialogue, military
pressures and fresh
sanctions leave the
prospects unclear

R SWAMINATHAN

around the 18th of this monthto attend

the first meeting of the Board of Peace,
dforward

onthelrani id 1 r ael’ sconcerns

strikes could be conducted from mari-
time platformsin the Arabian Seaorvia
alternative regional corridors. Iranian

SPEAKOUT

They (Opposition) create aruckusbecause
theylack the capacity to hear the truth. Nirmala
Sitharamanexposed it today... He (Rahul
Jandln) didn’tutterasingle word on the budget,

e 3

itwasapolitical speech... Nirmala

Sitharamanresponded
toeverypoint...

Basavaraj S Bommai, BJP MP

Thave selective hearing. Sorry you weren't selected.

Anonymous

officials h d any di-

thatthe U it Net-

re iggerforbr

any US-Iran agreement that is limited
to the nuclear issue while leaving out
Iran’s ballistic missile programme and
itsregional security threats.
Netanyahu played a decisive role in

confrontation.

These risk perceptions have been
communicated to Washington by mul-
tipleregional partners, including Qatar,
Turkey, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, the UAE,
and Oman, emphasmng the systemlc

ran and the United States reop
Ia diplomatic channel last Friday in

Muscat,Oman, withtworoundsofin-
directtalkslasting five hours. Although

Trump

tion to withdraw from the 2015 JCPOA

(Joint Comprehensive Programme of

Action) nuclear deal and has consist-
N h

fescalation. I"‘ ds
f Isoshape decision-making, Ele-
T
shown growing resistance to further
Middl i 1

bothparties character

He

asconstructive, the negotiations contin-
ue to remain fragile, particularly with
the presence of the aircraft carrier
USS Abraham Lincoln and other US
navalassets offIran’s coast.

The US side included, for the first
time, the US Navy Admiral Brad Cooper,
Head ofCentral Command, besides Mid-
dle East envoy Steve Witkoffand Jared
Kushner, President Donald Trump’s
son-in-law. Cooper’spresence, in full mil-
itaryuniform, at the talks was intended
as a signal of US military strength and
leveragein theregion.

The meeting focused primarily on
i dclari ’

h iati technical fi ke
or specific concessions. Iran mslsted
firmly that the agenda be restricted to
nuclear issues. Earlier, Tehran had
successfully pushed to shift the venue
from Istanbul to Muscat

attacked Iran after the IAEA reported
non-compliance of Iran with its safe-

areincreasingly cnixml ofwhattheysee
asan “Israel First”policy, especially with

s

pandedregional participation. Fromthe
Iranian perspective, a broader format
would have tilted the process towards
US demands to include limits on Iran’s
ballistic missil ic-
tions on its support for Hezbollah, the
Houthis, and Iraqi militias. For Iran,

guards and later pressed
for US strikes on Iran’s enrichment fa-
cilities. From Israel’s perspective, stra-
tegic confrontation with Iran remains
unfinished business.

Because Israel does not share al bor-

id: elections due next year. Mili-
tary action against Iran would almost
certainlybemessyandprolonged, draw-
ingthe USinto anever-ending war.

Ashiftin posture

At the same time, key technical uncer-
tainties remain regarding Iran’s nucle-
ar programme despite claims of severe
degradation following strikes on en-
richment facilities. Outstanding issues
include the disposition of the existing
highly-enriched uranium stockpile of
408 kg, the enforceability of a perma-
nent enrichment halt, and the restora-
tionofcomprehensive IAEA verification
access beyond limited sites.

Economic pressure has altered Teh-
ran’s negotiating posture. Successive
rounds of sanctions and resulting do-
mestic unrest, including merchant-led
protests that expanded into broader
anti-government demonstrations,
have increased regime vulnerability.
This pressure has contributed to Iran’s

der with Iran, it faces fewer i
physical spillover risks frorn arenewed

will be to establish trust the two major cc -

ballistic mi: evi 'md

ties. It will take more than symbolic gestures, such as fair
representation in the government or public declarations
of unbiased rehabilitation policies. The state remains
divided along the lines of community; members of one do
notenterareas controlled by the other. Itis to be noted that
many of the issues that triggered the conflict remain. Kuki
organisations have stuck to their demand for a separate
administrative unit. The Kuki-Zo Council has even warned
MLAs of the commumty agamst joining the government,

tiable, ityin-
surance againstany US military attack.
Iranian Foreign Minister Abbas
Araghchidescribed thetalksasa*“good
start”witha “positive” atmosphere and
emphasised the importance of contin-
d Itati lled the di

rump
cussions “very good™and indicated the
next round could take place as early as
nextweek. Simultaneously, Washmgmn

lcuuuA ced pr reby: new

llingam for the new dispensation. Only
apolitical resoluuon can bnng in lasung peaceand normal-
cy.Thepresenceofademocraticadi tivestructureis
astart that needs to be built on with real intent.

mnﬁsonlran Trumpsaid
USmilitaryassets were movmgmmpo
sition, while stressing that the US i is“in

conflictor intern:
tionwithinIran. Thatgeographic buffer

mentsandtolerance for escalation. The
Arab Gulf states, by contrast, operate
under far greater proximity risk and,
optamore
g;cca]culus Whiletheywould welcome
outcomes that degrade Iran’s ballistic
missile capabilities and constrain its
supportforHezbollahand the Houthis,
theyareconcerned thatalarge-scale US
strikeon ]mncouldn'iggerregicn-wide

eneritical energ'mfrastmcture disrupt

norush”,butaccusing Iran of build

hippinglane o

new nuclear facility.
Israeli Prime Ministechnjamin Net-

Savingstudents takes
more than helplines

e statistic should shame any society into urgent
I action: 855 students ended their lives in Karnataka in
2023. Against this grim backdrop, the government’s
movetorolloutadedicated stude_u(suxcrde prevemlon policy
iswelcome. Itsignalsalo
student suicides are not isolated tragedies but a systemic
failurethat demandsa coordinated, State-led response. The
policy’s primarystrengthliesinitscomprehensiveapproach,
covering students across both government-run and private
\nsurutxons The memor -parent- teacher mmanve where a
heri for
is particularly Slgmflca.nL Ifimplemented w1[h sincerity, it
can humanise rigid institutions and create early-warning
systems in which students feel seen, heard, and supported.
Regular counselling, multi-departmental coordination,
and targeted interventions are imperative in hostels where
homesicknessand psychological stressareacute.
lmponamly, the policy aligns vnth the Nanonal Suicide
ion Strategy, which in ortality
by 10% by 2030 through multi-sectoral actionand integra-
tion of mental health into primary
healthcare. Yetthisisalsowheredis-
comfort begins. The World Health
Organisation (WHO) has set a far
steeper benchmark: a one-third re-
duction in suicide rates by 2030. A
conservative national target risks
leading states to settle for slower
progressrather thanradical reform.
Governments justify this caution by
pointing to hard constraints. The
country faces a severe resource
crunch, with fewer than one psychi-
atrist perone lakh people, far below
global recommendations.
Suicide prevention cannot succeed through helplines
and circularsalone. Itrequiresa holistic solution that goes
beyond reactive care. It requires solutions that di:

1
that

Karnataka's
policy pitch
must be

backed with

resourcesand
arethinkon
prevention
approaches

conomicstability.
Although several Gulf governments
have publicly stated that their airspace

d geinnucle
ar-focused talks.

The Muscat talks mark not a break-
through but a carefully managed re-
opening of dialogue. Given the deep
mistrust between the two sides after
the 12-day war last June, when the US
dropped bunker buster bombs on Ira-
nian nuclear enrichment facilities, the
decisiontocontinuethe talksitselfindi-
cates progress. For now, both sides be-
lieve Lhev holdleverage. Forwardmove-

TOBEPRECISE

st D Pl o1 AT st v (ks vt b

fal

it‘s the Razam
M p man tesching
us morality. Hah!t

INPERSPECTIVE

India, EU forge
mineral diplomacy

The scope extends
across processing,
recycling, and
cooperationin
meeting ambitious
climate targets

SHOBHANKITA REDDY

he concentration of
critical minerals supply
chainsinafew countries
has emerged as a strategic
vulnerability for the world. To

combat Chi

menti:
A deal is achievable if the US sticks
to its original red line of nuclear weap-
ons. However, ifitis persuaded toadopt
Israel’s red lines, the negotiations are
likely to collapse, potentially leading to
military confrontation.
(Thewriterisaformer Ambassador of
lndm 0 Egypt and. farmer Gam‘mor of

ic coercion, several bilateral
and p]unlateral parmershlps
are beu]g

engagement is still relatively
nascent, with no project-level
outcomes as yet. Bilateral col-
laboration in this part of the
mineral value chain should be
doubled down.

The EU has technical com-
petence in processing, and
several projects are currently
underconstruction. Initiatives
such as the European Battery
Alliance,a public-private mod-
el, seek to build an integrated
domestic battery value chain
in Europe. The IREL, while
stillavan early stage, has been
exploring partnerships for
rare earth magnet production
with South Korea and Japan.
Recentreports suggestthat In-
dia is looking to incentivise

upnickeland

It is in this light that the
Joint India-European Union
Comprehensive Strategic
Agenda, released following
theconclusionofthe free trade

lithium processing plants. The
India-EU partnershipcancom-
plementthese efforts.
Furthermore, recycling
offers a pathway to bypass

President
Trump The mp, ongma]ly planned for

ations against Iran, they recognise that

helInte, ic Energy
Agency [IAEA], Vienna)

RIGHTIN THEMIDDLE

Code crimson: Operation dinner

TIsavoured each spoonful
asifitwere dessert
disguised as dinner

VIKRAM VISWANATHAN

sachild, Iwas knownin the fami-

lyforoneunmistakable trait—my

insatiable sweet tooth. My love
for sugary treats was so intense that I
often refused to touch regular meals.
Breakfast, lunch, or dinner—it didn’t
matter. | would sit at the table, lips
pursed, waiting for dessertinstead. My
mother’s pleas and threats made little
difference. Forme, food was onlyworth
earingifit was sweet.

But my mother, ever patient and in-
ventive, refused togive up. If sweetness
was whatllongedfor, shedecided, then
shewould findaway to bring sweetness
into everyday food—without actually
turning it into a dessert. She began
experimenting quietly in her kitchen,

testing how a touch of jaggery or co-
conut might coax me into eating. And
thenshe discovered my one weakness:
beetroot.

spices mingling with the gentle sweet-
ness of beetroot.
When she ﬂrst served it, the famﬂy

Unlike other 1 beetroot  colour almn -otherworld]y My
never met with my resi Wheth- father h 1; my siblings giggled.

er it was a simple poriyal or a salad, 1
would eat it eagerly. My mother no-
ticed how its earthy sweetness seemed
to satisfy the same craving that drew
me tosugarcane or sweets. That small
realisation sparked an idea that would
become one of her most memorable
creations—beetroot sambar.

Sambar, the quintessential South
Indian stew of lentils, tamarind, and
spices, is usually tangy and robust. But
my mother’s version was different.
Into the simmering pot of tur dal and
tamarind broth, she added chunks of
beetroot—deepred, glistening like jew-
els. Asthey cooked, theircolourspread
through the dish, transformingitintoa
vivid crimson stew.

Thearomathatfilled thekitchen was
both familiar and new: the warmth of

Butlneeded no convinc'mg. Idoveinto
my plate, savouring each spoonful asif
itweredessertdisguised asdinner. The
sweetness, subtle yet comforting, felt
likea secret meant just for me.

From that day on, beetroot sambar
became a fixture in our kitchen. No
teasing or disapproval from the rest of
the family could make my mother stop
making it. For her, this dish was more
than food—it was affection made visi-
ble, amother’s quiet way of saying she
understood me.

Even now, when I see beetroot
bleeding its colour into a pot, I think of
her—stirring the crimsonstew with love
and patience. Itreminds me thatsome-
times, sweetness isn’t found insugarat

greement(FTA

China’ ing capacity by

assumes significance. While
acknowledging the current
constraints, the agreement
calls for cooperation aimed at
“developing resilient, secure,
and diversified critical miner-
alssupply chains”asakeyfocus
area. To operationalise this ef-
fectively, Indiaand the EU can

prioritising e-waste stockplles
over mining. Europe has a
strong focus on recycling and
the circular economy, as indi-
cated by the European Green
Deal and the Circular Econo-
my Action Plan. India has the
potential to be a recycling hub
despite being a late entrant,

benefi-
cial target areas.

Both parties struggle in
the upstream segment of the
critical minerals value chain,
with a long gestation period
between discovery and first
production in mining pro-
jects. Regulatory hurdles, de-
lays in obtaining clearances,
environmental protests, and
public backlashdelay projects.
Lately, India and the EU have
beenattempting tostreamline
domestic processestoincentiv-
ise privatesectoractivityin the
sector via the Mines and Min-
erals Development and Regu-
lation Amendment Act, 2023,
and the Critical Raw Materials
Act, 2024, respectively. This
shortcomingisreflectedinthe
current scope of the India-EU
partnership on critical miner-
als. Exploration, mapping,and

all,butinthesmall, tender
fill our lives with warmth.

LETTERS TOTHEEDITOR
Keep politics out of urban mobility

Apropos ‘Not fare: Politics derails Namma Metro’ (Feb
11), the fare revision controversy surrounding Bengaluru’s
Namma Metro has become a political contest between
the ruling Congress and opposition BJP. The proposed 5%
hike sparked blamegarne, with the BJP blaming the Con~

the pressure-cooker academic culture, aggressively erase
the stigma of failure, and check easy access to hazardous
materials like pesticides, commonly used in rural suicides.
Every parent, teacher, warden, and administrator must be
trained as a first line of mental health response, capable
of recognising silent distress before it turns into a crisis.
At the same time, institutions must be mandated to have
qualified, full-time counsellors, rather than expecting
undertrained, uverburdened teachers to duuble up as
therapists. S Court
anymst]tutlonwnh over100students musthaveaquahﬁed
full-time counsellor on-site. This policyis astepin the right
direction. But saving lives demands more than incremen-
talism. It requires ambition, resources, and the courage to
rethink how we educate, evaluate, and care for our young.
Itis time to replace the mindset of managing decline with
the courageto protect lifeatany cost.

nmentand the Congress citing an i
committee’s recommendation. When the hike was puton
hold, the BJP claimed credit, while the state government
insisted it had stalled the move. If the government could

Bepractical, notpolitical

The report on political interference

in Namma Metro’s fare revision

is concerning for daily
. Fare d should

stop the increase, why wasit proposed in the first place?
An unscientific and unjustified rise in Metro fares would
burden commuters, discourage ridership, and defeat
the objecnve of easing Bengaluru’s road conggstmn The
state’s transport policy appears ds

notfeature.

Both parties, however, have
signed MoUs with several
mineral-rich nations individ-
ually, with some overlap as
with Congo, Argentina, Chile,
and Namibia. There is 370%
overlap between the critical
minerals lists of both India
and the EU; reflecting a con-
vergence in priorities. India
and the EU can coordinate to

and it must collab with
the EUon this.

Keeping pace with China
India and the EU are part of
the Mineral Security Partner-
ship; they must leverage their
presence in plurilateral plat-
forms to champion shared in-
terests in long-term research
towardsrare earth substitutes
and processing technology in-
novations, as well as blended
finance and price-risk mech-
anisms.

Additionally, both parties
have ambitious climate goals
that include net-zero targets
and the rapid expansion of
renewable energy. As econ-
omies both concerned and
overwhelmed by China’s sub-
sidy-linked overcapacity and
domineering capabilities in
solar panels, batteries, and
electric vehicles, Indiaand the
EU havealsobeenindividually
trying to advance their inter-
ests by adopting a pragmatic
and transactional approach
to China. The EU is consid-
ering mandating technology
transfers and know-how from
Chinese companieslooking to
invest and expand within its
jurisdiction. India, too, is cau-
tiously opening up to Chinese

streamline mineral-specific

free bus travel for

Disappointing conduct

Apropos ‘Oppn moves no confidence
motion against LS Speaker’ (Feb 11),
Speaker Om Birla’s conduct has been

be guided by transparent, inde-
pendent mechanisms, not political
calculations. Frequent reversals
and disagreements create un-
certainty and erode trust. Public
transport is a lifeline for
Bengaluru; the state govern-

ance must prioritise commuters’
interests.

Ivy Nandy, Bengaluru

ppointing, prompting opposi-
tion parties to table a no-confidence
motion. He has decided to stay away
from the House till the motion is
resolved. While the TMC isn’t part of

‘ment wuue_]usn—

fying higher Metro fares (or cost recovery, exposing an
illogical approach to urban mobility planning.
N Sadhasiva Reddy, Bengaluru

Clearthe air

The Naravane memoir row is becom-
ing increasingly murky, with the gov-
ernment attempting to shoot the mes-
senger rather than reveal the truth
behind the former Chief of Army
Staffsrevelations. How long will the
government hide the truth from the
public withoutlosing credibility?

the motion, other parties
are on board. The NDA has the
numbers to defeat the motion, and
with TMC likely abstaining, Birla
will likely tide over the erisis.

CV Aravind, Bengaluru

as well as foreign
mineacquisitions, exploration,
and procurementefforts. Com-
bating China’s subsidy-linked
suppression of commodity

ingov-
ernmentcontracts,

India and the EU already
work together in areas such
as clean energy and water
management. The India-EU

pric term
procurement guarantees that
would help ensure a stable
supply for the EU’s process-
ing plants and India’s great
demand.

China’s dominance is
primarily owing to process-
ing-stage capabilities. It has
been a net importer of rare
earths since 2018 and focus-

Tradc and chlmulogy Coun-
C). i in2022,

must be expanded in scope
and ambition to include crit-
ical minerals as an area of
focus. One way to do this is by
instituting aseparate taskforce
reportingtothe TTC’sworking,
groups on clean energy and
trade. As mentioned in the
joint agenda, the partnership
would also need to go beyond
e d

' Bengaluru es mstead on val dded government par
domestically. enable cross-border private
eaders are wel Iletters to: ing P
Wﬂgﬁ m?; I‘Eg::: o While the currentscope of the sector engagement.
emailed - not handwritten — will be accepted). India-EU partnership hinges (The writer is a researcher
Allletters must carry the sender's postal onbattery: ingand - in technol: atthe
address and phone number. downstream sing, the
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From myth to reahty How Kashmiri youth percelve Pakistantoday

¢DATELINE

Srinagar
ZULFIKAR MAJID

stan haslongexisted asadistantidea,
shaped by fascination, mythology,and
imagination. In the 1980s and 1990s, that
fascination had a particular tone: Pa.k!stan

For generations of Kashmiris, Paki-

Laho .

ythatfelt
bodl realand unreachable.

Letters, occasional family visits, and
anecdotes reinforced this perception. Pa-
kistan existed asa parallel world, tied to Is-
lamic identity, cultural commonality, and
heroic narratives. For young Kashmiris,
it was exciting, aspirational, and part of a
distantdream.

‘Today, thati hasshiftedd

salimedia and

ical-

nationwithgr vation.
“The country we unagmed as children
feels very different now,” said Faheem, a
businessman in his late 40s. “It’snot about
heroesorIslamicidentityanymore. Yousee
protests, inflation. I

glesandk:
exotic;it'sreal.”
Yet this awareness lS \empercd by the

lens. Pakistanis nolonger a distant symbol
ofIslamicidentity or heroicimagination; it
isasociety lLke thcu's. with atruggles‘ aspl—

—it’sasocietylike ours, with probl
opportunities, justacrossa border.”
Thisrealisaton coineides with ch

Valley’sown ndia thatcanb ,
Many Kashmiris travel to Hindi heartiand mensu.rcd ;md undersmod

ets  statesforwork. There, they har- h1Lal Chowkor Srinagar’s

d assment, ,and ¢ ional hostili-  old city, one senses this quiet recahbmuon

ty, experiences widely shared online. Viral
videos of Kashmm workers facmg abuse

Youtharereflective, awar
Social media feeds prowde danty and conf

emotion, buxyuungerl(ashnnnsareslmped
by different reference points. In play-
grounds and on social media, many now
follow Surya Kumar Yadav’s innovation,
Mohammad Shami’s discipline, and Jas-
prit Bumrah’s precision more closely than
Babar Azam’s elegance, Mohammad Ri-

wan'

i 1 hol

trast. Economic

home. Kashmiri hrinking
opponumnes in the Valley, but economic

was seen not merely as a hbourin;

ly.Smar

political uncertainty and terror

country but as a Muslim-majority nation
that felt culturally and religiously familiar,
yet. removed.
Cricket marches against Pakistan were
more than games—they were events that
shaped youth imagination, identity, and
evenbelonging. Imran Khan'sstride, Javed
Miandad’s last-ball heroics in the Sharjah

connectivity have compressed distance,
bringing Pakistan into the daily stream of
life in Kashmir. Pakistan is no longer a far-
offIslamiccountry; itisvisible,comparable,
and surprisingly familiar.

Videos, campus vlogs, lifestyle posts,
and news reports show bustling streets,
ordinary youth, economic struggles, and

final, and Wasim Ak thesewer

heroic symbols that transcended sport,
bringing the idea of Pakistan alive in the
Valley’s alleys and schoolyards. Stories of

pulmcal bili enes that make the
country’s society appear strikingly similar
toIndia’sown. Social mediahas broken the

attacks in Pakistan, widely circulated on-
line, offeracomparative perspective. Youth
now observe how society functions there
and measure it against their own experi-
ences—career prospects, education, and
dailylife.

Abdul Rashid, a shawl vendor from
south Kashmir’s Anantnagdistrict, reflects,
“When [ was young, we i ined Lahore

prealitychec
uppurtumty are not automatic, and socm]

and persnnal encounters shape huw they

boundari

asbordersdo.

Forreaders outsndc Kash:mr thushn.ﬁns

rit, or
ing loyalties, once intertwined with larger
narratives of identity, have become more
straightforward and performance-driven.

‘What has changed is not just the per-
ception of Pakistan, but the grammar of

Afridi'space. Sport-

Bilal, whoworks part-timein Delhimar-  instructive. Th wn:h. itself.
kets, sumsitup: “We comparelifehereand adistant ber and etil hi
therenotoutoffascination, buti what  observation:th itsyouth,itsecono-  yielded ison. Pakistanisnol

works and what doesn’t. And when you go
to Indian towns and face discrimination, it
reminds you that opportunity alune isn’t
enough—you need acceptances t00.”
Thisgener isstriking. Elders

my,and dailylifeare surprisingly similar to
Kashmiris’ own. At the same time, harass-
mentanddiscriminationin Hindiheartland
qmt% prowdﬂlrmg\ble realitycheckabout

bazaarsasgrandand different. Nowwesee
life there on social mcdla—lt is much like
|

retain nostalgia for cricketing heroes and
cultural stories, but younger Kashmiris

mythof difference, replaci icimagi-

here. Youreali similar strug-

navigate amore p! , observational

Disclosures in documents released by the Trump administration have roiled the world,
leading to resignations and the threat of legal charges far beyond American borders

MARK LANDLER

French politician, famed as

a cultural icon of the 1980s

and1990s. A Norwegiandip-

lomat who played a role in

the secret talks that yielded

he Oslo Accords between

Israel and the Palestinians. A well-con-

nected Slovak former ministerwhoserved

as president of the United Nations Gen-
eral Assembly.

Three prominent officials, tripped upby
their associations with Jeffrey Epstein —
and they are far from the only ones.

Epstein, the financier and convicted
sexual offender, collected friends and as-
sociates inan astonishing array of places.
Now, several of them are being brought
down by the unsavoury details of their
relationships — some after Epstein was
convicted in 2008 —which were revealed
innearly three million pagesof documents
released by the Justice Departmentin the
United States.

JackLang,whoonceserved as France’s
culture minister; announced on Saturday
hewould resignas head of the Arab World
Institute,a prestigious culturalinstitution
inParis, after Frenchauthorities said they
were investigating reports thatheand his
family had financial links to Epstein.

Mona Juul, who had been Norway’s
ambassadortoJordanandIraq, quitafter
disclosures of financial dealings between
her and her husband, and Epstein. Miro-
slav Lajcak, the national security adviser
to Slovakia’s prime minister, Robert Fico,
stepped down following the release of
emailsbetween himand Epstein, inwhich
the two men appeared to banter about
young women.

“Clearly, he had a very extensive sys-
tem,” President Emmanuel Macron of
France said this week, referring to Ep-
stein’s vast network of contacts. “This
also fuels a lot of conspiracy theories and
everythingelse.”

The friendship between Epstein and
Peter Mandelson, a former Britishambas-
sador to Washington, has kicked up such
a firestorm that it initially threatened to
sink Britain’s prime minister, Keir Starm-
er, whoappointed him.

Prominent figures have been name-
checked in several other counmes, cost-
ing them their jobs, theirr

and

theUs

rtment show: JeffreyEpsteln former

i
Bill Clintonand

Maxwell. Epsteil

and associ nan

array of places.nvt

ted fri

Epsteinrevelations stir chaos
from Scandinaviato S Asia

seized on the reference to suggest that
Modi was vulnerable to manipulation
by foreign “monsters.” Congress gener-
al secretary K C Venugopal urged the
prime minister on social media to “per-
sonally come clean on these disturbing
disclosures.”

Political score settling has played a
partin the reaction in other countries. In
Israel, Prime Minister Benjamin Netan-
yahu played up disclosures of emails be-
tween Epstein and Ehud Barak, a former
prime minister who hasbeenavocal critic

even the threat of legal charges. As with
theleaking of offshore bankaccounthold-
ers in the Panama Papers affair, the case
of Epstein has laid bare privileged politi-
cal and social circles from Scandinavia to
South Asia

So many prominent names have sur-
faced., in fact, that major world f gurts
have felt pressure todi:

of
“Jeffrey Epstein’s unusual close rela-
tionship with Ehud Barak doesn’tsuggest
Epsteinworked for Israel. It proves the op-
posite,”Netanyahu posted on social media
on February 6. “Stuck on his elec[ion loss

from over two decades agu, " he wrote,

“Barakhasforyear

to undermme Isn -aeli democracy.”
cember, Barak con-

After social media reports that Epstem
met the Dalai Lama, a statement issued
on Sunday on behalf of the exiled Tibetan
spiritual leader said he had nevermet Ep-
stein nor authorised anyone to meet him.
India’s foreign ministry dismissed an
emaﬂ from Epstein, l.ﬂWthh he appeared
o l‘u\r creditior oach
of Prime Minister Narendra Modi during
a landmark State visit to Israel in 2017.
Epstein’sclaims, the. statementsaid, were
“little more than trashy rumi

firmed he at‘tended lunches and dinners
but

denialsstretched credulity, given the lock-
er-room tone of the emails between him
and Epstein (in one, Lajcak told him that
whenitcame toyoung women, “sharingis
caring.”) There was no response to a text
message, seekingcomment, senttoanum-
berthatbelonged to Lajcak.

In Norway, the police have begun in-
vestigating Juul and her husband, Terje
Rod-Larsen, after media reports that
the couple had been left $10 million in
Epstein’s will. Norway's foreign minister,
Espen Barth Eide, said Juul had “showna
serious failure of judgment.” Her lawyer
saidin a statement that she “does not rec-
ogni her.”

Few countries have been as shadowed
by the disclosures as Norway. A former
prime minister, Thorbjorn Jagland; the
crown princess, Mette-Marit; and Borge
Brende, an ex-foreign minister who
now runs the World Economic Forum,
areall under scrutiny for theirlinks. Nor-
way’s Parliament on Tuesday set up an

at Epstein’s
said he did not witness or take partin any
sexualabuse. “Inowdeeply regret having
anyassociation with him,”he said.

In Slovakia, Prime Minister Fico por-
trayed the furore over Lajcak asan attack
on him, saying his adviser’s resignation
would deprive the country of “an incred-
ible source of experience in diplomacy.”
Lajcak toldthe Slovak Press Agency, ‘I was
never offered 1 ices, I never par-

bya
cnnwcted criminal, which deserve to be
dwith the utmost c
But the opposition Congress Party

ticipated inany. I never witnessed any, and
Inever had any information about them.”
Commentators in Slovakia said those

to g
thoseties.

KareR Aas,whoservedasNorway’sam-
bassador to Israel, Afghanistan and the
United States, said the disclosures hadleft
diplomats in “sadness and anxiety.” He
said he expected Juul and her husband to
faceareckoning inthe courts.

“No mercy in Norway on corruption,
and Norwegians in hlgher posltmns such
as politic: enoex-

with Epstein. In a prolific career, Lang
is credited with creating popular cultur-
al events and architectural landmarks.
Now 86 and retired from politics, he has
remained a respected figure in France
through the Arab World Institute, which
hehasledsince 2013and which promotes
Arab culture and values.

Lang is more a figure of folklore than
someone who carries political weight,
said Christine Ockrent, a Paris-based
broadcaster. Still, she said. he “repre-
sents French culture, and Epstein prob-
ably thought he would get access to that
through him.”

Lang’s name came up more than 600
times in the documents, with em'u]s
ing lunches, dinners,and by
deals, dating backto 2012, when Lang said
he and Epstein were introduced by a mu-

tual friend, the filmmaker Woody Allen.

Epstein jointly owned an offshore fund
with Lang’sdaughter, Caroline, that Lang
said Epsteinsetup tosupportup-and-com-
ing artists, according to a French investi-
gative website, Mediapart. Epstein also
left Caroline, a film producer, $5 million
inhiswill, according to Mediapart.

France’s National Financial Prose-
cutor’s Office said it had opened a pre-
liminary investigation of Lang and his
daughter for “laundering of tax fraud pro-
ceeds.” Posting on social media, a defiant
Lang said, “The accusations against me
are ded, and I will prove this, de-

ception,” Aas said.
InFrance, Jack Lang’s casewillbea con-
spicuous test of the price of having dealt

spite the noise and fury of the media and
digital courts.”
The New York Times

uni
This, genemnonah ecahhrauon issubtle
but profound Eldgrs may still recall Imran

adistant symbol; it is a society observed in
real time, weighed against lived realities in
KashmirandacrossIndia. For manyyoung
people, identity is shaped less by inherited
mythology and more by opportunity, dig-
nity and acceptance. The shift is quiet, but
itmarksa decisive turn from symbolism to
ism. DHNS

trideor

jahsixwith pr

Water aswealth

capital expenditure, freight
corridors,and manufacturingin-
centives. Yet beneath this visible
fiscal architecture lies a quieter
shift: water is being reimagined
not merely as an environmental
concern but as a strategic eco-
nomic asset. In a country where
water scarcity is treated as crisis
management, the Budgetbegins
toframewaterasnational capital.

This shiftis evident in the pro-
posed integrated development
0f 500 reservoirs and Amrit Sa-
rovars, linked to fisheries, rural
livelihoods, and women-led en-
lerpnses Water budles are no

climat ilient, showhowwater

MADAN MEHER managementwith livelihoodscan
generatehighsocialand econom-

When the Union Budget icreturns. YetIndia'sexperience
2026 was p under Jal J d the Nation-
Febmaryl blic; al Water Missions shows that in-
tionsettled on familiar themes—  frastructure alone fails without

governance. Reservoir develop-
ment must combine watershed
planning, desilting, pollution
control, community co-manage-
ment, and performance metrics
for both ecology andlivelihoods.

The inland waterways push
carries both promise and risk.
Shifting freight to inland wa-
ter transport is globally recog-
nised as an energy-efficient and
low-carbon mode, particularly
for heavy and bulk goods. The
International Energy Agency’s
Transport Report (2022) notes
that modal shifts from road to
water can significantly reduce

longer age
infrastructure but as economic
nodesthatsupportemployment,
food security, and climate resil-
ience—signalling a more devel-
opment-oriented waterstrategy.
Thesecondi SUECE:

and logistics costs—
an important consideration for
India’s climate commitments
and economic competitiveness.
Linking the easternwaterwaysto
industrial and portnetworks, the

logistics. Budget 2026 commitsto
operationalising 20 new national
waterways over five years, begin-
ning with National Waterway-5
in Odisha, connecting mineral
beltsand industrial hubs to ports

governmentc ‘essure
on highwaysand rail systems.
However, riversarenotneutral
logisticscorridors. Theyareliving
systems that sustain biodiversity,
wetlands, floodplains, and the
livelihoods ofnvenne communi-

and ship-repair ecosystems are
proposed alongside. With public
capital expenditure setat Rs 12.2
lakh crore in FY 2026-27, fiscal
space has been created for these
ambitions,
Theemphasisistimely. India’s
water challengeis deep, uneven,
and structural. NITI Aayog’s
Composite Water Management
Index (2019) warned that nearly
600 million Indians face high to
extreme water stress. Ground-

suchas Par dDhamra.A  ties. Ef

Coasta heme and Is must be integral
aims to ruse the share ofinland  to navigational projects. The
waterwaysandc health i d
freight % therightsoffishi

©012%by2047. 'hmnmgmsurums cannot be sidelined in pursuit of

freight targets, Sustainable in-
land water transport must be
plannedin harmonywithecolog-
ical flow requirements, biodiver-
sity protection, and community
resilience.

A comparison with Budget
2025 reveals a clear progres-
sion. While the 2025 Budget
focused on building institution-
al frameworks for sustainable
fisheries, including support for
marine fishing and the Pradhan

water depletion, declining water
quality, and weak institutions
continueto constrainagriculture,
urbanservices,industrial produc-
tivity, and public health. Infra-
structure-led responses, when
disconnected from livelihoods
andecosystems, haverepeatedly
delivered limited returns.
Against this backdrop, trans-
forming 500 reservoirs and
Amrit Sarovars into integrated
economichubsmarksawelcome
shift, If well designed, reservoir
rejuvenation can strengthen
irrigation, recharge groundwa-
ter, support inland fisheries, and
bufferclimatevariability. Linking

Mantri Sampada Yojana,
Budget 2026 shifts decisively to-
wards delivery at scale—backed
byinfrastructure, defined targets,
andlivelihood linkages. In effect,
2025 drewthemap; 2026 hasbe-
gun construction.

The larger significance of
Budget 2026 liesinitsimplicitre-
definitionofdevelopment. Water
is not an isolated sector; it is the
fluid foundation upon which ag-
riculture, industry, urban servic-
es.climateresilience,and human
dignityrest. Byintegrating water
revival withlivelihoodsandlogis-
tics, the Budget moves toward a
modelufgrovvlhlhntvaluesresi.l»

thesei 1o fish farmer

pr ityand

£F o

producer or; and
women-led enterprises signals
allvehhoods first appmach cor-

equity
{Su_\hanm teaches economics

rectingth
wardsconcreteover community.

Inland fisheries, identified by
the FAO (2022) as inclusive and

atICFAI Foundation for Higher

fucation, Hyderabad, and
Madan teaches economics at
Amity Business Schoox
Chhattisgarh)
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50 YEARS AGO: FEBRUARY 1976

Citysite owners
willhave to plant trees

Bangalore, February 11

Allhouse site ownersin Bangalore will
be required hereafterto plantafew trees
before starting construction of houses,
Chief Minister Devaraj Urs declared in
the Karnaraka Assembly today. Replying
tothe debate on the Bangalore Devel-
opment Authority Bil the

25 YEARS AGO: FEBRUARY 2001
NASDAQ hopes Indian firms
will beits major component

Bangalore, Feb 11
NASDAQ expects Indian companies to

OASIS | RADHIKA D SHYAM

The power of opposites

his year Valentine’s Day s fol-
lowed by Shivaratri, a festival that
marks theholy occasion of the

celestial marriage of Shiva and Parvati.
Atfirstglance, the) 'yappear to beanodd

become asi ofitsac-

pair, Shiva

tivities over the next 10 years, the US stock
market’svice-chairman, Mr Alfred Berkley
Jr1I1, said today. Ata luncheon meeting
hostvd by Chief Minister S M Krishna

‘membersto give due care to the aesthetic
aspects of the City's development while
planning its expansion. He was told that
in Delhi the Development Authority had
made it compulsory for all site-owners

to planttrees before building houses. It
would be necessary to adopta similar rule
inBangalorealso.

in aday before the opening.
©of NASDAQ's India office in Bangalore,

he appreciated the Indian presence in
NASDAQ since 1994. The NASDAQ office
will belocated atthe IT Secretary’s office
in UNI building on Miller Tankbund Road.
Mr Berkley said NASDAQ was coming
here asa follow-up to the request made by
the Karnataka CM a year ago.

leads anasceticlife in the mountains -
ash-smeared, serpent-adorned, dwell-
ingin cremation grounds and detached
from worldly life, Parvati-graceful,
cultured, raised in refinement and
order, represents beauty, fertility,and
domestic life. He is anaadi, aja or ajunt,
meaning withoutsource or unborn;
She-the daughter of King Himavan
and queen Mainavati. Shiva was griev-
ing the loss of his beloved wife Satiand
notseeking a soul-mate. Parvati was
Sati reborn with the sole purpose of be-
coming his consort torestore balance.

Andyet, their marriageis celebrated as
theideal union because harmonyin life
does not arise from similarity, but from
complementarities.

Their attraction was not based
onappearance, like-minded-
ness or social equality, but
on spiritual alignment. The
former practised medita-
tion and silence while the
latter, action and expres-
sion. Opposites complete
each other, rather than com-
pete. Relationships struggle because
people seek sameness: similar tastes,
backgrounds, and temperaments.
But similarity alone does not create
balance. Two fires intensify each other;
twossilences create distance. Balance
comes when differences become

supportive rather than divisive. Parvati
brings warmth, family, and uu.rrunng
energy into Shiva’s detached

alities can form the most stable bond.
Without Shakti, Shiva is pure potential
~—silentand . Without Shiva,

Shiva brings stability, wisdom, and
depthinto Panagi's active nature,

Shakti becomes directionless energy.
Togethex they form Ardhanarishvara
lity of genders. They

complement eachotherin everyway.
ego, becomes

Neither d neither
diminishes. Kailasa becomes
bothaplace of an Shiva, who destroy

ahome of affection, where

ganas, sages, and even animals

coexist.

The story teaches that
compatibility is not the absence

of differences, but the presence of un-
derstanding. A successful partnership
does not erase individuality; it protects
itwhile creating unity. Shiva and Par-
vati prove that when respect replaces
expectation and awareness replaces
ego, even the most contrasting person-

agentle householder in Parvati’s
presence—a father to Ganeshaand
Kartikeya, a protector of devotees. Par-
vati, though a royal princess, embraces
austerity in Kailasa without losing
warmth or compassion. She does not
abandon her nature; she expands it.
He does not abandon detachment; he
softens it with affection.

Their union reminds us that
true compatibility is spiritual, not
superficial.
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Social mediarules

Negotiating tech offensive has its complexities

HE tightening of rules governing social
media increases the responsibility of digital
companies and platforms regarding deep-
fakes and content generated through artifi-
cial intelligence. The latest changes in the
law follow complaints of sexualised images produced by
an AT bot. Effective from February 20, it will be manda-
tory to place prominent labels on Al-generated content.
Major platforms will also have to get a declaration from
users confirming whether the content being shared is
Al-generated. It's a step in the right direction. Also, any
illegal or misleading Al content will have to be removed
or blocked within three hours. The time limit was 36
hours previously. The complex logistics of this mandate
apart, the question of who determines what is objection-
able online — or what passes muster and on what basis
— remains a point of contention. There are legitimate
concerns regarding suppression of free expression.

As artificial intelligence makes long and fast strides
in digital domination, framing effective regulatory con-
trols poses a tough task. For the Al industry itself, con-
sistently upholding ethical frameworks as their tech-
nologies scale in a highly competitive market is a
demanding ask. The resignation of a safety researcher at
a leading company, citing his disagreement with the
unchecked acceleration of controversial projects, points
to the pitfalls of technological advancements. The moral
dilemma is stark, and there are no easy answers.

In the US, alandmark trial has begun that is examin-
ing the mental health effects of Instagram and YouTube.
The world’s largest social media companies have been
accused of creating addiction machines. ‘We're seeing
more and more young people who experience not just
psychological distress, but physical distress, when their
devices are taken away,” a leading expert remarked. The
observation can find resonance across the globe, That's
how challenging the tech offensive is.

Health blindspot

Joint regional strategy vital for cancer care

HE figure is unsettling: around 17 women
die of cancer every day in Punjab, Haryana
and Himachal Pradesh. This statistic from
2021-25, shared by the Union Health Min-
istryin the Rajya Sabharecently, is an indict-
ment of a system that continues to treat women's health
as secondary and fragmented across state borders. Can-
cer mortality among women exposes deep gender

OPINION
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Trial by fire for Bangladesh

The troubletorn South Asian nation must put its best foot forward in today's elections

VIKRAMDEEP JOHAL
DEPUTY EDITOR, THE TRIBUNE

ANGLADESH goes to

the polls today — for

the second time in

two years. The Janu-

ary 2024 elections
were practically a sham presided
over by then PM Sheikh Hasina,
but there is some hope that
things will be different this time.
The last year and a half has been
quite eventful for this vulnerable
nation — the July 2024 uprising,
Hasina’s ouster and escape to
India, her old rival Khaleda
Zia’s demise, the homecoming
of the latter’s son Tarique Rah-
man after along exile in the UK.

The February 12 parliamen-
tary elections have been
described as a “historic, decisive
and future-defining moment” by
Muhammad Yunus, the Nobel
laureate who is heading the
interim government. After years
of disputed polls, shrinking
democratic space and deepening
polarisation, Bangladeshis are
being asked to decide whether
their country can undergo a
democratic revival and build
institutions that serve all citi-
zens, not just those in power.

At the same time, voters are
weighing in on a referendum
proposing significant reforms:
term limits for the prime minis-
ter, stronger checks on executive
authority and constitutional
safeguards to prevent the con-
solidation of power Taken
together, these measures prom-
ise to herald Naya Bangladesh,
if everything falls into place.

The challenge for the interim
administration is to ensure free,
fair, credible and peaceful polls.
The presence of hundreds of
international observers and for-
eign journalists shows that

NEIGHBOURHOOD FIRST : Astable,

Bangladesh is drawing global
attention. Compared to previous
elections since 2008 — some of
which were boycotted or criti-
cised as deeply flawed — this
expanded international scrutiny
is intended to reassure voters
and investors alike.

For more than a decade, Opposi-
tion parties and human rights
groups accused the Hasina gov-
ernment of manipulating elec-
tions, silencing critics and narrow-
ing political space. The Awami
League’s absence from the cur-
rent contest and the death penal-
ty awarded to Hasina in absentia
over alleged crimes against
humanity have turned the page
on a controversial era. But these
developments also raise an
uncomfortable question: are these
elections a genuine break from
the politics of exclusion or simply
old wine in a new bottle?

Encouragingly, election cam-
paigning has seen visible efforts
to enforce rules, particularly the
distinctive black-and-white
posters at public places across
Dhaka. This symbolises commit-
ment — however tentative — to
procedural fairness.

Ifthe pollmandate
spurs transparency,
accountability and
genuine reform, it
could mark the birth of
aresilient democracy.

The re-emergence of dynastic
politics has complicated the nar-
rative of renewal. Bangladeshi
politics has long revolved
around two families/parties:
Hasina’s Awami League and the
Khaleda Zia-led Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNP), now
helmed by Tarique Rahman.
With the Awami League out of
the picture, the BNP is the obvi-
ous frontrunner. Rahman has
vowed to restore democratic

it

peaceful Bangladesh is of immense importance to India. REUTERS.

institutions and revive the econ-

Globally, Bangladesh'’s trajec-
tory matters a lot. As one of
South Asia’s most populous
nations and a key player in
regional economics and geopoli-
ties, its stability — or lack of it—
affects neighbouring India and
beyond. A credible election
could enhance Bangladesh’s
standing and attract investment
atatime when economic revival
isurgently needed. Conversely,a
contested or exclusionary out-
come would risk renewed unrest
and diplomatic strain.

India remains non-committal
on Hasina's extradition, which
is a knotty bilateral issue, but it
has reached out to the BNP.
External Affairs Minister S Jais-
hankar attended Khaleda's
funeral in December and hand-
ed over PM Narendra Modi's
letter of condolence to Tarique
Rahman. Considering that Del-
hi-Dhaka relations had come
under strain during Khaleda’s
tenure, India would be keen to

omy. He has also soughtthesup-  make a fresh start if Rahman
port of all stakeholderstobuilda  comes to power. Delhi also has
prosperous and safe nation. to contend with the machina-
Islamist forces are alsoreshap-  tions of Islamabad, which is
ing the political landscape, par- gomg al! out to win over Dhaka,
ticularly the J: it ling the historical
which was banned under Hasma baggage of 1971.
but has regained influence. Now The US and China are among

part of a broader coalition,
Jamaat is keen to expand its role
in national politics. For a section
of the voters, this phenomenon
represents a legitimate expres-
sion of political diversity after
years of repression. For others —
especially women and religious
minorities — it is a harbinger of
greater anxiety and insecurity.
Perhaps the most hopeful sign
is the importance of young vot-
ers. Nearly 5 million citizens are
voting for the first time. Stu-
dents had spearheaded the
uprising that toppled Hasma s
government. The now

the other key stakeholders.
According to the US Ambas-
sador to Dhaka, Brent T Chris-
tensen, America is concerned
about China’s expanding pres-
ence in South Asia and is plan-
ning to offer defence systems to
Bangladesh's next government
as alternatives to Chinese equip-
ment. Moreover, Bangladesh
has secured a reduced 19 per
cent tariff under a trade agree-
ment with the US.

For the moment, Bangladesh
must put its best foot forward. If
the election mandabe spurs

is whether all that youthful
energy can evolve into sus-
tained democratic engagement.
Public wrath can overthrow
autocrats; rebuilding a demo-
cratic  framework requires
patience as well as compromise.

and genuine refmm it could
mark the birth of a resilient
democracy. However, if things
gowrong, it will only deepen the
divide and signal the start of
another disturbing chapter for
the trouble-torn nation.

inequities. Late diagnosis remains the norm, driven by
social neglect, lack of awareness and the belief that
women’s health can wait. Preventive screenings for
breast and cervical cancer are irregular, poorly commu-
nicated and largely inaccessible in rural and hilly areas.
By the time many women reach specialised hospitals,
treatment options are limited and outcomes grim.

Health policy has failed to recognise that women face
barriers of financial dependence, caregiving burdens, stig-
ma and mobility constraints. While schemes promise free
or subsidised care, hidden costs such as travel, medicines
and loss of income push families into distress. Primary
healthcare centres remain ill-equipped and referral sys-
tems function unevenly across districts and states. What
makes the crisis more troubling is the lack of regional coor-
dination. Punjab, Haryana and Himachal share patient
flows and overstretched tertiary hospitals, yet health plan-
ning remains siloed. Cancer does not respect state bound-
aries; policy responses should not either. Shared cancerreg-
istries, cross-border referral protocols, joint screening
drives and pooled procurement of diagnostic services could
significantly improve outcomes. Hill districts face access
challenges, agrarian regions grapple with pollution-linked
cancers and urban centres struggle with patient overload.
These differences demand collaborative, region-specific

rather than one-size-fits-all nes.

Reducing women's cancer deaths demands sus-
tained screening and cooperative federalism in
health. Until women’s lives are placed at the centre
of policy, this silent epidemic will continue to claim
lives that could have been saved.

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

TBhe Tribune.
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Burma Expulsion Act

AFTER the debate in the on Dutt’s resolution
on the Burma Expulsion Act on Tuesday, the Government of India
can have no difficulty in realising either the depth or the universali-
ty of the resentment caused in India by the passing of this Act. Pan-
dit Motilal Nehru did not in any way exaggerate: Chls feelmgwl'xenhe
described the Actas “anatrociousand i

and declared that “it was adisgrace for any Legislature tohave passed
it”. Nor did MA Jinnah indulge in language of extravagance when he
said that “the Actis notintended to deal with criminals but is like the
sword of Damocles hanging over the heads of those Indians who
desire to participate in the publiclife of Burma.” The talk of crimi

We will go to the polling station w1th hope, not fear. —muhammad yunus

Afullcircle of
democracy

OPINDER SINGH LAMBA

1 OON afterretirement, I took up legal practice. It was a depar-
ture from my career in public relations, largely spent in the
'Punjab chief minister's office. I started my second innings

with optimism, which was later by realism.
As a public relations officer, I was entrusted with ensurmg
credible media of Cabinet decisions and

deliberations —ranging from law & order and internal security
tointer-state issues and administrative matters such as postings
and transfers of IAS and IPS officers. Confidentiality was the
hallmark of this responsibility. Mediapersons often sought off-
the-record information, while we were duty-bound to exercise
restraint. One sought to reveal, the other to conceal — both per-
forming their roles. Enhancing the government's image with-
out compromising propriety remained the guiding principle.

A colleague once took me to a village in the Malwa region.
Our job was to collect feedback on the Mahatma Gandhi Sar-
bat Vikas Yojana. Spotting a labourer desilting a drain, T asked
him whether he was satisfied with the scheme. His blunt
response was revealing: “Uh ja yaar, apna kamm kar ja ke. Tu
ki lena jaan ke, asi sukhi haan ya dukhi. Kise sarkar ne saadi
baat nahin puchhi, te na puchhni ae. Ast gareeban ne tan
narak hi bhogna ae, bhaven koi vi aa jaave.” (“Go on, man,
mind your own work. What will you gain by knowing whether
we are happy or unhappy? No government has ever asked
about us, nor will it ever do so. We poor are destined to suffer
in hell, no matter who comes to power.”)

That candid reply exposed what official surveys often miss.
It captured the everyday struggles of ordinary people and
sharpened my understanding of the executive.

My stint as a lawyer soon stripped away the idealism with
which I had entered it. Courtroom life appeared driven less
by argument than by adjournments— the notorious tareekh-
pe-tareekh culture. Strikes, routine postponements, Bar
abstentions and Bench reshuffles often stalled proceedings,
slowing down the wheels of justice. Litigants — many of
whom travelled from far-off places — waited anxiously, only
to leave weary and disheartened.

Judges I obsetved carried an enormous burden thh quiet ded-

ri Despite

was nothing but the merest camouflage. As the mover pointed out,
“Most of the sections of the Penal Code have been incorporated in the
Act together with the security sections of the Criminal Procedure
Code with a view to enabling the Burma Government to expel Indi-
ans from Burma.” And who are these Indians? To quote the same
speaker. they were the men who had made Burma what she was
today. With poignant irony, he observed that “it was the fate of Indi-
ans that wherever they went and developed countries, their position
was madeintolerable.” Ithasbeen in South and East Africaand it was
now to be soin Burma. But Burma does not stand on the same foot-
ing as South or East Africa, being a part not even of the British Com-
monwealth, but of the Indian Empire itself.

their dﬂlg(_nce and perseverance, systemic constraints often
impeded timely justice. In time, the weight of these realities led to
quiet disillusionment, and I stepped away within months.

Around that time, I received a call from a senior advocate —
under whom I had worked — asking me to spare my gown for
a trainee, Perhaps I no longer needed it. yet I hesitated. Even
today, my black coat and gown with a neck band hang in the
wardrobe, bearing witness to a journey cut short.

Having engaged with the four pillars of democracy, the biggest
takeaway for me was: governance fulfils its promise only when
it truly serves the people, with accountability at its core.

The writerworked in the PR department, Punjab

epaper.tribuneindia.com

LETTERS HE EDITOR

Saga of discarded devices

Refer to ‘The wasted tablets of Haryana';
education cannot be reformed through pro-
curement-driven interventions designed for
political visibility. When teachers are exclud-
ed from decision-making and schools lack
aufonomy to maintain even basic equip-
ment, digital initiatives are destined to fail.
Vijaya Mulay understood that technology is
effective only when embedded within strong
institutions and confident teaching commu-
nities. Institutional strength has been consis-
tently ignored. Unless policymakers move
away from spectacle-driven reforms and
invest instead in the fund Is — infra-

Let’s stand firm with our soldiers
1In a move that strikes at the very heart of our
military ethos, a proposed legislation provides
income tax exemption to only those defence
personnel who are invalided out of service due
toa disability. This change casts a dark shadow
over a hard-earned right. The disability pen-
sion of soldiers who bravely continue to serve
despite their injuries will now be taxed. This is
not the first attempt to impose such a devastat-
ing tax. A similar bid was made in 2019, only to
be halted by the Supreme Court, which under-
scored that an administrative directive cannot
ovemde established pension rights. The new
restri painfully clear: exemptions will

structure, teacher training and local owner-
ship — India’s schools will remain reposito-
ries of discarded devices rather than spaces
of meaningful learning.

GAURAV BADHWAR, ROHTAK

Reckless use of public money
Apropos of ‘The wasted tablets of
Haryana'; this is another example of reck-
less use of public money. The introduction
of educational technology in schools is the
domain of principals/headmasters work-
ing in tandem with teachers. Sadly, such
decisions are taken by bureaucrats and
politicians. Adequate administrative and
financial autonomy should be given to
school heads so that they can take deci-
sions regarding the repair and mainte-
nance of gadgets purchased to supplement
the school curriculum.

VK ANAND, CHANDIGARH

Electoral integrity

Refer to ‘Red lines on SIR’; the Supreme
Court has attempted to balance electoral
integrity with procedural fairness in the
ongoing Special Intensive Revision (SIR) in
West Bengal. The order clearly underlines
the limits placed on micro-observers and
reinforces the importance of ility

only favour those whose service was cut short
by injury, effectively labelling those who
remain in uniform with disabilities as second-
ary citizens in the eyes of their nation. This pol-
icyisnot merely bureaucratic; it is toxic, regres-
sive and fundamentally unpatriotic. Now more
than ever, we must stand firm with our soldiers,
ensuring that their valour is rewarded, not
penalised. The time has come to ask ourselves:
Will we allow this betrayal to continue?

BRIG DS SARAO (RETD), CHANDIGARH

Insult to war heroes
Apropos of ‘2 Longewala heroes take on Border
for killing them on screen’; movies based on
wars fought by our brave soldiers should stick
to the facts. Wrongly portraying living soldiers
(Naik Jagdev Singh and Havildar Mukhtiar
Singh) as martyrs is an insult to them, Worsen-
ing their agony, Rajasthan and Punjab govern-
ments have not fulfilled their promises of allot-
ting land to them. It is still not too late for these
governments to do course correction.

BAL GOVIND, NOIDA

Uphold the spirit of cricket
Referto ‘Back on track’; the decision to goahead
with the India-Pakistan match has brought relief
w cm:l\m luvas across the subcontinent. Howev-
howvulnerable

within the Election Commission’s frame-
work. The focus on trust and transparency is
timely in a politically sensitive envu‘onrnent

md{EthouﬂlAsumnwmstopohbcaltensmns
and diplomatic strain. Whﬂe the ICC‘s medm
tiondeserves iation,

where public confidence in el
processes is crucial. This should be strength-
ened by including specific constitutional
provisions, relevant statistical data and ref-
erences to past judicial precedents.
SIKANDAR BANSAL, SHIMLA

damage th ibility of and the
morale of players and fans alike. There is a press-
ing need to institutionalise clear protocols that
protect sporting events from recurring crises
and uphold the spirit of the game.

CHARU SHARMA, HOSHIARPUR

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-word fimit.
These should be cogently written and can be sent by e-mail to: Letters@tribunemail.com
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HE disruption in the Lok

Sabha that prevented a dis-

cussion on the Budget is

over. A new chapter of bit-
terness, though, has begun, with the
Opposition moving a no-confidence
motion against Speaker Om Birla.
All through this Lok Sabha session,
the Opposition has targeted Birla for
not giving sufficient time to it in the
chamber's proceedings. Since the
beginning of this Budget Session,
the Congress has been particularly
aggrieved that Leader of the Opposi-
tion Rahul Gandhi has not been
allowed to speak.

Gandhi wanted to focus on
excerpts from the book Four Stars
of Destiny' written by a former
Army Chief, General Manoj
Mukund Naravane. The book is not
formally in the public domain. It is
vet to be cleared by the Ministry of
Defence (MoD). General Naravane
has said that it was sent for clear-
ance to the MoD by the publishers.
Gandhi has shown a hard copy of
the work in Parliament's premises.
Soft copies of the book are circulat-
ing on the internet. The Delhi police
have lodged an FIR to investigate
how the book is available on the
internet if it has not been approved
for publication.

The government has taken the
position in the Lok Sabha that
Gandhi cannot refer to a book which
has not been cleared for publication.
This may be technically correct, but
the government would be aware
that what General Naravane has
purportedly written in the book
regarding India-China clashes in
Eastern Ladakh in 2020 is circulat-
ing among the public. This would
inevitably lead to many people mak-
ing up their minds on the issue with-
out having the benefit of the govern-
ment viewpoint.

With regard to memoirs, a point
may be made. Military and civilian
officers who have held sensitive and
senior positions have to eschew the
temptation of treading into the terri-
tory of confidential information
while penning their memoirs. They
also have to be conscious that their
interaction with the political leader-
ship, while they were in service, was
always based on trust. It is a matter
of honour and obligation that this
trust between the military and civil-
ian officers and the political leader-
ship is always maintained while in
service or after retirement. The sys-
tem will be greatly impaired if
details of meetings of Cabinet com-
mittees or the decision-making
processes, especially on matters of
national security, are revealed. Even
if these officers feel that political
leaders erred or that they were let
down, they do not have the luxury or
liberty to break that trust after their
retirement.

quiet convers

 DISRUPTION: Lok Sabha MPs who were suspend

A

VIVEK KATJU

FORMER SECRETARY,
MINISTRY OF EXTERNAL AFFAIRS

The absence of
dialogue between the
ruling dispensation
and the Opposition is
visible in Rahul
Gandhi’s reference to
Naravane's work.

Senior military and civilian offi-
cers have to be i of their

- s
led for ‘unruly behaviour"'in Parliament on Feb 4. p1i

-OPED

Why Parliament needs

ations

vants can recall that leaders in the
government and the Opposition
kept in touch with each other on
issues of national significance. I
remember occasions during my
diplomatic career when the govern-
ment briefed leaders of the Opposi-
tion before embarking on a major
diplomatic initiative or when the
nation faced a sudden crisis.

This was done not because suchan
outreach would prevent
the ebb and flow of poli-
tics on the issues on
which these briefings
were done, but because
they gave an understand-
ing to all sections of the

e
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When military leadership

Jisputtothetest

CONTROVERSY: A row has risen over former Army Chief Gen Manoj Naravane's unpublished book. e1i

Flate, there has been

considerable debate

and controversy over

the book written by
former Army Chief General
Manoj Naravane, which is yet
to be published. This piece isin
continuation of the same
debate.

But I need to make certain
submissions. First, I have no
political  affiliations
and the comments are
based on my own per-
sonal experience of
over 40 years as a mili-
tary officer. In fact,
ours was the last batch

political class of the chal- C ! - to pass out of the Indi-
lenges and oppor- an  Military

tunities relating to : Academy in
these issues. In Ehe El‘lhlll'l? June 1962,
some instances, before the war
the leaders com- TWO vI EWS with  China
municated direct- started.

lywith onc anoth- NARAVANEBOOKROW A officers
er while in other of my vintage
cases, through have served

trusted aides.

The bitterness, rancour and invec-
tive now witnessed almost daily
among the leaders of the ruling dis-
pensation and the Opposition indi-
cates that the tradition of being in
communication with one another is
either absent or not as much as it
should be. This is particularly dam-
aging to national interest because
the country is facing grave strategic

remit. Thus, civilian officers need to
be conscious that decisions given to
them have to be interpreted by them
within their area of responsibility.
And, military officers have to refract
decisions or advice of the political
leadership strictly within the con-
fines of their military responsibili-
ties. They cannot view them from
any other perspective. Thus, if a
matter is left to their discretion, it is
to be interpreted by them narrowly
in the context of their military
duties and not be extended to the
diplomatic and political domains.
That is the jurisdiction of other insti-
tutions of the state. Military leaders
have to assume, in such situations,
that the discretion given to them has
been only after the political leader-
ship has taken the nation's interest
in the diplomatic and political
spheres into account.

The recent impasse in the Lok Sab-
ha and the motion against Birla once
again highlights the absence of suffi-
cient communication between dif-
ferent elements of the political class.
Yes, there is a degree of contact dur-
ing Parliament's sessions so that it
can function even if only to a mini-
mal extent. However, the lack of
communication on issues is obvious.

This is in contrast to what pre-
vailed in the past. Former civil ser-

The absence of dialogue between
the ruling dispensation and the
Opposition is visible in Gandhi's ref-
erence to Naravane's work. Once
Gandhi had referred to it, the gov-
ernment could have told him that it
could not agree to any discussion
based on the work, but that it was
willing to brief him on the reasons
which have led it to not give clear-
ance to the work. It could have
briefed him in confidence about the
important incidents in Eastern
Ladakh, including those which have
been purportedly mentioned in the
work. After all, the members of the
political class are all committed to
the nation's interest. They all have a
sense of what can be disclosed and
‘what has to be kept secret.

Irecall an incident which occurred
in the Standing Committee on
External Affairs chaired by former
Prime Minister IK Gujral. It illus-
trated that the political class knows
what can be disclosed and what has
to be held back. Foreign Secretary K
Raghunath was being questioned
about India's assistance to the
Northern Alliance. Members were
getting impatient with Raghunath’s
sparse answers; Gujral stepped in to
say that he knew what the MEA was
doing and closed the di ion. No

in our active border areas, both
on the western front opposite
Pakistan and on the north-east-
ern front facing China. All pos-
sess a wealth of experience and
knowledge gained from serv-
ing in these border areas.

Second, I have no comment to
make on whether India lost any
territory to China in 2020, as the
Opposition claims, or that we
did not lose any. as the govern-
ment asserts. Also, not being
knowledgeable about parlia-
mentary rules, I cannot com-
ment on whether a Member of
Parliament can quote excerpts
from a book that has not yet
been cleared by the Ministry of
Defence for publication.

It is well known that in the
summer of 2020, there was a
clash between Chinese and
Indian troops in the Galwan
Valley. This resulted in the
death of 20 of our soldiers and
an unknown number of the
Chinese. This is important to
remember since in late August
2020 — as the book refers to—
although there was no open
Indo-China war, the situation
was tense and war-like.

Itis also well known that over
50,000 Indian soldiers are
deployed in Ladakh to safe-
guard the territorial sanctity of
the country. Additionally, it
needs stressing that it is
incumbent on every military
leader to ensure the safety of
thelives of his men under com-
mand. I have had the occasion
of serving opposite the Chinese
in Ladakh, in the central sector
of Uttarakhand, and also of

member protested.

commanding a brigade that

b

LT GEN RAJ KADYAN (RETD)
EXDEPUTY CHIEF OF ARMY STAFF

Instead of taking a
decisionona
problem thatat the
time was purely ofa
military nature, the
Army Chiefchose to
raise it with the
political leadership.

was in eyeball-to-eyeball con-
tact with the Chinese in the
Doklam area of Sikkim.

While, as a matter of policy,
we did not initiate hostilities,
there did not exist any stand-
ing order that we were not to
open fire on the Chinese even
when they intruded in our ter-
ritory. To my knowledg, firing
in self-defence is never disal-
lowed. This policy, as brought
out in the reported excerpts of
the book, seems a later addition
and is open to question.

Let me focus on what report-
edly happened on August 31,
2020. As mentioned, four Chi-
nese tanks accompanied by the
infantry were advancing on our
position in Rinchen La. Since
our troops were in occupation of
the position, it is to be assumed
that we were holding defences
on our own side of the Line of
Actual Control and the Chinese
were not only making an intru-
sion but were also advancing
very aggressively, posing a
threat to the lives of our soldiers.

There is no denying that it
was incumbent on the com-
manders to contest the Chinese
action and take necessary
measures to prevent any loss of
territory or of human lives. In
fact, such defensive action

could well have been taken at
thelevel of the Corps Comman-
der concerned even without
any reference to seniors in the
military hierarchy.

However, since the matter
had been raised with the Army
Chief, we need to focus on what
happened thereafter.

Instead of taking a decision
on a problem that at the time
was purely of a military nature,
the Army Chief chose to raise it
with the political leadership.
This amounts to a shifting of
responsibility. At that instant,
for the Army Chief to ask the
political leadership ‘what are
my orders? is rather strange.
Bluntly put, it amounted to
abdication of his own responsi-
bility. There should have been
no need to seek any political
clearance at that stage since the
Chinese were reportedly about
500 metres away and the threat
to the soldiers was imminent.

The  Prime  Minister's
response to take action 'consid-
ered appropriate’ can only be
lauded. It was a clear political
direction with the implied
acceptance of responsibility.
No restrictions were imposed
on action considered militarily
necessary and appropriate.

The Army Chief's action to
fire warning flares was correct
asade-escalatory measure, But
since that advice had not been
heeded, opening fire would
have been in order For the
Army Chief to say that he was
handed a 'hot potato' seems
strange and misplaced. The
honour of commanding one of
the largest and finest armies in
the world carries with it a corre-
sponding degree of responsibil-
ity. Itis not a ceremonial post of
only perks and privileges.

Unfortunately, General Nara-
vane has also reportedly men-
tioned his apprehension of the
incident ending his career, or
words to that effect. The occur-
rence of such a thought at a
time when national security
and lives of subordinates are at
stake goes against the very
ethos of the military

History records and his confi-
dants of the time confirm that
Sam Manekshaw, as Chief, car-
ried his resignation in his pock-
et for any eventuality. General
Naravane hardly needs to be
reminded that in the founda-
tional National Defence Acade-
my, every cadet wears a'Service
Before Self" badge on his arm.

At that critical time, the Army
Chief faced a bigger issue and
even the very thought of his
career can only be decried.

WORD

ACROSS

1 Complain whiningly (9)
Awaken (5)
Stipulation (7)

0 An emotional
inhibition (4-2)

L1 Trader (6)

12 Seeming (8)

15 Ominous (8)

18 For the most
part (6)

20 Originate (6)

21 Brave (7)

22 Expand (5)

23 Have no
takers (2.7)

Yesterday's Solution

=0 00

Rabid, 21 Earthly.

Gutsy, 17 Dumb.

Across: | Fascism, 4 Hitch. 7 Rout. 8 Brickbat, 10 More or less,
12 Eulogy, 13 Potent, 15 Fine-tuning, 18 Inundate. 19 Gist, 20

1 Forum, 2 Squarely. 3 Marble, 4 Hocus-pocus, 5 Tuba,
het, 9 Long-winded, 11 Devilish, 12 Earlier, 14 Nestle, 16

B 9Paper.tﬂbd“5ﬂw%om

1

SU DO KU

YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION

DOWN
Uncanny (5)
Exquisitely beautiful (6)

List of corrected mistakes (6)

2
3
4 Asummary of contents (8)
5
6

Clumsy incompetent
person (7)

7 Prevent from
approaching (4.2.3)
11 To reprimand (5.4)

13 Spread through (8)
14 Enter uninvited (7) 1

16 An economy (6)
17 Means of subsistence (6)
19 First premier of Soviet

Union (5)
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Green transition

India needs better, long-term planning

New research pubhshed by the NITI Aayog this week has brought India’s long-term
focus. Itlaysout| “Viksit Bharat” by 2047
while keeping the country on track to achieve net-zero emission by 2070. India’s
cumulative investment needs by 2070 are estimated at $14.7 trillion undera current-
policy scenario and $22.7trillion undera net-zeroscenario. Thisimplies an average
annual investment of roughly $500 billion over the coming decades. By contrast,
the current investment is estimated at around $135 billion per year, leaving a large
and persistent gap. Even under optimistic assumptions about domestic capital
formation, thestudy esti India could mobilise about $16.2 trillion by 2070.
This still leaves a financing gap of around $6.5 trillion, which would have to be
bridged largely through international capital, concessionary finance, and grants.

The challenges identified are multilayered and structural. India’s climate tran-
sition is constrained by a high cost of capital and the limited availability of long-
term concesslonary financeand grants which weaken pro;ectwabnhty. particularly
forcapital-i yrage, green hyd; ,and industrial
decarbonisation. Global uncertainties, which are shaped by rising protectionism,
geopolitical tensions, shifting global supply chains, and fragmented policy frame-
‘works, alsoadd tothe concern. Investment is further held back by weakand uneven
project pipelines across states and sectors, reflecting gaps in project preparation
and implementation capacity. Sectoral readiness varies widely: While the deploy-
ment of renewable power hasscaled up rapidly, progress in grid expansion, storage
capacity, and clean industrial technologies has been slow. The report also flags rapid

isation, resource constraints, and demand forskilled human capital,
which necessitate targeted investment in resilient infrastructure, green techno-
logies, and workforce development to sustain this brown to green transition.

Inthi: the vey 202526 n
Itnoted thatIndia’scli 1 heavily skewed towards mature miti-
gation sectors such as solar and wind, while adaptation, urban infrastructure,
financing for micro, small, and medium enterprises, and hard-to-abate industries
remained underfunded. The Survey also highlighted that climate finance in India
was still overwhelmingly domestic, with around 83 per cent of mitigation finance
and 98 per cent of adaptation finance currently being from domestic sources.

The NITI Aayog study, therefore, places strong emphasis on institutional and
financial reform. On the policy side, it stresses the importance of demand-side

such as energy , behavioural change, and material circularity,
including initiatives like Mission LiFE, which can deliver emission reduction ata
relatively lowcost. Onthefi ide, it calls fort] ofa“National Green
Finance Institution” to aggregate and channel capital, reduce risks, and lower bor-
rowing costs. Other recommendations include expanding blended finance facil-
ities, adopting unified climate-finance taxonomies, and deepening markets for
corpoxate and green bonds. Thus, India’s net-zero ambition requires a credible

architecture, and institutional reform. In effect, India requires long-term
planning in a number of areas to get closer to its climate goals.

Augmenting mobility
Bharat Taxi will make the sector more competitive

Starting from the discount-fuelled rise of Ola and Uber in the early 2010s, app-based
mobility has become essential for urban India. The sector is characterised by a few
dominant platforms, frequent driver protests, and constant tension between affor-
dability for iability for drivers. In this market, the launch of Bharat Taxi,
acooperative, driver-owned platform, adds competition to the ride-hailing market,
which is, in principle, a positive d¢ It expands choiceina
market that has long been shaped by a near duopoly. Bharat Taxi's dlstmgmshmg
featureisits cooperative model. It i er0-C
free pricing where drivers are not merely partners but members and co-owners.
Thus, it promises to direct all profits todrivers. Ifimplemented credibly, this could
benefit both drivers and passengers. Drivers stand to gain from higher take-home
earnings, a greater sense of ownership, and welfare-linked support such as retire-
ment savings, and accident and health insurance. Users, meanwhile, may benefit
from more predictable fares, fewer hidden charges, and a platform whose incen-
tives are notsolely driven by shareholder returns.

Importantly, Bharat Taxi entersa market that is already shifting away from the
old commission-heavy model. Rapido pioneered the move in 2023 by transitioning
from per-ride commission to a subscription-based structure, allowing drivers to
retain the full fare in exchange for asmall daily or monthly fee. This offered drivers
cost predictability and reduced resentment around whichsc
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Rebalancing federal transfers

The 16th Finance Commission's recommendations fall short

of addressing structural inequalities across states

= M

The Founding Fathers of the Constitution mandated

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

the functions asslgned to them in the Constitution.

mauve assessmentsobjectively raises bolh equityand
whichThad inmy ear-
lier writings as “tyranny of the base year” and “fiscal
dentistry”. Projections made on base-year numbers
fail to address the service-level deficits in disadvan-
taged states, and filling in budgetary cavities by the
Commission increases the size of cavities over time.
Dispensing with revenue-deficit grants is one way to
avoid this, but it rebalances the fiscal architecture.
The Cs withtheviewthatthe
14th Finance Ce issi he
states in increasing tax devolution from 32 per cent to
42 per centand repeatsthis assertion in several places
inthe report. It sounds mmt uresponsmle ofthe 14th
[l where d
the Commission recognise the fact that the 14th Com-
mission, unhke past Commissions, had 1o consnder
both dnon-plan
had to subsume the Gadgil formula grants

‘aFinance C thePresi- However, i 1t isimpor- Besides, t.he C desisted from giving sep-

dent every five years to recommend a fair distribution ~ tanttoseetowhatextent with Itmay 1

of fiscal resources between the Unionand the states,so  the rationale for transfers in a federal system. that the 13[11 Comm]sslon recommended separate

that they can carry out the functions assigned to them The transfers may be for general purpose (uncon-  grantsfor dbridges, rnance,
jucation and many

in the Seventh Schedule. They could have written the
share of each state into the Constitution itself but
i ddeci I 1 thody.

C i iti ii niall
and recommend the devolution of taxes collected by
the Union government and grants to be paid to the
states. The report of the 16th Finance Commxsslon

ditional) or forspecific purposes. Therationale for the
former is to “enable” every state to provide a com-
parablelevel of publicservices at comparable revenue
effort, which implies, offsetting the states’ revenue
and cost disabilities and incentivising revenue eﬂ'on
Th
allows the states to provnde services according to the

placed in’ on February 1, will the
federal fiscal architecture for the next five years.

varying of the people residing in them.
However, specific grants are given to * ensu.re muu
mum of services it

It goesto the credit of those who
of! ToR)ofthe C issi t
reproduced the tasks specified in Article
280 and avoided nudges or directives to
(he Commission, unlike in the past It

thecredit of the C

that it has not rocked the boat, and that
there is a strong measure of stability and
continuity in its recommendations. The
Commission has continued with the
devolution of 41 per cent of Union taxes
but discontinued the pracuce of recom-
mending revenue-deficit gran

For the horizontal dxstnbutlon of POUCY

simply

devolved taxes, the most significant  pj| | ARS

inthe formulaist

of the contribution of states' shareinthe M GOVINDA RAQ

national gross domestic product (GDP).

It assigned a 10 per cent weighting to this factor by
reducingthe welghung of per capita income distance
and per by 25

points, and that of area by 5 percentage points. It
removed the 2.5 per cent weighting assigned by (he
Sth tfactor:

Ifwe consider only thetax devolution, revenue- “deficit
grants and the subsumed Gadgil formula grants, the
diff is not thatdramatic. Tt

revenue-deficit grant share in the gross tax revenue of
the Centre works out to be 38.5 per cent, which is mar-
ginally higher than the tax devolution, revenue-deficit
grants and Gadgil formula grants given by the 13th
Finance Comm]ssmu The marginal increase was
because the C ion preferred the Union to con-

or those that entail significant externalities, so that
every citizen can have access to a pre-
scribed minimum of such services.

The tax devolution is a general-pur-
pose transfer and is distributed to the
states by the Commission broadly based
on factors representing revenue and cost
disabilities. The 16th Commission gives
the rationale that using contribution to
GDP serves the purpose of efficiency, as
this is presumed to incentivise states to
implement policies to maximise the
growth of their GSDP.

While, as a general proposition, this
may beattractive, the introduction of this
factor conflicts with the revenue disability
factor, and its effectiveness will depend
upon its electoral impact. More importantly, in a fed-
eralism marked by “competitive inequality”, the states
arenoton a leve[ playmg ﬁeld and the capacity to

fine Centrally Sponsored Schemes (CSS) only to “criti-
cal” servi notmakef il 1 i

the State List.

This brings us to the view of the 16th Commission
on the CSS. The Commission asserts, “The CSS have
played a crucial role in the nation’s development”
(p142). Have they really? As mentioned earlier, the
specific-purpt Juired to ensure mini-
‘mumstandards of “critical” services. Dothe “critical”

d to 29 umbrella

Many of the schemes are simple aggregations of
more than 200 schemes that existed from the mid-
1980s. In fact, the PV Narasimha Rao Committee was
the first to report on the proliferation of schemes in
1988. These are mostly financed from cesses, thus
eroding the divisible pool. Besides, is there any
scheme in which the objective of achieving the mini-
mumstandard isspecified? Even in the Sarva Shiksha
Abhiyan, there are 42 different interventions. The
Action Agenda paper of the Nl'TI Aayog released in

respond to the inc widely: them.
Those with better social and physical infrastruc-
ture and more responsive msumuons perform betler

01 ,000 budget
headsinthe healthsectoralone Theinitialallocation
and the ultimat pattern of all the sch
Even in Mgnrega (now subsumed

17.5per cent weightingto i harﬂ than others, The C it ’s are vastly
The weight for demographic performance was cannotbx
reduced by 2.5 percentage points and instead of taking abllmes and mfrastrucrure deficits in low per capita
i ffertili it i of popu- persist, as the Fiscal ity and

ychang
lation growth between 1971 and 2011 Censuses. Simi-
larly, the forest cover variable was weighted by its
density. The Commission discontinued the practice of

The vertical transfers are broadly based on the

Budget Management (FRBM) Acts restrict them to
borrowing only up to 3 per cent of their GSDP.

Doing away with revenue-deficit grants also raises
some issues. The devolution based on revenue and

costdisabil not

and needs of the Union and the states in carrying out

ofi states, and grants can help in better tar-
geting. At the same time, the inability to make nor-

under GRAMG), Tamil Nadu, astate with alower pov-
erty ratio receives a much higher allocation than
Bihar. Ifthe grants to these “critical” services are not
designed and i d to achieve mini
standards, what economic objective are they
expected to serve?

The author was director, National Institute of Public
Finance and Policy, and member, Fourteenth Finance
Commission. Views are personal

Readying for the trade deals

‘With two consequential trade agreements in the bag,
the received wisdom from officialdom is that India is
in an economic sweet spot, or somewhere near it.

Thanks toa maverick United S(axes Pres!denfs change

ofopinion (littledata ‘.n.

for a Doing Business index that the World Bank jetti-

seems less enamoured of them.

Indiawill fi njoy modest t:

competing nations such as Vxemam and Bangladesh
whenit hlabor

astextiles, leather and marme exporls — Lhough the
recentUS:
among Indian apparel exporters. The bigger ob]ecnve
question, however, is whether India can maximise the
potential embedded in these trade deals
and meaningfully alter the economic
jobs, exports, and growth.

reached 30-35 per cent. The pressure created by Rapido's
experiments like Namma Yatri, pushed larger incumbents to respond. Competitive
pressure is forcing business-model innovation so that platforms can no longer
ignore driver dissatisfaction.

But it is not clear whether a zero-commission model can be sustainable in the
long term. With a flat fee, the platform loses the incentive to boost ride volumes or
pricing. Itessentially decouples their revenue from market demand, limiting long-
termscalabilityunlessthey find other waysto monetise their ecosystem. The entry
of Bharat Taxi raises another critical policy concern. The idea of a cooperative model
iswelcome; butany kind of government support is not. The line between enabling

iveand thestatebecomingani partyisthin. Private players may
fear ial access, or 4 ry.Inasector
that requires constant teclmologlcal investment and operational discipline, state
backing can weaken market incentives rather than strengthen them.

Insuch cases, the Competition Commission of India must remain vigilant. If
aggressive undercutting, implicit subsidies, or dominance by any player begins to
undermine fair competition, regulatory scrutiny will be necessary. The goal should
be alevel playing field where cooperative and private models compete on merit.
Thus, Bharat Taxi hen India’s mobilit nby wideni: eti-
tion and experimenting with driver-centric ownership.

Iftherearequalmsitismostlyaubiqui-
tous one about the “doing business” eco-
system in India. It is worth noting that
even before the Trump tariff attacks,
India’s merchandise exports had per-
formed below par for at least the past
decade and a half. India accounts for just
1.8 per cent of global merchandise trade,

soned in2021, thatdi: hina Bul policy complexuy and ﬂckleness need not be
The TMF index, which tracks b i ity for
chiefly in terms of' berand com- global alue i enough,
pliances in and tax, global entity manage- Forms(ance, forallth i ities of d
ment and HR and payroll, works in reverse. The most inXiJinping’s China, the. ystill figures

complex jurisdiction is placed at No 1 (Greece, in this
case)and the bestat No79, which happenstobe taxand
money laundering haven Cayman Islands. China
stands at 10, down from 14 in 2023. Chinese laws, the
report says, are frequently updated and often imple-

atranksixin AT Kearney’s 2025 FDI Confidence Index
(thoughthat'sadrop from three n 2024). India 1anksat
24, 18in2024,

the TMF business complexity index. But the plcture
changes when you narrow the lens to foreign direct

mented swiftly and without consultation
periods, requiring companies to “con-
stantly align their it

(FDI)inIT and services. India’s FDIinflows
for the year su.rged 73 per cent, the bulk of it flooding

tswith

new requirements”,
md:abyconmstwexghsm at18, wlnch

doesn’tlook half1

yal ddatacentres, leverag-
ing the country’s traditional competitive advantage.
Though analysts of a certain persuasxon read i in
these igns of India’s i

isranked worse at 14. But the point of con-
cernis that India’s latest ranking is a con-
siderable drop from 33in 2024. The report
admits that India hasintroduced “aseries
of compliance reforms focusing on trans-
parency and governance”. But it suggests

greatness, the fact is that no nation has bootstrapped
its way out of underdevelopment w1thoul establish-
ing a robust uring basis. ing
Bangladesh is a case in point. In any case, India’s
notoriously poor record in delivering quality educa-
tionat: scale mxhta[es agamst the hoped for IT-driven

£mm less than one per cent at the start of SWOT that these reforms, though potentially toexpectIndia
Thal KANIKA DATTA iali term, to churn ou( at shon mmce (he critical mass of
Chinaatthe ume today, the Middle King- regime more stringent and coders trans-
dom is the world’s largest goods tradmg complex for companies to track Italso formthecountryintoanIT powerhouse
nation. Low p! competiti referstoa pet peeve of India: D iesin eUSanc Union tradedeals, when-
the sheer following multiple the ion system that make it difficult to find ever they are signed, sealed and delivered, certainly
and vanab]e pol.\cymalcmg at federal and state levels adequately skilled labour. offerthe potential forIndiato re-open for business. But
uspects forIndia'sunder-  The report makes no reference to the di iesin  creating for -ready investment
whelmmg performancemglobal markets chtammg critical mass of land for large pm]ects orthe would requiresustained hard work from the ground up
dly, though, the fast- il of policy, arbitrary and to 1l of India’s deep- from
gmwm IgAsia potential i onsofecc that with better access to health and edu-

opportunities will find that India is not necessarily the
most complex place to do business. According to the
Netherlands-based consultancy TMF Group’s 2025
Global Business Complexity Index, the nearest proxy

have played their part in dxscouragmg investors,

canon to sustaining a v1brant multicultural society,

domesnc and torelgn Though cﬂe the

red tape and the power of the

and populist politician to hold entrepre-

and i Iahnm-]awsasa ,Indialnc

neurs he whims of the state.

lish and accompanied her tomultiple
locations where Tatya had either lived or
had business dealings. She also used old

A mogul embedded in India’s economic history

BOOK
REVIEW

SNEHA PATHAK

Tatyasaheb: The Story ofa Bombay
Entrepreneuris the biography of Vaman
Shridhar Apte, also known as Vaman
Seth orTaIyasaheb written by lzus gmat-
Tejaswini.
Ms Apte-Rahmlooks at the legacy buﬂt
by Tatya and gives her readers a story of
hisriseand growth i in the busmass

Ms Apte-Rahm begins the narrative
with Tatya’s family and also

character. Healso had aknack for
Thisis

setsthe scene of what Mumbai — then
‘Bombay — was like in 1869 when Tatya’s
father arrived there with his family. After
afew years of initially moving away from
thecity, Tatya returned to Mumbai in
1892, aperiod of boom in the textiles
business. Ms. Rahm df two

reflected in hns successful dealings with
people from various walks of life, from
Marwari and Gujarati businessmen to
the Englishmen with whom he did busi-
ness. His frayed but working relation-
ship, and the ultimate break with

D: Phalke, the father of Indian

chaptersto hIS returnand subsequent
nse to prommence inthe textile industry
with littl ital and

cinema who was a genius with a mercur-
ial temperamen[ also makes foran
interesting reac i inthe

suffering initial losses.
The next two chapters delaxlTa[ya S
other business ve

chapteronsilent films.
Ms Apte-Rahm broadens the scope of
the bi by situating Tatyaina

<P
silent films under the banner of (mamly)
Hindustan Film Company and later, in
h.lS Sos his foray intothe sugar mdustry
one pterto the less

world. Atth time, sh

asintheoiland

picture of the period in which he lwed
and worked, thus making it an account
notjustofthesinglelife, but of an entire

bygoneera.
o0 @0

paper industry.

Tatya comes across asa man with an
eventemper who was not averse to
taking risks and was a good judge of

world that was moving and changing
alongside him. For instance, in the first
chapter we get asense of Mumbai as it
was when Tatya’s father brought his
family there —abustling city witha
population of close to 8,00,000, which
could boast of railways and wide roads,
but whose poor lived in congested and
unsanitary conditions. The working of

photographs, and researched at the
National Film Archive in Puneand vari-
ous libraries. She has provided asubstan-

tial numberof dalso
included two appendices at the end of the
book. The first Appendix provides
information related to Tatya’s textile busi-
n&ss fora penod ofclose t020years, while
filmog-

cottonmillsand the textile T it | inanorthodox Brahmin
asasubstan- PN | householdand'so on. Choos-

tially detailed history of silent ingan len:
films and how they were pro- also means that the political
duced, especially by Hindus- currents of the time, including
tan Film Company in keeping the Independence movement,
with the limitationsand stay in the background, con-
restrictions of the time provide when they
animmersive experience. . I directlyimpact or shape

Becausethe primaryfocus |~ IATVASAHEN | Tatya's work. Thisis reflected
of the biography is on Tatya i» « % | inTatya'sdecision toinvestin
asanent chapters The Story Phalke’s films only because of
on his personal life titled of aBombay aletter of recommendation by
“The Family”and “Tatyaand  Entrepreneur Lokmanya Tilak, orin the
Kaku” (Tatya’s wife) — by Tejaswini Apte-Rahm  impact of independence and
placed towardstheend ofthe  Published by Westiand ~ the subsequent merger of
book. Inthe vein of the pre- Business princely states with India on
vious chapters, these sections  2/2Pages 3699 Phaltan Sugar Works.

provide readers not justa por-
trait of his family members
and family-life but also situate them
within the wider socio-cultural contexts
and practices, such as coveting a male
child, the rigid ideas of food and eating

Theauthor

raphy of the Hindustan Film Company.
This detailed research reflects in Tatyasa-
heb, elevatingit from the status of the
anecdotal life-story of aglorious relative.

In 2022, Ms Apte-Rahm published a
novel, The Secret of More, which was
inspired by Tatya’s life. While The Secret
of Moreis as much a portrait of the busi-
nessman as of the man and the people in
hislife, Tatyasaheb views Tatya’s I.|fe
fromthelensofhi

many formal and informal
sources of information about the subject
of her biography. As she writes in “A Note
onthis Biography”, her father translated
many documents from Marathi to Eng-

with everythingelse providinga richand
layered background.

The reviewer is an independent writer
and translator
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New digital rules:
Policing the deepfake age

By mandating labels and traceable metadata for Al
content, the Government’s new IT Rules seek to
protect citizens from deepfakes and digital fraud

Artificial Intelligence, or Al, is a double-edged sword, and it is
cutting both ways for sure. Hundreds and thousands of
complaints are filed every month by people duped by Al-
generated content. From bank fraud to digital arrests, Al is
being utilised by scammers like never before. Al has become
such a powerful tool that it can mimic voices and make videos
that are difficult to detect even with sophisticated detection
systems, let alone by ordinary people. In this scenario, itis a
welcome step that the government has finally woken up to the
need for its regulation. With the notification of the Information
Technology (Intermediary Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics
Code) Amendment Rules, 2026, the Government has taken a
firm step towards regulating digital media and codifying the
ethics that would govern it. In the age of deepfakes, synthetic
audio, and hyper-realistic visuals, truth itself has become
fragile. Many people have watched a video of Nirmala
Sitharaman promoting an app that appears realistic but is
certainly a deepfake. For a gullible person, before such content
is removed, the damage has already been done.

The new rules would precisely address these kinds of Al-
generated content. The new rules would ensure that the source
of such content does not remain hidden and is traceable
through metadata. Indeed, people have the right to know
whether what they are seeing or hearing is real or machine-
made. By mandating that all “syntheticall |
information” be clearly labelled and embedded with persistent

tadata and unique identifiers, the is striving for
aminimum layer of trust in online content. This is not
censorship in the classic sense; it is disclosure. The aim is not to
ban Al, but to make its use transparent. This is not an easy task,
as a fine balance is essential. If it is banned completely, it would
mean gagging creativity and punishing innocuous content.
From Al-assisted film dubbing to virtual influencers and
automated news summaries, synthetic content is mainstream.
But the problem starts when corporates, individuals, and even
political parties start misusing it. This technology, if misused,
can ruin lives and careers — impersonating politicians,
blackmailing citizens, inciting violence, and framing people for
crimes they did not commit. The new framework seeks to draw a
legal line between legitimate creative or functional use and
malicious content. The rules would be effective as they shift the
onus to digital media platforms. Companies like Meta, Google,
and YouTube will be accountable and will have to provide the
trail of such content if required. They must now ask users
whether content is Al ], ify it with
tools, and flag it if it is synthetic. If they are found violating or
flouting norms, they risk losing their legal protection. However,
itwill not be easy, as in a short span of hours, a deepfake can
reach millions.

Automated detection is imperfect. False positives may
burden publishers. Besides, vague defi of “misleadit
content could be stretched in politically sensitive cases. Still, as
afirstattempt to bring order to Al content, it is a welcome step,
though it may need more fine-tuning in the time to come.
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GOVERNMENT ISSUES GUIDELINES FOR
VANDE MATARAM OBSERVANCE

In a significant move that has
drawn attention across the
country, the Union Home
Ministry has issued
comprehensive guidelines on the
ceremonial observance of Vande
Mataram, India's national song,
standardising how it should be
played, sung, and respected at
public and official functions.
Under the new protocol,
whenever Vande Mataram and
the national anthem, Jana Gana
Mana, are both performed, the
national song should be
rendered first, followed by the
anthem. Those present are
expected to stand at attention
during both per! esasa
mark of respect.

The guidelines specify that a
six-stanza version of Vande
Mataram, lasting about three
minutes and ten seconds, may
be used at key official occasions,

including flag hoisting
ceremonies, state functions,
school assemblies, and
government events, promoting
greater uniformity.

An exception has been made
for cinema halls and film
screenings, where audiences are
not required to stand if the song
appears as part of a film, in
order to avoid disruption.

schools and institutions are
encouraged to familiarise
students with the song alongside
the national anthem and the
national flag.

Officials also recommend a
drum roll or bugle call

to alert
and maintain decorum. These
measures aim to promote
consistent ceremonial practice
across public events.

BM BARATHI | BENGALURU

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

The spirit of Pariksha Pe Charcha

Through Pariksha Pe Charcha, Prime Minister Narendra Modi has led a national effort to transform how examinations are perceived.
At its core, this initiative affirms that education must nurture curiosity, resilience, and character, rather than merely reward high scores

SUKANTA
MAJUMDAR

Achieving high marks remains the primary
ambition for most students. In classrooms and
households across the country, examina-
tions are often seen as decisive moments that
determine a child’s future. In keeping with the
vision of the Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
who — through Pariksha Pe Charcha — has
championed a student-friendly and stress-free
education system, it is important to remind
ourselves that examinations are not meant
to be sources of fear, but opportunities for
learning, reflection, and self-discovery. The
Prime Minister's consistent message has
been clear: marks should never define a
child's worth.

process strengthens learning and long-term
retention. Lower grades remind students to
reflect on their habits, time management,
learning strategies, and priorities. A student
may realise that distractions, ineffective
revision, or last-minute cramming are limit-
ing progress. Through reflection and exper-
imentation, learners can develop study tech-
niques suited to their own abilities
and needs.

The influence of educators
and families
Teachers play a decisive role in shaping how
students interpret success and failure. When
educators compare students with others or
make negative remarks, they may uninten-
tionally damage self-confidence. In con-
trast, when they explain mistakes clearly and
offerguidance, they help students improve.
By encouraging collaboration and valuing
every learner beyond numerical scores,
teachers can transform classrooms into
spaces of growth rather than fear.

In many families, academic performance
is closely tied to expectations and social

The challenge of

current perceptions

Unfortunately, society often interprets lower
grades as signs of failure or personal inade-
quacy. This habit ofjudging a student's value
solely through academic performance has dis-
torted our understanding of what grades truly
represent. Too often, a single score is mistak-
en for the total measure of a student’s
diverse abilities and potential. The emotion-
al toll of this mindset is visible in disappoint-
ment, embarrassment, fear, and helplessness.
Persistent academic struggle can even lead
to what psychologists describe as “learned
helplessness”, where students begin to
believe that effort no longer matters. At this
stage, curiosity — the very heart of learning
— slowly fades.

The evolution of

Pariksha Pe Charcha

The spirit of Pariksha Pe Charcha seeks to
correct this misunderstanding by placing
the student’s mental well-being at the centre
of the examination process. It urges students,
parents, and teachers to see examinations not
as judgments on personal worth, but as
milestones in a longer journey of growth.
Since its first edition on February 16, 2018,
Pariksha Pe Charcha has grown steadily in
scope and participation. What began as a
town hall-style interaction at Talkatora
Stadium in New Delhi has evolved into a
nationwide platform reaching millions of stu-
dents through in-person, virtual, and hybrid
formats. Participation has expanded from a
few tens of thousands in the early editions to
over 3.5 crore registrations in 2025. The ini-
tiative has rightfully earned a Guinness World

reflecting a national commitment to making
education more humane and supportive.

status. When children underperform, parents
may react with anger or comparisons, cre-
ating fear and pressure. Supportive respons-
es, however, build resilience. By asking con-
structive questions and encouraging
problem-solving, parents help children
rebuild confidence and motivation.

Building resilience for life
Peers also influence how students cope
with failure. By being understanding and
offering help, students can support those
who are struggling. Helping one another
builds friendships and prepares
students for real-life challenges.
Mindset ultimately determines
whether poor grades become

{3 Y33 obstacles or opportunities.

A growth mindset views chal-
lenges as chances to improve. We must adopt
a mindset in which bad grades are seen as
informative rather than discouraging. They
point to areas for development, not the limits

In the end, what matters is not the grade
itself but how it is understood and used.

TEACHERS Understanding the meaning
PLAY A of grades
DECISIVE ROLE Grades are intended to measure a learner’s
IN SHAPING current level of understanding, skill, and
HOW STUDENTS progresi in $_ partiTchuIar sHbjeict atra specific
moment in time. They reflect performance,
INTERPRET not permanent ability. While they may indi-
SUCCESS AND cate classroom attention, reading habits, and
FAILURE. WHEN  preparation, they are never absolute mea-
EDUCATORS sures. A wide range of factors — such as
COMPARE anxiety, health, personal cir-
cumstances, learning styles, _—
STUDENTS teaching methods, and assess- E[] ¢ pio“ff"
WITH OTHERS ment formats — shape these J
OR MAKE outcomes.
NEGATIVE T?erefore. wlhenha studer;l .
performs poorly, there is always room for
REMARKS, THEY improvement. The right perspective is crucial.
MAY Grades are temporary indicators that high-
UNINTENTIONA  lightareas for growth. When treated as final
LLY DAMAGE judgments of ability, they damage self- of potential.
SELF- esteem and weaken motivation. When
CONFIDENCE understood properly as feedback, they

The writer s the Minister
of State for Education

and Development of the
North Eastem Region

© drsukantabjp
€ eosukantaslp
@ drsukanta-majumdar

Record for its widespread eng:

nent,

become powerful tools for learning and
development. In this sense, poor grades are
not the end of the road, but signposts
guiding students towards better strategies
and deeper understanding.

Learning from failure: The role of
teachers and parents

Poor performance provides valuable feed-
back about what went wrong and why.
Failure allows reflection in a way that easy
success often does not. By analysing mis-
takes, students can identify patterns in their
errors and gaps in understanding. This

When seen as proof of failure, bad grades
damage self-worth. When viewed as feed-
back, they become tools for improvement.

In this larger vision, Pariksha Pe Charcha
stands as a transformative national platform
that humanises examinations and restores
confidence in young minds. The Prime
Minister Narendra Modi has consistently
reminded the nation that education is nota
race for marks, but a journey of character,
curiosity, and courage. When grades are
understood in this spirit, they do not weaken
our children — they prepare them to face life
with strength and wisdom.

Facing trouble with faith, reason, and resolve

AJIT KUMAR
BISHNOI

A,

2ND OPINION

Itis quite normal in our lives to get into trouble. It may
be a new problem or an old one surfacing. What is dif-
ferent, however, is the reaction of an individual. It
depends on the individual's nature. One may lament
what is happening to him, or get angry about it and blame
someone for it, or fear the worst, or seek sympathy from
someone, or go into denial: it cannot happen to me.

Very seldom does one take the blame for it or consid-
er it as normally occurring. And it is really rare to seek
guidance and help from God. Fortunately, [ do. The mind
goes into overdrive for almost all. Surely, seeking a solu-
tion is normal, as is thinking of avoiding or escaping the
problem, but becoming obsessed about something is not
wise at all.

What should one do? There are three options. One is
to think hard about what the best course of action is.
However, it may not be so easy. Then, one should seek
help from a near or dear one; ego should not be allowed
to interfere. Thirdly, one should begin praying to God for
guidance and help. Let us see what others can do. They
can sympathise, being kind. Some may find fault with
the person and make him feel guilty or -
foolish. Some may try to guide and help in
their limited ways. th 4

This is what God can do for us. Let me be
very honest. God ignores most of our -
requests if they are not very sincere, which
mostare not. All our prayers for help must be in a humble
mood. God will guide perfectly, being omniscient. Does
God not know the past, present, and future as well? In
short, God knows the Big Picture, which we are never
privy to.

And if we are devotees of God, having developed God
consciousness, He helps us to overcome our problems
by His ‘ichcha shakti' (divine willpower), as promised by
Lord Krishna in the Bhagavad Gita, verse 18.58. God mostly
uses a near or dear one to extend such help. Additionally,
God makes a note of us for extending help in the future
too. What should one not do when in trouble or faced
with a problem? Freeze with fear, thinking of the

worst, which seldom happens. Ifit were so common, how
would anyone survive till ripe old age? Or lament one's
bad luck, because all good or bad that happens to us is
due only to our past ‘karmas' (acts).

Seeking sympathy is also of no gain, because it does
not address the problem. Giving up is another silly thing
to do. Problems just do not go away, except some, like

being stuck with bad company while trav-
elling on a plane. Postponing action does

plo“ftl' not help if the problem is urgent, like a fever.

And one must be prepared to tolerate
until the problem is solved; intolerance
makes it worse. Just as happiness and

misery are forever coming and going (2.14), problems will
also come. And we must be prepared to deal with them.

Conclusion

Trouble is inevitable, but how we respond defines us.
By combining thoughtful action, the support of loved
ones, and sincere faith in God, we transform crises into
opportunities for growth. Problems test our patience and
character, but with humility and perseverance, they ulti-
mately strengthen us.

The writer is a spiritual teacher J

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Regulating standards in home nursing

The rapid expansion of home care services has emerged
as a response to gaps in post-discharge patient man-
agement. While many organisations claim to provide
specialist nursing care at home, the reality in some
instances appears deeply concerning. Several agencies
reportedly recruit staff from rural areas, offering them
very low wages while charging patients premium fees.
This practice compromise the quality and safety of
patient care.

In certain cases, individuals are allegedly given hos-
pital-style uniforms and presented as experienced pro-
fessionals despite lacking proper credentials or verified
clinical exposure.

Hospitals must exercise due diligence before asso-
ciating with or recommending third-party home care
providers. Failure to verify credentials, licensing, and
background checks could harm institutional reputation
and potentially resultin legal complications if substan-
dard care leads to adverse outcomes.

Home care services are an essential extension of
healthcare delivery, especially for the elderly and chron-
ically ill. However, transparency, regulation, ethical
recruitment practices, and strict credential verification
are crucial to maintain trust.

AP THIRUVADI | CHENNAL

Parliament must rely only on verified fact

Apropos, “No authorised copies exist: Naravane
endorses publisher," Feb 11. The Lok Sabha witnessed
unprecedented turmoil after Leader of the Opposition
Rahul Gandhi displayed a book titled Four Stars
of Destiny, claimed to be written by former Army chief
General Manoj Mukund Naravane and published by
Penguin Random House, and sought a debate on its
alleged references to the 2020 Galwan clash.

Citing the book, Rahul Gandhi accused the govern-
ment of mishandling Chinese incursions along the Line
of Actual Control.

The controversy deepened when the Speaker disal-
lowed discussion on the grounds that the book had not
been officially published. If the publisher and the former
Army chief are correct in distancing themselves from
the book or its contents, the episode raises disturbing
questions about the authenticity of the material pre-
sented in Parliament.

More alarmingly, it signals how Parliament risks being
reduced to a platform for unverified claims, distorted
narratives, and manufactured evidence,
weakening democratic scrutiny, eroding institutional
dignity, and diminishing public trust in responsible
governance.

N SADHASIVA REDDY | BENGALURY

Corruption fight needs better reforms

This refers to the news report "India climbs up in cor-
ruption index" dated February 11, 2026. While India’s
improvement in rank in the Corruption Perceptions
Index may appear encouraging, the larger picture calls
for caution. A modest rise does not automatically trans-
late into meaningful change on the ground. The fact that
ouroverall score has improved only marginally shows
that deep-rooted issues remain. Corruption affects daily
life in subtle but damaging ways — from delays in public
services to weakened trust in institutions. The report's
mention of risks faced by journalists is also worrying.

Instead of celebrating small statistical gains, the focus
should be on sustained institutional reform.
Strengthening vigilance bodies, ensuring time-bound
delivery of public services, and expanding
digital governance can reduce discretion and curb petty
corruption.

Equally important is protecting whistle-blowers
and journalists who bring wrongdoing to light. Their
safety must be guaranteed through firm legal and
administrative measures. Greater transparency in
political funding and public procurement would also
go a long way. Regular social audits and citizen feed-
back can make governance more participatory.

SM JEEVA | CHENNAL
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Pakistan — An Islamic nation or a hater of its own roots?

Pakistan today is home to more than 40 million Shia Muslims — nearly one-fifth of its population. Yet more than 4,000 Shias have been killed in sectarian attacks in the past two decades

alone. These are not accidental casualties of instability; they are victims of a sustained ideological assault

The suicide bombing at the Khadija Tul
Kubra Shia Mosque in Islamabad on
February 6, 2026, which killed at least 36
worshippers and left over 160 injured
during Friday prayers, was not merely
another act of terrorism in Pakistan's
troubled history. It was not an isolated
tragedy either.

It was, in fact, part of a grim continuum.
In November 2024, a Shia procession in
Parachinar was attacked, killing 44 civil-
ians, including women and children. In
March 2022, the Islamic State-Khorasan
Province (ISKP) bombed the Kucha Risaldar
Shia Mosque in Peshawar, killing over 60
worshippers.

In 2015, a Shia mosque in Shikarpur was
targeted during Friday prayers, leaving 61
dead. Earlier still, the Hazara Shia commu-
nity of Quetta endured near-genocidal vio-

lence, including the twin bombings of 2013
that killed over 200 people.
Pakistan today is home to more than 40

aligned itself with extremist Sunni
majoritarianism, allowing sectarian
hatred to harden into political currency.

leading to its birth and decades of state
policy. A state that once distinguished
between “good” and “bad" terrorists

million Shia Muslims — nearly one-fifth of PAKISTAN IS Groups such as Tehreek-e-Labbaik should not feign surprise
its population. Yet more than 4,000 Shias CONTRADICTION  pakistan (TLP) and Ahl-e-Sunnat-Wal- when violence turns inward.
have been killed in sectarian attacks in the PERSONIFIED. IT Jamaat (ASW]), globally recognised for Islam, reduced to an instru-
past two decades alone. These are not acci- IS A DECLARED their virulent anti-Shia ideology, have ment of power, inevitably
dental casualties of instability; they are ISLAMIC NATION been allowed to operate openly. In devours its own.

victims of a sustained ideological assault. September 2020, more than 30,000 Pakistan's well-worn nar-

Astate that cannot - or will not — protect THAT KILLS extremists marched through Karachi, rative, in which India is portrayed as
such a large section of its Muslim popula- MORE MUSLIMS openly calling Shias “blasphemers”and inherently anti-Muslim and anti-Islamic,
tion forfeits its claim to Islamic THAN MOST demanding their beheading. Similar collapses under empirical scrutiny.
legitimacy. NON-MUSLIM rallies followed in Islamabad. These At the time of Partition, residual India

Sectarian targeting has become a struc- were not clandestine gatherings; they had roughly 30 million Muslims. Today,
tural feature of Pakistan's internal life. Even REGIMES were public demonstrations of ideolog- that number exceeds 220-240 million,

more telling was the state’s i

instinct to deflect responsibility. Pakistan's
Defence Minister Khawaja Asif rushed to

The writer is an eminent

ical impunity.
Legislative measures such as Punjab’s
Tahaffuz-e-Bunyad-e-Islam Bill (2020)

making India home to one of the largest
Muslim populations in the world. Over
eight decades, Indian Muslims have

! I N columnist, former Chairman . A 2 i o et
blame India and Afghanistan — without of the Indian Institute of further marginalised Shias by privileging grown demographically, participated
evidence or investigation. Mass Communication a singular Sunni interpretation of Islam.  politically, and lived under a secular con-

But facts are stubborn things. Pakistan's (IIMC), and the author of Electoral expediency has repeatedly stitutional framework that guarantees
sectarian violence is neither imported nor Tryst with Ayodhya: trumped constitutional responsibility. religious freedom.
im e i N : Decolonisation of India’ and cami s N ikai : :
posed. It is indigenous, ideologically ‘Narrative ka Mayajaal Extremists are not confronted; they are India maintains strong relations with
nurtured, and politically patronised. courted, because they deliver street Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Iran, and other
The reasons for mass murders commit- e dailypioneer power and votes. Islamic nations. Even under Prime
ted in the name of Islam lie not only in the- ° @halbirpur] The deeper question remains: how Minister Narendra Modi — frequently car-

ology but also in governance. Pakistan has
failed to act as a neutral guarantor of reli-
gious plurality. Instead, it has repeatedly

@ The Pioneer

does such an ideology repeatedly find
fertile ground in Pakistan?
The answer lies in the circumstances

icatured by Pakistani propaganda -
India's engagement with the Islamic
world has deepened. Pakistan’s accusa-
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tion is not grounded in reality; it is an ide-
ological necessity to sustain its found-
ing hostility.

Contrast this with Pakistan, where
non-Muslims and non-Sunni Muslims,
including Ahmadiyas, have been reduced
to statistical insignificance, treated as
second-class citizens, and are virtually
invisible in the country's public spaces.

Pakistan's antagonism towards India
is less theological and more civilisation-
al. Pakistan was conceived notas a cul-
tural continuation but as a negation of
the subcontinent's pre-Islamic past.
Official Pakistani historiography traces
its origins to Muhammad bin Qasim’s
invasion of Sindh in 712 CE. Islamic
invaders who destroyed temples and
erased indigenous traditions are glori-
fied as ideological ancestors.

This civilisational rupture was not
accidental. As documented by former
Indian diplomat Narendra Singh Sarila
in The Shadow of the Great Game and
economist Prasenjit K Basu in Asia
Reborn, the partition of India was deeply
embedded in Britain's imperial strategy.

Classified British correspondence
reveals that on May 5, 1945, Prime
Minister Winston Churchill commis-
sioned a secret report recommending
that Britain retain a military presence in
India's north-west — present-day
Pakistan — to counter the Soviet Union.
The report advocated detaching
Baluchistan to safeguard
British interests in the Gulf
and the Middle East, high-
lighting its value as a military
base, transit hub, and reser-
voir of “manpower of good
fighting quality”.

on June 3, 1947, British Foreign
Secretary Ernest Bevin candidly admit-
ted that the division of India would help
Britain consolidate its position in the
Middle East. A 1947 British military report
went further, stating that Britain's strate-
gic requirements in the subcontinent
could be met through an agreement with
Pakistan alone, even if India refused
cooperation.

As Prasenjit K Basu notes, Pakistan was
integral to Britain's grand strategy of
retaining influence over the oil-rich
regions of Iran, Iraq, and the Gulf. This
logic seamlessly transferred to the
United States during the Cold War.
Pakistan joined SEATO and CENTO,
became a frontline ally against the
Soviet Union, and hosted CIA operations,
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including from the Peshawar airbase.

The United States later used Pakistan
as a conduit to China and, during the 1971
war, openly sided with Islamabad
against India. America replicated the
weaponisation of Islam that Britain had
perfected — most dramatically in
Afghanistan. To counter the Soviet Union,
Washington built a global jihadist
ecosystem, with Pakistan as its ideolog-
ical and logistical incubator.

Post-9/11, Pakistan became indispens-
able once again, even as it played a
double game. Islam was never the
objective; it was the instrument.

If Pakistan genuinely loved Islam, it
would stand unequivocally with Muslim
causes worldwide. Pakistan does not.

While Gaza burns and Iran faces sus-
tained Israeli-American hostility,
Pakistan's establishment maintains
strategic silence — or worse, strategic
collaboration. Reports of Pakistani facil-
ities being used indirectly by US forces
against Iran, and the Pakistani Army
Chief's simultaneous engagements in
Washington, expose the hollowness of
uUmmah rhetoric.

Nowhere is Pakistan's moral bankrupt-
cy clearer than in its embrace of China.
While Beijing systematically erases
Uyghur Islamic identity — demolishing
mosques, banning Quranic practices, and
incarcerating over a million Muslims in
“re-education camps” — Pakistan
remains conspicuously mute.

A self-proclaimed Islamic state
reduced to a surrogate of an empire
committing cultural genocide against
Muslims is a contradiction too grotesque
to ignore: loans, corridors, and strategic
relevance purchase Pakistan's silence.

Perhaps the most devastating indict-
ment came from Shia protesters in
Kashmir, who marched with the Indian
tricolour, asking a simple but searing
question, as media reported: “Shia
Muslims are targeted in Pakistan. It is
painful to see Muslims being killed
inside mosques during prayers. What
kind of jihad is this?"

Pakistan is contradiction personified.
Itis a declared Islamic nation that kills
more Muslims than most non-Muslim
regimes. It allies with powers that bomb
or erase Muslims elsewhere and survives
by playing the sidekick to global
powers. It is an ideological construct
consumed by hatred of its own pre-
Islamic heritage, history, and civilisation-
al traits, such as plurality.

Farmers turning climate
adaptation into opportunity

begin to manage shared resources collective-
ly, reducing conflict and improving sustainabil-
ity. Importantly, this institutional strength
allows adaptation efforts to last beyond individ-
ual projects, embedding climate resilience into
everyday agricultural practice.

Strategic partnerships between civil society

isations, government p nes, corpo-
rates, philanthropic entities, and other like-
minded stakeholders are essential, playing a
pivotal role in accelerating this shift. Climate
adaptation requires patient, long-term engage-
ment— not short project cycles driven by annual
targets. Place-based investments that respond
to local agro-climatic realities are far more likely
to generate sustained economic value. When
corporate resources are combined with grass-
roots implementation expertise and communi-
ty ownership, adaptation initiatives are better
designed, better adopted, and more durable.

This approach also allows climate action to
align more closely with national priorities - from
improving water security and agricultural pro-
ductivity to enhancing rural livelihoods and
employment. Sustainable agriculture, when
viewed through a climate lens, becomes not only
an environmental imperative but also an eco-
nomic one.

At the heart of this transition lies a
fundamental truth: India’s climate
response will only be as strong as the
agency we place in its farmers.
Farmers are not passive beneficiaries
of climate action. They are the primary actors
shaping outcomes on the ground. Their lived
experience — of land, seasons, risk, and resilience
— is invaluable. Trusting farmers, investing in
their skills, and strengthening the institutions
they participate in is essential to building
effective climate solutions.

When farmers lead adaptation, the results
extend far beyond individual fields. Livelihoods
stabilise. Rural economies become more
resilient. Communities gain confidence to plan
for the future rather than react to crisis. Climate
adaptation, in this context, evolves into an
opportunity — one that secures incomes, pro-
tects natural resources, and Supports a more sus-
tainable agricultural economy.

India stands at a critical moment. The chal-
lenges of climate change are undeniable, but so
is the opportunity to rethink how agriculture
grows, adapts, and prospers. By placing farmers
at the centre of climate adaptation — as deci-
sion-makers, innovators, and leaders —we can
move beyond managing risk and begin build-
ing a more resilient and prosperous future
for rural India.

Why India’s energy transition may
not end import dependency?

r
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Climate change is often described as an unfold-
ing crisis for Indian agriculture. Rising temper-
atures, erratic rainfall, declining groundwater
levels, and increasing weather extremes have
placed unprecedented pressure on smallhold-
er farmers. These risks are real and immediate.
Yet, when climate adaptation is framed only
through the lens of loss and damage, we risk
overlooking a powerful and necessary shift:
adaptation can be a pathway to rural prosper-
ity, not just survival.

Across rural India, farmers are already adapt-
ing — not in abstract ways, but through practi-
cal decisions taken season after season. Where
these efforts are supported by the right knowl-
edge, infrastructure, and institutions, adaptation
is beginning to show clear economic returns.
Improved water management practices are

increasing water productivity and e
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The 30th edition of the Conference of Parties
held in Belem reasserted the global push
towards low-carbon alternatives, a shift now
widely framed as the energy transition. For
India, this transformation promises new tech-
nologies, cleaner energy systems and a recon-
figured socio-economic and technical land-
scape. Yet beneath this optimism lies an
uncomfortable continuity: the persistence of
import dependence. While the fuels may
change - from oil and coal to lithium, nickel and
rare earths - the structural reliance on external
supply chains risks remaining largely intact. The
continuity becomes clearer when viewed
against the backdrop of India's present energy
mix and the forces shaping it.

The current landscape

Despite decades of domestic resource explo-
ration, India remains deeply reliant on import-
ed energy to fuel its economic growth. Today,
itimports nearly 88 per cent of crude oil, more
than 50 per cent of its natural gas, and a rising
volume of coking coal needed for steel and
industrial production. In financial year (FY) 2025,
India bought 234 million tonnes (MT) of crude
oil from abroad, paying roughly USD 137 billion
for it. Domestic output of oil was a modest 28
MT, a stark measure of the gap between
demand and self-reliance.

This dependence is not merely an econom-
ic burden but a strategic vulnerability. Volatility
in global crude prices widens India’s trade
deficit, weakens the rupee, and strains public
finances through inflation and subsidies.
Energy supply routes passing through geopo-
litically sensitive regions, particularly West Asia
and key maritime choke points, expose the
economy to external shocks. Despite biofuel
blending targets, coal expansion, and a gas infra-
structure push, India's energy security
remains deeply shaped by global markets and
geopolitics.

The new imports
The transition to non-fossil-fuel-based energy

£

vehicles and clean energy infrastructure. In fact,
the current uptake of renewables in India is sup-
ported by imports of the critical minerals
needed to manufacture solar PVs, wind turbines
and batteries. As per estimates, the demand for
critical minerals in India would more than
double by 2030, while domestic mining oper-
ations may take over a decade to start produc-
ing. Currently, India imports nearly all its
lithium, nickel and cobalt, in addition to the
maijority of its copper and graphite require-
ments.

The geography of the critical mineral
supply chain presents deeper chal-
lenges for India. Although lithium and
nickel are mined in countries such as
Australia, Chile and Indonesia, refining
and processing remain heavily concen-
trated in China, an increasingly adversarial
actor. This growing dependency necessitates
urgent diversification and de-risking of India’s
supply chains.

De-risking measures

For a country still dependent on imported crit-
ical minerals, substituting oil dependence
with mineral dependence is concerning,
prompting government initiatives to strength-
en the foundations of India’s clean energy tran-
sition. The central plank of these efforts is the
recently launched National Critical Mineral
Mission (NCMM), backed by an outlay 0f334,300
crore to scale domestic exploration, mining, pro-
cessing and refining. In addition, India has also
overhauled its mining and regulatory frame-
work to fast-track critical mineral leases and
attract private and public investment into
extraction and value addition. Material circu-
larity has also entered the policy mainstream,
with growing emphasis on recycling and recov-
ering minerals from end-of-life batteries, solar

introduction of the 7,280 crore Rare Earth
Permanent Magnet scheme, as a first-of-its-kind
initiative, also marks a significant push for self-
reliance in the renewable space. These initia-
tives signal long-term intent, but a key question
looms large: can they meaningfully reduce
India’s import vulnerability, or will mineral
dependence merely replace fossil dependence
in the decades ahead?

Reducing that vulnerability will require
going beyond domestic reforms to reshaping
India's global positioning in the critical miner-
als landscape. In the near term,
diversification of supply chains
through targeted bilateral part-
nerships and resource diploma-
cy ought to be a priority of
foreign policy to mitigate expo-
sure to concentrated processing hubs. Over the
longer horizon, import substitution through
domestic exploration, processing and manufac-
turing must serve as the foundation of a
resilient mineral ecosystem. The objective is not
merely self-sufficiency, but reduced systemic
exposure to geopolitical volatility, supply-
chain disruptions and the import bill. Without
acoherentand forward-looking mineral strat-
egy, the country risks continuing the very
dependency it seeks to escape.

These challenges highlight the need for
deeper global cooperation as India pursues a
secure and resilient energy transition. Such
questions will be central to discussions at the
World Sustainable Development Summit 2026,
where energy transition, alongside climate
finance, multilateralism, nature-based solutions
and more, will shape pathways towards a low-
carbon and strategically secure future.

stabilising cropping cycles. Soil
and moisture conservation tech-
niques are reducing input costs
while improving yields. Diversified
livelihood models — combining crop cultivation
with allied activities such as livestock, value addi-
tion, and micro-enterprises — are helping
farming households spread risk and strength-
en incomes in an increasingly volatile climate.

Seen this way, climate adaptation is not simply
about cushioning the next shock. It is about
building agricultural systems that perform
better under uncertainty. When farmers are
equipped to manage scarce resources more effi-
ciently, respond to changing conditions, and
invest in complementary income streams,
resilience becomes productive rather than
defensive.

A critical factor in this transition is the
strengthening of local institutions alongside
physical infrastructure. Climate resilience cannot
be built through assets alone. Investments in
decentralised water systems, climate-resilient
farming practices, and soil and crop manage-
ment must be matched with investments in
community-led governance. Farmer collec-
tives, water user groups, and village institutions
play a central role in enabling informed decision-
making —when to plant, what to grow, how to
manage water, and where to invest
scarce capital.
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

SPEAKERMUST BE SEEN
ASNEUTRAL, USE OTHER
TOOLS TO ENSURE DECORUM

HOWDOWNS at the highest institutional echelons are

not a trifling matter; nor must they become the new nor-

mal. But India’s parliamentary system is struggling to

cope with an absolute breakdown of consensus. A mo-

tion has been submitted by opposition MPs that aims to
unseat Lok Sabha Speaker Om Birla over perceived partisan-
ship. The cause of their chagrin: his refusal to allow Leader
of the Opposition Rahul Gandhi to quote from an unpublished
book by retired army chief General M M Naravane. The same
debate, on the motion of thanks to the President’s address, saw
another odd turn when Birla wrapped up proceedings without
the customary reply from the Prime Minister. The Speaker,
not without a sense of drama, cited a physical threat to the
PM through an “unexpected act”. However; videos of opposi-
tion women MPs surrounding the PM’s chair with banners—
while he was absent—suggested nothing more sinister than
perhaps the chance of thunderous sloganeering. If they were
deemed to hold the menace of an advancing army, it was with-
in Birla’s remit to hold territory and ensure decorum.

Naravane, presented with another chance to make a bat-
tlefield decision on his own, has also chosen the side of cau-
tion. After police was deployed to investigate the case, pub-
lisher Penguin Random House said his memoir has not been
put on shelves since the defence ministry barred it from doing
$0in 2023. It stated that no copies—in print or digital format—
have been published, distributed, sold or otherwise made
available to the public. When Rahul sought to go by Naravane’s
2023 tweet that said the book was “available now”, the general
preferred to lean on the publisher’s official position.

Asking how Rahul got a copy of the book sidesteps the real
question. Free expression of thought is a sine qua non for a
mature democracy. The government ought not to have sat on
the book for three years without indicating why. That said, Ra-
hul could have moved on after Birla’s discretionary ruling but
chose not to. No Lok Sabha Speaker has been impeached so far
and the government has the numbers to comfortably defeat the
motion. But as Birla himself has emphasised in the past, Speak-
ers must not just be neutral, they must also be seen to be so.

LEADERS MUST UPHOLD
CONSTITUTIONAL ROLES

chief minister serves not only as a political leader but
alsoasarepresentative of the constitutional relationship
between the State and its citizens. When such an office-
holder; either directly or symbolically, targets a minority
community for humiliation or threat, the harm extends
to the constitutional order itself. Therefore, the now-deleted
video posted on the official social media account of the ruling
party in Assam, which shows Chief Minister Himanta Biswa
Sarma miming a point-blank shooting of men clearly identifi-
able as Muslims, merits examination beyond standard political
criticism. This incident is not isolated; it follows a series of
by him about Muslims he calls “Miya”, referring to
Bangla-speaking Muslims in Assam with Bangladeshi roots.
This episode cannot be dismissed as mere ignrhetoric
or partisan provocation. The distinction is significant: these
images were spread not by fringe actors, but by the official
party apparatus linked to a sitting chief minister. Also, the
ineident cannot be excused by pointing to regional fears, mi-
gration across borders, or past conflicts in other parts of the
subcontinent. Effective governance requires clarity and fair-
ness, not hints, threats, or mixing citizenship with religious
identity. Terms such as ‘infiltrator’, when used repeatedly with-
out a clear legal basis, lose their official meaning and create
suspicion about entire communities. This practice hides the
differences between refugees escaping economic hardship,
long-settled citizens, and those who may have broken immigra-
tion laws. In the end, it weakens constitutional protection.
The risks associated with such actions are cumulative.
When a chief minister repeatedly presents a certain commu-
nity as suspicious, unworthy, or disposable, it normalises eve-
ryday discrimination and encourages vigilantism. Such an
approach signals to the broader public that constitutional im-
partiality is optional. While political disagreement is essential
to democracy, dehumanisation weakens its foundations. In-
dia’s constitutional framework provides governments with
considerable authority to address migration, law and order,
and national security. However, it does not sanction using
these concerns to create a climate of hostility towards an en-
tire community. Ultimately, the issue at stake is not merely one
of electoral strategy, but of constitutional integrity. Opposi-
tion leaders have now petitioned the Supreme Court, which
has agreed tolist the matter. Although it would have been sig-
nificant for the court to address the issue suo motu, its prompt
review may help clarify the constitutional boundaries.

THE BRIDGE OF LANGUAGE
I:LUEN CY in Hindi recently became an unexpected topic of

contention on the other side of the planet when Guyana’s

agriculture minister Vikash Ramkissoon defended his pro-
ficiency in the language in parliament. Last month, Somalia’s
Deputy Prime Minister Salah Ahmed Jama sprang a surprise
by breaking into polished Hindi in Davos. While waging lan-
guage battles at home, we ignore the global bridge-building
potential of some of the world's largest languages. Apart from
Hindi, Tamil and Bangla are officially recognised in several
countries. We can revive linguistic outreach efforts by the
mothballed Indian Council for Cultural Relations and give
more support to Delhi’s South Asian University and Bihar's
Nalanda University, institutions set up with transnational co-
operation in mind. Cultural diplomacy can win hearts and

EDITORIAL
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HERE is a new buzzword on
India’s petroleum and gas
landscape: trilemma. It is
meant to convey the ration-
ale behind actions by the
government and fuel com-
panies to balance energy
availability, affordability and sustain-
ability in the country.

India’s energy trilemma has been at
the front and centre of policy deci-
sions since US President Donald
Trump demanded last year that India
should stop buying cheap Russian oil.
In August, Trump followed up this de-
mand with Executive Order 14329 rais-
ing duties on Indian exports to the US
to a whopping 50 percent. The punitive
tariff caused pain when workers
across India were laid off, factory
floors turned idle and exporters ceded
painstakingly-built markets in the US
to global competitors.

Trump’s penal actions were the cul-
mination of a process that was in the
making since India switched to Russia
as a major source of crude oil after
Moscow offered huge discounts to fund
its war in Ukraine. And for increased
purchases of Russian defence equip-
ment such as the $-400 missile system.
Only, the Indian public was largely una-
ware of the resentment that was build-
ing up in Washington, caught up as
they were in illusions of a special rela-
tionship between India and the US.

The energy trilemma was addressed
when Petroleum and Natural Gas
Minister Hardeep Singh Puri and Ex-
ternal Affairs Minister S Jaishankar
visited Mozambique within six
months of each other a year after the
Ukraine war began, triggering anxie-
ties globally about another ‘oil shock’.
Mozambigque is a gas and coal produc-
ing country and an aspiring crude
producer. Who would have imagined
before this new threat to energy secu-
rity that Puri and Jaishankar would
be followed by a minister of state and
a secretary for economic relations in
the external affairs ministry to this
otherwise neglected outpost? Or that
red carpet would be rolled out by In-
dia for Mozambique’s defence minis-
ter, National Assembly speaker and
secretary of state for trade?

In July 2025, Puri prised open the
doors of the Organisation of Petrole-
um Exporting Countries cartel and ad-
dressed a meeting at the organisation’s
headquarters in Vienna. There, he
pursued expansion of energy ties with
Nigeria and Kuwait in separate meet-
ings with the former’s minister of

The balance between energy availability, affordability
and sustainability is tough at the best of times. Who will fill
the void being created by the retreat from Russian oil purchases?

NEW FRAMEWORK
TO ADDRESS INDIA’S
ENERGY TRILEMMA

state for petroleum resources and the
latter’s oil minister, who is also chair-
man of Kuwait Petroleum Corpora-
tion, the national oil giant. The ground
for adding Nigeria as a major source
of crude and hydrocarbons trade had
already been prepared by Puri and the
Nigerian minister in Davos in 2024. Ni-
geria had been in a free fall on India's
trade ranking because oil purchases
had come down by half before Puri’s
initiatives in Davos and Vienna. To
shore up these efforts, Jaishankar also
visited Abuja in 2024.

Kuwaitis were pioneers among the
Gulf Arabs to unveil vistas of energy
cooperation with India. But frustrated
in the past by India’s red tape and ob-
structionist bureaucracy, they had
given up. Now, Kuwait’s rank on In-
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Strategic analyst

SOURAY ROY.

dia’s energy charts has risen to the
sixth place as a source of crude, fourth
as a source of liquefied petroleum gas
and eighth as India’s hydrocarbon
trade partner. In the 1980s and 90s, In-
dia was a supplicant at Opec’s doors.
Now it is on its way to becoming a
partner, demanding respect as the
world’s third largest importer of oil.
A series of initiatives such as these
to address India’s energy trilemma
gave Prime Minister Narendra Modi
the confidence to declare on January
27, “India is now on a mission of en-
ergy independence, moving beyond
energy security.” Modi’s government
was hobbled in its first term by pump
price mismanagement of petrol and
diesel, and the pain inflicted on con-
sumers of cooking gas and kerosene.

India happens to be a rich country
inhabited by very poor people

Manmohan
Singh

A few achievements were reactive to
offers by new friends of Modi among
oil producers like the United Arab
Emirates and Indonesia, rather than
the result of proactive policies.

The Covid pandemic was a chal-
lenge as well as an opportunity. Uncer-
tainties and fears of an all-round cha-
os prompted the government to heavily
concentrate on the affordability factor
in the trilemma. Aggressive cuts in
central excise on petrol and diesel in
2021 and in 2022 were followed by re-
ductions in value added tax by several
states. Price charts provided to by pe-
troleum marketing companies during
the two post-Covid years show that
diesel price rises in India were much
smaller than the ones in the US, Can-
ada, Spain and the UK.

Fears of the Covid period have
ebbed, prompting the government’s
treasury managers to tighten the purse
strings. Price rises have occurred and
opinion is divided on whether these
higher consumer costs are within the
range of affordability. There have been
no protests over fuel prices like those
that characterised Modi’s first term
and any outcry on this score has been
muted. This situation may have been
partly influenced by a feeling of ener-
gy security. Russian oil supplies in the
last three years have definitely con-
tributed to this sense that India shares
with China, Hungary and Slovakia.

However, the new year has brought
new challenges with the government
willing to say very little about buying
oil from Russia. But the economy
with words on this issue for strategic
reasons cannot hide the realities on
the ground.

At the India Energy Week in Goa
last month, for example, Russian pres-
ence was scant. At the same event last
year in New Delhi, Russian was the
lingua franca in conference lobbies
and at bars in hotels where the dele-
gates were put up. For sure, Russia is
in retreat on India’s energy platform.

Who is taking the place being va-
cated by Russia? Prime Minister Mark
Carney’s visit to India next month is
yet to be officially announced, but
Canada unequivocally signalled in
Goa that big deals will be signed dur-
ing that visit not only for oil and gas,
but also for uranium and other miner-
als. The other country that will step
up to compensate for the Russian void
is the UAE. Which is why Modi’s aim
is to ensure the not-so-easy goal of en-
ergy independence.

(Views are personal)

ANOTHER WAY TO PROTECT & ATTRACT

INCE 1991, when a new gen-
eration of economic reforms
were initiated, Indian policy-
makers in successive govern-
ments have tried to strike a
balance between attracting
foreign direct investment
(FDI) and protecting domestic business-
es, especially small firms in many sec-
tors. Unsurprisingly, this approach has
not worked particularly well, though
that has not prevented the government
from persisting with this approach.

The retail industry is a good sector to
understand why this approach typically
fails. In the initial reform years, the gov-
ernment worried about what would hap-
pen to small neighbourhood retailers,
especially grocers, if big-box formats of
the kind that were popular in the US, Eu-
rope and Southeast Asian countries were
to be allowed a free rein in the country.

Therefore, policymakers grudgingly
allowed global single-brand retail play-
ers to enter the country—calculating
that they posed the least threat to small
Indian shopkeepers. Big multi-brand
players such as Walmart or Carrefour
were not allowed to sell directly to cus-
tomers. Big-box retailers could only
come in via the cash-and-carry route,
where they sold to smaller shops. The
reasoning was that this would be a win-
win situation with FDI in retail coming
in, while small grocers benefited by
buying from the cash-and-carry giants
and selling to consumers.

As it turned out, the final outcome
has not been quite what the policymak-
ers thought would happen. Domestic
companies ushered in big-box retail
though the global companies were kept
off. Not every homegrown player suc-
ceeded. Some expanded quickly but
eventually went bust. They were re-
placed quickly by others. Today, Reli-
ance and the Tata Group are big players
in big-box physical retail in several mul-
ti-brand formats. Others have also built
a significant presence—Radhakishan
Damani’s DMart in the groceries space
is a good example. There are many oth-
ers jostling for a slice of the pie.

In all of this, the small mom-and-pop
grocery stores have not been protected.
Indeed, they face their biggest threat at
present from the homegrown quick-com-
merce players who are setting up ‘dark
stores’” with fast-moving inventory and
offering a service that a small grocery
often cannot. Between domestic players

|
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players such as Blinkit and Zepto, small
Indian grocers are facing exactly the
kind of competition that the government
thought it would protect them from.
Take the case of e-commerce. Here,
the government has had multiple poli-
cy flipflops. Flipkart, started by domes-
tic entrepreneurs, grew rapidly until
capital requirements ensured that the
founders sold to Walmart. Meanwhile,
US giant Amazon set up and scaled up
quickly. This has attracted big Indian
groups such as Reliance and Tata to
start their own online businesses.

The retail industry shows why
India’s foreign investment policy

is faltering. Though policymakers
haven't allowed big global players
to sell directly in the country, mom-
and-pop shops are facing intense
competition from homegrown
giants. A consumer-first approach
with a capital push can be a way out

The government has been unable to
decide whether players such as Amazon
or Flipkart are beneficial to smaller
players or are competitors. In a bid to
protect small Indian sellers, the govern-
ment has said that Amazon and Flipkart
cannot follow an inventory-led or hybrid
model, and should act only as platforms
for domestic and other sellers. It also de-
veloped the Open Network for Digital
Commerce or ONDC, an open platform
that is supposed to offer an alternative to
Amazon and Flipkart. But so far ONDC
has not quite taken off to the extent
where it can challenge the big players.

Former ditor,commentatar on economic ssues

and Flipkart to stock their own invento-
ries and restricting global multi-brand
big-box retailers from setting up physical
outlets that can sell directly to consum-
ers, the government has essentially throt-
tled FDI in retail. Thus, only a fraction of
the potential FDI is trickling in now.

Nor have the small players been pro-
tected. It is hard to argue that a Blinkit
or a Reliance Smart Bazaar poses less
of a threat to small players than an
Amazon or a Walmart.

Instead of trying to strike a balance
between FDI and protecting small do-
mestic players, neither of which it has
managed to do particularly well, the poli-
cymakers should perhaps focus on one
area they have ignored—the final con-
sumer. Taking a consumer-first approach
would lead to investments and technol-
ogy flowing in while letting the market
evolve, as it has in other countries.

By focusing on the consumer, the gov-
ernment would realise that physical big-
box formats and online players are not
two separate categories—they are both
serving the same customers, as are small-
format domestic players. This would lead
to regulations that are fair to all players.

If the government really wants to
help and protect small players, the ideal
way is not by creating artificial distine-
tions in retail or a regulatory maze for
global players, but by offering small
businessmen the one thing they lack—
easy access to cheap capital.

The real battle between small mom-
and-pop shops and modern retail for-
mats lies in the amount of capital that
can be deployed in offering customers
the best deal. Whether it is a big busi-
ness conglomerate like Reliance or Tata,
or venture-capital funded startups such
as Blinkit and Zepto, the threat they
pose is the same. The only way smaller
traditional players can compete is if
they can also access capital cheaply.
This could mean incentive or special
plans while keeping overall retail regu-
lations the same for every player. This
would be a win for customers, as well as
for the government and players.

(Views are personal)

MAILBAG
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Temple conservation

Ref: Odisha elephant burial points to
systemic rot (Feb 11). Temples in Hindu
culture played a major role protecting
animals, especially cows and elephants.
Both the Centre and the states have left
animals unprotected from poachers and
temples from governments.
SASrinivasa Sarma, Hyderabad

Science headliners

Ref: Icons for future scientists (Feb 11).
We need to promote outstanding
performers in all the fields with due
recognition. In India, where prominence is
given only to paliticians and sportsmen, top
stientists—irrespective of gender—rarely
make it to headlines. More felicitation
functions must be announced to include
their contributions in syllabuses.
Rajarao Kumar, Bengaluru

Al's purpose

Ref: Dream bigger and act faster on

Al to secure future (Feb 11). The life

of the country's common man is still
largely untouched by the Al phenomenon,
except for fabricated videos floating
on social media. Even spiritual matters
are subjected to distortion. As the
author hints, India needs to explore

Al for health and econamic policy.

P Mangalachandran, Kannur

Board’s future

Ref: Board of Peace not for India

(Feb 11). In facing a Hamletian dilemma
arising out of Donald Trump's invitation,
India could follow the lead of China

and Russia. Anyhaw, the long-term
continuance of the board, which is no
substitute for the UN, is anybody's guess.
NRama Rao, emal

Equal treatment

Ref: Noarrest yet in Kanpur case
(Feb11). 1t's a wonder to learn how a
person suffering from a seizure-related
disorder is permitted ta drive a high-end
car by his parents. The accused must be
booked irrespective of his status. All are
equal in the eyes of the law.
NRNagarajan, Sivakasi

Impractical deadlines

Ref: Takedown time cut on Al abuse
(Feb 11). Reduction of the time to take
down a post to less than a -tenth of the
earlier time is illogical and looks like an
indirect attempt to muzzle criticism.
The time of the natification also needs
to be taken into account.
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PAMPERING PAKISTAN, ICCSHOWS THE WAY

Suddenly everything seems to be
working right for cricket, which
was in the throes for over a week.
Right now, all the stakeholders, who
appeared to be at loggerheads, are
heaving a sigh of relief following a
‘gentlemanly’ end to the deadlock
that was bringing disrepute to the
sport. Quite possibly, all Boards and
the ICC must be rejoicing over the
near coup they achieved following
closed-door meetings on Tuesday.
The smile is back on the faces of fans
from India and Pakistan as the latter
has agreed to keep its tryst with des-
tiny. The arch-rivals will indeed take
guard against each other in their T20
World Cup 2026 Group ‘A’ league
match in Sri Lanka on February 15.
Over the last one week, the game’s

administrators were caught in a pi-
quant situation after first the Pakistan
Cricket Board (PCB) and later their
Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif pub-
licly stated that the country would
boycott the India match throwing
the extravaganza in a tizzy. After all,
an India-Pakistan match even in the
league stage spells megabucks for the
organisers and high-voltage action
for the fans apart from guaranteed
record-breaking viewership much to
the delight of the broadcasters and
sponsors, while cricket would be the
toast of the world of sports.

Trouble started when Bangladesh
refused to play in India due to ‘se-
curity concerns’ following nation-
wide furore over killings of Hindus
inand around Dhaka. In a swift and

unprecedented retaliation, the 1CC
replaced the team with Scotland so
that the show would go on, which,
ironically, was to boomerang on it.
They did not reckon with the stand
that PCB was to take. It fumed at
the decision to replace Bangladesh;
expressed solidarity with the 'victim'
and outright refusal to play against
India. Intense efforts by the organis-
ing committee, ICC and others did
not cut ice with Pakistan.

Ironically, the change of heart
came courtesy of a passionate plea by
the BCB boss M Najmul Islam, who
urged Pakistan to ‘take the field for
the greater good of the game! In an
equally emotion-ridden statement,
Pakistan took umbrage in the ‘spirit
of cricket' for its decision to end the

boycott threat. Meanwhile, a body-
blow comes from Asif Nazrul, sports
advisor to the Bangladesh govern-
ment, who said that the decision to
skip the mega event ‘was taken by the
BCB and the players and not by the
government’,

Meanwhile, one should note that
in its bid to win over the Pakistan
government’s nod for the créme da
la créme showdown, the ICC and its
mandarins, who brokered the deal,
seem to have completely forgotten
the existence of Bangladesh, whose
dedision not to play in India had
triggered the crisis. Today, no one
is talking of Bangladesh, when, in
the name of fairness and the spirit
of the game, the organising commit-
tee should have gone all out to im-

press the BCB on a rethink. In terms
of sportsmanship, which is more
uncthical, withdrawing from the
championship for whatever reason
or refusing to play against only one
opponent in the championship. Alas,
the obsession for an India-Pakistan
match that translates to millions into
the coffers of the ICC, and perhaps a
handsome amount diverted to PCB
accounts, has belittled BCB. Rather
than offering a major future event
and magnanimously assuring not
to penalise them for the decision to
skip the event, the ICC should have
ensured its participation by shifting
their matches to Sri Lanka. There are
such precedents. That would have
marked a victory for cricket in the
truest sense.

Imposing age resrictions is like o double-edged Sword

TALKING OF

1l the existing regula-
tions notwithstand-
ing, enforcement of

a regimen of age restrictions
can pose significant chal-
lenges. Imposition of such
restrictions on the activi-
ties of adol children

and done, there is little
gainsaying the fact that the
responsibility of ensuring
adolescent children are al-
lowed restricted access to
social media, rests primarily
with parents and, to some
extent, with educational in-
stitutions.

The role of parents and
communities, in guiding
and supporting the use of so-
cial media by young people,
can hardly be overstated. By
being active participants in
their children’s online world,
parents can better under-
stand the challenges and op-
portunities that social media
present. Such involvement
can also help to bridge the

needs to be done in a benign
and non-invasive fashion.
Once the purpose has been
served, withdrawal of the re-
strictions should be gradual,
to ensure that the impact
caused is lasting and sus-
tainable.

Abrupt introduction of
any new regimen, as well
as its sudden withdrawal,
can both be dangerous. The
idea is that as children enter
the youth age, they acquire
the ability to appreciate by
themselves about what is
good for them and what is
not.

A legal age limit might
instead of  discouraging
children from using social
media, may prove counter-
productive, and lead to their
accessing them secretively.

Experts advocate that a
far better approach is to in-
vest in education and paren-
tal guidance, to ensure safe

| gap in digital
literacy and will ensure that
parents are equipped to offer
relevant and effective guid-
ance. It is also important
that social media cooperate
in enforcing the restrictions,

The appeal of a ‘forbidden
fruit’ stems from a deep-
seated human quality of
curiosity, and the weakness
for the thrill of the taboo.
‘When something is declared
‘off-limits; the urge to desire
it increases, and a psycho-
logical phenomenon known
as the forbidden fruit effect’
kicks in.

When freedom is restrict-
ed, people experience an un-
pleasant emotional state to
escape, in which they tend
to engage in forbidden be-
haviour. What is more, the
innate drive to explore the
unknown increases their
interest. The act of disobey-
ing a rule, and getting away
with it, triggers the release

and resp
When all has been said

of ‘dop , a pleasure
chemical in the brain, which

The issue is somewhat akin to the
certification given to movies, such
as ‘U’ or ‘A, imposing a restriction on
viewership by people below a certain
age. Such systems tend to be somewhat
subjective and prone to sharp variations
across cultures and regions. The age,
upon reaching which young people may
be allowed to view movies, or websites
with certain types of content, as well
as the appropriateness of that content,
are matters which lend themselves
to varying interpretations in different
countries, such as, say, India, Japan, or
the Caribbean

reinforces the attraction to
forbidden activities.

The issue is somewhat
akin to the certification giv-
en to movies, such as ‘U or
‘A, imposing a restriction on
viewership by people below
a certain age. Such systems
tend to be somewhat sub-
jective and prone to sharp
variations across cultures
and regions. The age, upon
reaching which young peo-

ple may be allowed to view
movies, or websites with
certain types of content, as
well as the appropriateness
of that content, are matters
which lend themselves to
varying interpretations in
different countries, such as,
say, India, Japan, or the Car-
ibbean,

The whole issue, there-
fore, needs to be discussed
threadbare across regions

and cultures, particularly in
a country such as India, be-
fore any view is taken. There
are also other situations in
which age restrictions apply,
such as, for instance, entry
into gymnasiums or bars.
Those are totally justified.
After all, who would like
to see under aged children
getting to be introduced to
alcohol or risking the dan-
ger of injury in a gym while
still not quite ready for such
forms of exercise? The con-
text in which the present
discussion is taking place,
however, is fraught with
much more serious impli-
cations. Something like a
particular culture, region,
or generation imposing its
value system onto another.
Restrictions also run the
risk of denying to young
people access to perfectly
desirable, or even instruc-
tive, sources of education or
entertainment, Itis like per-
mitting them to view ob-
jectionable media content
involving excessive or in-
decent depiction of matters
relating to sex, violence, or
use of narcotic substances.
This discussion on age
restrictions reminds me of
the sound and wise counsel
which 1, as an adolescent,
received from my father.
“Dam your emotions,” he
always told me. And, in
the long run, I found that,
whether it was going to
horse races, enjoying a
drink or the excitement of
foreign travel, all would
happen at the appropri-
ate juncture, and in good
time, provided one had the
discipline and maturity to
wait. It is this ability which

parents, teachers, and com-
munity elders must attempt
to encourage youngsters to
inculcate.

The discourse has, so far,
only been confined to the
desirability or otherwise of
prescribing age limits for
youngsters to access social
media. It is, however, neces-
sary to remember that the
weakness of the lure of re-
sisting to something which
is enticing is hardly con-
fined only to youngsters.
This probably was why Os-
car Wilde said, “I can resist
everything except tempta-
tion!”

Taking Wilde's argument,
a little further, and as we
come to the end of the dis-
cussion on this rather sol-
emn subject, we have him
telling us how, when finally
temptation triumphs over
restraint, one may as well
make the most of the op-
portunity.

While taking a
one day, Twain passed a
fruit cart. All his standing
in society, and his great
reputation as a writer, phi-
losopher, and humourist,
notwithstanding, his basic
human instincts surfaced.
He picked up an orange and
walked away briskly. A few

minutes later, he stopped,

looked at the fruit thought-
fully, shook his head, appar-

ently overcome by remorse, :

turned back and walked to-
wards the cart. And what do
you think happened next?
Typical of Mark Twain, he
chose a riper one and ran
away!

(The writer was formerly

Chief Secretary, Govern-

ment of Andhra Pradesh)

Ethical leadership can ensure corruption-free governance in India

NAYAKARA VEERESHA

dations of the Law

rancois Valerien, the

Chair of Transparency
International, says  that
“Corruption is an evolving
global threat that does far
more than undermine de-
velopment - it is a key cause
of declining democracy, in-
stability and human rights
violations”.

In India, corruption is
rampant as reported by the
Corruption Perception In-
dex, published in February
2025. Tt ranks 96th among
180 nations with a score of
38, As per this report, 89 per
cent of the people think that
corruption in the govern-
ment is the biggest problem,
while 39 per cent of citizens
stated that they had paid
bribes for a public service in
the last 12 months, It specifi-
cally pointed out that “India
(38) embroiled in a US in-
dictment of a clean energy
business due to more than
$250 million paid in bribes
to Indian government offi-
cials to obtain solar energy
contracts worth billions of
dollars”

On January 13 of this year,
the Supreme Court delivered
a split verdict in the Centre
for Public Interest Litigation
Vs. Union of India (2026),
which examined the legality
and constitutionality of Sec-
tion 17A of the Prevention
of Corruption Act (PCA),
1989. This section was intro-
duced through Section 12
of the PCA (Amendment)
Act, 2018 following the rec-

Commission of India in its
254th report on Prevention
of Corruption (Amend-
ment) Bill, 2013, It mandates
that “No police officer shall
conduct any enquiry or in-
quiry or investigation into
any offence alleged to have
been committed by a pub-
lic servant under this Act,
where the alleged offence is
relatable to any recommen-
dation made or decision
taken by such public servant
in discharge of his official
functions or duties, without
the previous approval’

The core issue is whether
prior approval is required
or not to investigate public
servants in the matters of
corruption,

The competitive authori-
ties for the prior approval
are the Union Government,
State Government and any
other person, respectively.
The petitioner challenged
the constitutional validity of
Section 17A on the grounds
that it violates Article 14
and 21 of the Constitution
and the provisions of the
Lokpal Act and Lokayuk-
tas Act, 2013. The division
bench, comprising Justice
B V Nagarathna and Justice
KV Viswanathan, provided
different, yet opposite, rul-
ings in this instant case. The
former struck down Section
17A of PCA as it ‘violates
Article 14 of the Constitu-
tion, whereas Justice Viswa-
nathan upheld Section 17A
provided the grant or refusal
of approval is based on Lok-
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pal/Lokayukta recommen-
dation. The Court ordered
that the matter be placed be-
fore the Chief Justice of In-
dia (CJI for “constituting an
appropriate Bench to con-
sider the issues which arise
in this matter afresh”.

Justice Nagarathna high-
lighted that “in substance,
the classification based on
the nature of duties is illegal
and therefore violates Arti-
cle 14 of the Constitution of
India” She also pointed out
that “prior approval being
required for the purpose of
protecting honest officers is
not a valid reason for sav-
ing the provision from being
declared unconstitutional as
a regime of prior approval
at the stage of inquiry/en-
quiry/investigation is funda-
mentally opposed to the ob-
jects and purpose of the Act
and hence has to be struck
down on that ground also”
Justice Viswanathan opined

“policy paralysis” does not
set in.... a “play it safe syn-
drome” may set in and deci-
sion making will be avoided,
causing serious detriment to
the progress of the nation”.

The reasons provided by
both the judges seem to have
their own validity in terms
of arguments. Justice Naga-
rathna’s reason of protecting
honest officers shall not be-
come constraint in declar-
ing the Section 17A as un-
constitutional as it provides
exclusion from the principle
of equality and the classifica-
tion based on duties as ille-
gal and arbitrary.

The point of ‘policy paral-
ysis' brought out by Justice
Viswanathan merits value.
However, the political econ-
omy of institutions like Lok-
pal and Lokayukta and the
lack of robust functioning of
the same does not enthuse
confidence either in these
institutions or the political

The reasons provided by both the judges
seem to have their own validity in terms of
arguments. However, the political economy
of institutions like Lokpal and Lokayukta
and the lack of robust functioning of the
same does not enthuse confidence either
in these institutions or the political regimes
that govern them.

regimes that govern them.
Need for ethical leader-
sh

Given this peculiar sce-
nario, the court’s order of
approaching the Chief Jus-
tice of India for the consti-
tution of a larger bench to
decide the matter is inevi-
table; however, due to the
prolonged appeal and coun-
ter appeal the very purpose
of Section 17A of the PCA
gets defeated in the process
of judicial ~adjudication.
Any statutory law is en-
acted to serve the purpose
of the legislative intent and

stitutional and the issue to
be placed before the larger
bench the issue is back to
square one and makes for
justice delayed is justice
denied for citizens seeking
a corruption-free govern-
ance.

The corruption-free gov-
ernance is a citizens right;
providing good governance
is an obligation of a demo-
cratic  government. The
question shall be asked here
is the constitutional fidelity
of the political regimes and
administrative  machinery

rather than focusing on the *

if an A d (2018
PCA) significantly reduces
the legislative intent and
purpose then the valid-
ity of such an amendment
is questionable, It is here
that Justice Nagarathna’s
contention finds merit as a
separate clause or provision
in the name of protecting
the honest officers is an ex-
clusionary principle rather
than inclusiveness in gov-
ernance. By striking down
the Section 17A as uncon-

1 validity of the
PCA. The transparent gov-
ernance is of ethical dimen-
sion which in turn directly
correlates to the ethical po-
litical leadership to deliver
good governance to the citi-
zens. India on this account
have a long way to go.

(The writer is Assistant
Professor, Symbiosis Law
School, Symbiosis Interna-
tional (Deemed University),
Pune. Views are personal)
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Whither temple of democracy?

HE recent developments in Lok Sabha, including pass-

ing of the Motion of Thanks to the President’s speech
without the Prime Minister’s presence, the alleged silenc-
ing of the Leader of the Opposition, the Speaker’s advice
to the PM to skip a session due to concerns about women
MPs, and the opposition’s move for a no-confidence mo-
tion against the Speaker collectively suggest a worrying de-
viation from i | provisions and established par-
liamentary norms. Furthermore, it seems like the temple
of democracy is no longer functioning as it once did. The
absence of healthy debates and constructive cross-discus-
sions, replaced instead by constant disruptions, members
‘jumping into the well; and an increase in suspensions, in-
dicates an erosion of democratic principles within the leg-
islative process.

Ganti Ventkata Sudhir, Secunderabad

Naidu must nip the laddu row in the bud

HIS has reference to the artide ‘Restoring sanctity: The
Tirumala laddu controversy must end forthwith' by
Nomula Srinivasa Rao. Millions of pilgrims from all cor-
ners of the globe reach Tirumala to have peaceful and de-
votional darshan and revere sacred prasadams like laddus
and vadas. We humbly urge the Chief Minister of Andhra
Pradesh N Chandra Babu Naidu to direct his officials to
catch the culprits and punish them under the three crimi-
nal laws to end the controversy on laddus, once and for all,
‘This will put an end to the adverse propaganda against the
famed laddus, which is hurting the sentiments of devotees

spread across the globe.
G Murali Mohan Rao, Secunderabad-11

Electoral malpractices continue unabated

EMOCRATIC values and ethics have no place in the
battle of ballots in our country, as mobsters and crook-
ed politicians pervade the electoral arena and loot public
money. This scene gets exposed during every election, and
Telangana is no exception. The report that ‘Parties lur-
ing political rivals with hefty sums” makes for a disturbing
read, as all political parties are vying with one another in
circumventing the democratic process just to score over
their political opponents. Once elected, electoral promises
of development and people’s welfare take a back seat leav-
ing the common man in the lurch. Unfortunately, although
a good number of politicians are educated, poll malprac-
tices occur unabated as winning is the only criteria.
Govardhana Myneedu, Vijayawada

Centre must rewrite the anti-defection law

propos “Telangana defection case is litmus test for

Tenth Schedule (THI Feb 10). Legislative Assembly
Speaker Gaddam Prasad has rejected eight petitions seek-
ing disqualification of MLAs who have defected, while the
petitions against Danam Nagender and Kadiam Srihari are
kept in limbo. The Supreme Court has reprimanded the
speaker for his inaction and issued a diktat for taking a de-
cision on the petitions within three weeks or face contempt
of court. The writer has rightly said that the outcome of
the speaker’s decision would be a litmus test for the tenth
schedule of the constit . There is a need for a strong
anti-defection law to punish the turncoats. If the BRS suc-
ceeds in the Supreme Court, the apex court ruling will be-
come the law of the land and compel the Centre to rewrite
the anti-defection law.

Dinanath Shenolikar, Hyderabad

Avoidable controversy over ‘Four Stars of Destiny’

he dramatic attempt by the Leader of the Opposition
Rahul Gandhi to invoke Gen M M Naravane's purport-
ed book ‘Four Stars of Destiny in Parliament has invited
avoidable controversy after the former army chief clarified
that no printed or digital copies have been released. Rais-
ing national security concerns demands responsibility and
verified evidence, not theatrical gestures that risk mislead-
ing public discourse. Credible opposition politics requires
fact-based scrutiny rather than symbalic confrontations
that ultimately diminish its own effectiveness.
KR Parvathy, Mysuru

thehansreader@gmail.com

BENGALURU ONLINE

v/ EREEE

Decision on cricket matches at Chinnaswamy

Stadium to be taken today: HM

BENGALURU: HOME Minister G Parameshwara on
Wednesday said that a meeting will be held on February
12 to discuss and decide on the possibility of providing
clearance to host cricket matches in the city's M Chin-
naswamy Stadium.

He said that the meeting will discuss and decide
based on the Karnataka State Cricket Association
(KSCA), which manages the stadium, complying with
the safety and security requirements.

Matches were stopped at the Chinnaswamy stadium
after a stampede had occurred outside it during the
Royal Challengers Bengaluru’s (RCB) IPL victory cele-
bration on June 4 last year, in which 11 people died. The
Justice John Michael Cunha’s Commission was consti-
tuted to probe the incident.

Read more at.
‘'epaper.thehans
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Digital arrests
need swift action

t is surprising, and deeply disturbing, that the Su-
preme Court’s evident anxiety over the rapid rise of so-
called “digital arrest” frauds is not matched by a similar
sense of urgency on the part of the Central and state
governments. The gravity of the problem was under-
lined by a report cited by a three-judge bench headed
by Chief Justice Surya Kant. Bank customers have lost
an astonishing Rs 52,000 crore to such fraudulent trans-
actions in four years. The figure is staggering—so large
that, as the court itself noted, it exceeds the annual
budget of several states. Yet, despite the enormity of the
losses and the devastation caused to individual lives,
little appears to have been done to prevent these crimes.
As in many other areas of public policy. prevention has
been neglected in favour of post-facto lamentation.

Itis telling that a standard operating procedure (SOP)
to deal with digital arrest frauds was formulated only in
early January, and that too under the initiative of the
court. If the authorities concerned were genuinely
alarmed, the SOP should have been implemented with-
out delay. Instead, bureaucratic inertia has prevailed,
forcing the court to step in once again and direct that

the SOP be put in
place within a month. Alerts to branch

The courts sharp | managers and
eriticism of the Re- accounts

serve Bank is also sig-

nificant. Mere%y dep a.rt.m entsfor
advising banks to “be suspzcwz.ts

more vigilant” is an | transactions
abdication of respon- | should be

sibility. Banks re- mandatory.

spond not to sermons
but to accountability. Unless responsibility is clearly
fixed and negligence attracts financial consequences,
exhortations will remain meaningless. At present.
banks suffer no loss when a customer is wiped out in a
single fraudulent transaction. That moral hazard ex-
plains their indifference. The victims are often retired.
lonely, and vulnerable individuals who lose their life’s
savings overnight. Fraudsters exploit a basic human
fear: the dread of arrest, which becomes more acute
with age. Despite repeated public warnings, many still
do not know that no one can be “digitally arrested” and
are coerced into paying money for release. The crimi-
nals thrive on this ignorance and fear.

Law enforcement agencies, though equipped with cy-
bererime units, also appear reluctant to pursue cases
aggressively, especially when fraud networks use
layered systems to move money across accounts and ju-
risdictions. What the court has sensibly suggested is a
preventive mechanism: if a pensioner, who usually with-
draws a modest monthly sum, suddenly seeks to
transfer several lakhs, the system should raise a red flag,
delay the transaction, and alert both the customer and
bank officials. Banks already possess detailed customer
profiles. Incorporating such safeguards is neither tech-

Unfiltered

Deepak Sanchety

www.freepressjournal.in

SEBI’s ‘fit and proper’ reboot
towards course correction

The consultation paper signals a meaningful shift in the regulatory

EBI has recently

unveiled a consul-

tation paper pro-

posing a significant
overhaul of the “fit and proper per-
son” framework governing market
intermediaries, such as brokers,
merchant bankers, and others, as
well as persons associated with
them. The consultation, open for
public feedback until late February
2026, seeks to address long-standing
concerns around regulatory uncer-
tainty, procedural unfairness, and
the unintended consequences of
automatic disqualifications. If imple-
mented meaningfully, the proposals
could reshape how eligibility and in-
tegrity standards are applied in In-
dian capital markets.

There is clear internal recognition
within SEBI that the existing fit and
proper criteria—particularly the
sudden adverse changes introduced
in 2021 without adequate consulta-
tion—had become increasingly vul-
nerable to legal challenge. These
changes generated sustained unease
across the market, especially in the
aftermath of litigation arising from
the National Spot Exchange Ltd
(NSEL) episode. Certain disqualifi-
cation triggers, especially those
linked merely to the filing of crimi-
nal complaints or charge sheets in
economic offence cases, were dif-
ficult to justify on first principles.
This formed the backdrop to the
consultation paper now placed in
the public domain.

The current regime requires the
applicant, the intermediary and a
wide universe of related persons—
including directors, key manage-
ment personnel, and persons in
control—to satisfy standards of in-
tegrity, reputation, and financial
soundness. While conceived as a
safeguard for market integrity, the
framework gradually acquired a
punitive and mechanical character.
In practice, it often functioned less

o

Niti Sutra

philosophy, recognising that strong regulation must also be fair

asa considered test of suitability and
more as an automatic trigger for ex-
clusion, with little regard to propor-
tionality or context.

Over the past five years, the
framework has operated with a se-
verity that can fairly be described as
extremely disproportionate. The
mere filing of an FIR, a charge sheet
or a complaint—long before any
judicial finding—wassufficient to in-
vite disqualification. There was no
explicit assurance of a prior hearing
before declaring an entity or indi-
vidual “not fit and proper”, even
though such a declaration can
cripple or extinguish a regulated
business. Severe civil and economic
consequences were thus imposed at
a preliminary stage of the legal pro-
cess, in tension with settled prin-
ciples of natural justice and the
presumption of innocence.

These infirmities became most
visible in the NSEL brokers’ litiga-
tion. The affected entities ap-
proached the Bombay High Court,
arguing that the framework in-
verted the presumption of inno-
cence and imposed irreversible
consequences without adjudication
or meaningful opportunity of being
heard.

During these proceedings, SEBI
informed the High Court that it
would review the relevant provi-
sions and, it is understood, would
not insist on enforcing disqualifica-
tions while the matter remained
under judicial consideration. This
stance reflected an implicit ac-
knowledgement that the frame-
work, as applied, risked regulatory
overreach and lacked adequate
procedural safeguards. It also
underscored the need for regulatory
action to remain aligned with
broader principles of Indian juris-
prudence when civil and economic
consequences are involved.

Against this backdrop, the consul-
tation paper represents a conscious

and welcome course correction,
and SEBI deserves all credit for it.
The most consequential proposal is
the removal of automatic disqualifi-
cation arising solely from the filing
of a criminal complaint, FIR or
charge sheet. Under the draft
framework, disqualification would
arise only upon conviction or a final
adverse finding by a competent
authority. This restores alignment
with the foundational principle that
individuals and entities are innocent
until proven otherwise.

Equally important is the explicit
codification of the right to a hearing
before any declaration of “not fitand
proper”. The absence of such an ex-
press safeguard in the existing regu-
lations was shocking, given the
gravity of the consequences in-
volved. By embedding procedural
fairness into the regulatory text,
SEBI acknowledges that suitability
determinations cannot be reduced
to mechanical rule application.

The consultation also removes
several automatic and open-ended
consequences that had caused pro-
longed uncertainty. Initiation of
winding-up pmceedmg% wuuld no

mediate divestment. Instead, re-
strictions on voting or control rights
could be imposed. This approach
addresses governance risks without
causing unnecessary destruction of
economic value.

An important, and often over-
looked, dimension is the need for
SEBI and stock exchanges to act in
close and real-time alignment in
regulatory matters like this. In the
past, divergence in interpretation or
timing between SEBI and exchanges
has exacerbated the pain, with ex-
changes acting mechanically on
regulatory triggers even as issues
were under review. Exchange regu-
latory officials have too often be-
haved like clerical enforcers of
outdated dogma rather than as
thinking regulators, applying rules
without context, judgement or ac-
countability. This institutional iner-
tia, bordering on regulatory
indifference, has repeatedly blunted
the impact of SEBI's own course cor-
rections.

Experience suggests that when
SEBI’s regulatory thinking evolves,
that evolution percolates to ex-
change-level regulatory officials ex-

longer trigger disquali un-

cruciatingly slowly. The handling of

less an order is actually passed. The
practically default five-year bar on
fresh applications, even where no
such period was specified, is pro-
posed to be removed. Time limits
for keeping applications in abeyance
after issuance of show cause notices
are proposed to be shortened, re-
ducing periods of regulatory limbo.

On group entities and persons in
control, the paper adopts a more
proportionate approach. Disqualifi-
cation of associated persons would
affect an intermediary only where
SEBI formally declares such persons
not fit and proper. While disqual-
ified key management personnel
would need to be replaced within a
defined timeframe, persons in con-
trol would not be forced into im-

illiquid options, “reversal trade”

cases, provides a cautionary parallel.
Around 2015, SEBI adopted an ag-
gressive enforcement stance, treat-
ing such trades as manipulative by
default. By around 2018, it became
evident to SEBI that these cases did
not result in investor harm or mar-
ket distortion. By 2023, SEBI intro-
duced extremely lenient consent
schemes, seeking to close many
cases that should never have been
initiated. Yet, exchanges continued
to levy harsh penalties in similar
matters, often equivalent to 100 per
centof alleged profit or loss adjust-
ments, applied mechanically and
without application of mind. Such
actions achieve no regulatory objec-
tive, undermine ease of doing busi-

ness and amount to an abuse of the
exchanges’ dominant position over
brokers who depend on them for
their licences. There is a real risk
that well-intentioned reform at the
SEBI level will remain illusory at the
operational level unless this discon-
nect is urgently addressed.

Taken together, the proposals are
widely viewed as pragmatic. They
do not dilute SEBI's authority or
compromise investor protection. In-
stead. they replace blunt, automatic
triggers with calibrated and defens-
ible regulatory responses. This re-
duces litigation risk, improves
regulatory credibility, and brings the
framework closer to constitutional
norms of fairness and proportional-
ity. There remains, however, a legit-
imate debate on scope. Many
stakeholders argue that fit and
proper criteria should apply pri-
marily to the intermediary and its
ultimate beneficial owners, rather
than extending deep into chains of
ownership and indirect associ-
ations. Over-extension risks recreat-
ing uncertainty and compliance
burdens without materially advanc-
ing market integrity.

The consultation paper signals a
meaningful shift in regulatory phil-
osophy. It recognises that strong
regulation must also be fair regula-
tion. After several years in which the
framework was perceived as unfor-
giving and premature in its con-
sequences, the proposed changes
offer a long-awaited sigh of relief.
SEBIwould, however, do well toalso
introspect on the institutional deci-
sion-making that produced the ear-
lier framework and to identify why
recurrent episodes of regulatory
overreach continue to necessitate
painful and public course correc-
tions.

The writer is a retired IRS officer and Ex-Chief
of Surveillance at SEBI. Advisor to corporates,
market participants and tech entrepreneurs.

The Strategic Mind: Time is
the strongest commander

nologically difficult nor prohibitively exp . Alerts
to branch managers and accounts departments for sus-
picious transactions should be mandatory. Banks have
a duty to protect their customers’ interests, and no cost
incurred in that effort is too high.

The road to
the summit

fter long debates on fine-tuning the rules governing
the Union Public Service Commission’s Civil Services
Examinations, restrictions have been announced on the
reappearance of candidates who want to improve upon
their earlier results. There is valid eriticism of the earlier
system of repeat attempts allowed for those who had al-
ready entered service on the ground that it merely selects
for examination technique mastery over any superior ad-
ministrative potential. Now, the new rules say that IAS
and IFS officers appointed through an earlier examin-
ation and remaining in service cannot take CSE-2026.
Similarly, after IPS recruitment, taking the forthcoming
examination would mean the candidate cannot hope to
enter the same service again; those who secure an IPS or
a Group A service can make another attempt next year
only after getting a one-time exemption from training. In
general, candidates can take a shot at the central services
six times, except for those from SC/ST who get unlimited
appearances and OBC/persons with disability who get
nine. Much as the civil services, especially the IFS, IAS
and IPS, remain the pinnacle of achievement for many
because of their outsize influence in society flowing from
colonial foundations, they remain a distant target for the
few hundred thousand aspirants; this year the vacancies
are of the order of amere 930. The remoteness of success
does not prevent them, however, from making repeat at-
tempts and spending the prime of youth preparing for
them. In the future, with fewer service candidates com-
peting, the door may open just a little wider.

In 2024, the five attempts that it took the CSE topper
tosucceed led to a debate on whether she had exhausted
six of her best years in coaching. A year earlier, amidst
the euphoria of the exam results, one candidate’s story of
making 12 attempts, attending the selection interview five
times, and scoring a blank struck a chord with thousands.
A former RBI governor, Duvvuri Subba Rao, proposed
that the number of CSE attempts be reduced to three and
the upper age limit cut to 27 (now 32). This would avert
the relentless pursuit of the top services across several
years, with heavy investments of time, energy, and funds.
On the other hand, advocates for a liberal scheme argue
in favour of multiple attempts to benefit rural and less
privileged candidates. The latter continue to get more op-
portunities when they belong to the reserved categories.
In a country with many asymmetries and weak account-
ability systems, the civil services provide the right candi-
dates with an opportunity to execute the national vision
of post-colonial development. Sardar Patel’s ‘steel frame’
idea of the bureaucracy today calls for modernisation of
the service to harness domain expertise, eliminate poli-
ticisation, and deepen the rule of law. With a growing
pupulmmn and a complex economy, there isa case foran

and responsive administrative k.
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Areflection on Chanakya’s belief that timing—not force alone—determines strategic success.

In modern geopolitics, patience and preparation remain the true instruments of power.

( :hanakya believed that
among all instruments of
power—wealth, armies,

alliances, intelligence—time was
the most decisive. In the Artha-
shastra, he repeatedly cautioned
rulers that victory is not deter-
mined only by strength or intent,
but by timing. A wise king, he
wrote, knows when to advance,
when to wait, and when to with-
draw.

Modern statecraft, despite its
technological sophistication, con-
tinues to be governed by this
ancient truth, Nations that misread
time lose wars they might have
won and miss opportunities that
might never return.

THE RHYTHM OF POWER
Time in strategy is not merely

chronological; it is rhythmic. Every

political, economic, and military
decision unfolds within cycles—of
growth and recession, stability and
volatility, escalation and détente.

The strategic mind must recognise

these rhythms.

History  offers  countless
examples. Revolutions succeed
when they align with social ex-
haustion. Economic reforms stic-
ceed when societies are prepared
for change. Military campaigns
succeed when adversaries are dis-
tracted, overstretched, or isolated.

Chanakya described this as kala-
jnana—the knowledge of time.

Beyond

Naxal Claims

Claims of eliminating Na-
xalism invite another ques-
tion: when will corruption,
exam irregularities, VIP
culture and judicial delays
be eradicated? Govern-
ance success must extend
beyond security narratives
to systemic reforms ensur-

failure and deep mistrust.
Curfews alone cannot re-
store peace. Neutral inter-
vention, strict action
against armed groups and
inclusive dialogue are es-
sential to break the cycle
of ethnic conflict and re-
build public confidence.
Aditya Kamble, Kalaburagi

Without it, even the strongest ruler

becomes reactive. With it, even li-

mited resources can achieve dis-

proportionate impact.

THE COST OF IMPATIENCE
Inan era of instant communica-

tion and electoral urgency, impa-
tience has become a structural
weakness in governance. Leaders
are pressured to deliver immediate
results, to respond rapidly to crises,
and to demonstrate visible
strength.

W Yetstrategy rarely rewards haste.

W Premature reforms can trigger
backlash.

m Untimely escalation can convert
manageable tensions into endur-
ing conflict.

u Delayed response can embolden
adversaries.

Chanakya warned that action
taken tooearly or too late produces
identical failure. The art of state-
craft lies not only in deciding what
to do, but when to do it.

TIME AS A FORCE MULTIPLIER

m India’s strategic history reveals
the value of patience.

® India’s economic transformation
unfolded gradually through
layered reforms rather than
abrupt upheaval.

® Its global diplomatic presence
expanded through sustained en-
gagement rather than dramatic
realignment.

® [ts technological rise—from

space to digital infrastructure—

emerged through decades of in-

cremental capacity building.

This reflects a civilisational
instinct: progress as accumula-
tion rather than disruption.

In the Bhagavad Gita, Krishna
advises disciplined action de-
tached from anxiety about im-
mediate outcomes. This is not
fatalism; it is temporal clarity. The
wise act with urgency, but not with
panic.

TIMING IN DIPLOMACY

Diplomacy is as much about se-
quencing as substance. Agree-
ments fail when societies are
unprepared. Alliances fracture
when expectations outrun trust.

Chanakya advised rulers to ne-
gotiate when adversaries are re-
ceptive, confront when they are
vulnerable, and consolidate when
they are distracted. He emphasised
that time shapes levemge

inaction. Chanakya rejected this
misconception. He described stra-
tegic waiting as preparation dis-
guised as stillness. During such
phases, kingdoms strengthened lo-
gistics, intelligence, alliances, and
internal stability.

The strategic mind understands
that waiting is not passive: it is an-
ticipatory.

A nation that prepares quietly
during calm periods responds ef-
fectively during crisis.

In military doctrine, economic
planning, and technological inno-
vation, this principle holds con-
stant. The nations that invest
during peace dominate during dis-
ruption.

TIME AND MORAL LEGITIMACY

Time also shapes legitimacy. Ac-
tions taken after due consultation,
preparation, and justification com-
mand broader acceptance. Actions
taken impulsively invite suspicion

India’s di illus-
trates this. The country has ex-
panded partnerships without
abandoning autonomy, deepened
regional ~engagement  while
strengthening global presence, and
positioned itself as a bridge be-
tween developed and developing
worlds. Each step reflects timing
aligned with national capacity and
global context.

STRATEGIC WAITING
Waiting is often mistaken for

andr 3

The Mahabharata illustrates this
vividly. The Pandavas exhausted
every diplomatic avenue before
war, thereby preserving moral
authority even when conflict be-
came inevitable. Legitimacy multi-
plied their strength.

Modern global politics operates
under similar dynamics. Nations
that demonstrate patience and
proportionality command trust, at-
tract partnerships, and sustain in-

fluence.

THE STRATEGIC CALENDAR

OF THE FUTURE

® The coming decades will test
temporal wisdom profoundly.

® Technological revolutions accel-
erate change.

m Climate disruptions compress
response timelines.

® Geopolitical shifts create win-
dows of opportunity that open
and close rapidly.

® The strategic mind must there-
fore cultivate both speed and pa-
tience—speed in execution,
patience in judgment.

SUTRA FOR OUR TIMES

Chanakya's greatest insight re-
mains profoundly relevant: power
is not exercised in moments, but
across seasons. Nations that align
action with timing convert limited
strength into lasting influence.
Those that ignore time squander
advantage through either haste or
hesitation.

THE SUTRA FOR OUR TIMES
IS THUS:

Act with preparation, wait with
purpose, and move when time
ripens — for in statecraft, time is
not a constraint; it is the strongest
commander.

The writer is director of Indian
Institute of Management, Indore

The writer is director of Indian Institute of
Management, Indore
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must remain a dignified
forum for reasoned dis-
cussion, not mistrust or
disruption. Democratic
norms deserve protection.
Sanjay Chopra, Mohali

Aston Martin's 2026 livery
unveiling in Saudi Arabia

ing accountability, safety Parliamentary completed the Formula 1
and justice for citizens. Norms Eroding grid lineup. Blending iconic
Avinash Godboley, Adopting the motion of racing green with modern
Dewas thanks without the Prime design, it signals ambition

Minister's reply weakens
parliamentary convention.
Citing security concerns to
silence debate undermines
accountability. Parliament

Nee(r Peace

Recurring violence in Ma-

under new regulations.

Fans now await the season

as teams prepare for a

competitive campaign.

Rukaiya Merchant, Indore
& -5

I strongly believe newspaper
reading remains essential for
school and college students, as it
naturally builds vocabulary and
improves comprehension, keeps
young minds aware of important
global and local events, sharpens
critical thinking through exposure
to different perspectives, fosters
empathy by presenting diverse
viewpoints, and cultivates the
priceless habit of lifelong learn-
ing. Newspaper-based quizzes,
with prizes, can inculcate the
reading habit among students,
making them realise that “today's
reader is tomorrow’s leader”,

T.S. Karthik, Chennai
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Neighbour’s Shadow

he slogans on Dhaka’s walls are not just the
aftershocks of a student uprising: they are signposts of
adeeper political realignment. A generation that
forced open Bangladesh’s closed political system is
now turning its gaze outward and much of its anger is directed
across the western border. This is not a sudden emotional
spasm. Itis the cumulative result of years in which many young
Bangladeshis came to associate their own democratic
suffocation with the preferences of a powerful neighbour.

Forovera demde stability was the organising principle of
India’s ladesh policy. It was a instinct: security
cooperation deepened, connectivity expanded, and trade flows
grew. But stability, when pursued through the uncritical
backing of one political force, carries a moral and
strategic cost. In Bangladesh's case, that cost is now being paid
in public sentiment.

For students who came of age amid disputed elections,
shrinking civic space, and violent crackdowns, the memory that
lingers is not of bilateral achievements but of an external
patron who appeared more comfortable with predictability
than with pluralism.

The flight of a deposed leader to Indian soil after bloodshed
at home has hardened this perception into something more
personal and more symbolic. It has fused older grievances -
over border deaths, water sharing, trade barriers, and rhetorical
excesses - into a single narrative of hierarchy and disregard. In
that narrative, India is no longer just a difficult neighbour; it is
seen as an enabler of an unjust order.

What is striking, however, is what this anger is not. It is not a
civilisational rejection, nor a cultural one. Many of the most
vocal critics draw a clear line between the Indian sta
Indian people, between policy and society. i
language, and everyday cross-border familiarity still exert their
quiet pull. The rupture is political. not social - and that
distinction keeps the door to repair open.

For India, the warning is generational. Diplomatic ties can be
mended by new governments and new understandings, but
generational attitudes, once set, tend to endure. A cohort that
has just tasted political agency is unlikely to forget who it
believes stood on the wrong side of its struggle. If Delhi’s image
among these young citizens hardens into that of a patronising.
orintrusive power, the consequences will outlast any single
electoral cycle in Dhaka.

A reset, therefore, cannot be ldCLlCdl or uhmeuc It requires
2 the habit of h primarily
Lhmut,h preferred intermediaries and accepting the messier
f'a plural, post-uprising polity.

It also demands a more careful calibration of rhetoric at
home, where casual contempt travels faster and deeper than
official clarifications.

The paradox is that geography ensures India and Bangladesh
cannot drift apart, but politics will determine whether they
remain partners or uneasy cohabitants. Respect, reciprocity,
and a visible distance from one-party imimw/ are no longer
idealistic slogans: they are suategu necessities. The anger ol
Bangladesl uth is a warning ~ but also an invitation to build
amore equal, if more demanding, relationship.

Japan’s Wager

apan’s election has delivered something rarer than a
market rally: a sense of political finality. Sanae Takaichi’s
sweeping mandate does not just settle a leadership
question inside the ruling Liberal Democratic Party: it
resets expectations about what the Japanese state
can attempt after years of drift, scandal fatigue, and cautious
half-measures. Investors have responded with euphoria,
pushing equities to record highs, but the deeper story
about a single trading day. It is about a wager on decisiveness in
acountry long trapped between demographic gravity
and fiscal caution.

The scale of the victory matters more than the personality at
the top. A government that does not need to negotiate every
major bill changes the policy calculus overnight.

For markets, this translates into speed: faster
quicker regulatory tweaks, and a clearer path for s
areas like defence and artificial intelligence. The rally in shares
reflects confidence that policy intent will now face fewer
political roadblocks. In that sense, the surge is less about
optimism and more about relief.

Yet relief is not the same as resolution. Japan’s economic
constraints are structural and unforgiving, An ageing society, a
shrinking workforce, and ballooning social costs form a triangle
that no election can wish away.

The promise to cut taxes while s )cndmg more may soothe
households feeling the pinch of rising prices, but it also
sharpens an old and uncomfortable question: who pays, and
when? With public debt already towering, fiscal activism is not
a free lunch, however popular it may be.

This is why the divergence in market reactions is telling.
Equity investors are voting for growth, narrative, and
momentum. Bond and currency watchers, by contrast, are
quietly asking about arithmetic.

They are not impressed by slogans; they want a funding plan.
‘That tension will define the next phase of Japan’s economic
story. If growth accelerates convincingly, today’s doubts
may look overly cautious. If it does not, today’s celebration

could age quickly.

Politically, Ms Takaichi’s rise also signals a shift in how the
ruling establishment presents itself. By blending conservative
themes with a more contemporary public persona, she has
w1dened the party’s appeal at a moment when many

are struggling to bridge divides
may prove as important as any fiscal package, because
legitimacy is the real currency of reform.

Still, authority is only pulcnlml energy. Converting it into
durable momentum will require choices that are not as
crowd-pleasing as campaign pledges. The temptation will be to
lean into stimulus and postpone the harder conversations
about productivity, labour, and long-term sustainability. The
risk is not that Japan does too much, but that it does only the
easy things.

This election has bought Japan clarity and time. Markets are
betting that both will be used boldly and wisely. The verdict will
not be written in index levels, but in whether confidence can be
turned into a growth story that outlives the honeymoon.
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Action preventstragedy

The Good Samaritans Rules,
2020protectindividualsfrom
civilorcriminalliabilitywhen
they voluntunlvcameforward
toprovide e
oremergencycaretoan
individualinjuredinan
accident, crash, oranyother
emergency medicalsituation.
Theymayleaveafteradmitting
thevictimtoahospitalandare
notrequiredtodisclosetheir
name, phonenumber. address,
oranypersonaldetails, unless
theywishtoactasawitness.
“Rah-Veer”schemeevenoffers
cashrewardsof Rs 25000and
certificates ofappreciation.
Hospitalsarerequiredto
displaytheseprovisionsattheir
entrance

‘ @ Road accidents kill more people than
any war,” Union Minister for Road
Transport and Highways Nitin Gadkari
told Parliament, noting that 485 lives

were lost every day on Indian roads, leaving

1,268 people injured or disabled, in 2024.

Unlikeleaders \vho stopat rhetoric, Gadkari

helped. The young man died before her

Hospilals are required to display these

at their entrance.

eyes. Incidents lik pair that
society has become increasingly
irresponsible.Fortunately. this is notentirely
true. The reasons why people at accident
sites fail to respond can be grouped into
three categories:1. Psychological factors; 2.
Legal misconceptions: 3. Lack of first-aid
K ledge. U ing and i

Thc law is stronger in some countries.
Underthe French Penal Code, failing to help
a person in danger is a criminal offense,
carryinga potential five-year prison sentence.
Similarly, under German law (Section 323c).

the victim. Keep the head and neck aligned.
Incorrect movement ean cause paraly!

8.CPR (if the heart stops): If the victim is
unresponsive and not breathing (or breathing
abnormally), place both hands at the centre:
of the chest and press hard and fast at
100-20 ions per minute,

stopping to help is mandatory, if safe.

each is critical to transforming bystanders
into life-savers.

The most complex psychological barrier
isthe “bystandereffect.” When many people
are present, each person tends to think,
“Someone else is more capable will help”
As aresult, no one steps forward.

Consider another tragic road accident

has a “5Es”

afew AndhraPradesh, where

Engineering, Enforcement, Ldumlmn
Emergency Care, and meathy ~ 1o tackle
his seri hallenge t¢ y'ssocial,
economic, and legal systems.

On the legal front, the Motor Vehicles
(Amendmml) ACL 2019, mtmducul it

Cashless Treatment of Ro.xd:\cudenl\/l ims
Scheme, 2025 ensures victims receive
immediate medical care up to Rs 1.5 lakh.
\laum\al Road Safety Month (January) saw
thea sannouncement of Vehide-to-Vehicke
(V2V) communication system that allows
vehicles to "talk” to each other within a

aprivate travel bus collided with a truck
after a tyre burst, setting both vehicles
ablaze. Shaik Mehraj, a passing local
driver, assisted by his nephew, did not
hesitate despite the absence of many

y 3\ WS
he saved 36 passengers. He was
awarded a Certificate of Appreciation
on Republic Day.

9. Stay until the ambulance arrives.

inter higher In Germany. Austri and Switzer! land
in these nations. First Aid traini dri
Some peopleeven i d wense s fatory. Germany a9-unit

pressure of making high-stakes decisions.
With proper first aid training and awareness,
young people can develop the confidence

“Erste Hilfe” course.

Australia and New Zealand implement
Graduated Driver Licensing, witha three-tier
hierarchy. earner,| l’m\fmmml and Permanent

to take initiative.
!

Lic isional licensed drivers

bystanders can take the
following nine critical first-aid
actions:

1. Ensure yourownsafety
first. Watchout other vehicles,
electric wires, and fire hazards.

2. Call 12 or 108
(Ambulance). Donotassume

Similarly, inth
cricketer Rishabh Pant in Uttarakhand,
although it was night and only two
passers-by ~ Rajat Kumar and Nishu
Kumar ~ were present, they broke the

300-meter range, alerting drivers tosudden
braking or blind-spots.

Although India has only 1 per cent of the
world's vehicle population. it accounts for
nearly 11 per cent of global road accident
deaths ~ about 1.77 lakh fatalities annually.
costing the nation nearly 3 per cent of its
GDP.The Law Commission states if proper
medical treatment is provided during the
“Golden Hour" (the first 60 minutes), up to
50percent of these deaths can be prevented.
However, ambulance response times in
India range from 8 to 35 minutes.

A study from Iran by Mohammad Jafar
Sepahvand et al shows that in 8597 per
cent of accidents, ordinary citizens are the
first to reach the spot. However, only 11 per
cent provide first aid, while 68 per cent
merely stand and watch. Some time ago in
aremote towninAndhra Pradesh, amother
kneltonablood-stained road, pleading with
passers-by to save her dying son. No one

[ CHINADAILY

eforeit caught fire, rescued
hlm and rushed him to the hospital.
These examples show that when fewer
peopleare present, the likelihood of help
actually increases.Almost magically,
once young people are made aware of
these invisible barriers, they overcome
them and step forward to help: all it takes
is awareness.

The Good Samaritans Rules, 2020 protect
individuals from civil or criminal liability
when they \'olunmn.l\' come Iorwurdw
provide
care to an individual injured i m .m accident,
crash, or any other emergency muhuﬂ
situation. They may leave after ad

’;::'.:':: someone clse has already
called. Itis better if multiple
The writer is people call than if no one
involving  found b does.Iftherearet:
SI1ABI one should call Whﬂt l\u
Foundation, « other helps.
transparency 3. Talk to the victims,
and equality reassure them, and try to
advocate and keep them conscious.
author. 4. Stop bleeding: If blood
Theopinionsare  is flowing from a wound,
personal press firmly with a clean

cloth until bleeding stops.

Tie a bandage firmly (but
not too tight).If fingers turn blue, loosen the
bandage slightly.

5. Clear airway obstruction: If breathing
is obstructed (snoring or gurgling), gently
tilt the head back by placing one hand on
the forehead and lifting the chin with the
other.Remove visible mud or blood from
the mouth using a finger.

6. Recovuy Position: If the victim is

ious,gently turn them

thevictimtoa hospital and arenot required
to disclose their name, phone number,
address, or any personal details. unless
theywish to act as a ess. “Rah-Veer”
scheme even offers cash rewards of Rs.
25000 and certificates of appreciation.

onto their side. Place the upper hand under
the head for support, bend the upper leg at
theknee, andtilt the head slightly backward
toallow fluids to drain.

7. Suspected spinalinjury: If thereis neck
pain or inability tomove limbs, do not move

Aluminum feels the heat of EU carbon tariff

he European Union's Carbon
Border Adj ! is|

4u:0um tur mugh[v 80 percem of the

began functioning on Jan 1. It is

the products. However,
under the EU CBAM policy, indirect
included in the accounting

a policy tool that
cleaner industrial production in non-EU

countries by puttinga priceon the carbon

scope. The main reason for not including
indirect carbon emissions is that the EU

the EU. The development is worrisome
for China’s aluminum industry, one of
the sectors covered by the EU CBAM
because it would mean higher costs at
theborder. But what is driving the anxiety
across the entire non-ferrous metals
industry is not merely the higher cost but
the uncertainty about the future path of

indirect emissions of aluminum products
will be included in the accounting Scope.

cannot drive without peers or during night.
This reportedly reduced crash rates among,
the youth.

The *112 India” app (Emergency Response
Support System) includes tools called
“Volunteer” and “Shoul.” Any citizen can
register as a volunteer. When a person in
needtouches the “Shout™ button, an SOS
message with location is sent to the control
room and nearby volunteers. This system
enables quick helpuntil ambulances arrive.

The next goalshould be using Artificial
Intelligence (Al) to prevent accidents. A
recent bus accident near Kurnool that claimed
20lives occurred when abus hitamotoreycle
lying on the highway after its intoxicated
rider had fallen carlier.

G CTV footage later showed the biker

usly shortly beforeth ident.
Despitc widespread CCTV coverage, cameras
are largely used only to reconstruct events
after lives are lost.

‘Though real-time monitoringof thousands
of feeds is beyond human capacity, Al
systems can analyse live CCTV feeds to
detect drunk or erratic driving, wrong-side
movement, and dangerous speed patterns,
and trigger instant alerts to police. Australia
has deployed Al-driven real-time CCTV
analyticstoalert police during ongoing risks,
and China’s “City Brain” project uses large-scale
Al surveillance to identify hazardous

driving behaviour.
Undeu\rude S1Aof 1he Indian Constitution,
abjuring vi i ympassion

towards fellow citizens are Fundamental
Duties. Saving accident victims is a vital
part of this duty.

follows the same framework. Therefore,
whether it will cover other non-ferrous

It is not clear whether the EU CBAM
will coverother non-ferrous metal industries.
It is necessary to understand the EU

in the EU
meet the ETS criteria for inclusion. Given

pment
and whether those industries

CBAM's legislative logic here. The EU

gives sub ————— CBAM is built on the foundation of
prices, allowing some of the A Member the European Union Emissions
indirectemissions of aluminum OfThe TradingSystem (EUETS), its operational
products within the EU to mechanismsanddecades of industry
remain unregulated. It would emission data.

therefore be unfair to include
the indirect emissions of
aluminum products, when
there is a subsidy on elccmm()

The EU ETS has clear criteria for
s seclor inclusion: enterprise- level
i total sector emi

the relatively stable development of
industries inthe EU, it is unlikely that the
EU CBAM will cover other non-ferrous
metal categories in the short term.

The EU CBAM allows companies to
use the carbon pricing mechanism to
offset the carbon costs already paid on
Lhc produu% in the country of origin. 1f

emissions mwmllv dnd exposure Lo
interna

the EU CBAM. Three questions dominate Whetherindirect

industry d mom First, whether the  included in the EU CBAM accounting

indirect products scope depends on whether the EU ends
villbeincluded intt Second.

de city prices.

whether EU CBAM will cover other
non-ferrous metals as well. And third,
whether China's national carbon market
can offset the impact of the EU CBAM.
‘Theindirect emissions of the electricity

But, given the c cities of those

other non-ferrous mc[ah have not been
included because of the particularities of
each industry. Copper smelting was not

subsidies and the EU's need to maintain
industrial competitiveness, cump]clcl\
abolishing the subsidy sy:

practical. 'l hough rcmrms are gradually

consumed by

beingi d,itisunlikely that the

Letters To The Editor | = e
Caste barriers

Sir, This refers to the news report, “Fear
division less, embrace unity: RSS chief to
nation”, published in The Statesman today.

Rashtriva Swayamsevak Sangh chief
Mohan Bhagwat has reportedly urged Indians
toshed fears of the country’s further division
and instead nurture the resolve to see a
reunified and strong India by 2047. He has
stressed .’.\bﬂul caste Lhmmduon and h.ﬁ

ditor@thestatesman.com

—

in the EU is limited, and the carbon
intensity per unit of output is relatively
low. Magnesium smelting was left out
because the EU has limited domestic

facturer has paid a
Lerlam cost in China’s national carbon
market, that amount can be adjusted
against the EU CBAM charges. Many
enterprises therefore consider this a
practical way to reduce costs.

However, carbon prices in the EUETS
are nine times higher than in China. In
2025, the average carbon price of the EU
ETS was€75($88) per ton, while the price
in China’s national carbon market was

production capacity. The EU CBAM largely

Yours, etc., Anupam Neogi,
Kolkata, 9 February.

Governors

Sir, The recent developments involving
G 5 oflesislati e

around 70 yuan ($10) per ton.

problem lies not in the institution, but in
the politicised misuse of the power by
governors. Agovernor's customary address
should be retained. with strict adherence to
constitutional limits on gubernatorial
discretion. Walking out, omitting portions,
or refusing to read cabinct-approved texts

bad. Casted;

d as a breach of constitutional

exist in almost all parts of our country.
Extreme discrimination and lack of harmony
insociety duetocastedivisions are prevalent

called forec and sociali
in order to achieve the same. “We must live
together to end caste divisions”, he said.
Theeffort by Mr. Bhagwat to addreqs lhlS
sensitive issueis indeed

almost everywhere,

Itis highly important that this regressive
and meaningless system is done away with
s0 as to enable our nation to prosper on the
back ofa strong egalitarian society. For that,

orrefusingtodeliver the customary address
in Opposition-ruled states, particularly in
the South, have sparked a debate on the

dth -

of this practice.
Even leugh Tmul Nadu Chiet
Ty sought

inister

mnrahlv and convention, evenifthe textually
explicit sanction is limited.

The address sets the legislative agenda,
outlines policy pnnmles and enables
A of
Il is an integral part of parliamentary
acy. not a colonial relic.

to abolish the mandatory

welcome. However, the ground realities are

religious institutions will have to take the

epaper.thestatesman.com

governor’s address, the fact is that the

Yours, etc., Ranganathan Sivakumar,
Chennai, 9 February.
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Reimagining revival
of the textiles sector

SHEHZAD POONAWALLAAND
NISHANTKUMAR HOTA

I the India-EU trade deal was

being hailed as the “Mother of

all deals”, then the India-U.S.

trade deal is being considered
as the“Father of all deals”, especially
for the textilesector. The USis one of
the largest markets for textiles, with
exports valued at around USD 118
billion, and it buys around 28-33 per
cent of Indian textile and apparel
exports. For such a large market,
cutting effective tariffs from 50 to 18
percentisasignificantdevelopment,
giving India an advantage over
competing countries.

India’s textile sector has always
been more than a manufacturing
industry. Itis a lifeline for farmers,
asource of mass employment, and
a bridge between rural India and
global markets. With their
well-integrated supply chains and
labour-intensive nature, textiles
play acentral role in India’s development
journey and in our ambition to
build an inclusive, export-driven
cconomy. In recent years, this sector
has been tested by global trade
disruptions. One of the most significant
challenges came with the imposition
of high tariffs by major markets on
a range ol textile and apparel
products. Instead of reacting
defensively or resorting to short-term
controls, India, under the leadership
of Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
chose a calibrated and strategic
response by scaling up and upskilling
through the PM MITRA (Mega
Integrated Textile Region and
Apparel) Parks and SAMARTH
scheme, through which 54 lakh
people have already been trained
with industry-relevant skills.

This w rapid response, but it
has not always been like that. During
the UPA decade, the government

watched from the sidelines as other
competitors stitched up market
access and duty-free regimes in the
European Union. While others
moved aggressively to secure
preferential entry into key markets,
India lost valuable time. The
consequences of this inaction were
visible for years. Exporters operated
atadisadvantage, price competitiveness
suffered. and opportunities in
high-value markets remained
underutilised.

1tis precisely to address this gap
that the trade deals with the U.S.
and the EU matter a lot. The European
Union, along with the US., is one
of the world's most significant and
valuable textile and apparel markets.
Under the proposed India-EU FTA,
the objective is clear: to secure
phased or zero-duty a for
Indian textiles and apparel.

This will directly neutralise the
long-standing advantage enjoyed by
competitor countries that have
benefited from preferential regimes,
restoring a level playing field for
Indian manufacturers. The proposed
Free Trade Agreement with the EU
and the trade deal with the U.S. will
deliver its most substantial gainsin
India’s core textile-producing regions.

Region for the tri-city cluster. This
move integrates trade opportunities
with regional industrial planning,
enabling infrastructure upgrades,
logistics efficiency, and coordinated
urban-industrial growth. Together,
the trade deals and the City Economic
Region framework ensure that global
market access translates directly
into local jobs, stronger MS)
and sustained industrial xpansion
inone of India’s most crit “1] textile
tLﬂ.SySlEl‘nL

The National Fibre Scheme
announced in the budget anchors
this approach by promoting self-reliance
in silk, wool, jute, and artificial
fibres. By reducingimport dependence
and strengthening upstream supply
chains. it positions India as a more
resilient and integrated textile
ecosystem. Complementing this,
the Textile Expansion and Employment
Scheme focuses on upgrading
traditional clusters to retain their
labour-intensive character while
becoming technologically modern
and globally competitive.
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artisans and weavers remain integral
to India’s growth story rather than
peripheral to it

Akey emphasis of this budget is
the modernisation of traditional
textile clusters, which have long
underpinned Indias textile economy.
While these hubs have historically

of S t

for machinery upgradation, testing,
and certification facilities will directly
m\pmvc productivity and ensure

States such as Tamil Nadu, which
form the backbone of the country’s
textile and apparel exports, stand
to benefitsignificantly. In particular,
the  tri-city luster  of
Coimbatore-Erode-T iruppur - a
globally recognised hub for spinning,
knitting, and garment manufacturing
- will gain from improved market
access and enhanced export
competitiveness. The U.S. trade deal
can double Tirupur exports to U.S.
markets from Rs 14,000 crores to
Rs 28,000 crores in three years.

Reinforcing this momentum, the
Union Budget 2026-27 has announced
the creation of a City Economic

ce with quality

Iur exporters, this means easier
access to demanding international
markets. For workers, it translates
intosafer workplaces, higher productivity,
and better wages. For rural and
semi-skilled labour, it creates stable
employmentopportunities closer to
home.

The launch of SAMARTH 2.0
strengthens this framework b:
aligning skills with industry needs,
ensuring that workforce availability
keeps pace with export-grade
manufacturing requirements.
Handloom and handicraft schemes
also been brought under a
d framework, ensuring that

large-scale employment,
many have remained technologically
outdated. By ddressing this gap.
the government is not only enhancing
wmpemxveness blll {ll\() [)X'Cit‘l’\’lﬂg
the employ! ive nature

trade-industrial policy. The objective
is clear - that India is here not just
to catch up with competitors, but
to outgrow them through scale,
sustainability, and strategic trade
alignment. Theexport base of textiles
and (\pp‘uel stood at. around USD
37.75 billion in FY25, more than
double the 2013 level. The Ministry
of Textiles’ Vision 2030 aims to
scale India’s textile exports to Rs 9
lakh crore (about USD110 billion)
by strengthening domestic

2 uring and systematically

of these clusters.

Taken together, the recent series
of Trade Agreements and the Union
Budget mark a fundamental shift
in governance philosophy. The
Union Budget 2026-27 offers a
strong and coherent roadmap for
the textile sector. The allocation of
Rs 5,279.01 crore to the Ministry of
Textiles reflects a clear shift towards
building long-term competitiveness
rather than relying on short-term
relief or fragmented interventions.

Under Prime Minister Modi, India’s
textile strategy has moved from
defensive reactions to a coordinated

widening global market reach.

India’s textile industry stands at
a critical inflexion point, backed
by solid production fundamentals,
rising exports, and sustained policy
support, positioning it as a competitive,
reliable, and future-ready global
textile and apparel hub. Textiles
are supported by strong production
fundamentals, expanding international
market access, and sustained policy
backing - positioning it as a competitive,
reliable, and future-ready global
textile and apparel hub.

(The writers are, respectively. National
Spokesperson of BIP. and a public policy analyst.)

Narratives that

KAMAL AHMED

ow that campaigning for
the February 12 national
election has officially
ended and the manifestos
of all major parties are before
Bangladesh, this is the moment -
before the country heads to the
polls - to pause and reflect on
whether the plans and pledges we
have heard have been adequately
scrutinised.
By global standards, this election
so farappears to have relied almost
entirely on competing “narratives”
crafted and sold by parties and
their leaders. Campaign strategists
have been largely successful in
pushing their respective narratives
and counter-narratives, leaving the
voters with little choice but tojudge

In a democracy, elections are
meant to be the ultimate test of
pu]lucnm rooted in public

accountability. Town hall meetings
Jlld meaningful engagement with
the media - including interviews
and press conferences with
question-and-answer sessions - are
centraltothat process. Unfortunately,
none of the party leaders offered
the opportunity to be examined by
their constituents or by journalists
acting on constituents’ behalf.

The late unveiling of manifestos
by all major parties, whether by
choice or due to poor planning,
meant that the campaign Idr;,d\
devolved intoa contest of

ave faced little scrutiny

lhcre was lm]e substantive public
s

aresult, there was no real pressure
to addrusa criticisms ormu)rpomlc

rather than a comparison of policies
This was further compounded by

negative campaigning marked by
name-calling and demeaning labels,
more reminiscent of sledging than
serious political debate.

Had there been town hall Q&A
sessions, citizens could have asked
probing questions: who is financing
costly helicopter rides between
rallies when one party accuses
another of extortion? Or, why is a
political alliance once deemed
justifiable now being used as grounds

new
action plans. Unsurprisingly, many
exXperts now view these manifestos
as laden with over-ambitious and
hollow promises.
These concerns are amplified by
the current global economic climate.
US President Donald Trump’s
weaponisation of tarifts and shifting
geopolitical dynamics across Europe,
Lmn Amcncd‘ the Middle East,
and Asia have made export growth
moredifficult, imports more uncertain
and expensive, and the prospects
()l d(leLUn" investment or aid

forostracism based on past

creasingly bleak. E have

‘There could be myriad other questions
about both politicians and their
positions that remain unanswered
- not because constituents failed
toask them - but because candidates
and party leaders failed to create
sufficient space for those questions
to be raised, tested, and answered
in the first place.

Tailored election messages are
undoubtedly important, but they
are often vague, making the
accompanying pledges difficult to
assess. While it is true that the two
leading contenders - the BNP and
Jamaat-e-Islami - published policy
papers ahead of their manifestos,

rightly pointed out that mar
the political pledges or projections
- job creation, accelerated growth,
and expansive social securi
unlikely to be realised during the
next parliamentary term.

On the political front. while the
manifestos broadly reflect
commitments made under the July
National Charter, sharp differences
remainin interpretation and emphasis.
Asthe Charter forms the foundation
of a post-authoritarian transition,
disagreements over its future
trajectory have intensified. Islamic
parties see it as an opportunity to
establish moral governance, while

liberal forces emphasise the values
and ideals that shaped the birth of
Bangladesh

There disagreement over
the agenda of the referendum that
istaking place alongside the general
election. The Jamaat-NCP alliance
has questioned the BNP’s sincerity
inimplementing the Charter, citing
its note of dissent on certain
provisions, despite BNP leader
Tarigue Rahman’s ml] for a
vote. These underscore

have addressed these concerns and
eased anxietie

Finally, one critical issue remains
unaddressed: are the competing
parties prepared to respect the
people’s verdict and concede defeat
if necessary? Ina “winner-takes-all”
political em, opposition forces
have historically struggled to play
theirrightful role - sometimes due
to arrogance, at other times because
ul hum:lmuon exclusion, and the
of majoritarianism.

the need for deeper probing of
leaders across both camps.

A particularly disturbing late
development in the campaign was
the vague and unexplained warnings
from top leaders of multiple parties
about “conspiracies” to steal the
election, without naming any alleged
conspirators. These claims may
simply be rhetorical attempts to
undermine opponents, but they
have nonetheless generated fears
of potential violence. Such fear ris|
discouraging voter turnout, which
would be the most undesirable
outcome of all.

Alternatively, if these apprehensions
are based on credible intelligence,
particularly given the risks posed
by a segment of the supporters of
the fallen Awami League regime,
the public have a right to know.
Clearer public messaging and greater
interactions with the media could

This is one of the root causes of
the repeated crises that have
plagued Bangladesh’s democratic
experiment since the end of military
rule in 1990. Before electing
representatives in this post-uprising
moment, the public deserves to
know whether future leaders are
willing to respect opposition voices
and, when necessary, shoulder
that responsibility themselve:

Unfortunately, in the absence of
meaningful media scrutiny and
critical public engagement, voters
are being asked to place their trust
in carefully engineered narratives.
This election is likely going to be
one where politicians have faced
the least scrutiny. There is no real
way to test them before casting
ballots - and that, ultimately, is the
most troubling feature of this election.

The Dally Sta/ANN,
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Prod weakling, one  increases wildly dire fizzy drink ® ®
out in white (69 (6) British school 17 Stood up before
bloomers (8) 18 Roval hosted by 26 What gardener curriculum? It's person in boat
9 Disney figure liking  Senior Dean, may use tosing hit  very bitter! with less space
menand womenin  perhaps (5.3) @) ®
this spot (6) ) 6 9and|squirming 20 Frenzied woman,
10 Sign of being low- 19 Gee! Crossword  DOWN in seat for 730 European,
rent (4) setters attempt s (8) American rebuffed
1 Ruining meal that's  at humour is tacky 1 In putsch, this 8 Running that may (®
eaten cold with ® person is to involve horseor 21 Politician penning
mixed gin (10) 22 Currentlyinsouth,  emerge (4.2) mule or any across  extravagant
12 Alotof depressed  onemaycalifora 2 Singer, one in answer here? material
jockeys, those who  ride in winter debt, rated poorly  (4,9) )
are racing (8) 3) 14 Prism is too 23 Promoters of
13 Cutting papers 24 Notinitially rash, 3 Take away ease, peculiar, having health spa finally
seized by amilitary  has success in we hear, for uniform properties  stop
chief (6 pool? (4) occupier (6) (10) (@)
NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters in the words required. (By arrangement with The independent, London)
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100 Years Ago

Front page of The Statesman
dated 12 February 1926

OCCASIONAL NOTE

sential purpose of the Non-Burman
n Act is without doubt the exhibition of
an unmistakable gesture of dislike to India. It is in
effect a blow for separation, and its endorsement
by the Governor-General somewhat complicates
theprotest whichis being made by the Government
of Indiain the matter of the anti-Asiatic legislation
now upon the South Africananvil. True the Burma
Act only dezlls with pcrsom who have been
convicted, or havet furnishsecurity
for good behaviour, while the
is directed against citizens whose chief offence is
the colour of their skins. But here is a specific
instance of a British dependency ridding itself in
summary fashion of those who may be British
subjects and are most likely tobe natives of British
India, and it does raise the question of the moral
right of any dependency to take such a course.
For, g, as wemay with fair safety assume,
that these people are undesirable, is itin accordance
with Imperial comity for Burmatoget rid of them
at the expense of other portions of the Empire?
This, of course, was not the line taken during the
Assembly debate on the Act a few days ago;
criticism on that occasion, as was inevitable, was
directed solely towards its effects upon political
agitation—a point which will leave the non-political
public stone cold.

=

NewsItems

MOROCCAN WAR

WEATHER HINDERS
FRENCH OPERATIONS

(SPITML(‘ABLF)

A RABAT message states that owing to bad
weather the French partisans occupying the
Bibane heights have been obliged to fall back
without fighting,.

Information has reached headquarters that
anumberof dissident tribesmen of Beniouriaghel
have returned to the district.—Copyright.

LEAGUE ENTRY

GERMANY AND TREATY
OF VERSAILLES

PARIS, FEB. 10.
TH. n to the League
st the Treaty of
is argued by Le Journal, which draws
attention to the forthcoming meeting between M.
Briand and the Belgian Foreign Minister, M.
Vandevelde, when, it declares, besides Customs
tariffs they will discuss general policy. The
i says that Bdmum is bound to
side with Francein. dulundlm., ntial s

The Gaulois thinks that the Reich willappear
in Genevaas the perpetual plaintiff and claimant.
The Figaro urges that since Germany is to
have a permanent seat in the League Council,

Poland should have the same.—Reuter.

CAPE TO CAIRO

WOMAN’S PART IN
MOTOR CAR EXPEDITION

(BRITISHOFFICIAL WIRELESS.)
RUGB\

HE arrival in London yesterda
And Mrs. Court Treatt who recentl
thejourney from Cape Town to Cairo in Crossley
motor cars was the occasion of a demonstration
of welcome at the Royal Automobile Club.

The expedition, which started in the autumn
of 1924, took sixteen months to complete, and
it is the first time the journey has been made
by motor car.

Although many adventures are recorded by
the tourists, and, in some parts, Mrs. Court
Treatt was the first white woman to enter them,
no great difficulties were encountered during
the journey, and, apart from being on one
occasion submerged in a river, there were no
insuperable mechanical troubles.

MARRIAGE FORBIDDEN

FIRST DECISION UNDER
NEWACT

(FROM OUR SPECIAL REPRESENTATIVE.)
LONDON, FEB. 10.

IN the first decision under the new Infants
Act the magistrate at Surbiton upheld a
mother’s refusal to consent to the marriage
of her nineteen-year-old daughter.

The mother said it would mean poverty,
with which the magistrate agreed. expressing
the opinion that the suitor’s earnings of £2
a week were insufficient.

»...
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EDITORIAL

HK must not waver
in fight to safeguard
national security

afeguarding national security does not come toan end
with lhe]allmgoﬂmnermed.\abosshmmy Lai Chee -ying,

Atimely reminder came yesterday a

white paper i l inits
ing fight" to defend I security.

‘The State Council’ P h ility of
h 1 for national ity, the achi fthe
localg in fulfillingits constitutional duty in i

| i lhecily" ition fi i bility and
ity, d high dard of security to

AR AR ) ofthe " V. .

policy. (,ommga day: aﬁer the founder of the now-defunct Apple

Dall) was, palled l'or20 years! Iurconspnmcy to collude with foreign
ticles, the message is clear. Ihe

e ” b
and

and xn51ghls gnned inthe process, aiming to clearup

mnd thei: build andto
ensure the high-quality fone country,
with high-standard security.
P : tonal securityisal denduringtask™

the paper says. “Practi that security is notan
but ramerasafeguardnndabwswr itadds.

Thatnational ity protectionisan long
been the official position. Thewhhepapensmecleamand
strongest warning yet against v ity. Beijing’s
Ilmsonnfﬁceml!ongl\angsaxdmepaperma:kedane\vﬁamng

pointi i whlleCth l‘.wamve John
Lee Ka-chiu pledged toi h P

i pl i cmmryamilhecity.
B lled i risk y dearl ning
¥ defi jor risks. “Greater hould b to

secumy in unconvenmnal areassuch as finance, shrppmg. lmde,
interests,” it sald

by byhostil | forces must b agamsl,andthe
SVSLe and mec i i
intervention, and long-arm jurisdiction should be furtk »

The commitment to maintain “a safe Hong Kong that is free
deveioped. open, and vibrant" as this “aligns fully with the one
policy, serves China’

l)eneﬁls the residents of Hong Kong, and meets the interests of
external investors” is to be welcomed. The paper reaffirms that

enactment of urity law aims to hat the
city, while ful gl ituiti di defend the country, can
continue to foster d h toitself and the

nation under the unique governance model.

New scheme will help
ensure teacher quality

eachers:

e as the best p dents by

i Theyalsofacea
steep learning curve in adapting to reforms as the city'’s
education sector undergoes a critical sla@ of
inthe faceofani

social environment.
The latest pmpmed requirement fur teachers to ub(am a

every y d of the original
forlife, another jusliﬁed
shake-up toenh ducation quality and Itis
i thatthe beimpl d sensitively, taking into
account the concerns of teachers and schools.
To qualify for the certil i meet six criteria: hold

avalid certificate of registration as a teacher or a permit to teach; be
employed by aschool as a teacher; declare any criminal convictions
in lhepas( lhrceycars declare theirwillingness to uphold

dabide by ding China's
constitution, chaslclxwam‘l(helmunnﬂIsec\mtylnwlwem Hong

Ke d attain 150 h of

in lhreeymrs. The criteria are not too stringent.
Th I dthe rel

inthe

B P
second h: Ifonhjsyea,_ Vhile thy
Is said teachers and schools would be given time to fulfil the
i undera one-y period. The flexible
approach makes sense in light of the training hours threshold and the
a(pected large number of applications.
) i puu.._.y private
q—hml:' hool: The new: i
no(meanuopulged\osewmdunolmeetmemquxmnemsbuuo
lity. However, it would not b if
qualify or walk away for different reasons.
lusmcumbenlupomeadﬂsmmlwncesmrﬂmdsand
Theauth mustalso proceed wi so that
lhsnwt’nrm' ion. With and i
he educati canrise to th d maintai li

workforce that nurtures students for future development.

i1l 1k
vill take effect
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HARRY'’S VIEW ON AN INCREASE IN THE MINIMUM WAGE > A3

50, I'M EXPECTING GREAT RESULTS
NOW YOUR WAGES HAVE GONE UP

YER.WELL G
GOING THE
DOLLAR..

INLY BE
OLE EXTRA
I MEAN, MILE

The price of success

Winston Mok says as migrant workers head home for the Lunar New Year, it
is a good time to reflect on the loneliness that has gripped Chinese society

s the Year of the Snake ends, more than

9 billion passenger journeys will unfold

during China'’s Spring Festival travel

period, the greatest annual human

migration on earth. For some, these are

the only few weeks in the year when families are
together.

For many, this is a period when they can find

temporary relief from loneliness - from the striving

evenifnot yet il in the cities

loneliness. Russia, with its vast territory, is far less
lonely than China.

A better explanation for the phenomenon of
loneliness in China could be found in the role of

re-pandemic levels? Importantly, what is the pattern
) age group? l:ven lf the mu.mnn may be mmnedlv
for ly, what i

ulh?

According to Gallup's research, China's young
people feel far lonelier than their seniors. Are there
other key drivers at work beyond the usage of social
media?

Third, what are the variations across regions?

migrant labour and the country's hukou

registration system in China’s industrialisation.
Until their gradual automation and the widespread
adoption of robots, China's factories on the coast
were powered by migrant workers from inland

-y work, far from their The lucky
ones, who can make ends meet and are not weighed
down by economic pressures, can enjoy a moment of
::arhnmuniry before returning to a burdensome

According to Gallup research from 2023, the
prevalence of loneliness in China (23 per cent) was
comparable to South Korea (21 per cent) and India (25
per cent) but much higher than Japan (14 per cent).
Building on Gallup's data and referencing a World
Health Organization analysis of 23 data sets, The
Economist recently highlighted China as an
exceptionally lonely place.

In the international context, further research is
needed to ascertain if China is distinctly lonely.
However, there is little doubt that loneliness is an
important social issue in China.

China's one-child policy has been singled out as a
cause of this wave of loneliness, but that might not
hold in light of international comparisons. Japan,
which has a comparable total fertility rate to China, is

Given China's hukou system, where migrants do

C
more prevalent in inland provinces? Is the pattem in
the Greater Bay Area different from less-developed
regions which tend to have fewer migrant workers? Is
migrant-dominated Shenzhen a lonelier place than,
say, Foshan?

Perh:nps more m\pormm than mg;lanal vanauons

not h: ial services reserved for

locals, these work lone, | irparents  in G lonelier than those who ha\e a loca]
and children behind. Even m:nmed couples might nm hukou?

stayin Driven by Even after obtaining a local hukou, are new

can end up in separate cities or even dlfferenl
provinces.

Perhaps more important than
how China is situated in the
world loneliness map is the
pattern within the country

Chim 's loneliness crisis is the social price ofrapnd

than the local inhat who have
lived in the province for generations?
Finally, how does loneliness manifest across class

in China? Globally, those who struggle financially tend
ta be far lonelier than those who are comfortable
economically.
Effective social palicies targeung dlfferem
of the p can o
with a granular understanding of the muluple
dynamics at play in these layers.
While institutional reforms covering healthcare,
labour regulations and the hukou are important in
itigati i ive solutions might

be beyond lhecapahihues of the state,
Civil sonelv from churches in South Korea to

ina still-d

less lonely. a relentless drive for success but lacks Ihe
China's gruelling 996 work culture ~ of more
to 9pm sixdays a week, leaving little time for social life dweloped economies. China is gmwmg old before it
~is another commonly cited culprit. getsrich.
However, Japan was once famous for karoshi - Asaresult of China’ d Shanghai

death from overwork - but is less lonely. In addition,
both Japan and South Korea have introduced
legislation that puts restrictions on the maximum
hours for workers since 2018.

Japan and South Korea are much smaller countries
than China, so the family displacements dunng their

could be more Many of
the least lonely countries tend to be small, sur.h as
Singapore and Switzerland.

That said, geographic scale alone cannot explain

in Japan - has
played a key role in providing community support.
Even in Nordic countries with established welfare
policies, there is high participation in voluntary
organisations such as sports clubs, cultural

hukou holders, for example, enjoy a high standard of
healthcare while the levels of care provided in most
rural regions are much lower.

l’erhnps more important than how China is
situated in the world Iunelmaﬁs map is the pattern
within the country.Ina

and hobb
Addressing China’s loneliness requires not just
top-down policy reforms but bottom-up
empowerment that allows civil society to flourish as
acomplement to state governance,
Until then, travellers will carry the weight of

avast territory, there is likely to be awides spectrum of
loneliness.

First, what is the trend of loneliness over time? Is
loneliness getting better or worse? Has it returned to

that no reunion dinners can dispel as they
embark on the Year of the Horse.

Winston Mok, a private investor, was previously a private
equity investor

Lai ruling shows HK’s resolve to uphold rule of law

Cui Jianchun says no smear tactics or coercive sancti

from his ters

or Western benefactors will weaken city’s resolve to protect national security

another victory in Hong Kong when a local
court sentenced Jimmy Lai Chee-ying to 20
ymn in prlsnn for vmlanng lhe national security law.
he world
world
tha! Hong Kong is a society rigorously governed by
law, and any lawbreakers will be brought to justice,
Lai reaped what he sowed. The evidence of his
crimes is irrefutable. He relentlessly pushed for
so-called international lobbying, went to great
lengths 1o meet US politicians to plead for foreign
sanctions against China and the Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region.
He even continued his anti-China activities after
the Hong Kong national security law had come into
effect.

O n Tuesday, the rule of law and justice scored

He had not the least qualms about being called a
traitor for openly declaring that he was fighting for the
Ummd States and inviting the US and other foreign

Th

inHong

crimes cnd.mgering Hong Kung

National security must not be violated, and the
sentencing of Lai is a welcome decisinn

prosecution a “political trial”, threatening Hong Kong
judicial officials with so-called sanctions, shielding Lai
under the guise of bemf a |numahst or democmq'
advocate and even exploiting h\: health to stir up
sympa[hy The playbook is all too far
beclearnnamnumofstagedpuymnmn
ufacmred glory can cover up Lai's crimes. No smear

Lai's trial has fully

or coercive sanction will weaken Hong

and faimess of Hong Kong’s Judlcuuy Since the mal
began, the court examined 2,220 plem of evidence,
reviewed pagk heard

ik ndsaw Lai

himself testify for 52 days.

All along, the trial has been closely observed not
only by Hong Kong people and the media but also by
a number of foreign consular officials based in Hong
Kong The whole trial process remained free from any
external pressure, was procedurally fair, factually clear
and based on hard evidence. The verdict, delivered in
strict accordance with the law, underscores the

Kong's resolve to defend the rule of law. Justice will
ultimately prevail (hmugh the law.

The Chinese central government firmly supports
the Hong Kong Speuafo Administrative Region in
punishing criminals in accordance with the law and
resolutely safeguards national security.

1 urge certain Western politicians to respect the
facts and the law, as well as to view the sentencing
objectively and fairly.

Under the guidance of the “one country, two
systems” principle and the spirit of the rule of law, lam
confident that Hong Kong is poised to sustain its long-

term prosperity and stability. The city will continue to
ignifi thy the

T P and imparti of
Hong Kong's legal system.
However, certain Western pulmclans have countryand the world.
resorting

to any means to mislead the public and interfere with
this case. They have tried everything: calling the Hong
Kong Special Administrative Region's lawful

Cui Jianchun is Commissioner of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of the People’s Republic of China in the Hong Kong
Special Administrative Region
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Collusion is a crime

Ronny Tong says Jimmy Lai was tried for a clearly defi

fter 156 days of hearings,
Jimmy Lai il
finally came to a close with the
former media boss sentenced
to 20 years ufimpnmnmu\l
Western medm and critics wnll no doubt
say, whatah: v

g

d offence

charge must be viewed in the light that
under the sedition law, the maximum
punishment of a first offender is two years.
Lai's sentence is set to last longer than two
years, so in that sense, the sedition charge
isthe least relevant.

The collusion charge is very different. It

advocate” and “freedom hgner" :
However, Lai was not atcmed of

is a far more serious offence canvma a
maximum sentence of life i imprisonment.
Under the Hong Kong nati law,

fighting for freedom or d
democracy in Hong Kong, His crimes were
not even about his avowed hatred of the
Communist Party, Western critics may be
surprised to hear that hating the
Communist Party is not a crime in Hong
Kong. It merely provides a motive to
commit certain clearly defined crimes
against national security.

Lai was convicted on a count of
conspiracy to spread seditious articles and
two conspiracy counts of collusion with
foreign forces.

The sedition charge was brought under
a law enacted by the British during Hong
Kong's colonial days. The charge has
nothing to do with any criticisms of the
Hong Kong government but specifically
required proof of an intention to incite the
public to “bring into hatred or contempt or
1o excite disaffection” against the central
and Hong Kong govemnments,

Fewwill disagree that freedom of speech
is not limitless. The law on libel is a good
example.

It is universally accepted that freedom
of speech should not extend into realms of
doing harm to the reputation of athers, let
alone promoting hatred.

In Lai's case, any discussion of this

collusion includes seeking help from or
calling on a foreign power to sanction one's
awn country.

Regardless of one’s view, it is hard to
argue that such an act is not treasonous in
nature and hence plainly falls within the
internationally well-recognised concept of
national security.

Different countries view their own
security differently. Some may regard
national security as a proper justification
for unilaterally annexing a piece of land
open for the taking, while others may
regard foreign sanctions as harmful to its
national interest.

Plainly, if there is harmful behaviour,
there is a legitimate reason to curb such
conduct to prevent national harm. This is
well accepted.

Just to put the matter in context, under
the United Kingdom's national security
law, the offence of foreign interference
involves any unlawful conduct or conduct
causing harm to property or another
person’s right or reputation on behalf of a
foreign power.

Sa, considering the specific crime of
calling on a foreign power to impose
sanctions on one's own country, one would

ional security

have thought the national security laws that
govern Hong Kong are hardly exceptional.

In the well-publicised criticisms of Lai’s
case, one finds few discussions of the
nature of the collusion charge. Mareover,
no one seems to suggest there is no
evidence that Lai had not called for foreign
powers to impose sanctions on China and
Hong Kong. Effectively, the best they can
say is, “well, the evidence is flimsy”.

The harm brought about
by any sanction on
mainland China and
Hong Kong is without a
doubt a very serious
matter with far-reaching
consequences

The law, as we all know, looks at the
substance and intention of the accused'’s
conduct. One cannot argue that as long as
the call for sanctions was implicit or
conducted from behind a front, ane can
escape the full force of the law, This is not
just legal knowledge. It is common sense.

In the case of Lai, is his crime a serious
one? Hong Kong’s national security law
states that whereas the sentence for a
cul]n.slm\ charg; is not more lhan 10years,

be belwwn 10 )mus and life.

The court categorised Lai's case as a
serious case of collusion. There was no
argument otherwise at the mitigation
hearing. That meant that Lai agreed that the
minimum sentence should be at least 10
years.

This is hardly surprising. Lai is not just
any man on the street. Hewas atycoon and
owner of a widely read newspaper and
media empire. By any metric, he was a
person with powerful and wide influence.
His personal relationship with high-ranking
and influential officials and politicians in
the United States is without equal among
most well-connected persons in Hong
Kong, His views and words matter.

Moreover, the harm brought about by
any sanction on mainland Chinaand Hong
Kong is without a doubt a very serious
matter with far-reaching consequences.

We are talking about national and local
interests which affect the livelihoods of
most people in mainland China and Hong
Kong.

Such conduct must not only be openly
condemned but also scrutinised under the
law as a measure of deterrence.

Very few people would disagree that
calling for sanctions on one’s own country
isseeking to do harm to the national interest
on a grand scale and hence treasonous in
nature,

Such conduct unarguably is the very
kind of behaviour that national security
laws the world over seek to prevent,
Punishment for such conduct is often
severe. Lai found out the hard way. Let us
hope others will see this crime as it is and
not pretend it's something it's not.

Ronny Tong is a senior counsel and member
of the Executive Council

US-led minerals bloc renews pressure on Asia to pick sides

Imran Khalid says rivalry over rare earths will define the balance of power in the 21st century

operated on a simple premise:

F or decades, the global economy has
efficiency above all else. We built a

orld where they
could be produced at the lowest cost,
creating a vast, interconnected web of
supply chains that ignored geography in
favour of the bottom line.

Thaterais mmmg toa dose Fvems in
the past week in W the

RmmccGeasumegx: Engagement (Forge),
is the most aggresswe attempt yet to break
this i dshori ll\ehie

However, thereisa cau‘h Most of these

Even so, as we look at the map of the 54
nations that attended the Washington
summit, a deeper shift is visible. We are
seeing the emergence of \\hn( mlgh! be

countries

wuh Chma. Their processing

cycleof these it

facilities, i ture and i

called 'he world
is not deglobalising so mutl\ as it is
into distinct silos. For a city

like-minded partners.

However, for Asian nations, this
initiative presents a pmenlmll\* painful
dilemma. The global green ition — the

flows are deeply intertwined with Chinese
industry. To join a US-led minerals bloc
that aims to exclude China is to risk

massive shift towards renewable energy
and decarbonisation - requires a vast

emergence of a more muscular age of
geoeconomics where the flow of the world's
most &sscmml malemk is being remdered
by th

invisible hand of the market.

On February 4, the United States hosted
a Critical Minerals Ministerial, bringing
together representatives from 54 nations.
Led by Vice-President J.D. Vance and
Secretary of State Marco Rubio, the Trump
administration proposed the creation of a
preferential trade zone for critical minerals
- a minerals bloc designed to bypass the
traditional global market. By introducing
enforceable price floors and adjustable
tariffs, Washington is attempting to build a
foru d the rare e: jium and
cobalt that power the modern world.

The logic behind this move is straight-
forward. Today, China controls roughly 70
per cent of global rare earth mining and
more than 90 per cent of its processing, For
Washington, this is a profound national
security vulnerabi

As Rubio noted, such concentration
allows asingle country to use supply chains
as a “tool of leverage in geopolitics”. The
new grouping, dubbed the Forum on

amount of minerals, By moving to create a
closed loop of allied supply chains, the US

economic disruption. If the
global market splits into two, these nations
could face a world where the cost of raw
materials rises as the efficiencies of a single

is effectively asking Asian to

choose between two competing systems.
Consider the position of Southeast
Asian nations such as Indonesia, Malaysia
and Vietam. These countries are not just
observers; they are central players.
Indonesia is the world's largest nickel
producer, while Malaysia has long been a
hub for rare earth processing. For these
mlddle : powers, the US proposal offers a
acoess [0 American

like Hong Kong and a region like the Asia-
Pacific, which have thrived as connectors
between Eastand West, this fragmentation
is a systemic challenge,

‘The success of the Forge grouping will
depend on whether Washington can
sustain the political will and the financial

global market disappear. commitments required to keep 54 diverse
i3 thereisth fthe nationsaligned.
green ition itself. D isation is a Middley chasIndia Iread:

race against time, and China provides the
cheapest, most efficient route to technalo-

showing how to play both sides. Even as
External Affairs Minister S, Jaishankar
I the US initiative, New Delhi

gies required to achieve it. By p

security over efficiency, the Forge initiative

could inadvertently slow down the global

energy ransition. Building new mines and

processing plants takes years, maybe

demdes If the West cuts itself off from
Chi -

capital, technology and a guaranteed price
floor that protectslocal projects from being
undercut by cheaper Chinese exports.

For a city like Hong Kong
and aregion like the
Asia-Pacific ... this
fragmentationisa
systemic challenge

pplies before its own capacity is
rsad\ the result will be higher prices anda
slower roll-out of green technology.

that the world is willing to pay a “security
premium”. Thisis shown by the simultane-
ous launch of Project Vault, a US$12 billion
strategic reserve backed by the US Expont-
Import Bank. The idea is to create a buffer
against supply shocks, ensuring that
American and allied manufacturers are
never again at the mercy of a single
supplier’s export controls, itisa return o a
form of industrial policy that would have
been unthinkable 20 years ago but now
seems like a necessary defence.

continues to maintain its stake in the Brics
grouping. This transactional autonomy
could become the standard operating
procedure for nations that refuse to be
locked into a single bloc.

Ultimately, the minerals summit in
Washington signals that the era of treating
critical resources as mere commodities is
over. They are now the high ground of
international politics.

The struggle for control over the
elements of the periodic table will define
the balance of power in the 21st century.
For the economies of Asia, the challenge
will be to ensure they do not lose the
openness that made their past prosperity
possible in the rush to secure the supply
chains of the future.

Dr Imran Khalid is a freelance contributor
based in Karachi, Pakistan
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‘Animal-friendly’
should become
a default setting

Hong Kong’s urban identity is at a turning point. The
expansion of pet-inclusive parks and the pilot scheme
for pet-friendly restaurants are welcome steps towards
becoming an animal-friendly city - but they sit uneasily
alongside a largely animal-hostile framework.

The Tai Po fire, in which dozens of animals died,
showed that many Hongkongers see their companion
animals as family. The public grief that followed ran
deep, and this disenfranchised grief is starting to be
recognised by many in the community.

As someone who has channelled the grief of pet
loss into studying the human-animal bond, I have
seen how powerful this bond can be as a force for
social good. Our animal-assisted social-emotional
learning | in primary schools show that
guided interactions with animals foster empathy,
emotional regulation and resilience. Our work with
socially young people that
therapy dogs can be non-judgmental bridges back to
society.

Hnng Kong needs to embrace a “one welfare”
appmach recogmsmg that Lhe well-being of humans,
d. The
Prevention of Cruelty to AmmaLs Ordinance should be
updated to include a proactive statutory duty of care,
so that neglect is prevented rather than punished after
the fact.

The capture and killing of wild boars that enter
urban areas has highlighted how wildlife is framed
mainly as a nuisance. A modernised approach would
prioritise coexistence through education, habitat
planning and non-lethal management, allowing
hikers and nature lovers to share space with wildlife
safely and respectfully.

The illegal pet trade continues to harm animals
and risk public health, Repeated seizures of smuggled
pupples and exotic animals at our borders, many kept
in overcrowded, unsanitary conditions and some
arriving sick or dying, show how porous regulation
remains.

A transparently regulated pet trade with strong
enforcement is essential to protect both animal
welfare and human health.

1f Hong Kong is to become genuinely animal-
friendly, owners must uphold high standards of
responsibility, hygiene and respect for others in
shared spaces.

In return, public policy should move towards
animal-inclusive design as the norm - from housing
estates planned for multi-species living to allowing
well-behaved pets on the MTR and buses.

At HKU, T have developed a course on "one health,
one welfare” and the human-animal bond to help
train future leaders, urban planners and policymakers
to see animal-inclusive design not as a luxury butas a
basic requirement for a compassionate city.

Unlocking the often-overlooked power of such a
bond and ising pet loss as a legitimate form of
bereavement would not only align Hong Kong with
international best practice but could also lead to
economic growth.

1f we invest in one welfare, law reform and
public education, “animal-friendly” need not be a
special label. It can become the default setting of an
inclusive, civilised and compassionate Hong Kong
where social belonging does not stop at species
boundaries.

Paul W.C. Wong, associate profes: of
Social and Social of
Hong Kong

Easing rules on dogs in eateries
is a step in the right direction

As dog lovers ourselves, my wife and I certainly welcome
the relaxation of rules for canines in restaurants.

Yoho Mallin Yuen Long, which we frequent, allows
pets in trolleys and boasts quite a few pet-friendly
restaurants. On weekends, owners and dogs mingle in
arelaxing environment. Passers-by look on, with some
asking to take pictures or pet the furry friends. Only
occasionally would you hear some barking when dogs
come close 1o one another, but this tends 10 stop when
owners intervene swiftly.

The opportunity to interact with dogs instantly
brings a smile to most people’s faces amid the hustle
and bustle of urban life. Pet dogs are usually quite
friendly and happy to interact with strangers,
including children. The presence of dogs in the mall
not only adds to the convivial mood, but also enables
children to have close encounters with animals,
essentially teaching them to respect different forms of
life and show empathy when petting or approaching
them.

As with humans, dogs have diverse penumlit.is.
with some being more sociable and others appearing
timid. Children learn to observe the dog’s mood,
approach it with care and know when to back off if the
animal appears uncomfortable or stressed.

In the initial phase of pet-friendly regulations,
understandably some customers who are not used to
seeing dogs in restaurants may need time to adjust,
butas time goes by, I'm confident that customers and
dogs can coexist harmoniously in such premises, Of
course, that depends on owners’ willingness to abide
by the relevant regulations such as keeping their dogs
onaleash and their ability to manage their pets’
behaviour.

A pet-friendly city would implement pet-friendly
policies with determination, educating the public
about animal rights and welfare and capitalising on
the pet economy. Hong Kong certainly has a pet-
friendly population that allows it to stand out in those
aspects.

Jason Tang, Tin Shui wai
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Lebanon needs help with recovery, not more destruction

he 20th-century poet
Nadia Tueni wrote of Leba
non: *1 helong 1o a country
that commits sulcide

every day whiile it is being

assassinated.” One of the
symptoms today is that when I recently
enquired about a promising youth maove
ment 1 had not heard from For a while, |
was told that, out of the 82 members, only
two remained and 80 had left the country
This Is the brain drain that Prince Huassan
bin Talal of Jordan described as better

than brain in the drain
We are getting all the help we do not need
the impression is that the International
Monetary Fund wants to kill the hanks and

the US government wants 1o kill the cash
companies and add sanctions to the toxic
mix. In addition, we are told that we will get
help, not for recovery but for the army if it
will fight Hezbollah, As if Lebinon v
even more destruction. This will not fix the

ds

Lebanon does
need help, but
the figures just
donotaddup in
the government
plan to return
people’s deposits

e 1L Worse
help, but the Agures

drain: it will only m

Lebunon does ne
just do not add up in the government
plan to return people’s deposits, 1do

not understand the logic mysell, In the
attempt to decrease the gap, large deposi
tors are considered the enemy, bul in any
economic recovery they should be allies,
the investors you want to attract back,
There is an attempt, of dubious legality
and practicality, to declare a si
portion of deposits as llegitimate n onder

gnificant

to decrease the gap, This will make it
certain that nobody will ever trust the
country or invest in it again, The age of
sruments taking over private property

i% gone forever, let alone in Lebanon. This
is not the way to regain trust

A recent House Forelgn Affairs
Committee hearing on US policy toward
Lebanon and obstacles toward disman
ting Hezbollah's grip on power offered
several recommendations. Among them
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was the US supporting the Lebanese
army and government. There was also the
dismantling of the cash economy used by
Hezbollah to launder funds, sanctioning

the cash companies and Lebanese politi
ctans and supporting Lebanon's recovery
While the intentions are good, there are
many ways in which such moves could
also do more harm

There is no military solution in Lebanon
I 1srael could not dissrm or destroy Hamas
in a war that lasted more than two years,
the Lebanese army cannot wage an internal
wir against Hezbollah to disarm it

Also, any expansion of the army’s role
would have an economic cost as well asa
political ope. The object of achieving peace
om the Isracki border should be 1o decrease
military spending, rather than the military
budget becoming unsustainable. Politically
the fact that we have had four presidents
appointed, not elected, from the army isa
sign of the failure of the political process

Reviving the economy and the political
process means a careful recalibration of the
power and cost of the army.

The sofution is a politica
mifitary one: it is a fight for the constitu
ency of Hezbollah and not against it

ne, not a

But what about the cash economy and the
cash compitnies that are now under attack?
The story is that, while the government
the IMF, the central bank and the banks
exchange blame for the crisis and bicker

over the solutions, all have a long way to go

before they regain people’s trust
In a country where the stite is

captured and society taken host.

objective is to liberate them and help

them recover, but some of the solutions
discussed for Lebanon may finish them
off or make them even more reliant on
Hezbollah. Lebanon, with its history of
bullding consensus and coexistence,

is where a solution can succeed and
become a model for others

The agreements
with Saudi
Arabia area
clear statement
of confidence in
Syria’s potential
to rebuild,
reintegrate
and grow

Integration not isolation the best way forward for Syria

yrins new multibillion-dollar
agreements with Saudi Arabia
mark a historic turning point
in the Levant's geopolitical
indscape. After
more than a decade of devastat

and coonomi

g conflict, international sanctions and
widespread isolation, Syria is gradually
reemerging as a viable partner for regional
trade, investment and diplomacy. Saudi
Arabias decisive engagement signals

not merely a recalibration of economic
relations but a broader strategic vision:
leverag
partnership to stabilize the regilon politi-

Mg reconstruction and economic

cally, socially and economically

For more than a decade, Syria's economy
has been in a state of near-collapse. Foreign
investment has been scarce, leaving the

country dependent on fragmented akd

programs and (nformal economic netwal
In this context, the agreements with
Saudi Arabia, which cover critical sectors
v, transport and urban

including ener

reconstruction, are a clear statement of

confidence in Syria's potential to rebuild

reintegrate and grow
The strategic symbolism of this engage
ment cannot be overstated. By choosing

to invest heavily in Syria, the Kingdom

is signaling a significant shift in regional
policy: long-term stability cannot be
achieved hy isolating states, even those
emerging from years of devastating
confliet. Economic integration, rather
than exclusion, is the pathway to sustain

able peace

The agreements announced on Saturday
also communicate a clear message to the
ger a pariah state but

1y is in the collec

region: Syria is no lon;
i partner whose r
tive interest of its neighbors, Such engage

av

ment may help reframe reglonal discourse
moving away from narratives of punish
ment and isolation toward collaboration
und reconstruction

The implications of Saudi Arabia's
initiative extend far bevond Syria itself

HANI HAZAIMEN
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Nelghhoring countries such as Jordan
and Lebanon, which kave borme the
social and economic brunt of Syria’s war
through refugee flows, disrupted trade
and strained public services, stand to
benefit significantly from revitalized
cross-border commerce and improved

infrastructure connectivity

Jeyond the economic and political
ramifications, these agreements carry
a human dimension. Syria’s prol
conflict has displaced millions and
destroyed livelihoods, leaving families
vuinerable and communities fragmented.

nged

Investments in energy, transport and
urban infrastructure will directly impact
ordinary Sy
services, restoring a sense of normality
and creating opportunities for sustalnabile

rians, offering access to basic

livellhoods. By prionitizing projects that
intersect with the daily realities of the

population, Sau
{or reconstruction that is people-centered

Arabia sets a precedent

rather than merely symbolic, This

emphasis on tangible |

un impact ks
essential if postconflict stability is to take
oot and endure.

The challenge now lies in execution.
Suceess will depend on careful coordi
nation, transparency and an inclusive
approach that ensures reconstruction
benefits reach the Syrian people and not
only political elites. It will also require
ensuring that projects align with local
needs and that investments are imple-
mented efficiently, with accountability
mechanisms that prevent corruption and

mismanagement

The Saudi-Syrian agreements are o

tangible demonstration that engagement

investment and sh
produce me
T'he coming years will be erucial: if imple

red responsibility can

ningful outcomes.

mented wisely, these agreements could
serve as a blueprint lor reg
thon, proving that economic integration

rather than Isolation, is the most effective

aal couper

instrument For long-term stability
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A path to universal prosperity by 2100

MARC CANAL NOGUER, NICK LEUNG AND CHRIS BRADLEY

ew geopolitical and
planetary crises seem to
dominate news headlines,
deepening a sense of
pessimism about the state
of humanity. But looking

hack over the past century, a very different

picture — one of unprecedented human

PrOSress — emerges,

A hundred years ago, life was fragile

incomes, longer lifespans, quality educa-
tion and robust social support, Switzer-
land is perhaps the best example of a
country with “plenty”

Making Switzerland the floor may sound
radical. It isn't. Global gross domestic
product per capita would have to increase
by 2.6 percent annually — only slightly
faster than the 2.3 pervent annual average
growth over the past quarter-century,

and insecure. Now, o Beyond strategies

the global average life “ 10 boost productivity,

expectancy is 73, less achieving the next

than 10 pervent of the Achieving the next economic leap requires

global population lives  economic leap requires  putting in place certain

in extreme poverty place nuts and bolts, with

and nearly 90 percent leﬂlllg n energy being the most

are literate, Living certain nuts and bolts, essentinl. To increase

standards have been with energy being economic opportunity,

transformed. the most essential we need a decarbonized
But what if progress energy system that is

Is measured by the significantly larger. This

ability to live securely and with options,
as opposed to just subsisting? In that case,
there Is much more to be done, as about
4.7 billion people still live bedow what we
call the empowerment line.

In short, the world has made amazing
progress and we need much more of it

With that in mind, our new book, “A
Century of Plenty: A Story of Progress
for Generations to Come,* presents an
ambitious vision: by 2100, the world's
poorest can live as well as people in
Switzerfand do today, With its high

can be done by building and deploying
existing technologies at scale while
continuing to innovate.

Another important fuel — albeit
for people — is food. We show that a
population as large as 12 billion can eat
a protein-rich diet without using more
land and with far more modest increases
in agricultural yields than have been
achieved since the 1960s.

Nor i 4 century of plenty limited by
geology, The Earth has enough natural
resourees to support this expansion. For
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a1 The MoKinesey Gotal netibge

Mok Leung w & oo partner at
Mokirey & Compary anvd o drecton
of the Mokinsey Glbal nstitae

Chits Brencduy i 4 sandr DUiner W
MKy & Cormyseny arvd s Seocton
af the MoKinoey Giobal natine.
O Fromot Syndicats

o Tl it abom, g 011 1
e

example, we estimate that defivering a

wirrming could be limited to about 2

plentiful 2100 would require L34 billion degrees Celsius while improving living
tonnes of steel, Known sources of usahle standards for millions of people.

{ron content (steel’s main inpat) total 230 In sum, there are no insurmountable
biliion tonnes today, with 88 biilion physical barriers to universal prosperity.

qualifying as cconomically extractable
reserves, And these reserves have grown
by about | percent per year over 30 years,

We are not saying, however, that onr
vision of plenty will be easy to deliver.
The limitations may not he physical but

The same is true for other main they could be social and political: in hearts
materials: none would and minds. Most notably,
need to exceed historical _ ‘many people in advanced
growth rates to malke our “ economies —which by
visinn a reality. And our definition have reaped
estimates ane conservar Aworldofplenty is the benefits of growth
tive — it is highly likely better positioned — no longer believe in
that new materials and 1o tackle climate miaterial progress, In
technigues will be devel- i recent survey, only 9
oped during this period. mmm percent of respondents in

Some argue that the environmental ISSues  yruce said that the next
planet cannot bear the like air pollution generation will be better
externalities created by olf and no advanced

such growth, not least

5z

economy, other than

the increase in gre
We take a different view. A world of plenty
Is better positioned to tackle climate
change and other environmental issues
like air pollution because growth spurs
investment in the clean energy trunsition
(such as grids, renewables and batteries),
adaptation tools (like air conditioning

and irrization systems) and reseurch and
development. So long as the fruits of
growth are used to accelerate the process
of decoupling emissions from GDP, like
mast of the world is already doing, global

as

Singapore, scored above 30 percent.
This highlights the need for a new
narrative that discards zerossum
thinking. Growth is the solution, not the
problem. Over the past century, it has
delivered higher incomes and longer
lives, while empowering millions of
people. Looking ahead, we cannot allow
one person's gain to become another's
loss. Instead, we must dare (o imagine
# world where everyone thrives. Such a
world is within reach, so long as the focus
remains on cconomic progress,

or decades, the Indian Space

Rescarch Onganization, known

as ISRO, has been the crown

Jewed of Indin's scientific

establishment. In the global

space community, the ISRO is
a David that regularly surpasses the world's
Goliaths. With the Mars Orbiter Mission,
known as Mangalyaan, India became the
first country fo reach Mars orbit in its

Back to space for India

space program was grounded in the
needs af India's people, By harnessing
satellite technology for development, the
logic went, the program would transform
lives, power the economy and redefine
Indix's place in the world. The ISRO
delivered on this vision, building a robust
system of satellites that became a lifeline
for millions of Indians.

maiden attempt. And with the Chand
aan-3 mission, it became

the first 10 land a luanar ne (Self-Reliant India) vision
rover on the moon's south lang before Modi rose to
pole. It did all this with India hasemerged  power By developing its
budgets that would barely asa reliable, cost- own launch vehicles, like
cover the marketing for a the Polar Salellite Launch
Hollywood space epic. effective m?r' Vehicle, India reduced its
But over the past year, m‘h"wly dependence on foreign
the ISROs storied record — amd excellence can go  wchnology. This spurred
has been overshad- hand in hand broader innovation,
owed by three high- helping to create a thriving
profile mission Gilures. ecosystem of startups,

including two consecutive liunch failures
for the Polar Satellite Launch Vehicle.
For a program built on the twin pillars
of “frugal i and “unshalkeabl
reliability," this is maore than a technical
sethack — it is a reputational crisis that
threatens India’s position in a crowded
commercial market.

The mishaps might partly reflect a
growing gulf between the ISRO and its

private compantes and research institutions.

Moreover, launches of foreign satellites
by the ISRO's commercial arm, NewSpace
India Limited, have generated significant
revenue and showeased Indi's space-
faring prowess, India has emerged asa
reliable, cost-effective player in the global
space market, proving that frugality and
excellence can go hand in hand.

India’s achievements have given it diplo-
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superpowers as an equal partner in space
! and h. As missions like

| and Chand 3 elevate
India on the world stage, they also inspire
a generation of young Indians to dream

turnaround times have also been under-
mining indix's competitive advantage.
India’s share of the launch market for
small satellites stood at 35 percent in 2017
but plummeted toward zero by 2024, as

bigger, to believe they can compete with more agile international players cap d
the best and to pursue careers in sclence burgeoning demand while the ISRO was
and technology. distracted by prestige projects.

Bat recent stumbles sugeest that the A stritegic reset is urgently needed, The
ISRO'S gr ambition — inchading the ISRO must condtict a thorough review of
pressure 1o« falize i production quality and testing protocals
rapidly, advance prestige . for the Polar Sateilite
programs and send Indian Do Launch Vehicle to ensure
astronauts into space — is that Indin remains the
straining quality control Recentstumbles taunch provider of choice.
und supply chains, The suggest that the There is also a need for
problem partly comes ISRO's growing enbanced clarity on
down to resources: the space poticy, including
budget with which Indin~~ Ambitlonisstraining . o of defensive
managed to deliver its quality controland  military space capabilities.
past achievements was supply chains India’s space program is
impressive procisely nol a luxury, it is a critical
because it was a major tool for development, a
copstraint. As space — once a theater catalyst for innovation. a pillar of security
for scientific curiosity or a platform and a source of national pride. Fortu-
for advancing development objectives nately, the ISRO has avercome challenges
— becomes the ultimate high ground before and its technical depth remains
for I security, this int is indisputable. By honing its focus and
becoming impossible to ignone. bolstering its resources, India can ensure

The figures paint a stark picture. Today,
India spends about $2 billion annually on
space, compared 1o China’s $16 billion and
the US’ §25 billion.

that its “eyes in the sky™ remain sharp and
the ISRO's bard-earned glory is restored.
Space might be the final fronticr but. for
India, it is also the next chapter in a story

original mission. At lts inception, Indins matic leverage, enabling It to engage with www arsbnews com. eginion Low launch frequencies and long of national transformation.
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Elon Musk Lands on the Moon

Emanations
and intima-
tions hinted
last  week
that we
should turn
our atten-
tion to space
and, boy, has
Elon Musk
obliged.
First he tied
up his world-leading rocket
company with his artificial
intelligence company; now
both are rolling down the
runway to the largest-ever
U.S. initial public offering. In
a tweet, Mr. Musk also re-
versed himself dramatically,
setting aside his longstanding
Mars goal in favor of a lunar
colony, in line with Trump
priorities.

His own company SpaceX,
he now says, despite previ-
ously deprecating the moon,
will focus on developing a
“self-growing city” there “in
less than 10 years.” Wow.

His protégé who runs
NASA, Jared Isaacman—yes,
whose ascent was marred by
Mr. Musk’s brief falling-out
with President Trump—testi-
fied as recently as April that
the moon should not be al-
lowed to get in the way of
Mars. What will Mr. Musk
tweet next? Of special inter-
est, will he full-throatedly en-
dorse NASA’s Artemis II
launch, expected in the next
month or so?

Artemis 11 is the fly-by of
the moon with a NASA-
sponsored rocket and cap-
sule, built respectively by
Boeing and Lockheed Mar-
tin. It will have four astro-
nauts aboard serving mainly

By Holman W.
Jenkins, Jr.

as guinea pigs to validate
life-support systems and
collect biomedical data.

But wait. If lunar develop-
ment is urgent and practical,
why pave the way with ex-
tremely expensive manned
missions for jobs that can be
done at a fraction of the cost
by robots? Especially when Al
is advancing by leaps and
bounds, as exemplified by Mr.
Musk’s merger?

In every way, it seems too
early in the engineering and
learning curve to risk humans.
From rocket reusability, to
cryogenic fuels, to the need
and desire to preserve large
masses through all phases of
the mission, this isn’t Apollo.
The necessary robotic work
on the way to developing a
continuous lunar

is driving such choices. Yet
we may be gaslighting our-
selves about the likelihood of
either nation meeting its
deadline for putting humans
on the lunar surface—China
in 2030, the U.S. in 2028. Be-
sides, Apollo already won the
race to the moon 57 years
ago. Apollo was geopolitically
driven; now the U.S. is pre-
sumably more project-driven,
toward a permanent, produc-
tive and cost-effective pres-
ence on the moon.

‘Whatever caused his
reversal, the lunar
project would benefit
from more AL

means also plenty of opportu-
nity for learning before astro-
nauts have to enter the pic-
ture, bringing with them the
risk of a human tragedy that
could damage the program’s
sustainability.

Mr. Trump was all over the
map before making a lunar
landing his new administra-
tion’s centerpiece. Even so he
intends to abandon the cur-
rent NASA-centric Artemis ap-
proach once the initial landing
is achieved. Yet he also effec-
tively ended any debate about
humans vs. robots, pointing to
human-led exploration for rea-
sons of national prestige, geo-
politics and law. Law? Yes, in
developing norms and prece-
dents for moon exploitation
that other nations (China)
might respect, putting Ameri-
cans on the surface is deemed
a requisite.

A putative race with China

Mr. Musk, in explaining his
decision to merge his space
and Al businesses, may have
stretched a point about Al
data centers in space. But Al
is the crucial technological
precursor to space develop-
ment. It also has been ad-
vancing with astonishing
speed since Artemis left the
drawing board. If you were
starting today, going to the
moon or anywhere beyond,
and especially into interstellar
space, would be a job for ro-
bots and, often, exclusively
robots.

Worth revisiting is Journal
reporting last March about
Mr. Musk’s effort to gain in-
fluence over NASA and turn
Mr. Trump toward Mars, His
reversal now is epic. In his
tweet, he stresses long transit
times and a paucity of Mars
launch windows—which he al-

ready knew about.

Whether he thinks more
positively about the moon
now or sees a political need
to steer close to a Trump pri-
ority (and share some of the
political risk of the upcoming
launch), Mr. Musk is visibly
onboard. He could help by
pushing for a more business-
like approach, relying more
on Al less on fragile humans.
Multiple unmanned missions
using ever-advancing Al
could teach a great deal
about making space travel
safer and healthier for the
people who must eventually
follow.

Of course, questioning a
NASA launch just weeks away
isn’t a political act to be un-
dertaken lightly. NASA’s bil-
lions are already spent. Mr.
Trump’s prestige is invested.
Astronauts and ground-con-
trol folks have trained out
the wazoo. Mr. Musk’s anten-
nae are acute. Pay attention,
instead, to the tone of any-
thing he chooses to tweet (or
not tweet) about the pending
Artemis II launch.

Finally, completing a circle,
last week we juxtaposed the
real advances in space tech-
nology with a discrediting of
the energy-transition fallacy—
green technology doesn’t ac-
tually point to lower emis-
sions. Now compare Tuesday’s
media hysteria over Mr.
Trump’s repeal of a U.S. cli-
mate “finding” with the actual
uninterrupted track of global
CO2. Only one conclusion is
possible: The climate debate
has been entirely a contest
for social power and status,
without the slightest impact
on climate.

Even Trump Can’t Go Back to the Future

“Make Amer-
ica Great
4 Again” raises
a  question:
When did the
U.S. enjoy the
greatness

POLITK}S from  which
& IDEAS
oz MAGA devo-
By William tous ok
A. Galston ~ [°°5 think we
have de-
— clined? The

answer has become clear dur-
ing President Trump's second
term—the 1950s.

America was a healthier
society, they believe. There
was no feminist or environ-
mentalist movement as we
now understand them. The
civil-rights revolution was in
its infancy. Immigration was
at a low ebb, and nearly all
Americans were born here.
Most folks went to church
every Sunday. Men were
men and women were
women, with no gray area.
Men went off to work while
women stayed home to raise
3.5 children. Hierarchies
were stable; people knew
their place. And Americans
(the ones who mattered,
anyway) were unabashedly
patriotic because they knew
that their country was a
good and virtuous nation.

The economy was great as
well. The U.S. bestrode the
world like a colossus, and
manufacturing was central to
our dominance. Americans
made things, and prospered in
the making of them. Indus-
trial workers moved into the
middle class by the millions,
with reliable jobs, rising in-
comes and secure pensions.

Sons followed fathers into
factories, and a high school
diploma was enough to open
doors. (Unions were central to
this generation of upward
mobility, a point most MAGA
supporters play down.)

Mr. Trump’s cultural poli-
cies won't succeed in restor-
ing this bygone society. One
example: the push to raise
fertility rates, which have
fallen in nearly every ad-
vanced economy worldwide.
Many countries have tried to
reverse this trend, with scant
success. France has built an
expensive system of assis-
tance to families with young
children, but its birthrate is
10 higher than ours. Not even
the full power of the Chinese
state has induced young fami-
lies to have more children.

A key goal of Mr. Trump'’s
tariffs is to restore the man-
ufacturing economy of the
1950s. This won’t happen ei-
ther, any more than decades
of 20th-century farm policy
restored the agricultural
economy of the late 19th
century.

In the decades after the
Civil War, more than half the
U.S. workforce was engaged in
agricultural work. As late as
1900, the agricultural share of
the workforce stood at 40%.
Now it is less than 2%, even
though agricultural output
has soared.

Manufacturing employment
has followed a similar trajec-
tory. Since peaking at nearly
40% during World War II,
manufacturing as a share of
total employment has declined
steadily and now stands at

8%. And despite the enormous
expansion of the U.S. labor
force in the past half-century,
the number of manufacturing
jobs has fallen from a high of
194 million in 1979 to just
12.7 million today.

Mr. Trump believes that
his aggressive tariff regime
can reverse this trend. So
far, it hasn’t. Manufacturing
employment has fallen every
month since he announced
his “Liberation Day” tariffs
in April, representing a de-
cline of 72,000 jobs in the
past eight months.

To MAGA, the 1950s
were a better time.
But the White House
can’t restore that era.

to be highly automated. If so,
manufacturing output will
rise faster than manufactur-
ing employment.

There are also supply-side
constraints on manufacturing
employment. According to the
St. Louis Federal Reserve
Bank, more than 400,000
manufacturing jobs went un-
filled at the end of 2025.
Manufacturers report persis-
tent shortages of machine
tool operators and technicians
who can repair complex new
equipment, skills that take
time and training to learn.

This isn’t to say that Mr.
Trump’s concerns are wholly
without merit. The decline of

BOOKSHELF | By Arthur Herman

Deadly

Accuracy

The Warhead

By Jeffrey E. Stern
Dutton, 416 pages, $35

inflict maximum damage on an enemy. A bigger

cannon, a more explosive shell, a better strategic
bomber—a B-52 instead of a B-29—or a hydrogen bomb
instead of an atomic one.

Today, in a supposedly more humane age, the perfect
weapon is one that does minimum damage, sparing the
innocent by targeting the guilty with maximum precision
and surprise.

In “The Warhead” Jeffrey Stern—a journalist whose
books include “The Mercenary” (2023), about the war in
Afghanistan—traces the evolution of precision-guided
munitions (PGMs) over the past half-century. By Mr.
Stern’s account, the PGM represents a technological
breakthrough that has changed history and the way wars
are fought. It’s an absorbing tale of scientific and techno-

= logical achievement, polit-

ical and military hubris,
and the story of ordinary
people being caught up
in other people’s bad
decisions—and dying as
a result.

In Mr. Stern’s reading,
all war—even a precision-
guided one—is hell.

The central actor here is
Texas Instruments, the
electronics firm best-known
for its hand-held calcula-
tors. But it was also Texas
Instruments that showed

the Pentagon how bombs

using an electronic guidance
system could hit their targets
precisely, instead of being dropped en masse, as they had
been previously, in the hope that enough bombs would hit
their targets to justify the effort—and excuse the inevita-
ble “collateral damage” along the way.

The time was the Vietnam War, when the U.S. Air Force

t ds of tons of ord , World War
l.l s(yle, with little or no strategic result. Over the course
of seven years and 700 sorties, 29 planes had been lost in
a fruitless attempt to take out a single bridge across the
Song Ma river, dubbed the Dragon’s Jaw. Using the era’s
integrated circuits, Texas Instruments put together an
onboard guidance package for each bomb. It called this
first PGM Paveway. Using Paveway against targets in
North Vietnam, Mr. Stern tells us, “proved two hundred
times more effective than conventional bombs.” In four
months, the Air Force took out more targets than it had in
four years—and destroyed the Dragon’s Jaw with a single
strike in 1972.

By war’s end, Texas Instruments had delivered 100,000
Paveways to the Air Force. As Mr. Stern notes, the com-
pany had “ushered in a revolution in warfare” but also
pioneered “a market for the chips” that would be used
“in a growing line of devices capable of basic ‘thinking.’ *
Texas Instruments and Paveway put America on the
threshold of the modern digital revolution.

For the U.S. military, Paveway opened an important and
entirely new vista for attacks from the air. This was the
possibility of truly “surgical strikes” that would blow up a
target and Kill the enemy while leaving others—including
the

I n past eras, the perfect weapon was one that would

U.S.-based uring cre-

hed. In 1986 President Ronald Rea-

ated risks, many of which be-
came apparent during the
Covid pandemic. While au-
tarky is both undesirable and

The longer term could be
different, of course. It is likely
that some firms will respond
to tariffs by investing in their
U.S. manufacturing capacity,
and changes in the tax code
allowing firms to write off in-
vestments in plant and equip-
ment more rapidly could ac-
celerate this process.

At the same time, there are
forces pushing in the opposite
direction. Tariffs create win-
ners and losers, helping some
U.S. manufacturers while
hurting others. Large corpora-
tions are much better posi-
tioned to lobby for exemp-
tions from costly tariffs than
small businesses are. And to
remain competitive, new man-
ufacturing facilities are likely

) on
foreign suppliers in key areas
such as medical supplies and
advanced computer chips can
generate dangers to the econ-
omy and national security.
Doing what we can to reduce
these vulnerabilities makes
sense.

Still, the yearning for a
vanished past is never a good
guide to public policy. Mak-
ing even the most optimistic
assumptions about the de-
mand for and supply of man-
ufacturing workers over the
next decade, Mr. Trump
won’t bring back the econ-
omy of the 1950s. Improving
the well-being of hard-
pressed working-class Ameri-
cans, a central chall of

gan used PGMs to devastating effect against Libya’s
Moammar Gadhafi in Operation El Dorado Canyon.

Early PGMs relied on laser signals, sent by special
operators hidden on the ground, to pinpoint a target.
With the advent of the Global Positioning System, a sig-
nal could now be obtained from miles above the earth’s
surface.

The Challenger space-shuttle disaster delayed the turn
to space for PGM guidance. Then the Gulf War accelerated
a demand, already on the rise since the end of the Cold
War, for smaller, less-expensive but also more-effective
weapons. Texas Instruments was a specialist in both.

Precision-guided munitions revolutionized
the art of war. Moving targets could now be
tracked and collateral damage minimized.

The Clinton administration would deploy third-generation
Paveways, with their kill-by-remote-control option, in its
mission to end the ethnic cleansing in Bosnia and Kosovo.
Along the way it built a legacy for relying on PGMs to do
Amencas d1rty work—a capability enhanced by a new and
system that could track a moving target

our time, must rest on more
realistic assumptions.

Texas’ Self-Defeating H-1B Pause

By Collin Levy

ome states are obstruct-

ing the Trump adminis-

tration’s immigration
agenda, while others are co-
operating perhaps a bit too
much. Take Texas, where Gov.
Greg Abbott recently required
public universities and state
agencies to suspend H-1B visa
applications statewide.

In a letter to the heads of
state agencies, Mr. Abbott
wrote that the visa program,
which allows U.S. employers
to hire foreign workers for
high-skilled specialty jobs,
“was created to supplement
the United States’ workforce—
not to replace it.” He asserted
that “bad actors” had “ex-
ploited” the program by not
trying hard enough to hire
Americans before giving jobs
to foreigners.

Yet the claim that work vi-
sas take jobs from American
citizens doesn’t hold up. The
Texas unemployment rate was

4.3% as of December, and in
Austin—where high-tech jobs
cluster—it was just over 3%.
Foreign workers in the U.S.
typically fill gaps in the labor
market that aren’t met by
American citizens. A 2020
study by the National Founda-
tion for American Policy

The MD Anderson
Cancer Center is one
of the institutions
that will feel the pain.

found that an increase in H-1B
visas within a profession was
associated with a decrease in
the unemployment rate in the
profession.

Mr. Abbott’s pause affects
state agencies and universi-
ties, not private companies.
But the change will be felt
acutely in research and medi-
cine. The University of Texas"

Southwestern Medical Center
in Dallas and its MD Anderson
Cancer Center in Houston
each employ more than 100
H-1B holders. They are a small
percentage of the overall
workforce but fill specialized
roles.

Visas for skilled labor are
also important to prevent
American universities from
becoming a revolving door for
foreign students who come to
study, collect a degree and
take their knowledge back
home. Without the H-1Bs,
some medical-school gradu-
ates at UT will have to seek
employment in a private hos-
pital system or take their
skills elsewhere.

Mr. Abbott’s visa ban di-
rects the heads of state agen-
cies and public universities to
inform the Texas Workforce
Commission how many H-1B
petitions they submitted in
2025—as well as “documenta-
tion” that Texas candidates
had a “reasonable opportunity

to apply for each position.” It
also asks for the “countries of
origin of all H-1B visa holders
the entity currently spon-
sors.” When I asked the gov-
ernor’s office why it is asking
for countries of origin and if
there are particular countries
of concern, I was directed
back to his press release and
letter, which don’t address
the questions.

President Trump issued a
proclamation in September to
restrict the number of H-1B
visas nationwide unless em-
ployers pay $100,000 for the
privilege of hiring foreign
workers for a job opening.
But even he recognizes there
is sometimes a shortage of
workers for high-value jobs.
He said in 2019 that “we need
people in our country because
our unemployment numbers
are so low.” That's true in
Texas today.

Ms. Levy is a member of
the Journal’s editorial board.

and then use drones to deliver steel on steel without risking
a single American life.

What happened to non-American lives was another
matter.

This is the other, dark side of “The Warhead.” Through
eyewitness accounts Mr. Stern reveals, in harrowing detail,
‘what really happens when PGMs take over the battlefield. It
turns out the innocent still die—even by the thousands—or
are made homeless, as the world learned in the bombings of
Serbia and Iraq.

The reliance on death by remote control also breeds a
certain hubris among policymakers, detaching Lhemselves
from the of bad deci or rash miscal
lations, whether it’s the invasion of Iraq or President
Obama'’s kill list of drone strikes on Islamic terrorists,
which helped to destabilize the frontier between Pakistan
and Afghanistan.

Of course, not all of those civilian deaths were due to
PGMs. The numbers are still preferable to those who died
in the firebombing of Tokyo or Dresden. But Mr. Stern’s
point is made: The effort to sanitize warfare doesnt suc-
ceed, no matter how the

Mr. Stern doesn’t discuss artificial intelligence, the next
stage in the perfect-weapon calculus. Facial-recognition
software, for instance, could bring further precision to
bomb strikes, allowing attacks to target a single person
sitting in a vehicle—a capability the Pentagon is develop-
ing right now.

Mr. Stern may insist that this technology can still
backfire, and he could be right. No matter how good the
technology is, people will still make bad decisions and
innocent people will still die. The ultimate irony underly-
ing “The Warhead” is that the desire to reduce suffering
sometimes produces the opposite result.

Mr. Herman’s next book, “Founder’s Fire: From 1776 to
the Age of Trump,” will be published in April.
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The Trouble With MedPAC

emocrats are the party of government,

and one thing they do well is build insti-

tutions that favor the expansion of gov-
ernment. One example is an
obscure but influential outfit
known as the Medicare Pay-
ment Advisory Commission, or
MedPAC, which advises Con-
gress on payment rates. It’s
been co-opted by progressives
who dislike private markets and the Medicare
Advantage program for seniors.

MedPAC lacks regulatory authority, but its
recommendations carry weight on Capitol Hill.
Progressives are now using a recent MedPAC
report to push for bigger cuts in Medicare Ad-
vantage (MA) that would undermine that pro-
gram’s demonstrated popularity.

MedPAC last month estimated the govern-
ment will spend $76 billion more this year for
seniors on Medicare Advantage than if the same
seniors were covered by traditional Medicare
fee-for-service. It estimated excess payments
to Medicare Advantage plans at $84 billion in
2025 and $88 billion in 2024. That’s a lot of
money, but its estimates are based on faulty as-
sumptions.

Congress established Medicare Advantage in
1997 with the aim of using market competition
to improve care for seniors and reduce spend-
ing growth. The idea is that private insurers
would have a greater incentive than govern-
ment to police waste and abuse. The govern-
ment makes risk-adjusted payments to insurers
based on how sick patients are.

Plans compete based on price, provider net-
works and benefits. They can use savings from
reducing ing to offer al bene-
fits like dental and vision care. The program has
been growing fast and now covers more than
50% of seniors. But Democrats dislike that it
frustrates their ambition for government-run
healthcare.

Enter MedPAC, which is dominated by aca-
demics and physicians employed by hospitals.
MedPAC claims Medicare Advantage savings
are a mirage because the plans enroll healthier
seniors than traditional Medicare, and insurers
“code” them as being sicker than they actually
are to obtain bigger payments.

A federal advisory board
tries to undermine
Medicare Advantage.

MedPAC estimates that this has increased in-
surer payments by some 14% to 21% in recent
years, amounting to some $76 billon this year.
“It’s hard not to be shocked at
the total amount of money go-
ing into MA rebates, the cod-
ing issues, the lack of data on
extra benefits and recognizing
how much those are costing
the taxpayers,” says MedPAC
commissioner Stacie Dusetzina.

Ms. Dusetzina’s ideological preferences are
clear. The Vanderbilt medical school professor
backed the Inflation Reduction Act’s drug price
controls and has advocated a single-payer
model for gene therapies that would give the
government more control over treatment cov-
erage. Such anti-private healthcare biases infect
MedPAC’s study on MA.

MedPAC claims that seniors in Medicare Ad-
-vantage are healthier than those in fee-for-ser-
vice because they incur less spending. Ergo, in-
surers must be coding them as being sicker than
they are. Maybe, but that’s hard to square with
the fact that Medicare Advantage enrollees are
also more likely to be low-income and have poor
self-reported health status.

A more likely explanation is that plans do
a better job of ensuring conditions are diag-
nosed and treated, thereby reducing unneces-
sary spending and hospitalizations. In a new
study published in Health Affairs Scholar, Cen-
ters for Medicare and Medicaid Services offi-
cials found excess risk-adjusted payments on
the magnitude of 1.5% to 2%, about $5 billion
to $6.6 billion a year—far less than MedPAC’s
estimates.

The finding is notable because it calls into
question MedPAC payment recommendations
and black-box models. MedPAC'’s members are
appointed by the Government Accountability Of-
fice’s Compitroller General with input from Con-
gress. The GAO is now considering candidates
for new MedPAC appointments, and Republicans
ought to wake up and ensure that progressives
don’t stack the commission again.

Even better, defund MedPAC. Why does
Washington need one more government health
policy shop lobbying for more government con-
trol over American healthcare?

Hijacking Trump’s Religious Liberty Council

hearing of the White House Religious

Liberty Commission is usually a staid

affair. But enter Commissioner Carrie
Prejean Boller, who came
Monday spoiling for a reli-
gious fight.

Her fellow commissioners
arrived to discuss antisemi-
tism. Ms. Prejean Boller came
wearing a Palestinian flag pin,
with an ally who was recording her remarks
against Israel and in defense of podcaster Can-
dace Owens. Ms. Prejean Boller demanded to
know whether she could be called antisemitic
because her Catholic faith supposedly precludes
her from supporting Zionism and tells her the
Jews killed Jesus.

“Are you willing to condemn what Israel has
done in Gaza?” Ms. Prejean Boller asked a wit-
ness who had personally experienced antisemi-
tism at Harvard. “You won’t condemn that? Just
on the record.”

The subject turned to the ravings of Ms. Ow-
ens, which run from Holocaust denial and medi-
eval blood libel to claims that Israel assassi-
nated John F. Kennedy. “I listen to her daily,”
Ms. Prejean Boller said. “She’s not an antisem-
ite. She just doesn’t support Zionism.”

That’s the left-wing dodge, but Ms. Prejean
Boller is coming from the right. She briefly rose
to prominence in 2009 by opposing gay mar-

A White House
commissioner assails
‘Zionist supremacy.

riage. “Catholics do not embrace Zionism, just

s0 you know,” she said Monday. “So are all Cath-

olics antisemites?” And so on with the death of
hrist.

Ms. Prejean Boller con-
verted to Catholicism in April
but lectured witnesses, includ-
ing a priest, as well as fellow
Catholic commissioners on
their faith. One cc

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Where’s a ‘Florida Man’ When You Need One?

Your editorial “Mass Deportation
and Florida Jobs” (Review & Outlook,
Feb. 7) sensibly notes the lack of evi-
dence that undocumented immigrants
are taking jobs from Americans, but
then it unfortunately concludes that
E-Verify systems that confirm the
work authorization of new hires
shouldn’t be mandated since “busi-
nesses can’t grow if government
takes away their workers.”

E-Verify mandates may have pain-
ful effects, but the solution isn't to
limit businesses’ responsibility to ver-
ify workers’ legal status. Rather, it's
to improve legal frameworks for im-
migrants to enter and work in the U.S.
You direct readers to the wrong pol-
icy conclusion.

CHRISTOPHER TOWE
Bethesda, Md.

Recent labor data suggest that
hundreds of t of d
ied, prime-age adult men aren’t par-
ticipating in Florida’s workforce.
Once employers bring these noncon-
tributors into the workforce, we can
reform immigration law. Their incen-
tive not to work is the social welfare
safety net. A failing education system
and a drug abuse epidemic also con-
tribute to the problem.

Joun WALTKO
Brentwood, Tenn.

Your editorial highlights the eco-
nomic damage that results when im-
migration policy ignores reality.

T've seen this firsthand. I work in
the landscape industry, which de-
pends heavily on seasonal labor. We
operate as a 100% E-Verify employer
and follow the law strictly. We're
only able to do that because we use
the H-2B temporary worker pro-
gram—a legal pathway to hire for-
eign workers. It works. But it’s far
too limited.

Because H-2B visas are capped far
below demand, many otherwise hon-
est businesses face an impossible
choice: turn down work and shrink,
or hire unauthorized labor. The prob-
lem isn’t unwillingness to comply;
it’s that there aren’t enough legal
workers.

The solution is to expand the num-
ber of temporary work visas and pair
them with a clear, employer-spon-
sored path to permanent residency.
Workers who enter the U.S. legally,
pass vetting, hold steady jobs and
pay taxes should in several years be
able to earn green cards.

‘When people have a workable le-
gal option, they take it. Immigration
policy should reflect that common
sense.

KerrH RoToLo
Mandeville, La.

Foreign Countries Bear the Burden of Tariffs

In your editorial “Are Trump’s
Tariffs Winning?” (Review & Out-
look, Feb. 5), you claim that Presi-
dent Trump’s tariffs “raise relative
prices” and that prices on many
goods “would be lower” without
them. These assertions rest on a ba-
sic error in tariff-incidence analy-
sis—one echoed in the Harvard and
Kiel Institute papers your editorial
cites.

Paying a tariff and bearing its eco-
nomic burden aren’t the same thing.
While the importer of record, such as
a U.S. company, writes the check to
Customs, which party carries the tar-
iff’s true economic burden—its “inci-
dence”—is determined through the
adjustment process: via upfront price
cuts by foreign exporters, margin
compression, volume changes, sourc-
ing shifts and currency movements.

China illustrates this most clearly,
but it’s hardly unique. Many major
economies—: across East Asla Europe

with foreign countries eating a portion
of the costs to keep prices low and en-
sure Americans keep buying. Even
when prices don’t visibly fall, export-
ers still lower their effective prices
through rebates, discounts, extended
payment terms or by absorbing costs
internally to remain competitive.

Volume effects reinforce the bur-
den. When tariffs raise landed costs,
U.S. buyers reduce orders or diversify
suppliers. Fewer units shipped means
lost revenue, idle capacity and layoffs
abroad—forcing further price conces-
sions over time.

Currency dynamics amplify this
process. Tariffs tend to strengthen
the U.S. dollar, reducing exporters’ lo-
cal-currency revenues while domestic
costs remain fixed. Supply-chain di-
versification compounds the loss:
once buyers move, they rarely return.

Tariffs have imposed far more pres-
sure abroad—and far less inflation at
home—than critics predicted. Until

and the world

heavily on expurts to the U.S. market
for growth and employment. In such
export- dependent systems, the U.S.
has leverage, and tariffs

Ryan Anderson, read her excerpts from the Sec-
ond Vatican Council’s Nostra aetate and Popes
John Paul IT and Benedict XVI in rebuttal. But
what do they know?

Zionism, it bears repeating, entails no theo-
logical commitment, only an acceptance of the
Jewish state, an established fact. To try to undo
that now is dorm-room theorizing that would
deliver half the world’s Jews into the hands of
the death squads of Oct. 7, 2023.

One popular definition of modern antisemi-
tism includes the use, in discussions of Israel,
of Christ-killer and blood-libel imagery. This is
1o conspiracy to silence Christians; the Catholic
Church itself condemns both.

Ms. Prejean Boller has since taken to social
media to denounce “Zionist supremacy in
America.” The controversy has already gained
her online followers, which may have been the
point. The question is why the Trump Adminis-
tration chooses such dingbats.

The Pronoun Wars in Public Schools

a K-12 teacher if she won’t use transgen-

der pronouns? The Fourth Circuit Court
of Appeals said yes in a 2-1 de-
cision late last month, over a
rousing dissent by conserva-
tive Judge J. Harvie Wilkinson
111. Similar disputes are bub-
bling up elsewhere, so the Su-
preme Court at some point
might need to clarify.

Kimberly Ann Polk was previously a substi-
tute teacher in Montgomery County, Md., until
the district enforced its policy to require ad-
dressing students with the pronouns of their as-
serted gender identities. Students also must
grant permission before teachers discuss gen-
der issues with their parents. Ms. Polk declined
to affirm these policies in HR training, and then
the district rejected her request for religious
accommodation.

In the majority’s view, the Maryland school
board hasn’t infringed anyone’s rights by set-
ting a rule for staff conduct. “How a teacher
addresses a particular student in a particular
classroom—and whether a teacher communi-
cates with a student’s parent—is merely a part
of that teacher’s job description,” writes Judge
Robert B. King, a Clinton appointee. “Accept-
ing her position as an elementary school sub-
stitute teacher subjected Polk to a substantial
degree of control by the democratically-
elected Board.”

Yet where’s the limit to this logic? “The ma-
jority leaves teachers completely vulnerable
to becoming the unwilling mouthpieces of
government messaging,” Judge Wilkinson

C an a public-school district refuse to hire

A religious teacher loses
a legal appeal, but is the
Supreme Court next?

writes. States that disagree with transgender
ideology might “enact legally indistinguish-
able policies preventing teachers from using
preferred pronouns.”

He also offers other tricky
hypotheticals: “Can the state
force an Israeli teacher to
wear a pro-Palestine pin?”
Can it tell “an atheist teacher
to recite the pledge of alle-
giance with the words ‘under God™”?

Government bodies have a legitimate need to
regulate their workplaces, and the legal test for
speech by such employees is rooted in a case
called Pickering (1968). If a worker is speaking as
acitizen on a “matter of public concern,” judges
are supposed to balance that against the state’s
interest in efficient public services.

In Ms. Polk’s case, the majority says class-
room pronoun usage isn’t speech as a private
citizen, but part of a teacher’s official duties.
Judge King adds in a footnote that “individual
student pronoun preferences are simply not a
matter of ‘public concern.””

Judge Wilkinson disagrees. “There can be no
question that transgender rights represent a
highly contentious and significant issue in our
social and political zeitgeists,” he says. “If this
issue is not one of public concern, I cannot think
of an issue that would be.” The judge calls pro-
noun usage “a noncurricular matter” and sug-
gests Ms. Polk could easily be accommodated by
letting her “call all students by their last name
(e.g., ‘Bueller, please answer question 43.")”

Only the Supreme Court can clear this up for
good, and similar cases will probably keep com-
ing until it finally does.

force exporters to adjust.
That adjustment often begins with
explicit price cuts at the factory gate,

measure the full adjust-
ment process rather than a single
price, they will keep getting the Trump
“economic miracle” of tariffs wrong.
PETER NAVARRO
Washington
Mr. Navarro is White House senior
for trade and ing.

Schools Don’t Teach Personal Responsibility

In Tunku Varadarajan’s Weekend
Interview “The Psychiatrist to the
‘Underclass’ ” (Feb. 7), Anthony Dan-
iels laments the widespread abdica-
tion of personal responsibility. While
the author focuses mostly on Britain,
he could as easily be writing of the
U.S. Along with shifts in parenting
and family structure, I'd argue that
American public schools have played
a large role in this downfall.

U.S. public schools in recent years
have underperformed academically
and pushed harmful ideas, Curricula
used to include stories like those by
Horatio Alger about people pulling
themselves up from poverty. Now stu-
dents read books centered on victim-
hood, in which people aren’t account-

Trump’s Misplaced Priorities
The only thing missing from your
editorial “Guan Heng Gets U.S. Asy-
lum” (Jan. 29) is a mention of Pres-
ident Trump’s long list of egregious
pardons (such as that of Juan Or-
lando Hernandez) in contrast with
letting Guan Heng, a true freedom
fighter who risked his life for
American values, sit in jail for
months.
James MILES
Houston

able for their lives and trajectories
because of their circumstances. Instead
of demonstrating how people over-
come adversity, we sit in adversity.
Schools have also become much
more lenient in disciplining students.
Students’ behavior in classrooms to-
day would never have been tolerated
in years past.
EiLeeN CoRR
Brewster, Mass.

How Memories of a Chinese
Massacre Became a Crime

Regarding “A Tiananmen Memory
Crime in Hong Kong” (Review & Out-
look, Jan. 31): It's tragic that three
Hong Kong citizens could face up to a
decade in prison for holding a re-
membrance of what happened at Ti-
ananmen Square in 1989.

If widely publicized in China, these
harsh sentences will surely serve as a
reminder to forget Tiananmen
Square.

To prevent future violations, Chi-
nese authorities should use TV, radio,
internet and street posters to remind
their citizens that it’s a crime to re-
member certain unnamed events at
Tiananmen Square.

JEFF SOURBEER
Belleair, Fla.
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OPINION

The Saudi Crown Prince Taps the Brakes

By Karen Elliott House

Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

hese are tough times for

Crown Prince Mohammed

bin Salman. Some of his

grandiose projects are be-

ing scrapped as unwork-

able and Lmaffordable with oil prices

around $65 a barrel. The risk of a U.S.

war with Iran puts all his other big

developments—and the oil that funds

them—at risk of retaliation. And the

death of his elderly, infirm father,

King Salman, could soon bring suc-
cession issues to the fore.

Ordinary Saudis, royals and offi-
cials close to Crown Prince Mo-
hammed told me during a two-
week visit to Riyadh that he
understands he moved too fast and
created inefficient spending. He is
now focused on smarter budgeting
and less government debt.

Among his challenges are
scaling back big projects,
handling a volatile Iran,
and preserving succession.

For an American accustomed to
President Trump’s daily TV appear-
ances and nightly social-media posts,
it’s striking that the crown prince
doesn’'t speak publicly to his citi-
zens. To him, actions speak louder
than words. While Mr. Trump has
done scores of interviews in recent
months, the crown prince hasn’t
given one in more than a year.

His finance minister is left to ex-
plain the closing of big projects like
Neom, a 105-mile-long city, or the
Mukaab, a 1,300-foot cube-shaped
skyscraper resembling the Kaaba
shrine in Mecca. An out-of-this-world
project, the Mukaab was to feature a
swirling observation tower with res-
taurants and h ic projections

to transport the viewer to
other times and places. Con-
servatives said the Mukaab
denigrated the Kaaba; others
objected to its cost as the cen-
terpiece of a $50 billion devel-
opment in Riyadh.

Beyond wasteful projects,
the crown prince has had ac-
complishments in the first de-
cade of his Vision 2030 plan
to transform the kingdom
from dependence on oil. Most
important, given that 63% of
Saudis are under 30, the king-
dom has reduced unemploy-
ment to 7.5%, the lowest re-
corded rate. He’s aiming for
5% by 2030. Homeownership,
a top issue for Saudis, has
climbed to 65% from the
mid-40s in the decade before
King Salman’s coronation in
2015. Women have been liber-
ated to work in all profes-
sions, making major contribu-
tions to economic growth.

Iran is surely the crown
prince’s biggest worry. He estab-
lished diplomatic relations with Teh-
ran in 2023 to protect his big devel-
opments—like a large Saudi oil
installation, which was attacked by
terror proxies in 2019, knocking out
Saudi production for two weeks.
MBS told me then that he didn't
trust the U.S. to protect Saudi Ara-
bia, so he needed to reduce tensions
with Iran.

Now he is doubling down on his ef-
fort to ensure Iran doesn’t strike his
kingdom again. He is publicly saying
the U.S. won’t be allowed to use its
bases in the country or even use
Saudi airspace to launch an attack on
Iran. This doesn’t mean Riyadh
doesn’t support the U.S. or hasn't
been hurt by Iran. Its priority is pro-
tecting the kingdom from an Iranian
attack or other retaliation.

The kingdom seems confused
about what it wants. Officials are
by Mr. Trump’s on-again-

off-again threats to strike Iran. The
Saudi defense minister recently
warned in Washington that a failure
to strike would “embolden” the Ira-
nian regime. Yet his government in-
sists it wants no strike. This confu-
sion, and Saudi resistance to any use
of its territory to strike Iran, may
cost the kingdom when Congress
considers future arms sales.
Regional stability is what the
prince seeks most, so he can drive
developments at home and spread
prosperity in neighboring nations.
Syria is a key target for Saudi politi-
cal and economic support now that
Iran’s interference is diminished. The
crown prince is pledging billions of
dollars to rebuild infrastructure dev-
astated by a long civil war and per-
snaded Mr. Trump to meet the new
Syrian president, Ahmed al-Sharaa.
Supporting Syria, strengthening
ties with the U.S., and seeking har-
mony with neighboring nations all

Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman at the White House, Nov. 18, 2025

have the support of the young Saudi
population.  Recognizing  Israel
doesn’t. Nonetheless, it’s still near the
top of the crown prince’s to-do list.

Israel and Saudi Arabia already
share intelligence and security infor-
mation. But formal diplomatic rela-
tions between the Jewish state and
the guardian of Islam’s two holiest
sites would represent a ground-
breaking change in Mideast politics.
MBS was prepared to recognize Is-
rael before Hamas invaded in Octo-
ber 2023. Those close to him say he
continues to believe formal relations
with Israel could be possible in two
to five years.

First must come the reconstruc-
tion of parts of Gaza, so some Pales-
tinians can relocate from devastation
to a better life. As this process gets
under way, Israelis and Saudis could
discuss the conditions for formal re-
lations. While the crown prince has
insisted on the creation of a Pales-

tinian state as a precondition,
some say he would consider a
“clear pathway” sufficient.

With some 90% of the
Saudi population opposing
recognition of Israel, the
crown prince needs some
concession to move forward.
But the Saudi population is
accustomed to obeying its
ruler and has no political
freedom to express opposi-
tion, so he can recognize Is-
rael when he feels the time is
right.

He joined Mr. Trump'’s
Board of Peace to oversee a
transition in Gaza. The Israeli
prime minister is also a mem-
ber, which makes it easy for
Mr. Trump, always seeking
recognition for peacemaking,
o push both leaders to a dip-
lomatic breakthrough.

Those close to the crown
= prince say he is older and
wiser but still full of confi-
dence that he can transform
his country into a top 10 global econ-
omy by 2050. Almost surely, he will
become king when his 90-year-old fa-
ther dies. Royal princes I spoke to ex-
press hope for a quiet succession,
even though some are u.nhappy with
MBS’s sidelining royal princes and im-
prisoning others in 2017 in the Ritz
Carlton Hotel to establish his domi-
nance over the Al Saud dynasty.

The death of King Salman and
coronation of King Mohammed al-
most surely will be as uneventful as
the death in 1982 of King Khalid and
the ascension of King Fahd. Like
MBS, Crown Prince Fahd had exer-
cised total power, so his succession
was a formality. What occupies Sau-
dis now is who will be the next
crown prince. That, too, will be
largely up to MBS.

Ms. House is a former publisher of
the Journal and author of “The Man
Who Would Be King.”

America Is Running Out of Patience With Republicans

Are Americans in a
§ patient mood? The
Trump administra-
tion certainly hopes
s0.

Give us time, the
White House pleads.

ﬁl(’)vgﬁjg‘{ We'll tackle the ele-
By Jason L. vated costs of food,
Riley *  energy, medicine

and other necessi-

ties that gobble up
middle-income wages. We’ll address
those housing prices—up more than
50% since 2019—which have made
owning a home so difficult for first-
time buyers. Stop all the grousing
already. President Trump’s tariff
strategy will work its magic any day
now. We promise.

Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent
has been telling anyone who will lis-
ten that things are already much
better than people realize. “It’s been
a great year on the economy,” he
said in December, “but the best is
yet to come.” Mr. Bessent predicts
that 2026 will be a “blockbuster”
year for economic growth once tax
refunds arrive, more illegal immi-
grant workers are deported and the
bells and whistles of the One Big

Beautiful Bill Act kick in. The admin-
istration has “set the table,” he in-
sists, and “Main Street is about to
prosper.”

Give Mr. Bessent credit for ac-
knowledging the problem, however
indirectly. His boss, meanwhile, has
been shouting from the mountains
of Switzerland to the plains of lowa
that “affordability” is a fake issue
invented by Democrats and perpetu-
ated by the press. “This has been the
most dramatic one-year turnaround
of any country in history in terms of
the speed,” Mr. Trump insisted in
January. “It’s amazing. And it’s be-
cause of tariffs.”

Empathy might go further than

mark. Most voters don’t buy the
administration’s claims that things
are hunky-dory. They don’t believe
Joe Biden still deserves blame for
the current situation, and they’re
ambivalent about mass deporta-
tions. Most troubling for Republi-
can lawmakers who will face voters
in November, people may be run-
ning out of patience.

Voters no longer blame Joe
Biden for the state of the
economy, and Trump’s
policies haven’t delivered.

prove this year has also declined,
and the shift was driven in part by
growing pessimism among Republi-
can voters.

Nor is it clear that the adminis-
tration’s aggressive immigration en-
forcement is compensating for its
low marks on other issues. A recent
Harvard CAPS/Harris national sur-
vey showed that 63% of respondents
oppose deporting “an undocumented
person who has lived in the U.S. for
many years with no serious crimes,”
and 68% oppose deporting “an un-
documented person who arrived as a
child.”

The president’s MAGA base
seems to want every single illegal

telling struggling that
they've never had it so good, but Mr.
Trump can’t help himself. His prede-
cessor’s tenure was “defined by the
misery known as ‘stagflation’—high
inflation and low growth,” the presi-
dent wrote in these pages last
month, “Only 12 months into my
second term in office, we now have
the exact opposite—extremely low
inflation, and extraordinarily high
economic growth!”

The optimism is admirable, but
the political messaging misses the

In a Fox News poll released late
last month, 54% of respondents said
the economy is worse than it was
when Mr. Biden left office. Moreover,
“only one quarter of voters say they
are better off financially than they
were a year ago, and more than 4 in
10 say the administration’s economic
policies have hurt them, about twice
the share who say they’ve been
helped.” The percentage of people
who believe the economy will im-

alien banished from the country, no
matter the circumstances or impact
on U.S. labor markets. But that
base isn’t large enough to keep
Democrats from taking back Con-
gress in November, and mass de-
portation could cost Republicans
the additional support they’ll need
from independents and moderate
Democrats.

Were the White House to heed
these warnings and pivot to an em-
phasis on economic growth and af-
fordability, it still isn’t clear that the

policies it favors would get the job
done. Banning institutional investors
from purchasing homes may be politi-
cally popular, but it will do little to
address a housing shortage that re-
sults from, among other things, zon-
ing regulations and environmental
mandates that drive up prices. Insti-
tutional investors are responding to
the problem, not creating it.

Capping credit-card interest rates
would cause more consumers, espe-
cially low-income consumers, to lose
access to credit. Price controls on
drugs—TrumpRX—create the same
problems as price controls on food
and consumer credit. Carving out ex-
emptions for income from tips and
overtime shrinks the tax base and
makes the system less fair by treat-
ing similar taxpayers differently.
Taxing imports leads to higher costs
for producers and consumers, and
the president has been forced to use
revenue from tariffs to bail out the
industries they’ve harmed.

More government interference in
the free market is the wrong way to
address cost-of-living concerns. If
Republicans can’t figure that out be-
tween now and November, they de-
serve to lose.

Black and Jewish Americans Can Find Unity Again

By Henry Louis Gates Jr.

T he tipping point was Char-
lottesville, Va., in 2017
Marchers chanted “Jews will
not replace us” and—two years after
nine black worshipers were massa-
cred in Charleston, S.C.—hoisted
Confederate flags. Then came the
Tree of Life murders in Pittsburgh a
year later, the worst such attack in
U.S. history.

Two streams run beneath the
floorboards of Western culture: an-
tisemitism, our civilization’s oldest
hatred, and antiblack racism. When-
ever people search for a scapegoat,
they lift up those floorboards and
reach down.

The historical entanglement be-
tween these two forms of hatred
runs deeper than most Americans
realize. In the 1930s, Nazis used

the Jim Crow playbook when creat-
ing their anti-Jewish legal regime.
The word “racism,” which today we
associate with antiblack hatred,
gained real currency only around
the 1940s. Frederick Douglass
never used the term. Neither did
W.E.B. Du Bois in his canonical
works. The word originally de-
faulted to anti-Jewish animus, the
racial ideology of the Nazis. With
the rise of the postwar civil-rights
movement, the default shifted.
Americans began to see that Jim
Crow was cut from the same cloth
as the murderous ideology that had
just devastated Europe.

That history is prologue to our
present crisis. According to FBI
data, reported hate-crime incidents
doubled between 2015 and 2024.
Antiblack hate crime increased by
81%. Reported anti-Jewish hate
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crimes more than tripled. In 2024,
roughly half of race-based hate
crime was directed against black
people and roughly two-thirds of re-
ligion-based hate crime targeted
Jewish people. As philosopher
Frantz Fanon once remarked, “The
antisemite is inevitably a negro-
phobe.” The same hands that dese-
crate synagogues burn crosses.

A horrifying reminder of this
came on the morning of Jan. 10,
when an arson fire badly damaged
the Beth Israel synagogue in Jack-
son, Miss. That same synagogue was
bombed by Ku Klux Klan members
in 1967 because its rabbi supported
the civil-rights movement.

The recent string of deadly anti-
semitic attacks compounds this
grief. In May 2025, two employees
of the Israeli Embassy in Washing-
ton were fatally shot outside the
Capital Jewish Museum. In Decem-
ber 2025, two gunmen opened fire
on a Hanukkah celebration at Bondi
Beach in Sydney, killing 15 and in-
juring about 40.

Yet even as we face these dan-
gers, blacks and Jews possess re-
sources for resistance that run cen-
turies deep. Our cultures hold
common values: the Jewish tradi-
tion of tikkun olam, repairing the
world, and defending the stranger
resonate with black American tra-
ditions of uplift and collective
struggle.

Enslaved Africans reinvented
themselves symbolically as a people
in this country, finding hope in the
depths of despair by retelling sto-
ries from the Hebrew Bible. Daniel
in the lion’s den. Jonah in the belly
of the whale. Shadrach, Meshach

and Abednego in the fiery furnace.
These stories became spirituals. Ba-
rack Obama drew on this tradition
when he spoke of “the Moses gener-
ation” giving way to “the Joshua
generation.”

The Hebrew Bible became a kind
of mirror for the black experience
under slavery and Jim Crow, binding
black people and Jews together
through worship, inspiration and
belief in ultimate deliverance under
a God who stands for justice. Scrip-
ture gave our two groups a common
cultural language that has con-
nected us for generations.

The stories of the Hebrew
Bible have long resonated
with the experience of
slavery and Jim Crow.

This intertwined fate was on dis-
play at the 1936 Berlin Olympics.
Jesse Owens won his fourth gold
medal, in the 4x100-meter relay, after
two Jewish American runners, Marty
Glickman and Sam Stoller, were
forced to sit out the race in what
seems to have been an effort not to
offend Adolf Hitler. They were re-
placed by Owens and Ralph Metcalfe,
both of whom were black. When per-
secuted groups are played off against
one another, no one escapes the logic
that dehumanizes them all.

In buoying this alliance, we need
to begin with a clear-eyed premise:
Neither community speaks with a
single voice. Each contains a range
of convictions, anxieties, loyalties

and values. Any durable partnership
has to make room for that internal
plurality. Coalitions fail when they
demand unanimity, when they turn
disagreement into disqualification.
What sustains a shared project is
the harder work of staying in rela-
tionship across difference, arguing
without rupture, and protecting
common interests even amid unre-
solved tensions.

We often talk about community
as if it were a mood. But it's a prac-
tice. It means renouncing the cheap
satisfactions of applause from your
own side and the ease of a story
with only heroes and villains,

This relationship is sustained by
covenantal habits: showing up, lis-
tening past insult, telling the truth
in a way that leaves the door open,
defending someone else’s rights.
Those habits are unglamorous. They
don’t go viral. But they are how you
keep civil society vital and resilient.

The threat is standing at the door.
White nationalists would like noth-
ing more than to see our communi-
ties divided. If two peoples long
schooled in degradation and survival
can’t find a way to come together,
those who profit from division will
have taught the nation an awful les-
son. But if we can find a way to do
50, we'll have demonstrated a form
of solidarity sturdy enough to en-
dure the world as it is.

Mr. Gates is director of the
Hutchins Center for African and Af-
rican-American Research at Harvard
and host of “Black and Jewish
America: An Interwoven History,” a
documentary miniseries airing on
PBS this month.
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Emerging economies shine despite US volatility

For the rally to endure,
developing markets need
to build on their resilience

Despite the risks of Donald Trump’s
aggressive protectionist agenda, the
mood among policymakers and cem:ra]
e C for
Market Economies in AlUla, Saudi
Arabia, this week was cautiously
upbeat. Assets across the ragtag group-
ing of economies have been on a tear.
Last year, benchmark equity indices in
countries including South Korea,
Poland and Vietnam more than doubled
the S&P 500's 16 per cent gain. Returns
onlocal-currency bonds and

dollar debts and import costs have
fallen. In other words, as America has
started to display traits investors
often associate with risky emerging
markets, actual EMs have prospered.
But the desire to diversify US-centric
portfolios and the softer dollar are not
the whole story. There are structural
drivers, too.

First, developing nations are far more
resilient than they used to be. Research
by the IMF shows that portfolio out-

Minister Narendra Modi to lower duties.

Next, many emerging economies are
no longer peripheral players in global
trade and manufacturing. The 10
emerging-market members of the G20
— including China, India and Brazil —
now account for more than half of global
GDP growth. Export powerhouses such
as South Korea, Vietnam and Taiwan
have benefited from the Al boom, sup-
plying chips and high-tech components
lo US hypersca]ers Many emergmg

flows, real GDP and exch: have

become less volatile in emerging mar-

kets in response to risk-off shocks since

the global financial crisis. There are

exceptions, but this reflects more disci-

plined fiscal and monetary policy, and
e buffe

ign

credit outpaced d d mark

st_mnger

have also been prag-

Therally hasrolled oninto 2026.

A weak dollar, in part a byproduct of
the US president’s capricious approach
to policymaking, has helped. Interna-

ft.com/opinion

tional i now look more
to, ail d : tagr

matic in responding to US tariffs, cush-
ioning the blow through negotiations,
new trade deals and domestic reforms.
Last week, Indian stocks jumped the
most in eight months after Trump

dan with Prime

them-
selves more deeply in non-US supply
chainstoo.

Rapid urbanisation, rising consumer
classes and large labour pools mean
investors are beginning to view emerg-
ing market businesses as more than just
a portfolio hedge. Valuations reinforce
the case. Emerging market equities
remain attractively priced relative to
developed peersafter being unloved for
solo;

None of this means risks have disap-
peared. If the US Supreme Court strikes

Rapid
urbanisation.
rising consumer

classes and linge
labour pools
mean mvestors
are beginning
Loy see mare
than just a
portfolio hedge

down Trump's reciprocal tariffs, fresh
attempts to reimpose duties through
other legal routes would revive trade
uncertainty. The dumping of Chinese
goods remains a worry, and aslowdown
in the Al investment cycle would hit
technology exporters hard. Several
countries remain fragile.

For the investor interest to endure,
developing economies need to build on
their resilience. That means doubling
down on credible fiscal frameworks and
monetary policy, building new trade ties
and supporting the development of
services sectors to act as a shock
absorber. Opening their financial mar-
kets further by strengthening corporate
governance, improving disclosure
standards and deepening market over-
sight would help turn hot money into
stickier investments too. Whether last
year marks the start of alasting rally or
another false dawn will depend as much
on the policy choices made in Jakarta,
Abuja and beyond, as on Washington’s
mood swings.

Opinion Science

The shingles vaccine may
have a dementia upside

Anjana
Ahuja

he shingles vaccine could,

atastretch, belabelled an

accidental blockbuster. It

does its intended job of

fending off the varicella-
zoster virus, which causes both chick-
enpox and shingles, but a growing
‘body of evidence hints it also protects
against dementia, particularly among
women.

Over the past year, data from sepa-
rate vaccine rollouts in Wales, Aus-
tralia, Canada and the US suggests it
can delay the onset of dementia, slow
down its progress and cul lhe risk of
death

1n 2013, Wales rolled out Zostavax
to those aged 70-79 on September 1.
‘The cut-off meant that anyone turning
80 after that date could get jabbed but
everyone older, even by one day, never
became eligible.

As Geldsetzer puts it, that policy
created “these beautiful comparison
groups. If you take 1,000 people born
one week, and compare them to 1,000
people born a week later, there
shouldn’t be anything [systemati-
«cally] different between them except
for their probability of getting the
shingles vaccine.”

The two groups in Wales, compris-
ing over 280,000 people, did show a
striking difference over the next seven
years: the vaccine-eligible group were
20 per cent less likely to receive a
dementia diagnosis. Eric Topol, a US
researcher who writes the Ground
’l'md:s medxcal blog, surveyed the evi-

Tuded recently: “If this

Despite the vaccine being aimed at the
over-50s, the 39-year-old researcher
leading some of the analyses is so con-
vinced by the data that he has had the
jab himself.

Pascal Geldsetzer, assistant profes-
sor of medicine at Stanford Univer-

Evidence suggests the jab
could delay cognitive
decline, slow its progress
and cut the risk of death

sity, is now trying to set up a clinical
trial to prove it is cause and effect, not
mere correlation. “It’s extremely
exciting because this is an inexpensive
one-off intervention, not a medication
that has to be taken every day or an
exercise and diet regimen you have to
sticktofordecades,” he told me.

The unexplained connection
between shmgles vaccination and low»

eredd risk several

reasons: it hxgbhghls the power of
“natural studies”, which harness mass
observational data; it shows how
repurposing vaccines and therapies
can offer hope where novel offerings
are falling short; it implicates viruses
in neurodegenerative diseases; and it
reveals the potential wider gains of
vaccination at atime when public con-
fidenceis wobbling.

The studies focus mostly on the

vaccine, a live

form of the varicella-zoster virus (in
many countries, Zostavax has now
been superseded by the more effective
Shingrix vaccine). The virus causes
chickenpox in childhood and can
reactivate later to cause shingles, a
painful rash that can have long-term
effects including hearing loss and
blindness. Older people and those
with weakened immune systems are
mostatrisk.

vacnnewasadrugand reduced Alzhe-
imer's by 20 per cent, it would be con-
sidered a major breakthrough.” One
study published last month in The
Journals of Gerontology even sug-
gested a link with slower biological
ageing.

It is unclear why women benefit
more than men and unkno\vn
whether the d
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A former PM offers a cure for Thailand’s economic ills

Your article on how Thailand became

purchase non-performing

be mod d. The i ion of

the “sick man” of Asia (Report, loans, incebted households can gain direct power purchase agreements isa
February 4) correctly recognises the the breathing space necessary torejoin | game-changer. This would allow global
symptoms but the diagnosis misses the | the economic cycle. Such an initiative investors to purchase green energy
potential cure. would address household deb( and du-ed.ly thus removing a pnmary
First, to revi domestic barrier for teck wil
we must break the vicious cycle of Thailand needs to move from being strict ESG mandates. Combined wnh

household debt. Past stimulus
programmes failed to generate a
meaningful multiplier effect because
their impact was diluted by the weight
of existing debt and economic
uncertainty. Thais cannot escape the

just a destination to an integral part of
the global economy. This requires a

‘Thailand's “go cloud first” policy, we
have already helped secure anchor
in data centres and

two-pronged i ture strategy.
First, the country must focus on hard,
strategic assets such as a north-south
railway system and the land bridge

semiconductors, which can be catalysts
foran Al-driven p boom.

decline in tourism which you highlight.
Finally, the ease of doing business
requires systematic improvement to
become more investor-friendly. This is
along-term issue, but we must begin
now.

Despite current challenges, Thailand
still retains strengths in affordability,
climate, tourism, food, medical
services and wellness. With the right
reforms, we can reclaim our place as an

Asfor munsm, it must evolve from

partner the world cannot
overlook. We can get the “sick man™

debt trap through cheque hand the Andaman Sea to the volume to value, Thailand has far more | running—and fast.

alone. Instead, what is needed iswhat1 | Gulf of Thailand, which would to offer than just beaches; and a Srettha Thavisin

call the “big reset”. By utilising asset significantly enhance trade flows. stronger, more diversified, leisure Former Prime Minister of Thailand and
management companies to Second, regulatory frameworks must | industry would do much to reverse the | founder of Sansiri, Bangkok, Thailand
Reasons that Americans il | Badenoch rejects centrism | At stake is our institutional
pay high electricity bills Jny | for anew common ground | capacity to do big projects
Having spent decades working with, C————="| Camilla Cavendish (“The Tories have The article “High-speed rail project’s
helping to finance, and observing the 11 1 “ 1y forgotten what it takes to prosper”, soaring cost puts it on track to be
actions of those who brought us what is [ | ' ’ ”I I I , I Opinion, FT.com, FT Weekend, world's dearest” (Report, Januaray 14)
our increasingly expensive and e—=————""_ | January 31) frames current misses key context and significant

unreliable electricity supply, I would
add these comments to the FT Big Read
by Martha Muir and Jamie Smyth,
“The political cost of America’s
electricity bills” (February 3).

First, much of the price increase pays
for long overdue modernisation of the
system, whose average life of plant in
service was around 30-40 years
(retirement age) at the beginning of
this decade. New plant, whether
renewable or not, probably costs at
least three times the original cost of
what it replaces. The industry did not
have to delay this modernisation, but it
did so. Second, the article seems to
accept the normality of having the gas
price set electricity prices in the
auction market. The market works
that way because that is how we
constructed it, as you did in the UK.
Gas makes up a diminishing part of the
generating mix but it sets the price for
all generators. The increased
importance of renewables (no
marginal cost) should also encourage a

of market

comes from keeping the shingles vlnls
battened down or from a more general
vaccine-induced polishing of the
immune system. It could be both.
Research from 2024 showed that the
newer Shingrix vaccine and RSV vac-
cine are both linked to an even greater

Sachonotd R R

Finally, the elephant in the room —
demand for artificial intelligence, One
might do nothing, in which case the

BANX

Trump's Fed chair pick
shows bond market’s clout
1 very much appreciated Martin Wolf’s
piece outlining some of Kevin Warsh's
prior statements about the role of the
US Federal Reserve, and how these
might or might not be clues as to his
possible role as Fed chair (Opinion,
February 4).

‘Why did President Donald Trump
nominate him, given his prior hawkish
comments, and how did his
nomination survive Treasury secretary

to an immune-boosting ingredient.
One theory is that the vaccines some-
how reduce infl ion, which

might otherwise prime brain cells to
20 rogue or reactivate viruses. It is
unclear, though, how these findings
relate to people who have already had
shingles, nor whether a jab would
lower their dementiarisk.

Geldsetzer is now looking to fund a
clinical trial on Zostavax to answer
those questions and as a step towards
regulatory approval. In November, the
Alzheimer’s Society, together with sci-
entists at the University of Exeter, also
identified Zostavax as a promising
candidate.

The UK recently announced plans
to lower the age of eligibility for
Shingrix to 60; the UK Health
Security Agency said vaccine advisers
do weigh up off-target benefits and
had noted the link. Topol thinks over-
50s should consider it. Zostavax,
meanwhile, is out of patent. You can’t
help but hope that this (relatively)
cheap shot — with potentially pro-
found implications for patients, medi-
cineand future dementia research—is
onthemoney.

The writeris a science commentator

Conservative Party strategy as caught
ina la]sc choice between stale

factors contributing to HS2's cost.
Cost per km is a poor mcasur-'_ Major
i urban

and shiny i and
reads party leader Kemi Badenoch’s
stance as a rejection of a recoverable
political “centre”.

The Cavendish article assumes that
there is a static bloc of centrist voters
waiting to be wooed, and treats groups
like Prosper UK as natural conduits ta
them. In so doing, it underplays the
depth of institutional and cultural
failure felt by voters, including of
course that aimed at recent
Conservative governments, and treats
Badenoch’s refusal to triangulate as
tone-deafness, rather than what it is:a
reflection of the need for more
fundamental change.

This mistakes technocratic
reassurance for electoral common
sense. Serious parties pull voters
towards solutions; they do not flatter
them where they stand. There is no
lump of “centrist” votes waiting to be
harvyested. Politics is not market
research but persuasion. Badenoch
grasps what is failing — soft budget
constraints, performative decision
making, a deep loss of seriousness and

ity stations,

sections, complex junctions, all
essential to achieve HS2’s primary
purpose of releasing capacity on the
network, contribute to nearly half its
cost, whereas most comparators either
address these items in separate
projects or are not required. Built to
last 120 years, and to move up to
40,000 passengers an hour, upfront
costs are high, but it would be one of
the cheapest to maintain and operate.

Energy, rail and road project costs in
the UK are some of highest globally.
High population density results in high
land values and more utility and route
diversions. But the UK also suffers
from a fragmented supply chain, stop-
start investment decisions, and an
unreliable client in the shape of the
government. Recent high energy and
material costs after Covid and Ukraine,
combined with a global skills shortage,
have increased construction costs on
all projects.

In March 2023, government imposed
an annual nominal cap on spending
leading to higher overall costs and

regulatory system will perversely Scott Bessent’s review of the capability — and she is reshaping delays for HS2. Government indecision
socialise the costs, to l.he benefit o[a candidates? One might note Bessem s conservatism accordingly, in order to on aspects such as Euston, scope
handful of rich d made no address both the palicy challenges and changes and writedowns for cancelled
by the world’s super-rich. As an but rather presented the candjdates the public’s underlying sense of sections have added further billions.

ive, electricity suppliers could and described the possible i disench: 1f we continue misdiagnosing reasons
sign long-term contracts with the AT of their nominations. Jesse Norman for Ingh msts and cancelling much-
groups that would supposedly 1am reminded of James Carville's MP for Hereford and South needed instead of fixing

payment for upfront costs. quip that while he did not believe in Shadow Leader of the House of Commons, | the system, we will never build the

‘That might work if we had assurance reincarnation, if it did happen he London SW1, UK institutional capability to deliver major
that the financially leveraged wanted to come back as the bond . infrastructure efficiently.
contractees in a rapidly changing market — you can intimidate anyone. ‘What the IC] actually said Ben Phillips
business will be around to fulfil the In the case of Warsh's nomination, P OF P Reading, Berkshire, UK
contract. Or, the regulators could policymakers have clearly responded, about the Gaza genoc:de . . . .
simply tell the Al companies to build and the bond market has won the day. Jane Hirschmann (Letters, January 26) | FT' cllmbmg stories mustnt
and provide their own electricity and Vic Miller bases her objection to the New York be the pmk of its ambitions

infrastructure off the grid.

Keep in mind that large industries
used to generate their own power and
took grid power when it became
mutually beneficial for them and grid
customers, That is, they reduced their

Washingten, DC, US

pension fund investing in Israel bonds

energy costs, the grid gained
of scale and the electricity bill went
down for everybody.

Adding Al demand to the grid does
the reverse. As an aside, if the Al
operators had to pay full freight — e an
all-in price — maybe they would find a
less energy-intensive way to do
business?

Inshort, your reporters are right.
Electricity affordability will be a
growing problem.

Leonard Hy

[Economist and Financial Analyst
specialising in energy, utility regulation
and finance, Sleepy Hollow, NY, US

= 3 on the statement that “the
A Labour white knight? International Court of Justice as well as
other major organisations have
As a Brit who spent almost all her unequivocally decided that Israel’s
career in Washmgton DC nbservmg our lu]hngand destruction of both the
endless | and the infrastructure in
across the pond, I fail to cnmprehe.nd Gm is a genocide”.

how we not only let David Miliband go
(back in 2010), but are now repeating

the same mistake with Andy Burnham
(“Starmer’s weakening grip on power”,
The FT View, February 7).

Is there no hope for a charismatic,
decent, intelligent, centrist Labour
leader who can rein in our ever

ding but weak, inefficient and

This is incorrect. The ICJ has given
an interim ruling, the purpose of
which, as explained by Joan Donoghue,
the president of the IC] at the time of
that ruling, in a BBC interview, was to
declare that South Africa had a right to
bring its case against Israel and that
Palestinians had “plausible rights to
ion from genocide”.

ineffective government footprint and
arrest the dismal state of decay of our
country?

Samya Beidas-Strom

Battle, East Sussex, UK

The ICJ’s ruling on whether genocide
has been committed will, according to
some estimates, take a matter of years.
William St
London NW3, UK

As a former professional climber, 1
appreciate the recent “ascent” in
climbing-related content.

In the last two weeks, FT Weekend
carried not two but three articles: “The
world’s love affair with climbing” by
Josh Noble (January 31); “Gaming’s
most masochistic skill? Mountain
climbing” by Lewis Gordon (January
31); and “Postcard from. . . . the Alps”
by Ben Tibbetts (February 7). This, on
the back of the relatively recent
Olympic Games inclusion.

I'was one of Australia’s first resident
climbers to be paid to, well, climb. 1
now coach youth climbing and hope to
transition to taking on one or two
Olympic hopefuls.

So keep up the “vertical integration”.
Hira Verick
Munich, Germany



Wednesday 11 February 2026

* FINANCIAL TIMES

17

Opinion

city once paved with gold is
today riddled with Isis
checkpoints, according to
Maga world. Dick Whit-
tington found no gold on
London’s streets. The 2026 version of
the fabled character would have similar
trouble locating London’s sharia-gov-
erned no-go zones. But the myth of Lon-
don as a third-world sinkhole is now
central to Maga politics. Brit-

Reasons Maga loathes London

d, said Gore Vidals oth

i 1

“London is

fail. That London is doing fine in spite of
being an immigrant city — and partly
because of it — is a provocation to the
Maga movement on both sides of the
Atlantic. London serves as the most visi-
ble symbol of a Europe that Trump's
national security strategy claims is fac-
ing “civilisational erasure”. If you add in
Silicon Valley's animus towards EU and
UK digital safety regulations, the com-
ing year promises escalation in the
transatlantic ideological conflict. Lon-
dongetsstarbilling.

Nota day goes by when Trump’s close
ally, Steve Bannon, doesnot cite London
as a sharia-governed city. Bannon has
shifted his daily War Room broadcast
from Washington to Texas to back a

state dum that would ban sharia

ain’s allegedly vanishing character is
also an official goal of Donald Trump's
foreignpolicy.

The question is why? It is not enough

law (Prop 10). Other US states are push-
ing similar propositions. Rhetoric
against the Islamic lhreal looks set to
return te

exhibit A in our warning,” says Bannon.
London isalsothe pnme target of the

us against

has two prongs. The first is the fight
against multiculturalism on both sides
of the Atlantic. Europeans stand in as

Europe’s zlleged censorship regime. As

my colleagues reported last weelk, Sarah
Rogers, Trump’s under-secretary for
public diplomacy, called the UK’s online
safety law “tyrannical” and openly

The ity serves as a symbol
of a Europe that Trump's
security strategy claims is

facing ‘civilisational erasure’

backs Nigel Parages Reform Party

loving Brits and their European peers,
Rogers argues. She is spending US tax-
payers’ money inservice of that cause,

Trump’s war on Europe

overseas Dy In that respect,
Europe, and Canada and Australia to
some degree, serve as a foil for US
domestic politics. The second is a com-
mercial battle against alleged European
censorship. They are two sides of the
same coin. Trump and many of his Sii-
con Valley backers disagree over the
annual H1B foreign worker visas that
Big Tech needs. On Europe, however,
they ited. Elon Musk’s backis

threat in January to ban Musk's X over
his Al platform’s generation of sexual-
ised images of children produced
instant retaliatory threats from Trump
officials, “From America’s perspective,
nothing is off the table when it comes to
freespeech,” said Rogers.

This is where Trump’s goals clash.
Standing up for your country’s commer-
cial interests is normal for any govern-
ment. Threatening to retaliate against
countries that are trying to protect their
children from abuse and exploitation

far right European figures, mcludmg
PBritain’s Tommy Robinson, is indistin-
guishable from his campaign against
Europeanregulation.

When Brussels in December imposed
a €120mn fine on X for breaching EU
data laws, JD Vance, the US vice-presi-
dent, said: “The EU should be support-
ing free speech not attacking American
companies over garbage.” Britain’s

enters p new territory. Nor
does it serve Trump’s Maga allies.
Eighty-one per cent of Brits disapprove
of Trump, which includes a lot of
Reform voters. Trump is often associ-

ship. That no US political figure from
either party has been felled by the scan-
daliswell known beyond America.

Add to this that Trump’s administra-
tion now requires five years of social
‘media history for once-routine UK and
EU visa applications — and that these
rules are set to apply to visiting World
Cup football fans — and you have the
ingredients of a populist reaction to
‘Trump’s America. Not for the first time,
Trump is in danger of being hoist on his
own petard. London’s “disgraceful”
third-term mayor, Sadiq Khan, is
boosted by Trump's animosity. Canada’s
quest for a concert of like-minded mid-
dle powers is being made easier. Agitat-
ing for free speech while sifting through

forelgn socml media histories seems

ated in farelgn minds wir}: Jeffrey
Epstein. The wit over

child sex offender’s connections has
claimed a British ambassador, a Down-
ing Street chief of staff and could still
topple Keir Starmer’s prime minister-

Insisting that thisisa
battle for civilisation is likely to produce
alasting breach.

edward.luce@ft.com

Why are
fertility rates
collapsing?

Martin Wolf 'conomics

Part of female graduates’ decision to
have children depends on how they
expect their husbands to behave

he decline in fertility has
occurred in almost every
country in the world. Fur-
thermore, notes the Nobel-
laureate Claudia Goldin, in
her 2023 paper “The Downside of Fertil-
ity”, every OECD member (bar Israel)
has a total fertility rate (average
number of children per woman in a life-
time) of less than 2.1 (the replacement
rate). Moreover, this is not at all new:
“low levels of fertility have existed in

costs of bringing up chlldren tcnd tobe

The global fertility rate has fallen to
le

high, but they fall
women.

Onthe whole, female graduates in the
US (and elsewhere) are both far more
likely to marry than nor-graduates and
have been more likely to have children
in wedlock. Thus, for college graduates,
in particular, a big part of their decision
to have children depends on how they
expect their hushands to behave.

The simple (and obvious) point is

Y Y
the mid-1970s." (See charts.)

This transformation in fertility is the
opposite of what Thomas Malthus fore-
told in'his Essay on the Principle of Popula-
tion. Humanity is unprecedentedly well
off and yet has far fewer children rela-
tivetoitsnumbers than before. Iconsid-
ered the causes in May 2024, in “From
the baby boom to the baby bust”. One is
that a far higher number of children
survive into adulthood, reducing the
need for multiple births. Another is that
we have managed to separate the joys of

that ed d women who end up
with the full responsibility for childcare
for multiple children have relatively
more to lose than their non-college
educated peers. This is why they are
more likely to insist on marriage. It is
also why they tend to have fewer chil-
dren (though that is also because they
startlater).

Goldin argues that women who gain
professional incomes are better off and
have much more agency. Butif they are
todoso, they need to postpone working
in order to pursue their education,

sex from l.he burdens of child 'ing

which i ingly they do. Once they

Yet prefer
a few qnality children (in each of
which they invest more) toalarge quan-
tity of them.

Yet these changes do not fully explain
whati not least th
lower fertility rates of graduate women
and the extraordinarily swift collapses
in fertility in fast-growing economies
with traditional gender norms, notably
that wives should look after the chil-
dren. In such countries, not only do the

are and in the labour force,
they need to chaose whether and with
whom to have children. If they are to
work successfully after having children,
they will depend on the active help of
their partners. But they cannot be sure
the latter are reliable. Their partner
might be a devoted helpmeet but he
might leave her in the turch. If his
support fails, women will find it hard
to sustain their career. So, graduate
women hedge. They not only insist on
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Fertility rates have fallen below replacement
level in high-income countries
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marriage, but have few children, often
oneornone.

Goldin uses this analysis to explain
what has been happening in the US over
the long term. Thus, “the birth rate
plummeted some time ago in the
US ... Because women had more
autonomy, they had more options, and
because the relative earnings of college-
educated workers greatly increased,
their options became more valua-
ble . .. The opportunity cost of children
to more educated women rose. Women

A declining population
looks inevitable in many
rich countries, if mass
immigration is ruled out

needed greater assurances that the care
of their children would be shared with
the »

Now consider the cases of countries
that had huge economic growth from a
low base, as in southern Europe and east
Asia. There, she argues, social moresare
often stuck behind contemporary reali-
ties. Men still hanker after the patriar-
chal norms of a traditional society.
‘Women enjoy the liberation of 2 mod-
ern ecommy Goldin notes that coun-

dren are universally high and shared,

for a limited number of top slots for
their children. The result is intensive
tutoring, which is an exquisite form of
torture for both children and parents,
and mostly the mothers. This increases
the direct and indirect costs to women
of having children to an inordinate
degree. So, many donotdoso.

Goldin’s main suggestion is that men
need to shape up, though she recom-

ver, if even the Chinese Communist
Party cannot force women to have chil-
dren they do not want, nobody can.
What is more, only an imbecile would
suppose you would get more children by
arguing that women treat their hus-
bands as their masters, yet again. We
would get still fewer marriages and
fewer children.

Gender norms will need to be even
more equal and societal help with the
costs of children even gv.aker ifthereis

tries ly affected by thi forparents,  tob 1 hope of rates.
tations mismatch (such as Japan, SouLh too. But nothing seems hkely o gct the  Butabigriseseemsunlikely. A declining
Korea and, I suspect, China) also have Iemhty rates of modern ion looks inevitable in a huge
high rates of female chil ‘Where I do agree is that  number of rich countries, if mass immi-

Another relevant factor she alludes to
is the “rat race”. Quality children are
expensive everywhere, but in some
countries they are exorbitantly so. In
societies in which aspirations for chil-

the reactionary right’s idea that the
answer is to put women back into the
kitchen and nursery is wicked and stu-
pid. Only the Taliban thinks it is clever
to deprive women of education. Moreo-

gration is ruled out. Would that really be
the disaster some fear? No. But that isa
topicforanother column.

martin.iol .com

Isabel
Schnabel

urope is often portrayed as a
continent in decline,
squeezed between geopoliti-
cal nvals. held back by

ion and

How Europe can escape an economic impasse

B,

leader in posi-

lation. This diff tsorefiect

law and media freedom remain firmly
Vel even i teseval 1

facing pressures here. In a world

this institutional integrity is a signifi-
cant asset. It provides stability, predict-
ability and trust.

Throughout its history, Europe has
made deliberate choices about the kind
of saciety it wants to be — choices that
shape how much Europeans work, how

is distributed and how risks are

struggling to keep pace with rapid tech-
nological change. But although this nar-
rative is appealing in its simplicity, it is
misleading.

By many measures, Europe is among
the regions with the highest quality of
life. Strong sor_lal protection, ac:esslble

shared. These choices improve life out-
comes, but they also affect conventional
measures of economic strength. For
example, if Europeans were to work as
many hours as Americans, around two-
thirds of the transatlantic gap in real
GDP per capita would disappear,
ing to ECE staff i

in specific sectors and regions. Growth
in real GDP per capita in the median US
state and in the median

tioningitslf s  hub or the emgy in-

German economy out of stagnation,
with positive spillovers to the rest of
+ A

fi Ireland,
lobal hotspot
] and life

coun-

try has evolved largely in lockstep.

The stagnation narrative
doesn't withstand scrutiny.
But the continent does
fall short on productivity

In fact, countries in the southern
periphery, once synonymous with crises

and high unemployment, have experi-
enced dynamic growth and strong

enable people to live secure, fulfilling
and prosperous llves.
Europeisals

the world where democzcy, the rule of

Europe is also more inclusive, with
economic gains distributed more
broadly. Inthe US, alargeshare of income
does not accrue to 90 per cent of the

gains in recent years
drlven by structural re[urms, common
fundsand

pulides.
Spain, for example, has emerged asa

science companies.

Put simply, the narrative that Europe
is stagnating does not withstand scru-
tiny inlarge parts of the currency union.
Today, economic challenges are felt
most acutely in the Eurozone’s tradi-
tional core.

Germany, in particular, is facing sig-
nificant headwinds. Its population is
ageing and its export-dependent model
no longer fits a world where globalisa-
tion is fraying. Years of weak domestic
demand have left Europe’s largest econ-
omy overly d I shock

These shortfalls are now being
addressed with the right policy instru-
mems. Targeted publxc investment m

Where Europe does fall short, how-
ever, is productivity growth. This is not
because it fails to innovate, but because
it struggles to translate ideas into com-
mercial success. European business
founders still need to navigate a com-
plex patchwork of legal systems, corpo-
mecodes and regulatory regimes. This

ion acts like an internal tariff

it would provide what Europe has long
been missing:a truly single market that
allows Europe to compete as one econ-
omy rather than27,

Companies would grow across bor-
ders without legal reinvention. Capital
markets would deepen. Talent would
circulate more freely. And Europe could
build a genuine “Made in Europe” brand
for global market leaders that remain
European not just in origin but also in

& R

wall, making it costly and difficult to
expand across borders. As a result,
intra-EU trade in services is no higher
than trade with non-EU countries.

The most powerful idea for breaking
this impasse is the creation of a 28th
regime: a unified European corporate
framework open to companies of all
sizes and sectors. A 28th regime would
notbc mtendcd to replace national legal

-u. nor would it harmonise

by structural reforms, can help hft the

This is best achieved by means of an
EU regulation that is directly applicable
across all member states. Otherwise,
Europe risks ending up with 27 versions
of the 28th regime, recreating the very
fragmentation it seeks to eliminate.

Europe has ideas. It has talent. What
it needs is scale — and the courage to
buildit.

The writer is a member of the executive

Instead,

taxes or Y

board of th pean Central Bank



