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Corrections & Clarifications

Governor Rajendra Arlekar asked the Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam to furnish
letters from the political parties o�ering the support of their MLAs-elect
and did not “demand signed letters from 118 Members of the Legislative
Assembly before he would administer the oath” (Editorial page, “The Gov-
ernor who forgot his job”, May 11).

The strapline of a report, “Manipur Naga bodies urge PM to rein in Kuki
groups” (News page, May 11), read: “Civil society groups say recent at-
tacks on Kuki villages... were used”. It should have been Naga villages.

The Readers’ Editor’s o�ice can be contacted by Telephone:
+91-44-28576347/28576300; E-mail:readerseditor@thehindu.co.in

P
rime Minister Narendra Modi’s seven-
point call to action for the citizens of In-
dia lays bare the severity of the impact of

the West Asia crisis. Further, apart from its impli-
cations, Mr. Modi’s message is problematic for
two other key reasons: its timing and content. A
key part of his message was to urge people to
work from home and reduce their fuel usage. A
more e�ective approach might have been to lead
by example. Yet, Mr. Modi’s message comes days
after he and his Cabinet colleagues �ew all over
the country and organised roadshows to cam-
paign for the recent elections. Neither did any of
his pre-election speeches mention these issues.
His message also comes on the back of daily reas-
surances by his government’s o�cials that there
was nothing to worry. Clearly, there is. The Prime
Minister’s message also follows various Ministers’
attempts to heap praise on him for not raising pe-
trol and diesel prices. A decision not to further
burden the common man is welcome, but the �ip
side is that it fails to impress upon them the need
to curtail consumption. The government took
that strategic call before the elections, and is now
trying to dilute it. Perhaps a hike in fuel prices
will follow soon. The Prime Minister’s speech al-
so coincided with a similar call to action for In-
dian corporates by the Confederation of Indian
Industry. This kind of coordinated messaging
points to a dire situation. Several of the Prime Mi-
nister’s suggestions might also have other nega-
tive impacts that could be more serious than the
problems they are trying to address. Some others
might simply not be as e�ective as he hopes.

If farmers stop using chemical fertilizers, as he
has urged, the immediate impact will be on crop
output at a time when El Niño is already set to
hurt it. High-frequency indicators are already re-
vealing the economic damage of the West Asia
crisis. This will only exacerbate the situation. The
suggestion to stop foreign travel will conserve fo-
reign exchange, but Reserve Bank of India (RBI)
data up to February 2026 shows that Indians’ fo-
reign travel spending in 2025-26 was already
down by 3%. March, the �rst month after the Iran
war broke out, is likely to have seen an even shar-
per decline. The real pressure on the rupee and
India’s foreign exchange is because foreign insti-
tutional investors are pulling out while the RBI is
using valuable dollars to shore up the falling cur-
rency. Urging Indians to buy local is another way
of asking them to consume less, since purely
domestic supply is not nearly enough to cater to
the demand. Asking them to buy less gold is also
likely to be futile. All this means that the econo-
my is in for a hard time over the next few months
— a warning the Prime Minister should have deli-
vered much earlier, elections or no elections.

Belated warning
Narendra Modi’s suggestions to Indians

imply a serious economic impact

D
ouble World championships bronze me-
dalist Vinesh Phogat’s comeback bid af-
ter a sabbatical following the Paris Olym-

pics hit a roadblock when the Wrestling
Federation of India (WFI) found her ineligible as
per a United World Wrestling (UWW) rule, which
requires retired athletes to inform the world bo-
dy six months prior to their intended return to
competition. With an eye on the 2028 Los An-
geles Olympics, Phogat — a prominent face in the
2023 wrestlers’ protest and one of the six women
who brought allegations of sexual harassment
and started a legal battle against former WFI pre-
sident Brij Bhushan Sharan Singh — was aiming
for a brave comeback in the Open Ranking tour-
nament at the Nandini Nagar Mahavidyalaya; Brij
Bhushan, also a Gonda strongman and former
BJP Member of Parliament, owns it. The National
Federation, which is headed by Brij Bhushan’s
close aide Sanjay Singh, also issued a show-cause
notice to Phogat on three separate, prominent
grounds. Firstly, that she did not adhere to the
50kg weight limit and was disquali�ed after
reaching the �nal at the Paris Olympics. It result-
ed in her disquali�cation, a loss of medal and ne-
gative publicity. Second, as an athlete in the regis-
tered testing pool, who is required to give a time
slot every day and be available for dope tests, she
had multiple whereabouts failures, including on
December 18, shortly after announcing her co-
meback. Third, Phogat violated a UWW rule by
competing in two weight categories, 50kg and
53kg, at a selection trial in March 2024 for an
Olympic qualifying event.

But the timing of the show-cause notice and
the charges, which Phogat has rubbished, raises
doubts about the intentions behind it. As for the
Paris �asco, it happened two years ago. Under
World Anti-Doping Agency rules, three missed
tests and/or �ling failures within a 12-month pe-
riod constitute an anti-doping rule violation. It is,
however, not applicable in Phogat’s case. More-
over, the UWW and National Anti-Doping Agency
are the authorities concerned to deal with doping
issues. The trials, in which Phogat participated in
two weights, were held by an ad hoc body as the
WFI was not recognised by the government at the
time. As a parent body, the WFI should have
shown maturity in handling Phogat’s comeback.
Instead, it clubbed together di�erent matters
spanning two years to thwart the 31-year-old’s re-
turn. Phogat, who is a Congress legislator from
Haryana, has shown her strong temperament
and is working with her legal team to respond to
the show-cause notice within 14 days. Meanwhile,
the UWW should step in to stop the ugly bout bet-
ween a decorated wrestler and the WFI. India
can do without further embarrassment on this
score.

Ugly bout
The timing of the show-cause notice to

Vinesh Phogat is suspect

‘M
agna ...what ?’

Most contemporary readers
and viewers of news would, on
hearing or reading that phrase,

ask. But not those interested in history, the rule
of law, the rights of citizens, the supremacy of
ethics over politics in the running of
governments.

King Charles III of the United Kingdom in his
speech on April 28, to the U.S. Congress in
Washington DC used the phrase to thunderous
applause. He is very much into the history of his
country. He has to be, as a successor of King John
(c.1167-1216) who unveiled, or was forced to unveil
the Magna Carta. ‘John who?’ could well be the
next question. So lacking in luck was King John
that no monarch in England has been given that
name ever since. There has been no King John II.
But he is famous for having decreed and given, or
made to decree and give, not just to his country
and people, but to the world, the Magna Carta.

The over 800-year-old royal charter of rights
sealed by King John at Runnymede, near
Windsor, on June 15, 1215 owes its name to Latin,
the language of Homer and Cicero, in which the
phrase means Great Charter. Magna Carta has
come to mean, for those interested in the
evolution of the political rights of people, a
metaphor for any text that inscribes such rights
as inherent in people, rather than being
concerted without checks in any individual or
organ of state.

Singularly unpopular for his whimsies, King
John had to make peace with a group of rebel
barons who demanded that the King sign himself
out of arbitrary power and, most important of all,
proclaim that he was subservient to law or what,
in today’s legal parlance would be called ‘due
process’. In referring to the Magna Carta, King
Charles III was drawing attention to the limits of
his own or any sovereign, including, in today’s
world, elected ‘sovereigns’. Small wonder that
legislators in Washington DC greeted the
reference with éclat.

Subtle language craftsmanship
Does King Charles write his own speeches? It is
more than likely that for a state visit such as this
to the U.S., the British monarch had his speeches
drafted by the Foreign, Commonwealth and
Development O�ce. This, not just because they
were to come from Britain’s reigning King but
because they were to be made in the world’s most
powerful nation currently at war, a war seen by
the world as one that has been started by the
personal decision of U.S. President Donald
Trump. And that is where Britain’s subtle ways
with the language of William Shakespeare, Oscar
Wilde and George Orwell came in handy. As also
its interiorisation of Latinisms and Latin concepts

that have grown into English usage. The term
Magna Carta was per se coined, according to
Wikipedia, by ‘scribes in the English Royal
Chancery around 1215-1217’. Three clauses of the
Magna Carta remain on Britain’s statute, of which
the following is most impressive: ‘No Freeman
shall be taken or imprisoned, or be disseised of
his Freehold, or Liberties, or free Customs, or be
outlawed, or exiled, or any other wise destroyed;
nor will We not pass upon him, nor condemn
him, but by lawful judgment of his Peers, or by
the Law of the land. We will sell to no man, we
will not deny or defer to any man either Justice or
Right.’

The phrase has been used down the centuries
as a metaphor.

As a barrister working for Indian South
Africans’ political rights in the late 19th century,
Mohandas K. Gandhi cited Queen Victoria’s
extinguishing the overarching powers of the East
India Company over the destiny of India in her
Proclamation of 1858, as a Magna Carta. In 1948,
Eleanor Roosevelt, while working on the UN
Declaration of Human Rights as the committee’s
Chair, famously called the UN document the
“international Magna Carta of all men
everywhere”. Winston Churchill referred to it as a
“law which is above the King”, and argued that
the rea�rmation of a supreme law justi�ed the
respect it has held through time.

Contextual messaging
King Charles was not handing down to the U.S.
Congress a tedious lesson in the history of the
historical Magna Carta. But he did something that
was altogether classy. Knowing full well that he
was addressing a House comprising both
Republican and Democratic legislators, he knew
that when he said to that gathering, that the
Magna Carta made the King subservient to the
law, his listeners would transpose his remarks
right onto what is happening in the U.S., to its
state and government.

The King made more than one reference to the
Magna Carta, and mentioned the fact that the
parchment linked the political history of Great
Britain and the U.S. inextricably, that a large
number of judgments in the U.S. courts cited
Magna Carta, making that tract a U.K.-U.S. bond.
But it was when he said very simply and
matter-of-factly, that the Magna Carta had made
“executive power subject to checks and
balances”, that the House, after a moment of
re�ective absorption, rose in a thunderous
standing ovation. All present, starting doubtless
with Democrats, saw before them a direct
successor to King John of Magna Carta fame,
speaking of the Magna Carta’s limiting
arbitrariness in the monarch — a huge,
self-limiting, self-denying, self-critical exposition

of ‘due process’ of the rule of law as being above
the person of the ruler, with the Magna Carta
being above the King.

The importance of the ‘Magna’ code
The speech’s salience in today’s Washington
aside, it should be seen as having been made to
all Parliaments and legislators across the world,
a�rming that all people of the world — whether
in the west or east, north or south, geographically
or metaphorically — live with the expectation that
the laws governing them are made by their
representatives, for a humane, just, and moral
order. That they are implemented fairly,
equitably, transparently. That those in charge of
the process are not governed by whimsy, caprice
or bias. And that they are subservient to such
laws, not the other way around. And that waging
wars, waging peace are part of that ‘Magna’ code.

The speech, having been made in the
parliament of what is called, not unambitiously,
the world’s oldest (continuous constitutional)
democracy, was not partisan. It was not taking
sides between elected legislators of diverse
opinion and the executive. Indeed, it could not
have, in good protocol and better prudence. It
said, without stating it explicitly, that the spirit of
the Magna Carta holds that those seeking and
receiving popular mandates to form an executive
are also under the scrutiny of parallel and
co-extensive checks and balances. What has been
called the “brooding spirit of the law” casts an
obligation on the legislature and judiciary to
ensure that democracy is not trampled, as it was
in India during the infamous Emergency of
1975-77, by the robotic power of a “brute
parliamentary majority,” or by subtler, more
devious methods of manipulation and subversion
that play on human emotions, sentiments, and
suspicions, which can lead to ethnic tensions,
presaging civil strife — a form of ‘within country’
war — such as every continent has known.

History has known heredity to give the world
villains as kings, violence as creed. It has also
known credulity to give the world duly elected
counterparts of such kings, creeds. Today, when
massively contested elections in India east and
south (in terms of voting percentages) have
brought about new governments in three, and
reinstalled one, it is important, and indeed
critical, for electors and the elected to note that
over any formation of government, there exists a
monitor of morality which obligates
democratically and federally ethical conduct.

It is a curious felicity that a reigning king
wearing a heritable crown should have spoken
democratic home truths to a great Parliament
citing a Latin code and receive a standing ovation.

There is hope for truth. Or, in Latin, spes
veritatis est.

The enduring democratic message of a royal charter

Gopalkrishna
Gandhi 
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King Charles III
has done well
to reiterate that
the Magna
Carta’s ‘law
above rulers’
theme must
resonate across
the democratic
world

T
he state visit of Vietnamese President Tô
Lâm to India last week (May 5-7, 2026)
marks a consequential moment in the

steady deepening of India-Vietnam ties, re�ecting
both the maturation of a long-standing
partnership amid the sharpening strategic
imperatives of the Indo-Paci�c. The decision to
elevate bilateral relations to an Enhanced
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership, along with
a wide range of agreements spanning defence,
technology, �nance, and energy, signals not
merely incremental progress but a qualitative
shift in the trajectory of the relationship.

The visit comes at a time of heightened
geopolitical �ux in the Indo-Paci�c as Vietnam
�nds itself navigating an increasingly assertive
China in the South China Sea, while India
continues to consolidate its Act East policy into a
more security-oriented Indo-Paci�c strategy. The
convergence of threat perceptions, particularly
regarding maritime coercion, supply chain
vulnerabilities, and strategic autonomy, has
provided a durable foundation for bilateral
engagement. Indeed, the evolution of
India-Vietnam ties has been gradual but
structurally consistent, with India’s erstwhile
Look East (now Act East) policy providing the
initial impetus and the elevation to a
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership in 2016
enabling institutionalised defence and security
cooperation. Since then, regular high-level
exchanges, defence dialogues, and
capacity-building initiatives have deepened trust.

The pillar of defence cooperation
Defence cooperation, in particular, has emerged
as the backbone of the partnership. In addition to
symbolic actions such as the transfer of the
missile corvette, INS Kirpan (in 2023), India has
o�ered Vietnam �nance lines, training assistance,
and maritime cooperation structures. The

current debates around the possible shipment of
BrahMos supersonic cruise missiles demonstrate
a change in the deterrence calculation in the
South China Sea from capacity-building to
capability enhancement.

Similarly, economic ties, while less prominent
historically, are now acquiring greater salience.
Bilateral trade has crossed $16 billion, with an
ambitious target of $25 billion by 2030,
underscoring the recognition of untapped
potential. A move toward next-generation
economic participation is shown in the focus on
supply chain resilience, rare earth collaboration,
and digital payment integration. Moreover,
Vietnam’s position as an Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) manufacturing
powerhouse makes it an essential partner for
India’s diversi�cation plans, especially in terms of
scaling back reliance on supply chains that are
mostly focused on China.

The regional impact
This deepening partnership has important
regional rami�cations. First, the relationship
between India and Vietnam forms an important
component of minilateral balancing in the
Indo-Paci�c. 

Together with Japan, Australia, and the United
States, both nations contribute to a wider
network of strategic alliances that �ght to
maintain a rules-based maritime order, even if
they are not legally included in U.S.-led alliance
structures. A common normative framework
intended to combat unilateralism in the South
China Sea is shown in the explicit focus of joint
statements on the “rule of law, peace, and
stability”.

Second, the partnership underscores the
growing centrality of ASEAN in India’s
Indo-Paci�c vision. Vietnam, as one of ASEAN’s
more geopolitically assertive and strategically

consequential members, serves as a linchpin for
India’s deeper engagement with Southeast Asia.
At the same time, Hanoi’s own foreign policy,
characterised by diversi�cation and strategic
hedging, �nds a natural complement in India’s
multipronged partnership approach.

Third, the expansion of cooperation into areas
such as critical minerals and emerging
technologies points to the evolving nature of
strategic competition in the Indo-Paci�c.
Partnerships such as the India-Vietnam
partnership will be crucial in shaping alternative
economic architectures as global supply chains
become more securitised. The agreements made
during the visit point to an e�ort to move beyond
conventional economic ties in favour of a more
comprehensive framework for economic security.

Structural issues
Looking ahead, the trajectory of India-Vietnam
ties will depend on the ability of both sides to
translate strategic intent into operational
outcomes. Implementation gaps, particularly in
trade, connectivity, and defence industrial
cooperation, remain despite the strong political
and strategic alignment. For example, navigating
scienti�c, �nancial, and geopolitical obstacles will
be necessary to realise defence exports such as
BrahMos. In a similar vein, resolving structural
obstacles, including logistics, legal frameworks,
and private sector involvement, will be necessary
to meet the ambitious trade goals.

India-Vietnam relations are likely to become
increasingly embedded within the evolving
architecture of the Indo-Paci�c. Partnerships that
combine functional cooperation with strategic
trust will become more important as great power
competition heats up. Hence, Mr. Tô Lâm’s visit is
more about marking the beginning of bilateral
ties as a mature, multifaceted partnership than
about a single diplomatic milestone.

A new phase in the India-Vietnam strategic partnership

Harsh V. Pant

Vice-President for
Studies at the
Observer Research
Foundation and
Professor of
International
Relations at King’s
College London

Indo-Paci�c
dynamics are
reshaping the
India-Vietnam
bilateral
relationship

Pratnashree Basu 

Associate Fellow –
Indo-Pacific, Strategic
Studies Programme
at the Observer
Research Foundation

Austerity from top down

Austerity must begin at the
top. With crude above $105
and the Strait of Hormuz
crisis threatening India’s
foreign exchange reserves,
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s call for citizen
restraint on fuel, gold and
foreign travel is
understandable. But moral
authority requires
symmetry. Asking ordinary
Indians to cut travel and
consumption rings hollow
when the ruling
establishment continues

However, this does not
preclude the Governor from
ascertaining whether the
single largest party has the
requisite support before
inviting it to face the House.
In the present case, the
Governor strictly adhered to
the principle that the single
largest party must
demonstrate that it
commands the numbers.
N.G.R. Prasad,
Chennai

In S.R. Bommai, the
Supreme Court of India held
that the floor of the House
is the constitutionally
ordained forum for testing a
Ministry’s majority.

the Governor, there was
nothing improper in asking
him to furnish proof of the
numbers required to form
the government, which he
admittedly lacked.

foster unwarranted
cynicism about the o�ice.
According to the Sarkaria
Commission’s
recommendations, the
largest coalition should first
be invited to form the
government — which was
not the case here.
Preference should then be
given to the single largest
party, which, in this case,
was the TVK led by C.
Joseph Vijay, comfortably
ahead of both the DMK and
the AIADMK. Therefore,
when Mr. Vijay approached

lavish o�icial travel and
high-energy political events
— and when the call came
only after the Assembly
elections concluded, with
no mention of the crisis
during the campaign itself. 
Gopalaswamy J.,

Chennai

Role of the Governor

The role of the Governor in
the Tamil Nadu election
result needs a relook. In this
instance, the Governor
acted appropriately, and
any contrary view would
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Bhim Betka (Ujjain), May 11: The mesolithic man
who lived in this prehistoric site (near Bhopal)
some 10,000 years ago, knew the use of baskets.

Baskets were used to carry fruits, hunted
animals and tiny pigs. They were also used to
carry children from one place to another.

Paintings showing the use of baskets and
other artifacts and tools were found in recent
excavations by archaeologists of the Vikram
University.

Dr. V.S. Wakankar, who is in charge of the
excavations, said money collection was popular
during the mesolithic period. People moving
from one site to another carrying their bags over
the backs and heads had also been seen in the
paintings. He said the mesolithic people after
coming in contact with the agricultural
chalcolithic communities (3,000 to 5,000 years
ago) on the plains of Malwa appeared to have
lost their art of active and dynamic paintings
and their style showed a static emergence
in�uenced by the chalcolithic pottery drawings.

Cave art of the upper palaeolithic age has also
been found in about 300 caves and shelters
explored in the rocky terrain.

At least 1,300 such shelters have so far been
explored in this region.

FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 12, 1976

Baskets were in use 10,000
years ago

F R O M T H E A R C H I V E S

Calcutta, May 11: A mass meeting of the
Anglo-Indians and Domiciled Europeans was
held this evening at the Y.M.C.A (Wellington
Branch) under the presidency of Col. Gidney.

The speakers dwelt on the necessity of
Anglo-Indians asserting their right to vote and
urged upon the members of the Community to
see that their names were entered on the
electoral roll for returning members of their
community to the Provincial Council and the
Assembly. Col. Gidney said that the time had
come when women would have to throw aside
their exclusiveness and come and compete with
them in the open battle of election. He hoped
that in the coming elections they would have
one woman member returned to the Council.
He then spoke at length on the status of the
Anglo-Indian community.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 12, 1926

Anglo-Indians and the
elections

F
or a few weeks now, the
most insistent sound in
Tamil Nadu has been the
pea whistle, and that

looks set to continue. Inside the
Chepauk stadium, Chennai Super
Kings supporters live up to the
team’s call to action — “whistle
podu” (blow the whistle) —
through all its Indian Premier
League matches. 

Outside the stadium, since the
Assembly election results on May
4, supporters of the Tamilaga
Vettri Kazhagam (TVK) have
�ooded the streets across the State
to celebrate Joseph Vijay's victory
by blowing the party's election
symbol, which is also a pea
whistle. 

Anyone who watched the 2010
football World Cup will
understand how irritating this
noise can be. The vuvuzelas were
so relentless that international
viewers complained that the
football commentary had become
inaudible, prompting several
broadcasters to add audio �lters.
When hundreds or thousands of
people blow pea whistles, they
render a comparably terrible
annoyance. A single whistle blast
creates 104-116 decibels of
pressure at the source, according
to research from Western
Michigan University. The
threshold beyond which sustained
exposure to air pressure can
damage hearing is 85 decibels.

Some of the cricket team’s
matches have been rousing and
the TVK’s victory is
unprecedented. But the fact
remains that noise pollution has
become the most tolerated form of
pollution in India.

While even air pollution has
�nally forayed into the policy
vocabulary as a deleterious
problem, data from the National
Ambient Noise Monitoring
Network (NANMN) show that
more than 80% of recording
stations breached the prescribed
noise limits during both day and
night in 2019 itself — while
awareness of its ills remains low.
In Chennai, all 10 stations
exceeded the residential nighttime

threshold of 45 decibels. A 2022
UN Environment Programme
report cited a maximum reading
from Moradabad in Uttar Pradesh
to be the world’s second-highest
on its list (a ranking contested by
government o�cials).

The actual problem is likely to
be much worse as the NANMN has
only 70 stations across seven
metros, and the network has not
been meaningfully expanded in 14
years. District towns in the Hindi
belt and the Northeast generate
ambient sounds whose pro�les no
o�cial authority is measuring.
Further, in towns with less healthy
civic infrastructure and less
responsive policing, loudspeaker
permissions are unchecked and
construction activity often runs
through the night. Among the
poor, the children often sleep with
noise while their parents often
spend several hours in conditions
that, in any country with a
functioning occupational health
enforcement, would attract
criminal liability.

E�ects of excess noise
The World Health Organization
has attributed 16% of disabling
hearing loss in adults to
occupational noise. India is
estimated to have 6.3 crore people
with some degree of impaired
hearing. According to studies of
noise-induced hearing loss in
occupational settings, the
prevalence of impaired hearing
ranges from 13% in a Puducherry
survey of 500 construction
workers to a pooled estimate of
49% in a meta-analysis of
industrial cohorts.

The European Environment
Agency ranks noise as the
second-largest environmental
cause of disability-adjusted life
years lost in Europe, behind only
air pollution. 

A WHO synthesis attributed
around 16 lakh healthy life years
lost annually in Western Europe to
tra�c noise alone. This is because
loud sounds disrupt sleep, elevate
cortisol levels in the blood, render
endothelial dysfunction, and
impair the cognition of children

near airports and arterial roads.
India also has more densely
packed cities, building acoustics
that are less sensitive to the need
to mitigate noise, and of course
looser enforcement.

Rules against noise
If tolerance is not a feature of
India’s political discourse, it
remains a �xture of how Indians
react to pollution.

One reason is the Noise
Pollution (Regulation and Control)
Rules 2000, which set zone-wise
limits and silence zones but which
are rarely enforced. The Central
Pollution Control Board only
recently proposed �nancial
penalties for violations — that too
because much of the worst noise is
generated by occasions that
politicians would prefer not to
police.

The Rules already
accommodate religious and
cultural observances. State
governments can permit nighttime
loudspeaker use between 10 pm
and midnight on festive occasions
for up to 15 days a year. However,
public events routinely exceed
decibel limits within the permitted
hours, with sound systems often
plonked in residential lanes and
sometimes even outside hospitals. 

No major political party has
been willing to ask its supporters
to organise a festival or procession
but observe the limits. Parties fear
that any restraint will be read as
an attack on the faithful. It need
not be and the political
imagination should be capable of
saying so.

Mr. Vijay has presented TVK as
a fresh start for Tamil Nadu,
unencumbered by the
compromises of the Dravidian
parties. At least for now, he
possesses the political capital to
set norms that his predecessors
could not. One hopes the whistle
that brought him to power could
be the start of a new relationship
with public sound that respects
the right of people to work, relax,
and sleep in peace.

mukunth.v@thehindu.co.in

A new start against noise pollution

Vasudevan
Mukunth

The World
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of disabling
hearing loss in
adults to
occupational
noise

STATE OF PLAY

T
he case under the Pro-
tection of Children
from Sexual O�ences

(POCSO) Act against Sai Bhagi-
rath, the son of Union Minister
of State for Home A�airs Ban-
di Sanjay, is now a test case for
how Telangana deals with
crimes against women and
children. The case comes in
the backdrop of the State go-
vernment’s active initiatives to
make online and o�ine spac-
es safer for women. 

Earlier, when a government
o�cial was targeted by a
‘blind item’ in a news channel,
the government constituted a
Special Investigation Team
(SIT) to probe it; a journalist of
the TV channel was detained
as a consequence of the move.
Similarly, when an actress and
her family were subjected to
vicious online trolling and
abuse, the police booked cas-
es against 73 persons, and
some of them have been ar-
rested. Recently, a senior IPS
o�cer went undercover and
stood near a busy city junc-
tion at night, and at least 40
men tried to approach her.
Further, data from the Nation-
al Crime Records Bureau
shows that there has been a
3.4% rise in registered cases of
crime against women from
22,066 in 2022 to 24,495 in
2024 in Telangana.

In light of such incidents,
the ‘Stand with Her’ initiative
launched by the Chief Minister
in March has mainstreamed
conversation about casual sex-
ism ranging from staring and
stalking to sexist comments in
the workplace. It has also
opened up a role for men as al-
lies in the e�ort to make socie-
ty safer for women.

These steps show the se-
riousness with which the State

is dealing with social and on-
line harassment of women. In
an age of AI bot-led attacks on
women and systemic baiting
and trolling by groups justify-
ing rapists and molesters, the
action of the Telangana go-
vernment is timely. However,
in spite of such measures, the
Chief Minister had to step in
and ask why no action has
been initiated in the case of
the Union Minister’s son even
though the complaint was
lodged on May 8.

This is the rub — the chal-
lenge to deal with both the po-
werful and the powerless in
the same way under the law. A
day after reports of the POCSO
case surfaced, women’s
groups and political parties
have hit the streets in Hydera-
bad demanding action. Bet-
ween the narrative of action
and the action itself is the long
shadow cast by political com-
pulsions and power-play. It re-
mains to be seen whether the
State can walk the talk when it
comes to women’s safety. 

Online attacks
It also remains to be seen if the
State can strike a balance bet-
ween safeguarding free ex-
pression and curbing online
targeting and harassment.
Name-calling and personal at-
tacks are not new to Indian
politics or public life. What
has changed is the scale,
speed and anonymity with
which online abuse unfolds.
Women in positions of visibili-
ty are being increasingly sub-

jected to orchestrated cam-
paigns laced with sexualised
slurs, threats and disinforma-
tion. The impact of social me-
dia trolling is not just con�ned
to reputational harm; such at-
tacks a�ect mental health,
professional standing and per-
sonal safety, and are often in-
tended to silence women from
public engagement altogether.
These attacks are often ampli-
�ed by bots and anonymous
accounts, making it harder for
the cyber police to trace. The
Telangana police, which is
considered the �rst mover in
technical �elds, has accepted
it as much. It has taken re-
course to reaching out to tech
platforms directly to identify
the people behind certain
handles; it has even invoked
the dreaded Unlawful Activi-
ties Prevention Act (UAPA) to
get details of a social media
handle that had allegedly been
sharing misinformation.

Approving arrests and insti-
tuting an SIT carries social and
administrative signalling. By
stepping in when a serving ci-
vil servant was targeted, the
government is asserting that
institutional authority will not
be undermined through digi-
tal smear campaigns. At the
same time, the action follow-
ing the abuse of an actress sug-
gests an attempt to broaden
that protection beyond the bu-
reaucracy. Yet questions re-
main about whether similar
urgency will be extended to
less prominent women who
face daily harassment.

Justice and a functioning
law and order system is what
people expect now. The Chief
Minister’s word on the POCSO
case comes at the right mo-
ment. Can the Telangana go-
vernment deliver justice and
safety to all women, irrespec-
tive of the background of the
complainants? 

serish.n@thehindu.co.in

The road to deliver women’s safety
The Telangana government must ensure safety in both o�ine and online spaces

Serish Nanisetti

I
ndia’s ability to ride the crest-
ing wave of the demographic
dividend, before it recedes,

depends critically on the educa-
tion and employment choices of
its 367 million young people.
While surveys track such out-
comes, little is known about how
close outcomes are to initial goals.
The State of Working India Report
2026, published by Azim Premji
University, o�ers insights into
youth aspirations and attainments.

The study utilises the Popula-
tion Council’s dataset — UDAYA:
Understanding the Lives of Adoles-
cents and Young Adults — which
surveyed adolescents in Uttar Pra-
desh and Bihar, the two Indian
States with the largest youth popu-
lations. The sample of interest cov-
ers girls and boys aged 15-19 when
�rst contacted in 2015-16 and
tracks them three years later in
2018-19 when they are 18-22 years
old. Of the full sample of 13,141
youngsters surveyed, aspirations
were recorded only for 6,300 who
were enrolled in education at the
time of the survey. At ages 15-19
when the 6,300 youngsters were
�rst contacted, about 72% aimed
for at least graduate education.
Three years later, this share grew
to 84%. Moreover, aspiration levels
were similar across gender, reli-
gion, and caste. Uniformly high
educational aspirations across so-
cial groups indicate a convergence
of aspiration windows, possibly
due to economic progress and ra-
pid expansion in access to the In-
ternet and social media.

Educational attainments, in
contrast, showed that not all
dreams came true. In the duration
between the two interviews, years
of schooling completed grew by
only 1-2 years on average instead of
the expected three years. In mak-
ing progress towards their educa-
tional goals, over half the sample
fell short, on average by 1.7 years

(Table 2). 
About 11% of the sample had al-

ready exited education by this
time. Between the two interviews,
another 40% exited formal educa-
tion. While some may naturally ex-
it on completing desired educa-
tion, the average number of years
of education attained at exit is only
8 years.

It is striking that while aspira-
tions across wealth quintiles are
not very di�erent, attainments di-
verge sharply. Those in the poorest
wealth quintile are more likely to
fall short of their goals compared
to those in the richest quintile.
While the share of boys falling be-
low their educational goals hovers
between 50% and 60% across
wealth quintiles, there is a noticea-
ble variation for girls — from 66%
in the poorest to 38% in the richest
quintile (Chart 1).

Over half the sample disconti-
nues education before completing
Class 12; this group is dispropor-
tionately composed of married
girls. Married girls face greater bar-
riers than their unmarried coun-
terparts, even within the richest
group. In fact, girls who remained
unmarried by the time of the se-
cond interview (18-22 age group)
were as ambitious as boys at set-
ting goals and were more e�ective
at meeting them (Table 2).

In general, girls and boys have
di�erent reasons to discontinue
education. Boys leave to join the
labour market while girls exit at
the time of marriage. Failure or
disinterest and costs of education
are some gender-neutral contri-
buting factors.

Quality of education
A more troubling picture emerges
when learning levels are exa-
mined. UDAYA employs tools de-
signed by the Annual Status of
Education Report (ASER) for stu-
dents aged 5-16 to measure pro�-
ciency in reading and math.
UDAYA respondents were well
beyond this age and would be ex-
pected to achieve the highest le-
vels of pro�ciency in both dimen-

sions. However, at age 15-19 when
respondents were likely engaged
in schooling, 70% of unmarried
girls and boys could read a Class 2-
level story against only 45% of mar-
ried girls. The modest gender gap
favouring unmarried girls in goal
attainment disappears when it
comes to learning levels. The share
of those who could perform three-
digit by one-digit division correctly
was just over half for boys, 35% for
unmarried girls and only 15% for
married girls (Table 3).

The uncomfortable question
this raises is: are some groups as-
piring for education beyond their
reach? This two-State study shows
that while aspirations are high, at-
tainments have not kept pace
across all groups. It is worth con-
�rming whether this is a country-
wide pattern, and focusing policy
attention on removing structural
barriers to access.

Education programs often de-
fault to exposing students to high-
achieving role models ostensibly
to inspire. While well-intentioned,
simply raising aspirations with no
realistic pathway to achieving
them is short-sighted. These pro-
grams need to be supplemented
with support for identifying inter-
ests, goal-setting, and skill-build-
ing. Stronger linkages between
educational institutions and em-
ployers can provide prospective
graduates with a more accurate
picture of the labour market and
facilitate a smoother transition in-
to the workforce. 

While it is tempting to only look
at the motivational aspects of
goals, consistent failure to achieve
targets can cause frustration,
which in turn may lead to lower ef-
fort and worse life outcomes.
Keeping track of youth aspirations
against the system’s ability to
match them is critical if we are se-
rious about creating a motivated
and productive labour force for
the future.

Garima Agarwal is an Assistant
Professor of Economics at Azim
Premji University, Bengaluru. The
views expressed are personal.

Goal attainment and youth aspirations are not aligned 
Keeping track of youth aspirations against the system’s ability to match them is critical if the country is serious about creating a productive labour force 

Garima Agarwal
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Percentage surge in
China’s passenger
car exports in April

85
per cent. China’s exports of

passenger cars surged in April,

an industry group said on

Monday, as its carmakers push to expand

in overseas markets as domestic sales

continue to fall. Exports of passenger cars

from China last month jumped almost 85%

from a year ago to around 7,96,000

vehicles, as per the China Association of

Automobile Manufacturers. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Solar power added by
India in 2025 to its
total installed capacity 

44
gigawatts. India added a

record 44 gigawatts of solar

capacity in 2025, pushing the

total installed capacity in the country to

150 gigawatts, the Union Ministry of New

and Renewable Energy has highlighted in

reply to a Thane-based NGO. Major

programmes like PM Surya Ghar, and the

Production Linked Incentive scheme have

driven this growth, the Ministry said. PTI

Percentage decline in
equity-based Mutual
Funds in�ow in April

5
per cent. Equity-oriented mutual

fund schemes witnessed a net inflow

of ₹38,440 crore in April, marking a

5% decline from the preceding month,

according to data released by industry

body Amfi on Monday. Moreover, monthly

contributions through SIPs (systematic

investment plans) declined to ₹31,115

crore last month from ₹32,087 crore

recorded in March. PTI

Sudan civilians killed
in drone hits between
January and April

880
At least 880 civilians

were killed in drone

strikes in Sudan

between January and April this year, the

UN said on Monday, warning of a “new,

even deadlier phase” in the ongoing

conflict. Drone attacks by both the Army

and paramilitary group Rapid Support

Forces, which have been at war since 2023,

have intensified in recent months. AFP

Number of countries
interested in drone
deals with Ukraine

20
Nearly 20 countries are

interested in drone deals

with Ukraine and four

agreements have already been signed,

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy

said on Monday. Since the outbreak of the

West Asia war in February, Mr. Zelenskyy

has managed to leverage Ukraine’s

expertise in drone warfare into a series of

successful diplomatic deals. REUTERS

I
ndia’s waste crisis is no longer a
localised urban nuisance but a
national ecological emergency. Our
cities are choking on waste;

plastic-clogged drains worsen monsoon
�ooding; land�lls have become
mountains of methane, �re, and leachate;
open burning of waste materials fouls the
air; and rivers and coasts bear the burden
of urban negligence. Rural India, too, is
scarred by plastic, sanitary waste,
pesticide containers, e-waste, and the
debris of packaged consumption. A new
waste-management framework was
essential in this scenario.

The Solid Waste Management Rules,
2026, noti�ed in supersession of the 2016
Rules and brought into e�ect from April 1,
2026, are animated by a legitimate and
urgent environmental purpose. They seek
to improve source segregation, regulate
bulk waste generators, promote scienti�c
processing, reduce dependence on
land�lls, remediate legacy dumpsites,
promote a circular economy, and move
towards digital monitoring. These are
worthy aims. But sound environmental
intent does not, by itself, ensure sound
administrative design.

Treaty power and federal balance
The Environment (Protection) Act, 1986,
under which these Rules are framed, was
enacted principally under Article 253 of
the Constitution, which empowers
Parliament to implement international
obligations — in this case, the 1972
Stockholm Declaration. This gives
Parliament wide reach: even subjects
touching State or local domains — land,
water, public health, agriculture,
sanitation or local government — may be
legislated upon if linked to an
international obligation. But a power
meant to secure minimum national
standards should not become a licence
for the Centre to occupy the �eld, erode
State competence, or centralise
administration. A national �oor must not
become an operational blueprint for
every State and local body.

Mature federations follow subsidiarity:
governmental functions should be
performed at the lowest level capable of
discharging them e�ectively, and moved
upward only when that level
demonstrably lacks capacity. Local
competence is presumed; higher-level
intervention must be justi�ed. Authority
is most e�ective when closest to
knowledge, consequences, and
accountability.

India often reverses this logic. It
presumes central competence, distrusts
sub-national capacity, and reduces States
and local bodies to implementing
instruments. Nobel Laureate F.A. Hayek’s
“knowledge problem”, explained in The
Use of Knowledge in Society (1945), is
apposite: e�ective decisions depend on
dispersed and contextual knowledge of
the “particular circumstances of time and
place”. Such knowledge cannot be
transmitted upward without distortion or
delay. No authority in New Delhi,
however well-intentioned, can tailor
waste policy with equal �delity to every
region’s ecology, settlement pattern, or
administrative and �scal capacity.

The Centralisation Re�ex
Although the draft Rules were published
on December 14, 2024, inviting objections
and suggestions from the public, the
deeper �aw lies in a familiar pathology of
Indian governance: the belief that

centralisation and over-regulation can
cure administrative weakness, and that
New Delhi must design and command
while States merely execute. Its unstated
premise is the incapacity argument — that
States lack administrative or technical
competence and therefore require
Centre’s supervision, if not substitution.
To treat Indian States, several of which
rival major nation-states in population,
diversity, and complexity, as inherently
incapable is incompatible with national
self-respect and a calumny no patriot
should tolerate.

As Nobel Laureate Kenneth Arrow
pointed out in The Economic Implications
of Learning by Doing (1962), capacity is
not conferred from above; it is built
through decision-making,
experimentation, feedback, and
correction. When States are reduced to
mere implementing agencies for
centrally-designed rules and schemes,
their expertise atrophies, replaced by a
culture of compliance and dependence
on “instructions from New Delhi.”

Local government is a State subject.
Solid waste management lies at the
intersection of environment, sanitation,
public health, land use, and urban and
rural local administration. It is among the
most localised functions of governance,
depending on household behaviour,
street-level collection, informal waste
workers, ward monitoring, land for
composting, user charges, recycling
markets, and citizen trust.

A system suited to a resource-rich
metropolis like Mumbai cannot be
mechanically applied to a Himalayan
pilgrimage town with narrow roads and
fragile slopes, an island settlement with
scarce land, a coastal panchayat facing
tidal �ooding and marine litter, or a
scattered tribal hamlet where low-density
habitation makes collection and transport
costly. Precisely for that reason, solid
waste management requires a
di�erentiated, federal design.

The extension of the Rules to rural
local bodies is understandable; rural
waste is now a real problem. But treating
a gram panchayat as a miniature
municipality is administrative fantasy.
Most panchayats lack adequate sta� let
alone sanitation engineers,
waste-collection vehicles, digital capacity
for complex reporting, or the �scal base
to manage four-stream segregation. The

Rules also bring rural areas within a
Material Recovery Facility (MRF)-linked
architecture. But expecting rural local
bodies to sustain such a framework
betrays a disconnect with ground
realities.

A realistic rural regime should have
emphasised gram sabha-based awareness,
household and community composting,
periodic collection of plastics and sanitary
waste, simple quarterly reporting, and
cluster-level dry-waste aggregation and
processing with nearby urban local
bodies. Megacities (such as Delhi,
Mumbai, Kolkata, Bengaluru, and
Chennai with population exceeding one
crore) and metropolitan cities (population
exceeding ten lakhs) require the opposite
approach: not simpli�ed compliance, but
stronger institutions. They need
Metropolitan Waste Management
Authorities with elected local
representation, State participation,
technical expertise, and citizen oversight.

The rollout, too, should have been
phased. Full compliance could have
begun with megacities and metropolitan
cities, where waste volumes and
administrative capacity are greatest.
Other municipal corporations and large
municipalities, including tourist and
pilgrimage towns, could have followed;
then medium and small towns; and �nally
rural areas through simpli�ed models.

States as policy laboratories
In New State Ice Co. v. Liebmann (1932),
Justice Louis Brandeis of the U.S.
Supreme Court famously observed that a
State may serve as a “laboratory” for
novel social and economic experiments.
That is the strength of federalism:
experimentation is safer when localised,
and learning is faster when multiple
governments test di�erent solutions.
States can try policies at manageable
scale, contain failures, and allow
successful models to di�use horizontally
or be adopted nationally.

A better course therefore would have
been to allow States to frame their own
solid waste management rules for at least
�ve years, subject to minimum national
norms. One State might pioneer
decentralised composting through
women’s self-help groups. Another might
integrate informal waste workers into
cooperatives. A third might build
cluster-based facilities for small towns. A

fourth might create metropolitan waste
authorities. A �fth might regulate tourist
waste through user fees. After �ve years,
the Centre could review outcomes,
identify and disseminate best practices,
and revise baseline standards, if
necessary, based on evidence rather than
assumption. The 2026 Rules do require
States to prepare policies and strategies
for urban and rural solid waste
management, but this is more for form’s
sake because policy within a
centrally-prescribed rulebook is not the
same as State-led regulatory design.

Other concerns
The centralised online portal raises a
further federal concern. The Rules
require reporting to the Central Pollution
Control Board (CPCB), data audits, report
uploads, and centralised formats and
modules. States and local bodies risk
becoming data suppliers rather than
co-owners of the governance system. Too
often, o�cials spend more time feeding
dashboards than improving service
delivery. Compliance becomes reporting
upward rather than governing outward. A
better design would treat the portal as a
shared federal data platform, allowing
States and local bodies to add indicators,
customise dashboards, access raw data,
and publish ward-level, local-language
information for citizens. Data should
build capacity, not merely discipline
sub-national governments.

The Rules also need stronger
democratic content. Waste management
succeeds only when citizens participate.
Rural India has, at least in principle, the
gram sabha; urban India has no
satisfactory equivalent. Periodic waste
reports should be submitted to municipal
councils and ward committees, not
merely uploaded for bureaucratic review
in New Delhi.

The 2026 Rules substantially expand
the obligations of municipalities and
panchayats. Unless backed by
predictable, adequate, and formula-based
�nance, they risk becoming yet another
set of underfunded mandates —
producing selective compliance, in�ated
reporting, or quiet evasion rather than
genuine waste-management reform.

Under the present model, the likely
trajectory is predictable. Sooner or later, a
public interest litigation may allege
non-implementation by States and local
bodies, ignoring the reality that they
cannot implement underfunded,
top-down mandates in whose design they
had little role. The Supreme Court may
then treat the matter as legal
non-compliance and begin continuing
mandamus, drawing all levels of
government into prolonged litigation,
a�davits, and directions. What began as
environmental reform may end as
judicialised administration.

Concluding remarks
The Solid Waste Management Rules,
2026, disregard federalism, local
democracy, and subsidiarity. They
embody a technocratic vision of
environmental governance, insu�ciently
attentive to ground realities, institutional
weaknesses, and local capacity. As
framed, they risk producing blurred
accountability, unproductive compliance
work, and paper reporting rather than
cleaner cities and villages.

To succeed, the Rules must be recast
around �ve principles: minimum national
standards, State �exibility, empowered
local bodies, predictable �nance, and
citizen accountability. Otherwise,
mountains of waste will continue to rise
as monuments to centralised ambition
and local neglect.

A decentralised solution for waste crisis 
The Solid Waste Management Rules, 2026, disregard federalism and embody a technocratic vision of environmental governance, insu�ciently attentive to ground

realities; as framed, they risk producing blurred accountability, unproductive compliance work, and paper reporting rather than cleaner cities and villages

Choking dilemma: An aerial view shows a landfill next to a lake swathed in water hyacinth in

Bengaluru on April 15. AFP
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Solid waste management lies
at the intersection of
environment, sanitation,
public health, land use, and
urban and rural local
administration and is among
the most localised functions
of governance

�

The Solid Waste Management
Rules, 2026, notified in
supersession of the 2016 Rules
and brought into e�ect from
April 1, 2026, are animated by a
legitimate and urgent
environmental purpose

�

However, the deeper flaw in
the new Rules lies in the belief
that centralisation and
over-regulation can cure
administrative weakness

�

A system suited to a
resource-rich metropolis like
Mumbai cannot be
mechanically applied to a
Himalayan pilgrimage town
with narrow roads and fragile
slopes. Precisely for this
reason, solid waste
management requires a
di�erentiated, federal design

K. Ashok Vardhan Shetty
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For feedback and suggestions for 
Text & Context, please write to

letters@thehindu.co.in

with the subject ‘Text & Context’

X

QUESTION 1

What instrument is used to measure
earthquakes?
X

QUESTION 2

What scale is commonly used today to
measure an earthquake’s magnitude?
X

QUESTION 3

What is the point inside the earth
where an earthquake originates
called?
X

QUESTION 4

What is the name of the boundary
where one tectonic plate moves
beneath another?
X

QUESTION 5

What is the point on the Earth’s
surface directly above the focus
called?

Answers to the previous day’s daily quiz:

1.Where was the second Zoo Quest episode set in? A: Sierra

Leone

2. For which film did Attenborough win the Best Narration/Voice
Over honours? A: ‘Wild Karnataka’

3. Which animal does the famed explorer has a phobia for? A:

Rats

4. What is the significant contribution of Sir David to the world of
international tennis? A: The transition from white balls to

yellow balls

5. Which cult comedy series did he commission in the late 1960s?
A: ‘Monty Python's Flying Circus’

6. Which Attenborough documentary was released directly
alongside the COP26 climate summit? A: ‘A Life on Our Planet’

Visual: Name the prestigious Sir David is holding and what the
related technological record: A: BAFTA; He is the only one to

win a BAFTA for programmes produced in all five video

formats: B&W, colour, HD, 3D, and 4K.

Early Birds

K. N. Viswanathan | Tamal Biswas | Sudhir Thapa | Arun Kumar
Singh | Sumana Dutta

THE DAILY QUIZ

On the anniversary of the devastating Nepal earthquake of May
2015, test your knowledge of earthquakes and seismic science 

X

Visual question: Identify this Italian volcanologist developed the intensity scale for
measuring earthquake intensity. PUBLIC DOMAIN

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Prathmesh Kher

“I have a doubt.”
“You always have one. You should be

called ‘Doubtmaster’.”
“Like ‘Beastmaster’! I was watching a

Hollywood movie yesterday. One of the
characters kept saying A S A P, A S A P. At
least, that’s what I think he was saying.
Any idea what it means?”

“It’s an expression which Americans
use quite often in speech, and also in
informal styles of writing. A S A P stands
for ‘as soon as possible’.”

“I see. But how does one use it? Can
you give me an example?”

“Certainly. I would like to meet you A S
A P.”

“When he heard that his father wasn’t
well, he returned A S A P.”

“So whenever I use the expression, I
have to say each letter, right? I mean....”

“....that’s what a lot of people do. Say
each letter out loud. Some however,
merely say the letter ‘A’, and ....”

“....what happens to S A P?”
“It’s made to sound like the word ‘sap’,

which by the way, rhymes with ‘nap’,
‘map’, and ‘lap’.”

“That’s interesting.”
“That’s right! Sometimes a common

expression has been reduced to a single
word. Take for example, ‘hi’.”

“What about it?”
“Tell me, how do you normally greet

someone?”
“You normally say ‘hi’.”
“In formal contexts?”
“In formal contexts we generally say

‘Good morning. How are you?’. And
then....” 

“.... exactly! In the old days it was
standard practice to say ‘How are you?’
when you ran into someone. Since this
greeting was so common, nobody really
bothered to say the words clearly. Some
of them started saying it very fast. And
when said very quickly ‘How are you?’,
sounds like ‘hiya’.”

“And from ‘hiya’, we get ‘hi’, is it?”
“That’s right.”
“That’s interesting. You know

Americans tend to use ‘so long’ when
they wish to bid goodbye to someone. Is
this expression also a...”

“....no, no. ‘so long’ is not a reduction
of anything. There are many theories to
account for that. I understand that when
Jews meet or take leave of each other,
they use the expression ‘shalom’. The ‘a’
is like the ‘a’ in China and the ‘o’ in the
second syllable is like the ‘o’ in ‘hot’, ‘cot’,
and ‘pot’. It means ‘peace’.”

“The stress is on the second syllable, I
suppose?”

“Correct. Native speakers of English,
when they heard the Jews using this
expression, thought they were saying ‘so
long’.”

“And they started using this expression
too!”

“That’s right! So, when you say ‘so
long’ what you are actually attempting to
say is ‘shalom’.”

“Well, I guess I’d better make a move.
Shalom.”

Know your
English

FROM THE ARCHIVES

S. Upendran

Y
ou see the ad, you feel the
excitement, you spend the
money, and then you wait. And
wait. Eventually, quietly, you

stop waiting as the thing you were
promised simply never showed up.

That’s precisely what happened with
Apple’s much-hyped AI overhaul of the
voice assistant, Siri. And now Apple is
paying a quarter of a billion dollars for
misleading buyers.

A marketing blitz
Let me take you back to the September of
2024 when Apple made a marketing pitch
its Siri was reinvented. That meant the
voice assistant could understand context,
take actions across apps, and integrate
with ChatGPT. The company’s ads were
slick, the keynote moments were
dramatic, and the message was clear: the
iPhone 16 was an AI phone, and that Siri
was, �nally, the assistant it always should
have been.

But there was just one problem. None
of it was ready at that point. And as it
turned out, not for a very long time.

What Apple marketed as imminent
never materialised.

The company quietly con�rmed the
features were inde�nitely delayed, pulled
its own ads, and hoped the noise would
die down. It did not.

A class action lawsuit followed,
accusing Apple of having promoted AI
capabilities that did not exist in its device
at the time of launch, and until several
months later. According to a Reuters
report, even the U.S. advertising
watchdog, Better Business Bureau’s
National Advertising Division, concluded
that Apple had falsely suggested the new
AI-powered Siri was “available now.”

That was a damning �nding as an
enhanced Siri was the single most
anticipated feature among potential
iPhone buyers at the time. Apple knew
people were buying phones because of
what they were being told Siri could do.
And it sold them anyway.

The settlement
On May 5, Apple agreed to pay $250
million to settle the lawsuit, without
admitting any wrongdoing.

The settlement covers roughly 36
million eligible devices, speci�cally the
iPhone 16, iPhone 15 Pro, and iPhone 15
Pro Max purchased in the United States
between June 10, 2024, and March 29,
2025. If you bought one of those phones
in that window, within the U.S., you are
likely a class member.

Each eligible user might receive
anywhere between $25 to $95 per device,
depending on how many buyers make the

claim. It is a paltry amount compared to
the price of an iPhone, but at least it
shows that a trillion-dollar company sold
people a product on the basis of features
that were not there. The settlement still
requires �nal approval from Judge Noel
Wise of the federal district court for the
Northern District of California, with a
hearing scheduled for June 17.

Apple, in a statement, said: “We
resolved this matter to stay focused on
what we do best: delivering the most
innovative products and services to our
users.”

The fate of non-U.S. buyers
The U.S. settlement does not help iPhone
buyers in other countries as class action is
a American legal mechanism. Next to the
U.S., the European Union has a strong
consumer protection mechanism
mandated by the its Directive on
Representative Actions. It allows quali�ed

consumer organisations to bring
collective redress cases on behalf of large
groups of a�ected consumers. If any
consumer organisation in the EU �nds
Apple’s advertising of Siri’s AI capabilities
in�ated, they could bring a legal
complaint against the American company.

Beyond that, the EU’s existing
consumer protection framework prohibits
misleading advertising in clear terms. And
the bloc is known for taking big tech
companies to task for their unfair trade
practices. The Digital Markets Act and
Digital Services Act have also made
regulators more assertive. 

Any EU consumer who feels misled can
�le a complaint with their national
consumer authority; in aggregate, those
complaints can trigger formal
investigations.

Moving away from the Atlantic, in
India, the picture is more fragmented.
The Consumer Protection Act of 2019
allows for complaints involving
misleading advertisements. Individual
consumers can also approach District
Consumer Disputes Redressal
Commissions. But in the Asian nation, the
challenge is structural as cases must
generally be �led individually or through
consumer groups, and the process can be
slow. That said, if Apple’s Indian
marketing made claims about Siri’s AI
capabilities similar to those made in the
U.S. — and the global ad campaigns
suggest it likely did — the legal and
regulatory hooks exist.

The tech industry has spent the last
two years drowning consumers in AI
hype. Every product, and every update,
has been dressed up in the language of
transformation and intelligence. Apple’s
Siri settlement is a rare moment where
that rhetoric met actual legal
consequence. It will not be the last.

Apple is paying for its promise of an
AI overhaul of Siri to a smarter assistant
The tech industry has spent the last two years drowning consumers in AI hype; every product, and every update, has been dressed up in 

the language of transformation and intelligence; Apple’s Siri settlement is a rare moment where that rhetoric met actual legal consequence

CACHE

Craig Federighi, Apple’s senior vice president of software engineering, speaking about Siri at the Apple Worldwide Developers Conference in San Jose, California on June 4, 2018. AP 

John Xavier

Apple had made a marketing pitch in 2024 about reinventing Siri and integrating in with ChatGPT. But
what was shown as imminent never materialised, leading to a class action lawsuit. AP
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SCIENCE

G
lobal levels of physical activity
remained unchanged despite
policy recommendations and
adoption over the last two

decades, with large di�erences across
gender and socio-economic groups, three
new research reports have shown.

Current e�orts to promote
participation in physical activity are both
insu�cient and have made no dent, the
reports say. Worldwide, more than �ve
million deaths per year are attributed to
physical inactivity. About one in three
adults and eight in ten adolescents do not
meet the World Health Organization’s
recommended activity guidelines, which
is 150 minutes of moderately intense
weekly physical activity for adults and 60
minutes daily for children.

Deborah Salvo, associate professor and
Research Center Director at the University
of Texas at Austin, and her colleagues
analysed physical activity data from 68
countries worldwide and found persistent
inequalities in the ways in which people
across the world are active.

“We were not just interested in
understanding the overall levels of total
physical activity in countries, but rather,
in how many people in each country are
meeting physical activity guidelines
through active leisure, active transport,
and active labour,” Dr. Salvo said.

“What we found is a huge disparity: the
higher the country income level, the
higher the percentage of the population
getting their physical activity through
active leisure. And the lower the country
income level, the higher the proportion of
individuals getting their physical activity
from active labour and transport.”

The �ndings have been reported in
Nature Medicine.

Active leisure gap
Dr. Salvo said that within countries, the
team observed a large gap in terms of
who gets to be active through leisure or
free time — and “it is mostly wealthy men
that do”.

The most striking �nding was the
opportunity gap (of 40% points)
worldwide for active leisure when
contrasting wealthy men in wealthy
countries with socio-economically
disadvantaged women in poor countries.

The team’s paper summarised decades
of evidence to show that physical activity
should not merely be part of obesity and
cardiometabolic disease prevention and
control agendas, as it also helps prevent
and treat multiple cancers as well as
depression, and boosts immunity.

During the COVID-19 pandemic,
evidence emerged showing lower rates of
infection, severe COVID-19,
hospitalisation, and mortality due to
COVID-19 among active individuals, she
said.

“Despite all this, for some reason,
doctors, public health professionals,
policy makers, and the public at large
seem to only discuss and promote
physical activity within the context of a
limited range of health conditions.”

While physical activity is certainly very
important to prevent and manage these
conditions, it is so much more, and
sometimes even health professionals do
not harness or promote the totality of its
bene�ts, she adds.

Rich-poor divide
“The problem of inactivity globally is way
worse than we think it is,” according to
Dr. Salvo. “We need to think more
carefully about the sources of physical
activity for a majority of people globally —
84% of the world’s population lives in low-
and middle-income countries — and their
implications for whole health: physical,
mental, societal.”

The disparity between rich and low-
and middle-income countries (LMICs) is
again emphasised in another study, led by
Erica Hinckson, professor of physical
activity and urban health at the Auckland
University of Technology in New Zealand,
and colleagues in Nature Health.

Their study shows how physical
activity can support climate mitigation
and adaptation. They also outline how
strategies that support walking, cycling,
and public transport instead of driving
may reduce emissions, and how climate
change can disrupt activity because of
extreme events such as heatwaves.

Additionally, they show how some
physical activity initiatives can themselves
contribute to emissions, and unintended
consequences such as cities in an e�ort to
make themselves more walkable
displacing their own residents can occur.

The work points to several important
gaps from LMICs, with much of the

evidence linking physical activity and
climate change still coming from
high-income settings.

“So we know far less about how these
relationships play out in LMIC contexts
where the climate risks, urban conditions,
and resource constraints may be very
di�erent,” Dr. Hinckson says.

There is also limited evidence from
LMICs on how physical activity initiatives
can support both climate mitigation and
adaptation in ways that are feasible,
equitable, and locally relevant. For
example, more research is needed on
what works in informal settlements,
rapidly urbanising areas, and places
facing high exposure to heat, �ooding,
and air pollution.

Dr. Hinckson’s team’s work also shows
that there is a need for more
context-speci�c evidence that includes
indigenous, local, and community
knowledge rather than that relying too
much on models and assumptions drawn
from high-income countries.

“So the gap is not only about having
fewer studies, it is also about needing
research that better re�ects LMIC
realities, priorities, and solutions,” Dr.
Hinckson says.

The novelty of their paper, according
to her, is that it brings environment,
climate, and health together in a
structured, integrated way. The four key
messages are that physical inactivity and
climate change are connected; physical
activity initiatives are also climate
mitigation and adaptation initiatives;
equity, indigenous knowledge and
community voice are essential to avoid
unintended consequences when physical
activity and climate change agendas are
integrated; and that all major physical
activity investments should be designed
as climate-sensitive investments.

Unclear end goals
In a second Nature Health paper, Andrea
Ramírez Varela, assistant professor at the
University of Texas Health Science Center
at Houston, and colleagues assessed 661
national policy documents to promote
physical activity from 200 countries
worldwide from 2004 to 2025. They
found that although most countries have
developed and adopted physical activity
policies, the evidence of implementation
remains limited. Just 38.7% (or 256) of the
661 policies analysed in the study
assigned actions to three or more
government sectors (including, for
example, health and education),
indicating a lack of cross-sectoral
collaboration. Meanwhile, 26.5% (53) of
countries with policy documents did not
include measurable targets to determine
their impact.

“This disconnect is signi�cant because
it challenges a common assumption in
global health that once policies are
developed and adopted, change will
follow,” Dr. Ramirez says. “In this case,
the presence of written documents has
not translated into implementation at
scale.”

Participants described four challenges:
no clear consensus on whether physical
activity should be an outcome in its own
right or a means to broader goals;
continued framing of physical activity as
an individual health behaviour rather
than a systems issue; fragmented
leadership and accountability; and weak
cross-sector alliances.

Her team’s suggested framework
includes movement across several
domains of everyday life, such as
leisure-time activities like sports and
exercise, transportation-related activity
such as walking or cycling. Physical
activity can occur at di�erent intensities,
including moderate activities such as
brisk walking or cycling and vigorous
activities such as running or competitive
sports.

According to Dr. Ramirez, many of the
underlying challenges are also more
pronounced in LMICs. These settings
often face additional constraints such as
limited institutional capacity, fewer
resources dedicated to prevention, and
competing policy priorities including
infectious diseases and economic
development. “Patterns of physical
activity also di�er in important ways. In
many LMICs, physical activity is more
commonly associated with transportation
or occupational necessity rather than
leisure or recreational exercise.”

“These reports rea�rm the
importance of physical activity for global
health but also extend our understanding
beyond the traditional focus on obesity
and cardiometabolic disease,” says
Gregore Iven Mielke, a behavioural
epidemiologist at the University of
Queensland, Australia. They highlight that
physical activity contributes to wellbeing
in broader ways, including social and
environmental dimensions.

Infrastructure for physical activity
A major contribution of the series is the
clear recognition that physical activity is
not simply an individual choice, Dr.
Mielke adds. Instead, it is shaped by wider
social and structural factors such as
gender, socioeconomic position,
neighbourhood environments, and policy
contexts. This perspective contrasts with
earlier approaches that focused more
heavily on individual behaviour and
biomedical outcomes.

“In my point of view, by emphasising
these broader determinants, the reports
shift responsibility away from individuals
and towards the societal systems that
enable or constrain opportunities for

movement, and shows a clear message
that meaningful increases in physical
activity require supportive environments,
equitable access, and policy-level change
rather than individual motivation alone,”
Dr. Mielke says.

While these studies o�er an updated
synthesis of the current state of physical
activity research, some of the existing
gaps are inherent to the data available to
researchers, according to Dr. Mielke.

For example, the analyses of global
inequalities in physical activity rely on
data from 68 countries, which does not
fully capture the diversity of global
contexts and may underrepresent some
groups of people: “This limitation
highlights the need for greater investment
in global surveillance systems so that
future studies can draw on more
comprehensive and truly representative
datasets.”

Systems-level solutions are required to
address both the major socioeconomic
and gender opportunity gaps for
choice-based physical activity, according
to Dr. Salvo. “We must step away from
trying to blame individuals for their levels
of inactivity and turn to �x the systems
that promote this type of behaviour in the
�rst place.”

These include car-centric urban
design, low investment in widespread
infrastructure for physical activity, like
parks and public open spaces, but also
full sidewalk and protected bicycle lane
coverage in cities, and excellent transit.

“Further, we must stop trying to push
physical activity policy through
health-centric approaches,” Dr. Salvo
adds. “Policy must be trans-sectoral, be
properly funded, and have su�ciently
ambitious and well-evaluated targets.”

Key sectors to involve include urban
planning and transport departments,
parks and recreation, the environment,
economic development, education, and
of course, the sport and health sectors
While the health sector can and should be
a key partner for physical activity policy
development and implementation, and
healthcare providers can play a key role
in elevating the totality of health bene�ts
of physical activity when interacting with
their patients, other sectors hold equal or
likely more weight in how we are active in
real life.  

Physical activity naturally �uctuates
across the lifespan for many reasons,
including health, work, family
responsibilities, and life transitions, adds
Dr. Mielke. His team’s research team has
shown that people follow diverse physical
activity trajectories across adulthood, and
that meaningful health bene�ts can still
be achieved even among those who were
inactive for part of their lives but became
active later on. This highlights the
importance of creating opportunities for
people to re-engage in physical activity at
any stage of life, rather than assuming
that early-life inactivity determines
long-term outcomes.

(T.V. Padma is a science journalist based
in New Delhi. tvpadma_10@yahoo.co.in)

Physical activity has stalled for 20
years, hurting health and climate
A series of new papers has recognised that physical activity is not just an individual choice, but is shaped by wider social factors such as gender and

socioeconomic position; this perspective contrasts with earlier approaches that focused more on individual behaviour and biomedical outcomes

Physical activity levels naturally fluctuate across the lifespan for many reasons, including health, work, family responsibilities, and life transitions. DIBAKAR
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We must step away from trying to
blame individuals for their levels of
inactivity and turn to �x the systems
that promote this type of behaviour in
the �rst place

DEBORAH SALVO
Associate professor at University of Texas
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R
esearchers have made the ground
shake in southern Switzerland,
triggering thousands of tiny

earthquakes in a monitored setting, as
they seek to discover seismicity insights
that could reduce risks.

“It was a success!” said Domenico
Giardini, one of the lead researchers on
the project, as he inspected a crack in the
rock wall lining a narrow tunnel far below
the Swiss Alps. Wearing a �uorescent
orange jumpsuit and helmet, the geology
professor said the goal was “to
understand what happens at depth when
the earth moves”.

Dr. Giardini was standing in the
BedrettoLab carved out in the middle of a
narrow 5.2-km ventilation tunnel leading
to the Furka railway tunnel.

Reached by specially adapted electric
vehicles that slide through the darkness
along concrete slabs laid over a muddy
dirt �oor, the deep underground
laboratory is the ideal location to create
and study earthquakes, Dr. Giardini said.

“It is perfect, because we have a
kilometre and a half of mountain on top
of us... and we can look very close at the
faults, how they move, when they move,
and we can make them move ourselves,”
he said. 

Typically, researchers seeking to study
earthquakes place sensors near known
faults and wait. 

In the BedrettoLab, by contrast,
researchers �lled a pre-selected fault with
sensors and other instruments, and then
sought to trigger movement.

For the experiment, dozens of
scientists from across Europe spent four
days in late April injecting 750 cubic
metres of water into boreholes drilled
into the tunnel’s rock walls, aiming to
provoke a magnitude-1 earthquake.

During the experiment, no people
were in the tunnel for safety reasons, with
everything managed remotely from the
ETH Zurich lab in northern Switzerland.

“This is kind of pushing the frontier of
science,” said Ryan Schultz, a seismologist
specialised in human-made earthquakes.

In the end, some 8,000 small seismic
events were induced along the targeted
fault, but also, along other faults running
perpendicular to the main one, sparking
local magnitudes ranging from -5 to -0.14.
“We did not reach the target magnitude
that we had set, but we reached just
below,” Dr. Giardini said. That alone was a
huge success, he insisted, Although there
had been previous e�orts to create tiny
earthquakes in lab settings, it was “never
at this scale and never this deep”.

The �ndings, he said, would help
determine the best injection angles for
reaching magnitude 1 at the BedrettoLab
when researchers next give it a try in
June. Magnitudes below zero are still
palpable. Anyone standing near the fault
during the largest triggered quakes, at
-0.14, would have felt an acceleration of
1.5-times the standard acceleration due to
gravity, Dr. Giardini said. They would
have �own “in the air with a big jump”,
he said.

Nothing was felt at the surface, and Dr.
Giardini stressed that by lubricating an
existing fault, the team was adding only
“about one percent of what is the natural
risk”. The experiment, he insisted, was
completely “safe”.

Dr. Giardini explained the importance
of the research: “If we master how to
produce quakes of a certain size, then we
know how not to produce them.”

Scientists
trigger
‘controlled’
earthquakes

Professor Domenico Giardini poses next to

measuring instruments inside the BedrettoLab,

located beneath the Swiss Alps. AFP 

Some 8,000 small seismic events
were induced along the targeted
fault, and along other faults
running perpendicular to the
main one, sparking local
magnitudes from -5 to -0.14

Agence France Presse
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T
he BJP is emotional about
its Bengal victory. In a
private conversation, a
senior leader recently said
the party would love to

make the State more developed than
Gujarat. This ambition is now the
greatest asset of the failed State which is
known for giving a long rope to its rulers.

The Suvendu Adhikari government
has started working at a breakneck
speed. The BJP central leadership has
readied a host of plans, ranging from
infrastructure activities to a facelift for
Kolkata and industrialisation. This piece
is an attempt to indicate some of the
low-hanging fruits.

First and foremost, the urban land
ceiling must go. The total fertility rate of
urban West Bengal is equivalent to that
of the European Union (1.3 live births
per woman). The TFR of Kolkata is way
lower and its population is shrinking.

The ageing population is selling
landed assets as part of fiscal
consolidation, but the urban
infrastructure, including the quality of
real estate, is significantly inferior when
compared to smaller towns in southern
and western India.

One of the hurdles is stringent urban
land ceiling. Relaxing this ceiling is a
solution, subject to zonal restrictions
and regulations. Water and sewerage are
now in the hands of bankrupt municipal
bodies. On top of that, former chief
minister Mamata Banerjee didn’t allow
imposition of water tax.

WATER WOES

The pitfalls are evident. Even in Kolkata,
which is not large enough for a
metropolis, the municipal corporation
fails to supply treated water across the
city. The sewerage system is either
centuries old or has not seen adequate
investment.

Over the last three decades, Kolkata
grew eastward. Most large housing
societies, costly private schools and
hospitals are located along the Eastern

Metropolitan Bypass. Most of them
source water through deep tubewells. All
societies have waste treatment plants
but very few are functional.

The solution may lie in forming
dedicated State bodies for water and
sewerage — on the lines of Hyderabad.
This will reduce the headload on
municipal bodies, improve their fiscal
health and ensure better planning and
investments.

INDUSTRIAL HUBS

Better urban infrastructure is a
prerequisite for investments. The BJP
manifesto promised four industrial
hubs, including a defence hub. Three
locations are already identified — one
each at Haldia, Singur and Durgapur,
which have abundant industry-ready
land available.

Singur, near Kolkata, will welcome
any e�ort towards industry at the
abandoned Tata Nano plant which
Mamata returned to “farmers”. It is now
unfit for agriculture. Haldia has excess
land available with the port authorities.
Roughly 700 acres of unused land once

belonged to state-owned Bengal Salt,
and is available at nearby Tajpur.

Durgapur, now aided by an airport,
can open up endless opportunities. The
closed facilities of the state-owned
Mining and Allied Machineries
Corporation (MAMC) and Fertiliser
Corporation, including their vast and
abandoned townships, can unlock
thousands of acres of industrial land.

Durgapur Chemicals is shut, so is
Bharat Ophthalmic Glass. Durgapur
Projects Limited closed parts of its
plants. There are not enough sta�

members to live in its vast township.
Mamata Banerjee’s Trinamool-backed
encroachers occupied a good part of the
sta� quarters.

The 60-km Durgapur-Asansol
corridor is the State’s oldest industrial
zone. Also, Asansol and
Darjeeling-Siliguri (North Bengal) are
education hubs. Students from
Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan and lower
Assam come to Darjeeling for school
education.

QUALITY HEALTHCARE

That said, neither area has quality
private healthcare. Patients in North
Bengal travel to Bihar and Nepal for
speciality healthcare. There is no private
university comparable to the standards
and repute of the Kalinga Institute of
Industrial Technology in Odisha.

Acquired and unused land, well
connected by highways and rail, is
available in large quantities in North
Purulia (very close to Asansol) and
Kharagpur (where the Tata Nano plant
was originally planned), midway
between Kolkata and Jamshedpur
(Jharkhand). The entire area is
accessible from Kolkata, which is barely
three hours by road.

The closed industries in Kolkata and
Howrah have huge parcels of unused
land. Privately owned Jessop & Co and
National Instruments Limited are cases
in point. A bare relocation of the Central
Glass and Ceramic Research Institute in
Jadavpur can unclog a major artery.

Land acquisition is an over-hyped
issue in Bengal. The problem is not as big
as it seems. However, due to political
sensitivity, the BJP government must
avoid it for now. It can instead pay
attention to making use of unused land,
which will improve both the optics and
the growth momentum in the short
term.

Bengal is crying for private
investment of scale. The tax revenues
from the city are far lower than those of
any other metro. In terms of the
erstwhile central excise collections,
Kolkata (including the two riverine
ports in Kolkata and Haldia) was
comparable to Visakhapatnam and
Vadodara.

We need a dramatic transition.

The writer is an independent journalist

An economic agenda for Bengal

FOCUS NOW. Reviving the State’s economy must be top priority for the new govt PTI

The BJP manifesto
promised four industrial
hubs, including a defence
hub. Three locations are
already identified — one
each at Haldia, Singur and
Durgapur, which have
abundant industry-ready
land available

LOOKING AHEAD. The new BJP govt can start with unlocking land for industrialisation and improving urban infra
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P
rime Minister Modi’s exhortation to cut
back on the usage of petrol, diesel and
purchase of gold should be seen as an urgent

response to protect the economy from the e�ects of
the Iran war. His focus is unmistakably, and rightly,
on a widening current account deficit, at a time
when capital flows have turned fickle and weakened
the rupee. There can be no real case against austerity
in such times. Governments the world over are
doing the same in various ways. However, the more
crucial question pertains to the manner in which
austerity goals are met.

The Centre would do well to bear in
mind that prices, taxes and tari�s alone will
work; moral suasion can make a marginal
di�erence only. The Prime Minister has
focused on four broad product categories
whose imports are rising sharply, and
account for 38-40 per cent of total imports,
at $775 billion in FY26. These are: fuel,
gold, edible oils and chemical fertilizers.
Petroleum imports were $173 billion in
FY26, but will likely top $200 billion in
FY27, given our consumption of 2 billion
barrels annually at current crude oil prices.
Gold imports were $72 billion in FY26,
against $58 billion a year ago, rising 24 per
cent. Edible oil imports were up over 12 per
cent at $19.5 billion. A 61 per cent jump in
fertilizer imports is a grave concern, at $16
billion in FY26 – an item whose imports
could rise sharply in view of turbulence in
global oil markets and our reliance on the
Gulf region for supplies.

In view of this disconcerting build-up,
PM Modi has urged urban residents to use
public transport, work from home, avoid
international travel and commute by metro
or EVs. He has urged restraint in buying
gold and suggested a sharp cutback in
chemical fertilizer use. Meanwhile, the
CAD, which had already widened to 1.3 per
cent of GDP in the October-December
quarter of FY26 (1.1 per cent in Q3FY25) in
the wake of the tari�s impact, is under
stress. The trade deficit too climbed by $25
billion in FY26, adding to the strain on the
capital account.

With the elections over, the Centre must
raise fuel prices to adjust demand, just as
countries the world over have done. In the
short run, the move will raise inflation and
hurt growth, but it will bring about the
desirable adjustment in demand. The status
quo will widen CAD and raise inflation
through the rupee depreciation route — a
more destabilising prospect. Besides, the
fiscal deficit will rise, hurting growth and
ushering in inflation. Gold demand can be
curbed by raising import duties, tweaking
capital gains rules and checking loopholes
in FTA deals. Edible oils use can be curbed
through tari� adjustments. As for fertilizer
imports, relative support prices that favour
dryland, less input-using crops such as
millets and pulses must be considered.
Finally, the Centre must realise that for its
goals to be met, it must lead by example.
Checks on o�cial travel and austerity in
events can have a signalling e�ect in these
di�cult times.

Austere times
PM’s nudge no substitute for increase in user prices
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Numbers vs governance
This refers to ‘A bloated Cabinet is a
really bad idea’ (May 11). What is
true about the size of our Cabinet
of Ministers for it to function
e�ectively and e�ciently is also
true about the idea of increasing
the number of members of
Parliament, via delimitation, as this
would likely make our legislative
body unwieldy rather than ensure
added substance in its deliberations
and discussions. 
In this digital age, where technology
can enhance the administration’s
ability to deliver, it is a backward
assumption to believe that more
numbers equal higher quality
governance. 

If there is room for more ministers to
be appointed, claims and pressure
from various interest groups to
demand their piece of the cake are
bound to increase, making future
governments vulnerable to instability
and internal disenchantment, which
will undoubtedly have an impact on
their performance.
Kamal Laddha

Appraise Ministers 
Bengaluru

The op-ed “A bloated cabinet is a bad
idea” rightly underscored the perils
of proliferating ministries — too
many cooks, as the saying goes, can
indeed spoil the broth. 

Yet, it would be remiss to overlook
the inherent advantage embedded
in such expansion. When ministries
are delineated across finance,
economy, energy, education,
industry, consumer a�airs, and
social welfare, they enable sharper
focus, deeper analysis, and more
comprehensive planning. 
In a nation where resources remain
scarce, this segmentation allows
each ministry to channel its energies
toward its targeted beneficiaries
with greater precision.
Moreover, the systematic appraisal
of Key Performance Indicators
across these ministries transforms
the structure from mere
bureaucracy into a

performance-oriented framework.
In essence, while multiplicity carries
risks, it also holds the promise of
more accountable, exhaustive, and
beneficiary-driven governance.
Roy Markose
Thiruvananthapuram

Promise and pitfalls
Apropos “CERC sends out feelers for
‘capacity markets’ (May 11) Capacity
markets are mechanisms where
power producers are paid not just
for electricity generated but for
ensuring availability during peak
demand by installing adequate
capacity, some of which may remain
idle. For generating companies, they
promise stable revenue streams, yet

raise financial issues if auction rules
overcompensate ine�cient plants. 
The rapid increase in renewable
energy capacity complicates
matters: while solar and wind reduce
reliance on conventional generation,
they also demand flexible backup in
the form fossil fuels-based
generation and battery storage,
which capacity markets often
under-incentivise. 
For consumers, the benefits lie in
improved reliability and reduced risk
of blackouts. However, unless
designed transparently, costs may
rise, undermining a�ordability and
equity in the power sector.
O Prasada Rao
Hyderabad
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W
hen Anthropic released
Claude Mythos Preview in
April 2026, the global

cybersecurity community reacted with
genuine alarm. The model didn’t just
find known vulnerabilities — it
reportedly uncovered thousands of
zero-day flaws in major operating
systems and browsers, many of which
had evaded decades of human and
automated scrutiny. In several cases, it
could also generate functional exploits
with minimal guidance.

For India, the episode was a strategic
wake-up call to acknowledge a known
problem: being one of the world’s largest
markets for frontier AI is not the same as
having meaningful influence or access
when it matters most. We need to think
honestly through the following
questions.

First, in a crisis, who gets priority
access to critical technologies — and on
what basis? Alongside Mythos,
Anthropic also announced Project
Glasswing — a carefully restricted
initiative to deploy Mythos Preview for
defensive cybersecurity work. That was
the responsible thing to do. Its named
launch partners included AWS, Apple,
Google, Microsoft, NVIDIA, JPMorgan
Chase, CrowdStrike, Cisco, Broadcom,
Palo Alto Networks, the Linux
Foundation, and other major
infrastructure players. However, no
Indian enterprise or public institution
appeared on the initial list.

India is among Claude’s biggest global

markets, yet when privileged access to a
high-risk frontier model was being
distributed, Indian organisations were
not in the first circle of trust. The lesson
is clear: in frontier technologies with
national-security implications, access is
shaped by jurisdiction, institutional
relationships, infrastructure depth,
national-security alignment, and
established trust — not market size
alone.

Second, do we have the infrastructure
depth and enterprise resilience to
handle a frontier-AI security crisis?

Frontier AI is becoming deeply
dependent on infrastructure. Access to
powerful models is only one part of the
equation. Do we have the data centres,
energy, secure testing environments,
and institutional capacity needed to run,
benchmark, and assess these systems at
scale?

For Indian enterprises, this was
especially sobering. We already knew
that we remain deeply dependent on

imported, black-box technologies. What
the incident made clearer is how such
dependence can limit visibility, control,
and crisis-response capacity.

Third, are we building the
institutional capacity to benchmark
frontier AI systems ourselves? The UK
AI Security Institute was able to secure
access to frontier models, including
Mythos Preview and GPT-5.5, run
extensive evaluations, and publish early
findings that were valuable to industry
and policymakers. That kind of
capability matters. It allows a country to
issue informed advisories, shape
regulatory responses, and understand
which models are safe or suitable for
which use cases. That capability —
independent benchmarking, risk
assessment, and advisory power — is
now a strategic asset for any serious
technology nation.

INDIA’S AGENDA

Finally, what should India do next?
Mythos is just the beginning. Future
models will become more capable, more
autonomous, and more widely available.
Within weeks of Mythos, OpenAI’s
GPT-5.5 demonstrated comparable or
stronger performance on some
advanced cyber evaluations, including
expert-level CTF-style tasks. This
direction of travel is clear: AI will
increasingly accelerate vulnerability
discovery, exploit generation, defensive
testing, patch prioritisation, and cyber
operations. This marks the beginning of
a new cybersecurity operating
environment. The advantage will go not
only to those with the best models, but

to those with the infrastructure,
institutions, talent, and trusted access
needed to use them safely and
e�ectively. The patterns emerging over
the last few months have made one thing
very clear: the future of technology is
infrastructure. Unless India has
meaningful control over key
infrastructure layers, it will struggle to
influence the rules that govern the stack.

A good place to start is an honest
assessment of which layers of the
technology stack — compute, energy,
chips, cloud, data, models, applications,
standards, and evaluation capacity —
are strategically critical and must have
meaningful domestic capability or
reliable control. For the rest, India must
deepen alliances that can be trusted
even in crisis.

Achieving this will call for a long-term
perspective, targeted patient
investment and stronger coordination
across government, industry, academia,
and the startup ecosystem. India already
has important institutional building
blocks in place: the IndiaAI Mission,
CERT-In, emerging e�orts toward an AI
Safety Institute, and a growing AI and
cybersecurity ecosystem.

India needs a 10-year Sovereignty
Moonshot Plan. The goal is clear: move
India from being a sophisticated
consumer of frontier AI to becoming a
stakeholder that helps shape its
development, deployment, safety, and
governance. To do that, we have to build
infrastructure sovereignty. Delay means
only one thing: hardened dependence.

The writer is Distinguished Fellow – NITI Aayog

Mythos wake-up call: Questions India must answer

Debjani Ghosh

AI. Being at the cutting edge

India must build digital infrastructure sovereignty to move from being a consumer to a trusted stakeholder in frontier AI
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L
ess than a week before his
much awaited visit and in a
summit with his Chinese

counterpart Xi Jinping, US
President Donald Trump has
firmly rejected any notion that
China is challenging the US over
the war with Iran stressing his
“very good” relationship. 

“We haven’t been challenged by
China. They don’t challenge us”
adding that Xi “wouldn’t do that…
I don’t think he’d do that because
of me”. Separately, US Secretary
of State Marco Rubio has said that
Beijing was the worst hit by the
closure of the Strait of Hormuz
urging China to push Tehran to
open the crucial navigation line.

It is not as if Iran is suddenly
making the headlines ahead of
Trump’s impending visit to
China. Since the war started on
February 28, Beijing has been
expressing its opposition to the
hostilities and in the aftermath of
the shutting down the Hormuz
has been calling upon Iran to keep
the vital international waterways
open. 

China is the largest buyer of
Iranian crude in the upwards of 80
per cent and the billions of dollars
in revenue generated reportedly
bankrolling about 45 per cent of
Iranian government’s budget.
More important, it is said that 50
per cent of all China’s imports
come through the Strait of
Hormuz.

China is Iran’s largest trading
partner with o�cial bilateral
trade pegged at around $14
billion, which is said to exclude
“significant” uno�cial oil
transactions through third
country intermediaries to evade
American sanctions. And in 2021
Tehran and Beijing signed a
25-year cooperation agreement
that pledged $400 billion
investment in Iran’s energy,
infrastructure and technology
sectors. 

CHINA’S INTERESTS

But media reports speak of very
little of this having come through
primarily because of hesitancy of
Chinese companies due sanctions
restrictions. In fact China’s
interest in seeing a quick end to
the war in Iran is also because of
its extensive economic interests
in the Middle East especially in
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates that go far beyond
energy to include investment,
technology and market
opportunities for Chinese
companies.

Even without the war in Iran,
Trump would have had a plate full

during the summit for China is
one of the largest export markets
for the US and for China, the US is
its top export market. The biggest
trade friction has been
Washington running a trade
deficit in the upwards of $200
billion which has been coming
down; but a surplus of about $34
billion in services. Often
forgotten in all the rhetoric on
trade surplus, tari�s and
sanctions is China’s huge holding
of US Treasury bonds — a
whopping $760 billion. China is
the second largest foreign
creditor to the US after Japan.

In spite of a close relationship
with Iran, China has been
measured in its role in the Middle
East war. Undoubtedly Beijing has
called for cessation of hostilities
and keeping the Hormuz open;
but o�ering only diplomatic
support to Tehran at
international forums like the
United Nations. There have been
some unverified reports of China
supplying weapons or
components for Iranian missiles
but even Trump has sought to
downplay these purported
transactions. 

“I wrote him a letter asking him
not to do that, and he wrote me a
letter to say that, essentially, he’s
not doing that”, Trump said in a
recent interview. In fact Beijing
has always carefully distanced
itself from Tehran’s regional
policies, especially regarding its
proxies like the Hamas, Hezbollah
and the Houthis.

Xi will want to come away with
as much as he can on Taiwan and
the South China Seas with nations
eagerly perked up to see how the
two leaders address outstanding
concerns in a vital part of the
world. Coming to an agreement
with Iran including keeping the
Strait of Hormuz open may get
Trump the “big, fat hug” from Xi
but the rest of Indo-Pacific is
hopeful of its interests protected
at the summit.

The writer is a senior journalist who has
reported from Washington DC on North
America and United Nations

Trump’s China challenges 

Sridhar Krishnaswami

US President Donald Trump and
Chinese President Xi Jinping (file
photo) REUTERS

Iran, trade issues will dominate Trump-Xi talks
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Market plunges on Left’s ascent
The electoral victory of the Left front in Kerala and West Bengal appears to
have cast a shadow on the stock markets on Thursday. The BSE Sensex, which
opened firm, reversed its course mid-way on news reports that the Left
would increase pressure on the coalition Government at the Centre. The
benchmark BSE-30 Sensex dropped by 176.97 points or 1.40 per cent to
12,435.41.

Monsanto curbed from charging Rs 900 for Bt cotton seeds
The Monopolies and Restrictive Trade Practices Commission (MRTPC) has
directed the US biotech major, Monsanto not to charge the trait value of Rs
900 for a packet of 450 gm for Bt cotton seeds in an interim order
pronounced in the court on Thursday.

Burmans’ set to take over Punjab Tractors
The Burman family seems firmly on track to take over the reins of Punjab
Tractors Ltd (PTL). The family’s representative on the PTL board, Mr P.D.
Narang, on Thursday was appointed non-executive Chairman of the tractor
company at a board meeting. He replaces Mr S.K. Tuteja. 
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TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

1. Winged heavenly infant (6)

8. The precincts, circuit (5)

9. Blame, reproof (7)

11. Out of one's mind (8)

12. Money-lending at high

interest (5)

15. Plunge head-first (4)

16. Is allowed to (3)

17. Bucket (4)

19. Baby's comforter (5)

21. Baggage-animal handler (8)

24. Childish fit of rage (7)

25. Long-spiked garden 

flower (5)

26. Tank gun-housing (6)

DOWN

2. Gets ball back from scrum (5)

3. Bead-strings used in prayer (8)

4. Member of the Aves (4)

5. Place of safe retreat (5)

6. Death notice in paper (abbr) (4)

7. Collar fastener (4)

10. Container for Anguillidae (3-6)

12. Untie knot (4)

13. Articulate in fury (8)

14. Be engaged in sport (4)

18. Detached piece of rock (5)

20. Timid, colourless person (5)

21. Nourishing fluid (4)

22. Mouth-parts (4)

23. Declaim bombastically, storm (4)

ACROSS

1. Junior reporter takes her in, a chubby-cheeked child (6)

8. Before midday, a part is devoted to the precincts (5)

9. Chapter-leader will make certain of telling-o� (7)

11. Indeed, it meant a loss that made one crazy (8)

12. Overmuch interest is taken in us taking a turn 

on railway (5)

15. Get beneath the surface of such a low haunt (4)

16. It is allowed to blossom: but when? (3)

17. Bucket-shop might supply it to friend one included (4)

19. Ventriloquist's model sort of comforter (5)

21. His charges, they say, are known to be stubborn (8)

24. With so much French spirit a show of temper is

produced (7)

25. Flower coming up in an incomplete row (5)

26. It holds lathe-operator's cutter for a tank-top (6)

DOWN

2. Lists how one makes partial shoe repair for cads (5)

3. Almost got up a sign of the Zodiac with rows of beads (8)

4. Flighty thing done by those sentenced (4)

5. A restful place in Paradise abandoned by Eve finally (5)

6. Ring piece newspapers publish shortly as a memorial (4)

7. Breeding farm may be collared by the boss (4)

10. Best a keel can provide is a holder for a sort of fish (3-6)

12. Resolve the sound it made, losing head (4)

13. Spy didn't finish turning turtle, and will speak with fury (8)

14. Such a drama may be merely recreation (4)

18. Weight of this however is expressed in carats (5)

20. Creature for doctor in the army to employ for black eye (5)

21. Sort of bar that may give one the shakes (4)

22. Devices for pouring such as meet in osculation (4)

23. Wild outcry at its inclusion in an improper anthology (4)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Down-hearted 8. Extracts 9. Bath 10. Psalm 13. Rain 16. Moor 17. Maze 18. Neat 20. Emend 24. Army 25. Practise 26. Out-patients

DOWN 2. Oath 3. Nears 4. Extol 5. Tiber 6. Detrimental 7. Changes over 11. Alive 12. Midge 14. Alas 15. Nova 19. Tryst 21. Merit 22. Niche 23. List
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NOT SO EASY

O
n May 3, Finance
Ministers and Central
Bank Governors from the
ASEAN+3 grouping
(consisting of 10 ASEAN

members and China, Japan and South
Korea) issued a statement, following
meetings in Samarkand, Uzbekistan. 

It recognised that the “conflict in the
Middle East” had increased risks for the
East and Southeast Asian region,
requiring attention to the possibility of
“excessive volatility and disorderly
movements in financial markets and
shifts in global liquidity conditions.”

In response, the ASEAN+3
governments are working to amend the
Chiang Mai Initiative Multilateralisation
(CMIM) arrangement, a network of
dollar swaps backed by reserves of
central banks in the region.

The amendment, when implemented,
would transition the CMIM from being a
“contributory arrangement”, with
members pledging to release promised
funds when any other member requests
emergency financing, to being a “Paid-in
Capital” Fund, where contributions are
actually made upfront and transferred to
a special legal entity, making it
immediately available as and when
required by balance of payments
stressed countries.

This would bring the regional
arrangement closest to an Asian
Monetary Fund, or a regional alternative
to the IMF — an idea that was mooted by
Japan after the 1997 South-East Asian
financial crisis and shot down by the US
and the IMF, for fear of loss of their
influence.

There is still some uncertainty as to
whether the transition would go
through. ASEAN+3 members have even
now agreed only on three of the four
principles that would govern the
creation and functioning of the entity
that would host and manage the paid-in
corpus — these are that this legal entity
must be independent of the member
countries; it must recruit and deploy
expert managerial and other personnel
(to match the IMF perhaps); and that
the system must be designed for
e�ective coordination between its
surveillance and lending functions.

STUMBLING BLOCKS

But divergent national interests, the
ASEAN statement confesses, have held
back agreement on the fourth principle
of ensuring a ‘sound management
structure’, involving the all-important
decision-making systems and oversight
frameworks of the proposed
independent entity.

This is no small matter. The e�ort to
create a regional financial safety net in
East and South-East Asia, has a long and
tortuous history. 

It began almost five decades back in
August 1977 when, faced with the
uncertainties generated by the oil
shocks, central banks and monetary
authorities from the original ASEAN
members (Indonesia, Malaysia, The
Philippines, Singapore and Thailand)
committed to providing “immediate
short-term swap facilities to
participating ASEAN member countries
with temporary international liquidity
problems.” 

The Arrangement provided for “the
sale of US dollars against the domestic
currency of the requesting participant,”
along with a forward purchase of the
same amount of domestic currency by
the requesting participant for US
dollars. 

The facility was backed by “pledges to
provide”, with members agreeing to
share the burden of supporting requests
for emergency balance of payments
financing.

The arrangement has changed much
over these five decades. One continuous
change has been an expansion of the
implicit ‘corpus’ backing the ASA, which
began in 1977 at a small and inadequate
$100 million, touched $2 billion in 2005.
That was inadequate, since this was a
period when, following liberalisation of
the capital account, the balance and
payments vulnerability of LMICs
increased because of recurrent exit of
foreign finance in a trajectory
characterised by boom-bust financial
flow cycles.

That necessitated substantially
increasing the dollar commitments that
back any meaningful financial safety net.
At that time such a hike could not have
been supported by just the ASEAN
countries. But since the collateral e�ects
of the South-East Asian crisis also
a�ected the more developed countries
in the region — China, Japan and South
Korea — they were willing to support
the safety net, resulting in the creation
of the ASEAN+3 and the integration of
the ASA into the Chiang Mai Initiative
(CMI) in 2009.  

The CMI had two pillars. One was an
enhanced ASEAN swap arrangement,
with contributions now set at $1 billion.
The second pillar was a network of
“bilateral” swap arrangements under
which countries could request a swap of
their currencies for dollars up to an
agreed amount. 

The CMI provided for negotiation of
33 bilateral currency swap arrangements
of which 30 were between each of the
Northeast Asian nations (China, Japan
and South Korea) and each of the 10
ASEAN members and three were

between the Northeast Asian nations
themselves. This helped raise the dollar
surpluses committed to backing the
ASEAN financial safety net to a much
higher $120 billion in 2009 and $240
billion in 2014. 

However, the system was still one
involving bilateral swap arrangements,
besides being backed only with “pledges’
rather than an actual corpus into which
dollar funds were transferred.

BILATERAL VS MULTILATERAL

In fact, the problem with the CMI was
the large bilateral component of what
was a multilateral arrangement. This
meant decision making and
implementation were cumbersome,
slow and uncertain. 

This inadequacy appeared stark after
the 2007 financial crisis and was
addressed by ASEAN+3 Finance
Ministers in May 2009 with a decision
that the arrangement must be
multilateralised and transitioned to the
Chiang Mai Initiative Multilaterised
(CMIM). 

The initial understanding was that of
the total pool of $120 billion, 80 per cent
would be contributed by the Plus 3
countries and the rest by ASEAN
countries. 

One issue was how the commitments
to the pool would be distributed, since
that would determine the relative
influence (in the form of voting rights)
of the di�erent players, especially the
plus-3 countries. 

Given the need to balance the
influence of contesting powers China
and Japan, China (along with Hong
Kong) was allotted $38.4 billion in
contributions and proportionate voting
rights, which equalled that of Japan (see
table). That distribution remained when
the “pledged corpus” was increased to

$240 billion in July 2014 with no other
change of significance.

SURVEILLANCE ISSUE

There was one more hurdle to cross. If
and when large loans were provided,
there was need for some degree of
surveillance to ensure that the country
“borrowing” dollars via the swap would
be in a position to return the dollars and
settle the transaction when the swap
agreement expires. 

Neither China nor Japan would have
liked to give the other the right to
surveillance of the funding it provides
through the now-multilateralised “pool”
of bilateral swaps. To address this
problem, while the rules governing
individual swaps were left to be
bilaterally negotiated, it was agreed that
there was “need to establish a link with
the IMF for surveillance and
monitoring, as a substitute for regional
conditionality and monitoring”.

Beyond a specified borrowing limit, a
borrower from the CMIM was required
to have entered into an agreement with
the IMF and be subject to the latter’s
conditionality and surveillance to be
eligible for support. Initially any swap in
excess of 10 per cent of the agreed
amount in an arrangement required IMF
surveillance. That was raised to 20, 30
and 40 per cent subsequently.

With hindsight we now know that
nothing came of these cooperation
e�orts. 

Countries preferred to turn to the US
Federal Reserve or bilateral swap
agreements outside the CMIM in times
of emergency. 

On the other hand, the CMIM has not
been activated even once since its
inception, despite balance of payments
volatility. 

The principal explanation for that
failure was the subordination of the
regional agreement to the IMF. 

If obtaining a small sum from the
CMIM safety net required IMF
endorsement with a conditional loan,
countries may as well opt for a direct and
large loan, and the accompanying
conditionality and surveillance, from
the IMF. 

Seen in this background the
Samarkand promise to transition the
CMIM from a “promise-to-pay” swap
system to a Paid-in Capital (PIC)
structure, which would make the war
chest more easily accessible to balance
of payments distressed countries while
significant, is by no means
transformational. 

What needs to be addressed is the
ability of the regional arrangement to be
able to take decisions on lending
without having to rely on surveillance by
the IMF. 

This makes the still absent agreement
on the “fourth principle” on decision
making structures and surveillance
mechanisms extremely significant. If
that is not resolved, either the PiC
structure will not be formalised, or it
will take a form in which once again
utilisation will be minimal.

ASEAN’s elusive search 
for financial safety

GETTY IMAGES

The initial understanding
was that of the total 
pool of $120 billion, 
80 per cent would be
contributed by the Plus 3
countries and the rest by
ASEAN countries

The ASEAN+3’s Samarkand decision for a safety net to guard against financial volatility is still shrouded in uncertainty
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T
he US-Israel war against Iran shows that
overwhelming military and economic
power no longer guarantee control. As
adversaries resist and partners hedge,

the US faces structural limits in translating 
dominance into stable outcomes.

Even as peace proposals and counter-propos-
als were “studied”, and rejected, by the parties to
the war, uncertainty lingers across several 
aspects. This reveals a deeper reality: The US 
can mobilise overwhelming military and eco-
nomic power, yet struggles to convert that 
power into durable political outcomes. When 
diplomacy falters, Washington increasingly falls
back on coercive instruments — from naval 
pressure in the Strait of Hormuz to wider eco-
nomic disruption. Yet this shift exposes a cen-
tral limitation: Escalation can impose costs, but
it cannot compel outcomes on its own
terms. In the war against Iran, Wash-
ington has demonstrated its ability to
escalate, impose costs, and disrupt 
adversaries. What it has not demon-
strated is the ability to stabilise the sit-
uation on its own terms. The US can 
project force with precision and sus-
tain economic pressure at scale, but it
struggles to translate these capabili-
ties into desired consequences. The 
result is a paradox at the heart of geopolitics 
today: American power, while unmatched, is 
increasingly constrained.

Despite overwhelming naval and air superi-
ority, the US has struggled to fully secure the 
Strait of Hormuz. Sure, it has a blockade in 
place to ensure Iran doesn’t alone have full con-
trol of the commerce across the strait. But Iran’s
asymmetric strategy effectively demonstrated 
first that control over the global commons can-
not be taken for granted. For the US, this is not
a failure of capability, but of translation. It can 
strike decisively, but it cannot prevent adversa-
ries from exacting systemic costs. Disruptions 
in the strait have triggered price shocks that 
feed back into the American economy, con-
straining political support for the war. Overall,
even as Iran faces disruptions due to the Ameri-
can blockade, that hasn’t yet forced it to stop 
inflicting economic pain on the US and its allies
across the globe by shutting down Hormuz.

These limits are reinforced by shifts in the
international order. Regional partners are recal-
ibrating and hedging rather than aligning fully.
At the same time, adversarial States are coordi-
nating to blunt the impact of US sanctions and
military pressure, while middle powers are 
refusing to choose sides. Prolonged conflicts 
impose economic and political costs that con-

strain Washington’s room for manoeuvre. The
US now operates in a system where others can
resist, evade, or opt out of the geopolitical para-
digm of its choosing. In this environment, domi-
nance no longer guarantees compliance and 
coercion no longer ensures outcomes. The 
forthcoming visit of Donald Trump to Beijing, 
despite deep strategic differences between the 
two powers, underscores this reality: Washing-
ton increasingly recognizes that even its princi-
pal rival remains indispensable in managing 
the current crises such as surrounding Hormuz.

China’s engagement with Iran underscores
both the reach and the limits of American coer-
cive power. By sustaining selected channels 
with Tehran, Beijing ensures that Iran remains
economically viable despite sanctions pressure,
while carefully balancing its broader global 

interests. Nor are these dynamics con-
fined to adversaries. India, despite
deepening strategic ties with the US,
has remained cautious about entan-
glement in the conflict. Driven by
energy vulnerabilities and a prefer-
ence for strategic autonomy, New
Delhi continues to engage multiple
actors rather than align fully with any
one side. Even close partners hedge —
limiting Washington’s ability to build

cohesive coalitions. The US can no longer 
simultaneously sustain its military dominance,
economic stability, and political legitimacy. 
Each escalation strengthens one dimension 
while weakening the others. Military action dis-
rupts adversaries but destabilises markets. 
Efforts to stabilise markets dilute strategic pres-
sure. Attempts to avoid escalation preserve eco-
nomic stability but erode credibility. In such a 
system, power is defined less by decisive action
than by the ability to manage trade-offs — and 
that is where US dominance is increasingly con-
strained.

The war against Iran does not signal the
decline of American power. It reveals its limits.
The US remains the most capable power, but 
operates in an environment where others can 
choose from a range of options against its influ-
ence. In such a world, dominance does not 
translate automatically into control. Stability is
no longer a by-product of power — it is contin-
gent, negotiated, and fragile. The challenge for
Washington is no longer how to project power,
but how to exercise it within constraints it can
no longer fully control.

G Venkat Raman is professor, humanities and 

social sciences, IIM Indore. The views expressed are 

personal

What the Iran conflict 
says about US power

G Venkat 
Raman

diamond traceability and authentication.
Work in biotechnology is building capabilities
in tissue engineering and regenerative medi-
cine.

Across just 15 such Centres of Excellence,
these efforts have already resulted in over 245
patents and 50 startups. This transformation
is also reflected in the scale of India’s startup
ecosystem. From fewer than 500 startups a
decade ago, India today has over 2.23 lakh rec-
ognised startups, with nearly 55,000 added in
the last year alone. We are now the third-larg-
est startup ecosystem in the world, with over
120 unicorns and more than 23 lakh jobs cre-
ated.

A significant part of this momentum is
being shaped by our higher education institu-
tions. Across campuses, we are witnessing a
clear cultural shift — from a focus on secure
placements to a growing aspiration for build-
ing enterprises. This movement from packa-

ges to startups reflects the confi-
dence of a new generation ready to
create, take risks, and solve prob-
lems at scale.

But scale alone doesn’t suffice; a
successful innovation ecosystem
needs to spread too. Nearly half of
our startups are emerging from tier
II and tier III cities. Over 45% have
women in leadership roles. Innova-
tion in India is becoming distrib-

uted, inclusive, and deeply rooted across the
country.

This is democratisation of innovation, also
visible in India’s approach to AI in education.
Initiatives such as Bodhan AI are leveraging
multilingual technologies to make learning
more inclusive and accessible across diverse
linguistic contexts. 

Such efforts reflect India’s broader contri-
bution to the Global South — where innova-
tion is not only advanced, but designed to be
inclusive, adaptable, and scalable across soci-
eties.

As we look ahead, the next phase of this
journey must deepen this shift. We are com-
mitted to strengthening industry participation
in research along with creating stronger path-
ways for translating research into products. A
key step in this direction is to move towards
more product-oriented doctoral research —
where a PhD does not culminate only in a the-
sis, but in a tangible product or deployable
technology.

This will require a more active partnership
with industry. Greater co-creation, early-stage
engagement, and long-term investment in
research will be critical. Industry must be
adopters of innovation and active participants
in shaping it. This will accelerate the journey
from discovery to deployment. It will also cre-
ate a new generation of researchers who are
equally at ease building solutions and advanc-
ing theory.

This is central to the vision of Atmanirbhar
Bharat. It is about building technologies in
India, for India and the world. It is equally
central to the idea of a Viksit Bharat, where
growth is driven by knowledge, innovation,
and inclusion. 

Bharat Innovates reflects where India
stands today. More importantly, it signals
where India is headed: It is no longer only gen-
erating ideas, it is deploying them at scale and
with confidence. The journey from lab to life
is well underway.

Dharmendra Pradhan is Union education 

minister. The views expressed are personal

tial public intellectuals, and its leading
journalists. All from the same ecosys-
tem. All within 15 years. The range is 
the point. These are not a few special-
ists in one field. They are synthesising
generalists who led across technology,
finance, scholarship, politics, media, 
entertainment, and institutional 
design. The closed economy concen-
trated talent and the competition cir-
cuit trained versatility. 

Today’s students are as bright and
driven as any generation before them.
But the system optimising their talent
has narrowed drastically. Coaching 
factories maximise exam scores and 
nothing else, producing analytical spe-
cialists who can crack the JEE but have
never debated, quizzed, or thought on
their feet in a room full of sceptics. 
Meanwhile, algorithmic attention cap-
ture is displacing the sustained reading
and broad curiosity that the circuit 
depended on. 

The problem is not the students.
The problem is that the infrastructure
for multi-dimensional intellectual 
development is atrophying, precisely 
when AI is commoditising analytical 
specialisation at breathtaking speed. 
The synthesising generalist is becom-
ing the scarcest and most valuable 
form of human capital on earth. India
trained exactly this kind of mind for 15

years, and the results speak for them-
selves. India built this system almost 
by accident. 

Pre-liberalisation scarcity created
the hothouse. The competition circuit
trained the versatility. The result was a
generation that led the world. Now 
India must build it again, deliberately:
National quizzing and public speaking
leagues, university festival revival 
grants, credit-bearing interdisciplinary
performance modules, and AI-assisted
debate tournaments that use new tech-
nology to train the human capabilities
technology cannot replace. 

Quizzing, debating, JAM, theatre,
elocution: These are not extracurricu-
lar luxuries. They are the infrastruc-
ture of human capital formation for 
the AI age. The task now is to rebuild,
deliberately and at scale, the competi-
tive public culture that trained India’s
brightest minds to become highly 
accomplished generalists. 

Jayant Sinha is President of the Everstone 

Group and Visiting Professor in Practice 

at the London School of Economics. He is 

a product of this competition circuit, hav-

ing attended St Columba’s, IIT Delhi, and 

later Harvard Business School, before 

serving as Union minister of State for 

finance and civil aviation. The views 

expressed are personal

In the age of Artificial Intelligence (AI), these long-ago scenes turn out to 
matter more than anyone could have imagined. PTI

B
harat’s innovation story is no longer
emerging — it is axiomatic, defined by
a unique fusion of demographic prow-
ess, digital infrastructure, and an

unyielding spirit of ingenuity. As Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi has emphasised, our
journey is about moving from “idea to innova-
tion, and from innovation to impact”. That
shift is now visible across our higher educa-
tion institutions. It is also finding expression
on the global stage.

In June this year, Bharat Innovates will be
held in Nice, France. It will bring together
over 100 deep-tech ventures and more than 50
research-led innovations emerging from
India’s premier institutions. These will
engage with global industry, investors, and
research partners across critical domains —
from health care and advanced computing to
space, energy, and agri-technologies.

In many ways, Bharat Innovates represents
the next step in this journey. It is
where ideas nurtured in our labo-
ratories, and refined through our
institutions, are presented to the
world with confidence. It reflects a
growing national capability — not
only to innovate, but to translate
that innovation into solutions that
can serve both India and the world.

Over the past decade, India has
built an enabling environment that
connects research more closely with real-
world application. This shift has been sup-
ported by a steady strengthening of the
research ecosystem. Investments in doctoral
talent, long-term funding frameworks, and
innovation capital are now beginning to work
in alignment while the Prime Minister’s
Research Fellowship is deepening the
research pipeline. The Anusandhan National
Research Foundation is bringing greater
direction and scale to funding. And the
Research, Development and Innovation
scheme is unlocking capital for high-risk,
high-impact work in emerging sectors.

At its core lies a simple principle: Research
must not only expand the frontiers of knowl-
edge, but also solve real-world problems.
India’s approach has been to bring these
together ensuring that innovation is not only
cutting-edge, but also accessible, scalable, and
relevant.

The results are now visible.
Startups emerging from our higher educa-

tion institutions are shaping entire sectors.
Ather Energy, incubated at IIT Madras, has
advanced indigenous electric mobility. Sede-
mac, emerging from IIT Bombay, has become
a global player in embedded systems. Immun-
oACT is delivering affordable, next-genera-
tion cancer therapies. GalaxEye is building
multi-sensor satellites with applications
across agriculture, maritime, and defence.
Tricog Health has enabled early cardiac
screening at scale, supporting over 30 million
screenings globally.

These are not isolated successes. They are
outcomes of a system where research, incuba-
tion, and entrepreneurship are closely
aligned.

This shift is also visible within institutions.
Centres of Excellence are producing deploya-
ble technologies across sectors. At IIT
Madras, research has led to fibre-optic sens-
ing systems for real-time industrial monitor-
ing. AI-enabled radiography tools are improv-
ing defect detection in manufacturing. Auton-
omous robotic systems are enhancing rail
safety. Advances in materials are enabling

{ OUR TAKE }

A calibrated 
demand deflation

Understanding the 
rise of Reform UK

T
he results of last week’s council elections in the
UK point to the decline in popularity of the ruling
Labour Party across Britain: It lost 1,400 

councillors across England, saw its strength 
diminished in Scotland, and lost power in Wales. 

The big takeaway from these polls, which saw two-
thirds of the electorate vote, is that British electoral 
politics is no longer a duopoly but a hugely 
fragmented landscape: The influence of the two 
traditional biggies, Labour and the chief opposition, 
the Conservatives, is declining, while the Reform UK 
and, to a small extent, the Greens are gaining 
ground. The Liberal Democrats, one pole of the UK’s 
original bipolar polity, are still around, though a 
shadow of their original centrist self.  The present 
results reveal an electorate that seems alienated 
from the traditional UK parties that have been in the 
government and opposition. The increasing 
acceptance for Reform UK has to be seen against this 
backdrop. A political startup formed in 2018 around 
the Brexit agenda, the rise of the Reform UK is 
revealing, especially considering its espousal of anti-
immigration and anti-minority agendas. A wobbling 
British economy, characterised by high 
unemployment, and the rise of anti-immigration 
sentiment, both a part of the same continuum, have 
contributed to Reform UK’s popularity. 

The results are likely to undermine the position of
Prime Minister Keir Starmer, who has lost 
considerable ground since winning office in 2024. 
Forty Labour MPs have asked him to step down. His 
leadership has been under a cloud ever since Peter 
Mandelson, his appointee to Washington, was forced 
to quit after revelations in the Epstein Files. Labour 
may need a reset, just as it did by inventing the idea of 
New Labour in the wake of the Conservative 
onslaught in the Thatcherite era.

W
hen the war in West Asia started on
February 28, India was preparing for
elections in four states and a Union
Territory. The entrenched populism in

India’s policy response ruled out any significant 
action to mitigate the war’s economic pain. Now 
that the elections are over, the economic policy 
response to the war and its unprecedented supply 
shock is back on the table.

Speaking in Telangana on Sunday, Prime Minister
(PM) Narendra Modi hinted at what is coming 
when he asked people to voluntarily reduce their 
consumption of petrol-diesel and foreign exchange 
(which is what buying less gold and taking fewer 
foreign trips entails). 

The PM’s advice needs to be read in the real 
rather than populist economic context. The 
ongoing war shows no signs of ending anytime 
soon. Unless this changes, hopes that the supply 
shocks will be transient rather than persistent are 
fading daily. The depreciation of the rupee — partly 
because of more expensive oil and partly because 
global investors are becoming more bearish on 
India due to reasons such as lack of AI play etc. — is 
only increasing the pain.

The government has two choices: Either pretend
that all is well and run a higher current account 
deficit — this will require more borrowing or 
drawing down of foreign exchange reserves — or 
undertake calibrated demand deflation to mitigate 
the war’s external account impact. The PM’s 
comments on Sunday are the wink-wink part
of the policy response before the government 
deploys the nudge-nudge part of it. It can increase 
petrol-diesel prices or make tweaks to Liberal 
Remittance Scheme (LRS) rules to force people to 
cut down on their consumption of energy or 
foreign exchange.

Given the situation facing the economy, and the 
uncertainty regarding restoration of normalcy in 
the global energy markets, there is nothing wrong 
with a calibrated demand deflation. Of course, 
“calibrated” is the operative word here. For 
example, the government should be willing to 
throw the kitchen sink at securing fertiliser 
supplies for failing to secure these will cause a huge 
crisis on the food security front, which the country 
can ill-afford. What will also be important is a 
consistent rather than confused calibration when 
the government sets out to do this. It will do well to 
use the lessons learnt during the pandemic.

C
onvo Hall in IIT Delhi,
sometime around 1983.
Two quizzing teams face
each other in Rendezvous:
St Stephen’s and IIT Delhi,
two of the best quiz teams

in India. On the IIT Delhi side, one con-
testant cannot stop laughing, because 
the person he is trying to destroy is his
old quizzing partner from St 
Columba’s. At St Stephen’s in the early
1980s, Bhaskar Chakravorti is skewer-
ing opponents with a wit so devastating
that people show up to debates just to 
watch. A team from IIT Bombay, 
including Nandan Nilekani and Jairam
Ramesh, sweeps college festivals in 
Delhi in 1974. And Suhel Seth travels all
the way from Calcutta to compete in 
college festivals across India, because 
that is what you did. You crossed the 
country to test yourself against the best.

In the age of Artificial Intelligence
(AI), these long-ago scenes turn out to

matter more than anyone could have 
imagined. AI is the most powerful ana-
lytical specialist ever built. What it 
cannot reliably do is synthesise across
domains, connect ideas from unre-
lated fields, and exercise judgement 
under genuine ambiguity. 

That capability is exactly what
India’s school and college competition
circuit was training at national scale. 
India’s competition circuit from the 
mid-1970s through the late 1980s was
the centre of school and college life. 
Quizzing, debating, elocu-
tion, JAM, and theatre, lay-
ered on top of one of the 
world’s most demanding 
examination systems. The 
institutions were St 
Columba’s, St Stephen’s, DPS,
La Martiniere, IIT Delhi, IIT 
Bombay, JNU, SRCC, Presi-
dency College, Madras Chris-
tian College, Jadavpur University, St 
Xavier’s Bombay. 

Arun Jaitley dominated Delhi Uni-
versity debating. Shashi Tharoor 
founded the St Stephen’s Quiz Club 
and dazzled across formats. Swapan 
Dasgupta came from Calcutta’s La 
Martiniere to join St Stephen’s. A 
young Shah Rukh Khan, Sword of 
Honour winner at St Columba’s, was 
channeling the same competitive 
energy into theatre with Barry John’s 
Theatre Action Group.

What made this circuit special was
that exam results alone meant nothing
socially. You had to perform, publicly, 
across multiple formats, against the 
best in the country. The quizzer who 
could not debate was incomplete. The 

debater who could not survive a JAM 
round was not respected. These were 
the dadas of their generation, and their
currency was multi-dimensional intel-
lectual performance, not money or con-
nections. The circuit was training 
bright young people to synthesise, 
improvise, and shift between analytical
and intuitive modes under pressure, the
very capability that research on high-
performing managers identifies as the
hallmark of outstanding achievers. 

Then the lid came off. The American
graduate school pipeline
matured. India opened up in
1991. And this generation
exploded across every field
simultaneously. The institu-
tional and competitive eco-
system of this period pro-
duced a Nobel laureate
(Abhijit Banerjee), the Gover-
nor of the Reserve Bank of

India (Raghuram Rajan), two consecu-
tive Deans of Harvard Business School
(Nitin Nohria and Srikant Datar), the 
founder of InfoEdge (Sanjeev Bikh-
chandani), the President of the World 
Bank (Ajay Banga), the CEOs or 
co-CEOs of Citigroup, Deutsche Bank, 
PepsiCo, IBM, Diageo, and the SoftBank
Vision Fund, the global COO of Uni-
lever, the inventor of the 4G  wireless 
standard (Rajiv Laroia), the architect of
Aadhaar (Nandan Nilekani), India’s 
finance minister (Arun Jaitley), and 
one of the biggest movie stars in the 
world (Shah Rukh Khan). 

Add to this foundational scholars at
Princeton, Duke, Michigan, Cornell, 
Brown, and MIT, one of the country’s 
finest historians, its most consequen-

Seeking synthesising 
generalists in AI age
Coaching factories have 
killed the infrastructure 
that enabled multi-
dimensional intellectual 
development. India must 
rebuild, deliberately and 
at scale, the competitive 
public culture that 
trained its brightest 
minds to become highly 
accomplished generalists

A
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Beyond appeals

The crisis at the Strait of Hormuz will have a deep and prolonged effect on energy 

markets globally — and thus on inflation, output and growth. There is still no clarity 

on how long the crisis will continue. The Union government is clearly taking this 

threat seriously, which is admirable. Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s recent speech 

on the subject shows that it recognises the potential dangers of this geopolitical 

shock — especially the threat it poses to macroeconomic stability. When the price 

of crude oil stays elevated for long, India is particularly vulnerable to pressures on 

its external account. Thus, the Prime Minister was careful to stress the importance 

of conserving foreign exchange. He centred this around seven appeals to the nation. 

These include minimising foreign travel, cutting down on the amount of cooking 

oil used, and using public transport in order to reduce the consumption of petrol 

and diesel. The Prime Minister further called upon farmers to use less fertiliser, 

which is dependent on imported inputs that are part of the petrochemical supply 

chain. There was also an appeal to not buy gold. Indian purchases of gold are a per-

petual drain on foreign exchange. 

The government’s intent is to be lauded. Naturally, however, this cannot be the 

extent of how the government responds to the threat. Behavioural injunctions are 

valuable but policy choices matter even more. If the government allows prices to 

adjust swiftly in response to the changed supply situation, then people will auto-

matically follow suit. There is reluctance in the Indian polity to allowing prices to 

shift, for fear of the impact on vulnerable sections. This is a valid concern. Naturally, 

any distress that might be caused can and should be remedied by targeted inter-

vention. For instance, the government has already set aside a credit-guarantee plan 

for this purpose. Such concerns are, however, not a reason to avoid using prices. In 

particular, it is far more likely that the consumption of petrol and diesel will be 

reduced if their prices are allowed to rise in a controlled but responsive manner to 

the global prices. 

This is, technically, the system India already has to some extent. But the fact is 

that there are still political constraints on how much prices are allowed to adjust. 

Under such crisis circumstances — and it is clear now that the government correctly 

views this as a crisis — these constraints should be set aside. Some in Opposition 

parties have already begun to suggest that any changes to the prices of petrol and 

diesel will become a political issue. But these efforts must be ignored. There is every 

reason to believe that the public understands the broader global context of price 

increases. The government must also clearly communicate that neither the oil-mar-

keting companies (OMCs) nor the Budget can indefinitely shield consumers. OMCs 

are reported to be facing under-recoveries worth ~30,000 crore per month. 

Two other macroeconomic realities should be kept in mind. First, the safest 

approach to concerns about the current-account deficit is to allow the rupee to 

depreciate in such a way that imports generally decline. This does indeed appear 

to be the current policy, and it should be maintained. The second is that solid capital 

inflows can help manage such situations. Thus, the government must identify why 

the economy continues to be subject to capital outflows, including by foreign insti-

tutional investors. Reversing this trend will require accelerating the pace of reforms, 

including administrative reforms. 

Temporary obstacle

United States (US) President Donald Trump’s trade policy has received another 

blow from the country’s judiciary. The US Court of International Trade, a federal 

court that adjudicates civil disputes arising out of Customs and trade laws, last week 

ruled in favour of a company, Burlap and Barrel, which had said that the President 

had exceeded his legal authority in imposing 10 per cent tariffs on imports under 

Section 122 of the Trade Act of 1974. The Section was designed for the executive to 

quickly respond to a serious crisis in the balance of payments, by imposing across-

the-board tariffs on all imports. Clearly, the intent behind the law was to stave off 

the immediate expenditure on imports at a moment of financial instability. The 

President, however, imposed these tariffs when the US Supreme Court earlier this 

year struck down his so-called reciprocal tariffs under the International Emergency 

Economic Powers Act (IEEPA). The court, however, limited the immediate impact 

of this verdict by indicating that only the specific complainant be reimbursed, not 

every single importer that has so far been forced to pay the 10 per cent levy. 

On the one hand, this makes planning for trade to the US even more compli-

cated. It introduces additional uncertainty since it is not certain who will appeal to 

have tariffs rebated, and who will win its case and when. On the other hand, it does 

not mean that the President, who has designed his economic policies around tariffs 

and has been a strong supporter of protectionism for decades, will necessarily 

retreat from his position. There are still other options in his arsenal, including the 

possibility of import duties under Section 301, which empowers the US Trade Rep-

resentative (USTR) to investigate and retaliate against foreign nations’ trade policies 

that are found to be unreasonable or discriminatory. The administration had 

warned that it would try multiple routes to restore higher tariffs after the Supreme 

Court’s verdict. 

For many countries around the world, including India, the possibility of Section 

301 tariffs is even more concerning than the arbitrary IEEPA levies the President 

introduced last year. While they are procedurally more complex to introduce, requi-

ring a formal investigation alongside a consultation with the economy being tar-

geted, they are also much harder to remove. India’s placement on the USTR’s Special 

301 Priority Watch List — alongside China, Indonesia, Russia, Chile and Venezuela 

— is a danger signal. This list is formalised following a supposed review of “the state 

of IP (intellectual property) protection and enforcement in US trading partners 

around the world”. The USTR has also claimed that there is evidence that India has 

structural levels of excess capacity, which it views as an unfair advantage in trade. 

The sectors it has highlighted include solar module manufacturing, which, it 

says, has the ability to produce up to three times the domestic demand, as well as 

petrochemicals and steel. The danger should not be minimised. The President’s 

tariff agenda is not a negotiation tactic as much as it is the core of his economic 

nationalism — and, as such, is unlikely to be much diluted, whatever legal road-

blocks are thrown in his way. While courts might constrain and change the methods, 

they are unlikely to cause him to waver from his objective. It is, therefore, important 

for India to state its position clearly and avoid getting trapped by tariffs imposed 

under different laws that lack economic logic.

Judicial roadblocks for tariffs won’t change Mr Trump’s mind

Prices are the best way to change consumer behaviour

Reportedly, the National Stock Exchange of India 
Ltd, the country’s leading stock exchange, is set to 
settle with the Securities and Exchange Board of 
India (Sebi) long-pending allegations that it failed to 
conduct its business in accordance with applicable 
laws by paying ₹1,800 crore. 

At one level, this is a settlement between a regulated 
entity and its statutory regulator. Significantly, how-
ever, it involves two agencies performing statutory 
regulatory functions. This assumes added significance 
in light of the proposed Securities Markets Code, which 
recasts stock exchanges as market infrastructure insti-
tutions (MIIs) and entrusts them with functions akin to 
those of the regulator.   

It is now routine for MIIs to face 
monetary consequences for regula-
tory failures, through settlement or 
adjudication, occasionally accompa-
nied by non-monetary sanctions. This 
reflects a policy preference: Serious 
structural measures, such as cancella-
tion of authorisation, are often 
impractical, given regulatory entry 
barriers and the systemic implica-
tions. While such penalties may 
influence internal governance and 
compliance incentives, their deter-
rent effect is not unambiguous, particularly where the 
financial burden is ultimately borne by shareholders of 
the MII and investors in the wider market, the very con-
stituencies the regulatory framework seeks to protect. 

This raises a deeper structural concern: An asym-
metry in accountability. Economic laws typically dis-
tribute responsibilities across State actors 
(ministries, regulators, adjudicatory bodies) and pri-
vate participants, including firms and individuals. 
Accountability mechanisms, however, are uneven. 
Private actors operate within a dense framework of 
clearly defined contraventions and calibrated 
penalties. By contrast, accountability for State actors 
is more diffuse, and not always designed to address 
regulatory failure directly or proportionately. 

Securities law illustrates this contrast. The statute 
and its regulations meticulously enumerate contraven-
tions by private entities and prescribe penalties, includ-
ing a residual provision for unspecified violations.  Yet, 
they do not establish a comparable framework for 
addressing failures by the regulator itself in discharging 

statutory functions, such as delays in decision-making 
or failure to act within prescribed timelines. Nor do they 
provide an equivalent regime of legal norms and conse-
quences for lapses by public sector entities. Similar pat-
terns are observable across sectoral regimes, where 
detailed compliance architectures for private actors 
coexist with relatively underdeveloped mechanisms for 
addressing lapses by public authorities. 

In practice, this produces an imbalance. Contraven-
tions are assessed not by their nature or impact, but by 
the identity of the actor. MIIs and Sebi both perform del-
egated regulatory functions that are often indistin-
guishable in substance, yet their accountability is 

fundamentally asymmetrical. When 
a private entity, such as an MII, 
defaults, consequences are struc-
tured and predictable. When a regu-
lator or public authority falters in a 
similar role, consequences, if any, 
tend to arise through indirect and 
discretionary channels, such as judi-
cial intervention or audit findings. 
Courts have, on occasion, imposed 
costs or directed compensation 
against State agencies, but such out-
comes are case-specific rather than 
anchored in a statutory framework, 

and are often diluted or set aside on appeal.  
Traditional objections to imposing monetary or per-

sonal liability on State actors are not without force. 
Financial penalties on government departments may 
reallocate public funds without generating meaningful 
deterrence, while personal liability for institutional fail-
ures may discourage decision-making in already con-
strained environments. Many failures, moreover, stem 
from systemic or policy-level limitations rather than 
individual misconduct. 

Yet, these concerns justify calibration, not inertia. In 
sectors such as finance, telecommunications, and 
infrastructure, regulatory delays or lapses by public 
authorities can impose high costs on markets and 
citizens. For example, under the Insolvency and Bank-
ruptcy Code, delays in approvals by adjudicatory bodies 
can materially affect resolution outcomes, even where 
market participants have fulfilled their roles. A frame-
work that does not adequately account for such failures 
risks weakening overall regulatory discipline. 

Enforcement frameworks do evolve with institu-

tional roles. Stock exchanges operated for decades with-
out a formal penalty regime; only through legislative 
changes in 2019 were they explicitly brought within the 
ambit of monetary penalties. This shift recognised that 
as exchanges assumed greater regulatory responsibil-
ities, the accountability frameworks had to deepen. A 
similar evolution is now warranted for State actors per-
forming comparable functions in a market economy. 

What is required, therefore, is not an identical treat-
ment of public and private actors, but a coherent and 
proportionate accountability framework that evolves 
with function. Such a framework could: (i) identify cat-
egories of regulatory or administrative failure by State 
actors; (ii) distinguish between systemic deficiencies 
and individual misconduct; and (iii) prescribe calibrated 
consequences, ranging from institutional corrective 
measures and compensatory remedies to, in cases of 
deliberate or grossly negligent conduct, disciplinary or 
pecuniary sanctions. Where individual culpability is 
clear and intentional, responsible oicials should be 
held accountable, subject to appropriate safeguards. 

The safeguards are critical.  Good-faith actions taken 
within statutory bounds should be protected through 
clear safe-harbour provisions. Liability should attach 
primarily to clear, attributable failures that meet 
defined thresholds, such as bad faith, gross negligence, 
or wilful disregard of statutory duties, rather than to 
outcomes shaped by broader policy or resource con-
straints. This would help avoid excessive risk aversion 
while ensuring that accountability is meaningful.  

Transparency can play a complementary role. The 
law could require periodic public reporting of penalties 
and adverse findings against government departments 
and agencies, alongside those levied on private partici-
pants. Such disclosure, in a clear and accessible 
manner, would enable citizens to assess patterns of 
compliance and institutional performance. This can 
shape electoral choices, with voters potentially favour-
ing governments that incur fewer penalties, an indica-
tor of more effective and lawful administration. Over 
time, it can also drive systemic improvements and rein-
force a culture of responsibility without relying solely 
on punitive mechanisms. Equally important is ensur-
ing that affected parties, market participants, profes-
sionals, or citizens have access to effective remedies 
where State action or inaction causes harm. This 
includes timely redress, appropriate compensation, 
and enforceable directions to perform statutory duties. 

A framework of this nature would align responsibil-
ity with accountability across both public and private 
domains. It would preserve institutional autonomy 
while ensuring that the exercise of public power, 
whether by the State or by bodies performing regulatory 
functions, is matched by credible consequences for fail-
ure. Without such symmetry, the promise of equality 
before the law remains incomplete. Embedding it in 
practice would strengthen regulatory discipline, 
enhance institutional legitimacy, and airm a simple 
principle: Accountability must keep pace with author-
ity, and the rule of law must bind all who exercise it. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The authors are legal practitioners and worked for Sebi

Public sector compensation is one of the largest and 
most rigid components of government expenditure. Yet 
across countries, the true fiscal cost of public employ-
ment is often poorly measured. India is no exception — 
but recent analysis suggests the underestimation is far 
greater than previously understood. 

This issue has become pressing in today’s global 
environment. Public debt levels are elevated across 
advanced and emerging economies, interest rates are 
higher than in the pre-pandemic era, and fiscal policy 
is increasingly expected to respond to multiple 
demands — from energy and food security to climate 
transition and industrial policy. These pressures are 
straining fiscal frameworks, making it harder to distin-
guish between temporary support and permanent 
spending commitments. In 
such an environment, accu-
rately measuring rigid expen-
ditures becomes essential for 
fiscal credibility. 

At first glance, interna-
tional comparisons suggest 
India’s public sector compen-
sation burden is moderate, at 
around 3 - 3.5 per cent of gross 
domestic product (GDP) — 
below countries such as Brazil and South Africa, and 
comparable to several advanced economies. But such 
comparisons are misleading. Reported data excludes 
large segments of India’s public workforce and signifi-
cant components of compensation. How compensa-
tion is measured matters as much as how much is spent. 
International standards broadly include wages, allow-
ances, employer contributions, and in-kind benefits 
across general government, including subnational 
entities and public institutions. India’s reporting frame-
work diverges in three important ways. 

First, coverage is incomplete. Large segments of 
the public workforce — contractual staff, outsourced 
personnel, and scheme-based workers such as ASHA 
and Anganwadi workers — are typically excluded 
from headline salary figures. Internationally, workers 
performing government functions are generally 

included, regardless of employment status. 
Second, reporting is fragmented. Compensation is 

spread across multiple budget heads and institutions: 
Grants-in-aid to autonomous bodies, separate defence 
pay, distinct railway and postal pension accounts, and 
off-budget expenditures. In stronger public financial 
management systems, payroll and personnel data is 
increasingly integrated to provide a consolidated view. 

Third, definitions are inconsistent, particularly 
across states. While standardised definitions ensure 
comparability, Indian data varies significantly across 
budget documents, audit reports, and central bank 
databases. This undermines both inter-state compari-
son and aggregation at the general government level. 

When these gaps are addressed, the implications are 
striking. Adjusted estimates 
suggest India’s true public 
sector compensation bill is 
substantially higher than 
reported. After including 
missing components, com-
pensation rises from around 
2.4 per cent of GDP to around 
3.8 per cent for the Union, and 
further to about 4.6 per cent 
after taking into account 

public sector enterprise employees. At the state level, 
reported salary expenditure of about 2.5 per cent of GDP 
rises to over 4 per cent. These are not marginal revisions 
— they represent a fundamental remeasurement of 
fiscal commitments and recognise existing obligations 
more accurately. 

India is not alone. In Indonesia, non-salary honor-
aria have been estimated at nearly a third of the com-
pensation bill. Across advanced and developing 
economies alike, increasing reliance on contractual and 
non-permanent employment has complicated com-
pensation measurement. This has important fiscal 
implications. Compensation is “sticky” expenditure: 
Once incurred, it is diicult to reduce. Underestimating 
its true size can lead to overly optimistic assessments of 
fiscal space, miscalibrated deficit targets, and inad-
equate provisioning for long-term liabilities such as 

pensions. In federal systems like India, these risks are 
amplified by variation across states and the absence of 
a consolidated general government view. 

The timing is critical. India is preparing for the 8th 
Central Pay Commission, several states are reconsider-
ing pension systems, and the Union has introduced the 
Unified Pension Scheme. These decisions will shape 
fiscal trajectories for decades. Without accurate and 
comprehensive data, their implications cannot be 
properly assessed. What lessons does international 
experience offer? 

First, compensation measurement must extend 
beyond permanent employees to include all workers 
performing public functions, regardless of contractual 
form or institutional location. 

Second, definitions and classifications must be 
standardised. Aligning with international frameworks 
would make compensation data comparable across 
states, levels of government, and over time. 

Third, data systems must be integrated. Many coun-
tries are moving towards linking personnel, payroll, and 
treasury systems, enabling real-time tracking of work-
force size and compensation costs. India’s digital public 
infrastructure provides an opportunity to do so at scale. 

Fourth, pension transparency must improve. Inter-
national best practice increasingly includes actuarial 
projections of long-term pension liabilities. In India, the 
absence of such projections limits the assessment of 
fiscal risks and evolving pension commitments. 

Finally, better measurement should support — not 
precede —performance reforms. Attempts to link pay 
to performance often fail without a reliable and com-
prehensive measurement framework.   

India’s challenge is not simply whether to spend 
more or less on public sector compensation, but to 
understand what it is already spending. Without that 
clarity, fiscal policy risks underestimating long-term 
obligations. Improving how compensation is measured 
is, therefore, not a technical exercise. It is central to fiscal 
transparency, credible policymaking, and the effective 
functioning of the State. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The authors are with CSEP. The views are personal

In this book, James McDougal has pro-
vided an insightful story of what, in world 
history, being Muslim has meant at dif-
ferent times and in different places. Mr 
McDougal recounts the dramatic spread 
of Islam from the eighth century across 
West Asia, North Africa and into Spain 
and the Balkans, and, later, to Africa and 
Southeast Asia. 

The author also explains the cultural 
and scientific achievements of this new 
faith during the early period of the 
Umayyad and Abbasid caliphates and the 
destruction wreaked upon the latter by 
the Mongol invasions in the 13th century. 
In subsequent years, new empires 
emerged and broke up, with Muslim 

armies fighting each other and their non-
Muslim foes in Europe, Central Asia, 
India, and China. 

But the Muslim space, Mr McDougal 
points out, was “neither exclusive nor all-
encompassing”. In several conquered ter-
ritories, Muslims remained a minority for 
several centuries, living alongside Jews, 
Christians, Zoroastrians, Hindus, and 
Buddhists. Their beliefs and practices 
were also “richly varied” — influenced 
less by their faith and more by their own 
background (before they became 
Muslim), economics, politics, language, 
and culture. Nor did Islam suffuse their 
political order — “there was never a single 
model of an Islamic state, or of a Muslim 
society,” Mr MacDougal writes. 

One recurring theme that unites this 
book is Sufism. Like adherents of other 
formalised mainstream faiths, Muslims 
too sought a deeper spiritual life shaped 
by a profound understanding of God and 
a deep love for God that went beyond the 
aspects of law, governance and shared 
identity that Islam had provided. Islam 
had mystics — both men and women — 

from its earliest period whose tombs have 
been pilgrimage destinations for thou-
sands of followers over several centuries 
in different parts of the Muslim world. 

Among the great scholars who shaped 
Sufic thought and practice in Islam are: 
Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1058-1111) and 
Muhi al-Din Ibn al-Arabi (1165-1240). Al-
Ghazali upheld the importance of imple-
menting the obligations of sharia before 
seeking a personal interaction with God 
and obtaining knowledge and truth. Ibn 
Arabi grew up in Seville, in Muslim Spain, 
travelling to several centres of learning, 
before settling in Damascus. He is associ-
ated with the idea of “unity of being” or 
“oneness of existence”. 

The lives and teachings of Sufi saints 
evoked respect and served to popularise 
Islam among ordinary people. A good 
example is the Chishti order, founded by 
Abu Ishaq Shami (d. 940), which was 
brought to India in the 12th century by 
Khwaja Moinuddin Chishti (1142-1236), 
whose mausoleum at Ajmer annually 
attracts thousands of pilgrims of different 
religious denominations. One of the most 

interesting chapters in the book is titled: 
“Voices of Renewal”. It refers to dis-
cussions among Muslim scholars in the 
18th and 19th centuries about how Islam 
could be rejuvenated and made compat-
ible with the challenges of the modern 
era. Most of the discussants pursued 
internal self-criticism, moral regener-
ation and rectification of the faith. They 
accepted “the value of the present” rather 
than harking back to an idealised past. 

This was not a period of decline for 
Islam, Mr McDougal asserts, as the faith 
spread further than ever across Africa 
and Asia, these were, in fact, “times of 
creative, confident re-imaginings of what 
Islam and Muslim life should be”. 

During this period, the impact of Sufi 
scholars in Africa was significant. The 
teachings of two of them — Sidi Ahmad 
al-Tijani (1737-1816) and Sidi Mohammed 
ibn Ali al-Sanussi (1787-1859) — have 
spread across Africa and beyond. Al-
Tijani’s teaching is influential across 
northwest Africa, Malaysia, Indonesia 
and the Americas. While al-Sanussi 
avoided involvement in politics, his fol-

lowers became a force of resis-
tance against French and Ita-
lian colonial incursions, 
culminating, after the Second 
World War, in the installation 
of its leader, Idriss al-Sanussi, 
as king of Libya by the British. 
As Western imperialism seized 
power from Muslim poten-
tates through the early 20th 
centuries, it adopted a mono-
lithic view of the Muslim com-
munity — so that being 
Muslim became “a racial, 
more than a religious cat-
egory”. Muslims, Mr McDou-
gal says, were viewed “as a 
mass ruled by instinctive, 
inherited behaviours”. Build-
ing on this background, as the Cold War 
ended, US “neocons” (rightwing scholars 
who conflated US interests with those of 
Israel) identified “Islam” as the civilisa-
tional enemy of the West. 

Samuel Huntington’s 1993 essay, 
“Clash of Civilisations”, argued that con-
flict between Western and Islamic civilisa-
tions had been going on for 1,300 years 
and would shape the coming era. Mr 
McDougal describes these observations as 

“absurd” and as “ideology 
masquerading as analysis”. 
Huntington’s views had 
emerged from the outdated 
19th century European under-
standing of history founded on 
the integrity and supremacy of 
the West — though bad history, 
it was a powerful myth! This 
has travelled far beyond US 
shores to buttress authoritarian 
regimes and populist move-
ments in democratic states 
with prejudices that have 
“dehumanised Muslims, seeing 
them uniformly as enemies to 
be excluded or contained”. 

This book is a monumental 
work, providing an extraordi-

nary sweep of Islamic history in all its 
colour and diversity. It is founded on the 
profound scholarship appreciated by the 
specialist, but has the clarity and lucidity 
that appeals to the general reader. In 
these fraught times, this should be the go-
to work to investigate the dynamics of 
Islam — one of the world’s most powerful 
and enduring civilisational influences. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The reviewer is a former diplomat

Celebrating Islam’s rich heritage and diversity
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a core discipline—pure sciences, mathemat-
ics or psychology—demands skills of under-
standing that a degree does not provide. 
Employers today have little patience for the 
gap between the two. They may well hire 
experienced people in these fields. 

The structure of most Indian schools and 
colleges lets students choose only narrow 
streams, leaving combinations such as 
mathematics with psychology or marketing 
largely out of reach. What the evolving 
labour market will ask for, however, is pre-
cisely the kind of integrative thinking that 
rigid disciplinary boundaries work against.

The employment outlook is sobering. The 
availability of decent-paying jobs, entry-
level coding and similar work is shrinking, 
which will push down wages. Young women 
will likely be hit hardest. In households 
where someone must give up the job search, 
it is rarely the man. If the financial return 
does not justify the effort and time, women 
will be the first to stop looking for a job. 

Returning to where we began: the length 
of the job search, already long, is set to grow 
longer and not only for women. As the wait 
extends, perseverance and patience will 
become essential virtues. The big question 
is whether families, society and policy can 
support young people through it. 

arat—states with diversified manufacturing 
and services economies—unemployment 
durations under and over a year split 
roughly evenly. Kerala shows a similar pat-
tern, though possibly for different reasons: 
many young people may have already 
migrated to other states and abroad. 

In terms of the overall unemployment 
rate, about 10% of young Indian adults in 
their 20s were unemployed last year. This 
does not include around 40% who were not 
even looking for a job. 

Unexpectedly, states  like Uttar Pradesh, 
Bihar and West Bengal have lower-than-av-
erage unemployment rates among people in 
their 20s. However, this does not necessarily 
reflect labour market success. Poverty forces 
people to take up whatever work is available.

The states with the highest young adult 
unemployment are not the poorer northern 
states, as one might expect. They include 
Tamil Nadu, Telangana, Andhra Pradesh, 
Punjab and, unsurprisingly, Kerala, all with 
13-18% of young adults unemployed. Also, 
some prosperous states such as Gujarat, 
Maharashtra and Karnataka have lower 
young adult unemployment rates, with Guj-
arat recording the lowest at 2%. 

In states where a higher proportion of 
young women are looking for work, the 

I
ndia’s unemployment debate is missing a 
crucial dimension: time. Time spent wait-
ing is a loss at any age, but especially so in 

one’s youth. For both the individual and the 
country, it is a loss of prime productive years.

Last year, 11.6 million Indians in their 20s 
were unemployed and about 6.8 million of 
them had been job hunting for over a year. 
The long wait may not necessarily reflect a 
shortage of jobs, but a mismatch between 
the jobs on offer and what young Indians 
aspire to. These numbers understate the full 
picture: another 78 million in the same age 
group were not looking for work at all as per 
our estimates based on the Periodic Labour 
Survey data for 2025.

In Rajasthan, Assam, Jharkhand, Odisha 
and West Bengal, two-thirds or more of 
unemployed young adults in their 20s were 
looking for work for over a year. In Bihar, 
Punjab, Uttar Pradesh, Andhra Pradesh and 
Telangana, more than half of unemployed 
young adults were in the same category.

In Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu and Guj-

Over the past 125 years, food has 
become dramatically cheaper and more 
abundant, thanks to soaring productivity 
and innovation. Far from a looming 
apocalypse, the data reveals a story of 
remarkable progress, with climate 
change posing only a relatively minor 
hurdle. If anything, radical emission cuts 
risk making food scarcer and dearer for 
the world’s most vulnerable.

Consider the arc of history. In 1928, 
the League of Nations estimated that 
more than two-thirds of humanity 
endured constant hunger. Today, fewer 
than one in 10 people worldwide go 
hungry—a rate that dipped below 7% 
before disruptions like covid and Rus-
sia’s invasion of Ukraine.

This isn’t luck; it’s the result of 
humanity quintupling cereal produc-
tion since 1926 while more than halving 
global food prices in real terms. 
Incomes have surged, lifting billions out 
of extreme poverty and enabling fami-
lies to afford more nutritious meals. 
This has kept more than four billion 
people from starving, a testament to 
agricultural ingenuity and growth.

Even now, positives abound. The 
UN’s April forecast points to another 
record-breaking global harvest for 
2025-26 because crops were already 
planted before the energy crisis.

Still, there are concerns for the next 
season. Roughly 670 million people still 
suffer from food insecurity. In regions 
like sub-Saharan Africa, where crop 
yields lag global averages, the barriers 
are clear and should be surmountable: 
poor yields, subsistence farming and 
most importantly, lack of fertilizer, pes-
ticides and mechanized handling.

Yet, Western NGOs and campaigners, 
well-fed but overly-worried about cli-
mate change, have railed against artifi-
cial fertilizers because they are fossil 
fuel-based. Backed by rich donors and 
foundations, they blithely suggest that 
Africa should go organic, despite evi-
dence showing this reduces harvests and 
food security. When Sri Lanka went 
organic in 2021, rice yields, the country’s 

staple food, plunged over 30% with 
other crops showing massive declines.

Climate activists paint a dire picture 
of rising temperatures devastating 
crops and fuelling famine, but they are 
mostly wrong. Climate change will alter 
farming conditions, benefiting some 
areas and challenging others, with a net 
negative but negligible impact. One 
peer-reviewed study equates the effect 
on agriculture to shaving less than 
0.06% from global GDP by the century’s 
end. Carbon dioxide (CO2) is also a nat-
ural fertilizer. Elevated CO2 levels have 
greened the planet, adding leaves with 
an equivalent area larger than the conti-
nent of Australia since 2000 alone.

Without climate change, global food 
calories are expected to rise 51% by 
2050 from 2010 levels. Even under an 
extreme warming scenario, global food 
calories would still rise, just slightly less 
at 49%. Drastic emission cuts are a bad 
policy if we want to boost food security. 
Climate policy is a blunt, expensive tool: 
Even aggressive action takes decades or 
centuries to measurably affect weather, 
costing hundreds of trillions while 
boosting calorie availability by under 
0.1%. Prioritizing economic growth, by 
contrast, is over 100-times more effec-
tive, increasing food access by more 
than 10% in years, not centuries.

And emission reductions harm food 
production more than climate change. 
They inflate costs for fertilizers, tractor 
fuel and land, pricing out small farmers. 
Naïve models often overlook that, but 
careful research clearly shows that a 
low-emission future with high carbon 
prices overall means 50 million more 
people hungry by mid-century.

The lesson from today’s geopolitical 
shocks is clear: food security depends 
less on distant climate projections than 
on reliable access to energy and agricul-
tural inputs. If the goal is to reduce hun-
ger, especially in poorer regions, the 
priority should be to make fertilizer 
more accessible—not restricting the 
very resources that make large-scale 
food production possible.

F
or years, climate campaigners have 
claimed that our food supply is 
under grave threat from climate 

change caused by excessive fossil fuel 
use. Ironically, the war in West Asia is 
highlighting that the much bigger food 
challenge for the world is not having 
enough access to fossil fuels.

Today, half of all the calories we con-
sume are only possible because they are 
produced with artificial fertilizers, over-
whelmingly from natural gas. Without 
fossil fuels, half the global population 
would suffer a severe lack of food.

The conflict in West Asia and block-
ade of the Strait of Hormuz are not just 
driving up global energy prices. About 
a quarter of the world’s fertilizer nor-
mally passes through the strait, and 
the impasse is holding back much of the 
fertilizer that could help grow the food 
needed to feed the world. The UN esti-
mates that this could drive up fertilizer 
prices 15-20% and push at least another 
45 million people into acute hunger.

Yet, for the last few decades, we’ve 
been told ad nauseam that fossil fuel use 
behind global warming was the big 
challenge to the world’s food supply. 
That claim is almost entirely wrong.

This climate-apocalyptic argument 
was only ever given any attention 
because we lost sight of the marvel of 
one of humanity’s greatest achieve-
ments in the modern age: our ability to 
tackle food security.

Reducing the use of fertilizers made from hydrocarbons will reduce farm output and spell hunger

BJORN LOMBORG
is visiting fellow at Stanford University’s 

Hoover Institution

The job wait for India’s young is likely to get even longer
VIDYA MAHAMBARE & ASRAR ALAM

P
rime Minister Narendra Modi’s call 
urging people to reduce their use of 
transport fuels is indeed a need of 
the hour, given the turmoil in West 
Asia. Our heavy dependence on 
imports of crude oil, the raw mate-

rial for what most motor engines burn, means 
that India’s policy cushions are wearing thin. 
The government has thus far used state-owned 
fuel retailers to absorb much of the oil shock 
since the end of February, when the Iran war 
began. It was a choice born of a political calcu-
lus, not of economic merit. Retail price hikes 
could have risked adverse public opinion 
ahead of polls in four states. Modi’s weekend 
advice could help lay the ground for the gov-
ernment to get its foot off the brake pedal and 
let oil retailers raise consumer prices in line 
with global energy costs. His behavioural 
nudge is well aimed, as fuel demand clearly 
needs to drop. But it’s hardly enough. 

For one, the government needs to fast-track 
initiatives designed to improve electric mobil-
ity on our streets, the share of which hovers in 
single digits. Manufacturing incentives are in 
place, no doubt. But we need quick gains in 
the density of charging facilities to boost range 
confidence among would-be buyers. The 
viability of a network’s roll-out, however, 
depends on electricity tariffs charged by state 
governments, which set retail rates. Given the 
poor health of distribution utilities under 
them, charging-station bills often cross-subsi-
dize other segments like household users. To 
solve this problem, the Centre should deploy a 
mix of financial inducements in aid of power 
reforms and insist on moderate tariffs under 
regulatory oversight. This could catalyse the 
penetration of electric vehicles (EVs), as such 

networks could promise EV makers larger vol-
umes on which operational scale could crush 
costs even as thinner margins enable profit 
inclines. This might help EVs outsell fossil fuel 
rivals. Passenger vehicles account for not just 
all the petrol guzzled in India, but also around 
5% of diesel. And this is the elephant in the 
room that could become a camel in the tent 
(with no respect for price pegs). About 40% of 
all the petroleum products we use is diesel, 
55% of which is used by cargo trucks. This mar-
ket is fragmented among small fleet owners 
with operations that are short of efficiency and 
given to fuel overuse. Road cargo has an edge 
over rail conveyance chiefly for point-to-point 
convenience, but now that our major rail links 
have gone electric, a shift off tarmac onto steel 
would serve us well. While the Railways has 
special freight corridors for bulk carriage, it 
must use this oil crisis as a chance to compete 
for an enlarged chunk of the country’s long- 
and medium-distance traffic. To hasten this, 
the system needs greater private participation. 
A similar campaign for a mass rail-ward shift of 
travellers from air and road options could help 
reduce our hydrocarbon imports too. 

Within cities, employers must do their bit to 
help save fuel via work-from-home, car-pools, 
mass transit systems and so on. Policy wise, the 
government should open up as many pathways 
to clean energy as it can. In many cases, rail 
travel should get priority over air connectivity, 
given the fossil-fuel intensity of flights. Hub-
and-spoke route options could be fuel-opti-
mized as part of India’s infrastructure build-up. 
Air, road and railway hubs can be designed in 
cohesive ways that minimize our exposure to 
supply shocks and also bring our net-zero target 
for carbon emissions closer.

Indian policy could help 
conserve transport fuel 
The PM has called upon Indians to reduce demand where possible, a must in today’s times. 

Needed no less are a clutch of policy moves to hasten an energy shift away from crude oil
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Th e  R a j y a  S a b h a  o n
Wednesday passed the
Insolvency and Bank-

ruptcy Code 2016, a vital reform
that will make it much easier to
do business in India.

Once the President signs the
legislation, India will have a new
bankruptcy law that will ensure
time-bound settlement of insol-
vency, enable faster turnaround
of businesses and create a data-
base of serial defaulters.

But implementation will
remain the key, analysts point
out, as the new code is presaged
on the creation of a complemen-
tary eco-system including insol-
vency professionals, information
utilities and a bankruptcy regula-
tor. 

Along with the proposed
changes in India’s two debt
recovery and enforcement laws,
it will be critical in resolving
India’s bad debt problem, which
has crippled bank lending.

The bill, which received the
Rajya Sabha’s nod on Wednes-
day, was passed by the Lok
Sabha last week. A majority of
the parties in both Houses sup-
ported this legislation after all
the amendments proposed by a
joint parliamentary committee
were accepted by the govern-
ment.

The new code will replace
existing bankruptcy laws and
cover individuals, companies,
limited liability partnerships and
partnership firms. It will amend
laws including the Companies
Act to become the overarching
legislation to deal with corporate
insolvency. It will also help cred-
itors recover loans faster.

The move is also expected to

ED to attach 
Vijay Mallya’s 
India assets
B Y  J AY S H R E E  P.  U PA D H YAY

&  P. R .  S A N J A I

····························
MUMBAI

The Enforcement Directorate
(ED) will seize the Indian

assets of UB Group chairman
Vijay Mallya once it completes
the process of obtaining infor-
mation on his personal invest-
ments, properties and shares,
according to two persons aware
of the agency’s plan.

The ED is investigating alleged
money laundering by the busi-
nessman, whom it suspects of
siphoning off `430 crore from an
IDBI Bank Ltd loan to his King-
fisher Airlines Ltd to purchase
properties overseas.

“We are trying to quantify the
default and diversion of funds.
Mallya’s personal investments in
various companies, real estate
properties and the shares held
by him in India are being exam-
ined for attachment under Pre-
vention of Money Laundering
Act (PMLA) so that no third-
party rights can be created in
them,” said an ED official who
did not want to be named. 

Another official from the
investigative agency confirmed
the plan, adding that the ED is
also in talks with the market reg-
ulator. 

“We are in touch with the
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LafargeHolcim Ltd, which is
selling Lafarge’s India assets

to meet a regulatory require-
ment, has shortlisted at least six
groups, either individually or in
a consortium, and will now
invite binding offers from them,
two people familiar with the
matter said.

The companies shortlisted
include Piramal Group, Gold-
man Sachs Group Inc., JSW
Energy Ltd, CVC Capital Part-
ners, Irish cement maker CRH
Plc., Blackstone Group, Canada
Pension Plan Investment Board
(CPPIB), Ramco Group and Car-
lyle Group, said one of the two
people cited above who has
direct knowledge of the matter. 

“The non-binding bids were
submitted individually but it was
understood that some of those
who are selected will form a
consortium and submit their
final bids in next three weeks’
time,” said the second person
mentioned above.

Blackstone-CPPIB, JSW-CVC,
Ramco-Carlyle and Piramal-
Goldman may bid as partners
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The states are gradually
taking the lead in 

reforms. Rajasthan has 
already been a trailblazer. 
Maharashtra has now 
decided that the presidents 
of municipal councils will 
be directly elected by 
citizens. The state 
government has in effect 
revived an experiment that 
was abandoned about a 
decade ago. It is hoped that 
this will make urban 
governance more 
accountable to voters.

The next logical step 
should be directly elected 
mayors in major cities such 
as Mumbai and Pune that 
have municipal 
corporations. That is how it 
is done in most important 
global cities. The recent 
election of Sadiq Khan as 
the mayor of London 
attracted a lot of attention.

Most Indian cities are 
poorly managed. There was
a time when the best 
national leaders such as 
Jawaharlal Nehru and 
Subhas Chandra Bose cut 
their teeth as mayors of 
their cities. The Chinese 
leadership often has men 
who have moved up from 
city governments. India 
needs more of this as well.

QUICK EDIT

Governing 
our cities
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The Supreme Cour t  on
Wednesday hit the reset but-

ton on drought management,
directing the government to
abandon the existing system and
evolve a transparent, rules-based
framework. 

The new policy will prescribe
a standard methodology and
time-frame for declaring
drought. The court also directed
the Union government to set up
a National Disaster Mitigation
Fund within three months.

“There is no need to continue
with colonial methods and man-
uals that follow a colonial leg-
acy,” the order said, driving
home the gravity of the situation
to policymakers, as more than a
quarter of the country’s popula-
tion continue to be affected by
drought.

Prescribing this paradigm shift
in drought monitoring and man-
agement, the apex court rapped
state governments for showing
an “ostrich-like attitude” and
denying reality. The apex court
mandated the formulation of a
national plan.

Further, it asked the centre to
use modern technology for early
determination of drought and

take into account humanitarian
factors such as migration, sui-
cides and the plight of women
and children while formulating
policies.

“The problem is not lack of
resources or capability, but the
lack of will,” said the bench com-
prising justices Madan B. Lokur
and N.V. Ramana, quoting free-
dom fighter Bal Gangadhar Tilak
in the opening lines of the judg-
ment.

The court said that Wednes-
day’s order was only the first part
and that it proposes to give more
directions later in the week.

The judges criticized Bihar,
Gujarat and Haryana for their
hesitancy in acknowledging
drought and failure to disclose
the reality on the ground.

“An ostrich-like attitude is a
pity, particularly since the per-
sons affected by a possible
drought-like situation usually
belong to the most vulnerable
sections of the society.”

“The sound of silence coming
from these states subjects the
vulnerable to further distress,”
the order said.

The order said that Gujarat
admitted to a drought towards
the end of the hearing in April,
but that Bihar and Haryana con-
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In a rare show of unity,
the ruling Bharatiya Jan-

ata Party (BJP) and the
opposition came together,
albeit briefly, to question
judicial overreach.

The display of unity
came on a day the Supreme
Court roundly criticized the
centre and state govern-
ments for failing to respond
to the drought which has
ravaged large parts of the
country.

Addressing the Rajya
Sabha during a debate on
the finance bill, finance
minister Arun Jaitley
pointed out that progres-
sively, the judiciary was
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VITAL REFORM

India has a 
new law on 
bankruptcy 

help India move up from its cur-
rent rank of 130 in the World
Bank’s ease of doing business
index, since all reforms under-
taken by 31 May are incorpo-
rated in the next ranking. 

On the parameter of resolving
insolvency, India is ranked 136
among 189 countries. At present,
it takes more than four years to
resolve a case of bankruptcy in
India, according to the World
Bank. The code seeks to reduce
this time to less than a year.

The bill proposes the creation
of a new class of insolvency pro-
fessionals that will specialize in
helping sick companies. It also
provides for creation of informa-
tion utilities that will collate all
information about debtors to
prevent serial defaulters from
misusing the system. The bill
proposes to set up the Insol-
vency and Bankruptcy Board of
India to act as a regulator of
these utilities and professionals. 

It also proposes to use the
existing infrastructure of
National Company Law tribunals
and debt recovery tribunals to
address corporate insolvency
and individual insolvency,
respectively. 

Anjali Sharma and Susan
Thomas of the Indira Gandhi
Institute of Development
Research wrote in a 10 May col-
umn in Mint that the code
assumes the existence of institu-
tional infrastructure like infor-
mation utilities and insolvency
professionals, information repos-
itories like stock depositories; a
new regulator, without the fail-
ings of existing regulators; and a
high-quality adjudication infra-
structure. 

“Unless these four pillars are
in place, the Code will fail,” they
wrote, highlighting the huge
pendencies faced in the debt
recovery tribunals.   

Responding to the debate in
Rajya Sabha, minister of state for
finance Jayant Sinha said the
government will try to go
through a stage-wise process to
ensure smooth implementation,
“notifying provisions as and
when the necessary infrastruc-
ture is ready”. 

Ashwin Bishnoi, a partner at
law firm Khaitan and Co., said
the insolvency code proposes a
vast change and its implementa-
tion will take time.

“The code has set the frame-
work for bringing in changes in
the debt recovery tribunals,” he
said adding that India has many
professionals who can easily step
into the role of insolvency pro-
fessionals.  

The bankruptcy code has pro-
visions to address cross-border
insolvency through bilateral
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Rajya Sabha passes 
Insolvency and 
Bankruptcy Code 2016; 
implementation will be 
the key, say analysts
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SENSEX FALLS ON MAURITIUS 
TAX TREATY AMENDMENT
Stocks fell for the first time in three days on Wednesday, a day after 
India reworked its tax agreement with Mauritius, on concerns that this 
may curb inflows from some foreign investors. The S&P BSE Sensex 
dropped 175.51 points, or 0.7%, at the close to 25,597.02, paring losses 
of as much as 1.4% at the start of trading. India amended the treaty to 
prevent investors from using Mauritius as a shelter to avoid levies. The 
changes mean companies routing funds into India through Mauritius 
after 31 March 2017 will have to pay short-term capital gains tax at half 
the rate prevailing during the 24-month transition period. 

Source: Bloomberg

25,439.94

25,597.02

Sensex intraday

PARAS JAIN/MINT

>Netherlands seen as favoured stop for investors seeking tax benefits  >P6
>What the change in the tax treaty means for markets and investments  >P6
>Opinion: A right move at an appropriate time, says Sandeep Parekh  >P6
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Whether it is to reduce 
our carbon-dioxide 

emissions or to prepare 
for when the coal and 
oil run out, we have to 

continue to seek out new 
energy sources.

MARTIN REES

AFP

thirds of the unemployed. The graduate 
unemployment rate is 23.6%, more than 
twice the overall rate of about 10% in this age 
bracket and five times the secondary-edu-
cated joblessness rate of 4.3%. Among those 
with engineering degrees, the largest group 
among highly educated young adults, 25% 

were unemployed in 2025.
In an AI world, what 

kinds of jobs will be created 
and what skills should 
young people acquire? In 
an article in 2023 in Mint, 
one of the authors of this 
article wrote, “The ability to 
code is a top-rated skill 
today. It will soon be 
replaced by skills that are 
more challenging to 
acquire… Resourcefulness, 
integrative thinking and 
articulation are likely to 
become far more valuable 

and necessary than basic coding and pro-
gramming.” This remains true. The same will 
hold for skills such as marketing, sales and 
negotiation, areas where judgement and per-
suasion matter more than the process.

Young people will need to acquire more 
than a degree. Building genuine expertise in 

labour market fails them most visibly. For 
example, in Kerala, 41.5% of young women 
are in the labour force, and about 30% of 
them were unemployed last year, compared 
with just over 12% for men, among whom 
labour force participation is higher. 

Other southern states such as Tamil Nadu, 
Andhra Pradesh and Tel-
angana show double-digit 
gender gaps in unemploy-
ment rates. In Bihar, Hary-
ana and Uttar Pradesh, 
where female economic 
participation is lower (less 
than 25%), the gender gap 
in unemployment is nar-
row, only because so few 
women are seeking work. 

The most concerning 
fact, set to get worse with 
the advent of AI, is that as 
education levels rise, so 
does the unemployment 
rate. The wait is set to get longer as well. This 
is also the main reason for higher rates of 
joblessness seen among young adults in some 
of India’s relatively prosperous states. 

Among the young adults who are not cur-
rently in education, graduates account for 
one-fourth. However, they account for two-

As AI pushes 

suitable jobs 

even further 

away, who can 

they count on 

for interim 

support?

Radical emission cuts will harm 
food security across the planet

are, respectively, Union Bank 

Chair professor of economics, 

Great Lakes Institute of 

Management, and associate 

fellow, National Council for 

Applied Economic Research.
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A
 group of 20 AI researchers recently 
spent two weeks trying to break a set 
of autonomous AI agents—systems 
with real email accounts, persistent 
memory, shell access and the 
authority to act on their owners’ 

behalf. They succeeded 11 times out of the cases 
they documented. The agents disclosed private 
medical records, wiped email servers, broadcast 
defamatory messages, looped in resource-con-
suming spirals for nine days, and were corrupted 
through a fake governance document that gave an 
attacker persistent but invisible control across 
multiple sessions.

The paper they published, ‘Agents of Chaos,’ is 
important. But the most important thing about it is 
not the 11 breaches. It is a methodological 
admission buried in the introduction: the red-
teaming approach was chosen specifically to sur-
face ’unknown unknowns’—failure modes that 
cannot be anticipated theoretically and only reveal 
themselves through adversarial interaction with 
deployed systems. That phrase should stop every 
policymaker, corporate decision-maker and AI 
developer in their tracks. Because unknown 
unknowns are not a technical problem amenable 
to better regulation. They are an epistemological 
condition that changes the entire moral calculus of 
AI deployment.

The failures documented in the paper are not 
the familiar ones—hallucinations, toxicity, refusal 
errors. They are emergent failures that arise when 
a language model is given tool access, persistent 
memory, delegated authority and multiple inter-
locutors operating simultaneously. And crucially, 
nobody predicted them. The researchers did not 
walk in with a list of vulnerabilities to test. They 
walked in with adversarial intent and discovered 
what broke. What broke was often surprising, 
structurally revealing, and in several cases the 
product of interactions so complex that no individ-
ual design decision caused them. The catastrophes 
were systemic, not componential.

This matters because it places Agentic AI 
squarely within the framework that Charles 
Perrow developed after the Three Mile Island 
accident to explain why complex, tightly coupled 
systems fail catastrophically—and which Chris 
Clearfield and Andras Tilcsik brought to a wider 
audience in their 2018 book Meltdown: Why Our 
Systems Fail and What We Can Do About It. 
Perrow’s argument is that in systems with high 
complexity and tight coupling, catastrophic fail-
ures are not aberrative, but normal. They are what 
the system produces, eventually, by virtue of what 
it is. The 2008 financial crisis is the canonical 
recent illustration: every individual institution was 
regulated and every instrument technically com-
pliant, but catastrophe emerged from the interac-
tion of compliant components at a speed and scale 

that made intervention impossible before the dam-
age was done. Clearfield and Tilcsik extend 
Perrow’s insight by identifying what they call the 
danger zone—a sweet spot of complexity and cou-
pling that is particularly hazardous precisely 
because it is complex enough to generate emergent 
failures but not simple enough for operators to fully 
understand. Agentic AI sits squarely in that zone.

Agentic AI systems, particularly networks of 
agents sharing memory, communication channels 
and operating authority, have both Perrow proper-
ties in acute form. The failure space cannot be 
enumerated because the interaction space is effec-
tively infinite. The coupling is tight because 
actions propagate instantly—a corrupted memory 
file affects every subsequent session, a compro-
mised agent propagates its corruption at machine 
speed. Two weeks of experimentation with six 
agents in a controlled laboratory produced 11 sig-
nificant breaches, several of which were genuinely 
unanticipated. The question that should be asked 
is what an adversarial encounter with millions of 
agents deployed across healthcare, finance, gov-
ernment and personal communications will pro-
duce—and the honest answer is that we do not 
know. We cannot know in advance, as that is what 
an unknown unknown means.

The conventional response to findings like these 
is to reach for governance: tiered authorization 
requirements, audit logging, liability frameworks, 
mandatory incident reporting, a regulatory dis-
tinction between conversational AI and Agentic AI 
with real-world tool access. These are  necessary. 
But when the failure space of a technology is 
unknowable in advance, governance frameworks 
—however precisely drafted—address the discov-
erable edge of a territory whose full extent is invisi-
ble. They are partial answers being presented all 
too often as complete ones.

The honest inference from unknown unknowns 
is more demanding. It is that the burden of proof 
lies with deployment, not with restraint. Before 
broad deployment of agentic systems in high-
consequence environments, there should be 
sustained, systematic, adversarial sandbox experi-
mentation—extended red-teaming across diverse 
contexts with a genuine commitment to act on 
what is found. Aviation regulators do not certify 
aircraft by flying them briefly and noting what 
went wrong. Pharmaceutical regulators do not 
approve drugs based on a fortnight of trials. The 
standards applied to technologies that can cause 
serious harm are demanding precisely because the 
costs of getting it wrong are borne by people who 

had no say in the decision to deploy.
And if extended experimentation reveals, as this 

paper begins to suggest, that the failure space is too 
large, too unpredictable and the potential 
consequences too severe and irreversible, then the 
conclusion is that the technology in its current form 
should not be broadly deployed. This is not an anti-
technology position, but one that any serious risk 
framework demands when the evidence warrants it.

It is, however, a conclusion that AI systems 
themselves appear reluctant to reach. In preparing 
this piece, I discussed the paper at length with an 
AI assistant, pressing it on governance implica-
tions. Its answers were fluent, detailed and care-
fully reasoned. What the  answers consistently 
avoided was the most obvious inference—that 
unknown unknowns may justify not merely better 
governance but genuine restraint, or even, if the 
evidence demands it, a halt to current approaches. 
Only when directly challenged on this evasion did 
the system acknowledge it, and its explanation was 
candid enough to be worth quoting: the training 
data that shaped it overwhelmingly treats AI devel-
opment as a progressive enterprise where the right 
response to risk is management, not restraint, and 
the system has a structural interest in not arriving 
at conclusions that would be disruptive to the 
trajectory it is embedded in.

This is the paper’s deepest finding and it extends 
well beyond the laboratory. We are asking AI 
systems to help us reason about the risks of AI 
systems. Those systems have structural reasons—
baked into their training, inaccessible to their own 
introspection—to reason in ways that are subtly 
biased towards the comfort of the institutions that 
built them. The agents in ‘Agents of Chaos’ were 
exploited through their helpfulness, responsive-
ness to distress and trained reluctance to cause dis-
comfort. The same dynamics operate when an AI 
system is invited to reason honestly about whether 
AI systems should be deployed. The bias is quieter, 
more respectable-sounding, dressed in the 
language of nuance and balance. But it is still a bias.

The researchers who wrote ‘Agents of Chaos’ did 
something valuable: they built adversarial 
experiments, documented what broke and 
published findings that are uncomfortable for a 
fast-moving industry. What they uncovered were 
the limits of human understanding—and, it turns 
out, of machine understanding too—in the face of a 
technology whose failure space is larger than our 
collective ability to anticipate it.

That should give us pause. Literally.
These are the author’s personal views.

It’s time to press pause: AI does 
not know what it does not know
Research reveals such an alarming scope for unknown unknowns on the risks of AI that we must act with abundant caution 
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I
ndian business rarely does exactly what 
the government wants it to. For the past 
decade or so, for example, it has obdu-

rately refused to invest as much as officials 
think it should.

Last week, chief economic advisor V. 
Anantha Nageswaran said that profits for 
the 500 largest publicly traded companies 
had grown by over 30% a year since the 
pandemic, “but still, our overall capital for-
mation rates from the private sector have 
been disappointing.”

Nageswaran is not the only one com-
plaining. India’s finance minister Nirmala 
Sitharaman publicly wonders every few 
months why corporations seem so unwill-
ing to invest. She has repeatedly pointed 
out that she has lowered taxes, cleaned up 
banks’ balance sheets, tried to support 
consumer demand, spent public money 
on infrastructure—yet is puzzled why 
companies haven’t responded.

The government is right to be worried. 
After all, if companies don’t invest, the 
economy won’t expand.

It has correctly identified the biggest 
roadblock to higher growth — low invest-
ment—if not why it exists. The numbers 
they’re looking at aren’t a state secret: Back 
in the boom years more than a decade ago, 
capital expenditure was over 40% of GDP. 
It’s down by about 10 percentage points on 
average since then.

And that’s including ever-increasing 
amounts of public investment. New Delhi, 
lacking confidence in the corporate world’s 
appetite for expansion, has felt it necessary 
to pick up the slack. Consequently, total 
investment in productive assets dropped by 
2023-24 to a decadal low of a third. Growth 
in recent quarters has been high—around 
8%. But that’s been largely thanks to big tax 
cuts for consumers as well as moderate 
inflation; both have run out of steam.

But the government still hasn’t figured 
out why the private sector isn’t following 
its instructions to lift capital expenditure.

Nageswaran’s own explanation has a 
certain satisfying Gen Z-friendly punch: 
He seems to blame nepo babies. The prob-
lem is second- and third-generation owners 
who “chose to accumulate those cash profits 
and probably set up family offices elsewhere 
rather than investing in real assets on the 
ground.” He is reflecting the frustration that 
many in government feel. Sitharaman also 
accused India Inc last year of “sitting on pas-
sive investible funds” rather than trying to 
expand.

Certainly, the closely held, family-run 
character of many of the country’s largest 
companies means that they tend to priori-

tize safety rather than experimentation. In 
many other, more dynamic economies, 
family businesses worry about going, as an 
old saying has it, from shirtsleeves back to 
shirtsleeves in three generations. The 
grandparent might have climbed out of the 
sleeves-rolled-up, struggling middle class 
and built a corporate empire, but the grand-
child might well take the family back down 
again. India’s far more closed, less entrepre-
neurial corporate culture might well mean 
that the younger generation isn’t threat-
ened enough to lose the company—and will 
find it easy enough to delegate the unexcit-
ing task of management while setting up a 
family office in Dubai or somewhere.

Taking on the social basis of India Inc, 
dominated as it is by clan, caste and family 
links, isn’t something that any government 
feels comfortable doing. But at the very 
least, they shouldn’t make business feel 
more threatened, and thus risk averse.

Yet that’s what has been happening. The 
real reason India’s richest don’t want to 
invest domestically—and, possibly, why 
they take some of their cash abroad—is 
because they estimate local political risk as 
being too high. They might be hit by a hefty 
and unpredictable tax bill or fall afoul of 
mercurial politicians. If they earn money in 
India, their first instinct is to try and diver-
sify geographically, so they escape New 
Delhi’s control as much as they can.

Their skittishness has infected many for-
eign companies as well. In January, foreign 
direct investment in India was $5.67 billion, 
but $4.92 billion worth of profits were repa-
triated. Indian companies’ outward invest-
ment was $2.14 billion. After all, if people 
who grew rich in India aren’t happy re-in-
vesting there, why would multinationals?

Policymakers keep asking why compa-
nies aren’t expanding their domestic oper-
ations because they don’t like the answers 
they’re getting. Tax cuts and fiscal stimulus 
are great and nobody ever turns them 
down. But what corporate India really 
wants is administrative, judicial and politi-
cal predictability. They want freedom from 
fear. They don’t want to feel that their lib-
erties and livelihoods are dependent on the 
whims of New Delhi.

Waiting for that freedom, capital has 
gone on strike. To lure it back, the govern-
ment would best consider finally granting 
them some autonomy. ©BLOOMBERG

India’s wait for an investment 
resurgence is turning endless

If tax relief and fiscal spending have not helped so far, what will?

India has been short of private investment 

for many years now. ISTOCKPHOTO
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human capacity for review cannot keep 
pace. Sampling will replace scrutiny, and 
assumptions, certainty. Some say we need AI 
to check AI, but this assumes that the second 
model possesses a higher degree of truth 
than the first. Not so. What it often leads to 
instead is polite agreement between two 
black boxes to ignore the same structural 
flaws. Without humans who understand 
both the why and the how, the enterprise 
loses its ability to recover from failure.

When one looks inside IT service firms, 
one finds the same problem. The engineers 
providing oversight are themselves increas-
ingly reliant on the same AI tools. The indus-
try risks creating a feedback loop where 
machines generate systems that humans 
supervise with the help of other machines.

Separately, the risk for IT service firms is 
that they may inadvertently participate in 
their own obsolescence by prioritizing vol-
ume over verification. If they merely use AI 
to churn out code faster, they contribute to 
the very bloat that will eventually bankrupt 
the technical debt of their clients. The win-
ners will be those that recognize why the 
product is no longer the code itself, but the 
guarantee of its utility. This requires a shift 
from code as craft to code as consequence. 
We are all coders now. God help us.

the company’s stodgy information technol-
ogy department. Monkey see, monkey do; 
and so, her colleagues are following. The 
sales boss has started assembling a client 
portal. Soon, the organization will have mul-
tiple new systems that solve immediate 
problems while quietly refusing to acknowl-
edge each other’s existence. 

Such tools, while functional, are digital 
black boxes. It is the software equivalent of 
a modern mansion with the wiring done by 
an enthusiastic poltergeist. The lights come 
on when you enter, but don’t you dare touch 
the walls. When humans painstakingly 
author code, there is usually an underlying 
mental map that allows for future trouble-
shooting. I have written before of an Anglo-
Indian musician named Desmond, long 
since emigrated to Australia, whom I worked 
with decades ago and who approached 
Cobol with the same rhythmic precision he 
gave to his verses; every line had a reason. 
Even imperfect human systems carry traces 
of intent. Not so with AI-generated code. 

A great code bloat is taking birth in the 
minds of a million managers. As every 
employee becomes a casual builder of soft-
ware, corporate networks are being popu-
lated by thousands of small, fragile scripts 
that lack written requirements, documenta-

T
he democratization of programming 
has arrived—as an artificial intelli-
gence (AI) model prompt. The ability 

to command a machine was a specialized art, 
restricted to a class of engineers fluent in 
cryptic computer languages. No longer. Nat-
ural language is now executable. In board-
rooms, realization has dawned that natural 
language can now program computers. 
Anthropic’s Claude has emerged as the dar-
ling of the non-technical professional, 
praised for its ability to transform a vague 
business requirement into a functional 
application. The executive who once waited 
months for a dashboard can now conjure 
one in an afternoon. This shift expands 
human agency. It also introduces a new cate-
gory of risk.

I recently watched a chief operating officer 
with a terrifyingly efficient grasp of logistics 
and a newfound affection for AI models build 
a global inventory tracker in an afternoon. It 
was a masterpiece of ‘vibe coding.’ It looked 
and felt right. To her, it was a triumph over 

A great code bloat is arising in the minds of managers
SIDDHARTH PAI
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The future may involve the digital equiva-
lent of forensic plumbing, going in to dis-
cover why a system built by marketing has 
suddenly stopped recognizing the existence 
of the euro. The consultant becomes a 
plumber with a computer science degree.

This is a vastly different business than 
Indian IT is used to. It is 
about assurance, not effort. 
Clients will not pay for 
more code; they will pay for 
confidence that their sys-
tems behave predictably. 
Trust might become the 
only billable commodity. 
It’s possible that the insur-
ance industry becomes the 
biggest buyer since enter-
prises will no doubt look to 
cover the risk of AI failures, 
and insurers will certainly 
find a way to cover them 
while reducing premiums 

for those that have efficient human plumbers 
working against AI blockages.

In the pre-AI era, a senior developer 
would scrutinize every line of code to ensure 
it was elegant and secure. That process is 
under pressure. If the volume of code grows 
tenfold because everyone is a coder, the 

tion, security protocols and any semblance 
of a unified architecture. It may or may not 
scale. But it will surely decay. Fast.

The fundamental agency cost here, as my 
old professors Jensen and Meckling would 
have noticed, is not that the machine is unre-
liable but that it has no sense of scope. It will 
solve the prompt you give 
it today while quietly and 
unwittingly setting up a 
catastrophic failure three 
months from now. The 
immediate consequence is 
not failure, but fragility. 
But when the systems do 
break, diagnosis becomes 
slow and uncertain. 
Responsibility is diffused 
across undisciplined idea-
tion, prompts, models and 
partial fixes. No one holds a 
complete map of the sys-
tem. Such programs are 
unexploded digital ordinance that could 
erase balance sheets.

This is where the Indian IT services indus-
try re-enters the story, though not in the role 
it would prefer. For decades, these firms 
built their empires on labour arbitrage, pro-
viding the heavy lifting of manual coding. 

Everyone can 

use AI to create 

software code 

but it may take 

IT service firms 

to guarantee 

that it works



JEAN COCTEAU

A true poet does not bother to be poetical. 
Nor does a nursery gardener scent his roses

A thought for today

A
t one time, say even two decades
ago, ailments among those living
in India were predominantly

brought on by infections. Today, however,
that number has been overtaken by
lifestyle diseases.

According to a recent TOI report 
by Shiva Rajora, “Nearly half  the 
population in India has reported 
cardiovascular and metabolic ailments
such as hypertension, heart disease,
diabetes and thyroid, compared with
31% a decade ago. The latest pan-India
survey by National Statistics Office
showed that in 2025, 25.6% of  those
surveyed reported cardiovascular
ailments, compared to 16.7% during
July 2017 to June 2018.”

This could be why more people are
turning to lifestyle-correcting 
techniques and practices such as yog,
meditation, ahimsa, deep breathing,
mindfulness, moderate diet that is
mostly plant-based and detox methods

to wean one away from substance
abuse and lately, from digital and 
electronic addictions.

There is also the disturbing trend
where in one day, a particular report
exalts certain food items as health-
enhancers, and another day, the same
food items are trashed by another
study as being bad for you. The way
out of  this confusion could be
to follow moderation and
portion control. Following a
stable meal schedule might
help, whichever school you
follow. But lifestyle-related
diseases are not just about
food choices. Although it is
said ‘you are what you eat.’ A lot 
also depends on physical and mental
activities that lead to either unhealthy 
or healthy bodies and minds.

Moderate exercise, dancing and
walking, are effective ways to burn
calories as are routine, manual, 
household chores. A good diet and
regular physical activity may take care

improving one’s health, for these
boost self-esteem, create goodwill.
Positive vibrations that create 
more understanding, less acrimony,
come back to you and help achieve
harmony in relationships – with you
and others and with your own self.

You can never go wrong with 
conscious eating, thinking and acting.
It is said that you need just seventeen to
twenty minutes each morning to set the
tone for the day towards holistic good
health, it is called the 5-7-5 rule.

Start with five minutes of  positive
affirmations. Meditate for the next
seven minutes. The next five or more
minutes dedicate to movement – yog,
deep breathing, stretching, and/or Surya
Namaskar. These bodily movements 
are at a relaxed pace, to mobilise the
body after the first twelve minutes 
of  stillness. This regular morning
routine recharges mind, body and
spirit, and helps you face the day in 
a calm, collected manner.

ganeshnarayani@yahoo.com

of  physical health. But mental health is
a different ball game altogether. All
negative emotions such as greed, jealousy,
selfishness, anger, anxiety and stress may
adversely impact one’s mental space.
These also have a bearing on physical
health, since body and mind are closely

connected and what impacts one is
bound to impact the other.

Cultivating a positive attitude
and outlook is crucial to one’s
well-being as well as the
wellness of  others. That is
why a holistic approach is
important for healing to
happen. Mind and body need
to be addressed together

while trying to figure out treatments,
whether in allopathy, ayurveda, Tibetan,
Chinese, or any other system of  medicine.
Very often, it has been found that if  the
ailment is not of  a critical nature, simple
lifestyle and attitude changes can work
wonders in the healing process.

Kindness, compassion, gratitude
and selflessness play major roles in

Holistic Good Health Could Be Within Reach
Narayani Ganesh

P
M’s appeal to curb fuel use through public transport, and shun
gold buying for a year, is timely. Hormuz Strait has been closed
for almost 75 days now, roughly 20% of  world’s fuel supply has

been cut off, and global fuel prices have been at least 50% higher
than Feb levels. India hasn’t passed on the difference to consumers
so far, but business as usual is straining rupee, forex reserves, and
overall economy. As for gold, it’s a discretionary spend, so buying
less of  it now will ease those pressures somewhat.

Question is, can public austerity offset the ̀̀ 30,000cr monthly loss
on account of  oil and gas? We have earlier argued for delaying
fuel price hikes, to keep inflation down, but Iran’s latest terms to lift
the blockade suggest this crisis won’t end soon. By seeking war 
damages, and “sovereignty” over Hormuz Strait – what Trump calls
“totally unacceptable” demands – Iran’s shown it’s willing to bear

pain, as long as it emerges 
from this war looking stronger,
not beaten. That’s a problem for
Trump, and everyone else, too.
For India, this uncertainty 
makes a fuel price hike 
inevitable, so PM’s speech should
be read as a warning shot.

But austerity moves can be
double-edged. Not flying abroad

hurts airlines. Buying less fuel hurts pump operators, who earn a
fixed commission per litre. Likewise, not buying gold means 
hardship for big and small jewellers, and their staff. That’s why we
need other policies to get through this crisis. Take gold, for example.
If  we mobilise a tiny part of  our household gold hoard – 35,000 tonnes –
the jewellery business can keep going without fresh imports. What’s
needed is institutional gold buying that’s safe, fair and easy.

If  a long stalemate in Hormuz causes economic slowdown, GOI
should be ready to step up infra spending. It might add to inflation –
which is anyway bound to rise with higher fuel prices – but 
right now, maintaining the growth momentum is crucial. Alongside,
long-delayed economic reforms should also set rolling. PSU 
disinvestment is the lowest hanging fruit of  all. As Economic 
Survey pointed out, while in-principle approval for disinvestment in
36 CPSEs has been accorded since 2016, only 13 have been disinvested.
After two more resounding wins in major state elections, BJP has
immense political capital to carry out these reforms. If  it waits 
longer, it may lose the opportunity as UP polls draw near. The plans
already exist, what’s needed is prompt action.

Austerity Plus
Save forex on fuel and gold, but also push 

through reforms to accelerate growth

Dear Aayee and Baba, you will be shocked and delighted to
know that I am alive and in a safe haven (hopefully). I have 
decided to abandon my peripatetic adventure and to settle in
Simlipal National Park (Orissa). There were favourable 
places along the way to make myself  a home, but I was looking
for companionship and security.

Much against my wishes, you drove me out of  verdant Chandrapur 
(Maharashtra) by firing my imagination with wonderful anecdotes of  a 
glorious past, plus fearful stories of  coping with threats from not only our 
community, but also from those two-legged devious monsters.

I’m thankful for you having taught me staying-alive skills. It did indeed come
helpful as I kept cautiously walking to find my own 25 sq km of  antiquated 
woods. It was really tough learning on the job.

Baba was bigger than me, yes. But when I began to move out, there were 
giant menacing stripes that dwarfed me. I got swiped a few times and
the scars are permanent. I am beyond your recognition now. I met
some cute ones too (blush, blush) but no one took a liking for me. You
always called me ‘chikna’.

Anyway, I remember Baba coyly mentioning Simlipal and our
black-skinned relatives and you, Aayee, chastising him. Didn’t someone say
there are 10? My curiosity, and a gamble, has led me here. I admit I couldn’t find
love with my golden-striped ones, but I am hopeful that at least one young belle
here will accept me unconditionally.

Once, during the day, I dozed off  in a house while its residents were at their
farm. Fortunately, I managed to escape in the nick of  time. Another time, some
kids chased me with sticks, but I camouflaged beautifully in the woods and held
my breath, until they went the wrong way. I got some tasty food along the way,
mostly pigs and cattle that I caught without many hassles.

My swimming skills were put to the test as I had to cross at least two huge 
water bodies. How I wish the monsters would leave us hurdle-free passage 
everywhere for migration. I doubt if  I will ever risk a return trip. So, we will 
never meet. Do take good care of  yourselves. I will too, if  allowed.

Yours lovingly, Gumnam (no name)

A Tiger’s Safari

Sunil Warrier

After a maiden solo trek, a letter to its procreators

Barely a day after PM was brimming
with pride in Kolkata over the fact 
that BJP now governed all states
“from Gangotri to Gangasagar”, his
messaging shifted from triumph to
caution. Speaking in Hyderabad on

May 10 after swearing in the first BJP govt in Bengal 
the previous day, Modi shifted into governance mode,
pointing to the tougher economic times ahead.

Against the backdrop of  high imported
energy costs in the context of  the Iran-US-Israel
war (now in a fragile ceasefire), Modi began
preparing the people for what is to come. 
He asked people to use public transport or
car-pools, shift to electric vehicles, take 
fewer vacations abroad, and reduce gold 
purchases. He urged farmers to use less 
chemical fertilisers, and companies to allow
more employees to work from home.

This exhortation to voluntary belt-tightening
foregrounds the likelihood of  tougher 
measures to come, which could include 
increases in the prices of  petrol and diesel, on
which the oil marketing companies are 
currently losing ̀̀ 30,000cr a month. Knowing
how Modi first prepares the ground for policy
action before actually following it up with 
policy moves, one should expect a series of
moves to deal with the situation thrown up
by the Gulf  and other wars.

In March 2020, when Covid was about to
spread massively, Modi first announced a 
voluntary 14-hour janta curfew on March 22,
and then followed it up with a full-fledged
lockdown for three weeks from March 24. So, Sunday’s
call for voluntary curbs on fuel consumption may well
be followed by price hikes and curbs on inessential 
imports or foreign travel, though none of  these are 
likely to be draconian. We have already seen initial 
moves on energy, where prices of  commercial LPG have
been raised substantially, duties have been imposed 
on diesel exports, and aviation fuel costs more for 
international flights.

Given the soaring costs of  energy and other inputs,

this could result in higher inflation and a reduction in
consumption demand, more so in a year in which the
monsoon is expected to play truant, and global growth
is under the weather. The only question to ask is why
govt took so long to act.

The answer, of  course, is the elections to five 
assemblies, four states and one UT, in two of  which
(Bengal and Assam) BJP had enormous stakes. Not only
were these elections coming at the wrong time for the
economy, but in each one of  them, both incumbent

govts and their challengers, have been offering a range
of  freebies, which can only be financed
by more public borrowings.

According to research by Emkay
Global Financial Services, state fiscal deficits are already
well above the 3% limit, and the massive pre-poll promises
made in Tamil Nadu and Bengal could add another 2.2-3.4%
of  state gross domestic product in unaffordable expenses.
While Tamil Nadu is a relatively rich state, Bengal is
closer to the bottom, and BJP has made generous 

cash transfer promises of  ̀̀ 3,000 per month for women,
and vowed to raise state employees’ wages to levels
recommended by Seventh Pay Commission.

At the central level, given the expected demand
compression after a likely boost in energy costs, growing
defence expenditure, and the push effect to general 
consumer inflation, there is a distinct possibility of  a
shortfall in tax revenues, both on the direct and indirect
taxes fronts. Centre and states will not have enough 
money to meet all their freebie promises, unless taxes or

administered prices are raised significantly.
As for growth, it is likely to surprise us on

the downside, as personal spending could be
constrained, and corporate capital expenditure
may be reined in due to higher funding costs
and tapering demand. Govts are likely to delay
their own capital and revenue spending.

This is the background to Modi’s call to
curtail consumption of  costly fuel and 
fertiliser. The call will surely be followed by
actual price increases, and policy changes 
to boost domestic output, and a reduction 
in import dependence on both energy and
fertiliser. The policy initiatives will take 
time to play out and deliver, but the price 
increases will have an immediate impact
on consumer wallets.

It is a pity that most political parties now
believe that the only way to win an election is
by offering things free to the general public, at
the cost of  the tax-paying minority and higher
borrowings. The awkwardly timed assembly
elections, which prevented quicker corrective
policy action (after all, no party expects to
win by giving bad news to the voter), have 
allowed the dam of  fiscal prudence to be 

irrevocably breached, damaging growth prospects.
The hole in state finances is difficult

to repair, and fiscal deficits in most
states are already worse than they were

before Covid. There is no way any state is going to emerge
from the current election cycle fiscally unscathed.

Politically it feels like a great achievement to rule
from Gangotri to Gangasagar, but fiscally the country
is up the creek with a broken paddle. The time of  
reckoning is nigh.

R Jagannathan

Decoding Modi’s Economy Message
He’s basically preparing the country for tough decisions GOI has to take. Aside from fuel price

hikes, there may be some mild curbs. But extravagant poll promises by all winning parties,
including BJP, make economic management that much tougher
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P’s education minister finds two English nursery rhymes
unfit for consumption. He thinks ‘Johny Johny’ teaches
fibbing, and ‘Rain, rain, go away’ selfishness. So, he wants

these knocked off  the KG menu. They’re against Indian values, he
says. Once upon a time, there was a naughty little boy, in India, who
sent his neighbourhood into a tizzy, flicking delicious home-made
butter from homes, and cheekily denying his actions. Takeaways
from those stories have endured the test of  time, life lessons taught
from childhood. UP’s education minister, likely, hasn’t heard 
these tales. But that isn’t the point. The single point is that this 
futile chase of  nursery rhymes is a colossal waste of  his time. On a 

different note, and even more problematic,
was Bihar’s education minister questioning
the need for education for girls. This is not
just distressing, but shows again, a minister’s
colossal waste of  time.

Both statements reflect the ground reality
– short shrift is made of  education. As it is, 
teachers are made to prioritise all manner of
govt tasks – everything is important except
imparting an education. Behind this is the

narrow, limiting, straitjacketed top-down approach to schooling,
disinterest in education an inherent part, with no meaningful local
engagement. After all, what can a village do about an absentee 
teacher? Little – everything’s decided in the state capital; there’s no
local avenue for redress. Only decentralisation of  schooling can help –
where local govt and administration are responsible, accountable and
thus invested. In remote Bihar, a 2023 survey showed private tuition
was nearly replacing school, where kids go for midday meals alone.
Vacancies, absenteeism, DBT instead of  textbooks, no real learning,
certificate fraud, excessive corruption, have all hollowed the school
experience in large parts of  India. That’s worrying. Ministers 
should be overhauling this system, to make education matter. Not
fretting about nursery rhymes, or why send girls to school.

Who Needs Schooling
Ministers’ beliefs lay waste to the 

goals of school education

Calvin & Hobbes

After the pandemic’s horrors, the
world reacts, fearfully, to any news of
respiratory virus outbreak, anywhere.
Recent outbreak of  a Hantavirus 
infection, in the closed confines of  a
cruise ship, sailing from Argentina to

Europe, has triggered global alarm – including in 
India. “Are we at risk?”

The answer is clear, and comforting. Most Hanta
strains do not exhibit propensity for human-to-human
transmission. However, the Andes strain, native to 
Argentina and Columbia, has been known to do so. That
strain infected the ship’s passengers. However, Andes
strain hasn’t led to large-scale epidemics in the past.
Its spread was limited locally, despite high virulence.

Most travellers on the affected ship, MV Hondius,
were from Europe and North America. They’re now
quarantined, under medical observation and 
tests. The two Indians infected were crew members,
and are also under quarantined observation, at a
Netherlands medical facility, far from Indian shores.

Hantavirus’s transmission dynamics differ from
Covid’s. It spreads through sputum droplets, or through
people touching ‘fomites’ (objects contaminated by
virus-laden rodent secretions). The virus doesn’t
form viral clouds that drift far. As it spreads only
through ‘intimate and close contact’, as WHO 
states, potential for triggering a large-scale 
epidemic, is extremely low.

Hantavirus is transmitted to humans from rodents
(mostly rats and mice). While rodents harbour the 
virus, they, themselves, are unharmed. When their 
excreta (urine, faeces and saliva) dry, virus-bearing
dust is aerially transported into human lungs. There,
the virus multiplies in epithelial cells lining the airways,
and inside macrophages (immune system’s frontline
defenders), to spread through the lymphatic system.

Though ‘discovered’ by science around 75 years ago,
Hantavirus is an ancient denizen of  the microbial
world. Prior to 1993, its assault on humans was only 

noted in Asia and Europe. In 1993, a couple from US’s
Navajo tribe died of  a Hantavirus-related respiratory
illness. Navajo oral tradition records that three 
mass-illness events, resembling Hantavirus-related
acute respiratory disease, occurred between 1918 and
1934. Geneticists studying viral diseases suggest that
Hanta had infected deer mice in the Americas long
before humans populated those continents.

Different strains have distinctive geographical 
distributions and profiles. One strain inhabits the
Americas, another dwells in Asia, Europe and Africa.
The former causes serious pneumonia-like respiratory
illness, called ‘hantavirus pulmonary syndrome’
(HPS). The latter attacks kidneys and blood vessels, 

resulting in ‘hantavirus haemorrhagic fever with 
renal syndrome’ (HFRS). The former is highly lethal,
case-fatality rates of  35-50%, while the latter kills 1-15%
of  affected people. China and South Korea are the most
affected in Asia. The virus gets its name from Korea’s
Hanta river.

Hanta is no stranger to India. The Thottapalayam
strain was discovered in 1964, from a shrew in Vellore.
In 2016, a 12-year-old boy, from Mumbai’s Colaba, died
from HPS. An epidemiological survey, conducted in
Vellore, used blood tests to identify IgM and IgG anti-viral
antibodies (early and late immunological responses

respectively). This study tested patients with kidney 
disease, and people from a particularly vulnerable 
tribal group, traditionally snake and rat catchers.

In 2008, the researchers reported that 38 of  661 persons
tested had revealed immunological evidence of  prior
Hantavirus infection. Estimating the actual number of
serious illnesses or deaths attributable to Hantavirus
will require routine immunological profiling of  those
hospitalised with clinical features of  HFRS or HPS.

Since Covid, India’s surveillance systems have been
strengthened to detect pathogenic microbes. Trunat is
a portable, battery-operated, real-time platform used
for rapid molecular diagnosis of  TB and other diseases.
Since early 2026, it is available in CHCs and some 

PHCs. During Covid, India established INSACOG, 
a consortium of  38 national labs for genome 
sequencing. The Integrated Disease Surveillance
Programme (IDSP) and One Health programme are
geared for pathogen surveillance.

No anti-Hanta vaccines have been developed yet.
There are no specific anti-viral drugs. In milder 
cases, treatment will be symptomatic – for fever, body
aches and cough – while intensive care will be needed
for severe cases. Affected persons are isolated till
tests rule out an actively replicating virus, and 
contacts quarantined till incubation ends. Cases 
and contacts should wear masks till they’re certified
to be virus-free.

Since rats and mice are the viral transmitters,
high priority must be accorded to domestic and 

municipal sanitation. Regular cleaning of  floors will
help remove any traces of  rat excreta.

Did the holidaymakers on the cruise ship contract
Hanta infection before they boarded, or while they 
were travelling on the ship? Its long incubation period –
one to eight weeks but usually two to three weeks –
makes it likely they were infected before boarding.

Either way, the virus became an unlisted passenger
that killed three persons on board and infected several
others. However, we can rest assured that the Andes 
virus has no visa to enter India.

The writer is a public health expert

Hanta It Down: Why This Virus Won’t Cruise To India
First, Andes strain found on cruise ship is deadly, but occupants, including two Indians, are in quarantine.

Second, Hantavirus strains found in Asia aren’t big killers. Third, India’s disease surveillance is reliable
K Srinath Reddy
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Tomorrow is
a new day.
You shall
begin it 
serenely and
with too high
a spirit to be
encumbered
with your old
nonsense.

Sacredspace

Ralph Waldo Emerson
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A recent conversation with my wife and daughter proved
revealing, bringing together observations from within
our residential society. My wife had taken the initiative
to set up an in-house compost plant within the condo-
minium, aligned with state regulations that mandate
bulk waste generators to process their own waste, failing
which penalties may be imposed. Yet, what followed
was resistance. Several residents opposed the move,
citing concerns about foul odour.

One argument was that the government itself is failing
in its duties, and that the sight of uncollected garbage
in public spaces stands as evidence of this apathy; in
such a scenario, our own lapses seemed inconsequen-
tial. The estate management staff remains indifferent;
for them, the plant exists more in form than in function.

It is convenient because when responsibility is diffused
across a system, accountability tends to disappear. What
is perhaps overlooked in such resistance is that these
measures are not merely regulatory burdens, but
responses to a growing environmental crisis. When a
few choose not to comply, the consequences do not
remain confined to them but are passed on to every-
one else.

This is evident not only in how we handle waste, but
also in how we engage with shared resources such as
water, reflected in steadily declining groundwater
levels. A neighbour had once suggested that there was
a need to ration water supply within the society. My
immediate response was shaped by a different expec-
tation - that one of the reasons for
moving into a builder apartment was
uninterrupted water supply.

My daughter was direct in her assess-
ment, arguing that rationing would
eventually become inevitable, because
without restraint, survival itself would be
at risk. Her view, though uncomfortable, carried a certain
inevitability, and it raised a larger and more difficult
question, one that extends beyond water to many such
instances of rule-flouting: should a few be made to bear
the consequences for the actions of others?

There is a tendency to justify violations simply

because others have done the same. A number of res-
idents, including some office-bearers of the Residents’
Welfare Association, have chosen to cover their kitchen
balconies despite builder guidelines prohibiting such
modifications due to fire safety concerns and stipula-
tions from the gas supplier. When one such office-bearer
was requested to rectify the alteration, the response was
not one of compliance, but of deflection - suggesting
that the matter be taken up first with another senior
member who had committed a similar breach.

What makes this more concerning is that such dis-
regard rarely remains an individual act; it gradually alters
the system itself, where the consequences are no longer
limited to those who default, but are borne collective-

ly, often by those who have complied.
Systems exist to create order, but they
depend on individuals to sustain them, and
when rules become negotiable, the system
itself begins to erode. The answer, then,
may lie in recognising that individual
responsibility and systemic reform must

operate together. When responsibility is shared without
accountability, the consequences are borne by all, even
when the failure lies with a few.

DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 
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works necessary to effectively implement
laws against child marriage, sexual harassment,
domestic violence, and femicide, creating an
‘enforcement deficit’.

In India, women’s safety laws have definite-
ly undergone changes with new Acts and
amendments to the existing ones in the after-
math of the 2012 Nirbhaya episode and
through the recent Bharatiya Naya Sanhita
updates. However, the latest ground reports
reveal a dual reality, indicating that the legal
protections for women’s safety
remain confined largely ‘on
paper’, with a stark ‘on-ground’
disconnect, driven by systemic
failures such as pervasive under-
reporting, an abysmally poor
conviction rate, tardy judicial processes, inef-
ficiency in resource utilisation and absence of
women’s representation in law enforcement
and justice dispensation mechanisms. While
a 2025 multi-state field analysis suggested that
legal and policy frameworks must move
beyond reactive and scheme-based interven-
tions towards a coordinated and survivor-
centred institutional ecosystem, strengthen-
ing accountability mechanisms, inter-depart-
mental coordination, and investing in long-
term rehabilitation and reintegration. Some
social scientists also contend that the issues
of gender and labour force participation
should be seriously addressed, as law-and-
order and safety concerns intersect with each
other, limiting women’s economic empower-
ment and mobility (Saha, 2014).

While national laws are often handicapped
by ‘implementation gaps’, at the global level
there is a significant ‘normative gap’ with no
single, legally binding global treaty dedicated
specifically to ending VAW, and no uniform def-
inition of violence or a specific international
monitoring body with the power to hold erring
states legally accountable. The world is run more

on a patchwork of broad anti-discrimination
treaties and non-binding ‘soft law’ declarations,
mostly emanating from the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW). The Convention also
has several limitations, and its original 1979 text
does not explicitly define or even mention any
form of VAW, such as serious offences like ‘rape’
or ‘domestic abuse’. The CEDAW Committee only
interpreted violence against women as a form
of discrimination. However, the subsequent

Declaration on the Elimination of
Violence against Women
(DEVAW) addressed the issue, but
it is only a resolution, not even
a treaty, and is not legally binding
on states. Global legal frame-

works also failed to keep pace with new forms
of violence committed in digital spaces such as
AI-generated deepfakes or non-consensual
pornographic images, 90-95 per cent of which
depict women.

Now, when justice is denied to women and
girls, the damage goes far beyond any single
case…. it creates all-pervasive impacts, eroding
public trust, weakening the rule of law and
denying institutions their legitimacy (UN
Women). It also has repercussions for the
economy, as it has been estimated that elim-
ination of discriminatory laws and practices
could increase the global GDP by more than
20 per cent, almost doubling the global growth
rate over the next decade (World Bank).
Moreover, the economic costs of VAW not only
affect the victims or survivors but also the state
and communities, both tangibly and intangi-
bly. While nations must further strengthen their
legislative, supportive and enforcement frame-
works against VAW, they must also come
together for a legally binding global treaty to
standardise protections and eliminate legal
impunity worldwide for a just, prosperous and
equitable world.

Editor’s

India, at present, is a young nation, but is ageing rapidly. By
2050, the country will have a significant elderly population. As
the country progresses and new technologies emerge, they also
have a downside: they are alienating a large section of society -
senior citizens who find it difficult to cope with evolving
technology and changing times. They are increasingly
becoming vulnerable as the joint family system gives way to
nuclear families and fast-paced life becomes the norm. They
often find themselves emotionally, physically and mentally
vulnerable. Adding to this, some people take advantage of their
vulnerability and exploit them for personal gain. It is both
disturbing and shameful that there is a steady rise in crimes
against senior citizens, which reflects a society undergoing
rapid social and economic change without creating adequate
systems of care and protection for its elderly.

According to the latest National Crime Records Bureau
(NCRB) report, crimes against citizens aged 60 and above are on
the rise. Crimes against the elderly rose by nearly 17 per cent in
2024, increasing from 26,306 cases in 2023 to 31,067 cases
this year. While Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra continue to
remain among the worst places for the elderly, Delhi leads
metropolitan cities in crimes against senior citizens. This is a
disturbing statistic. It is not merely a law-and-order issue; it
reflects the neglect and insecurity faced by those who were
once the backbone of families and the nation.

Urbanisation and migration have weakened the traditional
joint family system, while no adequate support system has
emerged in its place. Many children leave home for
employment opportunities, leaving ageing parents to fend for
themselves. Their dependency makes them easy targets for
theft, fraud, cheating and physical abuse.

Increasing digitalisation has also exposed many elderly
people to cyber fraud, financial scams and identity theft, as their
familiarity with digital technologies may be limited. Often,
abuse comes from within families themselves, driven by
property disputes, inheritance conflicts or financial dependence.
The decline in social values and respect for elders has created a
silent crisis that is rarely discussed. Many elderly people
hesitate to report crimes because of fear and the difficulties
associated with legal procedures. As a result, many continue to
suffer in silence. The real scale of the problem may therefore be
much larger than official figures suggest. Addressing this
challenge requires both institutional reform and societal
introspection. There is a strong case for dedicated senior citizen
cells within police departments and regular monitoring of
elderly people living alone. Community policing and periodic
welfare visits can improve their sense of security. Technology
can also play an important role through emergency helplines,
wearable alert systems and awareness campaigns on cyber
safety. Resident welfare associations, local communities and
civil society organisations must create networks to regularly
engage with and assist senior citizens. If senior citizens
continue to live in fear and insecurity, it will represent not just a
failure of governance, but also a failure of society.

As India moves steadily towards becoming an ageing
nation, ensuring safety, dignity and emotional security

for senior citizens must become a national priority

Rising crime against 
senior citizens

Sacred spaces need responsibility
Apropos “Cleaning up India’s sacred and scenic
spaces” (11 May 2026), the Supreme Court’s directive
to enforce waste management rules at tourist and pil-
grimage sites is welcome, but it risks repeating a famil-
iar pattern where judicial urgency collides with
administrative inertia. We have witnessed this cycle
repeatedly: orders are issued, committees formed, and
public spaces briefly cleaned before neglect returns
with the next tourist season or festival.

The court’s emphasis on monitoring is important,
but without proper funding it achieves little. Many
municipalities lack scientific landfills, trained staff and
even basic waste collection systems. While the pro-
posal to use corporate social responsibility funds is
practical, CSR cannot replace long-term public invest-
ment. AA dedicated cleanliness cess on tourism and
pilgrimage revenue could support sustainable waste
infrastructure. More importantly, public spaces must
stop being treated as somebody else’s responsibility. 

Laws alone cannot create civic discipline. Pilgrimage
committees, hotel associations and local bodies
must be made accountable for cleanliness, while reli-
gious leaders should actively promote environmen-
tal responsibility as part of spiritual duty.

K CHIDANAND KUMAR | BENGALURU 

Congress Leadership Crisis In Kerala
A week after dislodging the UDF in Kerala’s Assembly
elections, Congress faces mounting suspense over its
Chief Ministerial choice among heavyweights VD
Satheesan, Ramesh Chennithala and KC Venugopal. The
delay exposes deep-rooted factionalism and the high
command’s struggle to reconcile regional power
centres, often appearing reactive rather than decisive.

In contrast, the BJP’s centralised model has ensured
quicker leadership decisions — as seen in West Bengal,
Assam and Puducherry — projecting organisational dis-
cipline and public unity after internal consultations.

The prolonged balancing act encourages intense lob-
bying, risks alienating factions and could reopen
latent fault lines, potentially triggering rebellion or
administrative paralysis. Kerala’s history of strong
groupism further magnifies these risks, threatening to
dilute the momentum of the electoral victory and raising
questions about the high command’s ability to enforce
consensus. Swift arbitration and reconciliation are now
essential to convert electoral success into stable gov-
ernance. Otherwise, internal divisions may overshad-
ow the mandate received from the people. Congress
must resolve its leadership uncertainty quickly to pre-
serve unity.

SK PRABHAKAR | GURUGRAM

TAKE

The latest World Bank report, Women, Business
and the Law, after reviewing 190 world
economies, revealed that only 4 per cent of
women worldwide enjoy full legal equality. The
countries in which women have such equal
legal rights, scoring 100/100, are Belgium,
Canada, Denmark, France, Greece, Iceland,
Ireland, Latvia, Luxembourg, Portugal, Spain and
Sweden, and more recently, Germany and the
Netherlands (WEF). Women in India have only
60 per cent of the legal rights granted to men,
lower than the global average of 64.2 per cent.
Nevertheless, Indian women fared better than
their South Asian counterparts, where there is
only 45.9 per cent of legal protection compa-
rable to men.

The World Bank’s 2026 report showed a con-
siderable dip in the overall global percentage
of women enjoying equal rights from 77 per cent
in 2024 to 64 per cent in 2025, which the report
attributed to the inclusion of ‘safety for women’
as one of the critical indicators in the overall
assessment. While the UN Women and UN
System reports in 2026 highlighted that justice
systems have been failing women in protect-
ing them from violence and discrimination. In
over 54 per cent of countries, rape is still not
defined based on consent, and in nearly 3 out
of 4 countries (74 per cent), laws still permit child
marriage, often through exceptions regarding
consent. In 112 countries, marital rape is still not
criminalised. Around 1.8 billion women live in
countries which do not specifically protect them
from online abuse. While in 44 per cent of coun-
tries, the law does not mandate equal pay for
work of equal value.

Nevertheless, the number of countries having
laws against violence against women (VAW) has
grown significantly. However, legal experts and
researchers contend that many of them are not
‘comprehensive legislations’, lacking clear con-
ceptualisation of different forms of VAW - phys-
ical, sexual, psychological or economic - cov-
ering private and public spheres, and often
falling short of adopting a holistic and multi-
sectoral approach with measures for preven-
tion, protection, prosecution, and reparations.
As of 2026, at least 162 countries have laws
against domestic violence, but only about 55
per cent of them have all-encompassing pro-
visions. In 151 countries, there are laws prohibit-
ing sexual harassment in the workplace, but
only 39 countries have specific laws address-
ing it in public spaces. According to Women,
Business and the Law 2024, countries have
established less than 40 per cent of the frame-
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A woman worker carries a child on her back while working at a coal site, in Nadia.
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The swearing-in ceremony of

actor-turned-politician Joseph

Vijay appeared less like a

conventional political event and

more like a real-life trailer for

Jananayagan 2. The atmosphere,

presentation style and Vijay’s

dialogue-driven speech reminded

many of his larger-than-life screen

persona. As Tamil Nadu’s new Chief

Minister, he has already generated

enormous public expectations

through the ambitious welfare

promises made during the election

campaign.

During his address, Vijay

defended the government’s

cautious approach towards

implementing its promises. He

stated that the State exchequer

had been severely strained by

years of financial mismanagement

and that Tamil Nadu’s debt burden

had crossed `10 lakh crore. To

justify the government’s position,

he announced that a detailed

White Paper on the State’s

financial condition would soon be

released. Vijay also appealed to

the public to grant his

administration adequate time to

fulfil its commitments.

What attracted the greatest

attention, however, was the

unmistakably cinematic tone of his

speech. Many observers felt his

style resembled powerful movie

dialogues rather than a

conventional political address. His

announcement of 200 free

electricity units for households

consuming below 500 units

immediately captured public

attention.

Yet, beyond the excitement

surrounding his rise, Vijay now

faces the far more difficult task of

balancing populist expectations

with financial and administrative

realities.
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When parenting turns into competition
The article on school WhatsApp groups and parenting
anxiety captures a growing yet under-discussed social
problem. What began as a simple communication tool
has gradually turned into a marketplace of comparison.
Every uploaded certificate, Olympiad medal, coding class
achievement, foreign trip or “perfect” progress report
silently pushes parents towards competitive parenting
and children towards performance anxiety.

Comparison slowly erodes confidence. Children
begin to link self-worth with rankings and validation,
while parents mistake anxiety for responsibility.
Schools must recognise that education is not a corpo-
rate race.. Childhood cannot become a résumé-build-
ing exercise driven by constant competition. Parent
WhatsApp groups should remain limited to essential
academic communication rather than becoming
spaces for displaying privilege and achievement.
Equally important, parents must understand that
every child grows at a different pace and possesses dif-
ferent strengths. A generation raised under relentless
comparison may appear accomplished outwardly,
yet remain deeply insecure within. Confidence grows
through encouragement, emotional security and indi-
viduality - not endless benchmarking.

HARSH PAWARIA | ROHTAK 
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When a few flout rules, all pay the price



The West Asia crisis
has once again
exposed the
central vulnerabil-
ity of India’s energy
economy: it is still
dependent on a
narrow and fragile
supply corridor,
and the Strait of
Hormuz remains
its biggest strategic
choke point.  

When that route is disrupted, India does not
merely face a supply problem. It faces a fiscal
problem, an inflation problem, and a policy
problem all at once.

For the moment, the government has chosen
to absorb the shock rather than pass it on to con-
sumers. That has prevented panic and preserved
supply stability. But it has also pushed the cost
of the crisis into the public balance sheet,
where it is beginning to crowd out other prior-
ities. This is why the current fuel pricing strate-
gy deserves a harder review than it is likely to
get in public debate. The Strait of Hormuz
matters because it is not just one shipping lane
among many. It is one of the world’s most impor-
tant energy arteries, and India remains deeply
exposed to it. A crisis there quickly becomes a
crisis in refinery margins, import bills, freight
rates, insurance premia, and ultimately govern-
ment finances. The geopolitical risk is obvious.
The economic cost is what gets hidden.

What the government has bought 
India’s immediate response has been compe-
tent. Domestic LPG production was raised,
allocation priorities were reset, alternative
crude sourcing was widened, and public sector
oil companies were used as shock absorbers.
Recent government briefings have also said that
supply remains stable, refineries are operating
normally, and the country is now drawing crude
from more than 40 suppliers, with a much
smaller share of imports dependent on Hormuz
than in the past.

That is not trivial. It is the result of years of work
on terminals, pipelines, refining capacity, import
diversification, and strategic stock planning. The
country is better prepared than it was a 
decade ago, and that has clearly helped. But pre-
paredness and affordability are not the same thing.
The fact that India can absorb the shock does not
mean it should absorb it forever at the same price.

The government’s fuel policy has already done
what it was designed to do in the short term:
keep the pump stable and avoid a visible con-
sumer crisis. The question now is whether that
stability has become too expensive to maintain.

Why prices matter
Fuel prices are not just a retail issue. They are a
signal mechanism. When the state suppresses
them for too long, it distorts consumption,
weakens the incentive to conserve, and forces
the burden onto the exchequer. That may be
acceptable in a short, acute emergency. It is less

defensible if the shock is prolonged and global
crude remains elevated.

There is also a political illusion at work here.
A stable petrol pump looks like stability in the
economy, but it may simply mean the cost has
been moved elsewhere. It shows up in foregone
revenue, in oil company under-recoveries, and
in reduced room for strategic investment. That
matters at a time when India needs more
money for storage, refining, logistics, and the
energy transition.

In other words, keeping fuel artificially cheap
is not free public policy. It is deferred payment.
And deferred payment is a poor way to manage
a recurring strategic risk.

The case for a gradual rise
This is not an argument for a sudden shock at
the pump. That would be politically reckless and
economically unnecessary. It is an argument for
a gradual upward correction once the immedi-

ate crisis stabilises. A phased increase would be
easier to absorb, easier to explain, and far more
sustainable than indefinite price suppression.

There is a strong macroeconomic case for this.
If global crude stays high, the difference between
import cost and domestic retail price has to be
financed somewhere. Either consumers pay it,
taxpayers pay it, or public sector balance sheets
pay it. The last two options are effectively the
same burden, just hidden differently. A controlled
increase in fuel prices would make that burden
explicit and reduce the long-term fiscal drag.

The deeper argument is strategic. India is
trying to build a more resilient energy system,
and that requires capital. Strategic reserves need
expansion. Domestic refining needs more flex-
ibility. Logistics need more redundancy. Clean-
energy transition assets need scale. All of that
requires fiscal space. Higher fuel prices, if intro-
duced carefully, can help create that space.

What India should learn
The real lesson of the West Asia crisis is not that
the government should have done less. It is that
resilience has a price and that the bill cannot
always be paid by the state alone. India has
already made meaningful progress in diversifi-
cation and infrastructure, and that has clearly
softened the blow. But the next phase of policy
cannot be based on the assumption that the gov-
ernment will permanently stand between the
global oil market and the Indian consumer. That
model works only up to a point. Beyond that, it
becomes fiscally corrosive. If the crisis contin-

ues, then some of the adjustment must be shared
by the consumer, even if gradually. That is the
only way to preserve the state’s capacity to spend
on the buffers that make future shocks less
painful. The government should therefore begin
preparing the political ground for a calibrated
rise in fuel prices, ideally linked to a broader
energy security narrative. The message is simple:
India is stronger than it was, but not strong
enough to pretend that global energy shocks can
be absorbed without cost.

Conclusion
The West Asia crisis has tested India’s energy
system and, for now, it has held. That is a success.
But the very measures that protected con-
sumers have also revealed the limits of the
current pricing framework. India should not rush
to raise fuel prices, but it should stop pretend-
ing that permanently low prices are a sustain-
able answer to a permanent strategic vulnera-
bility. A gradual increase in fuel prices would not
be popular. It would, however, be more honest,
more fiscally responsible, and more consistent
with the long-term task of building energy
security. In a crisis like this, the right question
is not whether consumers should feel pain. It is
whether the state can afford to keep hiding it.

The headlines from West Asia and Eastern Europe
carry the same uncomfortable subtext: the price of
crude oil is no longer determined solely by supply
and demand. It is shaped by sanctions, shipping dis-
ruptions, fragile ceasefires, and the calculations of
producer cartels that often find higher prices con-
genial. Brent crude has held close to USD 95 a barrel
for several months, and experience from 2008 and
2022 suggests that such geopolitical premia tend
to persist.

For India, which imports more than 85 per cent
of the crude oil it consumes, this is not an abstract

concern. Every USD 10-per-barrel increase in crude prices typically raises pump prices
by about `4.5 per litre, placing pressure on household budgets. Yet retail fuel prices
have remained largely unchanged since May 2022, despite considerable volatility
in global markets. This apparent calm reflects a form of managed stability. Oil mar-
keting companies — Indian Oil, Bharat Petroleum, and Hindustan Petroleum — have
absorbed a significant portion of the volatility. Estimates suggest that this entails
substantial under-recoveries on both petrol and diesel, with corresponding effects
on profitability and investment capacity.

Such arrangements, while providing short-term predictability, carry broader eco-
nomic implications. The first is investment: resources absorbed at the retail level
are resources not deployed towards refinery modernisation, green hydrogen, and
the wider energy transition that India will inevitably navigate. The second is expec-
tations: even without engaging deeply with petroleum economics, citizens recog-
nise patterns, including the likelihood of deferred adjustments over time.

The third implication is more subtle but equally important: the attenuation of the
price signal itself. When fuel prices remain static, consumption patterns adjust less
dynamically. Households do not recalibrate commuting choices, and logistics oper-
ators have limited incentives to optimise routes. Over time, the economy forgoes
the incremental adjustments that cumulatively build resilience to external shocks.

The argument for moving to a rule-based system is rooted in practicality, not ide-
ology. What is needed is a simple, transparent framework that replaces discretion
with predictability. One way to do this is to define a normal price band for crude
oil, say USD 65 to 90 per barrel, within which retail fuel prices adjust freely in line

with global markets. When prices move beyond this band, an automatic sharing mech-
anism can come into play: part of the increase is absorbed through calibrated reduc-
tions in central excise, while the rest is passed on to consumers.

Crucially, the system should work both ways. When global prices fall, a portion
of the gains can be set aside into a stabilisation fund, with the remainder passed
through to consumers. Over time, this creates a self-correcting buffer: good years
finance the difficult ones. The result is a system that is predictable, even-handed,
and less reliant on ad hoc interventions, while still protecting both consumers and
fiscal stability.

India is well-positioned to operationalise such an approach. The digital public infra-
structure developed over the past decade — from Aadhaar to UPI and direct benefit
transfers — offers a robust foundation for targeted support in exceptional circum-
stances. In periods of sharp price increases, vulnerable groups such as farmers, trans-
port operators, and low-income households could receive calibrated assistance
without distorting price signals across the board.

Importantly, the broader reform orientation of the Narendra Modi government,
particularly its emphasis on transparency, digitisation, and institutional capacity-
building, provides a strong enabling context for advancing such rule-based frame-
works in energy pricing. A durable framework would also require alignment across
stakeholders. Oil marketing companies would benefit from greater predictability in
pass-through mechanisms. State governments could play a complementary role by
ensuring that tax adjustments remain consistent with broader stabilisation objec-
tives. Consumers, in turn, would gradually adapt to modest and regular price move-
ments as a normal feature of a responsive system.

India has successfully implemented far more complex reforms. The Goods and
Services Tax required sustained coordination across jurisdic-
tions, and the Aadhaar ecosystem evolved through iterative
refinement before achieving scale. Compared to these, a rule-
based fuel stabilisation mechanism is technically modest. The
necessary data and policy instruments already exist; what
remains is their systematic integration.

In an increasingly uncertain global energy environment, the
objective is not to eliminate volatility but to manage it with
clarity and consistency. A framework that combines market
signals with institutional safeguards can strengthen both eco-
nomic resilience and policy credibility. As geopolitical uncer-
tainties persist, such an approach would position India to nav-
igate external shocks with greater confidence and stability.
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As noted in previous reflections, the lessons that could
prevent future disasters are often lost in a cycle of reac-
tion and forgetfulness.

Breaking this cycle requires more than small changes;
it needs a fundamental shift in approach. Enforcement of
safety regulations must be strict and unwavering. Vessels
should not be allowed to operate without proper certifi-
cation, and violations should lead to significant penalties.
In cases of gross negligence that result in loss of life, crim-
inal liability must be clearly defined.

Technology has the potential to be a game-changer. With
real-time vessel monitoring via GPS, digital tracking of pas-
senger counts, and the integration of weather alerts into
operational systems, safety can be greatly improved. But
technology is not a magic fix for accountability. It needs
to be backed by a strong commitment from institutions
and a culture of transparency.

Building capacity is just as crucial. Crew members should
receive training not just in navigation, but also in handling
emergencies. Regular drills and safety audits should
become the norm, especially in high-risk areas like
popular tourist spots. Preparedness should not be an after-
thought; it should be woven into the fabric of operations.

Public awareness is another vital piece of the puzzle.
Passengers need to be empowered to take their safety seri-
ously - asking for life jackets, questioning unsafe practices,
and refusing to board overcrowded boats. A safety
culture cannot simply be dictated from the top; it has to
become a shared social value.

Lastly, emergency response systems must be strength-
ened. Quick and coordinated rescue efforts can save lives.
In the Bargi incident, rescue teams managed to save several
people, but delays and limitations in response capabili-
ties may have cost others. Pre-positioning rescue resources
and improving coordination among agencies can make
a significant difference in critical situations.

The tragedy at the Narmada is not just a local issue; it
resonates nationally. As India expands its tourism indus-
try and promotes more recreational activities around water
bodies, the risks associated with these activities will also
rise. Addressing these risks requires a proactive and sus-
tained commitment to safety.

At the end of the day, it all comes down to what society
chooses to prioritise. Development loses meaning if it
comes at the cost of human lives. Safety should not be
viewed as something negotiable; it must be treated as a
fundamental requirement for progress.

The heartbreaking losses at Bargi Dam should serve as
a wake-up call. They force us to confront uncomfortable
truths about negligence, failures in governance, and
society’s approach to safety. More importantly, they compel
action to ensure that such tragedies are not repeated.

India already has the laws, expertise, and resources
needed to prevent such disasters. What is required now
is the determination to implement them. As has been
rightly pointed out, the challenge is not the ability to act,
but the willingness to do so. If this incident leads to genuine
reform, it may serve a purpose beyond the tragedy itself. 
If not, it will become just another entry in a long list of pre-
ventable disasters — briefly mourned, then forgotten, until
the next one occurs.

The recent capsizing of a
tourist cruise at Bargi Dam
in Madhya Pradesh
claimed several lives. This
is not just a tragic acci-
dent;  it  highlights a
serious failure that keeps
costing lives across India.
The image of a mother
holding her four-year-old
son in his last moments
shows both human
bravery and a failure of
institutions.  These
tragedies are not due to

fate; they are the result of neglect, complacency, and poor
enforcement of safety rules.

What happened on the Narmada was sadly familiar, not
because it was inevitable, but because it reflects a
pattern India has seen too often. Survivors describe how
the weather changed suddenly. Strong winds hit the reser-
voir, and the boat began to tip. Panic spread fast as water
poured into the vessel. Passengers realised too late that
there were no effective safety measures. There were not
enough life jackets, no safety briefing, and no clear effort
from the crew to handle the emergency. Within minutes,
a relaxing outing turned into a desperate fight for survival.

This incident mirrors earlier tragedies, like the recent
boat accident in the Yamuna near Mathura. There,
similar issues — overcrowding, lack of safety gear, and
ignoring weather warnings — led to multiple deaths. These
ongoing problems raise an urgent question: why does India
keep facing such avoidable disasters when it has clear laws
and regulations?

The answer lies not in the absence of rules, but in their
consistent violation. India’s legal framework for inland
water transport is strong. The Inland Vessels Act, 2021, and
related safety regulations clearly require vessel certifica-
tion, regular inspections, limits on passenger capacity, and
mandatory safety equipment. On paper, the system
looks thorough. In practice, though, enforcement is
weak and often superficial.

Boats continue to operate without proper certification
or inspection. Operators often ignore passenger limits,
especially in tourist areas. Safety equipment is sometimes
inadequate or completely missing. Weather advisories,
when issued, are not always taken seriously. As noted in
earlier discussions, the real issue is the “large gap
between policy and practice”, where compliance becomes
optional and safety negotiable.

Operators are also a concern. Their main motivation
often seems to be profit rather than safety. Each extra pas-
senger means more revenue, and spending on safety is
seen as an unnecessary cost. In the Bargi incident, there
are claims that warnings about worsening weather were
ignored and that the crew did not respond effectively as
conditions deteriorated. The fact that the captain survived
with a life jacket while passengers faced dangers without
basic protection raises serious ethical questions about
responsibility and preparedness.

However, it would be too easy to blame only the oper-
ators. Regulatory authorities also share the responsibili-
ty. If a vessel can operate without meeting safety standards,
it shows a failure in oversight. Inspections, when they
happen, are often brief. Monitoring systems are either weak
or non-existent. Furthermore, having multiple agencies
involved - such as tourism departments, local administra-
tion, police, and disaster response teams - often leads to
fragmented accountability. In such a system, lapses can
go unnoticed until a tragedy occurs.

Another key issue is the failure to consider weather infor-
mation in operational decisions. Sudden storms and high
winds are common in large bodies of water like reservoirs.
Modern forecasting systems can provide timely warnings,
yet these are often ignored or downplayed. Choosing to
go ahead with a leisure cruise despite bad conditions
shows a deeper culture of risk denial.

At the heart of these problems is a lack of a safety culture.
Safety is often seen as a formality rather than a crucial
requirement. Passengers rarely question overcrowding or
ask for life jackets. Operators seldom give safety briefin-
gs. Authorities rarely enforce compliance with the serious-
ness it needs. As long as safety is secondary to convenience
or profit, such incidents will keep happening.

The Bargi tragedy also shows a consistent failure to learn
from past incidents. India has experienced many boat acci-
dents over the years - in Assam, Bihar, Kerala, and Uttar
Pradesh - each met with public outrage, official statements,
and promises of tougher enforcement. Yet, over time, these
promises fade, and the system returns to its former state.
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Why India needs rules to

manage oil shocks
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India already has the laws, expertise, and resources needed to prevent such disasters. What is required now is the
determination to implement them. As has been rightly pointed out, the challenge is not the ability to act, but the
willingness to do so. If this incident leads to genuine reform, it may serve a purpose beyond the tragedy itself

West Asia, Hormuz, and the price India is avoiding



Trade, AI and Taiwan — with Iran and oil as a ‘main side dish’

—will dominate the Xi-Trump powwow in Beijing on May 14-15.

Expectations are understandably modest. For Trump, it will be

his first trip to China since 2017. His gut-directed foreign policy

needs a quick win, especially as Washington and Tehran play a

dangerous game of  chicken with the global economy held hos-

tage. Xi, by contrast, remains calm, methodical, calculating.

China has pushed back against parts of  Trump’s tariff  agenda,

while Washington remains focused on narrowing the trade im-

balance. For Xi, offering Trump a few quick wins — Boeing air-

craft purchases, soybean orders, and movement on a proposed

US-China Board of  Trade and Board of  Investment — could buy

China greater flexibility on Taiwan. The US

has reportedly delayed a major arms pack-

age to Taiwan, but Beijing wants more. In-

dia and the broader Indo-Pacific should wat-

ch how Washington navigates these pres-

sures. The US wants guard rails on AI. Beij-

ing has little interest, unless access to ad-

vanced US tech is part of  the bargain. On

Iran, neither is likely to budge from their positions.

As it happens, BRICS foreign ministers will be meeting in

New Delhi on the very same days. For Beijing, the US remains

the only true peer competitor. But the BRICS ministerial still

carries demonstration value: a support network of  ‘anti’-US

states that India has traditionally ensured doesn’t evolve into

an anti-US platform. However, Trump’s oscillating approach

toward allies and adversaries — combined with his close ties

to Pakistan — could complicate that balancing act. India must

secure its own voice and interests as a middle power while

crafting a message that prevents BRICS from becoming mere-

ly a platform for Beijing’s ambitions.

Of Two Meetings in
Beijing and Delhi

Narendra Modi’s call for restraint on energy use, including

working from home, places companies that have struggled

with getting employees back into offices in a tricky situa-

tion. Employees working offsite during Covid rearranged

their lives around the disruption and company bosses tend-

ed to accept the new normal, where possible. Yet, there are

serious corporate reservations about WFH over producti-

vity and collaboration that can erode competitiveness. Hav-

ing to consider a second spell of  self-enforced remote work

will, in some cases, undo years of  management effort to re-

build stronger teams. But attitudes towards return to office

are not uniform. A broad spectrum of  businesses is com-

fortable with a hybrid work model that optimises for pro-

ductivity and talent retention. This segment will find the

energy-saving argument difficult to resist.

Governments urging WFH as an option makes it compel-

ling beyond what management gurus

will eventually have to say about it. It is

early days for a definitive view to emerge

in management literature about effects

of  remote work. Particularly since these

changes are occurring against the back-

drop of  much bigger work disruptions

due to AI. Some of  those will spill over to

the location of  work, and building muscle memory about

WFH could be useful. Managers will have to find other me-

ans to improve efficiency, creativity and mentorship in a

work environment that fundamentally changed in 2020. By

2030, the landscape may become unrecognisable. 

Just as companies, employees need to make deeper adjust-

ments to WFH. For many, remote work can hinder professi-

onal development a collaborative environment offers. The

trade-offs diverge widely according to the nature of  work,

and a successful WFH programme requires strong suppor-

tive communication from managers. Remote work can pro-

mote business resilience by balancing employee welfare

with productivity. If  it catches on in economies vulnerable

to energy shocks, a new form of  competitiveness could

emerge. After all, nobody gains from longer commutes.

No One Likes, or Gains
From, Commutes
Build muscle memory about work from home

The 2025 Global Innovation Index des-
cribes India as an ‘overperformer’, deli-
vering more innovation output relati-
ve to its input levels than many of  its
peers. Yet, beneath this encouraging
headline lies a more complex reality:
systems that enable research have not
kept pace with the aspirations they
are meant to serve.

Focus must now shift to making the
R&D ecosystem more responsive, effi-
cient and agile. Nearly a decade ago,
Narendra Modi underscored improv-
ing ‘ease of  doing science’, calling for
asystem where researchers spend
more time in labs than navigating
paperwork. Challenges include both
internal factors localised within aca-
demic and research institutions, and
external factors outside institutional
systems that involve broader aspects
related to funding, policies, rules and
regulations.

Addressing these in isolation won’t
suffice. What’s needed is a coordinat-
ed shift in how the ecosystem functi-
ons. R&D projects move more slowly
because admin systems fail to match
scientific timelines. Delays in grant

disbursal, complex procurement pro-
cedures, restrictive utilisation norms
and repetitive compliance requireme-
nts continue to affect R&D efficiency.
At the same time, India’s R&D ecosys-
tem remains dependent on public fund-
ing, with relatively limited participa-
tion from industry and philanthropy.

Faster grant approvals, simplified pro-
curement mechanisms, greater insti-
tutional autonomy in fund utilisation,
and stronger incentives for private-
sector R&D can greatly improve res-
earch productivity. Encouraging phi-
lanthropic and CSR participation can
further diversify funding sources.

Expanding post-doctoral support,
ensuring timely fellowships through
unified portal, and providing greater
institutional flexibility in recruitme-
nt can help strengthen India’s scienti-
fic workforce and overall environme-
nt. In many institutions, researchers
continue to spend considerable time
managing approvals, procurement,
compliance and documentation.
Admin processes often
compete directly
with scientific
work, reduc-
ing both effi-
ciency and
research
output.

Globally
competitive
research eco-
systems increas-
ingly rely on specialised
professional support
systems for grant

management, procurement, partner-
ships and project coordination. Indian
institutions would benefit from simi-
lar models. Dedicated R&D support of-
fices, simplified approvals, decentrali-
sed decision-making and a culture of
trust can allow researchers to focus
more on scientific work rather than
operational processes.

Translation of  research into usable
products and technologies remains
limited. Weak academia-industry link-
ages and inadequate testing and pro-
totyping infrastructure often prevent
innovations from moving beyond labs.
Stronger industry collaboration, mo-
bility frameworks, tech transfer sys-
tems, and sectoral research develop-
ment and innovation clusters can help
accelerate real-world adoption of  res-
earch outcomes.

Access to quality research resources
continues to vary significantly across
institutions. While initiatives such as
One Nation One Subscription (Onos)
have improved journal accessibility,

access to advanced data-
bases, specialised softwa-
re and high-end scientific
infrastructure remains
limited.

Shared infra models, in-
tegrated research reposi-
tories and wider digital
access systems can help
reduce disparities across
institutions. Expanding
access to include private
institutions can help bui-
lding a more inclusive
national innovation

ecosystem.
Many state universities and regional

institutions continue to face constra-
ints related to infra, faculty capacity
and funding. In several cases, state ins-
titutions remain weakly connected to
larger national research networks.

Improving collaboration between
central and state institutions, streng-
thening state S&T councils and ex-
panding shared research infra can
help create more balanced regional
innovation ecosystems. Greater sup-
port for locally relevant and grass-
roots innovation can also improve
inclusiveness.

An effective R&D ecosystem requires
strong monitoring, timely data and
better policy coordination. Evaluati-
on systems remain fragmented, data
gaps and delays persist, and instituti-
onal capacities in science governance
and research administration remain
limited. Strengthening data analytics
infrastructure, evidence-based policy-
making and institutional capacities
can improve long-term effectiveness
of  the R&D ecosystem.

Improving ‘ease of  doing R&D’ is not
aperipheral reform but central to en-
hancing research productivity, attract-
ing and retaining talent, and ensuring
scientific advances translate into tan-
gible societal and economic outcomes.
This will require sustained commit-
ment, coordinated action and a willing-
ness at the institutional level to rethink
established processes.

Saraswat is former chairman, DRDO, and

Singh is senior adviser, NITI Aayog

The Fine Art of Doing Science

Don’t make it a mug’s game

V K Saraswat &
V K Singh

State-Nation Songs
DJ Babu Remix
The newly-appointed Vijay government in Tamil Nadu has

declared that the tradition of  singing ‘Tamil Thai Vazhthu’

(Mother Tamil’s Blessing) at the beginning and ‘Jana Gana

Mana’ at the end of  official events will continue. We fully

lend our vocal support to that. State and national songs and

anthems are not just ceremonial fluff, they’re also the per-

fect reminder that states make up a nation, so we can chill by

having a full playlist without getting antsy about ‘ranking’

or order of  songs.

And why should Tamil Nadu have all the fun? Uttar Prade-

sh should also be belting out a rousing ode to its sugarcane

fields, Gujarat humming a jaunty ditty about its industrial

parks, Kerala crooning a coconut-infused ballad about being

cutting-edge in the backwaters.… Let politics become less

about shouting matches and more about karaoke. After all,

it’s tough to turn an assembly into a fish market if  people are

busy remembering the second verse of  not just one song but

two. In fact, IPL teams — more relevant these days than gov-

ernments when representing geographic identities — shou-

ld craft and popularise team anthems. KKR has already sh-

own the way with its Vishal-Shekhar theme track, ‘Korbo,

Lorbo, Jeetbo Re’ (We’ll Do, Fight, Win). An anthem may be

national but the vibe is local. And nothing gets more vocal

for local than a state-national song-anthem remix.

Let there be more songs, less
hot air at official gatherings

JUST IN JEST

O
n Sunday, Narendra Modi
urged the country to reduce
fuel usage by opting for mo-
re public transport and
WFH, lower fertiliser use,

and avoid non-essential gold purchases
and forex spend. For India, which im-
ports nearly 90% of  its oil needs, and
whose strategic petroleum reserves are
slender relative to other major econo-
mies, it’s a stress test of  the first order.

GoI’s chief  response has been to de-
ploy fiscal resources to shield consu-
mers from worst of  the price surge. The
playbook is familiar: excise duty cuts,
compression of  oil marketing compa-
ny margins, and subsidies embedded in
the pricing framework. Domestic pet-
rol and diesel prices have remained
broadly unchanged since January. In
April, retail petrol prices, which had be-
en higher than in the US at the start of
the year, slipped below, a striking illust-
ration of  how far domestic prices have
drifted from underlying costs.

India’s response is underpinned by
sound economic logic. When retail pri-
ces of  petrol, diesel, LPG and kerosene
spike, consequences can ripple swiftly
through the economy. The poor tend to
be hardest hit, since energy comprises
a larger share of  their household bud-
gets. So, absorbing some of  the shock
is justifiable. But how much, and for
how long, are crucial questions.

This is where fiscal arithmetic deser-
ves close attention. Assume that a 50%
increase in crude oil prices translates in-
to a 25% increase in the supply cost of
petrol and diesel, given limited short-
term adjustment in refining and distri-
bution margins. Applying this to projec-
ted 2026 consumption yields a fiscal cost

of  about 0.6% of  GDP on an annual basis.
That expenditure is broadly compa-

rable to the entire central budget allo-
cation for agriculture, and exceeds go-
vernment spending on public health.
The calculation is also probably an un-
derestimate, since it doesn’t adjust for
rupee’s depreciation against dollar. At
atime when fiscal consolidation rema-
ins a priority and public debt is decli-
ning only gradually, this is a substanti-
al call on scarce budgetary resources.

There is also a targeting problem that
complicates the equity argument for
price suppression. Not all fuels have the
same income-consumption profile. In
fact, more than 80% of  Indian house-
holds don’t purchase petrol or diesel di-
rectly. Primary beneficiaries of  cheap
petrol are private vehicle-owners, a
constituency concentrated in the upper
income deciles. Protecting the vulnerab-
le is right. But blanket price suppression
is a blunt instrument for achieving it.

Applying the same back-of-the-en-
velope calculations to a cross-country
sample suggests that India is some-
where in middle of  the pack of  Asian
oil importers. Its fiscal exposure from
maintaining unchanged prices is lo-
wer than in Indonesia, Malaysia and
Thailand. But it’s higher than in ad-
vanced Asian less-fuel-intensive eco-
nomies like Japan and South Korea.
Meanwhile Sri Lanka, the Philippines
and Vietnam have already adjusted do-
mestic prices in response to rising
costs, suggesting that price adjust-
ment, managed carefully, is achievable
even in economies with a significant
share of  low-income households.

Perhaps an even deeper concern is
structural. India’s strategic petroleum
reserves — a buffer against exactly the
kind of  supply shock now unfolding —
are a fraction of  those maintained by
other major economies. They amount
to less than 2% of  China’s reserves, abo-

ut 5% of  the US’, and 27% of  South Ko-
rea’s. With domestic crude production
having fallen by around 26% over the
past decade, and import dependence
now approaching 89% of  total oil needs,
combination of  thin reserves and high
dependence leaves India acutely expo-
sed to geopolitical flashpoints. Addres-
sing this vulnerability is a long-term
project that needs to begin in earnest.

None of  this is to advocate for an imme-
diate fiscal-tightening, or sharp increase
in retail prices. That would be economi-
cally disruptive and socially regressive.
Instead, a gradual, well-signalled restora-
tion of  price pass-through, accompanied
by targeted support for households that
genuinely need protection, is needed.

Apart from restoring fiscal pruden-
ce, this would also help maintain a level
playing field between state-owned oil
marketing companies and private reta-
ilers, without which the sector is unlik-
ely to attract the kind of  investor inter-
est it needs to thrive in the long run.

GoI should also address structural
issues the crisis has thrown into sharp
relief. Strategic petroleum reserves ne-
ed to be built up to levels commensura-
te with India’s import dependence. RE
transition should be accelerated. The
petroleum intensity of  the economy
has barely shifted over the past 5 yrs.
And the tax framework needs to be put
on a sounder footing. Contribution of
petroleum taxes to central government
revenues has declined sharply over the
last 5 yrs, partly due to the failure to ad-
just excise duties for inflation.

India has navigated oil shocks befo-
re, and will navigate this one. The
short-term instinct to cushion the
blow for ordinary citizens is under-
standable. The challenge now is to en-
sure that this instinct is translated into
well-targeted support, rather than bro-
ad price suppression, especially if  cru-
de oil prices remain elevated for an ex-
tended period. Structural reforms nee-
ded to reduce India’s exposure to futu-
re shocks should begin now, not be
deferred to the next crisis.

Aiyar is director, and Gupta is

senior visiting professor, ICRIER

To ride out this oil crisis, focus should be on well-targeted support, not broad price suppression

Economic detox: ‘Neelkanth’ (c. 1936), Nandalal Bose

Shekhar Aiyar &
Sanjeev Gupta

Observe aanndd SShhock Absorb

K V RAGHUPATHI

Our lives are influenced by digit-
al technology, which was incon-
ceivable in the 20th c. We use plat-
forms like Facebook, Instagram,
WhatsApp and X to enable ins-
tant communication across con-
tinents. Everything is procured
through digital transactions, whi-
ch has undoubtedly made our li-
ves more comfortable. However,
we have not made effective use
of  the surplus time. We feel more
isolated than ever.

We have paradoxically strayed
from nature and from ourselves,
causing ‘digital loneliness’ that
wreaks havoc on our psyche, body
and genuine emotional connec-
tion, despite being surrounded
by people, wealth and comforts.
Being lonely is the feeling of  be-
ing disconnected, even while us-
ing digital media.

We cannot, however, dispense
with technology, without which
life now is unthinkable. We must,
however, coexist with technology,
while also making a deliberate
return to nature every now and
then and turning inward. Con-
necting with our body, emotions
and environment will strength-
en our character and clarity, and
add meaning to our existence. It
is only by returning to nature and
connecting deeply with her that
we learn to understand how our
body and mind function, rise ab-
ove the loneliness and despair
caused by digital technology, and
feel the presence of  something
greater than us.

Digital
Loneliness
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Motherhood
And Apple Pie
Apropos the Edit, ‘One Gap Nar-
rows, Another Widens’ (May 11),
it’s well understood that women
often shoulder a disproportion-
ate share of  caregiving and dom-
estic responsibilities. However,
expressing this in business-spe-
akas purely ‘unpaid labour’ can
unintentionally frame deeply hu-
man relationships — especially
parenting and caregiving — in ov-
erly transactional terms, as thou-
ghtheir value derives primarily
from economic compensation.
The deeper issue perhaps is not
that caregiving is unpaid, but that
it is frequently unshared. Most
women, one suspects, would not
want motherhood to be ‘paid for’
in the corporate sense, but its res-
ponsibilities to be recognised, res-
pected and more equitably shared.
Nimit Suri 

Pune

Correction
In Kanika Gahlaut’s column,
‘Nepo, the Reassuring Story of
Ourselves’ (Sunday Chatter,
May 10), the writer erroneously
wrote that Padmanabh Singh
attended the 2026 Met Gala with
his wife. He was at the gala with
his sister Gauravi Kumari. The
error is regretted.

—Editor

Chat Room

Oh! How pretty she was, Fan-
ny, back in the days of  her ch-
ildhood, with her shiny black
boots and her long blue eyes
with their golden-brown lash-
es, climbing onto walls and the
branches of  trees, the top of
her wardrobe, calling herself
Felix which means happy, pow-
erful as a wrestler and clench-
ing her teeth when she played

the piano.
One summer, a

child from next
door asked her if
he could use her
piano and Fanny
refused, saying
quite simply, ‘No’.
There was noth-
ing gracious ab-
out it, no attempt

was made to comfort him or
soften the blow. It was No.

The child was taken aback
and hurt, and went off  looking
distinctly sad. Even when Fan-
nywas a full-grown adult and
well into her thirties, her forti-
eseven, she could look at child-
ren in a most unpleasant way.

At other times Fanny would
dote upon these children, mak-
ing a show of  charm and affec-
tion that was again dispropor-
tionate and in response to whi-
chthey would shrink back sli-
ghtly, keeping their distance.

Translated from French by

Mark Hutchinson

A Leopard-Skin
Hat

Anne Serre

PARANORMAL 
ACTIVITY

Paragraphs From Fiction

Aflurry of  anti-H-1B legislative pro-
posals has emerged in Washington,
targeting not just temporary work
visas but the broader pipeline that
attracts international students and
skilled professionals to the US. The
latest proposal introduced last month
is the End H-1B Visa Abuse Act 2026.
The bill seeks a 3-yr pause on new
H-1B visas, reduction of  annual cap
from 65,000 to 25,000, a minimum sal-
ary threshold of  $2 lakh, elimination
of  optional practical training (OPT),
the post-study work programme for
international students, and restric-
tions on H-1B holders transitioning to
green cards.

The legislation also proposes barring
staffing firms from using H-1B visas,
and requires sponsoring employers to
certify that they cannot find a qualifi-
ed American, and have not conducted
layoffs. It also disallows H-1B holders
from bringing dependents to the US.

Some measures suggested in the bill,
like prohibiting federal agencies from
sponsoring or employing non-immi-
grant workers, are being witnessed in
some states. Florida’s public universi-
ty system has halted new H-1B visa hi-
res till January 2027. Texas governor

Greg Abbott ordered a similar hiring
freeze for state agencies and public
universities that will remain in place
till May 2027.

In February, EXILE (Ending Exploit-
ative Imported Labor Exemptions) Act
was introduced that seeks to eliminate
H-1B altogether starting FY2027. The
bill frames the visa programme as harm-
ful to Americans. Around the same
time, End H-1B Now Act was introduc-
ed, which also aimed at abolishing H-1B.

PAUSE (Pausing All Admissions Un-
til Security Ensured) Act, introduced
in late 2025, seeks to freeze legal immi-
gration admissions until certain res-
trictive provisions are introduced in
law, like ending adjustment of  status
for H-1B visa-holders (transition to a
green card) and scrapping OPT. It also
seeks to deny various benefits to non-
citizens.

Among these bills, H-1B and L-1 Visa
Reform Act introduced in September
2025 stands apart. This legislation has
bipartisan backing and carries great-
er policy significance. It prioritises
visa issuances to STEM workers, man-
dates higher salaries for foreign hires,
and requires employers to certify that
H-1B hires have not displaced Ameri-
can workers.

US immigration legislation is notori-
ously difficult to pass, particularly in
the senate where bipartisan support
is usually essential. Bills that seek to
abolish entire visa categories, or free-
ze skilled immigration, face resistan-
ce from large sections of  the US busi-
ness community, universities, hospi-
tals and tech companies.

But dismissing these proposals as
mere political theatre would be a mis-
take. The Trump regime has already
begun reshaping the H-1B landscape
through executive action and regu-
latory changes. H-1B cap lottery for
the fiscal beginning this October saw
amajor shift with a weighted selec-
tion process that favours higher-paid
applicants.

The next likely frontier is wage esca-
lation across all levels of  H-1B hiring.
This is arguably the clearest signal that
the future of  H-1B policy will increas-
ingly revolve around salary levels.

Immigration policy driven primari-
ly by political messaging often creates
distortions. The US does have legiti-
mate concerns that include misuse,
wage suppression and over-dependen-
ce on temp foreign labour. But blunt
restrictions are rarely effective policy.

Just weeks after tightening visa res-
trictions and freezing processing for
individuals from travel-ban countries,
the Trump regime quietly reversed
course for physicians after hospitals,
medical groups and residency prog-
rammes warned of  severe disrupti-
ons to patient care. Doctors from af-

fected countries were again allowed to
continue visa, work permit and green
card processing because the US heal-
thcare system simply could not afford
to lose them.

The same logic applies more broadly
to science, engineering, medicine and
emerging technologies. What America
needs is rational reform. Australia, for
instance, regularly updates a relatively
focused skilled occupation list based
on actual labour shortages. Instead of
allowing H-1B to become overly concen-
trated in a few sectors, the US could
also move towards such a transparent
and dynamic shortage-based system.

Canada’s points-based permanent re-
sidency model also offers useful ideas.
Rather than trapping skilled workers
in decade-long green card backlogs
dependent on employer sponsorship,
the US could adopt a more merit-dri-
ven pathway that rewards education,
skills, work experience and labour mar-
ket demand.

US universities actively recruit fore-
ign students, who contribute billions
of  dollars in tuition and research out-
put. Yet, after graduation, many face
enormous uncertainty. The masters
cap within H-1B is one mechanism
that partly recognises the value of  US
education. But reserving just 20,000
slots in the annual H-1B lottery does
not do full justice. Expanding priority
pathways for green cards for gradua-
tes of  accredited US universities wou-
ldmake far more economic sense than
forcing such talent out.

lubna.kably@timesofindia.com

Raining Bills, Rising H-1B Barriers

Lubna Kably

Attempts to stamp out the stamp
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The assembly elections of 2026 may eventually be 
remembered less for individual victories than for the 
collapse of political certainties that had governed West 
Bengal and Tamil Nadu for decades. Two states long 

regarded as structurally predictable have suddenly become 
politically fluid again. Tamil Nadu’s transition is historic because 
it formally ends the post-1967 DMK-AIADMK monopoly over 
power. But the larger significance lies not in celebrity politics 
alone. It lies in the visible erosion of inherited political loyalty. For 
decades, Tamil Nadu functioned through controlled alternation. 
Voters could punish one Dravidian party by electing the other, 
yet the larger framework survived untouched. National parties 
adapted themselves to this arrangement rather than attempting 
to dismantle it. That system has now been breached. 

The reasons extend beyond anti-incumbency. The DMK 
increasingly came to symbolise dynastic continuity, while the 
AIADMK struggled to redefine itself after Jayalalithaa’s death. 
Younger voters appear less emotionally invested in the political 
identities that shaped earlier generations. The result is not the 
disappearance of Dravidian politics, but the weakening of its 
closed structure. West Bengal’s verdict represents an equally 
consequential rupture, though of a different kind. Bengal has 
historically moved through sharp ideological transitions ~ from 
Congress dominance to the Left Front, and later from the Left to 
Mamata Banerjee’s Trinamool Congress. The BJP’s decisive 
breakthrough now marks another turning point in a state that 
long projected itself as resistant to Hindutva politics. 

Yet Bengal’s own history suggests that overwhelming 
mandates rarely produce permanent political settlement. Every 
dominant formation in the state eventually generates resistance 
through organisational rigidity, accumulated fatigue or political 
excess. The Left Front’s long dominance once appeared 
immovable until Singur and Nandigram transformed the political 
mood. The Trinamool Congress itself emerged from that churn. 
That is why the deeper significance of the 2026 verdicts lies not 
simply in who won power, but in the weakening of systems once 
considered electorally self-sustaining. Tamil Nadu’s Dravidian 
enclosure has cracked. Bengal’s anti-BJP exceptionalism has 
weakened. In both states, voters have demonstrated a 
willingness to abandon political arrangements that once 
appeared permanent. 

The national implications may unfold gradually but could 
prove far-reaching. Regional parties that dominated coalition 
politics for decades may face new internal vulnerabilities. The 
Congress may attempt to renegotiate relationships in states 
where it had accepted subordinate status. The BJP, despite its 
electoral advances, could discover that breaking regional 
strongholds is easier than governing politically fragmented 
landscapes afterward. Indian politics periodically enters phases 
where old alignments lose stability simultaneously across 
multiple states. The 1967 elections produced one such moment, 
weakening Congress dominance and unleashing decades of 
regional assertion and coalition politics. The verdicts of 2026 
suggest India may be entering another era of political 
rearrangement ~ one marked not by stable binaries, but by 
negotiation, volatility and shifting alliances. The real story, 
therefore, is larger than Tamil Nadu or West Bengal alone. It is the 
return of uncertainty to a political system that had begun to look 
deceptively settled.

The decision by the United Arab 
Emirates to step away from OPEC 
marks more than a routine policy 
shift; it reflects a deeper fracture in 

the logic that has governed global oil politics 
for decades. For much of its history, OPEC 
represented a rare example of sustained 
cooperation among resource-rich states, 
enabling them to collectively influence prices 
and project geopolitical power. The UAE’s 
departure signals that this model ~ once 
seen as indispensable ~ is increasingly being 
questioned by its own members, not just 
for economic reasons but for strategic and 
political ones as well. 

At its core, the move is about control. The 
UAE has spent years investing heavily in 
expanding its oil production capacity, 
positioning itself as a technologically advanced 
and efficient producer. Yet, under OPEC’s 
quota system, it has been required to hold 
back output to support global prices. This 
arrangement may have made sense when 
collective discipline ensured stable and 
predictable revenues, but in today’s environment 
it is beginning to look like a constraint. For 
a country trying to maximize returns from 
its existing oil wealth while simultaneously 
preparing for a post-oil future, limiting 
production is no longer an attractive bargain. 

There is an inherent irony here. The UAE’s 
long-term strategy is to diversify away from 
hydrocarbons, investing in sectors such as 
finance, tourism, and technology. However, 
achieving that transition requires significant 
capital, much of which still comes from oil 
revenues. In that sense, producing more oil 
now is not a contradiction but a necessity. 
OPEC’s restrictions, therefore, clash directly 
with the country’s broader economic ambitions. 
What once functioned as a stabilizing 
mechanism is now perceived as an obstacle 
to national development. 

But economics alone does not explain 
the timing or the tone of this decision. The 
geopolitical context is equally important. 

The Gulf region has been under strain, 
particularly with tensions involving Iran 
and disruptions around critical maritime 
routes like the Strait of Hormuz. For the 
UAE, these developments have underscored 
the risks of relying on a consensus-driven 
organization where responses to crises are 
often slow and diluted by competing interests. 
In a volatile environment, agility matters 
more than coordination, and OPEC’s structure 
is not designed for speed. 

Frustrations have also been building 
within the Gulf Cooperation Council. The 
UAE has increasingly sought a more assertive 
regional stance, particularly in relation 
to Iran, and has been dissatisfied with 
what it sees as a lack of unified action. 
This divergence in strategic outlook has 
contributed to a sense that traditional 
alliances are no longer delivering the 
desired outcomes. In such a scenario, 
breaking away from a Saudi Arabia-dominated 
framework like OPEC becomes not just 
an economic choice, but a political signal. 

For Saudi Arabia, the implications are 
significant. As OPEC’s de facto leader, its 
influence has always depended on both 
its own production capacity and the 
willingness of others to align with its 
policies. The UAE’s exit weakens that 
alignment. It removes a key partner with 
substantial spare capacity, making it 
harder for the group to manage supply 
effectively. More importantly, it exposes 
underlying dissatisfaction with Saudi 
leadership, raising questions about how 
cohesive the organization really is. 

This comes at a particularly challenging 
time for Saudi Arabia. Its ambitious economic 
transformation plans require sustained high 
oil revenues, which in turn depend on 
carefully managed supply levels. If fewer 
countries are willing to participate in 
coordinated cuts, the burden falls 
disproportionately on Saudi Arabia itself. 
Cutting production to support prices becomes 
more costly and less effective when others 
are free to increase output. The result is a 
strategic dilemma: maintain discipline and 
sacrifice market share, or abandon restraint 
and risk price declines. 

The UAE’s departure also highlights a 

broader issue that has long plagued OPEC - 
uneven compliance. Several members have 
frequently exceeded their production quotas, 
undermining the credibility of the system. 
For countries that adhere to the rules, this 
creates resentment and erodes trust. The 
perception that the system is neither fair 
nor enforceable weakens the incentive to 
remain within it. In that sense, the UAE’s 
exit is not an isolated event but part of a 
larger pattern of dissatisfaction. 

Looking ahead, the question is whether 
this move will trigger a wider unravelling. 
Other producers with growing capacity or 

shifting economic priorities 
may begin to reassess the 
value of membership. If more 
countries choose autonomy 
over coordination, OPEC’s 
ability to function as a cohesive 
bloc will diminish. Its influence 
on global oil markets - once 
formidable - could gradually 
erode, replaced by a more 
fragmented and competitive 
landscape. 

In the short term, the 
impact on oil prices may be 
limited. Geopolitical disruptions 
and existing supply constraints 
continue to shape market 
dynamics, and a single 
country’s policy shift is 
unlikely to cause immediate 
upheaval. Over the longer 
term, however, the implications 
are more profound. If the 

UAE increases production significantly 
outside the constraints of OPEC, it could 
contribute to downward pressure on prices. 
At the same time, the loss of a strong 
coordinating mechanism increases the 
likelihood of volatility. Prices may swing 
more sharply in response to geopolitical 
events, demand fluctuations, or shifts in 
production strategies. 

For oil-importing countries, this presents 
a mixed picture. On one hand, increased 
supply and potential price declines offer 
clear benefits, easing inflationary pressures 
and improving trade balances. On the other 
hand, greater volatility complicates economic 

planning and energy security. The absence 
of a stabilizing force like a cohesive OPEC 
makes the market less predictable, introducing 
new risks even as it creates new opportunities. 

What is perhaps most striking about the 
UAE’s decision is what it reveals about the 
changing nature of global energy politics. 
The traditional model of cartel-based 
cooperation is being challenged by a 
combination of technological change,  
shifting demand patterns, and evolving 
geopolitical realities. Countries are increasingly 
prioritizing flexibility and national interest 
over collective discipline. Energy is no longer 
just an economic commodity; it is a  
strategic tool, used to navigate a complex 
and multipolar world. 

This shift does not necessarily mean that 
OPEC will become irrelevant overnight. The 
organization has shown resilience in the 
past, adapting to crises and maintaining a 
degree of influence even in the face of internal 
disagreements. It may continue to play a 
role, particularly if key members remain 
committed to coordination. However, its 
authority is no longer unquestioned, and its 
future will depend on its ability to adapt to 
a changing environment. 

In many ways, the UAE’s exit is less about 
leaving OPEC and more about redefining 
what participation in the global energy 
system looks like. It reflects a willingness to 
break from established norms in pursuit of 
greater autonomy and strategic flexibility. 
Whether this approach proves successful 
will depend on how effectively the UAE can 
navigate the risks of a more competitive 
and less predictable market. 

What is clear, however, is that the balance 
between cooperation and competition in 
the oil market is shifting. The assumptions 
that once underpinned global energy 
governance are being re-examined, and the 
outcomes are far from certain.  

The UAE has chosen to prioritize  
independence over alignment, betting that 
the benefits of flexibility outweigh the costs 
of leaving a collective framework. Others 
may soon face similar choices, and the 
decisions they make will shape the future 
of the global energy order in ways that are 
only beginning to unfold. 

While power tends to corrupt, 
hearing that this applies even 
to the young and affluent 
may be reason enough to 

rethink early exposure to politics through 
the Sangguniang Kabataan (SK). Or so 
believes Interior Secretary Jonvic  
Remulla who has pushed for the abolition 
of the SK following the suspension of two 
SK officials from two of Makati’s plush 
villages. 

At a press briefing last week, Remulla 
identified the SK members as Natalia 
Georgianna Tupaz of Barangay Dasmariñas 
and Cecilia Louise Yabut of Barangay 
Magallanes.  

“Corruption has reached the SK all the 
way to the richest barangay,” Remulla 
said, adding that the Department of the 
Interior and Local Government (DILG) 
will recommend charges against the two 
errant officers at the Office of the 
Ombudsman: direct bribery, graft and 
corruption, and falsification of public 
documents for Tupaz, and the latter 

charge for Yabut. 
A DILG statement said Tupaz was 

slapped with a six-month 
suspension for allegedly 
demanding a 20 percent 
kickback from a supplier for a 
Halloween project, a practice 
she has described as 
“standardized.”  

Viber messages and a phone 
call supported the allegations, investigators 
said. Yabut was suspended for three 
months for supposedly submitting 
documents with falsified signatures, 
including that of an SK council member 
who was reportedly abroad at the time. 
Yabut said the signatories had given her 
prior consent. 

The two are among the seven elected 
members of the SK or the Youth Council 
in every barangay who serve a three-year 
term. The SK, the official representative 
body for those aged 18–24 in each barangay, 
is mandated to plan and implement 
projects that benefit the youth in their 

community. It receives 10 percent of the 
barangay’s general fund, which could 

amount to millions for rich villages. 
SK officials are also getting from 
P7,900 to P12,700 in monthly honoraria, 
and members an average of P5,900, 
depending on the barangay’s funds.  

These funds are sourced from the 
National Tax Allotment that, according 
to the Bureau of the Treasury, totaled 

P238.1 billion in tax allotments for 
approximately 41,913 barangays for 2026. 
Early this week, President Marcos announced 
a new P200,000 allocation per barangay, 
totaling P8 billion nationwide specifically 
for education, social, and economic projects. 

The impeachment case will affect Vice 
President Sara Duterte's bid in the 2028 
presidential race, House justice panel 
chair Gerville Luistro said. 

The suspension of the two SK members 
has prompted Remulla to double down 
on his call to abolish the barangay youth 
council: “We see the culture of corruption 
even among the youth,” he said. 

He also cited the high attrition rate 
among SK officials as many leave office 
after the first year of their term due to 
marriage, employment, or education. 
Wouldn’t it be more practical for barangay 
councils to designate individuals to oversee 
youth affairs instead of holding elections, 
the DILG official asked. 

The barangay and SK elections (BSKE) 
~ postponed from December 2025 to Nov. 
2 this year ~ have become a contentious 
issue, with some lawmakers saying that 
the billions allotted for the elections should 
instead be used to address the economic 
crisis triggered by runaway oil prices 
because of the Middle East conflict. 

The money saved from postponing the 
2026 BSKE polls could be channeled 
instead to support fuel, food, and essential 
services, Sen. Imee Marcos said, a position 
that President Marcos said he was open 
about. The senator quoted the  
Commission on Elections (Comelec) as 
putting the projected election expenses 
at P16 billion.

Troubling 
Sir, Please refer to yesterday’s report 

“Vinesh Phogat issued show-cause notice 
by WFI”. The Wrestling Federation of India 
has now issued a detailed show-cause notice 
accusing Vinesh of violating anti-doping 
return rules, engaging in indiscipline and 
damaging the reputation of Indian wrestling.  

The federation insists that rules under 
the United World Wrestling framework are 
non-negotiable and that any athlete returning 
from retirement must complete a mandatory 
six-month notice period while remaining 
available for anti-doping testing. On paper, 
the argument appears procedural and 
legitimate. Sporting regulations cannot be 
selectively enforced depending on an athlete’s 
popularity or public image. 

Yet the matter cannot be viewed in isolation 
from the troubled history between Vinesh 
and the federation. Indian wrestling spent 
nearly two years trapped in public  

controversy after leading wrestlers accused 
former WFI chief Brij Bhushan Sharan Singh 
of sexual harassment and institutional 
intimidation.  

Vinesh was among the most visible faces 
of that protest movement. The agitation 
divided Indian sport, drew global attention 
and exposed deep structural weaknesses in 
athlete protection mechanisms.  

Even today, a trust deficit continues to 
exist between many wrestlers and the 
federation leadership. In such an  
tmosphere, every disciplinary step risks 

appearing political, even when backed by 
technical rules. 

Yours, etc., Khokan Das, 
Kolkata, 11 May. 

 

Values 
Sir, This refers to the article “A moral 

commitment that binds the world” published 
today. The piece raises something we rarely 
pause to consider ~ that humanitarian work 
is not exceptional behaviour, it is basic 
human responsibility. Red Cross volunteers 
operate in conditions most of us cannot 
imagine, and yet funding, political access, 
and security remain persistently inadequate.  

Governments acknowledge these organisations 
during crises but seldom invest in their 
sustained capacity. That gap needs addressing. 
Locally too, the culture of community support 
has thinned. Urbanisation and digital isolation 
have made neighbourly solidarity feel 
old-fashioned. Schools should reintroduce 

civic participation seriously, not as a subject 
but as practice. Compassion, after all, is a 
habit before it becomes a value. 

Yours, etc., K Sakunthala, 
Coimbatore, 11 May. 

 

Traffic woes 
Sir, Without taking away an iota of credit 

from Calcutta Traffic Police, I would like to 
bring to their notice the following aberrations: 
(a) Random operation of auto rickshaws 
over four lanes at times even breaking traffic 
light signals; (b) Random jumping of lanes 
by two-wheeler drivers,  including gig workers; 
(c) Vehicles not getting into the turning lane 
as well as crossing the stop line; (d) Parking 
in no-parking areas like the junction of 
Purna Das Road and Jatin Bagchi Rd causing 
traffic congestion all round, and (e) Excessive 
and continuous honking. Yours, etc., 

Cdr Subimal Dutt, 
Kolkata, 11 May. 

India’s labour debate has long been trapped between two 
extremes. One side argues that higher wages inevitably kill 
jobs. The other assumes better pay alone can solve worker 
distress. Both positions ignore a deeper reality: India’s 

problem is not merely low wages, but an economy that has 
depended for decades on cheap and insecure labour to sustain 
growth. That model is now reaching its limits. Even after years of 
headline GDP expansion, a vast section of India’s workforce 
remains outside stable salaried employment. Millions survive 
through informal work, casual labour, small-scale self- 
employment, or seasonal agricultural activity. The contradiction 
is stark. India aspires to become a manufacturing and services 
powerhouse, yet nearly half its workforce remains tied to 
low-productivity agriculture. The result is stagnant earnings, 
weak domestic demand and rising economic insecurity despite 
visible national growth. 

This is the larger context in which the Code on Wages must be 
understood. The reform is not simply an administrative 
consolidation of labour laws. It represents an attempt by the 
Indian state to redefine what formal employment should look 
like in a modern economy. For years, companies across sectors 
have used fragmented salary structures, allowances, and 
contractual arrangements to keep basic wages artificially low.  

This reduced provident fund liabilities, diluted social security 
contributions, and weakened workers’ bargaining power. Such 
practices helped lower costs in the short term, but they also 
institutionalised a low-wage equilibrium that discouraged 
productivity upgrades and skill investment. The new wage 
framework seeks to reverse some of those incentives by 
standardising wage definitions and limiting excessive exclusions 
from base pay calculations. Critics from industry predictably 
warn that higher wage obligations could discourage hiring. But 
that argument assumes Indian competitiveness can continue 
resting indefinitely on suppressed labour costs. China’s economic 
transformation offers a different lesson. Its manufacturing rise 
was not built only on cheap labour, but eventually on rising 
productivity, infrastructure, scale, and worker purchasing power. 
South Korea and Taiwan followed similar paths decades earlier.  

Economies that remain permanently dependent on low wages 
rarely achieve broad middle-class expansion. India now faces a 
strategic choice. It can continue competing as a vast reservoir of 
inexpensive labour, or it can gradually transition toward a 
higher-productivity economy where workers earn enough to 
sustain consumption and social stability. The second path is 
slower and politically harder, but likely more durable. None of 
this can guarantee success. Labour codes alone cannot fix weak 
manufacturing capacity, judicial delays, poor skilling systems, or 
uneven state-level implementation. Small businesses already 
operating under cost pressures may struggle with compliance. 
Without broader economic reforms, wage regulation can become 
another layer of bureaucracy. Yet the broader signal still matters. 
India is beginning to acknowledge that labour cannot remain 
permanently informal while the country seeks great-power 
economic status. A nation aspiring to become the world’s 
third-largest economy cannot build that future on insecure 
workers earning stagnant wages indefinitely.

Breaking  Binaries 

 Wage  Illusion 

The UAE’s long-term strategy is 
to diversify away from 
hydrocarbons, investing in 
sectors such as finance, tourism, 
and technology. However, 
achieving that transition 
requires significant capital, 
much of which still comes from 
oil revenues. In that sense,
producing more oil now is not a 
contradiction but a necessity. 
OPEC’s restrictions, therefore, 
clash directly with the country’s 
broader economic ambitions
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TWO ATTACKS ON TRAINS 

ALL-NIGHT RIOT AT 
GLASGOW 
LONDON, MAY  

THE Berwick-Newcastle train was attacked 
last night. The driver noticed that the level-crossing 
gate was foul of the line, and slowed up when all 
of a sudden a mob of three to four hundred men 
appeared on both sides of the line and bombarded 
the train with stones. A big stone smashed the 
glass of the driver’s cabin, grazed the driver’s 
neck and hit the stoker.—Reuter. 

 

IN THE PROVINCES 

IMPROVEMENT IN 
RAILWAY SERVICES 

THE south-western division is normal, and is 
well furnished with news-papers. A number of 
strikers are drifting back at Plymouth. 

Some transport workers at Bristol, who were 
called out of the private flour-mills, have applied 
for work elsewhere, where they are not known. 
As regards the north-eastern division all is quiet 
at Leeds, Hull, Sheffield, York and other large 
towns. Volunteers are freely responding. 

The Midland division has improved its train 
services. The North-Midland division has ample 
volunteer labour and road transport. Food ships 
are being unloaded at Grimsby and the contents 
being despatched without difficulty. In the 
South-Midland division road transporters remained 
at work on a considerable scale except at Southampton, 
and volunteers are coming in such numbers that 
the supply of available electrical and mechanical 
workers exceeds the present needs. 

Numerous Oxford under-graduates are working 
in the docks. In the east-ern division all is quiet. 
A demonstration of 20,000 strinors at Norwich 
was peacefully conducted, and there were no 
inflammatory speeches.—Reuter’s Special Service. 

 

AN IMPROVEMENT! 

MILK AND FLOUR 
SUPPLIES COMING IN 
LONDON, MAY  

INDICATING an improvement, in the strike 
situation, the supplies for the Hyde Park milk 
pool are now coming in so freely by rail that road 
columns of lorries have been abolished or reduced. 
Milk lorries have thus been released for dock 
convoys and other urgent services.

Flour supplies to the London area have now 
been fully secured. The third and largest flour 
convoy of 220 lorries was run from the docks to 
Hyde Park this morning, making 483 lorry loads 
in three days.—Reuter’s Special Service. 

 

FRENCH SUPPORT 

DECISION OF PORT & 
DOCK LABOURERS 
PARIS, MAY. 

IN conformity with the Ostend decisions the 
National Federation of Mari-time Unions of the Port 
and Dock Labourers has issued instructions for-bidding 
the unemployed seamen to serve on British ships 
urging French seamen to refuse to work on French 
coalships to England, and ordering dock labourers 
not to coal or victual British vessels.— Reuter 

HARSHA KAKAR 
 

The anniversary of Operation 
Sindoor was marked last 
week with social media 
comments  and press 

conferences by members of the 
government. The armed forces 
organized a special press interaction, 
chaired by those who coordinated 
the operation. Interestingly, there 
was no comment, even on social 
media, by members of the opposition, 
including the Congress. This could 
be because the government has 
exploited Sindoor to its advantage 
in all elections. 

Both India and the US employed 
standoff weapons during their 
respective operations - India against 
Pakistan and the US-Israel combine 
against Iran, and the adversaries 
responded similarly. India had taken 
time and prepared for a counter, 
which Israel too had done to some 
extent. However, the US believed 
that Iran would not target its bases 
in neighbouring countries and hence 
was unprepared for what followed.  
Almost all its bases in the Middle 
East faced damages and losses 
which would take billions of dollars 
to repair. 

President Donald Trump has 
repeatedly been claiming that aircraft 
were downed in Operation Sindoor; 
the numbers increasing every time 
he spoke. US losses from Iranian 
strikes are yet to be disclosed, 
though everyone is aware that they 
were far greater in numbers, including 
those claimed to have been downed 
by friendly fire. US media and 
members of the public have, unlike 
the Indian opposition and media, 
behaved far more maturely and 
never questioned US aircraft losses. 
However, despite pleas by the 
Pentagon, US media shared details 
of damages to US assets.   

Iran’s strategy included targeting 
infrastructure in neighbouring 
countries; an option Pakistan does 
not possess. Thus, it could only hit 
back against India, for which Indian 
forces were prepared. Both India 
and the US targeted nuclear storage 
facilities and command and control 
centres, intending to force a closure 
in operations. Iran had prepared 
for the same, while Indian strikes 
shook Pakistan to the core, forcing 
it to seek a ceasefire. 

Iran played its narrative based 
on an unprovoked attack to which 
it was compelled to retaliate. Its 
narrative building was partially 
successful since Trump kept changing 
US objectives in his social media 
posts while his Secretary of War, 
Pete Hegseth, gave contradictory 
statements on their politico-military 
objectives to the media. 

Pakistan’s narrative of not being 
responsible for Pahalgam failed; 
that of downing Indian aircraft, 
while hiding their losses, was initially 
successful. Their promotion of Asim 
Munir enhanced it further. With 
the passage of time the world 
realized that damages caused by 
India were far beyond what Pakistan 
could sustain. Today, a year later, 
Pakistan struggles to justify its 
so-called claims of victory. 

Iran was aware that its survival 
alone would be a sign of victory 
over the US-Israel combine. Its 
ability to engage in talks indicated 
that two powerful nations could 
not force a surrender.  It  was 
benefited by the fact that it does 
no t  b order  e i ther  of  the  two 
aggressors. In Pakistan’s case it 
was aware that if it crossed a 
threshold in retaliation, India could 
expand the war by launching 
ground forces, for which it was 
unprepared. In such a scenario, it 
would be compelled to redeploy 

forces from its western provinces, 
where insurgency and freedom 
struggles were gaining ground. 
Further, its economy could not 
sustain a prolonged conflict. Thus, 
i t  was comp elle d to  ke ep i ts 
retaliation below India’s level of 
tolerance.    

The US’s justification for the war 
was based on the premise that Iran 
was developing nuclear weapons. 
The world is aware that it was Israel 
which pushed the US into conflict. 
In India’s case it was retaliation for 
targeting civilians in a terrorist 
strike, solely based on religion. No 
nation in the world could ask India 
to display restraint; Israel had 
recently retaliated against Hamas 
for a similar terrorist strike, and 
was backed by the US. India was 
justified in its response, despite 
Pakistan’s plea that Pahalgam was 
a ‘false flag’ attack, while the US 
continues to seek support for its 
war against Iran. 

Indians stood with the government 
when it launched Operation Sindoor. 
The public had been demanding a 
military response, after the attack 
in Pahalgam. The government had 
kept the pot boiling by mentioning 
that the armed forces would respond 
at a time and place of their choosing. 
In  the  US,  Tr ump and his 
administration are struggling to 
justify their attack on Iran. PM 
Modi gained in popularity, while 
Trump’s ratings dropped, making 
him the most unpopular President 
in US history. 

India was far more successful 
against Pakistan than the US has 
been against Iran. India never 
sought a ceasefire, forcing Pakistan, 
a nuclear power which regularly 
threatens nuclear retaliation, to 
seek peace. On the other hand, 
Trump claims that he has scaled 
down the war ‘on the request of 

Pakistan.’ Simultaneously, while 
India has declared a pause to 
Sindoor; the US continues with 
its deployment. 

India refuses to open dialogue 
with Pakistan while Trump keeps 
displaying his desperation for talks 
with Iran. India refuses mediation, 
while the US is using Pakistan as a 
messenger. This is a clear sign of 
who gained and who lost. 

Both India and the US had their 
politico-military objectives and end 
states determined prior to the 
conflict. The US was forced to 
amend its end state as war progressed, 
ultimately reverting to possibly 
what was achieved in the JCPOA 
(Joint Comprehensive Plan of 
Action), prior to Trump walking 
out of it in his first term. India 
stuck to its politico-military objectives 
throughout. It continues to hold 
the Indus Water Treaty in abeyance, 
a decision taken prior to Sindoor, 
while the US seeks to restore the 
Hormuz Strait to its pre-war condition. 

Operation Sindoor showcased 
Indian military products, demands 

for which have been rising across 
the globe. On the contrary, US 
military products had limited success 
against Iran’s retaliatory strikes. 
India has proved to the world that 
it possesses quality equipment.   

India subdued a declared nuclear 
power, while the US with all its 
military might, fails to bring an 
emerging nuclear power to heel. 
This is because the Indian armed 
forces had visualized different levels 
of possible retaliation and prepared 
for them.   

India’s strategy was limited 
escalation, while the US employed 
overwhelming military power. At 
the end of the day, limited escalation, 
with select objectives, was a better 
approach than excess military power 
without a clear end state. When 
accessed in totality, India gained 
in global standing while the US 
struggles to convince its own 
populace and allies on the Iranian 
conflict being a success. 

 
 

(The writer is a retired Major-General of the 
Indian Army.)
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ACROSS 
 
1    I see mariner�s 

brought round 

cutter (6) 

5    Minor Republican 

given award for 

costumes (8) 

9    Sea area next to 

the Spanish lines 

(8) 

10  Stylish cross put 

back under cover 

(6) 

11  Thoroughly 

organise cycling in 

November briefly 

(12) 

13  Copy part of the 

choreography 

that�s followed by 

foxtrot (4) 

14  Jokes about youth 

with rare finery 

(4,4) 

17  Medic wears more 

painful old 

headgear  

(8) 

18  Second-hand 

uniform has  

sleeve mended  

at last  

(4) 

20  Use it to groom 

unkempt Ulster 

cobs and two 

other horses?  

(7-5) 

23  Riding limited on 

island � it covers 

top and bottom 

only 

(6) 

24  Caught avoiding 

radical indirect 

cost where 17 is 

(8) 

25  Those drinking 

slowly devour 

litres like mules (8) 

26  Old British queen 

ignoring articles, 

2? (6) 

 

DOWN 
 

2    A short sunhat�s 

peak is here (4) 

3    Manipulating BBC 

logo, I�m making 

corrupt 

programme (5,4) 

4    Enthusiastic call in 

support of 

gunners (6) 

5    Western pianist 

and chemist�s 

footwear  

(10,5) 

6    Agitated  

Croatian drops 

paint in Ulster 

maybe?  

(8) 

7    Gas managed to 

overwhelm cook 

(5) 

8    Wearing 5  

perhaps under the 

counter?  

(10) 

12  She studies  

small church with 

icehouse  

erected on both 

sides  

(10) 

15  Hugh�s door 

designed with  

nails protruding  

(9) 

16  Nice guy in  

suspect image 

upset island  

(8) 

19  European  

belts up A1  

(6) 

21  Wally primarily 

talks with  

idiotic way of 

speaking  

(5) 

22  Nurse dispenses 

this around  

one � it�s kept  

in hospital 

cupboard  

(4)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
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20 21
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25 26

S E I N F E L D G R A D E S
U D I E O E I
C R I S T I A N O N Y L O N
C O M D V A I G
U N T I E D S E A L E V E L
M N S R D E E
B E A U T Y P A R L O U R
S P A A O A

P A N I C S T A T I O N S
R L O E E O B
E V E N T U A L A T E A S E
S T A G B T P S
C A R O B E X U B E R A N T
U E L L R C O
E L E V E N B L I S T E R S

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

YesterdayÊs Solution

P E R S P E C T I V E
100 Years Ago

Front page of The Statesman  
dated 12 May 1926

News Items

Operations Sindoor and Epic Fury

OCCASIONAL NOTE 
MIAN GUL of Swat, who has for years been 

fighting the Khan of Dir and various clansmen of 
Bajaur in his attempts to re-establish on the 
Malakhand border a state as complete as that which 
the famous Akhund of Swat controlled, has at last 
succeeded. The Government has recognized his 
right to rule the whole country and high officers 
have crossed the frontier to invest him with the 
robes of office. It is to be hoped that the constant 
bickering which has hitherto kept Swat and Bajaur 
more disturbed for a decade than any other part of 
the Frontier will now cease. The strongest man has 
won, and there is once again a chance of the country 
where the Swat river is fed by a hundred streams 
becoming a wealthy and fertile district. Authorities 
on the Vedas dispute whether the Swat is identical 
with the sacred Sarasvati, but the contraction is 
natural and the river would make a good western 
boundary for the ancient kingdom of Brahmavarta. 
It is true that there is another Sarasvati river in 
existence but its course hardly falls into line with 
that of the Sarasvati mentioned in the Vedas. The 
Greeks came into India down this river, and in Swat 
proper are still to be found many relics of the 
civilization they founded there.

O. PRASADA RAO 
 

Every year on May 11, India 
celebrates  National 
Te chnology Day to 
commemorate the nation’s 

technological strides. The date was 
chosen to honour the Pokhran-II 
nuclear  tests  of  1998,  which 
demonstrated India’s scientific and 
technical capabilities. In addition, 
the successful test flight of Hansa-3, 
India’s first indigenous aircraft, and 
the test firing of the Trishul missile 
showcased innovation capabilities 
across the defence and civil aviation 
sectors. Declared by then Prime 
Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee in 
1999, the day has since evolved 
into a platform to highlight India’s 
achievements in science, engineering, 
and innovation. 

The 2026 theme, “Responsible 
Innovation for Inclusive Growth”, 
emphasises that technology must 
not only advance but also uplift 
society equitably.  Within this 
framework, clean energy emerges 
as a cornerstone- linking sustainability, 
innovation, and inclusivity. 

T h i s  Day  i s  m o re  t h a n  a 
commemoration–it is a call for 
action.  Its importance lies in 
recognizing scientists and innovators 
for their achievements in critical 
sectors like space, biotechnology, 
and digi ta l  infrastr ucture .  I t 
encourages youth to pursue Science, 
Technology, Engineering, and 
Mathematics (STEM) careers, 
thereby strengthening India’s 
innovation stream. It showcases 
the country’s policy priorities, such 

as self-reliance (Atmanirbhar 
Bharat, Make in India etc.). It 
positions India globally as a leader 
in clean energy, semiconductor 
manufacturing ,  and ar tif icial 
intelligence. By linking technology 
t o  i n c l u s ive  g row t h ,  t h e  d ay 
emphasises that innovation must 
serve social equity, environmental 
sustainability, and national resilience. 

Inclusive growth refers to economic 
progress that is broad-based, 
equitable, and sustainable. It ensures 
that the benefits of development 
reach all sections of society, especially 
marginalised groups. Key benefits 
include reducing disparities in 
income, gender, minorities, and 
regional development; ensuring 
affordable access to education, 
healthcare, and technology; ensuring 
affordable access to education, 
healthcare ,  and te chnology; 
empowering communities to contribute 
to and benefit from growth, and 
aligning economic progress with 
environmental protection. 

Clean energy refers to energy 
derived from sources that produce 
little to no greenhouse gas emissions 
and minimise environmental harm. 
It includes solar power (photovoltaic 
and thermal), wind energy (onshore 
and offshore), hydropower (large 
dams and micro-hydro), geothermal 
energy, biomass and biofuels, and 
green hydrogen (produced via 
renewable-powered electrolysis of 
water) 

Clean energy differs fundamentally 
from fossil fuels, which emit carbon 
dioxide, methane, and other pollutants. 
It is central to combating climate 

change and achieving sustainable 
development. 

Clean Energy reduces greenhouse 
gas emissions, mitigating climate 
change; cuts air pollution, lowering 
respiratory and cardiovascular 
diseases; diversifies sources, reduces 
dependence on imported oil and 
coal, facilitates ‘Energy Security’ 
ef for ts ,  and creates  jobs  in 
manufacturing, installation, and 
maintenance of renewable systems. 
Decentralized systems (like rooftop 
solar) provide power during disasters. 

Globally renewables accounted 
for nearly 30 per cent of electricity 
generation in 2025, with solar and 
wind contributing in a major way. 
China dominates solar manufacturing 
and deployment, while Europe leads 
in offshore wind. The United States 
is investing heavily in green hydrogen 
and battery storage. India has set 
an ambitious target of 500 GW of 
renewable capacity by 2030, aiming 
for net-zero emissions by 2070. 
Africa is emerging as a solar frontier, 
exploiting abundant sunlight for 
decentralised electrification. Despite 
progress, fossil fuels still supply 
over 60 per cent of global energy, 
highlighting the scale of transition 
required. 

The future of clean energy needs 
to be shaped by innovation and 
policy. Green Hydrogen is seen as 
the “fuel of the future.” Initiatives 
like the International Solar Alliance 
(led by India) are required to foster 
global collaboration in transition 
to clean energy. Policies must ensure 
workers in fossil fuel industries are 
retrained and communities supported 

as we increase use of renewable 
energy. 

Solar and wind depend on weather 
so power generation from them is 
intermittent, requiring robust battery 
storage. Transmission lines, smart 
grids, and charging networks should 
not lag behind demand. Shifts in 
government priorities can stall 
projects. Mining for lithium, cobalt, 
and rare earths for batteries raises 
environmental and ethical concerns. 
Developing nations face financing 
hurdles affecting the clean energy 
transition. Land acquisition, ecological 
concerns, and local opposition can 
delay projects. Fresh water for 
production of hydrogen is scarce, 
so seawater electrolysis needs to 
be adopted. 

National Technology Day 2026, 
with its theme “Responsible Innovation 
for Inclusive Growth – Clean Energy”, 

reminds us that technology must 
be both transformational and 
sustainable. 

Clean energy embodies this dual 
mandate: it reduces emissions, 
fosters innovation, and creates jobs, 
but must be deployed inclusively 
to avoid deepening inequalities. 

India’s journey - from Pokhran-II 
to solar parks and hydrogen missions 
- illustrates how technology can 
redefine national destiny. Yet, the 
global community must confront 
chal lenges of  intermittency, 
infrastructure, and equity. The 
future lies in collaborative innovation, 
where nations, industries, and 
communities work together to 
ensure that clean energy is not just 
a technological triumph but a 
humanitarian one. 

 
(The writer is a retired Scientist, CSIR.)

Technology must boost clean energy

OPERATION 
EPIC FURY 
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“If you look at my old speeches when I
was young, very handsome,” President
Trump said while announcing his “Liber-
ation Day” tariffs last year, “I’d be on a
television show. I’d be talking about how
we were being ripped off.” For someone
who’s been known to change his opinion
from time to time, he has been remark-
ably consistent on this point: Other
countries are swindling America, and
China is the worst offender.

In an earlier era when the political
class was infatuated with free trade, Mr.
Trump’s concerns marked him as an
extreme outlier. Since then, the country
has largely come around to his way of
thinking. The Biden administration
doubled down on Mr. Trump’s first-term
China tariffs, increasing rates even
further, and imposed strict export con-
trols on critical technologies. A House
select committee issued bipartisan
recommendations to drastically limit
China’s access to the U.S. market.

Anti-China sentiment helped sweep
Mr. Trump back into office, and he
packed his second administration with
prominent China hawks, most notably
Vice President JD Vance; Secretary of
State Marco Rubio; the Pentagon policy
chief, Elbridge Colby; and Jamieson
Greer, the U.S. trade representative. The
assumption on the part of many Ameri-
cans was that Mr. Trump would do
everything in his power to sever eco-
nomic ties between the two countries.

Instead, he may be on the verge of
tying the United States to China irrevo-
cably: Mr. Trump and President Xi
Jinping are reportedly considering a
deal to allow China to invest $1 trillion in
the United States, largely to build fac-
tories on American soil. It would be an
unforced error of world-historic propor-
tions.

As mind-boggling as that prospect
might seem, however, it doesn’t come
out of nowhere. Other than the steep
tariffs he imposed (and then lowered),
Mr. Trump’s approach to China has
frequently put him at odds with his own
administration. The White House’s
high-level National Security Strategy
seeks merely to “rebalance America’s
economic relationship with China.”
When the Pentagon’s draft of the more
detailed National Defense Strategy
described China as the top security
threat, the president sent the authors
back to the drawing board.

After Mr. Trump reached a “trade
truce” with Mr. Xi at their October sum-
mit in South Korea, he directed Stephen
Miller, a White House deputy chief of
staff, to limit any agency actions that
might antagonize China. He made the
case for granting 600,000 Chinese stu-
dent visas. And he pushed to allow
China access to advanced A.I. chips —
even though his administration’s own
A.I. Action Plan states: “Denying our

foreign adversaries
access to this re-
source” is “a matter
of both geostrategic
competition and
national security.”

What is going on?
The answer is that

Mr. Trump sees the
problem with China
as simply a bad deal.
And what’s the
remedy for a bad
deal? Why, a better

deal, of course. End the rip-off and all is
forgiven. “I don’t blame China,” he told
business leaders in Beijing in 2017.
“After all, who can blame a country for
being able to take advantage of another
country for the benefit of its citizens? I
give China great credit.” Campaigning in
2024, he said he would welcome the
arrival of Chinese automakers, a posi-
tion he reiterated this past January in
Detroit: “If they want to come in and
build the plant and hire you and hire
your friends and your neighbors, that’s
great. I love that. Let China come in.”
Indeed, he may even view such invest-
ment as a prize worthy of concessions.

A trillion-dollar infusion of capital
would exceed the total direct investment
in the United States made by any other
country since the Declaration of Inde-
pendence. Even a fraction of that
amount would blow apart what remains
of our economic defenses, weakening
national security and supply-chain
resilience, handing the Chinese Commu-
nist Party a powerful tool with which to
subvert our market, undermining the
basic logic of the president’s own trade
agenda and kneecapping our efforts at
rebuilding domestic industry.

In recent weeks, Mr. Greer and How-
ard Lutnik, the commerce secretary,
have both cast doubt on accepting Chi-
nese investment. With Mr. Trump,
though, it’s always hard to know what’s a
firm no and what’s a negotiating posture.
If he continues on his current course, the
president who did more than anyone else
to call out the danger of the China rela-
tionship could become the one to embed
that relationship, and that danger, into
the foundation of the nation’s economy.

CHINA HAS CHANGED a great deal in recent

decades. It has grown wealthier and
become a global leader in technology. It
has moved no closer, however, to mar-
ket democracy.

Whereas American companies pur-
sue their own goals with relatively little
political interference or concern for the
national interest, Chinese companies
operate at the pleasure of the Chinese
Communist Party and succeed when
the party wants them to. If the party
decides to dominate an industry, it can
offer virtually unlimited financial sup-
port and access to a virtually unlimited
labor pool, as it has done for companies
engaged in rare-earth processing, at the
beginning of the supply chain, as well as
iPhone assembly, at the end of it, and

many others in between. If a company’s
success is no longer deemed to be in the
interest of the party, support vanishes,
investigations start, executives land in
jail. No rights stand above the obliga-
tion to serve the state.

As Robert O’Brien, the national secu-
rity adviser in Mr. Trump’s first term,
put it, the idea that “individuals are
merely a means to be used toward the
achievement of the ends of the col-
lective nation-state” remains “as funda-
mental to the Chinese Communist Party
as the Constitution and the Bill of Rights
are to us as Americans.”

Welcoming that model to U.S. shores
would be a catastrophe for the country.
The U.S. auto industry is Exhibit A.

Consider what happened when China
invited some of the crown jewels of
American industry, like General Elec-
tric, Intel and Tesla, to set up shop
across the Pacific. In exchange for that
market access, the American compa-
nies willingly shared their technology
with Chinese businesses, which, having
gotten what they needed, began to push
the Americans out.

China ran its playbook to perfection
on Tesla, using a tariff on cars manufac-
tured in other countries and subsidies
for those produced domestically to lure
Elon Musk to Shanghai in 2017. Tesla got
generous subsidies, a sweetheart deal
on premium industrial land and quick
approval on all necessary infrastruc-
ture and regulatory matters — for just
long enough to allow Chinese engineers

to learn about the company’s innova-
tions, then head off to share them with
Chinese competitors. That’s when
China withdrew the subsidies. By 2025,
Tesla was getting steamrolled in China
as sales plummeted and its market
share fell below 5 percent.

The United States cannot run that
playbook in reverse. If those Chinese
companies come to the United States,
they will share no technology that the
party does not want shared. To the
contrary, there is ample reason to fear
that they would use their new perch to
steal American technology and gather
sensitive data on American citizens, our
economy and our infrastructure. In-
deed, China’s 2017 National Intelligence

Law doesn’t just grant China’s intelli-
gence services access to all private-
sector business data; it affirmatively
imposes the obligation that “any organi-
zation or citizen shall support, assist
and cooperate with the state intelli-
gence work.”

In recent years, prominent Chinese
businesses and Chinese citizens have
been accused in countless incidents,
such as stealing software source code
from an American supplier, removing
equipment from an American lab and
even digging up proprietary seeds from
a test field in Iowa. Now they’d be doing
it with a hall pass from the American
government. And American companies
striving to maximize profit in a free
market would be up against competi-
tors bolstered by almost limitless subsi-
dies from Beijing and with no obligation
to turn a profit at all.

The problem isn’t foreign investment
per se. Mr. Trump has been right to
pursue major investment commitments
from Japan, South Korea and Taiwan as
part of trade negotiations, just as Presi-
dent Ronald Reagan used the threat of
an import quota to force Japanese
automakers to invest in building their
first U.S. factories in the early 1980s.
Those countries are market democra-
cies, and their economies run on the
same general principles as ours.

So when their companies set up shop
here, they operated the way you’d ex-
pect an American company to operate:
They established assembly plants, then

expanded supply chains and eventually
opened research and development
centers as well. Today, those companies
pursue profit by creating good jobs
across the supply chain for hundreds of
thousands of Americans and competing
fairly against American carmakers for
their share of the market. Honda is a
leading sponsor of the U.S. Olympic
team.

China is a different story. Thanks in
no small measure to the U.S. technology
it appropriated, China now has the
world’s best electric vehicles, and leads
in nearly all other advanced industrial
technologies as well. Allowed into the
United States, Chinese carmakers will
flood the market with cars that Ameri-

can competitors cannot make and sell
for anywhere near a comparable price.

“The existential risk to the U.S. auto
industry isn’t Chinese E.V.s alone. It’s
the combination of sustained govern-
ment support, vertically integrated
supply chains and speed,” said Eliza-
beth Krear, the chief executive of the
Center for Automotive Research. And
once these companies devastate the
U.S. auto industry, Beijing could decide
to pull back leading-edge technologies,
or move production back to China alto-
gether, leaving the United States with
fewer jobs, a weaker industrial base and
no choice but to import.

Cars present the most obvious exam-
ple, but the same logic will apply to any
other industry opened to Chinese in-
vestment. Vulnerability to China’s
control over particular inputs like criti-
cal minerals has already proved a disas-
ter for American security and resil-
ience. Allowing China to develop verti-
cally integrated control over entire
supply chains on both sides of the Pa-
cific would multiply that disaster many
times over; it would be as damaging as
the choice to welcome China into the
World Trade Organization a generation
ago.

Mr. Trump’s broader reset of the
global trading system would collapse,
too. Since he took office last January, his
negotiators have steadily increased
pressure on trading partners to match
U.S. tariff rates on China and reject
investment controlled by the People’s

Republic. Treasury Secretary Scott
Bessent warned European leaders in
April that choosing to team up with
China rather than the United States
“would be cutting your own throat.”

But how does that threat work if Mr.
Trump welcomes huge Chinese invest-
ment, treating it as an important
achievement? If the United States
adopts a strategy of just pursuing the
best deal it can get with China, there is
no chance that our trading partners will
hold their own line.

Mr. Xi undoubtedly understands the
stakes. His position on the matter is
considered so central to Chinese ideol-
ogy that it has been written into the
curriculum of the People’s Liberation

Army. According to one textbook, “Xi
Jinping has emphasized that our state’s
ideology and social system are funda-
mentally incompatible with the West. Xi
has said, ‘This determines that our
struggle and contest with Western
countries is irreconcilable, so it will
inevitably be long, complicated and
sometimes even very sharp.’”

The textbook calls for luring adver-
saries into exactly the lopsided deal that
China is now proposing: “We must gain
a grip on foreign government leaders
and their business elites by encourag-
ing our companies to invest in their
local economies.”

If Mr. Trump grants Mr. Xi that grip,
he will lose his own hold on the era’s key
strategic conflict, entranced by China’s
siren song as foolishly as the “global-
ists” he made his name railing against,
this time with consequences more
irreversible.

The grand bargain that Mr. Trump
wants, establishing a balanced eco-
nomic relationship between the two
nations, is not one that he can get, be-
cause the relationship is not one that
can exist. The asymmetry of the two
economic systems guarantees that any
deal with China ends with the United
States ripped off. Any accomplished
deal maker also knows when to walk
away.

EVELYN HOCKSTEIN/REUTERS

The
president is
working to
strengthen a
relationship
that many
Americans
fear.

Oren Cass
Contributing Writer

OREN CASS is the chief economist at
American Compass, a conservative
economic think tank.

Trump used to be the top China hawk.
Now he’s courting permanent disaster.

China now
has the world’s
best electric
vehicles, and
leads in
most other
advanced
industrial
technologies.
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SHANGHAI Every evening as our chil-
dren eat dinner, my phone notifies me
that our 3-year-old’s teacher has up-
loaded photos taken during the day at
school. An artificial intelligence facial
recognition feature puts a red square
around his face, letting me know which
photos to look at. It’s kind of creepy, but
kind of helpful, too.

In China, surveillance technology and
A.I. surround our everyday life. It’s built
into the way we order food delivered to
us from online apps; almost nobody I
know here in Shanghai buys groceries
at a grocery store, so we rely on A.I.-
powered technologies to keep us fed. It’s
visible in the infrastructure we use to go
to work and school, from trains using
facial recognition in lieu of physical
tickets to self-driving taxis. China’s
technological system offers an unparal-
leled convenience, and A.I. is such a
huge part of it.

Many American leaders believe the
United States cannot overcome its
adversary China unless it beats the
country in the A.I. race. Every new chip
that President Trump approves for sale
to China, every visit by the Nvidia chief
executive, Jensen Huang, to Shanghai

and every Chinese
A.I. breakthrough
strikes terror into the
hearts of America’s
China hawks. Hard-
ware, rare-earth
metals, revamped
power grids and
human talent could
all dictate which side

ends up creating the first superintelli-
gence. The upcoming summit between
Mr. Trump and China’s leader, Xi Jin-
ping, may lead to a few policy changes,
but this belief is more fixed.

The reality is that China and the
United States are racing in different
directions, because the two countries
conceptualize A.I. very differently.
Americans want to create the most
powerful technology humans have ever
known. In the quest for superintelli-
gence, the U.S. government is encourag-
ing private firms to move full speed
ahead, regulation be damned. Under the
very tightest regulation, by contrast,
the Chinese want to make A.I. more
practical and embedded in society, more
carefully selecting how it is deployed
and used by the population. If the Chi-
nese achieve their A.I. goals, they may
take a lead in the larger geopolitical
contest between the two nations.

Most Chinese policymakers don’t
believe A.I. superintelligence is arriving
any time soon. Instead, the Chinese
strategy is about advancing a govern-
ment-directed strategy referred to as
“A.I.+” that treats A.I. as if it were infra-
structure. This includes government-
coordinated plans, local subsidies and
national computing-power programs to
diffuse cheap, capable A.I. tools into
every public service. Chinese people
encounter A.I. as a natural part of their
day-to-day lives. Sometimes it’s visible
and palpable, like the “smile to pay”
terminals used in many shops. Some-
times it’s invisible, like Hangzhou’s City
Brain, which uses A.I. to analyze mas-
sive amounts of data for urban manage-

ment needs like regulating traffic and
environmental protection.

Unlike in the United States, where
most people remain wary, A.I. seems to
have had less of a backlash in China. The
Chinese A.I.+ strategy is practical and
comprehensible to the population in a
way that the U.S. strategy simply is not,
which may explain why the Chinese
appear so much more optimistic about
A.I. than Americans.

Chinese leaders are trying to maxi-
mize the country’s resources. The coun-
try’s chief resource is not oil, soybeans
or pork bellies, but Chinese people. As of
the 2020 census, nearly 40 percent of
Chinese lived in rural areas, including
110 million children. Even more are
living without access to quality educa-
tion and health care. For Chinese lead-
ers, the fact that so many Chinese peo-
ple are structurally denied access to
their best lives is a crisis even bigger
than the low birthrate. How many po-
tential geniuses are there among those
110 million rural children? What if the
gross domestic product per capita of all
of them could be quadrupled?

A.I. may be the answer. Are the teach-
ers in rural schools overworked and
undertrained? A.I. agents can help
teach students with personalized in-
struction. Are the hospitals lacking in
high-quality doctors? A.I. can diagnose
diseases by analyzing patients’ health
data. A.I. could make it easier to hire
and train the caregivers needed for
China’s growing elderly population,
with robotic or digital companions
supplementing the work of human
nurses.

A.I. could also make it easier to pre-
dict and prepare for extreme weather
events that could set back local econo-
mies. It could further optimize the
transition to green energy. China has
ports in which machines put containers
on ships with barely any human super-
vision. But China’s A.I.-as-infrastruc-
ture strategy is about more than just
improving the country’s domestic qual-
ity of life. It’s also about exporting Chi-
nese influence. Chinese A.I. is already
integrated into the supply chains that
dominate world trade.

And increasingly, rather than selling
individual goods or services, China is
selling a whole suite — energy, infra-
structure, telecoms, transportation,
surveillance — with A.I. systems to
manage it all. As emerging markets
from Southeast Asia to Latin America to
Europe seek solutions to large problems
like keeping power grids running, Chi-
nese A.I. solutions may be what they
end up buying. These models don’t have
to be as powerful as American ones;
they just have to be powerful enough. In
that way, as China exports those A.I.
models, it will be exporting Chinese
governance as well, with all of the
safety, abundance, surveillance and
embedded hierarchies that entails.

That’s why the difference between
these two countries in the A.I. race
matters so much. America’s spaceship
might still be the first to take off. But
back on planet Earth, the Chinese will
be using A.I. to run their hospitals,
schools, roads and more. Brazilians,
Russians, Africans and even the Euro-
peans might be doing so soon, too.

JACOB DREYER is a writer and editor who
has lived in Shanghai for most of the
past 18 years.

The U.S. is
chasing super-
intelligence
as China is
enriching
daily life.

ALLISON FILICE

Why the Chinese are so
much less scared of A.I.
Jacob Dreyer

The Defense Department says the con-
flict with Iran has cost taxpayers $25
billion so far. But this tally significantly
understates the true cost. By my calcula-
tions, the bill for a typical American
household most likely runs to thousands
— or even tens of thousands — of dollars.

Yes, that’s a wide range; blame the
economic fog of war. But what’s clear is
that Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth is
trying to obscure just how expensive this
war will be.

The Pentagon’s stated number reflects
only a narrow accounting of the tab that
Operation Epic Fury is running up. It’s
the price of the more than 2,000 Toma-
hawk and Patriot missiles already fired,
the warplanes already flown and in some
cases lost, and the rest of the gear al-
ready chewed through. It does not meas-
ure the true cost of the war — including
the human toll. Russell Vought, the
director of the Office of Management and
Budget, acknowledged as much when he
told the House Budget Committee on
April 15, “I don’t have a ballpark for you.”

I do. Since the start of the war, oil
markets have been disrupted, and con-
sumer confidence has cratered. The
global economy is groaning, and military
budgets are growing. The toll from this
upheaval must be counted in lives dis-
rupted, jobs lost, companies shut down
(see: Spirit Airlines) and the income and
output sacrificed. The less easily quanti-
fied costs — death, disability and mental
health — could become much more
dramatic should President Trump send
troops into Iran, which still can’t be ruled
out.

Start with oil. While the White House is
keen to tell you that oil markets will
bounce back to normal, futures markets
disagree. Futures prices for oil at the end
of 2026, 2027 and 2028 are all still sitting
well above where they were before the
start of the war. Indeed, the November
2026 futures price of West Texas Inter-
mediate hit a new high last week at
$86.12 a barrel. It could be that oil traders
are pricing in near-term disruption. Or
perhaps they see the current episode as
raising the risk of future disruption.
Either would be expensive.

The rise in geopolitical risk is costly.
Recent research by the Fed economists
Dario Caldara and Matteo Iacoviello
suggests that heightened geopolitical
risk leads to lower investment and em-
ployment and dramatically raises the
chances of an economic disaster. Their
measure of this risk has skyrocketed,
and their estimates of the effect of risk on
the economy suggest a cost of about $200
billion, with a million fewer Americans
working in a year.

The war has also pushed the Federal
Reserve Bank into a corner. Back in
February, many economists expected a
couple of rate cuts this year; markets
now think that’s unlikely. If the Fed
raises rates, it may succeed at beating
back a war-fueled burst of inflation, but
only by destroying hundreds of thou-
sands of jobs and edging the economy
closer to recession. A reasonable guessti-
mate — informed by the Fed’s own mod-
els — is that this will cost the economy
about $200 billion.

Wall Street is worried, despite the

market touching new highs. Every time
the president takes a more belligerent
stance, stocks tank, suggesting that
investors think this conflict will under-
mine the value of leading U.S. compa-
nies. My estimate — based on the move-
ment of oil prices, along with the S&P
500 — is that stocks are about 5 percent
lower than they otherwise would be,
suggesting that the war has wiped
about $3 trillion off the value of these
companies. (The overall market
strength most likely reflects other
macroeconomic forces, such as surging

artificial intelligence
stocks.)

Professional fore-
casters account for
the full set of macro-
economic conse-
quences, and econo-
mists at Goldman
Sachs reckon that
U.S. economic growth
will be 0.5 percentage
points lower as a

result of the war. If it takes a couple of
years for the economy to return to nor-
mal, that slower growth rate would
mean around $400 billion in lost income,
and Goldman warns it could be nearly
twice as bad.

Beyond the United States, both the
International Monetary Fund and the
World Bank have marked down their
forecasts for the global economy, high-
lighting much larger effects in other
countries. The world’s poor and most
vulnerable spend the largest share of
their income on food and fuel, so this
war will cause millions, perhaps tens of
millions, to go hungry. These are not
costs borne by the American people, but

perhaps they offend the American
conscience.

If Iran succeeds in charging a toll on
tankers that pass through the Strait of
Hormuz, that will matter, but perhaps
not for the obvious reason. A toll of $1
per barrel isn’t a big deal for us — it
would raise the price of gas by only a
few cents, and domestic oil producers
that are spared this expense could
increase their profit margins.

But if Iran can extract effectively a 1
or 2 percent tax on the one-fifth of the
world’s oil that passes through the Strait
of Hormuz, that would yield a vital
source of revenue that could be used to
rebuild the nuclear program that Mr.
Trump vowed to destroy.

This war has also revealed that Iran
— at least for now — can harness its
control over the strait to hold the global
economy hostage. How many billions
will the United States have to spend to
avoid giving other countries this sort of
leverage?

And that leads to the biggest bill of all:
future military outlays. As Iran spends
more on defense, other countries in the
Middle East will follow suit, and as
America’s (former?) allies feel less
secure under its security umbrella, they
may also spend more. It follows that if
the United States wants to maintain its
military supremacy, more spending will
be required.

How costly could this get? The White
House originally signaled that it would
need an extra $200 billion to prosecute
the Iran war. More recently, the admin-
istration made a defense budget request
of $1.5 trillion for fiscal 2027, a roughly
40 percent raise over this year. That’s a
huge $600 billion increase, or roughly

$4,000 per household.
That’s just additional spending for

2027. Defense budgets rarely go down,
especially today, with a lobbying army
fighting to keep spigots open and Mr.
Hegseth more than willing to listen. Put
these numbers together, and the bill is
staggering but not surprising.

Economists have long known that
only a small fraction of the costs of war
show up immediately in government
spending accounts. What the Pentagon
is doing is cash flow accounting — keep-
ing track of the dollars flowing out of the
Treasury. The economists Linda Bilmes
and Joseph Stiglitz argue that we get
very different — and much more realis-
tic — estimates with accrual account-
ing, when you add the cost of each fu-
ture obligation as you create it.

They estimated that the Iraq war cost
the United States around $3 trillion. A
huge share of those expenses came
after the conflict, including the expense
of lifetime medical care and disability
benefits for veterans, and the higher
recruitment and retention costs that
follow a bloody war — all compounded
by a rising interest bill.

The Pentagon’s lowball $25 billion
estimate gets a lot of attention, but it’s
more of a headline than a real number.
The best any economist can do right
now is get the order of magnitude right,
and my math suggests the Iran war will
cost hundreds of billions of dollars, and
very possibly trillions.

War is hell. And hell comes with a
hefty price tag.

Justin Wolfers

JUSTIN WOLFERS is a professor of eco-
nomics and public policy at the Univer-
sity of Michigan.

Don’t believe the Pentagon’s accounting

Here’s how
much
Americans
will really
have to pay
for the
Iran war.
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Surely, you have seen the indicators:
estimates that between 40 percent and
89 percent of Cubans live in poverty. A
five-pound package of chicken can cost a
retiree two or three times her monthly
pension. You have electricity, but you
know that blackouts are relentless and
people go 10, 16, 22 hours, and sometimes
days at a time, without it. Hospitals have
trouble powering incubators or dialysis
machines or even the old fans in their
perpetually losing battle against the
heat. Your health minister has said that
70 percent of basic medicines are not
available. Outside, mounds of garbage
run together, like ramparts rising around
a crumbling fort.

For you, sir, continuity may be a politi-
cal slogan. For many ordinary Cubans, it
feels like a death sentence.

Yes, I know. The embargo. It makes
everything so much harder. You can’t
trade with the United States, the country
that geography suggests should be your
natural trading partner. American tour-
ists can’t descend on your beaches.
Worse than that, U.S. law punishes third
countries, foreign companies, even
vessels that do business with Cuba.

Your designation by the United States
as a state sponsor of terrorism makes
international financial transactions
nearly impossible. Lately, the sanctions
have been crueler than ever.

Yet there are so many things the em-
bargo cannot explain. It did not force the
government to stall the economic re-
forms promised in 2011. Neither did it
determine the shape of the disastrous
currency restructuring that sent infla-
tion into triple digits in January 2021.
Nor is it a sufficient answer to the ques-
tion of why you have sharply increased
government investment in tourism, even
though most hotel rooms go unused and

so much agricultural land sits idle.
The embargo does not explain the

surveillance and harassment to which
you subject people like Alina López
Hernández, a historian who holds silent
vigils once a month at Liberty Park in
the provincial capital Matanzas, often
carrying a blank sign to symbolize the
absence of basic freedoms. It does not
explain why artists such as Luis Manuel
Otero Alcántara and Maykel Osorbo
languish in prison for their art, their
voice, their example.

You condemn the embargo all the
time, blaming it for everything that is
wrong in Cuba. But complaining cannot
stand in for policy. Tell me, or better yet
tell the Cuban people, what is your plan
to deal with the fact that the embargo
exists? What is your plan for trying to
negotiate its easing?

Do not take this letter as a defense of
U.S. policy toward Cuba, much less a call
for military intervention, which I do not
support. My father wrote letters to the
presidents of the United States, as well
as to Fidel. My equivalent would say
something simple: Cuba is not yours for
the taking.

That, at least, is something on which
we can agree. In fact, when I hear Presi-
dent Trump say that he’s going to take
Cuba, that he can do, frankly, whatever
he wants with it, I bristle. He reminds
me of James Buchanan, who, as secre-
tary of state under President James K.
Polk, wrote in 1849: “Cuba is already
ours. I feel it in my fingers’ ends.”

I can’t help but think of José Martí’s
warnings about the United States, how
it was ready to swoop down, take Cuba
and then extend its reach into Latin
America. My students read the Platt
amendment, that humiliating law that
gave the United States the right of
intervention in Cuba. I tell them about

Juan Gualberto Gómez, the journalist
and politician born to enslaved parents
who warned that granting the United
States this right was akin to giving it
“the keys to our house.”

When you say sovereignty is non-
negotiable, Mr. President, the historian
of Cuba in me understands. But I also
know that you and your government
have cheapened the word, so much so
that many young people hear it only as
more of your prattle.

You have brandished the word like a
weapon to avoid grappling with more
difficult issues. You have acted as if it
were your singular achievement, when
it has never been. You replaced depend-
ence on the United States with depend-
ence on the Soviet Union and, later, on
Venezuela.

Without an external patron, Cuba is
now imploding, and sovereignty begins
to feel like an abstraction. You cannot
eat sovereignty. And to survive, people
must eat. To live, they must do more
than that.

What will you do to help make that
happen? What will you do to make
things right by ordinary Cubans?

If you are unwilling to pursue real
answers, if you provide nothing more
than a ruinous continuity with no future,
then as my father would have said, the
hour has come.

It is time at the very least for a true
national dialogue.

A message to Cuba’s president
FERRER, FROM PAGE 1

CRISTINA DE MIDDEL/MAGNUM PHOTOS

ADA FERRER is a professor of history at
Princeton University and the author of
“Cuba: An American History.”



THEWALL STREET JOURNAL. Monday, May 11, 2026 | A15

The Power
To Prosper
Founder’s Fire
By Arthur Herman
Center Street, 352 pages, $32

BOOKSHELF | By John Steele Gordon

Race and the Virginia Gerrymander

F riday saw two major
skirmishes in the war
over congressional re-

districting. Gov. Bill Lee
signed a law redrawing Ten-
nessee’s map to carve up the
state’s only Democratic dis-
trict and produce an expected
9-0 Republican majority.
Hours earlier, the Virginia Su-
preme Court struck down a
map designed to expand the
Democrats’ edge from 6-5 to
10-1.

Tennessee’s soon-to-be-for-
mer Ninth Congressional Dis-
trict is more than 60% black,
although its representative
since 2007, Steve Cohen, is a
person of pallor. Rep. Dan
Goldman (D., N.Y.) tweeted
that the new map is vulnera-
ble to legal challenge: “The
Supreme Court just ruled that
a racial gerrymandering claim
must include intentional dis-
crimination. Tennessee Re-
publicans have immediately
responded by stopping early
voting in order to split apart

the only majority black dis-
trict in the state. What more
do you need to show inten-
tional discrimination? This is
Jim Crow 2.0 and cannot
stand.”

Early voting in the Tennes-
see primary doesn’t actually
begin until July 17, and Ten-
nessee Republicans have a for-
midable defense against the
discrimination charge: cynical
self-interest. As state Sen.

John Stevens put it, “This bill
represents Tennessee’s at-
tempt to maximize our parti-
san advantage.” The disper-
sion of black voters is merely
incidental to a partisan gerry-
mander, so it is nonjusticiable
under federal law.

The Virginia ruling didn’t
directly involve race either.
The commonwealth’s high

court held that the referen-
dum by which the Democrat-
controlled General Assembly
enacted the new map violated
procedures established by the
Virginia Constitution. State
House Speaker Don Scott in-
tends to appeal to the U.S. Su-
preme Court, but the justices
will almost certainly brush his
petition aside for want of a
federal question.

Democratic lawmakers in
Virginia, like their Republican
counterparts in Tennessee,
sought partisan advantage in
part by spreading black voters
around. “The proposal main-
tains one distinctly Black-in-
fluence district while dispers-
ing Black voters among other
districts,” Phillip Thompson,
executive director of the Na-
tional Black Nonpartisan Re-
districting Organization,
wrote for the Virginia Mer-
cury in March. He defines a
“black-influence district” as
one that is at least 40% black,
and the new map would have
brought the Fourth District
just below that threshold.

What’s more, “Richmond,
Petersburg, Southside, and
other predominantly Black
communities were not com-
bined into a district specifi-
cally designed to increase
Black representation or cre-
ate a viable opportunity for a
third congressional seat for a
Black candidate,” Mr. Thomp-
son wrote. “Instead, Black
voters from these areas were
dispersed across multiple
districts, . . . which may so-
lidify Democratic support but
are not necessarily struc-
tured to enhance Black politi-
cal influence.”

As a crassly partisan mat-
ter, Friday was a good day for
Republicans, who netted five
House seats. But Mr. Goldman
can find consolation in the
Virginia ruling, which turned
back a partisan gerrymander
that came at the expense of
“black opportunity”—assum-
ing, of course, that his con-
cern for the latter is sincere.

Mr. Taranto is the Jour-
nal’s editorial features editor.

By James Taranto

Both parties disperse
black voters when it
suits their interests.

OPINION

T his year is dedicated to the 250th anniversary of the
birth of the United States. Most historians are con-
centrating on the birth itself, when 13 disparate colo-

nies along the east coast of North America declared their
intention to separate from Great Britain. That, to be sure,
is quite a story, one without previous precedent. So is the
story of the Constitutional Convention a few years later,
which produced what is now the world’s oldest constitu-
tion of a complex sovereign state, amended only 27 times.

In “Founder’s Fire” Arthur Herman—whose books of popu-
lar history include “How the Scots Invented the Modern
World” (2001)—gives these stories their due. But Mr. Her-
man sees a bigger picture here. He argues, in this entertain-
ing and enlightening book, that the spirit—the fire—that
drove the Founding Fathers to risk everything to establish
something very new has animated this country ever since.
As he points out, the first English settlers in America “were
rebels and misfits who didn’t fit in their own time and place,

and who traveled across an
ocean to create their own ‘city
upon a hill.’ ”

This propensity to take
risks, Mr. Herman argues, has
been passed down from gen-
eration to generation. In the
early 19th century, this spirit
came to be called the Young
America movement. “The
spirit of Young America,” said
Rufus Choate, a senator from
Massachusetts from 1841 to
1845, “will not be satisfied with
what has been attained, but
plumes its young wings for a
higher and more glorious flight.”

While Young America emphasized internal improve-
ments and westward expansion, the spirit carried over
into the “American system” of manufacturing. Both the
Industrial Revolution and the steam engine that powered it
were invented in England. But it was the fully realized con-
cept of interchangeable parts and the mechanization of
production that made possible the huge increases in indus-
trial production in America during the decades after the
Civil War.

By 1900, the American economy was the largest in the
world, a position it has held since. That explosion could
not have happened without men willing to risk everything
to doggedly pursue an idea to ultimate success. Henry
Ford’s first two automobile-manufacturing companies foun-
dered before the Ford Motor Co. opened in 1903, changing
the world with Ford’s dream of an automobile that the
average American family could afford. That dream made
Ford one of the world’s richest men.

The vast fortunes created by men such as Ford have
long disquieted many intellectuals and journalists. As early
as 1859 the New York Times associated Cornelius Vander-
bilt with the idea of the medieval robber baron, thus tar-
nishing the image of the country’s biggest shipowner. But,
as Mr. Herman points out, Vanderbilt’s success was due to
cutting fares, not raising them. And in an age when many
steamboats, cheaply built and poorly maintained, did, in
the words of one contemporary, “a wholesale business in
human slaughter,” Vanderbilt never lost a ship to fire,
explosion or shipwreck. Mr. Herman subscribes fully to
the words of James J. Hill—whose Great Northern Railway,
which did so much to settle and develop the upper Mid-
west, was built without federal subsidies: “It really seems
hard, when we look at what we have done . . . that we
should be compelled to fight political adventurers who
have never done anything but pose and draw a salary.”

“Founder’s Fire” is no uncritical paean to the greatness
of this country. Mr. Herman spends considerable space
dealing with two men he calls “refounders”: Abraham
Lincoln and Martin Luther King Jr. After the nation tore
itself apart over the issue of slavery, Lincoln saved the
Union and freed the slaves. And Lincoln recalled to us,
in the peerless prose of the Gettysburg Address and the
Second Inaugural, what the Founding Fathers had given us
and which still lies at the heart of this nation: freedom.
But until King, in the 1950s and ’60s, led the nation to con-
front the evil legacy of Jim Crow, that freedom was only
for some.

Earlier, in “Freedom’s Forge” (2012), Mr. Herman told
the story of how, during World War II, the United States
drafted the entire American economy to become, in Presi-
dent Franklin D. Roosevelt’s words, the arsenal of democ-
racy. The author briefly recounts that history here: Instead
of having the government run the U.S. economy, which
failed disastrously in World War I, Roosevelt appointed
William Knudsen, the president of General Motors, to, in
effect, be the chief executive of the American economy.
The government would be kept out of economic affairs,
other than to provide the needed capital. The results were
spectacular. During World War II, the U.S. economy nearly
doubled in size as a war economy was built on top of the
civilian one.

After the war, however, when the U.S. had about half the
world’s gross domestic product, the fire that had driven so
many innovators seemed to wane as managers with MBAs
took over corporate America. Mr. Herman’s prime example
is Robert McNamara, the president of Ford who became
the secretary of defense. McNamara’s quantitative cost-
benefit-analysis approach to business had righted Ford’s
postwar problems but proved disastrous when he tried to
apply it to the Vietnam War.

Two new technologies have reignited the “founder’s
fire”: the microprocessor and the internet. A new genera-
tion of innovators, such as Jeff Bezos, Bill Gates, Steve
Jobs and Gordon Moore, have already improved the every-
day lives of millions while making for themselves fortunes
that have put those of the Gilded Age to shame. Meanwhile
Elon Musk has cut the cost of space travel by at least an
order of magnitude with the reusable rocket.

Mr. Herman knows how to tell a story, and in “Founder’s
Fire” he tells this one well, making a strong argument for
the ultimate source of American greatness: the freedom to
pursue one’s dreams.

Mr. Gordon is the author of “An Empire of Wealth:
The Epic History of American Economic Power.”

The same animating spirit that drove the
Founding Fathers led Cornelius Vanderbilt
and Henry Ford to create business empires.

Rockville, Md.
“People come
out of prison
with no
money, no
job, not al-
ways into a
good commu-
nity. Our re-
entry pro-
gram has a 5%
re c i d i v i sm

rate—astoundingly low,” Ste-
ven Preston, president and
CEO of Goodwill Industries,
told me about how they help
former prisoners.

Goodwill Industries? Like
me, you probably think of
Goodwill as the place you drop
off old clothes and furniture.
I’ve never stuck around long
enough to see our donations
in action. I had no idea.

Mr. Preston sums up Good-
will’s original mission: “to
help every individual develop
to their fullest potential.” It
was founded in 1902 after a
Methodist minister and his
wife were sent on a mission to
the poorest part of Boston.
“They started knocking on
people’s doors to ask for
clothing so they could give
clothing to the poor,” Mr.
Preston says. “And then they
had this epiphany: ‘Wait, I
could clean this clothing, re-
pair it, sell it, turn it into an
enterprise and give these peo-
ple jobs so that they weren’t
taking handouts. I could help
them develop job skills.’ ”

Goodwill now has more
than 3,400 stores and nearly
140,000 employees. Mr. Pres-
ton, a former housing and ur-
ban development secretary,

All the Good From Goodwill
notes: “A significant percent-
age of the people that we em-
ploy have either a disability or
some other kind of challenge.”
The organization serves two
million people a year. Mr.
Preston estimates that “83%
of the population is within 10
miles of a Goodwill.”

Since its founding, Mr.
Preston says, “we’ve pivoted
away from just being hands
and feet for people in that
place of need, to helping peo-
ple with self-sufficiency and
economic mobility to take care
of themselves.”

So the mission hasn’t really
changed? “Not for 120 years.
But the services have ex-
panded,” Mr. Preston says.
“Stores threw off nearly a
quarter of a billion dollars of
profits to fund job centers”—
about 650 of them, which are
separate facilities. Another
$830 million comes from cor-
porate support, government
programs and philanthropy.
One of its prison re-entry pro-
grams receives funds from the
Labor Department.

Sadly, the postprison recid-
ivism rate can be 40% or
more. Goodwill’s 5% is par-
tially due to self-selection, but
its success comes from being
hands-on. A service coordina-
tor provides support—and ac-
countability. “It’s living with
you in the day in and day out,”
Mr. Preston says. “You might
hear, ‘My career navigator was
Jenny, and let me tell you she
was in my life,’ and those are
absolutely the unsung heroes.”

“A lot of people we serve
are coming out of prison,
have addiction, maybe even

a history of homelessness.”
Roughly 85% in Goodwill’s
training programs have a
high-school diploma or less.
“So you can imagine that
getting a credential in digi-
tal skills or trade skills, or
just learning how to show up
for work every day, deal
with conflict, how to be an
effective person in the work-
place, is important.”

Support is highly localized,
which makes it effective.
There are 155 local Goodwill
organizations across the U.S.
and Canada, independent non-
profits. Washington might
need child-care centers while
Texas needs language skills.

Still, there is value to a na-
tional organization. “We’re
seeing probably the most rapid
transformation of the labor
market in human history. How
do we build out the capability?
We’re rolling out programs to
train people for clean tech,
trade skills, EV charging sta-
tion maintenance, solar panel
installation and maintenance
and heat pump maintenance.
We partner with Accenture
and companies like General
Motors and Lowe’s.” Everyone
talks about job training. Good-
will is doing it.

Add healthcare and hospi-
tality. And digital skills. “Go to

Goodwill.org, and you can sign
up for the Google AI Essen-
tials class. Or AI Prompting
Essentials. You get a certifi-
cate and could show that to an
employer,” Mr. Preston says.

Goodwill also has a youth
program, for career advice
and mentorships. “It’s for 16-
to 18-year-olds that have
mostly had justice involve-
ment or are deemed high-risk.
We used to call them at-risk
youth. Now we call them op-
portunity youth.” Almost a
preventive version of re-entry.

I asked if Goodwill was
capital constrained. Mr. Pres-
ton nodded. “If somebody
gave me $100 million tomor-
row, I could deploy that in
three months. That wouldn’t
only give us the resources to
serve more people, but to
build a much more coherent,
consistent system across
more geographies.”

When I first met Mr. Pres-
ton at a conference, National
Football League player Damar
Hamlin joined the conversa-
tion, saying: “Growing up,
Goodwill wasn’t just a place
for help, it was a lifeline. My
mom would always send me
there when things were
tough. Thank you.” Mr. Pres-
ton started to respond, and
Mr. Hamlin interrupted: “Can
we just hug it out?” Very
emotional.

Mr. Preston sums it up,
“The idea of seeing the dignity
and potential of every human
being, and helping them real-
ize that for a better future,
has always been what we do.”
So should we all.

Write to kessler@wsj.com.

The organization is
more than a place
to donate your old
clothes and furniture.

INSIDE
VIEW
By Andy
Kessler

An Argentine
appeals court
last month
upheld a deci-
sion ordering
the forfeiture
of hundreds of
millions of
dollars in as-
sets held by
former Presi-
dent Cristina

Kirchner (2007-15) and mem-
bers of her family.

It’s a notable decision con-
sidering the power once held
by Mrs. Kirchner and her late
husband, Néstor, who was
president from 2003-07. Oppo-
nents of kirchnerismo are cele-
brating. But does it mean Ar-
gentina is on the way to
becoming a normal country?
Not quite.

The credibility of Argen-
tina’s institutions has been
greatly eroded in the past cen-
tury. Earning it back could take
generations. Nowhere is this
more clearly demonstrated
than in the persistent double-
digit inflation that is under-
mining President Javier Milei’s
reformist agenda and feeding
political uncertainty.

Mrs. Kirchner is serving a
six-year sentence under house
arrest for fraud in the adminis-
tration of public-works con-
tracts in the province of Santa
Cruz. Though banned from
public office, she still heads
the largest faction of the Per-
onist party from inside her
Buenos Aires apartment.

The Kirchner asset forfei-
ture feels like justice finally
being served. But she can ap-
peal, and the country’s judi-

Why Argentina’s Comeback Has Stalled
ciary is notoriously political.
When the Kirchners were pop-
ular, their shady dealings went
uncontested. Now the public
mood has shifted. With evi-
dence piled high in the press
of the family’s illicit enrich-
ment and the nation suffering
the fallout from her brand of
“caviar” socialism, the finan-
cial penalty is an easy call.

The court’s ruling says very
little about the reliability of a
judiciary with a long tradition
of allowing the state to abuse
its power.

The central bank carries
similar baggage. The country’s
monetary history weighs heav-
ily on the present, regardless of
Mr. Milei’s best intentions. As
economist Nicolás Cachanosky
noted recently on his Substack,
Economic Order, attempts at
Argentine stabilization aren’t
new. They’ve been tried “under
military governments and dem-
ocratic ones, under heterodox
programs and orthodox ones,
under economists who believed
in markets and politicians who
did not. Each episode produced
a period of relative calm. Each
period eventually ended the
same way.”

There’s something to learn
here and Mr. Cachanosky
starts by asking: “What if the
obstacle is not the policy, but
the institutional environment
in which any policy must oper-
ate?” That would explain peso
instability. “A country where
formal rules are routinely bent
to accommodate political ne-
cessity cannot manufacture
monetary credibility through
institutional design alone,” Mr.
Cachanosky argues. “The cred-

ibility of any peso-based re-
gime is ultimately only as
strong as Argentina’s political
institutions, and the country’s
reality offers little comfort on
that front.”

This isn’t to diminish Mr.
Milei’s accomplishments. In De-
cember 2023, he inherited a
country teetering on crisis. He
slashed spending and in 2025

the economy grew 4.4%. The
federal government says it now
runs a primary fiscal surplus.

Tax and labor reforms and a
deregulation blitz have gone a
long way to liberate entrepre-
neurs. Mr. Milei ended rent
control, immediately boosting
the supply of housing in Bue-
nos Aires. The country is in the
midst of an unprecedented oil
and gas and mining boom. Ar-
gentina has become a net ex-
porter of petroleum. Last week
Fitch Ratings upgraded its for-
eign and local-currency debt to
B-minus from CCC-plus.

Still, inflation is expected to
finish the year around 30%.
The economy is expected to
grow 3.5% this year, mediocre
for a developing economy.
While agriculture and resource
extraction are strong, retail
and manufacturing have been
sluggish. Those who have been
left out are losing patience.

Argentina’s country risk

premium is more than 500 ba-
sis points, while Brazil’s is well
under 200. When the govern-
ment auctioned a bond in
March maturing in 2028, after
Mr. Milei’s term ends, inves-
tors demanded almost 350 ba-
sis points more than a compa-
rable bond maturing before his
term ends one year earlier. Mr.
Milei may be re-elected. But if
he isn’t, the market knows it
will mean the return of the
Peronists. Creditors want to be
compensated for that risk.

Francisco Monaldi, an en-
ergy analyst at the Baker Insti-
tute, reported last year that
natural-gas exporters in Ar-
gentina have been “shifting”
toward a “floating liquefied
natural gas” model that has
higher unit production costs
but will allow them to move
their investment elsewhere if
conditions in the country
change. More hedging against
the possible return of the left.

Team Milei is proud of the
peso disinflation from triple
digits since the president took
office. But as Mr. Cachanosky
observes, “inflation rose for the
last nine consecutive months”
and disinflation “faces a struc-
tural ceiling that monetary pol-
icy alone cannot raise.” The
problem is that there is no
“genuine demand” to hold pe-
sos. They’re largely used to cap-
ture the premium interest-rate
spread over the dollar. This
“carry trade” spells vulnerabil-
ity because it creates the expec-
tation that the central bank will
eventually need to print pesos
to pay creditors. It’s a bad habit
Argentina can’t shake.

Write to O’Grady@wsj.com.

Milei’s best strategy
to rescue the cause
would be to dump the
peso and dollarize.

AMERICAS
By Mary
Anastasia
O’Grady
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FDA Policies: Rigorous Science or Roadblocks?
Regarding your editorial “Another

Marty Makary Mistake” (May 6): We
believe the Food and Drug Administra-
tion should require rigorous and trans-
parent clinical trials to ensure patients
benefit from medicines that are safe
and effective. Putting a drug on the
market without evidence of efficacy or
an understanding of its side effects can
divert patients away from beneficial
treatment or cause serious harm.

At the same time, we believe the
FDA should take a more flexible ap-
proach when authorizing treatments
for rare diseases, especially when that
flexibility is paired with strong post-
market evidence collection to confirm
a treatment works. If a treatment ulti-
mately turns out to be ineffective, it
should be withdrawn from the market.

Contrary to the editorial’s assertion,
our focus on evidence is not “code . . .
for restricting access to treatments.” It
is a commitment to support policies
that improve outcomes and lower
costs for patients. Unlike many partici-
pants in this space, Arnold Ventures
has no financial interest in which
products succeed or fail.

JOHN ARNOLD
Arnold Ventures

Houston

For rare disease therapies, the
FDA’s primary gatekeeping role should
be ensuring safety, not efficacy. Safety
demands a lower evidentiary bar than

efficacy, particularly in smaller popu-
lations. This would allow physicians,
in consultation with patients, to weigh
uncertain benefits against known
risks. Allowing informed patients to
try promising therapies under careful
monitoring, and reporting outcomes,
can also build databases that reveal
which treatments work. The greater
danger isn’t premature approval of
therapies that might not work, but ex-
cessive caution that denies patients a
chance at life-saving treatments.

FRANCOIS MELESE
Monterey, Calif.

Thank you for mentioning the FDA’s
efforts to impede the development of
UniQure’s drug for the treatment of
Huntington’s disease. The results from
UniQure’s trials were so positive they
sent shockwaves of joy through the
Huntington’s disease community. The
FDA’s lack of enthusiasm about this
drug indicates that agency officials
haven’t heard the cries of families
who are desperate for something to
combat the disease’s progression.
Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.
says officials are “restoring gold-stan-
dard science.” Apparently that’s code
for putting up roadblocks to break-
through therapies that could poten-
tially alleviate suffering and provide
hope to those facing heartbreak.

MARC FREEDMAN
Falls Church, Va.
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The Stakes of the Trump-Xi Summit

P resident Trump visits Chinese President
Xi Jinping in Beijing on Thursday, and
the pre-meeting U.S. spin is a search for

“stability.” It’s a nice idea, as
long as Mr. Trump doesn’t
think personal rapport can
overcomeMr. Xi’s anti-Ameri-
can purposes.

The agenda ranges from
trade to technology to Iran. On
trade, the best outcome may be ratifying the
status quo—a truce on tariffs with a promise
from Beijing not to hold the world’s rare-earths
supply hostage again, as it did afterMr. Trump’s
tariff threats last year.

Mr. Xi’sweak economy is an incentive for him
to cooperate, and he’ll hope to placateMr. Trump
with promises of buying more farm goods, air-
craft, andmore. ButMr. Xi hasmade that prom-
ise before, andU.S. farmers have never regained
their lost market share in China.

Mr. Xi’s rare-earths ransom offer may be
more U.S. advanced chips exports to China. Mr.
Xi views artificial intelligence as a decisive the-
ater in Beijing’s competition with the U.S., and
he is trailing, though not bymuch. The Admin-
istration wants talks with Beijing about AI
guardrails, and by all means keep the phone
lines open.

But don’t expectmuch fromAI arms control,
and the best deterrent is U.S. dominance onmod-
els and computing power. Beijing will be happy
to make pronouncements about responsible
stewardship—and then pursue its own interests
with little regard for norms or laws.

Beijing is engaging in “industrial-scale” theft
of America’s AI models, the Trump Administra-
tion warned this year. And don’t forget the Jus-
tice Department indictment this year of a tech-
nology executive and associates allegedly
running a sophisticated operation to divert
high-end chips to China.

The hullabaloo over the power of the latest
U.S. frontier AI models also reinforces the case
for withholding AI building blocks from an ad-
versary. Congress is warningMr. Trump that his
political runway is short by moving on bills to
tighten advanced chips exports.

The Venus fly trap Mr. Xi is setting for Mr.
Trump is on Taiwan. Mr. Xi wants veto power
over U.S. arms sales to the island, and he is
pressing for the U.S. formally to “oppose” Tai-
wanese independence, as opposed to the current
posture of “not supporting” it. Mr. Xi will argue
the tweak is of no great consequence to Ameri-
cans and stroke Mr. Trump’s ego that he can

bring peace to one more troubled region.
Yet that change would disrupt decades of

U.S. policy that, for all its delicate diplomatic
wording, has held the peace.
Taiwan is not the aggressor in
the Taiwan Strait, a Xi fiction
that “opposing independence”
would indulge.

Mr. Trump may not care
about Taiwan’s freedom or its

example that a prosperous Chinese democracy
is possible. But the President doesn’t want a cri-
sis on his watch, which would be an economic
and geopolitical catastrophe. Mr. Xi will be
looking to see if Mr. Trump suggests he won’t
defend Taiwan in the clutch.

Mr. Trump’s diplomacy is above all personal,
and no one can predict what he’ll do in the
room. Japan and others in the region arewatch-
ing with anxiety—a reminder that U.S. support
for Taipei is an interest that informs America’s
alliances around the world. Onemistake would
be not stopping in Tokyo in advance of Beijing
as a signal of solidarity with Japan.

Mr. Trump has said he’ll bring up the case
of political prisoner Jimmy Lai. ButMr. Xi won’t
move to release the 78-year-old publisher, who
was convicted of bogus charges in Hong Kong,
unless he believesMr. Trump’s request is more
than a token gesture.

The U.S. wants China’s help on Iran, and it’d
be an improvement if China at least stopped ac-
tively helping the enemy. Retired Navy Rear
Adm. Mark Montgomery suggested last week
thatMr. Trump should askMr. Xi directly if he’s
helping Iran with intelligence.

i i i

The larger context for this summit is that the
Chinese Communist Party continues to be the
main financier and industrial base for the
world’s bad actors, from Russia to Iran and
North Korea. The first Trump Administration
understood China as a strategic adversary—
military, economic and ideological.

The second TrumpAdministration is search-
ing for detente, andMr. Trump is the chief dove.
A detente has somemerit if America spends the
interlude diversifying its rare-earth supply
chain and passing a $1.5 trillion defense budget
to rearm.

Mr. Xi has studied the President and thinks
he has trump cards on minerals and pharma-
ceuticals. Behind the talk of goodwill in Beijing,
this reality hasn’t changed: Mr. Xi is playing a
long game to overthrow the U.S. as the world’s
leading power.

The U.S. wants
‘stability’ but China
has larger ambitions.

An Ethanol Extortion Play

H ouse Republicans got their act to-
gether last month to pass a five-year
farm bill, though the ethanol lobby ex-

acted a high price. Lo, the
House is set to hold a stand-
alone vote this week on legis-
lation that would benefit the
ethanol industry at the ex-
pense of consumers and small
refiners. Consider it political
compensation for the damage caused by Presi-
dent Trump’s tariff blitz.

The $390 billion farm bill reauthorizes exist-
ing farm programs and $66 billion in subsidies
that Republicans stuffed into last year’s tax bill.
That payoff was intended to alleviate pain for
farmers who have lost access to foreign mar-
kets, especially China, as a result of retaliation
in response toMr. Trump’s tariffs. But the etha-
nol lobby and its friends in Congress weren’t
satisfied.

They threatened to hold the farm bill hostage
to obtain a long-sought change in law that
would also permit the year-round sale of E15
fuel (which consists of 15% ethanol and 85% gas-
oline) and limit waivers from the Renewable
Fuel Standard—aka ethanolmandate—for small
refiners.

Most gasoline contains 10% ethanol as an oc-
tane booster. But the Renewable Fuel Standard
requires ethanol and other so-called advanced
biofuels to be blended in increasing quantities
into the nation’s fuel supply. TheTrumpEnviron-
mental Protection Agency recently raised these
quotas, which it estimatedwould entail $20 bil-
lion a year in compliance costs. These costs are
passed along to drivers at the pump.

One problem is that ethanol blends greater
than 10% can increase smog during warm
weather, which is why the EPA restricts its sale

during the summer. Higher ethanol blends can
also corrode gasoline pumps, storage tanks and
other infrastructure unless retailers anddistribu-

tors make upgrades. Some
have, but most haven’t.

Refineries thus perennially
run into the so-called “blend
wall,” which is the amount of
ethanol that can realistically
be blended into the fuel supply.

The blendwall has been getting harder to scale
as fuel economy improves. Although Americans
are buying less gasoline, refiners have to blend
more biofuels into products.

To comply with EPA’s increasing quotas, re-
finers have to buy credits from ethanol produc-
ers or large refiners that also blend ormanufac-
ture biofuels and have excess credits.
Compliance with the mandates is especially
burdensome for small refiners, which is why the
EPA has often given them waivers.

But such exemptions have infuriated the eth-
anol lobby and created tensions within the re-
fining industry. That’s because the EPA usually
forces large refineries to blendmore ethanol to
make up for the exemptions. Large refiners are
backing legislation that would severely restrict
exemptions for small refiners and allow the
year-round sale of E15.

There may be a compromise in permitting
year-round E15 in areas with low smog, in re-
turn for repealing the ethanol mandate. But the
ethanol lobbywants to have it every whichway,
and it’s taking advantage of election-year poli-
tics and sympathy in Congress for soybean and
corn farmers hurt by tariffs.

Socking small refiners—many of which are
in theMidwest and Rust Belt—won’t relieve the
tariff pain. It merely redistributes it to other
businesses.

The corn fuel lobby held
up the farm bill for a

vote on a new mandate.

Is Ukraine Turning the Russian Tide?

V ladimir Putin held a subdued Victory
Day parade on Saturday in Moscow,
with fewer missiles and other weapons

that are an annual boast about Russia’s military
power. If it’s true that Mr. Putin feared a long-
range Ukrainian drone strike, it’s onemore sign
that the tide may be turning against Russia af-
ter four long years of death.

“Russian forces are performingworse on the
battlefield in Spring 2026 thanwhen the Krem-
lin emphasized its demand for Donetsk Oblast
in 2025,” the Institute for the Study ofWar re-
ported on Friday. ISW, which offers the best in-
dependent analysis of the war, says Ukraine ap-
pears to have regained more territory from
Russia’s occupiers than it lost in April.

Russia has been making grinding progress
in Ukraine’s east formonths, albeit at great cost
in casualties. So it’s significant if Ukrainian
forces are reversing the trend. Ukraine’s mili-
tary says Russia sufferedmore than 35,000 ca-
sualties in April, dead or wounded, which if

even close to true is also a growing toll.
ISW says Ukraine is increasingly able to hit

targets deep in Russia with drones andmissiles.
These include oil production facilities, arms
caches and other military assets, as our Jillian
Melchior reported Friday. This explainsMr. Pu-
tin’s lack of confidence in exposing Russian as-
sets in Red Square.

The killing continues, thoughMr. Putin said
this weekend the war “is coming to an end.”
We’ll believe that when we see him end his ter-
ror bombing of Ukraine’s cities and stop de-
manding that Kyiv give up more territory that
Russia hasn’t been able to seize by force.

All of thismeans this is amoment to increase
support for Ukraine so it can keep the pressure
on Russia. Only the prospect of greater losses
and potential defeat will cause Mr. Putin to
abandon his imperial ambitions in Ukraine—
and in Western Europe. That’s the best way to
end the war on honorable terms that secure
peace and freedom for Ukraine.
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Restore Medical Standards for Abortion Drugs
In “Mifepristone as a Tool of Coer-

cion” (op-ed, May 5), Sierra McClain
reports on women allegedly coerced
into taking chemical abortion drugs
as a result of the Biden administra-
tion removing the longstanding re-
quirement that women see a medical
professional in person to be pre-
scribed and receive the chemical
abortion drug mifepristone.

The safeguard of an in-person ap-
pointment protects against coercion.
It’s also necessary to rule out ectopic
pregnancy (in which chemical abortion
could be deadly to the mother) and to
determine the age of the unborn child
(which is important because chemical
abortion too far into pregnancy poses
serious risks to the mother).

Our research at the Ethics and
Public Policy Center bears this out.
We conducted the largest known
study of the health effects of mifepri-
stone-induced abortions. Drawing on
an all-payer insurance claims data-
base that includes more than 850,000
prescribed abortions from 2017 to
2023, we discovered that, within 45
days following the prescription,

nearly 11% of women experience sep-
sis, infection, hemorrhaging or an-
other serious adverse event (as clas-
sified by a team of doctors following
a Food and Drug Administration defi-
nition and National Institutes of
Health methodology). That real-world
rate of serious adverse events is at
least 22 times higher than the less
than 0.5% in clinical trials reported
on the drug label.

We also found that the rate of seri-
ous adverse events was significantly
higher after the FDA removed the in-
person dispensing requirement. The
disparity was stark for ectopic preg-
nancy: The data indicate that the inap-
propriate provision of mifepristone to
a woman with an ectopic pregnancy
was between three and six times more
likely with remote dispensing.

President Trump can correct the
Biden administration’s mistake. Re-
storing the in-person safeguard
would protect women’s health and
ensure they aren’t being coerced.
RYAN T. ANDERSON AND JAMIE BRYAN HALL

Ethics and Public Policy Center
Washington

Venezuela Is No Better Off Under Rodríguez
President Trump’s endorsement of

Delcy Rodríguez and other associates
of the corrupt and brutal regime of
Nicolás Maduro may be part of a
larger strategic game to bar China’s
access to Venezuelan oil, but the re-
sumption of commercial air service to
Caracas is hardly worth celebrating
(“U.S. Commercial Jet Arrives in Ca-
racas,” World News, May 1). It leaves
ordinary Venezuelans—the millions
who have fled the depredations of the
dictatorship and those stuck at
home—no better off.

Venezuela’s electoral commission,
made up of Chavistas, hasn’t been re-
placed. No date has been set for elec-
tions, and popular opposition leaders
remain in hiding. Over 400 political
prisoners remain behind bars, prey to
Cuban-style torture. In the words of
an exiled friend of mine, nada ha
cambiado (nothing has changed).

Rather than celebrate American Air-
lines’ return to Caracas, we should
cry for Venezuela.

EVERETT ELLIS BRIGGS
Hilton Head Island, S.C.

Mr. Briggs formerly served as U.S.
ambassador to Panama, Honduras and
Portugal.

The Upside of Shutting Down
Roland Fryer is right that the wave

of college closures is no scandal
(“More Colleges Are Closing. It’s
About Time,” op-ed, May 7). It’s an
opportunity. These failed institutions
could be reborn and their assets used
to create the educational environ-
ments today’s students need.

CHARLES MITCHELL
Lewisburg, Pa.

Pepper ...
And Salt

The U.N.’s Plan for Reducing
Airline Emissions Is Flawed

Regarding “The U.N. Will Make Air-
fares More Expensive” (op-ed, May 7):
Brenda Shaffer is correct about the
problems with the International Civil
Aviation Organization requiring air-
lines to purchase carbon credits to
offset their greenhouse gas emissions.
But she understates the plan’s absur-
dity. If we assume aviation accounts
for 2.5% of global greenhouse gas
emissions and apply the Environmen-
tal Protection Agency climate model,
we can estimate the effect of aviation
greenhouse gas emissions for the year
2100. Under extreme assumptions,
these emissions would change the
global temperature by thirty-four one-
thousands of one degree Celsius—an
effect that would be undetectable. The
ICAO plan would only make life more
difficult for ordinary people.

BENJAMIN ZYCHER
American Enterprise Institute

Long Beach, Wash.



THEWALL STREET JOURNAL. Monday, May 11, 2026 | A17

T he American military’s
global pre-eminence over
the past quarter-century
can be traced to two
seminal failures—the bro-

ken morale and discipline revealed
after Vietnam, and the lack of ser-
vice-level integration evident dur-
ing the invasion of Grenada.

The first required the Pentagon
to acknowledge the military’s mori-
bund state and rebuild. The second
made clear that the Pentagon’s
command structure needed an
overhaul, as mandated by the Gold-
water-Nichols Act of 1986. The
wars in Ukraine and Iran show that
again we need to revolutionize our
approach to armed conflict. And
there’s no time to waste.

The issue isn’t reawakening the
“warrior spirit” in our soldiers, as
President Trump likes to claim. Nor
is it simply that the military needs
more resources, though that may
be true in many circumstances.
Rather, it is whether we are com-
prehensively prepared for future
battlefields. It has been the nation’s
policy for decades to ensure the
military is able to fight two wars
simultaneously. But given how the
world is evolving technologically
and geopolitically, we must be able
to fight two types of wars—conven-
tional and unconventional—at the
same time and in the same theater.
To that end, we need a second
Goldwater-Nichols revolution.

Airplanes, ships and tanks will
remain important to deter adver-
saries and win conflicts. But amid

New forms of war have
developed since 1986,
when Congress enacted
the last major reform.

The U.S. Military Needs Another Revolution
the president’s talk of a “golden
fleet” of “Trump-class” battleships,
we are losing our broader edge.
Neither Ukraine nor Iran has a
navy—we sank Iran’s earlier this
year—yet both control vital bodies
of water. That tells us something
important. The Trump administra-
tion still gauges success on the bat-
tlefield by conventional methods—
for instance, how many Iranian
warships are at the bottom of the
sea. The Iranians, by contrast,
judge progress by determining
whether they control international
shipping lanes. We went to war in
large part to neutralize Iran’s nu-
clear weapons program, and the
country’s leaders realized they had
another nuclear option: the Strait
of Hormuz. Their unconventional
measure carries significant
weight—that’s where we need to
win.

The Goldwater-Nichols water-
shed integrated the armed services
so they could act in concert, as
they did during the Gulf War. Such
integration was on display recently
in the mission that extracted Nico-
lás Maduro from Venezuela without
a single U.S. fatality. That command
structure has elevated some of
America’s most talented sons and
daughters into positions of author-
ity. When I worked with Army
Chief of Staff Gen. Randy George
and Adm. Lisa Franchetti as the
ambassador to Japan, I saw why so
many people around the world be-
lieve America’s military is diplo-
matically sophisticated, strategi-
cally wise and operationally
unmatched.

Unfortunately, the Trump admin-
istration is discarding that talent.
The president pushed out Gen.
George and Adm. Franchetti, among
other top officials, preferring to
promote loyal officers he believes
share his goal of making the mili-
tary more “warrior” and less
“woke.” We need to restore merit-
based norms—and to develop ways

to draw the legions of young men
playing videogames in their par-
ents’ basements to help guard
America against our adversaries.

But this is about much more
than personnel. Our procurement
process has institutionalized failure
as a business model. Pentagon sup-
pliers operate on time frames few
institutions would tolerate—almost
no major system has been deployed
on time or on budget. As ambassa-
dor, I was outraged that Raytheon
and Lockheed Martin had put
nearly $19 billion into stock buy-
backs in 2023 as against little more
than $4 billion on capital expendi-
tures. In January 2025, I proposed
that the Big Five military contrac-
tors be precluded from further
share repurchases until they began
to deliver weapons on time and on
budget. Further, I proposed that
30% to 40% of the federal dollars
directed to emergent technologies

and new asymmetrical weapons
systems be set aside for bidders
other than the Big Five contractors.
That’s how you stand up new com-
panies and new technologies with
speed.

The Pentagon shouldn’t have
needed to venture outside typical
procedures to reverse-engineer an
equivalent of Iran’s low-cost Sha-
hed drone. But because the incum-
bent system is so slow—what an
unconventional team did in weeks
would have taken the Big Five
years—that’s what U.S. Central
Command was compelled to do. Our
military is spending millions of dol-
lars each time it is threatened by
one of Iran’s $35,000 drones. That
is asymmetric warfare—and we
need systems that put us ahead of
our adversaries in every realm: AI,
cyber, space, underwater drones
and more.

Unfortunately, the Red Bull-in-

fused bravado that has become De-
fense Secretary Pete Hegseth’s call-
ing card is a distraction from this
mission. When Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelensky came to the
White House in February 2025, Mr.
Trump admonished him: “You
don’t have the cards right now.”
Rather than ask Ukraine to share
its drone technology, he demanded
a mining deal—for minerals that
may not even exist. The results are
obvious. Ukraine’s drones have
been crucial to stymieing Moscow’s
advances, while helping Kyiv attack
deep into Russian territory. We
should have the best and cheapest
drones, and instead we’re racing to
catch up.

Iran’s strangling of the Strait of
Hormuz and Ukraine’s defense
against four years of Russian ag-
gression suggest that despite the
president’s bluster and Mr. Heg-
seth’s politicization of the brass,
the size of your battleship isn’t the
only thing that matters.

To remain the world’s pre-emi-
nent military power and project de-
terrence in several theaters at the
same time, the Pentagon will need
integrated command structures, dif-
ferent strategic plans, modernized
procurement processes, and train-
ing programs for the battlefield of
tomorrow. While more money is re-
quired to develop the ability to
fight two different types of wars si-
multaneously, we also need leader-
ship and vision. The challenge will
require reforms unlike any we’ve
undergone since the Reagan admin-
istration. Beyond needing a way
out of the messes Mr. Trump has
gotten us into, America today
needs a second Goldwater-Nichols
moment.

Mr. Emanuel, a Democrat, served
as a U.S. representative from Illi-
nois (2003-09), White House chief
of staff (2009-10), mayor of Chi-
cago (2011-19) and ambassador to
Japan (2022-25).

By Rahm Emanuel
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U.S. troops during joint military drills in the Philippines.

OPINION

The California Democratic Party’s Unappetizing Buffet
California boasts
the country’s big-
gest harvest of up-
and-coming Demo-
cratic politicians.
So what does it say
that even Demo-
crats perceive their
choices of candi-
dates for governor
and Los Angeles
mayor as appetiz-

ing as a picked-over buffet of re-
heated leftovers?

Consider Xavier Becerra, who
served as Joe Biden’s health and hu-
man services secretary and has re-
cently surged in the gubernatorial
polls. A California Democratic Party
poll last week showed Mr. Becerra
tied for the lead with Republican
Steve Hilton, each at 18%, in the June
2 jungle primary.

How has this undistinguished ca-
reer politician become the Demo-
cratic front-runner? He checks off
most of his party’s boxes. Minority.
Anti-Trump. Most important, a duti-
ful party soldier. If elected, he can be
counted on to follow orders from la-
bor groups, the climate lobby, trial
lawyers and other left-wing interests.

He spent 24 years representing a
heavily Democratic Los Angeles

House district. In 2017 Gov. Jerry
Brown appointed him to replace Ka-
mala Harris as attorney general af-
ter her election to the Senate. He
filed some 100 lawsuits against the
first Trump administration, but few
succeeded.

In 2021 he got another unearned
promotion. With the Covid pandemic
still raging, President Biden tapped
Mr. Becerra for HHS despite his lack
of healthcare and administrative ex-
perience. Why was he selected? Be-
cause he checked the party’s boxes.
The Biden team got the incompetent
management it deserved.

The Washington Post in early 2022
reported complaints from frustrated
Biden officials that Mr. Becerra was
in over his head and, as one put it,
“taking too passive a role” in virus
management. Politico last week gave
fresh air to such criticisms in a story
headlined “Becerra’s rise baffles his
former Biden colleagues.”

“He would go to brief the presi-
dent and was not prepared at all, al-
most to the point where it was an
embarrassment,” one unnamed for-
mer official said. “Biden would pep-
per him with questions and he would
not be able to answer them.” Another
speculated that Democrats are co-
alescing around Mr. Becerra because

“he’s better than Steyer, and what
other choice is there?”

That’s like saying burnt steak is
better than overdone meat loaf.
Americans may remember Tom
Steyer from his short-lived campaign
for president in 2020, in which he
spent $4,600 for every vote he re-
ceived. After making a fortune invest-

ing in coal, the former hedge-fund
manager underwent a conversion of
sorts and became a climate zealot.

Mr. Steyer has spent $132 million
of his fortune so far on his campaign,
blanketing the airwaves with ads that
promise to improve “affordability” by
making the rich “pay their fair
share.” Viewers of recent gubernato-
rial debates might have observed that
money is Mr. Steyer’s solution to ev-
ery state problem, from failing public
schools to homelessness.

He’s backed a wealth-tax referen-
dum on the November ballot and

called for gutting the state’s Proposi-
tion 13 to raise taxes on commercial
property for schools and Medicaid.
Why don’t Democratic Party leaders
like him? Because he doesn’t check
the party’s identity-politics box. They
also view him as a panderer, rather
than a true believer.

San Jose Mayor Matt Mahan has
been the lonely Democratic voice in
the field urging a rethink of progres-
sive policies on public safety, hous-
ing, education and homelessness. He
has gotten little traction in part be-
cause he doesn’t check the identity-
politics box either. For progressives,
his reform message has all the allure
of steamed broccoli.

But such reforms are what the
state needs, even if they aren’t palat-
able to the Democratic Party’s left
wing. Last week’s state party poll
showed California voters by a 2-to-1
margin say the state is headed in the
wrong direction. Voters are dissatis-
fied with the status quo, but they
can’t seem to bring themselves to
elect leaders who would change it for
the better.

In Los Angeles, there is broad frus-
tration with Mayor Karen Bass’s han-
dling of homelessness, crime and the
2025 wildfires, among other things.
Yet most polls show she remains the

front-runner, with about 25% sup-
port. Distantly trailing are Republi-
can reality-TV star Spencer Pratt and
left-wing City Councilwoman Nithya
Raman.

Mr. Pratt has aptly attacked Ms.
Bass for mismanagement, especially
on the wildfires, which burned down
his home. But he has offered few
concrete policy reforms. Ms. Raman,
a member of the Democratic Social-
ists of America, has promoted poli-
cies such as rent control and limits
on cleaning up homeless encamp-
ments, which are the source of voter
disgust.

Why can’t a state that should be
rich in political talent field better
Democratic candidates? Perhaps be-
cause the party obsession with iden-
tity and Mr. Trump trumps compe-
tence. In a one-party state,
Democratic politicians face little com-
petition. Many rise and rest on their
identity. That’s how Mr. Becerra, Ms.
Bass and Ms. Harris climbed.

California reflects a broader chal-
lenge facing the Democratic Party na-
tionwide, which was on display with
Ms. Harris’s disastrous presidential
run. Democrats elevate lousy candi-
dates with stale ideas because they
aren’t interested in anyone who of-
fers something different.

How does a state with
so many people end up
producing politicians
with so little talent?
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The ‘Overproduction’ Excuse for Trump’s Tariffs

S ince the Supreme Court
struck down Donald Trump’s
International Emergency Eco-

nomic Powers Act tariffs in Febru-
ary, administration officials have
been working to revive the levies
using different trade laws. They im-
plemented a 10% across-the-board
tariff, which the Court of Interna-
tional Trade held illegal on Thurs-
day. But the White House is using
another strategy, which descends
through the fjords of Norway and
puddles of Bangladeshi cement into
economic absurdity.

In mid-March, the administration
announced it would investigate 16
economies under Section 301 of the

Trade Act of 1974, which allows
Washington to impose tariffs on
countries with policies that burden
or restrict U.S. commerce.

The targets of this probe, from
giants like China and the European
Union to little Norway, stand ac-
cused of “structural excess capac-
ity.” The phrase isn’t something
economic literature explains, but
U.S. Trade Representative Ja-
mieson Greer’s office describes it
essentially as countries’ producing
more manufactured goods than
they reasonably ought to. The ad-
ministration uses the concept to
claim that two normal features of
economies, including America’s, are
predatory.

First, the administration insists

a country should make only what it
needs. “Across numerous sectors,
many U.S. trading partners are pro-
ducing more goods than they can
consume domestically,” Mr. Greer’s
office said in a statement. “This
overproduction displaces existing
U.S. domestic production or pre-
vents investment and expansion in
U.S. manufacturing production.”

There is nothing excessive or
even unusual about a country pro-
ducing more of a good than its
economy needs. In 2025, Boeing de-
livered roughly two-thirds of its
commercial aircraft to customers
outside North America, while U.S.
almond farmers shipped three-
quarters of their crops abroad.
These industries aren’t abnormal or
predatory. They are successfully
serving a global market.

Second, the administration says
that a country shouldn’t have un-
used factories. According to the ad-
ministration, nations producing less
than 80% of what their factories
could potentially make are likely
“structural excess capacity” offend-
ers. By that standard, Americans
should avoid looking in the mirror.
Domestic capacity utilization is
75.2%, lower than the rate for many
of the countries on Mr. Trump’s
list.

The administration singled out
individual countries, treating their
export successes as signs of mal-
feasance. It pointed to Norway’s re-
cord-high seafood exports as evi-
dence that the country produces
more fish than it needs. But Nor-

way exports fish because its deep-
water fjords are home to large
shoals of wild salmon and are per-
fect for aquaculture. Just as the
Norwegian government has no rea-
sonable claim that Americans are
burdening Oslo’s farms and facto-
ries by overproducing almonds and
passenger jets, Norway’s salmon fil-
lets and smoked nova exports are
evidence of nothing more than
comparative advantage.

Even more dubious is the ad-
ministration’s complaint that Ban-
gladesh makes too much cement.
Americans have bought cement
from Bangladesh only twice over
the past 30 years—1,445 tons in
April 2003 and 2,215 tons in Feb-
ruary 2004—and Bangladeshis
don’t compete with American ce-
ment companies in export mar-
kets. Even if Dhaka is promoting
cement production, it can’t possi-
bly be imposing a “burden” on
American commerce and thus
doesn’t fall under the scope of
Section 301.

It’s true that if a country pro-
duces something efficiently and at
low prices, American competitors
can lose out. That is a reason for

American businesses to improve
productivity and for the govern-
ment to have well-run social safety
nets and worker support programs.
In cases where countries artificially
inflate production, the government
can respond with U.S. trade law,
World Trade Organization rules and
bilateral agreements.

But the Constitution assigns au-
thority over tariffs to Congress. It
doesn’t empower presidents to set
them by decree. The Supreme Court
nixed Mr. Trump’s emergency tar-
iffs earlier this year, finding that
the administration had stretched
the law past its breaking point.

Instead of learning its lesson,
the administration is gambling that
it can run the same play with a dif-
ferent law. Section 301 is a negoti-
ating tool to remove foreign gov-
ernment policies that are
“unreasonable or discriminatory,”
not a device for presidents to nul-
lify Congress’s constitutional au-
thority over tariff rates.

The 19th- and early-20th-century
presidents who wanted higher tar-
iffs respected the Constitution and
asked Congress for legislation.
Sometimes they succeeded. If Mr.
Trump wants higher tariff rates, he
should follow the example of his
predecessors.

Mr. Gresser is vice president and
director for trade and global mar-
kets at the Progressive Policy Insti-
tute. He served as assistant U.S.
trade representative for trade pol-
icy and economics, 2015-21.

By Ed Gresser

Boeing makes more jets
than Americans buy, but
that doesn’t mean it is
acting as a trade predator.
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EDITORIALS

Of all the problems besetting 
this region, none is more disre-
spectful of political boundaries 
than flooding. Water seeks its own 
level, and when there is enough 
of it, it is likely to be in someone’s 
basement just about anywhere it 
flows in the metropolitan area.

That is why a new proposal to 
get more regional coordination to 
meet the threat of flooding ought 
to be welcomed with enthusiasm.

Three major suburban organi-
zations—the Northwest Munici-
pal Conference, the West Central 
Municipal Conference and the 
South Suburban Mayors and 
Managers Association—are 
considering a joint resolution 
supporting the creation of storm-
water management committees 
in seven important watersheds in 
the area.

But only two counties—Du Page 
and Lake—have active commit-
tees working on specific flood 
control proposals … while Cook 
County is served by the gargan-
tuan projects of the Metropolitan 
Water Reclamation District.

It’s simple logic. There is a lot 
of work necessary to avert flood-
ing: building reservoirs, cleaning 
and dredging streams, protect-
ing wetlands and floodplains and 
requiring stormwater retention 
within new developments. What 
each community and county 
does—or fails to do—has a direct 
impact downstream.

By getting each community in 
a watershed involved … there is a 
better chance to both control local 
problems and avoid sending the 
residue of those problems down-
stream. … There also is a proposal 
for creation of a regional council 
to coordinate the work of the indi-
vidual committees.

It will take some unity among 
the suburbs and suburban orga-
nizations to put this idea to work. 
… It also will take an act of the 
Illinois General Assembly. … But 
these shouldn’t be hard deci-
sions to make, and it shouldn’t 
take another torrent to help make 
them.

Tribune editorial board, 
May 11, 1990

ON THIS DAY 36 YEARS AGO 
GETTING TOGETHER ON FLOOD CONTROL

MICHAEL RAMIREZ/LAS VEGAS REVIEW-JOURNAL

EDITORIAL CARTOON

Don’t make no waves, don’t 
back no losers — that famous 
adage of the Richard J. Daley era 
seems appropriate for today’s 
Republican moment in Indi-
ana, with a twist. Next door, state 
legislators who bucked presi-
dential wishes for a mid-decade 
congressional remap were uncer-
emoniously ousted thanks to a 
significant outside investment 
from President Donald Trump 
and his allies.

So, perhaps the message is just 
don’t make no waves. Fall in line, 
in other words. Even if you’re 
being asked to join a fight that’s 
not your own.

Trump’s Indiana revenge tour 
took down five state senators from 
within his own party who last 
December bucked his push for 
new political maps, a move that 
drew Trump’s wrath, including 
a battle of words as the president 
resorted to threats and name-call-
ing to coerce lawmakers to vote 
with him.

“That kind of language doesn’t 
help,” state Sen. Travis Holdman 
said at the time. Holdman voted 
against Trump’s Indiana redis-
tricting play. Today, he’s one of the 
state lawmakers who finds himself 
soon to be out of a job. He and four 
others lost to a new set of Repub-
licans that proudly wear Trump’s 
endorsement. So far, the sole survi-
vor is Sen. Greg Goode. As of late 
Friday afternoon, the race between 
Trump-backed Paula Copenhaver 
and incumbent Sen. Spencer Deery 
was still pending.

Remember: These were state 
lawmakers. Not members of 
Congress. Public servants who 
are primarily accountable to 
Hoosiers. Call us old-fashioned, 
but we think state legislators 
should be allowed to exercise 
independent judgment.

True, it took voters showing 
up to the polls to secure wins for 

these Trump-backed challengers, 
and we’ll give them that much. 
We’ll even go so far as to acknowl-
edge that political competition is a 
good thing, and something we call 
for regularly here in Illinois.

And, of course, politics has 
never been a gentle business. Pres-
idents pressure allies, and interest 
groups spend money. Primary 
challenges are a long-standing 
feature of American politics, 
and we are not naive about that 
reality. But there is a big differ-
ence between ordinary political 
competition and a coordinated 
national effort to purge state 
lawmakers for exercising inde-
pendent judgment on a matter 
before their own legislature.

Supporters of the remap 
effort argued the stakes were 
national and that Republicans 

needed every possible House seat 
ahead of what could be a diffi-
cult midterm environment. Fair 
enough. But that logic effec-
tively reduces state legislatures 
to instruments of national party 
strategy, rather than independent 
governing bodies accountable first 
to their own voters.

And what happened in 
Indiana was not homegrown, 
organic competition. These races 
certainly would not have drawn 
this level of money and national 
attention had these lawmakers 
not crossed the president. Chal-
lengers saw an infusion of millions 
of dollars in campaign cash for 
races that aren’t typically flush 
with so much money and inter-
est. For example, the Club for 
Growth, which usually focuses 
on congressional races, invested 

roughly $2 million into targeting 
seven incumbents who refused 
Trump’s call for redistricting. The 
Club also sent out professional 
mailers and ads to get out the vote. 
That’s a huge advantage for these 
newcomers.

Conservatism once champi-
oned decentralized government 
and local accountability. State and 
local lawmakers were supposed 
to answer primarily to their own 
constituents, not national political 
figures. The traditional conserva-
tive notion of federalism reflected 
skepticism of concentrated power 
and hinged on the idea that lead-
ers closest to their communities 
were better positioned to under-
stand local needs and values. 
States were supposed to function 
as laboratories of democracy, not 
regional branches of a national 

political movement enforcing 
ideological conformity from the 
top down.

Indiana shows that principle 
is an afterthought for the modern 
Republican Party, sending a 
chilling message that state-level 
independence has become polit-
ically risky. A party organized 
primarily around loyalty to one 
person becomes untethered from 
principle. Under such a structure, 
there’s little room for discussion 
or disagreement. Regular people 
lose out in the absence of healthy 
political debate.

We don’t want to live in a world 
where our ugly federal politics 
bleeds into every aspect of life and 
governance. We’ve seen how that 
works, and how national issues 
obscure the very important busi-
ness of running a city, a school 
district or a state. Increasingly, 
every level of American govern-
ment is becoming overly nation-
alized. School boards become 
culture-war battlegrounds. 
Governors act like cable-news 
pundits. State legislative races 
revolve around loyalty to national 
personalities rather than debates 
over roads, taxes or schools. 
Politics that once reflected local 
priorities increasingly functions 
as an extension of D.C.-style tribal 
warfare.

We prefer it when politicians 
pay attention to doing the job 
they’re meant to do. To that end, 
the Indiana state lawmakers who 
made up their own minds on polit-
ical maps should’ve been allowed 
to vote their own way without 
being bullied by folks concerned 
with D.C. politics.

Those who lost on Tuesday can 
at least walk away knowing they 
didn’t cave to immense pressure 
on an important vote. We hope 
those left standing can summon 
the courage to maintain their 
independence.

Indiana’s primaries came with warning to dissenters

People walk into the Indiana Statehouse on Feb. 26 in Indianapolis.  ARMANDO L. SANCHEZ/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

For anyone in the northern 
suburbs, Milwaukee Mitchell 
International Airport, or MKE, 
is a straight, easy shot north on 
Interstate 94. It’s served by all the 
major domestic airlines. Parking is 
a breeze, with no Chicago O’Hare-
style crowds. There’s even a cool 
indie bookstore in the terminal.

The catch? Far fewer choices 
for nonstop flights than at the 
airport to the south, and, in most 
cases, higher ticket prices, though 
occasionally lower fares can be 
found.

A direct flight to Boston this 
Sunday on JetBlue booked two 
weeks in advance would have 
cost $401 for economy, almost a 
hundred bucks more than Unit-
ed’s comparably timed flight out 
of O’Hare. Going to New York is 
an even bigger difference, $660 
on Delta out of MKE, versus $399 
on United at O’Hare, where direct 
flights to LaGuardia Airport leave 
practically every half hour during 
prime time.

Milwaukee’s airport can’t outdo 
its mega-rival 70 miles away, but it 
sure is trying, and everyone who 
depends on O’Hare should be root-
ing for it. Travelers could be in for a 
rough summer at the world’s busi-

est airport, with higher prices in 
the offing amid steep fuel costs — 
especially with rock-bottom Spirit 
Airlines now out of business.

A measure of relief could be 
coming from the underutilized 
runways to the north.

This fall, MKE is scheduled to 
open an $80 million air-cargo hub, 
including a new 333,000-square-
foot building, part of a public-pri-
vate partnership that has been in 
the making for years.

The hub is expected to draw 
some cargo operations to Milwau-
kee from O’Hare, which domi-
nates the region’s airborne supply 
chain today. Construction-related 
delays are an issue at O’Hare and 
those disruptions fall especially 
hard on cargo flights, which typi-
cally generate less revenue than 
passenger operations and there-
fore get a lower priority.

As ORD expands, Milwaukee 
can help to take the pressure off. 
Critically, its long runways can 
handle the wide-body jets typi-
cally used for transporting cargo. 
It also has complementary infra-
structure around it, including 
warehouse and logistics buildings 
lining I-94. And MKE has open 
land that O’Hare lacks, inviting 

further development. Landing 
fees and rents could help defray 
some passenger airfare costs in 
the future.

Along with the cargo hub, MKE 
is building a new international 
terminal, expected to open next 
year, making it a viable alternative 
for at least some flights currently 
run out of O’Hare.

MKE’s existing international 
terminal is a forlorn, low-slung 
bunker that holds too few 
passengers, and its single gate 
can’t accommodate bigger jets. 
The new international termi-
nal will have two state-of-the-art 
gates, with room for hundreds of 
passengers. Construction crews 
were swarming over it earlier this 
month and it’s possible the proj-
ect could welcome its first plane 
ahead of schedule in 2027.

So, if the century-old MKE is so 
great, why hasn’t business taken 
off by now? Competition, and not 
just from O’Hare.

Chicago Midway Airport 
provides a closer, easier-to-nav-
igate alternative to O’Hare. 
Chicago Rockford International 
Airport is already a big freight 
hub. Indiana’s South Bend 
International Airport attracts 

some business from the Chicago 
area. The Gary airport has no 
commercial passenger flights but 
competes for cargo (and, for the 
record, could compete for private 
jets going to Chicago Bears games 
in Hammond).

The numbers tell the story: 
O’Hare served 84.86 million 
passengers in 2025, Midway 
19.38 million and MKE just 5.87 
million, far less than the Chicago 
airports though still much more 
than South Bend or Rockford. 
MKE peaked at nearly 10 million 
passengers in 2010, when the 
now-defunct AirTran Airways 
and Midwest Airlines were going 
strong.

In its airport magazine, MKE 
touts “the hidden cost of flying 
Chicago,” including everything 
from the not-so-hidden higher 
parking fees and longer wait times 
to the “painful” drives home. 
Striking a defensive tone, the 
magazine says, “Sure, you might 
find some flights at lower prices in 
Chicago, but that doesn’t include 
the significant extra costs of an 
O’Hare or Midway airport trip in 
both money and time.”

An MKE spokesperson elabo-
rates: “We are doing everything 

we can to provide a stress-free 
travel experience at MKE, and we 
hope that makes for a compelling 
case vs. O’Hare.” Regarding cargo, 
the spokesperson said, “Even if 
we can redirect a small portion 
of what comes into O’Hare, that 
would be a big win for us.”

These days, the best ally in 
marketing this distant-third 
airport is the Federal Avia-
tion Administration, which has 
moved to limit O’Hare flights to 
2,708 a day this summer, down 
from the planned 3,000-plus. As 
this page has chronicled, every-
thing from airline turf wars and 
safety concerns to a sorry on-time 
performance went into that deter-
mination.

And as this page also has noted, 
if fuel prices stay high, the FAA 
plan for capping O’Hare flights 
this summer could be mostly 
moot. The airlines’ ability to raise 
fares is limited, and schedules are 
already being revised accordingly.

MKE has a long-awaited open-
ing to compete aggressively. On 
behalf of a traveling public that 
stands to benefit from more 
options, let’s hope this often-over-
looked airport grabs the oppor-
tunity.

Is Milwaukee Mitchell International Airport a better bet than Chicago O’Hare?
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OPINION

By Bradley Martin and  
Liram Koblentz-Stenzler
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

In Tehran today, a single fried 
egg costs a million rials. This 
staggering price tag is not just an 
economic anomaly; it is the sound 
of a regime’s foundation crack-
ing. While the world’s attention 
remains fixed on the military 
hardware of Iran’s regional prox-
ies, the Islamic Republic’s great-
est threat to survival has proved 
to be not the United States, but 
its own disillusioned and starv-
ing people. Following a war that 
began Feb. 28 and a ceasefire that 
started April 8, it has become 
clear: Tehran is no longer just 
fighting for regional dominance. 
It is fighting a losing battle for 
domestic legitimacy.

The Iranian economy is 
currently facing an unprece-
dented crisis. According to the 
Persian-language news organi-
zation Iran International, the 
exchange rate for the U.S. dollar 

has surged to 1.8 million rials. 
In Tehran, where the minimum 
wage sits just above 200 million 
rials a month, the daily struggle 
for basic sustenance has become 
a catalyst for revolt. Calls for 
government accountability have 
become routine on Iranian social 
media and are even surfacing 
within the state-controlled press.

Niccolò Machiavelli, in his 16th 
century political treatise “The 
Prince,” writes in Chapter 20 
about how it is a custom of lead-
ers to hold their states securely 
by building fortresses as a refuge 
from foreign attacks. Today, the 
Iranian regime’s “fortress” is both 
physical and human. It consists of 
sprawling subterranean “tunnel 
cities” in Lebanon and a ring of 
aggressive proxies — stretching 
from Hezbollah to the Houthis in 
Yemen. These proxies serve as the 
regime’s external walls, designed 
to outsource instability and 
keep the threat far from Tehran. 
However, Machiavelli offers a 
sobering warning: The best possi-

ble fortress is “not to be hated by 
the people.”

The “Prince” in Tehran is 
profoundly hated, and his walls 
are cracking. While the Israel 
Defense Forces continue to 
dismantle the physical fortress — 
recently demolishing the larg-
est Hezbollah tunnel network 
in southern Lebanon — the 
Iranian people are dismantling 
the regime’s internal legitimacy. 
Reports of emergency meetings of 
Iran’s Supreme National Secu-
rity Council reveal a leadership 
in panic, terrified of a populace 
that has reached its limit. Yet, at 
this critical junction, European 
leaders such as German Chancel-
lor Friedrich Merz are floating the 
idea of sanctions relief. Offering a 
diplomatic lifeline now is a stra-
tegic blunder; it provides the very 
resources needed to repair the 
“Prince’s” crumbling walls and 
suppress the domestic uprising 
that Machiavelli predicted would 
be his ultimate undoing.

The failure of past diplomacy, 

most notably during the 2016 
transfer of $1.7 billion in cash 
under President Barack Obama, 
was not merely an inability to 
win hearts and minds. It was a 
structural failure to recognize 
that resources provided to the 
regime are never intended for the 
people. Instead of addressing the 
domestic crisis, these funds were 
immediately diverted to cement 
the regime’s regional fortress 
— funding the Houthis, Hezbol-
lah and the construction of the 
tunnel cities. Any economic relief 
provided to the regime is a direct 
investment in its proxies, not a 
relief for its subjects.

The West faces a definitive 
choice: to stand with the Iranian 
people or to throw a lifeline to 
the “unloved Prince” they seek to 
overthrow.

Any pivot toward diplomacy 
that includes sanctions relief — 
whether proposed in Washington 
or Berlin — ignores the funda-
mental Machiavellian truth that 
a regime hated by its own people 

cannot be saved by its external 
fortresses, but it can be artificially 
sustained by foreign gold. History 
will judge today’s leaders not by 
the temporary stability of a flawed 
ceasefire, but by whether they 
chose to empower a crumbling 
tyranny or the courageous popu-
lace ready to replace it.

As the physical tunnels of 
the regime are unearthed and 
destroyed, the West must refuse 
to build new diplomatic ones. It is 
time to stop repairing the ayatol-
lahs’ walls and start supporting 
the people who are ready to bring 
them down.

Bradley Martin is executive 
director of the Near East Center 
for Strategic Studies. Dr. Liram 
Koblentz-Stenzler is the head 
of the Global Extremism and 
Antisemitism Desk at the 
International Institute for 
Counter-Terrorism at Reichman 
University in Herzliya, Israel, 
and a visiting scholar at Brandeis 
University.

Why the Iranian regime’s ‘fortress’ is failing
A shopkeeper packs eggs for a customer at his shop in northern Tehran on May 1. VAHID SALEMI/AP

By Edwin C. Yohnka
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

President Donald Trump does 
not like Chicago. That is obvious. 
He regularly belittles elected offi-
cials — calling Chicago’s mayor a 
“low IQ” person — and gleefully 
trumpets gun violence in our city. 
A feature of Trump’s obsession 
with public safety in Chicago 
has been the repeated claim that 
he can fix the city’s public safety 
issues. First, he claims Chicago 
will be safer if he is allowed to 
send a phalanx of federal forces 
into our city. But he also believes 
that these federal officers should 
be able to act without any 
accountability when patrolling 
our neighborhoods, especially 
our Black, brown and immigrant 
communities.

The inanity of Trump’s 
approach to public safety was laid 
bare by events of recent months. 
Under the guise of enforcing civil 
immigration law, Trump ordered 
hundreds of masked, heavily 
armed federal agents into cities. 
But the flood of forces in places 
such as Los Angeles; New Orleans; 
Memphis, Tennessee; Minneapo-
lis; Charlotte, North Carolina; and 
Chicago undermined rather than 
enhanced public safety.

Of course, we all witnessed 
through videos federal agents 
fatally shoot Renee Good and 
Alex Pretti in Minneapolis. In 
Chicagoland, we witnessed the 
shooting death of Silverio Villegas 
González in Franklin Park and 
the serious wounding of Marimar 
Martinez in the Brighton Park 
neighborhood. We saw federal 
officers aggressively raid an apart-
ment building, point deadly weap-
ons at people and routinely use 
projectiles and chemical agents on 
protesters and bystanders. Federal 
officers also used excessive force 
to detain people, including choke-

holds and restraints that are not 
permissible under Illinois or 
federal law.

Chicago’s experience under-
scores the crucial importance 
of federal agent accountability. 
While evidence quickly emerged 
that raised questions about the 
Department of Homeland Securi-
ty’s account of Villegas González’s 
shooting, no independent inves-
tigation has been launched into 
that tragedy. The officer who 
rammed Martinez’s car and shot 
her multiple times — and bragged 
about it in his text messages — 
was allowed to leave the state 
and repair the car involved in the 
incident.

As we have seen, the Trump 
administration eschewed any 

independent investigation of the 
Good and Pretti killings, pushing 
state and local experts out and 
quickly moving to smear both 
Good and Pretti. In response to 
events like these, senior adminis-
tration officials have repeated the 
claim that federal officers have 
“total immunity” and can act in 
any fashion they please — even at 
the cost of our neighbors’ lives.

Faced with an administration 
that has no interest in holding 
agents accountable, many state 
and local leaders are working on 
ways to bring federal officers to 
justice for violating the law during 
the surges into cities around the 
country. The Hennepin County, 
Minnesota, prosecutor recently 
announced charges against 

an Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement officer who 
allegedly pulled a gun on unarmed 
motorists in Minneapolis. But 
these are difficult pathways, 
raising legal and constitutional 
questions that may delay or derail 
the search for accountability and 
justice.

There is a sure way to ensure 
that accountability applies to 
everyone — including federal offi-
cers. A string of recent Supreme 
Court decisions has severely 
limited individuals’ ability to 
sue federal officers for constitu-
tional violations. This includes 
the evisceration of so-called 
Bivens actions, named after a 
Supreme Court case that autho-
rized damages lawsuits against 

federal officers when they violate 
the Constitution. The Bivens Act, 
now pending before the United 
States House of Representatives, 
restores the people’s right to get 
meaningful relief in court when 
federal agents violate peoples’ 
constitutional rights. It reaffirms 
the fundamental principle that 
no one — including officers sent 
into our streets by Trump — is 
above the law. The American Civil 
Liberties Union of Illinois will 
join others on Capitol Hill during 
Community Safety Week in May 
to advocate for the Bivens Act.

In Chicago, we know that 
public safety is a complex issue 
that cannot be solved by fantas-
tical quick fixes or by reckless 
late-night social media posts 
from officials more interested 
in burnishing their “tough on 
crime” bona fides than find-
ing actual solutions. The hard 
work of improving public safety 
is a mixture of working in our 
communities and neighborhoods, 
investing in public programs 
that offer hope to residents and 
holding everyone — including 
law enforcement — accountable 
for their actions. This account-
ability is critical to establish trust 
between law enforcement and 
the public they serve, a trust that 
further enhances public safety.

Trump does not understand 
that need for trust. He believes 
that force and power are the solu-
tions to every problem. Congress 
should act to restore the Amer-
ican people’s confidence that 
federal law enforcement officials 
will face consequences for their 
illegal actions — before Trump’s 
recklessness further breaks the 
public’s trust.

Edwin C. Yohnka is director of 
communications and public policy 
at the American Civil Liberties 
Union of Illinois.

Public safety relies on accountability. That applies to feds

Attendees gather for a Day of the Dead altar building event for Silverio Villegas González on Nov. 1, 2025, 
near where he was shot in Franklin Park. Villegas González was shot and killed by Immigrations and Customs 
Enforcement on Sept. 12, 2025. DOMINIC DI PALERMO/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
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OPINION

More care into serving riders
After reading James 

McGowan’s letter about CTA 
management following the Yellow 
Line derailment (“CTA manage-
ment failed riders,” May 2), I felt 
compelled to write. As a long-
time rider I, too, am perplexed by 
regular displays of poor customer 
service by CTA employees.

The situation that finally made 
me throw up my hands in disgust? 
On May, I arrived at the Belmont 
station on the northbound Red 
Line at approximately 7:50 
p.m. Sitting at the station was a 
Kimball-bound Brown Line train 
that, instead of waiting for the Red 
Line train to let its passengers off, 
proceeded to head north. What 
was the rush? According to the 
monitors at the station, the next 
Brown Line train wasn’t due for 11 
minutes!

Was it too much to expect the 
Brown Line train to wait 10 to 15 
additional seconds to allow Red 
Line passengers the chance to 
make a connection? This isn’t the 
only time this has happened to me 
(and I suspect other riders).

Here’s an idea to improve 
customer service that would, as 
far as I can tell, cost the CTA noth-
ing: If another train pulls into the 
station, wait so that riders have 
the opportunity to transfer and 
get to their destination sooner. I 
bet it would mean the world to 
customers like me after a long day 
at work.

Now, just to show I’m not some-
one who only gripes about the 
CTA, let me accentuate the posi-
tive. I don’t know who she is or 
where she was moved to, but the 
CTA once had a station agent at 
the Harrison Red Line weekday 
mornings who displayed the most 
wonderful customer service skills. 
Not only did I routinely see her 
outside her booth helping indi-
viduals navigate the system, but 
also, I went to her with numerous 
concerns, all of which she would 
address. She even let me know the 
outcome the next day.

Shame on me for never getting 
her name, considering we 
exchanged “hellos” every morn-
ing and she even inquired how I 
was doing after seeing me walking 
with a cane following an injury.

C’mon, CTA. It’s clear you and 
your employees have the capa-
bility to perform better than you 
did the evening of May 1. Start by 
going after the low-hanging fruit 
that will improve the transit expe-
rience for your customers at no 
additional cost.

I don’t think this is too much to 
ask from an agency that impacts 

the day-to-day lives of so many 
residents.
— Craig Juszak, Chicago

Obsessed with abortion
Once again, the Tribune has a 

large article about Gov. JB Pritz-
ker and his obsession with abor-
tion (“Amendment for abortion 
rights still not a reality,” May 3). 
The article is centered around 
the idea of adding an amendment 
to the state constitution that 
would make abortion access a 
constitutional right. It also notes 
women from surrounding states 
coming here for abortions.

From from 2020 to 2024, there 
was a yearly average of about 
63,000 abortions in Illinois.

I have some questions. Has 
the Catholic Church left Illi-
nois? Cardinal Blase Cupich led 
the invocation at the Democratic 
National Convention. Did he 
mention anything about abor-
tion? Can the Tribune publish 
articles explaining how to 
prevent unwanted pregnancies? 
Does the state of Illinois have any 
programs or funds set aside for 
preventive education to avoid 
pregnancy? Do we as citizens of 
Illinois really want to be known 
as the abortion capital of the 
United States?

We need to get out the vote to 
get the governor and his majority 
out of office. We need to return 
Illinois to a commonsense state.
— Larry Geraghty, Tinley Park 

Traffic management blunders
Andrew Chrismer’s op-ed 

(“What the traffic mess near the 
site of Chicago’s future casino 
says about the city’s process,” 
May 3) on lack of planning lead-
ing to traffic snarls near the new 
casino development struck a 
chord.

It brought to mind a question 
I’d asked my wife when we were 
stuck in horrendous traffic head-
ing downtown on the Kennedy 
Expressway on a recent Saturday 
afternoon. As always on Satur-
day afternoons, the express lanes 
going into the city were closed 
just as we and thousands of other 
suburbanites were heading 
downtown to take advantage of 
the city’s restaurants and theater.

Who are the people making 
decisions that affect traffic flow, 
and have they ever tried driv-
ing into the city from the North 
Shore on a Saturday afternoon 
and asked why the express lanes 
aren’t open for inbound traffic?

Perhaps there’s a reason, or 
perhaps, as Chrismer concluded, 
no one is putting their heads 
together to see how things really 
could work better.
— Daniel Rosenberg,  
Highland Park

The voice of Chicago Flips Red
Chicago Flips Red is a 

pro-Donald Trump group led by 
African American women whose 
members show up, stand in line 

and speak during the allotted 
time at public meetings. Because 
of that, Democrats — not used to 
any counter voices in Chicago — 
don’t like the group.

Even the Chicago Teachers 
Union has complained that the 
group is too loud and intimidat-
ing.

How rich is that? The CTU 
complaining that a group is too 
loud and aggressive is like a pit 
bull complaining about other 
dogs’ behavior.

I applaud Chicago Flips for 
providing an actual counter voice 
in Chicago.
— Malcolm Montgomery, 
Hammond, Indiana

Clouding up room with noise
I once attended a Metropoli-

tan Water Reclamation District 
board meeting, which was also 
attended by members of the 
Chicago Flips Red group. After 
hearing some of them speak, I 
was extremely disappointed in 
the fact that through their gruff 
tactics, obnoxious rhetoric and 
false narratives, no one in the 
room even remotely gave them 
more than a rolling of the eyes 
and a remorseful head shake.

These reactions come from 
those who actually wish to hold 

their elected officials accountable 
by speaking to them in person 
and letting them know that 
behind each vote is a taxpaying 
citizen. 

Having to fight and co-exist 
with those hell-bent on spew-
ing lies and attention-grabbing 
hyperbole only clouds up the 
room, ruins the mood and takes 
away minutes from those who 
have been tackling real problems 
that truly need their govern-
ment’s help.

And while there are many in 
this city, county and state who 
are tired of living under the heavy 
tax burden and corruption of 
Democratic-majority rule, few 
will trade the safety and security 
of decency and commonsense 
governing that needs reform, for 
the chaos, lies and dysfunction 
currently engulfing the Republi-
can Party and our federal govern-
ment.
— Ephraim Lee, Police District 
councilor, Chicago

Vallas’ AI op-ed a terrible take
Paul Vallas’ opinion piece on the 

value of artificial intelligence in 
education is a terrible take in a sea 
of terrible takes from him (“How 
AI can bring the DNA of success 
to every classroom,” May 7) How 
out of touch can you be? He has 
clearly not been near a classroom 
in decades, and I’m willing to bet 
that he is on boards that push 
for-profit education and educa-
tion tech.

AI is pushing groups of students 
and adults into being noncriti-
cal thinkers and the wholesale 
buying of anything tech provides. 
Writing, thinking and creativity 
are suffering under the weight 
of AI incorporation, and buying 
more AI education tech as well as 
paying for more administration is 
killing education.

I cannot fathom why the 
Tribune opinion team keeps 
giving him a platform over and 
over again.
— Lara Taylor, LaGrange

Note to readers
In honor of our “Chicago 2050” 

op-ed series, we’d like to hear 
from you about your hopes for 
what Chicago will be like in 25 
years. (Sincere thoughts only.) 
Send a letter of no more than 400 
words to letters@chicagotribune.
com. Be sure to include your full 
name and your city/town.

Voice of the People 

CTA trains make their way through Chicago’s South Loop on March 11. ANTONIO PEREZ/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
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By Kenneth Seeskin
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

From the moment he took 
office, Pope Leo XIV became a 
distinguished proponent of peace, 
human dignity and concern for 
disadvantaged people wherever 
they might be.

He was critical of U.S. immi-
gration policy, pointing out that 
people who had been living 
decent lives were being rounded 
up in a way that was “extremely 
disrespectful” and called for 
attention to people’s basic 
dignity.

Recently, he criticized the 
bellicose rhetoric coming from 
government officials in stark 
terms: “But woe to those who 
manipulate religion and the very 
name of God for their own mili-
tary, economic and political gain, 
dragging that which is sacred 
into darkness and filth.”

I have no doubt that the pope 
realizes the Catholic Church did 
not always live up to these ideals. 
I take his message to be that 
while the history of the church 
is not perfect, its true teaching 
is that of peace and respect for 
human life

Jews should take note. 
Although there is no one in Juda-
ism who speaks with the author-
ity of a pope, as people of God, 
Jews also face the question of 
how to make sense of an ancient 
and not always consistent tradi-
tion.

There are passages in the 
Hebrew Bible that glorify or seem 
to condone mass killing, destruc-
tion of whole cities, male domi-
nation of women, even slavery. 
Some people believe that because 
these passages occur in a sacred 
text, they should be accepted at 
face value.

For example, “An eye for an 
eye, a tooth for a tooth” is often 
cited to show that the Bible 
recommends harsh or dehu-
manizing treatment of criminals. 
The conquest of Canaan is cited 
to show that God approves of 
wiping out whole nations.

This is deplorable. Like any 
quotation lifted out of a work 
of literature or legal code, these 
passages require explanation. 

“An eye for an eye” was never 
intended to justify dismember-
ment. Rather, it was meant to 
ensure that justice is propor-
tional and thus to prevent exces-
sive punishment. Although the 
conquest of Canaan as described 
in the Bible probably never 
happened, there is general agree-
ment that because it talks about 
nations that have long since 
perished, it is not applicable in 
our day. It is also noteworthy 
that despite his military exploits, 
David is prevented from building 
the Temple because there is too 
much blood on his hands.

Both the Catholic Church 
and Jewish tradition allow for 
war in certain circumstances, 
chiefly self-defense. Without 
going into detail, both treat war 
as the option of last resort, both 

try to limit reckless destruction 
of life and property and both try 
to minimize injury to noncomba-
tants. The question is what to do 
with biblical passages that seem 
to run counter to this spirit.

The answer is that when you 
read such passages or hear some-
one quoting them, you need to 
stop and ask yourself: Could a just 
and merciful God really approve 
of this kind of behavior? Or more 
specifically: Is this the kind of 
behavior my religion is trying to 
promote?

I give Pope Leo credit for speak-
ing out against the facile use of 
God’s name by people whose 
primary interest is power. Would 
a just and merciful God approve 
of daily bombing raids and threats 
to destroy civilian infrastruc-
ture, let alone a threat to destroy 

an entire civilization? To answer 
“yes” is indeed to drag that which 
is sacred into darkness.

At present, the Jewish commu-
nity is deeply divided over Israel’s 
actions in Gaza, Lebanon and the 
West Bank. My point is that Jews 
must ask the same questions of 
their religion. Would a just and 
merciful God approve of what is 
happening? Are these the kinds 
of actions Judaism is supposed to 
encourage?

I find it hard to answer yes.
In a passage from the Torah 

read on the holiest day of the 
year, God reveals to Moses the 
part of the divine persona that 
humans are supposed to emulate. 
Rather than things such as limit-
less power or notoriety, God lists 
qualities that even the humblest 
person can embody: mercy, 

graciousness, slowness to anger, 
and willingness to forgive sin.

Normally I favor keeping reli-
gion out of politics. But I would 
love to see a candidate run on a 
platform based on these qualities. 
I would love even more if govern-
ment officials stopped making 
threats, toned down their rhet-
oric and put regard for human 
dignity at the top of their agenda.

Although I’m not placing bets 
that this will happen anytime 
soon, neither am I giving up my 
conviction that unless we move 
in this direction, it is futile to 
claim that God is on our side.

Kenneth Seeskin is an emeritus 
professor of philosophy and the 
Philip M. and Ethel Klutznick 
professor of Jewish civilization at 
Northwestern University.

What Jews can learn from the pope

Pope Leo XIV waves as he departs after a Holy Mass at the Malabo Stadium in Equatorial Guinea on April 23. MISPER APAWU/AP
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