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T
HE 2026-27 Budget
proposals are being
formulated in the
backdrop of continu-
ing geopolitical ten-

sions and the imposition of hefty
US tariffs. At this juncture, the
first advance estimates for the
2025-26 financial year have
brought some glad tidings. The
prospect of 7.4 per cent GDP
growth is a turnaround from ear-
lier predictions by the RBI of a
moderate 6.5 per cent.

It has also shown that reforms
make a difference and they need
to be accelerated in order to sus-
tain growth at this level. The
restructuring and recalibration
of the Goods and Services Tax
(GST), for instance, has been a
game-changer for the economy.
It was a step that should have
been taken much earlier, given
the regulatory complexity in the
system. The streamlining meas-
ures have led to a spurt in con-
sumption during the festival
season in October-November
2025 and this, in turn, looks set to
revive the investment climate.

The other long-awaited meas-
ure taken recently has been the
implementation of the four
labour codes that were passed
five years ago in Parliament. The
codes replaced as many as 29
separate laws dealing with
industrial relations, several of
which had been on the statute
books from colonial times. The
multiplicity of legislation creat-
ed enormous complexity in deal-
ing with labour issues over the
years. Compliance was conse-
quently a confusing affair for
business enterprises. 

This may not have been a
reform that gave an immediate
impetus to growth, but it has

brought clarity and simplicity
in an area of serious concern for
potential investors. Besides,
the codes bring labour regula-
tions into the modern era by
giving greater flexibility in
terms of work from home while
providing a measure of social
security for workers in the fast-
growing gig economy. The
codes may still have lacunae,
which can be addressed in
future, but scrapping the earli-
er laws has surely made doing
business easier in the country.

The need for reforms in other
areas is underlined by the fact
that all is not positive in the first
advance estimates. For instance,
growth has slowed down in the
second half of the year from
October to March. The first two
quarters recorded growth of 7.8
and 8.2 per cent, respectively, but
the second two quarters are
assumed to be at a lower level of
around 6.9 per cent. 

On the plus side, the advance
estimates show a rebound in
manufacturing from 4.5 per
cent to 7.4 per cent and this has
given a big push to higher
growth in the 2025-26 financial
year. It is also significant that
the pace of growth has stepped
up over the past three years,

with the average at nearly 8 per
cent. Projections for the 2026-27
financial year made by institu-
tions like the World Bank are
lower at around 6.5 per cent, but
it increasingly looks as if
growth may now be sustained
at higher levels. Though India
has been the fastest-growing
major economy for several
years now, it needs to grow
faster to escape the middle-
income trap and become a
developed nation by 2047. 

Finance Minister Nirmala

Sitharaman will have to keep
this in mind while drawing up
the Budget, especially as exter-
nal headwinds have been grow-
ing in recent months. Trade is
the big issue on the horizon in a
world with fast-changing align-
ments due to US President Don-
ald Trump’s maverick economic
and foreign policies. While
exports to the US have to face 50
per cent tariffs, there is now talk
of penal tariffs on countries trad-
ing with Iran. As for the India-
US trade pact, it has clearly got
bogged down by a variety of fac-
tors, including Trump’s ego.
The positivity shown by the new
US Ambassador to India Sergio
Gor has given a sliver of hope
that the deal may ultimately go
through. Even so, the Budget
will now have to provide support
for export-led industries which
could face tough times. 

For the time being, however,
the anticipated impact on
labour-intensive industries like
gems and jewellery as well as
readymade garments has been
muted due to rapid diversifica-
tion of markets. The data for
November 2025 shows a sur-
prising rise in exports in these
areas. These shot up by as
much as 19 per cent during the

month. The surge has largely
been due to electronics, engi-
neering goods, pharmaceuti-
cals, petroleum products and
readymade garments. 

What is even more unexpect-
ed is that exports to the US
have risen by 22 per cent
despite the hefty tariff barriers.
A big component has been
mobile phones which recorded
a three-fold increase in the
course of just one year. 

Another element of economic
growth that is not captured by
much of the data is the extent of
joblessness. According to the
Centre for Monitoring Indian
Economy, the unemployment
rate reached a three-month low
of 8.6 per cent in December due
to a decline in rural joblessness.
The data does not reflect the fact
that India has not been able to
utilise its much-lauded demo-
graphic dividend by providing
enough jobs to the youth. Agri-
culture continues to be the
biggest employer with 45 per
cent of the workers in this sector
alone. Manufacturing has not
yet expanded sufficiently to
absorb unskilled or skilled per-
sonnel available in the market.

It is in this sector that lessons
can be learnt from other Asian
economies that have managed
to expand small and medium
enterprises sufficiently to pro-
vide more labour-intensive
employment. The new labour
codes are bound to be helpful
in this regard by making job
issues easier to tackle, thereby
removing one big hurdle in the
way of new investors and exist-
ing employers. 

The Budget should thus be
used as an opportunity to bring
about greater ease of doing busi-
ness in the economy. Reforms,
especially in terms of eliminat-
ing the regulatory cholesterol in
the system, need to be carried
out much more quickly com-
pared to the GST restructuring
and the implementation of the
labour codes. Only then will it
be possible to push growth to
the levels needed to become a
developed economy.

Budget must spur deeper reforms 

Manufacturing has
not yet expanded

sufficiently to absorb
unskilled or skilled
personnel available 

in the market.
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Indian economy needs to grow faster in order to escape the middle-income trap
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Dyal Singh’s legacy 
Bid to rename college is ill-advised

T
HE proposed renaming of Dyal Singh
(Evening) College reflects a cavalier disre-
gard for the memory and legacy of the vision-
ary 19th-century philanthropist to whom the
institution is dedicated. Sardar Dyal Singh

Majithia, the legendary founder of The Tribune and
Punjab National Bank, envisaged a secular, inclusive
college devoted to quality education and public good.
The Delhi-based institution has a rich history dating
back to 1910, when it was established in Lahore — 12
years after Majithia’s death. The argument that two
“day colleges” cannot run with the same name may be
administratively convenient, but it is not compelling
enough to override heritage and popular sentiment.

No less troubling is the legal dimension. Clause 12 of
the 1978 transfer deed, under which Delhi University
(DU) took over the college, explicitly states that the insti-
tution “will continue to be known as Dyal Singh College”.
Violating this clause could invite consequences as severe
as the withdrawal of land rights and forced relocation — a
risk no responsible administration should take lightly. It’s
also unfortunate that faculty members generally learnt of
the proposal to rename the college after Sikh warrior Ban-
da Singh Bahadur only when the DU Vice-Chancellor
publicly announced it on Vir Bal Diwas recently. Such
unilateralism undermines the very ethos of a university,
which is meant to function through consultation and con-
sensus. The unanimous resolution passed by the staff
association sums up the resentment of teachers, non-
teaching staff and students at being excluded from a
move that affects the college’s identity and future.

Educational institutions are not only centres of learn-
ing but also custodians of collective memory. The unsuc-
cessful 2017 bid to rechristen the college as “Vande
Mataram Mahavidyalaya” should have served as a cau-
tionary tale. DU would be well advised to pause, consult
and reflect. At stake is the name of a towering figure as
well as over a century of academic and moral inheritance.

Road safety first
Don’t give free pass to violators

T
HE road transport ministry figures are stark
even by India’s shaky safety standards. That
over 70 per cent of the 40 crore vehicles in the
country do not comply with statutory norms
presents a grim reality. Data shared with the

states and UTs shows that over two-thirds of these non-
compliant vehicles are two-wheelers. Whether it’s non-
possession of vehicle fitness or pollution under control
certificates, or having no insurance at all, this wilful defi-
ance invariably gets a free pass. Such casualness can
lead to a false sense of immunity, and the carefree driv-
er then becomes a risk to himself and the other road
users. Under the proposed framework, non-compliant
vehicles will be automatically de-registered if the
requirements are not taken care of. It is a much-needed
step to cement regulatory control.

The challenge is not simply the sanitisation of the
Vahan database by putting the violators on notice. A bigger
task is forging a social mandate for responsible road
behaviour. Community involvement on that count has
been dismal. What’s more troubling is how the messaging
by political figures is antithetical to instilling any respect
for traffic regulations. At no political rally is there even a
passing mention of safe driving. Every traffic rule is vio-
lated as the support base gathers. Religious organisations
and deras may have done a tad better in regulating traffic
at their events, but the sight of the devout packed in vehi-
cles with no regard for safety provisions is scary, to say the
least. The normalisation of such risk-taking is an adminis-
trative lapse, but it continues to be endorsed.

A tough stance against unsafe driving comes from
unexpected quarters. Social media routinely calls out
irresponsible road behaviour and engineering faults.
Mass public acceptance of what’s right and wrong will
ultimately bring about change.

on this day...100 years ago

Police administration in Punjab
WE have already dealt with some of the salient features of the
annual report on police administration in Punjab. Now we come
to that part of the report in which the Inspector General of Police
(IGP) states that “it is becoming increasingly apparent that the
police of the province is in need of considerable reorganisation
and expansion”. In the IGP’s opinion, the police force is over-
worked and underpaid; and it is necessary to increase the numer-
ical strength of the force and also the pay scales, if it is intended
to satisfactorily meet the “rising tide of crime” in the province.
Dealing with the remarks of the IGP regarding the alleged
increase in crime, the Governor-in-Council says: “It is obvious
that the volume of crime arises from a variety of sources, and can-
not be attributed only to those causes, namely, the unsuitability
of an exotic legal system and the inadequacy of the police force,
on which the Inspector General lays stress. The Governor-in-
Council is prepared to consider specific proposals for improve-
ments in both regards, but it seems clear that the present level of
crime is due to a large extent to causes of which some, fortunate-
ly, in the case of violent and organised crime, are of a temporary
nature, while others are more permanent, though improvable,
features of provincial life. The Governor-in-Council, therefore,
cannot accept the view that we are faced by a rising tide of crime
demanding a general reinforcement of the police strength, but he
is equally unable to base a facile confidence on the mere fact that
we are no worse off than in some preceding periods or to feel that
the province is meeting the problem in a satisfactory manner.”

lahore, saturday, january 16, 1926 

thought for the day

Faith in the rule of law
Refer to ‘Speedy trial is Umar-Sharjeel’s
right’; the end goal of the judicial dispensa-
tion is not only to deliver justice, but also to
strengthen the common man’s faith in the
rule of law. When chinks appear in the public
perception of justice, that faith becomes the
first casualty. Despite a plethora of judgments
acknowledging the right to a speedy trial as
inherent to Article 21 of the Constitution, the
continued denial of bail to these two individu-
als creates significant dents in the most cher-
ished rights to life and personal liberty. Even
if prima facie their role is visible, they remain
"accused" in the eyes of the law. What prevents
the prosecution from establishing their guilt
(if any) even after a span of five years? With a
witness list running into hundreds, the light
at the end of the tunnel seems to be effective-
ly invisible for decades.

ABHYAM SHARMA, PATHANKOT

Groundwater is like bank balance
Refer to ‘When politics trumped Punjab’s
water security’; the historical background of
Punjab’s water security since 1986 should be
an eye-opener. During the late eighties, Punjab
government paid little attention to the model
ground water draft circulated by the Central
government. Power for the farm sector is free
for the past over 20 years. The writer has right-
ly suggested curbing the policy of free power
and encouraging diversification of crops. Avail-
ability of groundwater for irrigation is the key
factor for agriculture production. Groundwater
is like a bank balance; this resource is being
overdrafted by over 200 per cent especially in
central Punjab for the last two decades. We are
already late in taking action.

SK MITTAL, PANCHKULA 

Gig workers’ issues unaddressed
Apropos of ‘Good riddance’; the government’s
decision to end the 10-minute delivery promise
is a critical turning point for the gig economy.
This intervention acknowledges the inhumane
pressures placed on gig workers. However, this
measure does not address the fundamental
issues facing gig workers: income instability,
arbitrary deactivations and the absence of social
safety nets. This reform is more than just about
operational logistics; it’s about protecting the

dignity and well-being of people who make the
quick-commerce industry flourish.

SANJEEV KUMAR GARG, RAMPURA PHUL

Drone kites a good alternative
With reference to ‘The lethal thread’; admin-
istrative officials at the district level and the
police turn a blind eye to lucrative black mar-
ket networks. Nylon threads and any kind of
glass coated synthetic threads meant for kite-
flying should be taken off the market as local
manufacturers have copied the Chinese dor.
No charges are ever pressed against black
marketeers. The police should set up check-
points at major kite flying spots and also con-
duct surprise checks to confiscate illegal
material on the spot. Legal reforms are need-
ed to make prosecution of nylon manjha sell-
ers stringent and faster. ‘Drone kites’ are the
best substitute for ordinary kites. 

CAPT AMAR JEET (RETD), KHARAR

Police, MC officials must act
Apropos of ‘The lethal thread’; until enforce-
ment becomes consistent and deterrent, the
skies will remain deadly. In fact, our elected
representatives, especially municipal council-
lors, have a responsibility to prevail upon peo-
ple in their areas against the menace of nylon
kite string. Police officials of the area should be
held accountable. The errant people who play
with others’ lives need to be taught a lesson so
that they do not play with precious lives.

BRIJ B GOYAL, LUDHIANA

Keep religion, politics separate
The annual Maghi Mela at Muktsar is a pro-
found occasion dedicated to the sacrifice of 40
brave warriors who laid down their lives fight-
ing the Mughals. It is deeply disheartening,
however, to witness how this solemn religious
commemoration has been overshadowed by
political opportunism. Every year, political par-
ties exploit this sacred gathering as a platform
for mudslinging and electoral campaigning.
This blatant politicisation hurts the senti-
ments of the devotees who come for prayer
and reflection. It’s high time that political enti-
ties showed restraint and preserved the sanc-
tity of religious traditions by keeping their
agendas away from spiritual congregations.

BALBIR SINGH KAKKAR, JALANDHAR
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letters to the editor

Aastha Bagga

AS the years passed, two small columns about caste and
religion in the school diary began to feel heavier than
the rest of the page. At first, my resistance was childish,

born more out of defiance than understanding. I wanted
labels that sounded grand and powerful, labels that history
books glorified. The stories of kings, sages and scholars sub-
tly planted in my mind the idea that caste defined worth, that
religion defined virtue. To my young self, being a “Brahmin”
felt like being intellectually superior, and inventing my own
religion felt like an act of rebellion disguised as pride. I did not
yet understand that I was already surrendering to the same
rigid framework I claimed to resist.

My father, however, never argued loudly. He never lectured
me on social justice or constitutional values. His protest was
silent but consistent. Every year, with the same calm handwrit-
ing, he wrote “Indian” and “Humanity” in the columns for
caste and religion in my school diary; as if repetition alone
could one day carve meaning into my stubborn mind. At that
time, I saw it as his refusal to acknowledge reality. After all,
society thrived on these distinctions. Festivals were celebrat-
ed differently, surnames revealed social standing and casual
conversations often carried invisible hierarchies. How, I won-
dered, could one simply erase caste and religion with a pen?

It was only later, when I began to read beyond textbooks, that
the cracks in my understanding widened. What was intro-
duced as a functional classification had hardened into birth-
based discrimination, denying dignity and opportunity to mil-
lions. I began to realise that history books had not lied outright,
but they had softened truths, making oppression sound philo-
sophical and hierarchy seem natural.

College was the turning point. The campus, which I had imagined
as a space of free thought and progress, mirrored the same divisions
I had grown up with — only louder and more organised. Student
elections were fought not on ideas or vision, but on caste equations
and religious loyalties. Slogans replaced dialogue, and identity over-
shadowed merit. Friends were advised whom to vote for, not based
on competence, but on community. Watching educated young
minds willingly reduce themselves to vote banks was disheartening.

In those moments, my father’s quiet entries in my school diary
returned to me with startling clarity. He had known all along that
the world would try to define me before I defined myself.

By writing “Indian” and “Humanity”, he was not denying my roots,
but teaching me not to be imprisoned by them. He was preparing me
to see people beyond labels, to value character over category.

Today, when I look back, I no longer see those annual fights
as disagreements. They were lessons — patiently repeated,
gently enforced. In a society obsessed with divisions, my
father chose unity. He raised me simply as an Indian, and
more importantly, as a human being.

Life lessons from 
the school diary

ROADMAP:FM Nirmala Sitharaman with MoS (Finance) Pankaj Chaudhary during a recent pre-Budget meeting. PTI

We’ve done a lot in infrastructure, but other areas need more attention. — Raghuram Rajan
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Farmers want assured returns to diversify

D
URING an
interaction with
students of IIT-
Madras on Jan-
uary 2, External

Affairs Minister S Jaishankar
turned his attention to
India’s “bad neighbour to
the west”. He made the valid
point that India had the right
to defend its people against a
country which perpetrated
terrorism “deliberately, per-
sistently and unrepentantly”.

He went on to emphasise
that it was up to India to decide
how it would “exercise that
right”. He recalled that “many
years ago”, India had, as a
measure of goodwill, agreed to
a “water-sharing arrange-
ment” with the western neigh-
bour. However, as Pakistan
had been involved in terror-
ism against India over the
decades, it could not ask for
sharing of waters. Jaishankar
was essentially reiterating
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s point that “blood and
water cannot flow together”.

Both Modi’s and Jais-
hankar’s comments relate
to the river waters that flow
from India to Pakistan.

Both are general expres-
sions of anger and dismay
against Pakistan’s pursuit
of cross-border terrorism.
However, they lack speci-
ficity and precision. They
also do not take into account
to what extent India can
control the rivers that flow
from India to Pakistan. 

The “water-sharing
arrangement” is the India-
Pakistan Indus Waters Treaty
(IWT) of 1960. Pakistan had
from the outset raised the
apprehension that India had
the capacity to deny it water.
This is because the rivers that
sustained life in Pakistan —
Indus, Jhelum, Chenab, Ravi,
Beas and Sutlej — flowed
through India and Pakistan-
occupied Kashmir (PoK)
before entering its territory.

Pakistan’s fears were
unfounded because in the
case of the Indus, Jhelum and
to a large extent Chenab,
India simply could not, whol-
ly or substantially, hold back
their waters. That was true
then and it is so now as well.
India could stop the waters of
the Ravi, Beas and Sutlej
from flowing into Pakistan,
but they hold only 20 per cent
of the waters of these six
rivers taken together. Hence,
Pakistan’s real desire was
that India should not impede
the flow of the Indus, Jhelum
and Chenab. The waters issue
was also used in Pakistan to
fuel anti-India sentiment.

The IWT was negotiated
with the help of the World
Bank. The process took nine

years. India generously gave
Pakistan waters of the Indus,
Jhelum and Chenab (called
the western rivers in the
treaty). It only retained the
right of using a small portion
of their waters for irrigation
and run-of-the-river power
generation. India retained full
use of the Ravi, Sutlej and
Beas. That meant that its
“share” of the waters of the
Indus Rivers System (IRS)
remained only 20 per cent; the
rest was given up to Pakistan.

India has held the IWT in
abeyance since the Pahalgam
terror attack in April last year.
Earlier, in September-Octo-
ber 2024, there were reports
that India had asked Pak-
istan for a renegotiation of
the treaty because the situa-

tion concerning the use of
waters and the generation of
power had changed since
1960. Pakistan had respond-
ed by suggesting that the
matter be raised in the India-
Pakistan Indus Waters Com-
mission under the IWT. India
had rejected this approach. It
wanted a Pakistani commit-
ment for renegotiating the
treaty. Now, this has become
academic because India has
held the treaty in abeyance.

Pakistan has warned that
restricting the flow of water
into its territory would be “an
act of war”, but it’s unlikely
that the threat would prevent
India from undertaking
actions to use the IRS’s
waters where it can for the
benefit of its people. 

The terrain through which
the Indus flows in India before
it enters PoK is such that a
large dam cannot be con-
structed. Certainly, its waters
cannot be diverted meaning-
fully in Ladakh or elsewhere.
Large dams cannot be con-
structed on the Jhelum too.
But its waters can be used for
navigation, and limited irriga-
tion possibilities exist.

Pakistan prevented the
construction of the Tulbul
Navigation Project for
decades. Now it can be com-
pleted. The IWT has always
been unpopular in J&K
because it circumscribes the
use of the erstwhile state’s
rivers. The Chenab can be
utilised for power generation
and perhaps its water can be
diverted for irrigation, but
dams with large pondages
cannot be constructed
because of the terrain. And,
the eastern rivers are with
India in any case.

All in all, it is difficult to fore-
see how India can utilise the
waters of the western rivers in
large measure beyond what is
already provided in the IWT.
Hence, can India really trou-
ble Pakistan through restrict-
ing the flow of river waters?
Perhaps not. In any event, a
full account of how much
water India is losing because
of the IWT should be made
public by the government.

Pakistan has followed an
obstructive approach to the
IWT and desperately wants it
to continue. The reasons are
two-fold. First: it does not

wish to lose even a small
quantity of water because it
has become a water-scarce
country. Pakistan’s water
management has been terri-
ble, but it does not wish to
acknowledge this fact. Sec-
ond: Pakistan does not want
India to ever disrupt the flow
of water, especially during
the agricultural season,
because that may negatively
impact crop yields. 

Pakistan has agreed to dis-
cuss the IWT modification,
although under the Indus
Waters Commission, because
it may feel that India would
not agree to use the mecha-
nism for these discussions. 

However, there is a section
in Pakistan which wants to
engage India in sub-surface
water management. This
section believes that India
and Pakistan share aquifers
and that their joint manage-
ment would benefit Pak-
istan. They would like the
IWT to extend to sub-sur-
face waters too. India should
never agree to expand the
scope of cooperation to sub-
soil water in view of Pak-
istan’s obstructionism in
IWT management.

India is both an upper ripar-
ian state and a lower one, as
in the case of the Brahmapu-
tra. This reinforces the need
for the government to pro-
vide greater clarity to the
comments Modi and Jais-
hankar have made on shar-
ing of waters. The people
deserve not to be confused on
vital issues such as water.

I
NDIA has overtaken Chi-
na to become the world's
largest rice producer with
150.18 million tonnes, as
per the Union Agriculture

Ministry data. Wheat acreage
across states has risen to a
record 334.17 lakh hectares dur-
ing the current rabi season
(2025-26), as farmers favour
wheat amid weak prices of oth-
er crops, raising prospects of
another bumper harvest and
easing export curbs. This
ascent may appear, at first
glance, as an unalloyed success.
For Punjab, however, these
milestones are less a cause for
celebration than a reminder of
a deepening structural crisis. 

The state that once powered
the Green Revolution now
finds itself trapped by its legacy
— a farming system built for
food security in the 1960s that
has become ecologically and
economically unsustainable in
the 21st century. Punjab's agri-
culture remains overwhelm-
ingly dominated by the wheat-
paddy cycle. Together, these
two crops account for nearly 85
per cent of the state's gross
cropped area. This dominance
is a matter of policy design.
Decades of assured procure-
ment at minimum support

prices (MSPs), subsidised elec-
tricity for irrigation and a pro-
curement infrastructure
unmatched anywhere else in
the country have made
wheat and paddy the safest
choices. In an environment
of rising costs and uncertain
markets, farmers grow what
the system rewards.

This explains why crop diver-
sification has remained more
rhetoric than reality. Successive
governments have urged Pun-
jab's farmers to shift towards
maize, pulses, oilseeds and hor-
ticulture. Yet these alternatives
rarely come with the same
guarantees. Market prices fluc-
tuate sharply, procurement is
patchy or absent and process-
ing and storage infrastructure
weak. Faced with such uncer-
tainty, diversification becomes
a gamble rather than a transi-
tion. Not surprisingly, security
trumps sustainability.

However, the ecological costs
of this model are now impossi-
ble to ignore. Paddy cultivation
in a semi-arid region has driven
groundwater depletion to
alarming levels. Official esti-
mates say that over three-quar-
ters of Punjab's groundwater
blocks are overexploited.
Recent reports from the Cen-
tral Ground Water Board
(CGWB) reveal that Punjab
records the highest rate of
groundwater extraction in
India. The water table is falling
by nearly a metre annually in
several districts. Paddy cultiva-
tion — a water-intensive crop in
a semi-arid region — is the pri-
mary driver for this dire situa-
tion. Tube wells are drilled ever

deeper, electricity consumption
soars and the cost of cultivation
rises year after year. 

Soil health has also suffered.
Repeated mono-cropping of
wheat and rice, combined with
heavy fertiliser use, has deplet-
ed organic carbon and
micronutrients. Stubble burn-
ing, a byproduct of mechanised
paddy harvesting and com-
pressed cropping cycles, has
become an annual environ-
mental crisis, choking cities
beyond Punjab's borders.
These problems are structural
outcomes of a cropping pattern
frozen in time.

Economically, the picture is
equally troubling. While MSP
procurement ensures price sta-
bility, farm incomes have stag-
nated. Input costs — seeds, fer-
tilisers, diesel and labour —
have risen faster than returns.
Small and marginal farmers,
with limited land and high

dependence on credit, are espe-
cially vulnerable. Punjab con-
tinues to report farmer suicides
every year. The numbers
underline a hard truth: procure-
ment-led security has not trans-
lated into lasting prosperity.

This distress has increasingly
spilled onto the streets. In
recent years, Punjab's farmers
have repeatedly mobilised
against what they see as broken
promises and policy neglect.
Thousands converged on
Chandigarh to mark five years
since the 2020-21 farm laws agi-
tation, demanding a legal guar-
antee for MSP, debt relief and
accountability for assurances
made at the time of repeal. 

Elsewhere, farmers blocked
highways and protested at man-
dis over unsold paddy stocks
and delayed procurement.
Police action at protest sites
such as Shambhu and Khanau-
ri has further deepened mis-

trust. It highlights how econom-
ic distress is translating into
political confrontation.

Successive governments
have recognised the problem
and introduced crop diversifi-
cation schemes. Incentives to
shift from paddy to maize, for
instance, are well-intentioned.
But they remain piecemeal. A
one-time payment cannot off-
set the absence of assured buy-
ers, storage facilities or process-
ing units. Nor can it
compensate for the institution-
al familiarity farmers have with
wheat and rice. Diversification,
to be credible, must offer a sim-
ilar certainty of returns.

Punjab's predicament also
exposes a national policy con-
tradiction. On the one hand,
India celebrates record rice pro-
duction and expanding wheat
acreage as symbols of food
security. On the other, it urges
states like Punjab to diversify
for environmental reasons. 

As long as the Food Corpora-
tion of India procures rice and
wheat in bulk while alterna-
tives are left to the vagaries of
the open market, farmers will
stick to staples. You cannot
preach diversification while
rewarding monoculture.

The solution, therefore, lies in
redesigning incentives. If puls-
es, oilseeds and maize are gen-
uinely national priorities for
nutrition, import substitution
and sustainability, they must
enjoy procurement assurance,
price support and infrastruc-
ture investment comparable to
wheat and rice. Punjab's farm-
ers should not be asked to bear
the cost of national food policy

adjustments alone.
Plus, Punjab has the potential

to become a hub for high-value
agriculture — dairy, vegetables,
fruits and food-processing. But
this requires investment in cold
chains, logistics and agro-
industries. It also requires land
consolidation, cooperative
models and market access that
protect small farmers from cor-
porate dominance.

There is also a generational
dimension to Punjab's agrari-
an crisis. Younger farmers are
increasingly disillusioned
with agriculture that requires
high effort, but offers low dig-
nity and uncertain returns.
Many seek livelihoods out-
side farming or outside the
country altogether. Without
structural reform, Punjab also
risks losing its human capital.

Ultimately, Punjab's crisis is
a cautionary tale for the rest
of India. It shows what hap-
pens when agricultural suc-
cess is measured only in
terms of tonnes produced, not
in sustainability achieved.
The state fed the nation when
it was most needed. Today, it
needs a new social contract,
one that balances food securi-
ty with ecological survival
and farmer welfare.

India's record grain produc-
tion should prompt reflection.
For Punjab, the challenge is
stark: continue down a path of
diminishing returns or under-
take a difficult but necessary
transition. The choice will
determine the future of the
state's farmers as also the cred-
ibility of India's promise of sus-
tainable agriculture.

HARVINDER KHETAL 
DEPUTY EDITOR, THE TRIBUNE

VIVEK KATJU 
FORMER SECRETARY, MINISTRY

OF EXTERNAL AFFAIRS

You cannot preach
diversification while

rewarding the
wheat-rice

monoculture.

A full account of
how much water

India is losing
because of the

Indus treaty should
be made public by
the government.

RETALIATION: India has held the Indus Waters Treaty in abeyance since the Pahalgam terror attack. PTI

Can India harm Pakistan by restricting Indus waters

SAFEST CHOICE:The state’s agriculture remains overwhelmingly dominated by the wheat-paddy cycle. FILE PHOTO 
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■ Shaka Samvat 1947

■ Posh Shaka 26

■ Marghshirsh Parvishte 3

■ Hijari 1447

■ Krishna Paksha Tithi 13, up to 10:22 pm
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Yesterday’s Solution
Across: 1 Disabled, 5 Garb, 9 Flung, 10 Trefoil, 11 Occasionally, 13
Danube, 14 Cuckoo, 17 Intelligible, 20 Torment, 21 Erica, 22 Chef,
23 Eyesight.

Down: 1 Daft, 2 Soupcon, 3 Beggar belief, 4 Entail, 6 Atoll, 7 Bal-
lyhoo, 8 Mean business, 12 Adriatic, 15 Killing, 16 Wintry, 18
Terse, 19 Fast.

ACROSS
1 Country of northern Europe (7)
5 Opponent of equal ability (5)
8 Give consideration to (9)
9 Seed-bearing head of cereal

plant (3)
10 Raised platform (4)
12 Hasty and careless (8)
14 Insect, pest in stored 

grain (6)
15 Easily influenced (6)
17 Sudden extreme fall (8)
18 In a different way (4)
21 Prohibit (3)
22 Offensive (9)
24 Distinguished (5)
25 Informal alliance (7)

DOWN
1 Place where battle is

fought (5)
2 Remaining after all

deductions (3)
3 Flippant (4)
4 Lethal (6)
5 Exclusive possession (8)
6 On the other hand (4,5)
7 Badly affected (4,3)
11 Fundamentally (2,7)
13 Last (8)
14 Emptily prolix talker (7)
16 Way of access (6)
19 Barren region (5)
20 Way out (4)
23 Acknowledge (3)

YESTERDAY’S SOLUTION

MEDIUM

7 5 9 3 6 2 1 8 4

3 8 1 9 5 4 2 7 6

2 4 6 7 8 1 5 3 9

4 1 5 2 9 7 8 6 3

9 3 8 6 1 5 4 2 7

6 7 2 8 4 3 9 1 5

5 9 7 1 2 6 3 4 8

8 2 3 4 7 9 6 5 1

1 6 4 5 3 8 7 9 2

9 2 7 1
8 6 4

2 5 6
1 2

3 2
8 3

1 3 7
2 5 6

3 5 7 4

CITY MAX MIN
Chandigarh 09 06
New Delhi 22 05
Amritsar 09 06
Bathinda 16 04
Jalandhar 09 06
Ludhiana 12 06
Bhiwani 19 01
Hisar 13 01
Sirsa 18 07
Dharamsala ---- -----
Manali ----- -----
Shimla 18 07
Srinagar 09 --02
Jammu 10 04

Kargil 02 --10
Leh 01 --11

Dehradun 22 07
Mussoorie 18 07

SUNSET: FRIDAY 17:45 HRS
SUNRISE: SATURDAY 07:19 HRS

TEMPERATURE IN OC



T
his winter has been excessively cold
for India with a sharper drop in tem-
peratures across several parts of India
than previous years, resulting in more

frequent cold waves. This has spelt misery for
many Indians living without adequate shelter
or resources to withstand the cold. For the 
homeless, such temperature conditions could
even prove a death sentence. According to the
National Crime Records Bureau, more than 
19,000 people lost their lives to cold waves 
between 1995-2020. In Delhi alone, the 
National Forum for Homeless Housing Rights
estimated 474 deaths among the 
homeless last winter. 

The management of cold waves
relies on a coordinated effort
between the Union and state gov-
ernments. While Union govern-
ment departments issue guide-
lines, circulars, and advisories, and
allocate funds for disaster response
and mitigation (including cold
waves), state governments are pri-
marily responsible for implementing these
measures on the ground, along with their
own initiatives. India also has a dedicated
framework for cold wave management: The
National Guidelines for Preparation of
Action Plans for the Prevention and Man-
agement of Cold Waves and Frost 2021
(NDMA Guidelines), issued by the National
Disaster Management Authority. 

The NDMA guidelines provide a frame-
work for states and districts to prevent, miti-
gate, and respond to cold waves by identify-
ing vulnerable populations, issuing timely
warnings, preparing action plans, and setting
up shelters and relief facilities. Yet, among all
these measures, the most urgent, i.e., provid-
ing a roof over people’s heads during biting
cold waves, often fails to receive the attention
and urgency it deserves.

To address this challenge, many northern
states, especially major cities like Delhi, set
up temporary shelters each winter to pro-
tect the homeless during cold waves. How-
ever, both their availability and upkeep
leave much to be desired.

The scale of homelessness in India far out-
strips the capacity of these shelters. The 2011
Census recorded around 1.7 million homeless
people nationwide, a figure widely regarded

as a gross underestimation. In Delhi alone,
the Shahri Adhikar Manch estimates that
nearly 300,000 people live in the open, num-
bers that existing night shelters simply can-
not absorb. In 2024, for instance, the Delhi
Urban Shelter Improvement Board (DUSIB)
maintained night shelters with a total capac-
ity of roughly 20,000 people, inadvertently
leaving many to face the cold on the streets.

Even those who gained admission
encountered shortages of blankets, food,
water, and medicines. While this issue ulti-
mately stems from the broader crisis of

homelessness rather than the mere
shortage of night shelters, immedi-
ate action on the latter is critical.
For this winter and the ones to
come until homelessness is mean-
ingfully reduced, ensuring ade-
quate and functional shelters must
remain a top priority for states.

Firstly, there must be greater allo-
cation of funds for night shelters.
This year, DUSIB issued a ₹3.4 crore

tender to establish 250 temporary shelters,
which, along with the existing ones, are
expected to accommodate around 20,000
people in total. But when the lives of likely
hundreds of thousands are at stake, why can’t
this capacity be significantly expanded?
Delhi and other states can also tap into the
State Disaster Response and Mitigation
Funds for this purpose. 

Taking a step beyond merely establishing
shelters, states must also focus on main-
taining them effectively, ensuring they are
adequately equipped and managed, with
effective coordination between key depart-
ments such as health, police, public works,
food, and housing. No other peril compares
on a human level to the tragedy of people
dying on the streets because of being
exposed to intense cold. 

As the Rajasthan High Court observed in
May 2024, providing shelter, warm cloth-
ing, food, and medicine to the poorest of the
poor is the bare minimum expected of a
welfare state. At the very least, it is what
must be done to prevent avoidable loss of
life each winter.

Somya Jain is research fellow, Vidhi Centre for

Legal Policy. The views expressed are personal

Sheltering the homeless 
as the temperature drops

Somya 
Jain

to suppress Indians’ legitimate national aspi-
rations, including the right to demand free-
dom and sovereignty. America’s use of its
domestic law to justify the invasion and cap-
ture of a foreign country’s leader almost cer-
tainly violates international law, including
the sovereign rights of the Venezuelan State.
And, the actions definitely bury the western
notion of a rules-based international order,
which America swore by until a little more
than a year ago. 

Finally, Trump’s declaration that the US will
“run” Venezuela — ostensibly because the 
country has been misgoverned — and control
its energy resources — because Venezuelans 
haven’t been efficient at extracting oil—marks
the return of classical colonialism. Classical 
colonialism is a practice in which a foreign 

power occupies land, subjugates peo-
ple, and exploits natural and human
resources on the argument that the
current rulers misgovern the country
and do not represent the true aspira-
tions of the people. It promises — as
Trump has to Venezuelans — to do
good by the people. This was the Brit-
ish template in India. 

This mix of great power excess, vio-
lation of international law, and coloni-
alism has an immediate precedent in

Israeli-American militarism in West Asia since
October 2023. There, Israel has almost suc-
ceeded in its settler colonial project. It has exe-
cuted a genocide in Gaza, impairing the possi-
bility of future generations of healthy Palestini-
ans in their homeland. It has laid out plans to 
ethnically cleanse Gaza of Palestinians even as
it has de facto annexed the West Bank. Further-
more, to execute the final stage of its settler 
colonial project, Israel has, with American 
assistance, created a neighbourhood compris-
ing pliant or complicit leaders running weak 
States with phantom sovereignty, whom Israel
can or does bomb at will. 

Zoom out and you will find across West Asia,
North Africa and South America a large geogra-
phy of imperialism in which two military hege-
mons, working in tandem, act as they please, 
extracting resources, colonising territory, and
executing a genocide. If Trump’s America has 
felt emboldened to invade and humiliate Venez-
uela, it is also because a majority of the leading
powers of the world — including Europe, Rus-
sia, and China — have allowed Israel to get away
with a lot worse. Impunity is thriving on impu-
nity. Violation of State sovereignty is facilitating
crimes against humanity, and the two could set
global geopolitics into a tailspin. Between them,
Israel and America have put Colombia, Canada,
Greenland (and thus Denmark and Europe), 
Mexico, Cuba and Iran on notice. And specula-
tion is rife that the US could also attack Iran. 
Everyone should take secretary of State Marco
Rubio’s warning to other States and leaders 
during the first official briefing following Mad-
uro’s abduction seriously and view it alongside
Benjamin Netanyahu’s regional rhetoric since
late 2023. 

The time for sovereign States of the world
to hedge and equivocate is over. If they don’t
stand up to these crimes against humanity
and aggression against States, they risk pre-
cipitating a dangerous, truly global crisis that
will take a heavy toll. 

Atul Mishra teaches international politics at

Shiv Nadar University, Delhi-NCR. The views

expressed are personal

military commanders to take correct 
and timely decisions. Even Pakistan has
a space command under its Air Force —
announced in 2021 and fully functional
by 2024 and integrated with its cyber 
command.

The Chinese defence budget is three
times that of India’s and so a 3:1 ratio or 
even a 10:1 ratio in the satellite launch 
domain in China’s favour — China’s 
space programme falls under its mili-
tary unlike the case in India — could 
have been considered reasonable. How-
ever, the asymmetry is much wider with
a Chinese array of 396 remote sensing 
satellites out of the over thousand satel-
lites operational in 2024. Even India’s 
Space Based Surveillance-III plan for 
launching just 52 defence satellites by 
2030 is likely to fall well short given its 
current launch frequency — only one 
defence satellite launched from 2023 to
2025. With Chinese launches for Paki-
stan, the latter is likely to soon have an 
important combat edge over India. 
Direct purchase of a foreign satellite 
with an Indian flag or launch of an 
Indian commercial satellite from for-
eign soil will make India slightly more 
self-reliant in the interim period than 

daily dependence on foreign satellites 
for procurement of satellite images to 
monitor the rapid developments in its 
neighbours.

India’s limited space assets are fur-
ther threatened by qualitative and quan-
titative advancements in counter-space
capabilities by China, and others. Chi-
nese space-based manoeuvres near 
Indian satellites are not uncommon 
while their military’s ground-based 
assets in Xinjiang and Tibet have 
attempted jamming of Indian satellites
during the Galwan standoff. 

Atmanirbharta in the space domain
is not a choice but a strategic essential 
for India. While Operation Sindoor has
accelerated Indian induction of drones 
and other combat platforms, strategic 
clarity on space policies remains miss-
ing. Sindoor 2.0 is probably inevitable 
and so timebound accountability of 
stakeholders in the space ecosystem and
certain critical decisions are absolutely
essential. 

Brigadier Anshuman Narang (retd) is the 

founder of Atma Nirbhar Soch that studies 

strategic issues impacting Indian national 

security. The views expressed are personal

A deeper examination of the Indian space ecosystem reveals that India is 
gradually falling behind traditional space powers. AFP

A
lthough consistent with the long-
term trend in American foreign pol-
icy, the US’s invasion of Venezuela
and abduction of its leader Nicolás

Maduro, break from the pattern of recent
years. 

Since the end of the Cold War, the US had
become less interventionist and more toler-
ant of ideological diversity in South America.
More broadly, a wariness about foreign
interventions took shape during the Obama
years and was articulated clearly by Presi-
dent Donald Trump during his first presi-
dency. For instance, Trump’s first two
speeches at the United Nations General
Assembly in 2017 and 2018 mount a strong
defence of the principle of sovereignty of all
nations. Both Trump and Joe Biden wanted
to scale down American entangle-
ments in the Muslim world, as illus-
trated in the withdrawal from
Afghanistan. During his re-election
campaign, Trump was critical not
only of American involvement in
the Ukraine war but also of Amer-
ica’s “forever wars”. In Riyadh in
May last year, Trump railed against
“neo-cons” who had “wrecked far
more nations than they had built”
by “intervening in complex societies
that they did not even understand them-
selves”. And it is likely that he resisted Israeli
pressure to wage an expansive war of regime
removal and State degradation in Iran, limit-
ing direct American military involvement to
bombings of Iran’s nuclear sites in June last
year. 

So what explains the invasion, the kidnap-
ping, and the plans to run Venezuela? It is 
surely about the control of Venezuelan energy,
which will aid the US’s bid for global AI domi-
nance. But this didn’t require invasion and 
abduction since Maduro had publicly stated 
his willingness to give America access to Ven-
ezuelan energy. It could be that the interven-
tionists or the neocons within the administra-
tion prevailed over Trump. Or, it could be that
Trump succumbed to the temptations of 
unchecked power at home and abroad, for few
modern leaders have enjoyed the volume and
quality of unrestrained capabilities to influ-
ence outcomes globally that Trump enjoys. 

Whatever be the wellsprings of America’s
Venezuela-related actions, they can be
understood mainly through three frames. 

First, it is the latest in the classical pattern
in international politics of the strong van-
quishing the weak, the law of the fish or mat-
syanyaya. The actions repeat the past pattern
of America’s intervention in its neighbour-
hood to assert dominance, project power,
and send a message of deterrence to its rivals
near and far. 

Second, since the US government has
framed Maduro’s abduction as a law
enforcement action, it constitutes what
Mahatma Gandhi called official lawlessness
to describe the British use of legal provisions

{ OUR TAKE }

Do not shoot 
the messenger

Reimagining the 
startup ecosystem

T
he government’s flagship entrepreneurial support
scheme, Startup India, marks its tenth 
anniversary on Friday. From 400 startups in 2016

to over 200,000 today, the mission has contributed to 
there being today 2.1 million jobs and 120 unicorns. 
Valued at over $350 billion, these account for what is 
the world’s third-largest startup ecosystem. This week, 
the government is expected to unveil the next iteration 
of the programme that puts future technologies front 
and centre. Such a pivot could not come sooner. India’s 
startup success is dominated by consumer-facing 
services — food delivery, e-commerce, fintech —  where 
India’s scale and demand are a big advantage. It is what 
has driven models such as Zomato, Ola and PhonePe to 
success. But it also represents a stagnation: Indian 
entrepreneurs may have cracked the code of adapting 
existing tech to the country’s massive domestic market, 
but few have forayed into foundational future 
technologies. From super-efficient batteries to cutting-
edge AI models, today’s most innovative and successful 
tech startups come from Silicon Valley or Shenzhen.

The government’s pivot acknowledges a world 
where technology leadership is inseparable from 
national security, economic dominance, and strategic 
autonomy. Global semiconductor supply chains are 
being redrawn along geopolitical lines. AI 
development is concentrated in the US, whose 
sanctions can switch off essential services that many 
across the world have come to depend on. Defence, 
space, and quantum computing are no longer purely 
commercial pursuits but elements of national power.

India cannot remain merely a consumer of these 
technologies if it aspires to shape the coming decades. 
The shift toward deep tech and AI — with its emphasis 
on corporate engagement — could offer a practical 
pathway. The government has taken a crucial enabling 
step; India’s entrepreneurs must now step up.

D
anish shuttler and world number 3, Anders
Antonsen, has served a wake-up call to Indian
authorities about what the future could
become if Delhi’s air pollution goes 

unchecked. Antonsen withdrew from the ongoing 
India Open after citing “extreme pollution” in the city. 
“I don’t think it is a place to host a badminton 
tournament,” Antonsen, a four-time World 
Championship medal-winner, said. Badminton 
federation officials can fret over the shuttler’s brutal 
but honest assessment of the city air and slap a $5,000 
fine on him, but Antonsen is not the first to complain 
about the less-than-ideal conditions for playing sports 
in the national Capital, and he is unlikely to be the last. 

In December 2017, an India-Sri Lanka cricket Test in
New Delhi was interrupted multiple times after Sri 
Lankan players complained about breathlessness due 
to pollution. An India versus South Africa T20 match 
scheduled on December 17 in Lucknow was 
abandoned due to smog. The Commission for Air 
Quality Management recently wrote to the Delhi and 
NCR state governments to halt outdoor physical sports 
activities in schools due to poor air quality. The fact is 
that winter in northern India has become synonymous 
with poor air, smog, low visibility, and pollution-
related ailments. As per the Sameer app, between 
November 1, 2025 and January 14 2026, Delhi logged a 
total of 53 “very poor” air days, eight “severe” air days 
and 14 “poor” air days. The Supreme Court’s scathing 
remarks underline a public health emergency that city 
residents, having few other choices, are forced to bear 
with. It is preposterous to expect visitors to accept the 
situation as a fait accompli. 

Where does this leave Delhi and NCR? Antonsen’s 
action may have a cascading effect on Delhi’s sporting 
calendar: The city may lose out on marquee events 
until pollution subsides. Venues in southern, western, 
or eastern India, which offer relatively better air, 
especially in winter, could be asked to host them. (The 
Central Pollution Control Board in December found 
that seven of the 10 most polluted cities in India were 
located in NCR.) Pollution in Delhi has ceased to be a 
domestic issue; it now threatens India’s international 
reputation. And over time, it will reduce Delhi-NCR’s 
appeal as a place to live and work. Breathable air needs 
to be viewed through the prism of the right to life, and 
its absence considered as life-threatening. Maybe the 
people who run the Capital will listen to the voice of a 
visitor over that of long-suffering citizens. 

T
he failure of the PSLV-C62
launch is more than about
the failure of a rocket or of
the Indian Space Research
Organisation (Isro). This is
the fifth Isro failure in the

last seven years, but it should draw 
attention to wider problems disrupting
the evolution of the Indian space 
domain as a national space power and 
as a combat force multiplier in the era of
multi-domain operations. 

Despite being the fourth-largest econ-
omy globally, a deeper examination of 
the Indian space ecosystem reveals that
India is gradually falling behind tradi-
tional space powers, the US, China, Rus-
sia, EU and Japan, in all three areas of 
space — upstream, comprising satellite
constellations, midstream, for fast paced
space data aggregation, and down-
stream, that covers revenue generation.
India’s focus on prestige programmes 
like Gaganyaan may have actually trig-
gered a fall in the country holding the 
highest global small satellite launch 
share of 35% in 2017 to zero in 2024.

It was the US’ activation of Selective
Availability of GPS signals during the 
Kargil War that pushed India to develop
NavIC, its own satellite navigation con-
stellation. Since then, however, India has
fallen behind. Despite the successful 

launch of Isro’s GSLV-F15 rocket in Jan-
uary 2025, an anomaly encountered in 
India’s second generation NavIC satellite
NVS-02 prevented it from being placed 
in the final orbit. Of the minimum seven
NavIC satellites required, India today 
has only four fully functional ones and 
even out of these two are nearing the end
of their life. 

The three biggest bottlenecks for
India in the commercial space
domain are slowing launch 
frequency because of reliabil-
ity concerns of launch rockets
and limited launch facilities, 
delays in satellite production,
and time running out for suit-
able orbital slots. While Amer-
ican and Chinese companies 
have made hundreds of thou-
sands of International Tele-
communication Union (ITU) filings to 
secure access to spectrum and orbital 
slots, India is late even in ITU filings. 

Meanwhile, China’s reforms of its sat-
ellite launch architecture have facili-
tated its South Asian expansion. In 2025,
China launched four satellites for Paki-
stan, and a Chinese company, Piesat, 
entered into a 20-satellites deal worth 
$406 million with Pakistan by cutting 
SUPARCO’s (Pakistan’s Isro equivalent)
budget by 90%. Last year, China also 
launched a satellite for Nepal while a 
Nepalese satellite was lost in the Indian
PSLV-C62 launch. 

The strategic autonomy that Indian
foreign policy keeps highlighting cannot
be facilitated without data self-suffi-
ciency or data sovereignty in the space 
domain. MapmyIndia’s Mappls naviga-
tion software is better suited for Indian
conditions than Google Maps, but most
Indians still use the latter giving away 
data and revenue to an American corpo-

ration. This is in sharp contrast to China
which has its own Global Navigation 
Satellite System (GNSS), Beidou, and 
does not allow Google in its territory. As
India inks satellite communication 
deals with Elon Musk’s Starlink, it must
not be forgotten that he selectively 
denied Starlink to Ukraine on many 
occasions when that country needed it 
the most.

Militarily, Operation Sin-
door displayed India’s critical
dependence on American and
other foreign remote sensing
satellite constellations even as
the data available was select-
ively delayed. China, on the
other hand, reliably provided
129 civilian commercial satel-
lite images of Pahalgam to Pak-
istan from January 1 to April

27, 2025, allowing the latter to plan the 
Pahalgam terrorist attack on April 22. 
India’s first electronic intelligence 
(ELINT) experimental satellite has not 
led to formation-flying ELINT constella-
tions due to the absence of a roadmap 
and funding. By contrast, it was China’s
ELINT array of 170-plus satellites across
15 constellations that allowed the Paki-
stani Air Force to claim they could elec-
tronically identify every IAF aircraft dur-
ing Operation Sindoor.

Compared to Russia, the US and
China, which all have separate military
space forces, India’s Defence Space 
Agency, raised only in 2019, remains a 
lower-ranked and inadequately empow-
ered tri-service organisation, manned by
non-specialists unlike in the other three
other militaries. The three armed servi-
ces and several agencies continue to 
work in compartmentalised data silos 
and are thus unable to stitch together a 
common operating picture, essential for

A call to reenergise the 
Indian space ecosystem
The recent PSLV setback 
shines a light on 
bottlenecks plaguing 
India’s space programme 
and its potential 
debilitating impact on 
strategic choices
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P
Between war and diplomacy, 
diplomacy is a better way, 
although we don’t have any 
positive experience from the 
United States. But still diplomacy 
is much better than war

Commenting on the need for
de-escalation between Iran and US

Why nations must call out 
Trump’s transgressions
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Anders Antonsen stated the obvious. Delhi’s 
poor air has caught the world’s attention

Atul 
Mishra

Anshuman 
Narang

CLASSICAL COLONIALISM 
IS A PRACTICE IN WHICH A 
FOREIGN POWER OCCUPIES 
LAND, SUBJUGATES 
PEOPLE, AND EXPLOITS 
NATURAL AND HUMAN 
RESOURCES 
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Exporting problems

Oicial statisticians in China have announced that the export superpower’s trade 

surplus hit a record $1.2 trillion in  2025. This is in spite of several headwinds, includ-

ing domestic weaknesses, faltering global growth, and, of course, the new admin-

istration in the United States (US) clearly targeting Chinese exports. Most of the 

time, this might be seen as a sign of resilience on the part of an economy. But this is 

not one of those times. It is in fact an indicator of weakness at the top of the leader-

ship in Beijing — an unwillingness or inability to restructure the country’s economy 

in a manner that would provide long-term stability, resilience, and growth for both 

themselves and the world. 

China’s growth model ran out of steam some years ago. It is designed around 

state-directed investment and exports and financed by financial repression, in 

which households and workers save more than they need to and are forced by the 

state-controlled financial system to pass on the excess to the government. This 

investment-heavy and consumption-poor model necessitates a surplus of savings 

— which in macroeconomic terms almost guarantees a giant trade surplus. Beijing 

has had ample opportunities to address this, but it would require genuine political 

and economic reforms at home. Local governments and large state institutions 

would lose power when they no longer have excess savings to draw on. The private 

sector would grow in power, and the communist party’s subjects would have more 

economic agency as householders and workers. They might even come to think of 

themselves as controllers of their own destiny rather than as recipients of the bene-

fits of a state-run model. This would hardly be in the interests of the people who run 

the system. And thus it has repeatedly responded to successive crises through 

stimulus without rebalancing — pushing capital back into the creaking pipelines 

that once shored up its growth. 

As a consequence, China is stuck on a treadmill. It must keep running and grow-

ing exports ever faster in order to squeeze out ever smaller amounts of growth. The 

consequences for international politics and for global development of this failure 

to reform have been severe. Populist politics has arisen in the US and elsewhere in 

the West as one consequence of it, destabilising the global trading system. Mean-

while, the natural ladder of development — in which countries climb up the value 

chain and then leave space for those poorer than them to take over low-end manu-

facturing — has been broken. China continues to dominate across the entire gamut 

of factory output, instead of leaving some for its poorer competitors. Left to itself, 

Chinese capital would flow out of the country to create competitors for its own 

exports. But regulations do not permit that to happen. Meanwhile, its own domestic 

demand remains subdued, and its consumers are not allowed to spend what they 

earn on global goods — the natural form of rebalancing. 

This cannot and will not continue forever. It is in the nature of imbalances to 

lead to crises. US President Donald Trump’s tariff war is one such crisis, although 

its effect has not been to force China to change its ways but merely to find mech-

anisms to divert its trade and covertly access Western markets anyway. The 

coming year will unquestionably see the multiplication of such crises, including 

in the developing world. This process will continue until the Chinese Communist 

Party changes course.

Rethinking affordable housing

India’s challenge in urban housing does not stem just from inadequate access to 

credit or home-ownership schemes. Cities are failing to create conditions where it 

is economically viable to build affordable homes, pushing households into informal 

settlements, long commutes, and higher debt. A new NITI Aayog report on afford-

able housing attributes this collapse in supply to high land costs, restrictive plan-

ning norms, weak rental markets, regulatory delays, and the withdrawal of fiscal 

incentives. Resultantly, affordable housing has become a high-risk, low-return 

proposition for both developers and financiers. Over the past decade, the segment 

has attracted less than 8 per cent of flows into residential private equity while for-

eign funds accounted for just 10.2 per cent of inflows into the segment. 

The recent data from Knight Frank and the National Real Estate Development 

Council (Naredco) underline the severity of the problem. Across India’s top eight 

cities, the supply-to-demand ratio for homes priced below ~50 lakh went down to 

0.36 in the first half of 2025 from 1.05 in 2019. Meanwhile, the share of affordable 

housing in new supply has hit 17 per cent, plunging from over 50 per cent in 2018, 

signalling a structural retreat by real-estate developers from the segment. The short-

age in urban affordable housing is estimated at 9.4 million units, with cumulative 

demand from economically weaker sections (EWS), lower-income groups (LIGs), 

and middle-income households projected to reach 30 million units by 2030. 

The NITI Aayog’s proposals amount to a long overdue reset in the affordable hous-

ing policy. At the centre is the suggested revival of Section 80-IBA of the Income-tax 

Act, which, between 2016 and 2022, allowed developers a full tax exemption on profits 

from approved affordable-housing projects. Bringing it back would improve project 

economics and restore a degree of policy certainty, which private developers have 

sorely missed. The report also recommends exempting from tax rental income and 

capital gains for affordable housing real-estate investment trusts (Reits), a step aimed 

at drawing institutional capital into a segment starved of long-term funding. It also 

suggests allowing the National Housing Bank (NHB) to issue tax-free bonds with 

funds channelled into concessionary lending for housing for EWS and LIGs, along-

side a new long-term fund backed by the NHB and Housing  and Urban Development 

Corporation. It also backs mandatory inclusionary zoning, requiring 10-15 per cent 

EWS/LIG housing in large residential and commercial projects. Additional measures 

include waivers on stamp duty and registration charges, exemptions on change-of-

land-use charges, and incentives tied to using at least half the permissible floor area 

ratio for affordable units. Crucially, the report calls for treating rental housing as resi-

dential rather than commercial, with lower electricity and water tariffs. 

Yet policy design is only half the battle. The success of these reforms will depend 

on implementation by states and cities. From 3D printed homes in Kenya to commu-

nity engagement and collaborative financing models in Nepal, global best practices 

highlight that varied strategies can be scaled up to make housing affordable. Utilising 

public land for public housing projects, rationalising norms on the floor space index 

(FSI), investing in transport and infrastructure in peripheral areas, and building 

credible, technology-enabled housing data systems should complement the pro-

posed incentives.

Reforms in land, finance and rental market needed 

China’s record trade surplus ensures global turmoil will continue

To usher in 2026, alcohol consumption remained a 
centrepiece of festivities,  with an estimated consump-
tion of 12 to 15 million cases in India.  In parallel, it took 
a near doubling of police deployment on the roads to 
bring about a 37 per cent drop in drunk-driving cases 
in Mumbai alone that night. 

Governance of alcohol — its manufacture, dis-
tribution, sale, and taxation — remains one of the most 
fraught areas of public policy, sitting at the intersec-
tion of public health, social morality, and fiscal necess-
ity. For an Indian state, the challenge is perpetual and 
profound: How does one responsibly manage a com-
modity that is simultaneously a major 
source of revenue and causes significant 
social harm? 

The necessity for state intervention in 
the alcohol market begins with basic 
economics. Alcohol consumption is a 
classic case of negative externalities. The 
costs associated with consumption — 
public disorder, traic accidents, 
domestic abuse, loss of productivity, and 
strain on public healthcare systems  — are 
borne not just by the consumer, but by 
society at large. The price paid by the con-
sumer in the market, therefore, does not 
reflect the true social cost of the good. Left 
entirely to the market, there will inevi-
tably be over-consumption, leading to 
suboptimal social outcomes. 

This foundational market failure calls for state 
intervention to internalise these social costs and miti-
gate the negative externalities. However, this impera-
tive must be tempered by two considerations. 

First, alcohol is not in the category of goods like 
heroin that call for complete prohibition. Its con-
sumption, in moderation, is a matter of personal 
choice in most societies. Hence, the public policy goal 
should be not to ban, but to secure informed and 
responsible consumption. 

Second, available limited state capacity must be 
judiciously deployed — for general law enforcement 
and ensuring public safety, supervising education, 
and healthcare. Therefore, the regulatory architecture 
for alcohol must be simple, eicient, and self-execu-
ting, relying more on price signals and structural con-
trols and less on constant, intrusive surveillance. 

The primary tools available to states to achieve 
informed and responsible consumption fall into two 
categories: Non-price regulation and taxation.  

Non-price regulations aim to control the context 
and accessibility of consumption. These include set-

ting a robust minimum age for consump-
tion and implementing rigorous, 
community-participatory locational pol-
icies to protect vulnerable populations 
and sensitive public spaces.  

However, taxation — excise duty — is 
where the real complexity lies. In India, 
the power to regulate and tax alcohol 
resides squarely with the states. 

Across Indian states, excise duty has 
grown into a major revenue source 
especially post-good and services tax 
(2017). Its share in total own-tax revenue 
of states now ranges from negligible levels 
in prohibition states to as high as 30-35 per 
cent (Puducherry), with many larger 
states now in the 15-25 per cent range.  

In terms of economic size, excise collections con-
stitute close to zero in prohibition states but rise up to 
around 1.5-2 per cent of gross state domestic product 
(GSDP) in high-dependence states such as Chhattis-
garh and Telangana. Most other states fall between 0.5 
per cent and 1.2 per cent of GSDP. Importantly, this 
fiscal pattern marks a sharp increase over the last 7-8 
years, as the introduction of GST significantly reduced 
the number of independent tax instruments available 
to states, resulting in a steady structural shift towards 
greater reliance on non-GST sources, especially alco-

hol excise to maintain revenue buoyancy. 
This creates the fundamental policy conflict: The 

need to reduce negative externalities versus the finan-
cial pressure to maximise tax revenue. The principled 
answer lies in shifting the state’s objective from maxi-
mising revenue to optimising revenue. Optimisation 
means setting the tax rate not to fill a budget deficit, 
but to achieve a specific public policy outcome — 
internalising the negative externality. 

The theoretically sound solution lies in applying 
the Pigouvian principle, namely to align the excise 
duty with the estimated economic value of the 
negative externality from alcohol consumption. 
Research and international best practices demon-
strate that the most effective way to implement this is 
by fixing excise duty in direct proportion to the alcohol 
content of the beverage. This moves away from the 
confusing and arbitrary taxation based on the price of 
the beverage or category, and targets the source of the 
social risk — the ethanol itself. A high-alcohol spirit is 
taxed proportionally higher than a low-alcohol beer, 
creating a clear price signal that encourages con-
sumers to choose beverages with lower alcohol con-
tent, thereby promoting responsible consumption.  

Available evidence clearly demonstrates that India’s 
current excise taxation structure is inverted, with lower-
alcohol beverages taxed more heavily than higher-alco-
hol spirits when measured per unit of ethanol. On an 
average, beer is taxed 30-70 per cent higher per unit 
ethanol than whisky, reinforcing the argument that 
India’s current alcohol taxation regime does not follow 
a harm-based or alcohol-content framework; instead, it 
structurally penalises lower-strength beverages while 
comparatively favouring higher-strength spirits. 

Beyond taxation, the regulatory framework must 
be streamlined to ease compliance and improve con-
sumer safety. The safety and standards of alcoholic 
beverages are already within the purview of the Food 
Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI). State 
governments should align their production regula-
tions with these established FSSAI standards. This 
alignment would allow for joint enforcement mechan-
isms, significantly easing the compliance burden on 
the industry, which currently faces overlapping and 
often conflicting demands from multiple state depart-
ments and central bodies. 

Going forward, the new regulatory and taxation 
framework should, therefore, consist of five integrated 
elements: 
1. The tax structure must be based solely on alcohol 
content in beverages. 
2. Complete alignment with FSSAI standards for safety 
and quality. 
3. Strict enforcement of locational norms (away from 
educational/religious sites) and minimum drinking age. 
4. Easing and removal of all other arbitrary restric-
tions (like licence caps or production limits) to 
allow the market to determine eicient production 
and distribution. 
5. The State steps back from acting as a revenue maxi-
miser and focuses exclusively on its appropriate role 
as a regulator and guardian of public health. 

By transitioning from a revenue-hungry, punitive 
regulatory regime to a principled framework that 
leverages optimal taxation and clear, targeted regula-
tion, states can better reconcile their competing 
public interests.  
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is an honorary senior fellow at the Isaac 
Centre for Public Policy, and a former civil servant

By most oicial measures, India’s productivity story 
looks calm. Output per worker rises slowly; wages 
inch up; eiciency appears steady. If these numbers 
were all one looked at, it would be reasonable to 
assume that the way work gets done in India has not 
changed very much. 

That assumption is becoming harder to defend. 
Inside oices, call centres, software teams, and gov-
ernment departments, work is moving differently. 
Decisions are taken faster. Drafts are completed 
sooner. Errors are caught earlier. Coordination takes 
fewer rounds. None of this shows up clearly in gross 
domestic product (GDP) or labour productivity data. 
And yet, it is impacting everyday work. 

India’s headline productivity 
numbers barely register this change. 
There is no sudden jump in GDP. Wages 
have not surged. Labour productivity 
statistics show little sign of an “AI divi-
dend.” To many observers, this seems to 
confirm a familiar suspicion — that artifi-
cial intelligence (AI) is being oversold. 
That conclusion may be too quick. The 
problem may not be AI. The problem may 
be how productivity is measured. 

Most productivity metrics were 
designed for an industrial economy in which intelli-
gence was scarce, slow, and closely tied to human 
labour. Output rose when firms hired more workers, 
installed more machines, or extended working 
hours. AI does not fit neatly into that model. It 
delivers cognitive assistance without adding labour 
or time in the usual way. As a result, many of its 
effects pass through organisations without appear-
ing clearly in the statistics. 

This puzzle is not unique to India. In the United 
States, labour productivity growth has averaged 
around 1–1.5 per cent a year for more than a decade, 

with no obvious acceleration even after the wide-
spread release of generative AI tools in late 2022. This 
is striking because adoption has been unusually fast. 
By 2024, nearly a third of US workers were already 
using generative AI at work. 

High adoption, modest productivity growth — 
that tension now sits at the centre of the global AI 
debate. Look more closely, however, and the picture 
becomes less puzzling. At the level of individual tasks, 
AI’s impact is often substantial. Field experiments in 
customer support show average productivity gains of 
around 14 per cent, rising to over 30 per cent for newer 
or less-experienced workers, while response quality 

improves, error rates fall, and employee 
attrition declines. Studies of management 
consultants report faster task completion 
and smoother coordination. 

These are meaningful gains, but they 
rarely translate into higher measured 
output. Firms use them to shorten turn-
around times, reduce training costs, stan-
dardise responses, and smooth internal 
workflows. The number of calls handled or 
reports billed often stays the same. Output 
appears flat. Work changes underneath. 

India is already seeing this pattern. 
Large IT services firms report 20-30 per cent reduction 
in coding and testing time in selected workflows using 
generative AI. Yet billed effort and overall revenue 
growth remain subdued. Faster delivery is absorbed 
into fixed-price contracts, margin protection, and 
quality control rather than expanded output. 

From the perspective of national accounts, little 
seems to happen. The reason is fairly simple. AI 
mostly saves time, not labour. It speeds up drafting, 
searching, debugging, summarising, and decision-
making. Productivity statistics, however, are built to 
capture changes in output per hour worked, not 

changes in how quickly uncertainty is resolved or 
coordination improves. 

There is another blind spot. Productivity analysis 
focuses on averages. AI’s most consistent effect is on 
variation. Lower-performing workers tend to improve 
the most. Error rates fall. Outcomes become more pre-
dictable. For firms, reliability and consistency often 
matter as much as higher average output. Oicial stat-
istics barely shows these takes. 

Economic history offers a reminder. In the early 
decades of electrification, productivity growth 
remained weak because factories initially used electric 
motors as direct replacements for steam engines. Only 
when production was reorganised around electricity 
did productivity surge, decades later. In 1987, econ-
omist Robert Solow observed that computers were vis-
ible everywhere except in the productivity data. The 
computer-driven productivity boom arrived only in 
the late 1990s, once organisations adapted. 

AI appears to be following a similar path. It is alter-
ing work faster than it is boosting measurable output. 
For India, this matters. The country’s growth strategy 
increasingly depends on digital public infrastructure, 
services exports, and the productivity of its large work-
ing-age population. AI is already present across these 
domains. But its early gains will mostly appear as 
faster workflows, fewer errors, and tighter coordina-
tion, not as immediate jumps in output per worker. 

AI is unlikely to announce itself through a dramatic 
spike in GDP. It will arrive more softly, through small 
changes that accumulate over time. 

The real risk is not that AI will fail to transform 
India’s economy. The risk is that it already is — while our 
measurement systems continue to look the other way. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is a theoretical physicist at the University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, US. His forthcom-
ing book is called Last Equation Before Silence

This book focuses on the achievements 
of five individuals (two of whom 
worked in tandem), roughly between 
1875 and 1950. All of them were Indians, 
and they had significant scientific and 
technical feats to their credit, in differ-
ent fields of bioscience. All of them 
were trained and educated in institu-
tions established by the British rulers of 
the subcontinent, and they lived out 
their working lives during the era of 
British rule (though one of them did 
most of his work in the US). 

All of them struggled to overcome 
barriers of race and contended with 

inadequate resources. Each of them 
succeeded to the extent that they man-
aged to put together a very significant 
body of work. However, none of them 
got the recognition they deserved. Part 
of the problem may also be the gen-
erally ahistorical culture of India where 
things are badly documented, and 
archival records and data are pigeon-
holed and forgotten.  

The authors are both trained in the 
biosciences so it is not surprising that 
they chose to focus on individuals who 
were working in those fields. The essays 
are buttressed by solid research and sup-
ported by meticulous footnotes. 

However, the focus in the writing is 
less on the science and more on the 
socio-political environments in which 
these men worked, which was, of course, 
under British rule. And in all but one 
case, they worked as employees of Brit-
ish-run institutions. There is a strong 
nationalistic tinge to the presentation of 
these lives, to the point where it some-

times obscures the magnitude of their 
achievements. Also, the book employs 
the conventions of “faction”, dramatis-
ing the narrative and embellishing it 
with plausible dialogue and the descrip-
tion of likely emotions at critical 
moments of their lives. 

Also, in an apparent attempt to 
explain the context, each essay starts 
with a long exposition on the historical 
background. This can get tedious and 
some of it seems irrelevant. For 
example, the first essay on U N Brahma-
chari starts about 50 years before his 
birth in 1873 before coming to the preva-
lence of Kala Azar, the disease which 
was Brahmachari’s principal battle-
ground. The other essays have similar 
“slow-burn” introductions that can test 
readers’ patience.  

The other irritant is a stylistic tic — 
there are far too many adjectives and 
much over-amplification. To take an 
example at random: “The Ahom king-
dom had been mercilessly rolled down a 

steep slope of destruction.” 
The diligent reader who can get past 

these challenges will find much to 
engage with in this book and its fun 
going down the rabbit holes of footnotes 
and references. Brahmachari figured out 
how to combat Kala Azar, discovering a 
way to isolate urea stibamine from Anti-
mony compounds. That drug was pretty 
much the only effective antidote to vis-
ceral leishmaniasis, to give the black 
fever its scientific name. It reduced mor-
tality from 90 per cent to around 10 per 
cent, according to the authors.  

The second essay is about Ram Nath 
Chopra, who discovered or rather redis-
covered the therapeutic properties of 
sarpagandha. Chopra was among the 
few researchers who sought to discover 
and isolate the active ingredients of 
plants mentioned in the ayurveda 
tradition. He, along with Rustam Vakil, 
was among the first researchers to flag 
blood pressure variations as potentially 
life threatening. Reserpine, one of the 
drugs derived from sarpagandha, and 
later synthesised, is now a standard 
drug for hypertension.  

The third essay features Azizul 

Haque and Hem Chandra 
Bose. Haque and Bose were 
with the Bengal police when 
they were tasked with an 
analysis of fingerprints by the 
Inspector General, Edward 
Richard Henry. They devel-
oped a practical system of clas-
sification of fingerprints that 
made it possible to use these in 
forensic investigations. This 
pioneering work is called the 
Henry system however — he 
hogged the credit for pres-
enting it to Scotland Yard, and 
only reluctantly acknowl-
edged the fact that Bose and 
Haque had actually devel-
oped the system.  

The fourth essay is by far 
the longest and Yellapra-
gada Subbarow had the least conven-
tional career trajectory. “Subbu” as 
he’s referred to, ran away from home 
at age 12, was recaptured and returned 
to the custody of his overbearing 
mother. He qualified as a doctor, 
briefly flirted with becoming a monk 
of the Ramakrishna Mission, and was 

more or less blackmailed 
into marrying into the 
family of a benefactor. Then 
he went to Harvard and 
spent the rest of his life in 
America. 

He discovered the func-
tion of adenosine triphos-
phate (ATP) as an energy 
source in the cell, and led 
the department at Lederle 
Laboratories in which Ben-
jamin Minge Duggar dis-
covered chlortetracycline. 
He discovered folic acid as a 
cure for tropical sprue. He 
discovered methotrexate, a 
chemotherapy drug and 
diethylcarbamazine (DEC), 
the only effective drug for 
treating filariasis. That’s an 

amazing body of work — many Nobels 
have been awarded for less.  He was 
only 53 when he died.  

Despite the flaws, this well-
researched book is worth the effort of 
wading through. These are men who 
deserve recognition, belated though it 
may be.
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For the first half of this year, India has 
grown at 8  per cent, defying most 
expectations. Despite volatility in 
global trade and tariffs, India’s exports 
grew by nearly 20 per cent in Novem-
ber. With reforms in the goods and ser-
vices tax, the removal of several quality 
control orders, the reports of commit-
tees on deregulation, and the crucial 
implementation of the labour codes, 
these structural reforms raise India’s 
potential growth rate.  
Currently, Parliament is 
debating important bills  
on private participation  
in nuclear energy and 100 
per cent foreign direct 
investment in the  
insurance sector.  

Clearly, the reform 
agenda is not running out of 
steam. We must keep this 
reform momentum going. 
We must not be satisfied 
with 8 per cent growth rates 
for successive quarters — 
we need them for the next 
two decades.  

History shows that only a handful 
of economies, such as Japan, South 
Korea, Singapore and China have 
achieved such long, uninterrupted 
growth cycles. India now has the 
macro-stability, digital backbone and 
institutional capacity to attempt this 
leap. We must raise productivity, lower 
costs, deepen markets and strengthen 
our cities.   

These are the five reforms that 
India needs: 

First, municipal reform. We cannot 
let our cities choke on pollution and 
overflow with waste anymore. While 
Global Capability Centres are expan-
ding rapidly, their future scale dep-
ends on cities that offer clean air, 
reliable infrastructure, eicient urban 
transport and responsive local govern-
ance. The Budget last year announced 
the creation of an urban challenge 
fund, worth ~1 trillion. This must be 
operationalised at the earliest. Climate 
risk must be a central part of urban 
planning, with clean mobility and ei-
cient buildings mainstreamed. Imple-
menting circular economy solutions 
around water and waste is crucial not 
just for sustainability but also for 
public health. Fixing urban govern-
ance will make urbanisation a produc-
tivity multiplier.  

Second, to continue building our 
manufacturing depth, the Clean Tech 
Manufacturing Mission and the 

National Manufacturing 
Mission, announced in the 
Budget, must be oper-
ationalised at the earliest. 
We must build our capabil-
ities in the technologies 
that are defining global 
industrial competition. 
Technologies such as 
semiconductors, solar 
PVs, batteries, electro-
lysers and critical min-
erals are as much a 
technological flashpoint 
as they are a geopolitical 
one. Today, India remains 

heavily dependent on imports for 
many of these components, exposing 
us to supply chain risks and under-
mining strategic autonomy. We must 
bet big on green and digital manufac-
turing. Continued investments in 
infrastructure are essential, as world-
class infrastructure and urban eco-
systems enable manufacturing to 
thrive. Blended finance, de-risking 

instruments and modern public-pri-
vate partnerships (PPP) contracts  
can crowd in significant private  
capital to help overcome India’s  
infrastructure deficit.  

Third, we must reduce trade bar-
riers. India’s manufacturing and 
export ambitions require a clear rec-
ognition of a simple reality: To export 
competitively, India must import ei-
ciently. Customs reforms are an 
important area of reform, as ident-
ified by the finance minister. Faster 
clearances, risk-based inspections, 
and a shift to trust-based compliance 
should be the desired outcomes of 
this reform exercise. Reducing trade 

barriers also means fast-tracking 
negotiations of free trade agreements 
(FTAs). We must accelerate FTA 
negotiations while clearly protecting 
our red lines, particularly in agricul-
ture and sensitive sectors. Speed 
matters. Manufacturing ecosystems 
need assured access to large markets 
to achieve scale, attract investment, 
and integrate into global supply 
chains. Trade policy should be seen as 
an instrument of growth.   

Fourth, innovation policy must be 
reoriented from grants to mission-
driven development. A dedicated 
national programme that provides 
grants of $1 million to 500 academics 

from the world’s top universities will 
attract the best minds. In parallel, a 
sabbatical programme inviting 1,000 
academics to support them with grants 
of $100,000, with top-ups, will pro-
mote knowledge transfer and eco-
system development. Commercial 
innovations are a blind spot in our 
innovation ecosystem owing to a lack 
of industry-academia partnerships. 
Global models, such as the Warwick 
Manufacturing Group (WMG) at the 
University of Warwick, UK, are a perti-
nent example. The WMG conducts 
industrial research, offers degrees, and 
supports small businesses. Notably, 
they have partnered extensively with 

the Tata Group, including through 
Tata Motors. Such centres must be 
established nationwide, starting with 
the Institutes of Eminence.  

The government must not just fund 
research, but also become a buyer of 
technology. Putting out grand chal-
lenges, ranging from sewage-free cities 
and real-time water quality monitoring 
to indigenous clean-energy batteries, 
precision digital support for farmers, 
and radically faster urban infrastruc-
ture delivery, can help scale these sol-
utions and expand their applicability 
across the Global South.  

Finally, we must lower the cost of 
capital in the economy. The average 
cost of capital in India is 400 to 600 
basis points higher than in other large 
economies. To reduce the cost of capi-
tal, fiscal consolidation is a must. If 
the government borrows a sizable 
chunk of available capital, whether at 
the Centre or the State level, the 
remaining capital in the economy 
becomes more expensive. Institu-
tional mandates ensure that govern-
ment debt is bought up. Take, for 
instance, the statutory liquidity ratio 
(SLR), which mandates that 18 per 
cent of all bank assets must be held in 
government securities. Similar provi-
sions exist for insurance companies, 
too. There must be a phased rollback 
of the SLR to free up capital and lower 
borrowing costs. At the same time, the 
deepening of bond markets will allow 
more corporate debt to be raised 
through bonds rather than loans.  

Sustaining 8 per cent-plus growth 
rates is necessary if we are to reach 
high-income status by 2047. Our foun-
dations: Macroeconomic stability,  
digital public infrastructure and  
structural reform, are firmly in place. 
We must match the boldness of our 
vision with execution. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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OPINION

For much of independent India’s econ-
omic history, manufacturing was spoken 
about more as a potential than an out-
come. The ambition was always there. 
Execution, less so. Fragmented infrastruc-
ture, policy uncertainty, and an  eco-
system that made scale hard to sustain all 
played their part. Logistics was  something 
to be endured rather than leveraged. 
Manufacturing mattered,  everyone 
agreed — yet it often sat on the periphery 
of national strategy.  

That reality has changed. And not 
quietly.  

Over the past decade, under the 
dynamic leadership of Prime Minister 
Narendra  Modi, India has seen a govern-
ance-led shift that has brought manufac-
turing back to the centre of economic 
thinking. What sets this phase apart is not 
just intent, but clarity and follow-through. 
Manufacturing is no longer an add-on to 
growth  plans — it is increasingly part of 
how India sees itself as a country that 
builds, produces, and competes.  

From intent to infrastructure  
The most significant defining aspect of 
the Modi government has been the rede-
finition of the state’s role in economic 
development. Instead of managing enter-
prise, the emphasis has been on building 
the conditions in which enterprise can 
thrive. This is not always visible in head-
lines, but it is deeply felt by industry.  

Manufacturing does not scale on 
announcements. It scales when supply 
chains  move predictably. When inputs 
arrive on time. When finished goods 
reach markets without friction. And 
when capacity planning can be done with 
confidence.  

The government’s sustained push on 
infrastructure, championed consistently 
by Prime Minister Modi, has addressed 
constraints industry struggled with for 
decades. Highways, freight corridors, port 
modernisation, and logistics  integration 
have reduced friction across supply 

chains. Initiatives such as the PM Gati 
Shakti National Master Plan reflect an 
understanding at the highest level that 
modern manufacturing depends on coor-
dination, speed, and visibility.  Infrastruc-
ture, in this context, is not just an asset. It 
is a strategic enabler. 

Industrial policy with clarity  
Industrial policy has also undergone a 
clear shift in philosophy. Under Modi’s 
visionary leadership, the move away from 
broad subsidies towards outcome-linked 
support has been deliberate. The Produc-
tion Linked Incentive (PLI) schemes are a 
clear expression of this thinking.  

Rather than protecting ineiciency, 
the approach rewards performance and  
scale. This sent a strong and unambiguous 
signal to both global and domestic  indus-
try: India is prepared to compete, and it 
will support those willing to commit capi-
tal and capability.  

The response across electronics, phar-
maceuticals, automotive components, 
and advanced manufacturing suggests 
that this clarity was both timely and 
necessary. For manufacturing leaders, 
policy consistency is critical. Long gesta-
tion investments depend on predictabil-
ity, and the continuity of direction under 
the Modi government has enabled enter-
prises to plan beyond short  political or 
economic cycles.  

Digitalisation as a silent multiplier  
Another hallmark of the Modi era has been 
the expansion of digital public infrastruc-
ture. Platforms such as Aadhaar, UPI, and 
integrated digital compliance systems 
have quietly reshaped how businesses 
interact with the state and with each other. 

For manufacturing enterprises, par-
ticularly micro, small and medium enter-
prises, this digital backbone has reduced 
transaction costs and simplified com-
pliance. Processes that once  required 
time, intermediaries, and discretion are 
now more transparent and eicient. This 
reduction of friction may not dominate 
speeches, but it has  materially improved 
ease of doing business.  

Digitalisation has also widened par-
ticipation. Smaller enterprises can now 
access formal supply chains, capital, and 
markets with an ease that was hard to 
imagine a decade ago. In that sense, digital 
public infrastructure has become one of 
the Modi government’s most effective 
industrial enablers. 

People at the centre of production  
Manufacturing ultimately succeeds or 
fails on the strength of its people. This rec-

ognition has increasingly informed policy 
choices under Prime Minister Modi,  par-
ticularly in the emphasis on skilling and 
workforce readiness.  

For a country with India’s demo-
graphic profile, this alignment is essen-
tial. The growing focus on vocational 
training, industry-linked skilling pro-
grammes, and capability development is 
beginning to translate demographic 
potential into  productive capacity. Preci-
sion skills, quality awareness, and techni-
cal competence are no longer optional. 
They are becoming the norm.  

This shift also restores dignity to 
industrial work. Manufacturing today 
offers learning, mobility, and long-term 
career pathways. As skills deepen,  com-
petitiveness improves, reinforcing the 
link between people, productivity,  and 
global relevance.  

A shared responsibility  
What is unfolding is not the result of gov-
ernment action alone. Even under deci-
sive leadership, policy can only set 
direction and build platforms. Enterprise 
must still invest, innovate, and execute.  

The strength of the current phase lies 
in this alignment between public intent, 
articulated clearly by Prime Minister 
Modi, and private capability responding 
at scale. India remains among the fastest-
growing major economies in the world, 
and manufacturing will be central to sus-
taining that momentum, particularly as 
global supply chains diversify.  

This opportunity, however, demands 
discipline. Execution, quality, and com-
petitiveness will determine outcomes. 
The foundations have been laid with  
intent and foresight. What follows will test 
both institutions and industry.  

Beyond a moment  
This is not a phase, nor a slogan-driven 
spike. It is the early architecture of a new 
industrial era shaped by sustained politi-
cal leadership and long-term institutional 
thinking. When vision is matched with 
execution, and when  governance and 
enterprise move in step, manufacturing 
becomes more than an economic activity. 
It becomes a nation-building force. 

India has arrived at such a moment. 
The opportunity is real. The foundations 
are  visible. And the responsibility, unmis-
takably, is shared. The Prime Minister has 
created the environment and conditions; 
it is for us in industry to build on it and  
take the country forward. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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India’s manufacturing 
renaissance
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The architecture of a new industrial era is being shaped by sustained 
political leadership and long-term institutional thinking
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The next five reforms India needs
They can help ensure that India remains on a high-growth trajectory over the next two decades
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our top universities. The Supreme Court has 
recently ordered a nationwide audit of all 
private and deemed universities. Rather 
than being a one-off exercise, it should lead 
to the annual collection and publication of 
standardized information.

In the world of economics, statistics and 
business, we have benchmarks and best 
practices for most parameters that go into 
situational and progress reports. But for the 
world’s third-largest schooling system—
India’s private schools—a search for elemen-
tary data that would let us track variables like 
the average number of schools  run by trusts, 
or their average annual budget, lead to no 
answers. Higher-education data is not much 
better. If we do not know the state of this sec-
tor, how can we make policy decisions that 
lead to progress? How can we reap the 
rewards of our demographic dividend if we 
have no idea who exactly is responsible for 
nurturing children through their education 
and skill development for employability? 

We need accurate data, closely monitored 
indicators and well-connected systems for 
regulatory oversight to be exercised properly. 
The potential of our human capital is our big-
gest asset. It’s time for transparency, account-
ability and clarity in the operations of the 
institutions we entrust this asset with.

themselves. In all, these one-and-a-half mil-
lion schools oversee the education of just 
under a fifth of the world population under 
15 years of age. In other words, our private 
schools are responsible for educating 9-10% 
of the world’s future workforce. 

Surprisingly, however, we have scarce 
data on who exactly bears this responsibility. 
Private schools in India are mandatorily run 
by non-profit institutions, which can be reg-
istered as trusts, societies or Section 8 com-
panies. We do not have any publicly availa-
ble registry of these trusts, societies and not-
for-profit companies. 

The ethos of any institution is heavily 
influenced by the people who lead and man-
age it. Yet, we have no public visibility of 
these behind-the-scenes institutions, let 
alone a mechanism for their accountability. 
We worry about school infrastructure, costs 
borne by parents, learning outcomes, world 
rankings and more, but are left largely clue-
less about who runs private schools in India.

Most schools are affiliated to one of the 
country’s three major boards—state, Central 
Board of Secondary Education (CBSE) and 
Indian Certificate of Secondary Education 
(ICSE), leaving aside minuscule ones. Over 
400,000 private schools are affiliated with 
30 or so different state boards. Although 

F
or a long time, we have been banking 
on India’s demographic dividend, or 
the fact that we have a high proportion 

of young people in our population. For this 
demographic dividend to fulfil its economic 
potential, young citizens need to be skilled 
and employable. But we have some catching 
up to do—45% of children are not proficient 
in basic literacy and numeracy at the end of 
primary education, and our universities do 
not make it to global research leadership 
charts. We cannot hope to achieve our Viksit 
Bharat goal without closing learning gaps. 
The primary route to do so is through educa-
tion and training institutions. 

India has achieved nearly universal enrol-
ment—most children of school-going age 
are enrolled in schools. Our government 
schooling system is vast, educating 121.6 mil-
lion children in the more than 1 million pub-
licly run schools. Another 125.3 million chil-
dren—more than half the total—study in 
457,000 private schools, which form the 
world’s third-largest schooling system by 

flicted. The central bank reportedly 
chose to add square footage for an 
underground staff car park and a tunnel 
linking the two buildings. Critics note 
that 500 parking spaces could have 
been leased nearby for roughly $30 mil-
lion. Instead, the subterranean option is 
estimated to cost nearly 10 times that. 
This is not cost discipline at its finest. 
Yet, comparisons with London, where 
civil servants and Bank of England staff 
are expected to take public transport, 
are tempting but misleading. Washing-
ton is not London: public transport is 
patchy and onsite parking is common in 
federal Washington.

This pattern has a name. Bent 
Flyvbjerg and Dan Gardner in How Big 
Things Get Done call it the Iron Law of 
Megaprojects. Their dataset spans more 
than 16,000 projects across 136 coun-
tries. Only 8.5% hit both cost and time 
targets. Just 0.5% managed cost, time 
and benefits simultaneously. The lesson 
is clear and scary: over budget, over 
time and short of benefits—over and 
over again. It afflicts almost every 
project and America is not alone.

The European Central Bank’s head-
quarters in Frankfurt arrived three 
years late and exceeded its original bud-
get by €350 million. Nasa’s James Webb 
Space Telescope ran seven years late 
and its final cost was an astronomical 

450% over budget. Even in Switzerland, 
the nation of precise clocks and punc-
tual trains, the Lötschberg Base Tunnel 
was completed late with a cost overrun 
of 100%. The Sydney Opera House cost 
1,400% more than planned. Trump’s 
Taj Mahal casino in Atlantic City was 
initially pitched at $250 million, ulti-
mately cost more than $1.1 billion and 
filed for bankruptcy within a year. 

The true pathology, as the project 
management literature makes clear, is 
not overspending but underestima-
tion—bad anchors, optimistic forecasts 
and political incentives that reward 
approval over accuracy. The Empire 
State Building is famous not just for its 
height, but for finishing under budget 
and ahead of schedule because it was 
planned conservatively and executed 
ruthlessly. It is the exception that 
proves the rule—and illustrates how 
rare competence is, not how common.

The Fed’s critics have also sniffed at 
its art collection—staff displays, presi-
dential portraits, tasteful abstractions. 
Austria’s central bank owns nearly 50 
historical string instruments, including 
nine Stradivarius violins. The Fed, by 
contrast, looks restrained. Its interiors 
are certainly less opulent than those of 
the Banque de France, whose splendour 
once prompted a central banker to quip 
that France could return to the gold 
standard if it melted down the décor.

All this makes this political escalation 
more troubling than the project’s 
invoices. Federal prosecutors being 
mobilized against a finance chief over a 
procurement dispute has made the 
world sit up. If China wished to under-
mine the dollar’s status as the world’s 
reserve currency, it could hardly have 
designed a better advertisement than a 
US president threatening the Fed’s 
independence. 

Reserve currencies are underwritten 
by credible institutions. The marble 
will endure. Whether the institutional 
norms that underpin the dollar will do 
the same is a more serious—and far 
more expensive—question.

W
ashington has discovered a 
new scandal and it involves 
neither classified documents 

nor foreign donors. It involves marble. 
We now have quantitative easing in 
Carrara. The US Department of Justice 
has initiated a criminal investigation 
of actions taken by US Federal Reserve 
chair Jerome Powell. The alleged 
offence: a $2.5 billion renovation of the 
Fed’s Marriner S. Eccles headquarters 
and adjacent 1951 Constitution Avenue 
building. The director of the Office of 
Management and Budget has likened it 
to Versailles and denounced its cost 
overruns—placed at about $700 mil-
lion—as “outrageous.” Louis XIV, one 
gathers, would have blushed. The 
implication is that central bankers have 
mistaken monetary policy for interior 
design. A professor of law and finance 
at Columbia University offers a less 
theatrical view: “A renovation that goes 
over budget is not malfeasance. Reno-
vations go over budget all the time.” 
This is not an exotic claim. 

The Fed project’s bill—roughly 
$2,000 per square foot—looks extrava-
gant until one glances at precedent. By 
federal standards, this is expensive but 
not aberrant. The Smithsonian’s 
National Museum of the American 
Indian cost about $800 per square foot 
when it was completed in 2004, or 
nearly $1,400 in today’s dollars. Some of 
the Fed’s budgetary excess is self-in-

Public-project budget overruns are routine but tiny compared to what lost US credibility could cost
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Just who is in charge of India’s demographic dividend?
VRUNDA BANSODE & VEDA KULKARNI

L
ong before B-schools began to sprout, 
‘management’ referred to a bunch of 
people in charge of an establishment, 
not a discipline. The word made its 
debut in academia only after basic 
principles got codified. Frederick 

Winslow Taylor, an early exponent, said it was 
about organizing work for optimal results. As a 
concept, it got a fillip from Peter Drucker, who 
expanded the scope of its role and laid special 
emphasis on clearly defined objectives. And as 
it gained ground, goal orientation began to get 
around as its primary lesson. Today, targets 
stare at us from everywhere, be it at work or 
play, plans for the next hour or the rest of one’s 
life. Success often involves crunched time-
lines, stiff deadlines and thin red lines. Most of 
these are harmless, regardless of how strictly 
they’re set. But if they happen to put lives at 
risk, then it is another matter altogether. Two 
cases in this week’s news, one local and the 
other global, pose tests of leadership wisdom. 
Both argue for human costs to be factored into 
key decisions on what’s being managed. 

The first under management is a deadline. 
This week, Blinkit reportedly rolled back its 
10-minute delivery promise upon being urged 
by India’s labour ministry to do so. Rival plat-
forms are expected to follow. This speaks well 
of their public spirit. After all, snappily met 
home orders have been the key selling point of 
quick commerce, a market that arose on the 
back of crushed response times. By design, the 
gap between an app swipe and doorbell ring 
was to be closed by algorithmic efficiency and 
dark-store networks, with road safety left to 
state enforcers. Yet, the risks borne by delivery 
agents in a scramble to deliver their wares has 
made it a job-hazard issue across urban zones 

of traffic chaos, which explains the Centre’s 
nudge to relax targets. Granted, Q-com players 
cannot afford to slacken off, let alone abandon 
their business model. Even so, since every life 
and limb counts, an ease-up on the clock must 
not end up as an empty gesture. As an earnest 
effort, gig platform managers could deploy 
safety drives and campaigns aimed at a consen-
sual reset of market norms (if not traffic). The 
other thing under management, a matter of 
global consequence, is a red line. This is not a 
literal tick-down of time, but a do-not-cross 
limit set by the US for protestor blood shed 
in Iran, beyond which the White House had 
warned it’s “locked and loaded” for action. 
What began as a thin red line has thickened 
over the week as the Iranian toll of street 
deaths has spiked under Tehran’s crackdown. 
While America’s leader has signalled that 
“help” is on its way, Uncle Sam’s greater goal 
looks like regime change, which means the 
stakes are very high in terms of lives at risk. 
The US calculus would need to include inputs 
like the likelihood of faulty intel on the nuclear 
threat of an adversary that might opt to fight 
till the end. Even if the odds suggest that surgi-
cal strikes can safely be carried out to weaken 
the Iranian regime’s grip on power, the even-
tual death toll likely to be notched up cannot 
be kept off scenario maps of the future. Human 
costs count and need to be minimized. In such 
delicate situations, haste could prove costly, 
especially if the line between goal orientation 
and goal fixation gets blurred. 

Management, clearly, is far too complex 
to be stuffed into a nutshell. But for pithy 
advice, let’s recall Drucker again. Put every 
assumption to scrutiny, he advised, or goal-
setting could become delusional. 

Deadlines and red lines 
need sharp cost control
Management involves goal orientation, but as the cases of 10-minute delivery in India and 

America’s warnings to Iran show, its complexity multiplies once human costs are factored in
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The Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) has asked banks to
increase provisions to

cover visibly stressed assets in
the second half of this fiscal
year—a directive that may cause
bad loans and provisions to
bloat. 

The directive followed an
intensive asset quality review
conducted by the central bank
over the last two months, two
bankers familiar with the con-
versations held between the reg-
ulator and banks said, on condi-
tion of anonymity.   

It marks the start of a long
overdue clean-up of stressed
assets by the banks, which are
already laden with bad loans
piled up during the economic
downturn when a slowdown in
demand and stalled projects
made it difficult for borrowers to
repay debt.

The process may put pressure
on the capital position of banks,
but adequate funding has been
assured by the government, said
a senior RBI official. 

Liquidity support from the
central bank will also be forth-
coming if it is needed, said the
official who declined to be iden-
tified.

The banking regulator has
also told banks that if a majority
of lenders in a consortium have
classified an account as a non-
performing loan, others must do
so as well, said one of the two
bankers cited above. 

Restructured assets that do
not hold out much hope of
recovery may also have to be
provided for.

This could mean that gross

non-performing assets (NPAs)
and provisions could rise sub-
stantially when banks report
their earnings for the December
and March quarters, putting
pressure on their profits.

The clean-up will likely be
extended through the next fiscal
year if banks are to meet RBI
governor Raghuram Rajan’s
deadline of March 2017, by
when he wants banks to com-
plete the process of recognizing
and providing for existing
stressed assets. 

To ensure this is done, the reg-
ulator invited bankers to one-
on-one meetings in the last week
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HUL: running 
hard to 
stand still

What can help shares of
consumer staples compa-

nies turn the corner? 
Consumption growth is an

obvious answer. Or is it? 
Consider this: Hindustan Uni-

lever Ltd’s (HUL’s) sales in vol-
ume terms grew by 6% from a
year ago, aided by a 16.4%
increase in spending on adver-
tising and promotions (A&P).
But sales in value terms grew by
only 3.2%, as the company cut
product prices to pass on lower
input costs to spur sales growth.

Despite cutting prices and
hiking A&P spending, all HUL
has managed to do is stand at
the same spot—volume growth
has been in the 6-7% range in
the past four quarters. That sug-
gests, at this point, consumption
is not growing beyond a point. In
fact, rural demand is slowing
steadily and could even worsen
if rural incomes remain under
stress.

If that be the case, the medi-
cine that can put some wind into
the sales growth is small doses of
inflation. But that is nowhere in
sight, except for some increase
visible in domestic food inflation
recently. 

TURN TO PAGE 2®

B Y  P R E T I K A  K H A N N A  &  

N I K I TA  M E H TA
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NEW DELHI

At the end of the two-week-
long road-rationing experi-

ment in the national capital,
which restricted vehicles with
licence plates ending in odd and
even numbers to plying on alter-
nate days to combat air pollu-
tion, chief minister Arvind Kejri-
wal on Friday declared the exer-
cise a success even as experts
remained sceptical about its
effect on air quality.

“The odd-even scheme imple-
mented in Delhi has been a very
nice experience. Want to con-
gratulate everybody involved in
the scheme. No government has
tried this before. Such a strict
experiment was implemented
effectively,” said Kejriwal. 

He thanked the Delhi Police,
the traffic police and civil
defence volunteers for their sup-
port. Urging residents to con-
tinue following the scheme vol-
untarily, Kejriwal said, “From
tomorrow, only the fine is get-
ting over, but I urge you all to
voluntarily continue the scheme
because it’s for our health.”

In what can be construed as a

TURN TO PAGE 12®

Odd-even rule 
ends in Delhi, 
verdict on air 
quality unclear

people.
Investors and entrepreneurs

are hopeful, yet sceptical of the
government announcing signifi-
cant changes in the regulatory
framework for start-ups. 

“There are three broad things
that start-ups are expecting,”
said Sharad Sharma, co-founder
of iSpirt, a lobby group for the
software products sector. “One is
to announce measures that will
stop the exodus of start-ups from
India to international destina-
tions that are more favourable.

Second, to get some relief from
unnecessary compliance poli-
cies. Third, cultivating a better
quality of entrepreneurs by set-
ting up professional entrepre-
neurship courses and providing
scholarships and funding for
these.” 
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Over the course of Delhi government’s odd-even 

scheme set to run from 1-15 Jan, Mint will track 

the city’s air pollution levels daily.
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With the Delhi 
government’s road-

rationing scheme ending 
on Friday, it’s time for the 
post-mortems to begin. 

Based on secondary 
metrics, such as 
decongested roads, the 
Aam Aadmi Party 
government has already 
claimed success for the 
scheme that allowed cars 
with licence plates ending 
in odd and even numbers 
to ply on the city’s roads on 
alternate days to reduce 
pollution. Air quality still 
worsened in several 
neighbourhoods during the 
15-day duration of the 
scheme.

While road-rationing 
and congestion-pricing 
schemes have been 
implemented in cities 
around the world, they 
have been ineffective or 
counterproductive when 
not backed by adequate 
research and supporting 
mechanisms.

Indian cities need 
holistic solutions—from 
effective urban planning to 
efficient public transport. 
Failing that, measures such 
as the odd-even scheme 
will remain political 
showpieces.

QUICK EDIT
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skies?

SATURDAY Q&A: Edwin Moses on 
athletics doping scandal >10

MARKETS: NSE submits restructuring plan 
to Sebi for approval >3

MONEY: Rupee completes biggest weekly 
drop since August 2015 >3

CORPORATE: Apple may owe $8 billion 
in taxes after probes >2
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BENGALURU/NEW DELHI

As India seeks to project itself
as a top destination for tech-

nology and e-commerce start-
ups, investors and entrepreneurs
are hoping for a host of incen-
tives such as low or no taxes,
easy registration of companies
and a generally lenient regula-
tory regime when government
officials meet some of world’s
best-known start-up names at
the Start-up India event in New
Delhi on Saturday. 

Investment company SoftBank
Corp.’s founder Masayoshi Son,
taxi-hailing service Uber Tech-
nologies Inc.’s founder Travis
Kalanick and collaborative work-
space provider WeWork founder
Adam Neumann, among others,
will interact with Indian start-
ups and policymakers at the
event which, like Make in India,
has now been recognized as
another pet project of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi.

In August, while delivering his
Independence Day address from
the ramparts of the Red Fort last
year, Modi coined the slogan
“Start-up India, Stand up India”
to encourage innovation and
entrepreneurship among young

TARGETING INVESTMENT

Start-up India begins today with 
hopes of lenient regulatory regime

Attracting attention: Start-up India hoardings have come up all over 
Delhi. Representatives of some of the world’s best-known start-ups will 
be present at the event on Saturday.

RAMESH PATHANIA/MINT

Expert view: The irony in the 
start-up world >P4

ALSO SEE

STRESSED ASSETS 

RBI: banks 
must hike 
provisions
Regulator wants higher 
provisions to cover 
visibly stressed assets 
in the second half of 
this fiscal year

B Y  A PA R N A  I Y E R

aparna.i@livemint.com
·······················
MUMBAI

A majority of Indian
manufacturing compa-

nies remain pessimistic
about an improvement in
their capacity utilization
and order books, and
believe that business senti-
ment will continue to be
depressed, with the cost of
borrowings unlikely to
come down for the rest of
fiscal 2016, a survey by the
Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) showed.

The 72nd round of the
Industrial Outlook survey
conducted during the
October-December quarter
showed that the percentage
of firms that expect an
improvement in levels of

TURN TO PAGE 12®

Firms still 
pessimistic 
on business 
sentiment

Source:
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Do you think the jallikattu 
tradition is animal cruelty?

Chennai Other metros Chennai

Chennai

Chennai

Other metros

Other metros

Other metros

Do traditions have to change?

Do you think the Supreme Court is 
right in banning jallikattu?

Do you think the Tamil Nadu 
government and the central 
government are politicizing the issue 
ahead of assembly elections?

28%

72%

28%

72%

CHENNAI SAYS JALLIKATTU
IS NOT ANIMAL CRUELTY
A majority of Chennai-based respondents in an InstaVaani poll said 
jallikattu, the ancient bull taming ritual that marks the harvest festival in 
Tamil Nadu, did not promote cruelty towards animals. A majority of 
respondents in other metros disagreed. InstaVaani polled 534 respondents 
in major metros to find out what they felt about the ritual after the 
Supreme Court stayed a central government decision to allow it.
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55% 65%
56%
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31%

45% 35%

66%

34%

71%

29%

PARAS JAIN/MINT

Our demographic 
dividend is our strength. 

The youth have what it takes 
to engage with the 
latest technology.

NARENDR A MODI

Cost overruns in public projects 
the world over are a rule rather 
than an exception, a result of 
plans that prioritize approval 

over implementation. Fed 
renovations fit the pattern.

The Fed’s spending could be 
called extravagant but the US 
investigation risks serving the 
interests of anyone looking to 

undermine the dollar’s status as 
the world’s reserve currency.

Q U I C K  R E A D

will also be able to verify the credentials of 
the schools they want their children to 
attend and the institutions behind them.

After school, over a quarter of India’s 
18-23 age group goes on to higher education 
in colleges and universities. We have 1,338 
universities, which include central, state, 
deemed and private ones. Universities in 
India also operate as not-for-profit institu-
tions. The University Grants Commission 
(UGC) has published guidelines on ‘public 
self-disclosure’ by higher-education institu-
tions, emphasizing its importance under the 

National Education Pol-
icy 2020. We recently 
looked for this informa-
tion on the websites of 
varsities ranked in the top 
100 under the National 
Institutional Ranking 
Framework. The website 
quality of even top-rated 
universities leaves much 
to be desired. Keeping 
aside the quality of infor-
mation available, even 
the mandatory criteria 
for transparent disclo-
sures that UGC demands 
is met by barely 60% of  

some states have placed lists of schools and 
associated non-profit entities in the public 
domain, the quality and comprehensiveness 
of this information varies widely from one 
state to another. No central nationwide list 
is available that links state-board school 
names with the trusts that run them. 

This lack of information is also true of 
India’s 5,000-odd ICSE schools. CBSE, 
which has 31,740 affiliated schools, does 
have a portal called Saras that offers school-
wise information. However, in many cases, 
the column stating the name of the institu-
tion that runs the school 
is filled with junk data or 
typo-ridden names; 
clearly, data collection 
was not followed by veri-
fication. 

A simple system of 
connected databases that 
link the names of schools 
with those of associated 
non-profit entities, as 
verified against the data-
base of registered non-
profits, could solve the 
issue of structural opac-
ity and make their gov-
ernance easier. Parents 

It is ironic that almost no data 
exists in the public domain on 

entities running private schools 
entrusted with most of the 
responsibility of educating 
children for India’s future.

A reliable registry of schools 
showing links with operators will 
help policymakers and parents 

alike. The potential of our human 
capital is such a valuable asset 

that we can’t afford any neglect.

Q U I C K  R E A D
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Powell probe: Is this the Federal     
Reserve’s Versailles moment?

are, respectively, founder CEO 

and chief technology officer at 

Impactica.org.
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I
t wasn’t long ago that a multinational firm 
faced multiple compliance failures spanning 
several years that resulted in billions of dollars 
in fines for lapses in risk management and 
other critical areas. This served as a stark 
warning to organizations worldwide: the cost 

of non-compliance and poor data governance is 
non-negotiable.

The scenario in India is not very different. As 
regulatory penalties soar into hundreds of crores, 
Indian organizations now face an unprecedented 
convergence of regulations; a single incident can 
trigger action under multiple regulatory frame-
works within hours. The risks are not just regula-
tory. Flawed data governance practices not only 
disrupt business operations, but also result in 
inaccurate reporting, delayed decision-making 
and impaired customer trust. 

Yet, most still operate with a ‘we’ll find it when 
we need it’ approach to data management, even 
though such an attitude can prove financially and 
operationally catastrophic. 

Why do organizations struggle?: In our experi-
ence, the core issues that lead an organization’s 
data governance to fail, often lie in outdated, frag-
mented technology and decades of underinvest-
ment in building a strong governance backbone. 
Often, organizations that are undergoing massive 
restructuring exercises with multiple mergers or 
acquisitions are the ones that fall prey. On the 
other hand, organizations with legacy IT systems 
with an under-evolved risk environment remain 
vulnerable. 

When organizations begin to reassess govern-
ance frameworks, uncover vulnerabilities and 
strengthen their technology infrastructure, they 
start recognizing drawbacks of the siloed approach 
they have always taken. They find it has prevented 
scale, which, coupled with manual processes and 
controls, results in weak cyber defences. More-
over, data stored in different formats makes it diffi-
cult to establish a unified data governance frame-
work. As a result, organizations often rely on tech-
nology to compensate for poor data governance.

Data governance failures represent a strategic 
and not just regulatory risk: Preventing such fail-
ures isn’t about deploying more technology, but 
about embedding integrated, business-aligned 
governance capabilities across the organization. A 
fragmented, reactive approach no longer suffices 
in an environment where operational continuity, 
regulatory scrutiny and brand credibility are 
tightly intertwined.

Here’s a five-pillar framework designed to help 
enterprises build resilience and agility at the core 
of their data strategy:

First, break down data silos with unified archi-
tecture by centralizing logs and enabling forensic-
grade search without needing to move data. Orga-

Data governance failures are too 
costly: Here’s what must be done
Mastering how best to govern data isn’t just about safety. A variety of benefits can combine to spell a competitive advantage

THEIR VIEW M I N T  C U R A T O R

MIHIR SHARMA

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist.

N
early two decades ago, India prom-
ised itself—and the US—that 
nuclear power would be its next big 

bet. The two countries signed a landmark 
deal on civilian nuclear energy in 2008, 
amid protests from politicians and activists 
alike. The late Manmohan Singh, then 
prime minister, bet his government’s very 
survival on passing that piece of legisla-
tion—a wager he won, contributing to its 
re-election a year later.

But all that political capital was wasted in 
the years that followed. Investment didn’t 
flow in. No new plants that used world-
class technology or private-sector expert-
ise got built.

That might finally be about to change. In 
December, India’s Parliament passed a 
new bill that is supposed to make it easier 
for private companies, including foreign 
ones, to build and operate nuclear power 
plants. It ends a de-facto state monopoly on 
this source of energy—and, even more 
importantly, aligns India’s legal framework 
with global norms, so investors know what 
they’re getting into.

Hopefully, this hasn’t come too late for 
power-hungry India. Nuclear contributes 
only about 3% of its electricity. As renewa-
ble energy scales up across the country, 
many worry that its intermittent nature 
will keep dirty coal plants in business 
longer than necessary. But New Delhi has 
finally accepted that the base load power 
demand of the future will need supple-
mentary capacity and nuclear plants are 
one way to go about it.

These ambitions are small compared to 
India’s size—but vast by any other stan-
dards. The government plans for 100 giga-
watts of nuclear-energy capacity by 2047, 
the 100th anniversary of independence, up 
from less than nine gigawatts today. In 
other words, it intends to build the equiva-
lent of America’s entire reactor fleet over 
the next generation.

This is one of the biggest opportunities 
in India’s energy sector in years. Unsur-
prisingly, there are a few companies that 
are already interested. Bloomberg News has 
reported that Adani Group intends to kick 
things off with small modular reactors in 
the most populous state, Uttar Pradesh. 
Several other large conglomerates are also 
apparently keen. But that won’t be enough. 
Officials have estimated a build-out of this 
scale will cost $217 billion. Domestic capital 
can’t do that alone; foreign companies will 
need to get involved.

This is where the second part of the 
December law comes in. The rules have 
been changed to reflect global liability 

standards, removing the biggest reason 
that the 2008 nuclear deal underper-
formed.

This has been a political landmine for a 
very long time. In 1984, a pesticide plant in 
the central Indian town of Bhopal leaked a 
highly toxic gas. Thousands died. We still 
don’t know exactly how many—but enough 
to make it the world’s deadliest industrial 
disaster. Many Indians still believe the 
plant’s operator, the US company Union 
Carbide, got off too lightly. The shadow of 
Bhopal has meant that the Indian state has 
always wanted to ensure it could go after 
suppliers of industrial equipment if 
needed; but, across the world, the liability 
for nuclear accidents is usually shouldered 
by a plant’s operator, not those who provide 
the technology and equipment.

Moving beyond this was essential to 
finally make nuclear energy projects 
financeable. But the government shouldn’t 
skip out on the other half of the bargain: 
Regulation.

The controls that India’s new law pro-
poses appear strong enough—on paper. 
But unless the government is very careful, 
things might be different in practice. This 
is particularly true once well-connected 
business groups get involved. In sectors 
from coal to airports to telecom, apparently 
independent regulators have been accused 
of being too weak on politically influential 
Indian corporations. That’s bad anywhere. 
In the nuclear sector, it could be disastrous. 
The problem of information asymmetry is 
unusually severe, the care required unusu-
ally high and the damage that an accident 
could cause uniquely irreversible. Regula-
tors thus have to believe that they can delay 
projects, shut down plants and even 
embarrass tycoons in public if need be.

India tends to build sectors first and reg-
ulate them later. With nuclear power, it 
must do both together. It will save billions 
by allowing the private sector in, but it 
must also spend billions on independent 
laboratories, well-paid inspectors and real-
time monitoring.

The government is right to hope that 
private capital will help manage the awe-
some upfront cost of building the world’s 
second-largest fleet of reactors. But it has 
a startup cost of its own to pay as well: The 
creation of regulatory expertise and gov-
ernance capacity. ©BLOOMBERG

India needs to ensure nuclear 
power regulations have teeth

The fallout of lax regulation could be catastrophic in this sector

India must regulate its proposed nuclear 

power build-up tightly. BLOOMBERG

nizations with evolved data governance practices 
locate critical communications in minutes, not 
months, saving time, reducing risk and improving 
their decision-making.

Second, automate compliance to meet regula-
tory deadlines by integrating pre-configured tem-
plates for compliance with rules laid down by the 
country’s apex cyber-security 
body CERT-In, India’s digital 
personal data protection law and 
the market regulator Securities 
and Exchange Board of India. 
These templates should be auto-
populated with data from live 
systems. Establish escalation 
workflows that can be activated 
within regulatory service-level 
agreements, enabling timely and 
accurate reporting under pres-
sure. This would reduce the risk 
of penalties and reputational 
damage.

Third, ensure data integrity 
for regulatory compliance and 
legal defence by enforcing con-
sistent metadata practices and chain-of-custody 
protocols aimed at ensuring that data stands up in 
court or in case of a regulatory review. Without 
proven authenticity, even valid evidence can be 
dismissed, compromising legal and compliance 
outcomes.

Fourth, prioritize data recovery processes based 
on business impact. Define recovery windows 
based on data criticality. For example, restore cus-

tomer transactions within two hours, payroll 
within 24 and archives within a week. Such prac-
tices make recovery not just quick, but also mean-
ingful, ensuring that business continuity aligns 
with customer and stakeholder expectations.

Fifth, preserve all executive communications to 
defend against litigation with traceable links across 

platforms between strategic 
decisions and supporting docu-
mentation. If and when regula-
tory scrutiny intensifies, organi-
zations with clear and defensible 
records are better placed to 
avoid adverse outcomes.

A clear, leadership-approved 
charter is essential to define 
the primary objectives of data 
governance and guide its imple-
mentation across the organiza-
tion. Additionally, the company 
must align its data governance 
strategy across all group entities. 
It may even need to temporarily 
slow down the pace of report 
generation to reduce chaos and 

allow time for disparate sources of data to be uni-
fied effectively.

To sum it up, mastering data governance is no 
longer optional, it’s a critical competitive advan-
tage today. Organizations that get it right don’t 
just avoid costly penalties, but accelerate decision-
making, generate trust among stakeholders and 
create resilience that sets them apart in a hyper-
regulated market.

As regulatory penalties soar, 
Indian organizations face an 

unprecedented convergence of 
regulations; a single incident can 

trigger action under multiple 
regulatory frameworks.

Organizations that get their 
data governance right don’t just 

avoid penalties, but speed up 
decision-making, win stakeholder 

trust and create the sort of 
resilience that sets them apart. 

Q U I C K  R E A D

DEVINA SENGUPTA Glue-employees are not mediocre, by the 
way. They could be just as good as the top 
performer. The difference is that they take 
the trouble to nudge others ahead as well. 
They tend to be secure in their jobs, a sense 
of security that can be mistaken for being 
under-ambitious. Bosses who know the 
value of glue-employees recognize the need 
to keep them close and reward them.

For glue-employees to be recognized for-
mally, employers must improve how they 
document work contributions. This could 
mean detailing the roles played behind a 
project, instead of the task being chalked up 
to the designated team’s leader alone. Such 
a company would soon notice that some 
employees’ names pop up frequently. These 
could form a long-list of glue-players, with 
endorsements from others used to create 
short-list. Over the last three or four years, 
high-potential employees have got pay 
hikes of 1.7 to 1.8 times the median raise; this 
should be offered to glue-players as well. 
Their retention may be more valuable to 
employers than they realize.

In times of uncertainty, companies that 
keep glue-players bonded to their roles may 
find they have just the right team cohesion 
needed for superior results. 

Dear reader, it does not matter which sec-
tor you work in, but have you filled up any 
appraisal form where you have been asked 
how you helped someone else achieve their 
targets? I do not mean the conventional ‘are 
you a team player’ question that has become 
quite routine. But have you ever been meas-
ured on your contribution towards someone 
else’s success?

I wager most of us have not filled in such 
a questionnaire or been asked to answer this 
question during an appraisal process. 

In a corporate culture 
where we are wired to 
gloat about our own suc-
cess, wins of affirmation 
and how the organiza-
tion benefits from the 
work we do as individu-
als, talking about some-
one else’s role or merit 
would seem like  pre-
cious time wasted. After 
all, a scramble for scarce 
internal resources, 
which usually includes 
the boss’s attention, 
plays out from a very 
early stage in our careers.

would have never impacted their career tra-
jectory, so why bother? But there were a few 
who volunteered help. They thrashed out 
the work with me, stayed late, checked after 
submission and brought out a few chuckles 
with anecdotes of past slip-ups on their part. 
Was I grateful to them? Of course. But did I 
credit them with any of my career success? 
Admittedly, no.

Somehow, our goodbye letters tend to 
point out the achievers who helped us 
improve our work, but rarely those who 
helped us go through 
the routine grind, battle 
monotony and get big-
ger projects by putting 
in a word here and there 
on our behalf.

The Wall Street Jour-
nal interview had a point 
on compensation and 
whether glue-players 
should be rewarded the 
way high performers are. 
It made me wonder if it is 
even possible in India 
Inc, especially in large 
organizations where get-
ting lost is easy. 

performers are rewarded while the rest are 
relegated to the ‘better luck next time’ 
bucket, the glue-player often gets shuffled 
in with the rest. This can be a big mistake by 
managers who rose via the ‘high perform-
ance at any cost’ route and have had little 
training or inclination to appreciate some-
one who did not take this fast track.

I recalled a former colleague who fit the 
mould of a glue-player as if it were made for 
him. A good performer and dependable col-
league, he helped many of us out of profes-
sional ruts that came more frequently than 
we had expected. At the end of many an 
event, he was mentioned in appreciation 
emails from bosses, an acknowledgement 
he invariably shrugged off. Never the best, 
but always the one who stitched together 
pending work when others slacked off.

In the end, the team won. The business 
won. The slackers went unnoticed. The top 
performer mopped up some credit. And the 
glue-employee quietly faded into the back-
ground.

I thought of other glue-employees that I 
may have known, and I realized that when-
ever I have been pushed against the wall 
because of a work deadline, the team’s best 
performers did not always help out. My slips 

I
n my 15 years of journalism, I have written 
countless stories on how corporates are 
barely managing to hold on to their high- 

potential employees, or why retrenchments 
are more than just a passing wave. Between 
the mavericks, the weakened middle order 
and the meandering bottom dwellers, I did 
not once write about ‘glue employees’—the 
lot who hold it all together. And how did I 
miss them? Well, because I was as blind to 
this phenomenon as most of India Inc.

It hit me while reading a Wall Street Jour-
nal article in which reporter Heidi Mitchell 
spoke with behavioural scientist Jon Levy 
about who a ‘glue player’ is. 

A glue-player, Levy explains, is someone 
who holds a team together, helps recruits 
settle in and often has the perspective 
needed to spot the right way forward for the 
group, but does not take the spotlight.

So a glue-employee is one who gets the 
best out of a team. But here’s the catch. In a 
fiercely competitive workplace, where top 

Why companies reward their stars but forget the glue 

writes on workplaces and 

education at Mint. A glue player is someone who 
holds a team together, helps 
new recruits adapt and often 

has the perspective needed to 
identify the best way forward 

but does not seek the spotight.

Employers that use a formal 
reward system to keep their 
glue-players bonded to their 
roles may find they have just 

the right team cohesion needed 
for the delivery of better results. 

Q U I C K  R E A D
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Scientists at two premier state institutions — CSIR Central Ro-
ad Research Institute (CRRI) and CSIR Indian Institute of  Pet-
roleum (IIP) — have developed a breakthrough technology
that transforms crop stubble, long criticised for causing severe
air pollution in Delhi-NCR, into a material for road construc-
tion. This innovation is not just a triumph for Indian science
and R&D, it also promises tangible benefits for public health,
particularly improving air quality in the national capital.

For farmers, it allows them to derive value from stubble that
was previously burnt. The advantages extend beyond agricul-
ture: bio-bitumen produced from crop residue can reduce ro-
ad construction costs. Roads built with this material are more

durable, lowering the frequency of  repa-
irs and construction work, which, in
turn, reduces dust emissions — another
critical source of  pollution. Smoother ro-
ads also enhance vehicle efficiency, lea-
ding to fuel savings and reduced emis-
sions, while improved road quality can
decrease the likelihood of  accidents.

This innovation exemplifies the principles of  a circular eco-
nomy, keeping resources in use longer and minimising waste.
By replacing conventional bitumen with bio-bitumen, India
could save up to ̀̀ 30,000 cr annually on bitumen imports. Whi-
le this is a landmark achievement, it is not unprecedented —
Indian researchers have previously converted waste materi-
als such as steel slag and plastic into road-building products.
The successful transition from lab research to commercial
application sets a model for other R&D institutions to develop
sustainable, cost-effective technologies. Beyond domestic be-
nefits, this tech opens avenues for exports, particularly to de-
veloping countries investing heavily in infra, demonstrating
India’s potential to lead in green innovation globally.

Farm to Roads,
A Circular Route

Supreme Court on Thursday issued a landmark judgment
in India’s treatment of  tax on capital gains by foreign in-
vestors by ruling that Tiger Global was liable to pay tax on
sale of  its stake in Flipkart to Walmart. Dispute arose be-
cause Tiger Global’s investments were made prior to the
period when India amended its treaty with Mauritius,
through which investments were made, to plug exemp-
tions to capital gains tax. The law is now settled that Indian
taxmen can go beyond routing mechanisms for foreign in-
vestments, and probe the intention behind the specific ar-
rangement. If  there is reasonable doubt over routing of  in-
vestments, grandfathering and residence clauses constitu-
te weak arguments in India’s evolving tax jurisprudence.

Import of  the ruling is wide because it affects a class of
investments made over a specific period to minimise tax
incidence in India. GoI has made consistent efforts to dis-

courage treaty shopping, and the cur-
rent set of  rules is watertight, and in
keeping with international norms.
Fresh investments into the country
must flow through routes GoI deems
kosher. Ambiguity exists over previo-
us investments. But the tax admini-
stration can, at best, examine them on

their merits. The development is unlikely to alter India’s
investment climate. Tax optimisation is not the principal
consideration in investment decisions. Returns available
to foreign investors in India arise from a far more intrica-
te interplay of  economic factors. India’s tax rates and po-
licy orientation compare favourably in the global context,
and have low deterrence value for prospective investors.

The top court’s verdict brings clarity to a period when
venture capital was peaking. India’s regulators have
worked on dissipating froth in startup valuations. The
centre of  gravity is shifting back to the country because
of  its business prospects. Offshore tax avoidance struc-
tures are becoming less relevant as the Indian startup
ecosystem matures. Courts are weighing in on this vi-
sion of  entrepreneurship in the country.

Bye, Treaty Shopping,
Yeh Tiger Zinda Hai
Tiger Global ruling won’t dent India’s appeal

The contrast could not have been
more striking. On one side were two
fugitives and tax-evaders — Lalit
Modi and Vijay Mallya — celebra-
ting the latter’s 70th birthday in
London, openly mocking the tax
system. On the same day, India’s I-T
department sent a blunt email to
taxpayers — mostly salaried pro-
fessionals — informing them that
their refunds had been put on hold
due to a ‘mismatch’ in their returns.
Two parallel realities: evasion
ignored, and compliance questioned.

This is no accident. It’s a design
choice: a tax system that squeezes
captive taxpayers, while sparing
those who are harder to tax.

Its biggest casualty is India’s
salaried middle class, for whom
compliance is not an option but a
compulsion. Taxes are deducted at
source on salaries, FDs, savings
accounts, rental incomes, pro-
fessional fees, property transac-
tions, as well as on stock and bond
market gains. They do not just pay
taxes, they prepay them. When
taxes on consumption are added, a
salaried middle-class person in a
metro is likely to part with as much
as 45-50% of  her annual income.

Little wonder many taxpayers are
protesting. Take Bengaluru-based
entrepreneur Rohit Shroff, who paid

`̀4 cr in GST and I-T over 12-18 months,
yet faced repeated notices and audits.
In a LinkedIn post, he lamented that
India’s tax system treats compliant
contributors with suspi-
cion and said he’s yet
another citizen conside-
ring moving out of  India
in 2026.

Complaints of  this
kind may seem unfair to
finmin. After all, recent
years have seen lower
corporate I-T rates,
higher I-T thresholds, and rationali-
sation of  GST rates. Important as
these reforms are, Budget 2026
presents a larger opportunity: to
reset the state’s relationship with
taxpayers by recognising them as
patriots rather than suspects.

Instead of  enforcing compliance
with a stick — an approach that has
largely failed — it’s time to incenti-
vise good behaviour. One widely
practised and effective approach is
the public disclosure of  taxpay-
ers’ information. When income
and tax payments are pub-
licly visible, taxpayers are
far less likely to underreport
their earnings, as others can
flag discrepancies to au-
thorities. There are pre-
cedents for such a policy:
uNorway has made
taxpayer information
public since 1863. Data
are searchable by
individuals’ names, PIN
codes and cities.
uFinland publishes tax informa-
tion for all individuals every year on
Nov 1, a date dubbed by foreign
media as ‘National Jealousy Day’.

uTax returns of  all Swedish corpo-
rations and individuals have been
public since 1903.
uAustralia, Denmark, France,

Pakistan, the Philippi-
nes, Sweden, Britain and
the US have selectively
attempted public dis-
closure of  targeted tax
information for individu-
als and corporations.

Evidence suggests that
public disclosure impro-
ve compliance. In Nor-

way, the income reported by doctors,
lawyers, engineers and other pro-
fessionals increased significantly
after tax information was made
available online.

In the US, public disclosure of  tax
delinquents has been associated with
lower levels of  tax delinquency. In
Pakistan, following one-time public
disclosure, tax-filing rate among MPs
surged from around 30% to 90%.

There are legitimate concerns that
such a policy could erode priva-
cy, and as seen in Japan, expose
wealthy taxpayers to threats

from criminals. The greatest
risk is likely to come from

wealthy and corrupt interests who,
fearing higher tax liabilities, would
lobby against any such reform, as has
happened in the US and Italy.

Public disclosure of  tax informa-
tion fits squarely with GoI’s model
of  governance that shifts enfor-
cement from (often corrupt) offici-
als to society. Injecting such sunshi-
ne into tax administration would
also reinforce building a more
transparent and rules-based fiscal
system. If  implemented annually,
this reform could curb black money.

If  there is no appetite for such a
reform, a more moderate option
would be to make disclosure volun-
tary and offer incentives to those
who choose to disclose. This would
immediately distinguish honest
taxpayers (who opt in) from evaders
(who opt out).

Incentives could include, as prac-
tised in South Korea, presidential
recognition of  top taxpayers from
each district (one under-35 person,
one woman, and one over-35 man),
exemption from tax audits, and
expedited processing at airport,
railway and bus stations. An even
more compelling option would be to
offer a modest tax deduction —
‘honesty premium’ — to those who
voluntarily disclose their income
and tax information.

Incentivising public disclosure
would kill two birds with one stone. It
would finally acknowledge the quiet
honesty with which India’s salaried
middle class pays its taxes, while also
shining an early spotlight on tomor-
row’s tax-dodgers and fugitives.

The writer is the former director-
chief  executive, ICRIER

Raise Our Glass to Taxpayers!

Carrot is the stick

Deepak MishraTech to Help Humans
Deal with, Um, Tech
The sheer drama of  delivery agents and ride-hailing dri-
vers wrestling with their GPS to find the way to their desti-
nation or pick-up point is tantalising. The device that pro-
mised to be a digital compass becomes alien tech for many,
in the process sending them to the wrong alley, the neigh-
bour’s flat or, occasionally, the Andamans. The result? A
barrage of  phone calls to you: ‘Sir, where exactly are you?’
or ‘Madam, can you tell me where your location is?’

So, it’s time a bright spark calling himself  ‘startup entre-
preneur’ comes up with another layer of  tech to play go-bet-
ween for tech and human, preferably an AI that deciphers
GPS for the delivery agent/cab driver. Drivers could have
augmented reality glasses that project glowing arrows in
the sky, like divine neon signs guiding them to the promised
land of  your pick-up point. Delivery agents could be armed
with drones that scout the terrain, reporting back: ‘Affir-
mative, the target residence is indeed behind — not on the
left — of  the Shani mandir.’ Better yet, AI could simulate the
customer’s voice, soothingly repeating, ‘Yes, this is the cor-
rect building. Please stop circling like a confused pigeon.’ In
short, the future of  navigation lies not in more phone calls,
but in technology that understands the human inability to
read tech and use it. Till then, keep staring at your phone.

Delivery agents and cab drivers need
non-human help for non-human devices

JUST IN JEST

SUMIT PAUL

Shaikh Saadi’s parables and
aphorisms carry deep wisdom.
He said, ‘A good companion on a
journey makes it seem shorter.’
It reflects the profound influen-
ce of  companionship and cama-
raderie during travels. Whether
embarked on a physical journey
or a metaphorical one through
life, a good companion has the
remarkable ability to alleviate
burdens of  the journey and make
the passage more bearable.

Acompanion who supports and
uplifts us, be it through engaging
conversations, shared laughter
or empathetic understanding,
can make time fly by and challen-
ges of  the journey appear less
daunting.

Saadi reminds us of  the immea-
surable value of  good compani-
onship in making our journeys
more enjoyable, meaningful and
transformative. In one of  his popu-
lar songs, Sahir Ludhianvi says,
‘Main akela bahut der chalta raha,
ab safar zindagani ka kat-ta nah-
in/ Jab talak koi rangeen sahara
na ho, waqt kafir jawani ka kat-ta
nahin.’ We are social animals. We
need company and a companion
in life’s sojourn. Conviviality is
the essence of  existence. They say
in Urdu, ‘Akela nahin koi rahta
hai/ Saath saaya toh chalta hai’
—No one is alone/ At least the
shadow accompanies one. 

Ancient Greek philosopher
Pythagoras held that friends are
companions on a journey who
ought to aid each other in perse-
vering on the road to a blissful
life. One ought to remember that
companionship on life’s journey
appears in many forms: friend,
beloved, spouse, guide, mentor,
or even a dog, a cat or another
faithful pet.

ABoon
Companion
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Chinese Economy
Gets Spend Shrift
Apropos ‘Real Import of  Export
Nos.’ by Aditya Sinha (Jan 15),
the intricacies of  China’s export-
driven economy and overall eco-
nomic model have hardly been
understood by the outside world.
Its staggering trade surplus sh-
owcases immense manufactur-
ing potential, a managed curren-
cy, huge government subsidies
and, most of  all, an overpower-
ing global dominance in hi-tech
sectors. The enervated domestic
consumption remains a huge
mystery, defying all logic. Its glo-
bal hegemony and multilateral
expansion into new markets have
enabled it to counter the aggres-
sive US tariffs with least disrup-
tions. In the long run, the exces-
sive reliance on exports, increa-
sing global hostilities and po-
tential for deflation could hurt
China’s economy.
Rajarao Kumar 
Bengaluru

Chat Room

It’s sheer ecstasy to find space
to stretch your legs freely at
35,000 ft. In the cramped theatre
of  modern air travel — even
first class seems to have beco-
me just a wee bit smaller —
every shift feels like a negoti-
ation with gravity. Abundant
legroom suddenly transforms
the metal tube you’re hurt-
ling in turn into a cabin from
acage into a lounge, a space
where comfort is not ration-
ed but generously offered.

With room to extend, one can
recline with-
out guilt, cross
legs without
contortion,
and even in-
dulge in the
simple plea-
sure of  stand-
ing up with-

out disturbing a neighbour.
The body relaxes, mind fol-
lows, and suddenly the flight
is not endured but — behold!
—savoured. Long-haul jour-
neys lose their sting, with hou-
rs dissolving into ease.

With leg space, sleep comes
naturally, and the horizon out-
side the window becomes less
adistant promise than a com-
panion to serenity.

Legroom is not merely phy-
sical space, it’s psychological
freedom. It tells you that tra-
vel can be a gentle passage, a
floating interlude between des-
tinations. In that stretch of  spa-
ce lies the bliss of  flight: rem-
inder that comfort, like alti-
tude, elevates not just the hu-
man spirit but also the knees.

Ample Legroom
In a Flight

ALGO OF 
BLISSTECH

T he question of  eligibility
for Double Taxation Avoi-
dance Agreement (DTAA)
on investments made into
India from Mauritius has

repeatedly engaged court attention.
There’s the historic 2003 Azadi Ba-
chao Andolan judgment, 2012 Vodafo-
ne verdict, observations in several
other cases, and now the Tiger Global
judgment. What makes this recur-
ring judicial engagement particular-
ly striking is that the core issue — av-
ailability of  treaty benefits to Mauri-
tius-based investors — was widely
believed to be a settled proposition,
both judicially and administratively.

In ‘Tiger Global’, substantial capi-
tal gains were earned when shares of
aSingaporean company were sold by
aMauritian entity. Value of  the Sing-
aporean company was admittedly
derived from investment in Indian
operations. The question was whet-
her capital gains earned by the Mau-
ritian entity were not exigible to tax
in India by virtue of  the India-Mauri-
tius DTAA being legally sustainable.

In 2000, GoI issued a circular clari-
fying that a Mauritian entity holding
a tax residency certificate (TRC) wo-
uld be regarded as a resident of  Mau-
ritius and would be entitled to DTAA
benefits. It became the bedrock on
which a vast amount of  foreign in-
vestment into India was structured.
The Supreme Court now holds that
the circular has been overridden.

In 2016, India amended the India-
Mauritius DTAA, and withdrew ca-
pital gains tax exemption prospecti-
vely. But investments made prior to
April 1, 2017, were expressly grand-
fathered, and gains arising from
such investments continued to be go-
verned by the old treaty, under which
capital gains were not taxable in In-
dia. It was under this grandfathering
provision that Tiger Global conten-
ded that gains earned in 2018 were
not exigible to tax under DTAA.

The court has now held that a
TRC is not conclusive evidence of
residency, or of  entitlement to trea-
ty benefits. It has observed that Indi-
a’s sovereign right to tax cannot be
ceded in favour of  a foreign sovere-
ign merely because an entity holds a
TRC issued by another country.

Before the matter reached Supre-
me Court, the Authority for Advance
Rulings (AAR) had declined to rule on
Tiger Global’s application, holding
that the arrangement constituted an
impermissible avoidance arrange-
ment. This was challenged before Del-
hi High Court, which, among other
things, relied on the 2000 CBDT circu-
lar and existence of  a valid TRC to
hold that Tiger Global was entitled to
DTAA benefits. It was this high court
judgment that was carried in appeal.

Supreme Court reversed the high
court, holding that TRC was not con-
clusive, that the revenue had dischar-
ged its burden of  establishing that the
Mauritian entity was a mere conduit,
and that the entity lacked commercial
substance in Mauritius. It further
held that policy decisions on treaty eli-
gibility must be viewed from a long-
term perspective, and that India can’t
cede its taxing rights merely because a
foreign jurisdiction has issued a TRC.

The court went further and laid
down guidance on how GoI ought to
approach treaty negotiations:

u Tax treaties should contain ro-
bust limitation-of-benefits clauses.
uGeneral anti-avoidance rules (Ga-
ar) should be made applicable in tre-
aty contexts.
u Treaty abuse should be central
consideration when GoI negotiates
tax treaties.

The court has not merely interpre-
ted the law but also ventured into ter-
rain of  what tax policy ought to look
like. Traditionally, this domain has be-
longed to the executive and
tax administration, which
must balance competing

considerations — capital inflows, re-
venue mobilisation, certainty and in-
ternational competitiveness. Judicia-
ry entering this space raises issues
about institutional boundaries.

The judgment can be examined
through two lenses:
uTechnical implicationsIt’s diffi-
cult to fault the court’s articulation
that taxation of  residents is a sove-
reign right. The more troubling qu-
estion is whether the court can ret-
rospectively question a conscious
policy choice made by GoI.
v India as investment destina-
tionFor years, India actively encou-
raged foreign investments through
Mauritius, according to which in-
vestors structured their invest-
ments. To now suggest such a policy
was fundamentally flawed, or treaty
benefits could be denied, unsettles
long-settled expectations.

Thus, the judgment opens a Pando-
ra’s box. Every instance where treaty
benefits have been claimed, now runs
the risk of  being reopened on ques-
tions of  substance, conduit status and
commercial purpose. This inevitably
increases litigation and reintroduces
uncertainty into an area where certa-
inty had been painstakingly built
over decades. The court judgment, in
fact, does not even require Gaar to be
on the statute to deny DTAA benefits.

The judgment’s timing is particu-
larly unfortunate. At a moment when
India is grappling with slowing FDI
and portfolio inflows, the ruling sends
mixed signals to global investors.

Foreign investors would be hard-
pressed to reconcile how a policy articu-
lated by GoI through a binding circular,
and reinforced through multiple judici-
al pronouncements, can be effectively
neutralised. Whether to grant treaty be-
nefits or tax exemptions is unquestio-
nably the prerogative of  government.
What investors require is clarity in ad-
vance as to where government stands.

The writer is CEO, Dhruva Advisors

Tiger Changes Its Stripes
Now You See It,
Now You Don’t

Does ‘Tiger Global’ leave investors confused, or finally put economic substance over legal form?

ty benefits under Article 13(4) stand
extinguished.
u Grandfathering no longer a
blanket shield The most unner-
ving aspect for investors is the im-
plication for ‘grandfathered’ invest-
ments (those made before April 1,
2017). The Tiger Global exit invol-
ved shares acquired before the trea-
ty amendment, which were widely
believed to be ring-fenced from capi-
tal gains tax. This judgment sug-
gests that grandfathering is not an
absolute immunity. If  the structure
itself  is deemed to be a conduit, the
date of  acquisition becomes irrele-
vant. This opens a Pandora’s box for
every major exit involving histori-
cal holdings.
u Substance litmus test The ver-
dict places a heavy burden of  proof
on foreign investors. It is no longer
enough to hold board meetings in
Mauritius or pay local administra-
tive fees. The revenue is now empo-
wered to ask uncomfortable ques-
tions such as:
w Does the holding company have
independent decision-making aut-
hority?
w Is there real economic activity in
the treaty jurisdiction?
w Are the funds merely flowing
through from a parent in a non-trea-
ty jurisdiction?

Thursday’s judgment represents
a judicial endeavour to find a point
of  equilibrium — a delicate balance
where international treaty obliga-
tions are respected, yet, do not sub-
sume India’s fiscal sovereignty. The

court appears to
have drawn a line
where ‘form’
must finally yield
to ‘substance’.

For years, the
‘India premium’
in valuation mo-
dels accounted for
currency risk and
regulatory flux.
Today, investors
must price in a
new variable: ‘tre-
aty risk’. The top
court has effecti-
vely signalled
that tax certainty
is no longer a
function of  ha-
ving the right pa-
pers — a TRC —
but of  having the
right ‘substance’.
The era of  low-
cost, tax-neutral
routing via island
jurisdictions is ef-
fectively over. Tax
efficiency now co-

mes with a price tag of  operational
substance.

This marks the arrival of  a more
confident Indian tax administra-
tion, one that refuses to be bound by
the ‘diplomatic niceties’ of  a TRC
when it senses revenue leakage. In-
dia is asserting that a treaty part-
ner’s certification cannot sign away
its fiscal sovereignty. Global inves-
tors must recognise this shift. India
is demanding fair tax attribution
for the value created on its soil.

Nangia is managing partner, and
Bawa is partner, Nangia & Co

Treaties Aren’t
Tax Shields

S upreme Court’s judgment
on Thursday in the ‘Tiger
Global International III
Holdings vs Authority for
Advance Ruling’ case sh-

reds the old playbook for foreign in-
vestments into India. Ruling aga-
inst Tiger Global in the `̀14,000 cr
Flipkart stake sale dispute, the
apex court has done more than just
settle a tax dispute — it has virtual-
ly signalled the end of  the ‘form

over substance’ era. For
global investors, the mes-
sage is stark: a tax resi-

dency certificate (TRC) is no longer
a golden visa.

For decades, the global PE-VC eco-
system operated on a singular, com-
forting premise derived from the
2003 ‘Azadi Bachao Andolan’ ruling,
affirming validi-
ty of  the India-
Mauritius Doub-
le Taxation Avoi-
dance Agree-
ment (DTAA): if
you have a valid
TRC, the Indian
taxman cannot
look behind it.
Today’s ruling
shatters that cer-
tainty.

It is the end of
the era of  ‘TRC
simpliciter’. If
TRC were accep-
ted as the abso-
lute final word,
the India-Mauri-
tius pact would
cease to be a bila-
teral agree-
ment, and argu-
ably become In-
dia’s tax treaty
with the entire
world. The apex
court has signal-
led that a mere
TRC cannot indefinitely mask the
bona fides of  an investment.

The top court has upheld the re-
venue’s view that Tiger Global’s
Mauritius entities were ‘conduits’,
mere pass-through vehicles with no
independent commercial substan-
ce, designed solely to route capital
and avoid taxes. By setting aside the
Delhi High Court’s order, the apex
court has established that ‘econo-
mic substance’ takes precedence
over legal form. If  an entity is found
to be interposed using an ‘imper-
missible arrangement’ for reali-
sing tax-free capital gains, the trea-

Puss comes to shove

Dinesh Kanabar Rakesh Nangia & Maneesh Bawa

FACE-OFF

For years, the ‘India
premium’ in valuation
models accounted for

currency risk and
regulatory flux. The era
of low-cost, tax-neutral

routing via island
jurisdictions is

effectively over
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Mumbai will know today who’ll run
the city. What they already knew – 
and this will be true irrespective of
results – is that this election was more
than a contest between the BJP-led 
Mahayuti and the UBT Sena-MNS-led

Shiv Shakti. Instead, it represented a fundamental shift
in the Marathi political psyche. The battle lines were
not merely drawn around Marathi asmita (pride), but
around Marathi astitva (existence).

BJP’s primary strategy has been to separate 
Hindutva from Marathi regionalism. Unlike in the
rest of  India, where BJP is the hegemon of  Hindutva, in
Maharashtra it has historically served as the junior
partner to Shiv Sena. Since 2014, BJP has sought to
usurp this space by delegitimising Uddhav Thackeray’s
claim to sole custodianship of  Hindu and Marathi 
interests. By engineering a split in Shiv Sena and 
highlighting Uddhav’s alliance with Congress-NCP
and its support from Muslim voters, BJP hoped to
alienate UBT Sena’s traditional base. 

Uddhav, however, has evoked his grandfather 
Prabodhankar’s legacy of  a Bahujan-rooted Hindutva
distinct from BJP’s “Brahminical” tradition. Simul-
taneously, Shiv Shakti alliance has aggressively 
tried to counter BJP’s narrative by exposing its 
“double standards” and pointing to its own “Muslim
appeasement” as evidenced by local-level alliances
with AIMIM. By labelling these moves as BJP’s own
“vote jihad”, UBT Sena-MNS aimed to dismantle
BJP’s moral high ground on Hindutva.

The clash of  ideologies played out vividly in the
run-up to the poll. BJP attempted to polarise the 
electorate by warning that a UBT-MNS victory would
install a “Khan” – a Muslim – as mayor. At the same time,
it linked Muslim voters to “Bangladeshi infiltration”. 
It aimed to force UBT Sena-MNS to commit to a Hindu 
mayor. Instead, the Thackerays countered this communal
ploy with a nativist ploy. They declared that the mayor
would be theirs and Marathi. Hence, BJP was forced 
to retreat and match the Marathi pledge. This episode 
revealed a persistent reality that BJP in Mumbai 
remains uncomfortable with: Marathi identity still 
supersedes generic Hindu consolidation.

UBT Sena and MNS framed this election as a 
struggle for the city’s soul: a defence of  Marathi identity
against external control. It’s no longer just about 
Marathi asmita, but also about Marathi astitva, which
has become vulnerable due to “outsiders’ intent on
taking over the city”. For long, UBT Sena and MNS

highlighted the futility of  the Ahmedabad-Mumbai
bullet train for the Marathi manoos. Now,
the project is portrayed as a conspiracy 
to integrate Mumbai with Gujarat and to
serve Gujarat’s business
interests at the expense 
of Maharashtra’s 
development.

This echoes the 
Samyukta Maharashtra
Movement in which
mill workers and 
citizens rallied against
central govt, Gujarati
capitalists and political
leadership to keep
Mumbai the capital 
of  Maharashtra. The 
handover of  Mumbai
airport and the Dharavi
redevelopment project
to the Adani Group 
was also a part of  this 
political rhetoric. Raj Thackeray,
in particular, framed this election
as the “last chance” to prevent 
the city from being “looted by 
the outsiders”. 

UBT Sena and MNS have 
portrayed that the challenge 
before the Marathi manoos is 
real: if  there is no Marathiastitva,
there can be no asmita.

BJP tried to counter
the Marathi astitva
campaign by high-
lighting corruption
in the UBT Sena-led
BMC. But this likely
had limited traction, given
that BJP has also jointly
shared power for decades.
On the other hand, the
corruption charges 
levelled against the
BJP-appointed municipal
administrator since 2022
did appear to gain 
traction because they
occurred during a period
of  direct rule without 
democratic oversight.

Furthermore, Congress and Vanchit Bahujan Aghadi
(VBA) intensified this line of  attack by accusing BJP 
of  delaying this election to facilitate this corruption.
While Congress and VBA are fighting against both 
Mahayuti and Shiv Shakti, their campaigns indirectly

bolstered the Marathi astitva issue. For instance,
VBA’s call to end “contractor raj” and restore

permanent jobs resonates with the idea 
that Marathi manoos are being squeezed 

out of  the city’s economy. 
Shiv Shakti alliance relied heavily on

the legacy of  the undivided Shiv Sena led
by Balasaheb Thackeray who shaped

the contours of  Mumbai’s politics by
firmly centring Marathi asmita at

its core. That’s why many of  the
people who would choose
different parties for national
and state elections have
historically sympathised
with the undivided Sena.

Uddhav and Raj successfully
demonstrated that they have

united for the Marathi cause
and to protect Marathi asmita.

With the support of  Marathi media,
the Thackeray brothers successfully

cultivated the sentiment that 
Mumbaikars need them to act 
as the city’s protectors against 
perceived external threats.

BJP, meanwhile, was betting
on consolidating non-Marathi,

non-Muslim voters and peeling
away Hindutva-leaning Marathi

speakers. However, the presence of
Congress, VBA, AIMIM, and various
rebels in the fray likely posed 
significant challenges in specific
pockets, turning many wards into
multi-cornered contests. 

Ultimately, this election was 
a referendum on the city’s
‘ownership’. While all political
parties promised a better city for

residents, the fear of  the erasure of
the Marathi manoos has once again

gained prominence. Therefore, the
BMC results today will not just decide

who rules the civic body, but, in Marathi
consciousness, whose city it remains.

The writer teaches at OP Jindal Global University

Sumeet Mhaskar

Mumbai/Marathi: Asmita To Astitva
Whoever wins BMC poll today will have to contend with campaign-time 

sharp nativist rhetoric about who ‘owns the city’
– IVAN KRASTEV

Transparency is not about restoring trust in institutions.
Transparency is the politics of managing mistrust

CONTRAPUNTO

This is one of  the most penetrating
maxims of  Heraclitus: The sun is
new each day. Hunger is new each

day. Love is new each day. Life is new each
day. To say ‘each day’ is not good. Each
movement, gesture, moment, everything is
new. So where does the old come from? Why
do you get bored? If  everything is so new
and you cannot step in the same river twice
and cannot see the same sunrise again; if
everything is so new and fresh, why do you
become dead and bored? – because you
don’t live out of  the inner harmony. You 
live out of  the mind. The mind is old.

Each sun, each morning, each hunger,
each satiety is new; the mind is old. Mind
is the past; mind is accumulated memory.
If  you look through the mind, it gives a
deadness and oldness to everything;

everything looks dusty, dirty. It is because
of  the mind. Put aside mind, put aside
memories. If  you can put aside memories,
your spouse is new every day…

How can you know a person? A person is
freedom. Each moment he changes. If  you
cannot step twice in a river, how can you
encounter the same person again? If  rivers
are changing, the consciousness,
stream of  consciousness,
cannot be old... There is
continuous excitement 
in your life, a continuous
aliveness. This day you will
feel hungry; that hunger is
new. This day, when you eat
again the food is new because
nothing can be old in existence. Existence
hasno past. The past is part of  the mind.

Existence is always in the present,
new, fresh, always moving, a dynamic

even being young they are dying.
Remember, youth is a quality of  being.
If  you can look at the world without

the mind you will remain young 
forever and ever. Even in your death
you will be young, excited that death 
is approaching. A great, exciting 
adventure; a culmination. Now a door
opens to infinity. Hunger has passed,
now comes satiety. Now you are moving
into rest. You will be a seed and the seed
will rest and sleep for many, many years.
You will sprout again, open your eyes
again; it is never the same.

Nothing is ever the same. Everything
goes on changing. Only the mind is old
and dead. To be capable of  looking at life
without the mind is meditation.

Abridged from The Hidden Harmony/
Courtesy Osho Times International/www.
osho.com

force, a dialectical movement; it flows like
a river. If  this insight happens to you, you
will never be bored. Boredom is the greatest
disease; it kills deeply, it is slow poisoning.
By and by, you are so bored that you become
adead weight on yourself.

The whole poetry of  life disappears
where no flowers flower and no birds

sing. You are already entombed; you
have entered your grave. It is said

that people die nearabout 30 and
are buried nearabout 70. Even
30 seems too long; this proverb
must be from the ancient
days. Now that’s not true; it’s
nearabout 20. Even that seems
to be too late. Young people

come to me…and say, “We feel bored.” They
have become old already. You have taught
them, you have already conditioned their
minds. They are already dying. Before 

The Sun Is New Each Day, Why Get Bored?
Osho

Ask not why Indian Railways charges you what it does. That’s
the message Central Information Commission – a body set 
up to ensure “smoother and greater access to information” –

has sent across to the public through a recent order. The applicant 
in the case wanted to know how Railways fixes passenger fares
for different categories, under different conditions, such as Tatkal.
After a two-year wait, the application has been dismissed on the 
grounds that it seeks “trade secret/intellectual property”.

Point taken. Trade secrets should be kept secret, like Coke’s formula
scribbled on a scrap of  paper and stored in a bank vault. You don’twant
rivals to get hold of  them and launch copycat versions. Absolutely. But
who are Railways’ competitors? Whether you board a train in Jammu,
Chennai, Guwahati or Kutch, you are riding the same state-owned mono-
poly. Unless you’re thinking about Tejas Express, run by IRCTC,
which is also under the railway ministry, hence owned by the people

of  India. So, what business risk does
Railways run by disclosing how it
calculates the fare for, say, the lower
aisle-side berth in a 2AC coach of  
Paschim Express?

We are not surprised that Railways
refused to share information. It’s 
a govt body raised on the Official 
Secrets Act. But for CIC to buy its 

logic is odd. In another recent case, CIC agreed with the customs 
department that no public interest would be served by sharing 
details of  businesses exporting limestone from Meghalaya to 
Bangladesh. But such information should be in the public domain
anyway. Researchers, environmentalists, anyone might need it.

Twenty years ago, RTI was brought to increase transparency 
in governance, and CIC’s job was to be its guardian. Back in 2017, it
sided with an applicant who wanted govt to reveal why it had agreed
to Russia’s hiked bill for aircraft carrier INS Vikramaditya – 
formerly Gorshkov. In 2011, it had overruled RBI’s objection to 
listing the top 100 defaulters of  PSU banks. But now, a similar 
request for a list of  defaulters has been moved to a larger bench,
even though RBI says the information should be public.

India in 2026 should be more transparent than it was in 2016. But it
can’t be if  CIC blocks legitimate requests. Notably, it now has its full
strength of  10 commissioners after nine years. But it has a backlog
of  over 32,000 cases. Deciding them without taking up any new cases
would take over three years. That defeats the whole point of  RTI. 

Information Omission
India needs more transparency. For that, CIC and 
other information commissions must cooperate

I’ve often been struck by how sweet the Bengali language sounds,
particularly when it sings its inimitable Rabindra Sangeet.

It’s a language seemingly full of  rounded vowels which roll
off  the tongue, unimpeded by the angularity of  consonants.

But linguistics apart, could there be another reason that
makes Bengali literally so sweet sounding, and which might 

be traced not just to the classroom of  elocution, but also to the kitchen of  
Bengal, which showcases perhaps most notably its culinary virtuosity in the
making of  its incomparable confectionery?

In 2025 five Indian sweets got the prized Geographical Indication (GI) tag,
out of  which four are from Bengal.

The first of  these is that special cold season treat, Nolen Gurer Sondesh, which
incorporates liquid date palm jaggery into silky soft chhena resulting in a coale-

scence of  texture and taste, ensnared sunshine to warm winter’s chill.
Next on the GI list comes that dark delight, the Chhanabora from

Bengal’s Murshidabad. Chhena rolled into globes, fried to a crispy
outer layer with a succulent soft centre, soaked in sugar syrup 

tinged with rose water.
Then comes the Motichur Laddoo from Bishnupur,

tiny gold globules made from pyal tree seed flour, deep
fried, immersed in syrup and moulded into laddoos that

trace their history back to the Malla dynasty founded in the 7th century and 
famed for its terracotta temples. Befittingly, Motichur Laddoos make for 
perfect votive offerings for deities and privileged mortals.

The fourth on the GI list is a confection I’d never heard of, small wheat
flour fritters fried and steeped in sweet syrup, which are called Sada Bonde, and
hail from the village of  Kamarpukur, and to sample which provides me with an
excuse to visit Bengal again.

I wait for GI to discover the Leddykeni, a sweet created in the 19th century
and named after Lady Charlotte – wife of  Governor-General Charles Canning –
who was particularly partial to it, and the ambrosial Shorbhaja of  Ballygunge’s
Mukherjee Sweets fame.

And I know that Bengal will continue to play mishti for me.

Bengal’s dolce vita

Jug Suraiya

Bengali is one of the sweetest of languages – and
there’s a reason for that

jugularvein

Where there is a market, supply will follow. That an app 
monikered ‘Are You Dead?’ exists, that moreover it’s 
spreading in popularity from China to US, tells us 

something about how society is changing better than the intensest
research paper can. In pursuit of  fame and fortune, humans have 
been leaving their loved ones behind for millennia. But being left
behind has never felt like this before. A parent growing old by 
herself  in an urban highrise, who has good food and healthcare
on tap on her phone, and may yet die without anyone finding this 
out for days – is not a nightmare scenario but familiar reality.

The app, called Si-le-ma in Chinese, requires users to check in 
daily by tapping a button, which has a 
ghost cartoon. If  they fail to check in for 
two consecutive days, the app emails their
emergency contact. Yes, the app could have
been called, ‘Are You Alive?’ That the three
developers who went the more morbid route
are all Gen Zers (born after 1995) indicates
how the app is not intended to ease just 
elders’ fear of  dying alone and unnoticed.
It’s not they alone who will be habiting 
the 200mn single-person households China

expects by 2030. As someone has said on Weibo, the app also 
offers “the last bit of  dignity” for young people living alone, for
whom too the scariest thing isn’t loneliness – it’s disappearing.

In India, Census 2011 found 3.7% of  “normal” households had a
single person, a slight increase of  0.1% over a decade. But over in US,
single individuals living alone are now the most common household
composition: 28% in 2015. Other rich countries are also trending 
in this direction. So, yeah, the appeal of  the ‘Are You Dead?’ app is 
totally understandable. What’s not is the failure to value life more.
Because those who do, they reach out, exchange messages, send 
flowers, talk a bit. Can’t we just connect? C’mon.

Death In The Age Of App
Technology can tell us about the passing of loved 

ones, but why wait for that? Use it to say hello
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India now has one of  the world’s largest
startup ecosystems. The Startup India
initiative has evolved into an inclusive
and innovative ecosystem across 
the country, channelising youthful
entrepreneurial energy to create

jobs and accelerate economic growth, paving the 
way for the Viksit Bharat 2047 mission.

This transformation did not happen overnight.
Startup India was announced by PM Modi from the
ramparts of  Red Fort on Independence Day in 2015. It
was launched by the Department for Promotion
of  Industry and Internal Trade (DPIIT) on Jan
16, 2016. Today, startups are energising some of
the most critical sectors of  the economy.

Innovation & AI | A defining shift over the past 
decade has been the growing focus on innovation
and deep technology. India’s rank in the Global
Innovation Index has improved from 81 in 2015 
to 38 last year, and govt support for deep tech 
ventures will improve it further. The number
of  AI startups is rising rapidly, building on the
Digital India initiative.

A vision for building a deep-tech nation 
has led to the establishment of  the Anusandhan
National Research Foundation, and the launch
of  the India AI Mission and the Research Development
and Innovation Scheme. India’s startups are also 
innovating across areas like aeronautics, aerospace
and defence, robotics, green technology, Internet of
Things and semiconductors.

A sharp rise in intellectual property creation 
reinforces this trend. Indian startups have filed 
more than 16,400 new patent applications, reflecting a
stronger focus on innovation, long-term value creation,
and global competitiveness.

Pan-India growth | From just four states with startup 
policies in 2016, there are now DPIIT-recognised 
startups in every state and UT, underscoring the depth

of  institutional support and grassroots participation.
More than 200,000 startups have been recognised so
far, representing a decade of  sustained, policy-led 
ecosystem development. In 2025 alone, more than 49,400
startups were recognised, the highest annual growth
since Startup India began.

Inclusion has been a cornerstone of  this journey.
Women-led entrepreneurship has emerged as a major
strength, with more than 45% of  recognised startups
having at least one woman director. About half  the 
startups are based in non-metro cities, highlighting 
the growing role of  Tier II and Tier III cities as engines
of  innovation and employment.

Local to global |As Indian startups scale, the world is incre-
asinglytheir marketplace. To support global ambitions,
Startup India has built strong international partnerships.
Now, 21 international bridges and two strategic alliances
facilitate market access, collaboration, and expansion
across key economies, including UK, Japan, South Korea,
Sweden and Israel. More than 850 startups have already
benefitted from these initiatives.

In my recent visits to Sweden, Switzerland, New Zealand,
and Israel, startups were an integral part of  India’s 
business delegations. These engagements provided 
a platform to showcase Indian innovation globally, 
while exposing our entrepreneurs to innovation and
business practices in developed economies.

Reforms, market access | Improving the ease of  doing
business has been central to enabling this growth.
Eligible startups can avail of  a tax holiday for 
three consecutive years within their first decade.
More than 4,100 startups have already received 
eligibility certificates. Over 60 regulatory reforms
have reduced compliance burdens, facilitated capital
raising, and strengthened domestic institutional 
investment. Abolition of  angel tax and opening up 
of  long-term capital pools to Alternate Investment
Funds (AIFs) have further strengthened the startup
funding ecosystem.

Access to markets has been prioritised. Through
the Government e-Marketplace, over 35,700
startups have been onboarded, securing more
than 5L orders worth over ̀̀ 51,200cr.

These efforts are complemented by strong 
financial support. Over `̀25,500cr has been
invested by AIFs under the Fund of  Funds for
Startups scheme, benefitting more than 1,300 
enterprises. Additionally, collateral-free loans
worth over `̀800cr have been guaranteed under
the Credit Guarantee Scheme for Startups.

Startup India Seed Fund Scheme with an 
outlay of  `̀945cr provides financial assistance 
to startups for Proof  of  Concept, prototype 
development, product trials, market-entry and
commercialisation.

Mindset change | Indian startups heralded a significant
cultural change in the country, where children were 
once encouraged to aim only for jobs in a few sectors
such as govt service, engineering or medicine. Today,
many young Indians aspire to be job creators, not job 
seekers, and their families respect and encourage 
entrepreneurial ambitions.

India’s startup journey is ultimately a story of  
confidence in our young entrepreneurs, in policy-led
growth, and in India’s capacity to innovate for the
world. As we move confidently towards our mission 
to become a developed country by 2047, startups will
remain central to building a prosperous, inclusive, 
and globally competitive India.

‘Today, Many Indians Aspire To Be Job Creators’
As Startup India completes 10 years, its success is underlined not just by business growth. It’s also delivered

a major cultural shift in a country that used to chase select careers, writes the commerce minister
Piyush Goyal
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When you are
compassionate
with yourself,
you trust in
your soul,
which you let
guide your life.
Your soul

knows the geography of your destiny
better than you do.

Sacredspace

John O’Donohue
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DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 

Most of us would agree that we are living life at a dizzy-
ing speed. There is a mad rush everywhere, from dawn to
dusk — in public places, at home, and in our daily lives.
People hurry to grab seats in public transport, jostle through
crowds, and break queues to claim what they believe is
rightfully theirs. This pervasive ‘me first’ approach, born
out of a near-total absence of patience, lies at the root of
many social problems, including the alarming rise in stam-
pede-related deaths across the country.

The youth today wish to taste everything too soon and
chase success at any cost. Working overtime, sacrificing
sleep, and stretching themselves beyond healthy limits do
not trouble them, as long as the rewards seem immedi-
ate. Health is willingly put at stake in the belief that one

must make hay while the sun of youth shines. Stability no
longer appeals; instead, there is a craving for bigger, faster
leaps. This high-speed lifestyle provides a certain thrill. Loud
music, spicy food, fast cars and extroverted personalities
dominate their preferences. The powerful virtual universe
of showbiz, media and the cosmetic indus-
try further reinforces the idea that youth and
speed are the ultimate currencies.

Children now behave like wannabe youths,
while the elderly struggle to appear young.
Society has little patience for the slow, the
tired or the old, rendering them increasingly invisible. There
is a widespread perception that one cannot be noticed
unless one is constantly running. 

Walking, both literally and metaphorically, has gone out
of fashion, and those who choose it risk being labelled out-
dated or unenthusiastic. Most people today manipulate
their lifestyles to cope with this universal time deficit. The
working class, neck-deep in professional commitments,
find little time to cook or spend with family. Eating out,
relying on ready-to-eat food, or hurriedly gulping meals
has become routine. Even nourishment is sacrificed at the
altar of speed.

This ‘hurry up’ mindset has seeped so deeply into society
that consistency itself has suffered. Politicians abandon ide-
ologies with ease, and defections have become common-
place. Employees change loyalties without hesitation.

Relationships are entered and exited in haste, contribut-
ing to rising divorce rates, broken families and the
growing number of old-age homes — all symptoms of a
use-and-throw culture.

Ironically, even attempts to escape this frenzy are noisy.
Breaks are filled with screens, loud entertain-
ment and relentless socialising. Silence is
almost absent, leaving the mind and body little
opportunity to heal. Emotional breakdowns,
lifestyle diseases and mental fatigue are the
inevitable consequences of living perpetual-

ly in the fast lane.
The greatest tragedy of such a life is that it robs us of our

ability to turn inward and make peace with ourselves. There
is no time to pause, reflect or reassess direction. We run
simply because others are running. By constantly gulping
instant coffee, we forget the joy of slowly savouring a home-
brewed cup.

True growth - spiritual and emotional — begins when
we slow down. Rest is not weakness; it is wisdom. It is the
courage to stop, to say ‘no’, and to recognise that we are
not indispensable. Only then can we reconnect with our
inner selves and choose a life that values depth over speed.

So what are we waiting for? It is time to begin the process
of change — now.
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finds this justifiable or reprehensible, it is pre-
cisely what President Trump intended. His
leadership of American power never hid its
transactional essence.

Behind this operation lie years of build-up,
rehearsal, and escalating pressure. Maduro
was reportedly offered an exit to a third
country, perhaps Turkey, to spend his remain-
ing years, but he refused, demanding control of
his nation’s oil and rejecting any concession that
would tarnish his hold on authority. Instead, he
clung to power even as the world around him
crumbled. The collapse of Venezuela’s institu-
tions was vividly illustrated in 2017 when Luisa
Ortega Díaz, who had served as Prosecutor
General of Venezuela for a decade, broke with
Maduro’s government and denounced consti-
tutional overreach and human rights abuses. She
was forcibly removed from office, threatened,
and ultimately forced into exile.

This pattern — a charismatic
founder followed by deterioration
into kleptocracy — is not unique to
Venezuela. Consider Salvador
Allende, whose democratic socialist
experiment in Chile was strangled by internal
sabotage and external interference, culminat-
ing in his death amid bombardment and polit-
ical turmoil. In Cuba, Fidel Castro, a revolution-
ary of formidable strategic acumen, was not
deposed by internal moral failure but by relent-
less external pressure — the failed Bay of Pigs
invasion and decades of embargo that forced
him into Soviet patronage and militarised sur-
vival. These are not simple narratives of social-
ism’s collapse; they are stories of geopolitical
extraction and the endurance of power struc-
tures that devour even their own progenitors.

It is here that we confront the deeper analyt-
ic kernel. Socialist or leftist leaders were often
coherent in their critique of capitalist domina-
tion and imperial interference, but the systems
they built were highly personalised and lacked
the institutional resilience necessary for succes-
sion. Critical thinkers like Leszek Krakowski
warned that attempts to institute socialist

systems without robust legal, ethical, and cul-
tural foundations would inevitably succumb to
authoritarianism or stagnation, precisely
because they failed to create mechanisms for
self-critique and renewal. In this context,
Trump’s Venezuela strategy is both blistering-
ly candid and ruthlessly strategic. He has sig-
nalled that the United States will direct
Venezuela’s oil reserves towards American
interests, a move that Russia, China, and others
condemned as a violation of sovereignty and
international law. Some see the operation as a
reassertion of American power in its “backyard”;
others view it as a dangerous precedent that
erodes the rule of international law. But to frame
this debate solely around Trump is to miss a
more profound reckoning: our own. We in the
Global South have been complicit in romanti-
cising the myth of an external villain while ignor-
ing the internal rot of our governance systems,
institutional weakness, and the penchant for per-
sonalised power that decays into predation once
the strongman exits the stage.

Even the most revolutionary leaders, exalted
as paragons of resistance, reveal an ugly truth
through their successors: systems built around
personalities, without accountability, internal
checks, and vibrant civil liberties, are destined
for decay. We may decry external intervention
— and rightly so - but external actors exploit the
very vulnerabilities that internal malfunctions
create. 

The Trump operation in Venezuela chal-
lenges the conventional moral binary. Trump
did not mask his strategic intent; he wielded
power in the most unabashed terms the world
has seen in recent decades. Whatever one’s view
of Trump’s moral compass, he has pulled back
the curtain on power’s true nature. The saga of

Venezuela is not merely Trump’s
problem or America’s imperial
overreach; it is a mirror for all
societies that have failed to cul-
tivate governance structures
robust enough to withstand the

departure of strong leaders without descend-
ing into kleptocracy, repression, and systemic
collapse. This is the fate awaiting any country
where “big men” rule with iron fists, often arriv-
ing far sooner than expected. Change cannot
come until those inside the system confront the
fact that the problem is theirs to fix.

If there is any hope for societies shackled by
personalist rule and ideological absolutism, it
lies not in lamentation over external actors, but
in the rigorous undertaking of internal reform
- in building institutions that endure beyond any
individual, in cultivating a civic culture that tol-
erates dissent, and in recognising that sovereign
pride without systemic resilience is a path to
ruin. Only then will societies possess the capac-
ity to demand accountability from powers
both near and distant, and only then will they
be worthy interlocutors in the global arena
where sovereignty, justice, and power intersect
in the most unforgiving ways.

Editor’s

Municipal elections are generally a low-key affair, as the stakes
are local. Though political parties fight with vigour, people’s
enthusiasm is usually limited. But not in Maharashtra, where
civic polls are gathering national headlines thanks to the
vitriolic campaigns and high-voltage drama on streets. These
elections are not just about who would control the local bodies
but the whole of Mahrashtra. It has touched upon larger issues
of identity, alliances, and the direction of Maharashtra’s urban
development.

Another reason for the noise this election is creating, is that
these polls come after a long hiatus — nearly eight years. People
are voting to restore democratic control over institutions that
directly affect their daily lives — water supply, roads, transport,
and waste management — a bid to streamline urban planning.

Over these years, infrastructure has crumbled due to a lack of
accountability and bureaucratic control over infra projects,
which has left major cities like Mumbai and Pune clamouring
for an overhaul.

Politically, these polls are testing the mettle of competing
alliances. The ruling Mahayuti and a fragmented opposition are
harping on sharp rhetoric. In cities like Pune, the personal
rivalries of Ajit Pawar and Devendra Fadnavis are in the 
open. Mumbai is indeed the place where the key battles are
being fought with vigour.

The campaigns have gone beyond promises to upgrade local
bodies — to questions of identity. The revival of the Marathi
‘manoos’ plank, triggered by the controversy over Hindi as a
third mandatory language in schools, has placed linguistic and
cultural identity at the heart of the contest. For the Shiv Sena
(UBT) and the MNS, the election has become a question of
Marathi pride and political relevance. For the ruling alliance, the
counter-narrative has focused on unity and development.

This emphasis on identity reflects a deeper anxiety: the
fragmentation of the Marathi vote. Once a consolidated political
force, it is now divided among several parties. These polls are an
attempt — especially by the Sena (UBT)-MNS combine — to
reconsolidate this vote for this election and the Assembly
elections as well.

Adding another layer to the campaign is the entry of big
business into political discourse. Gautam Adani’s name,
particularly in relation to the Dharavi redevelopment project, is
another highlight of these elections. Opposition leaders have
sought to frame the election as a choice between people-centric
urban renewal and corporate-driven development termed
“Adanistan”. The ruling alliance, in turn, has accused its critics of
opportunism and hypocrisy.

These polls will decide whether identity politics regains
dominance, whether development remains the central plank, or
whether voters demand a more accountable, governance-
focused politics.

In Maharashtra’s metros, the civic ballot has become a
referendum on two divergent approaches to governance and
how people view the future of Maharashtra — shaped by local
satraps or by the leaders based in New Delhi.

From Mumbai’s battle over the ‘Marathi manoos’
and redevelopment, the civic polls have become a
referendum on who controls Maharashtra and how

Why Maharashtra’s
civic polls matter

Risks behind ten minute deliveries
The promise of ten-minute deliveries carries serious
safety concerns for delivery riders. When riders wear
uniforms or carry bags advertising ultra-fast delivery,
the pressure to meet unrealistic timelines can encour-
age risky behaviour on busy roads. Recognising this
danger, companies such as Blinkit, Zepto, and Swiggy
Instamart removed prominent ten-minute delivery
claims following discussions with the Labour Ministry.

This step has eased pressure on gig workers, many
of whom had raised concerns about accidents, health
risks, and declining incomes. The issue gained nation-
al attention after gig workers staged a strike on New
Year’s Eve in 2025, highlighting the unsafe conditions
created by extreme delivery expectations. Although
companies claim that riders are not shown countdown
timers and that faster deliveries depend on proximity
rather than speed, public perception still places riders
under pressure. Human life is far more valuable than
commercial experiments designed for competitive
branding. Quick commerce should focus on safety, fair
wages, and sustainable working conditions. The deci-
sion to step back from the ten-minute delivery model
is a welcome relief for gig workers and a reminder that
profit should never come at the cost of lives.

JAYANTHY SUBRAMANIAM | MUMBAI

Saluting India’s brave army
On the occasion of Army Day, the people of India pay
heartfelt tribute to the Indian Army, the nation’s
steadfast shield and symbol of courage, sacrifice, and
selfless service. Army Day commemorates the historic
moment in 1949 when General KM Cariappa assumed
charge as the first Indian Commander-in-Chief of the
Army, marking a defining step in independent India’s
military leadership.

On this day, we bow in gratitude to our soldiers, vet-
erans, ex-servicemen, and their families, who contin-
ue to serve the nation with unwavering dedication. The
Indian Army safeguards India’s sovereignty by protect-
ing its borders across some of the world’s most chal-
lenging terrains. 

It also plays a vital role in maintaining internal secu-
rity and providing crucial assistance during natural dis-
asters and humanitarian crises.

We remain forever indebted to the Army’s
indomitable courage, exemplary discipline, and spirit
of supreme sacrifice.

Many brave soldiers have laid down their lives in the
line of duty, ensuring that the nation remains safe and
secure. The Indian Army stands as the strongest pillar
of our national security. Jai Hind.

BHAGWAN THADANI | MUMBAI
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It is all too easy to criticise President Trump,
American foreign policy, and its hypocritical
authorities, because they are highly visible.
Forget the moral and ethical jargon that hangs
over every discussion; the most striking aspect
is that President Trump is unapologetically blunt
about what he will do, why he did it, and what
he intends to achieve — unlike so many leaders
of the United States who recite ethical rationales
and moralistic rhetoric even as they drop bombs
and loot. Trump exposes the raw mechanics of
American power with gargantuan ambition;
whether this turns into enduring success or spec-
tacular failure is another matter entirely. But to
comprehend the Trump phenomenon, we must
confront it, not merely argue over its conse-
quences. Like any imperial superpower, the
United States has never been truly ethical or
morally upright, because power itself refuses to
be shackled by ethics or morality. History’s
paradoxical arc, from Babylon to the contempo-
rary epoch, teaches us that might and strategic
interest invariably outmuscle moral imperatives.
Trump may be revitalising a 250-year-old strat-
egy, one rehearsed by many empires before,
without a clearly articulated alternative.

What have we produced in the name of
socialism when the “big man” vanquishes his
rivals or succumbs to the inevitable pull of mor-
tality? In every instance, once the charismatic
founder departs, he is succeeded by a coterie of
robbers and oppressors. We are often unwilling
to look in the mirror and ask what sort of system
we have created, and what sort of society we truly
require.

The so-called extrication of Nicolás Maduro -
labelled a kidnapping in the media and decried
as such by Maduro himself — is full of contradic-
tion and ethical collision. Top US legal minds, Jack
Goldsmith, the Learned Hand Professor of Law
at Harvard and former Assistant Attorney General
heading the Office of Legal Counsel, and Bob
Bauer, Professor of Practice and Distinguished
Scholar at New York University School of Law and
former White House Counsel to President Barack
Obama, have pointed out that, in terms of
domestic legal jurisdiction, the President’s power
in this instance prevails, much as George HW
Bush’s invasion of Panama and the capture of
Manuel Noriega did in 1989, or as US courts
applied the Ker-Frisbie doctrine to uphold juris-
diction irrespective of how a defendant was
apprehended. Maduro’s defenders first called it
kidnapping, then reframed it as the status of a
prisoner of war. The fundamental contradiction
here is stark: how can a sitting president, presum-
ably holding legitimate power in his own state,
be cut down by an American executive acting at
will? Trump was never engaged in nation-build-
ing; he was there to do business and wield power
as a form of profit and influence. Whether one
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CHALLENGES THE
CONVENTIONAL
MORAL BINARY.
TRUMP DID NOT

MASK HIS
STRATEGIC INTENT;

HE WIELDED
POWER IN THE

MOST UNABASHED
TERMS THE WORLD

HAS SEEN IN
RECENT DECADES.
WHATEVER ONE’S
VIEW OF TRUMP’S
MORAL COMPASS,
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Why modern life forgets the art of rest and stability

Army Service Corps personnel show their skills on bikes during the 78th Army Day
parade in Jaipur.
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Apropos ‘Tectonic shift in people’s

power or a power play?’

published on 15 January, this

response reflects the gravity of

Iran’s current domestic crisis,

marked by widespread unrest

and deep economic distress.

Rising inflation, increasing

unemployment, and the sharp fall

of the Iranian rial have made 

life extremely difficult for

ordinary citizens. 

Instead of addressing these

issues, the authorities have relied

on security crackdowns and

communication restrictions,

further fuelling public anger.

Iran has stated that it is

prepared for both war and

negotiations.

In this context, the United

States and Israel must avoid

exploiting Iran’s internal turmoil,

as any miscalculation could

escalate into a wider regional

conflict. Iran’s military

capabilities are well recognised in

the Middle East, and further

provocation risks destabilising an

already volatile region.

The protests and violence have

claimed thousands of lives and

caused significant destruction.

Constructive engagement with

dissenting voices and meaningful

political and economic reforms

are essential to restore stability.

For India, the situation poses

strategic concerns. While reduced

oil imports limit economic impact,

New Delhi would find it difficult

to support US military action

against Iran.

The most serious concern

remains the safety of nearly eight

to nine million Indians living and

working in the region.
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Mohalla clinics and healthcare policy
The recent dedication of 81 new Ayushman Arogya
Mandirs by Chief Minister Rekha Gupta has raised an
important question: what will happen to the Mohalla
Clinics established by the previous AAP government?
These clinics were created as neighbourhood-level
health facilities offering free consultations, medicines,
and basic diagnostic services. The Ayushman Arogya
Mandirs, introduced under the Centre’s Ayushman
Bharat scheme, promise wider services such as preven-
tive health screenings, maternal and child care, chronic
disease monitoring, and linkage with digital health
records. While this expansion appears beneficial,
there is clear overlap. Delhi already operates over 500
Mohalla Clinics, while 319 Ayushman Mandirs are func-
tional, with a target of 1,100 centres.

Running two parallel systems risks duplication, con-
fusion, and wasteful expenditure of public funds. Both
models suffer from shortages of doctors, pharmacists,
and support staff. It would have been more practical
and economical to upgrade existing Mohalla Clinics by
integrating them into the national framework.
Unfortunately, this reflects a tendency to discard
earlier initiatives for political rebranding rather than
strengthening public health infrastructure.
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informal brokers continue to operate in
the shadows. The regulatory frame-
work, however, has not kept pace with
these realities.

Migration Policy Without 
a Strategy
Recent efforts to consolidate
migrat ion-related laws
through the Immigration and
Foreigners Act, 2025 may
strengthen monitoring, secu-
rity, and enforcement. But border man-
agement alone does not constitute a
migration strategy.

Outbound labour migration is over-
seen by the India Centre for Migration
under the Ministry of External Affairs,
supported by grievance portals such as
MADAD and Samadhan, and training pro-
grammes for workers and officials.
These are useful administrative tools, but
they operate in silos. What India lacks

is a coherent national migration frame-
work that integrates overseas mobility,
skill certification, bilateral labour agree-
ments, and enforceable worker protec-
tions into a single policy logic.

Internal migration is treated even
more diffusely. Welfare initiatives such

as One Nation One Ration
Card, PMAY, and Affordable
Rental Housing Complexes
provide partial relief, but they
do not substitute for a rights-

based internal migration policy ground-
ed in social security portability and
labour protections.

Exporting Labour in a 
Closed-Citizenship World
India is now the world’s largest source
of international migrants, with an esti-
mated global diaspora of 35.4 million,
including 15.8 million Indian citizens and
19.6 million persons of Indian origin.

Advanced economies facing demograph-
ic decline increasingly depend on
migrant labour, yet remain reluctant to
extend long-term political or citizenship
rights. This contradiction is most visible
in Gulf Cooperation Council countries
and in hubs such as Singapore and
Japan, where migrant workers power
economies without social or political
identity.

The risks are mounting. According to
the Ministry of External Affairs, 3,258
Indian nationals were deported by the
United States in 2025 alone — the highest
annual figure so far, compared to 2,042
in 2019. Student migration has also
surged.  Indian students  abroad
increased from about 13.35 lakh in 2023
to nearly 13.8 lakh in 2025, making India
the largest source country for universi-
ties in the US, Canada, the UK, Australia,
and Germany. This largely self-financed
migration exposes households to signif-

icant financial and emotional risk, yet
policy oversight remains thin.

Remittances Cannot 
Substitute Reform
Remittances have masked policy gaps.
India has remained the world’s largest
recipient for over a decade, with inflows
crossing $135 billion in 2024-25 for the
third consecutive year above the $100-
billion mark. These flows support house-
hold consumption and strengthen the
balance of payments, but they cannot
indefinitely compensate for weak gov-
ernance.

Migration persists because economic
incentives are overwhelming. According
to the International Organization for
Migration, the India-US, India-UAE, and
India-Saudi Arabia corridors are among
the world’s largest. Men constitute about
65 per cent of India’s external migrants.

Multilateral frameworks such as the
World Trade Organization’s General
Agreement on Trade in Services offer
only broad principles. In practice, bilat-
eral labour agreements determine
access, rights, and protections-and here
India’s coverage and enforcement
remain uneven.

The Way Forward
India stands at a critical juncture. As FTAs
expand and ageing economies look to
India’s workforce, migration must be
treated as an economic enabler, not an
administrative inconvenience.

India’s migration framework is failing
not because people move, but because
institutions have failed to adapt to
mobility. This requires a decisive shift
from control to protection, and from
fragmented schemes to enforceable
rights. A credible national migration
policy must integrate global mobility,
align domestic skill certification with
overseas demand, and ensure full porta-
bility of social security for migrants. Less-
skilled and less-educated workers-those
most vulnerable to exploitation-must
receive the strongest institutional
support, not the greatest bureaucratic
burden.

Updating four-decade-old laws is no
longer optional. If India’s demographic
dividend is to pay off, mobility must be
governed with foresight, dignity, and
economic logic. The cost of delay will not
be borne by institutions, but by millions
of Indians who move-across borders-in
search of work and opportunity.

For decades, the story of Indian agriculture has
been one of intensive growth, but this progress has
come at a hidden cost to our most precious
resource: the soil. Today, as we face the dual chal-
lenges of a growing population and a changing
climate, the ‘more is better’ approach to chemi-
cal fertilisers is hitting a wall. To ensure our long-
term food security, India must pivot towards
Integrated Nutrient Management (INM)-a holistic
strategy that marries modern science with tradi-
tional wisdom to restore our land’s vitality.

The Crisis Beneath Our Feet
Indian agriculture is characterised by small and
marginal landholdings and a heavy reliance on
nitrogenous chemical fertilisers. Years of imbal-
anced use and continuous monocropping have led
to severe soil degradation. We are now seeing
‘multi-nutrient deficiencies’, where soils are des-
perately short of secondary and micronutrients
such as sulphur, zinc, and boron. When soil
health declines, so does ‘factor productivity’—
meaning farmers have to apply more fertiliser just
to achieve the same yield they once
obtained with less. This cycle increas-
es production costs and leaves crops
more vulnerable to erratic rainfall and
droughts, which are becoming more
frequent under Indian climatic conditions.

What Is Integrated Nutrient
Management?
Integrated Nutrient Management does not advo-
cate abandoning chemical fertilisers. Instead, it pro-
motes their judicious use alongside organic and
biological inputs, creating a balanced nutrient
regime for the soil. INM includes:
 Chemical fertilisers, applied in precise doses
based on soil requirements
Organic manures, such as farmyard manure (FYM),
compost, vermicompost, and green manures
Bio-fertilisers, including beneficial microorgan-
isms like Rhizobium, Azotobacter, and mycorrhizae
that fix nitrogen and mobilise phosphorus
 Crop residues, recycled back into the soil to
enhance organic matter

The Pillars of Soil Health
To understand why INM works, we must examine
the three pillars of soil health: physical, chemical,
and biological.

Physical: INM improves soil structure and water-
holding capacity. For a farmer in a rainfed region,
this means the soil acts like a sponge, retaining
moisture for longer during dry spells.

Chemical: It balances pH levels and ensures that

macro — and micronutrients are available to plant
roots rather than being locked in the soil or washed
away.

Biological: Perhaps most importantly, INM stim-
ulates microbial diversity and earthworm popu-
lations. These ‘tiny engineers’ are critical 
for nutrient cycling and sustaining productivity in
intensive systems such as rice-wheat or sugarcane
belts.

Best Practices for the Indian Farmer
Moving INM from the laboratory to the field
requires practical, site-specific strategies. National
initiatives such as the Soil Health Card Scheme are
already providing a roadmap by recommending
fertiliser applications based on actual soil tests
rather than guesswork. Key management practices
include the split application of nitrogen to match
critical crop growth stages and the use of slow-
release options such as neem-coated urea. Simple,
low-cost tools such as the Leaf Colour Chart (LCC)
in rice help farmers decide exactly when to apply
urea, reducing waste and environmental run-off.
Furthermore, integrating legumes into cropping
systems can naturally enhance nitrogen fixation,
benefiting overall system productivity.

Field-Level Impact and Economic Gains
The relevance of INM is most visible at the farm
level. Long-term field experiments across India
show that the integrated use of fertilisers and
organics sustains higher yields than chemical fer-
tilisers alone.

For the average farmer, the benefits
are tangible:
 Lower costs: Partial substitution of
expensive chemicals with on-farm
organic resources reduces dependence

on external inputs.
Resilience: Improved root growth and soil tilth
make crops more ‘climate-resilient’, helping them
withstand drought stress.
Quality: The inclusion of micronutrients such as
zinc and iron leads to visible improvements in both
crop yield and produce quality.

A Sustainable Path Forward
Beyond the individual farm, INM aligns with
India’s national priorities for environmental sus-
tainability. By minimising nutrient losses through
leaching and volatilisation, this approach reduces
environmental pollution and greenhouse gas
emissions. As we look towards the future of Indian
agriculture, it is clear that we cannot continue to
‘mine’ our soils indefinitely. 

Integrated Nutrient Management provides a scal-
able, farmer-centric pathway that ensures farming
systems remain viable for generations to come. It
is time to treat soil not merely as dirt, but as a living
system that requires a balanced, sustainable diet
to feed the nation.

India is a country well known for its excellence
in calculated investments, innovation, and
infrastructure. It has been a decade since the
startup policy was successfully launched on
January 16, 2016. Indian startups are slow,
smart, and steady growth ventures which have
climbed the ladder of stunning and striking
success by turning Indian problem statements
into scalable and affordable solutions for the
common citizen. Indian youth startups have
turned unsolvable and unrealistic problems into
real-time, realistic, and usable solutions which
millions of Indian youths had been dreaming of
for several decades. Indian startups have turned
action plans into actionable, viable, feasible, and
customised solutions. This includes the present
era of Industry 4.0 / 5.0 / emerging 6.0 digital
transformation technologies such as Artificial
Intelligence, Robotics, semiconductor chips,
quantum technologies, unmanned aerial vehi-
cles, 5G, and the emerging hyperloop of the
present decade.

India’s National Education Policy 2020 has
been developing holistic framework models and
a structured approach in the Indian education
system through experiential learning, skill devel-
opment, integration of emerging technologies,
soft skills, business model building, and acade-
mia-industry collaboration. This, in turn, builds
strong and structured startup capabilities among
youngsters. Indian universities and higher edu-
cational institutions have been offering courses
such as idea-to-business models, entrepreneur-
ship, IP management, and how to create smart
business plans within course curricula, which
paves the way for students to develop startup
skills while they are in education. MOOC plat-
forms such as NPTEL and SWAYAM have been rev-
olutionising startup education through digital
learning courses on entrepreneurship. Startup
India has kick-started free online courses on
Artificial Intelligence, financial literacy, digital
marketing, and intellectual property, which
have facilitated youngsters and startups in
building strong foundational startup skills.

Indian Startups: A Jugaad for Building
Innovative India
Startup culture has been deeply rooted among
young schoolchildren in India through initiatives
such as Atal Tinkering Labs, enabling students
to work on think-tank problems in school lab-

oratories. The infrastructure created in schools
helps students build grassroots innovative
models through experiential and project-based
learning using 3D printing, the Internet of
Things (IoT), unmanned aerial vehicle technolo-
gies, and many more. India’s youth innovation
competitions such as DST INSPIRE MANAK,
Smart India Hackathons, MSME hackathons,
DRDO’s iDEX Innovation Challenge, and the
World Skills Competition have helped build scal-
able models which youngsters have been striv-
ing to develop. Additionally, Government of India-
supported bootcamps and cohort training pro-
grammes have trained youth to follow a struc-
tured framework for converting micro ideas into
calculated and scalable product models.

Pradhan Mantri MUDRA Yojana (PMMY), an
iconic government initiative to Fund the
Unfunded, and organisations such as SIDBI
(Small Industries Development Bank of India)
have provided confidence and handholding
support to young startups and Indian MSMEs.
Initiatives such as Swavalambini have empow-
ered female undergraduates to
launch ventures, forming the basis
of livelihood and self-reliance
among them.

India has built extensive Digital
Public Infrastructure, including startup incuba-
tors, research, and innovation parks across the
nation, such as Atal Incubation Centres (AICs),
MSME Incubation Centres, STPI (Software
Technology Parks of India) incubation centres,
BioNest, and several state-run centres to boost
startup culture among youth.

India’s startup culture is encouraging the
power of Nari Shakti, which enabled women stu-
dents in Kerala to build the nation’s first women-
engineered satellite launched by the Indian Space
Research Organisation (ISRO). The Indian youth
startup mantra is Jugaad innovation. Indian agri-
culture has been redefined by startups and
jugaad innovators such as Niyo FarmTech,
which developed frugal technologies like Neo
Solar and Bahubali models affordable for mar-
ginal farming communities. These innovations
help reduce the burden of traditional heavy back-
pack spraying systems.

Indian startups such as Skyroot Aerospace
have created a dream of space innovation in the
country, paving the way for advanced aerospace
systems and encouraging ventures to enter the
private space sector. These achievements high-
light not only the power of India’s technologi-
cal infrastructure but also the strength of youth
taking calculated risks and making smart invest-
ments, thereby building strong foundations for
future generations.

Indian Startups: Fiction to Facts
India has achieved landmark success by devel-
oping home-grown semiconductor chips such
as Vikram 32 and the recently introduced
DHRUV64, a 64-bit microprocessor. Quantum

startups such as QNu Labs have developed
Quantum Random Number Generators, demon-
strating the power of the three Ts — Technology,
Talent, and Temperament — among Indian
youth. These products are listed on the MSMEs
GeM portal, adding value to supply-chain com-
merce and boosting the economy. The dreams
of Indian youth are no longer confined to child-

hood television fiction.
The IIT Madras-incubated startup

TuTr Hyperloop, a student-run
venture, has developed India’s first
indigenous hyperloop technology,

marking a historic achievement in transporta-
tion technology. NeoMotion, another IIT Madras-
incubated startup, has developed innovative and
socially inclusive wheelchairs, giving mobility and
dignity to persons with physical disabilities.

The DPIIT (Department for Promotion of
Industry and Internal Trade), under the Ministry
of Commerce and Industry, has recognised
startup Ramuka Global Services Pvt. Ltd, which,
in collaboration with CSIR-CRRI, developed
ECOFIX, a sustainable solution for pothole
repair. Biocon, a women-led innovative and inte-
grated pharmaceutical venture, has been build-
ing foundational blocks for pharmaceutical
development while promoting young startup
innovators through smart investments.

Way Forward for Amrit Kaal 
and Viksit Bharat
India’s vibrant startup culture stands as a defin-
ing icon for the nation. Indian startups have been
transforming initiatives into impactful results.
India’s startup ecosystem has given wings to the
dreams of youth to fly to greater heights. It has
built resilience and confidence among young
minds, grooming them to convert dreams into
real-world products, thereby adding stepping
stones and milestones towards Amrit Kaal and
Viksit Bharat @2047.

NEW DELHI | FRIDAY | JANUARY 16, 2026
ANALYSIS 09

FIRSTColumn

As India rapidly expands its network of
Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) — now
spanning more than 50 countries, includ-
ing the recently concluded pact with New
Zealand on December 22, 2025 — a quiet
but consequential opportunity is unfold-
ing. Beyond goods and services, these
agreements are opening pathways for
India to position itself as a reliable suppli-
er of high-end professionals and semi-
skilled workers to ageing economies grap-
pling with acute labour shortages.

From healthcare workers and techni-
cians to IT professionals and skilled trades,
demand for India’s youthful workforce is
rising across the developed world.
Demography is firmly in India’s favour.
What is not, however, is its migration
policy framework. The real constraint
today is not excessive mobility, but inad-
equate governance.

A Policy Framework Frozen 
in the 1980s
India’s emigration regime continues to rest
largely on the Emigration Act, 1983 — a law
crafted for a different economic era, when
overseas employment was concentrated
in West Asia and recruitment was medi-
ated almost entirely through physical
agents and paper contracts. The Act man-
dates emigration clearance through a
limited number of Protector of Emigrants
offices for workers classified as Emigration
Check Required, largely those with lower
educational qualifications or travelling to
select destinations.

While the intent was worker protection,
four decades on the outcome is a system
that is cumbersome, unevenly enforced,
and poorly aligned with modern labour
markets. India today seeks to treat labour
mobility as an economic asset-exporting
skills, earning remittances, and integrat-
ing into global supply chains. Yet its legal
architecture remains fragmented and
control-oriented, treating migrants as
administrative risks rather than econom-
ic contributors.

Recruitment channels have diversified,
digital hiring platforms have emerged, and

India’s migration moment: Overhauling policy framework 
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Tea and Iran crisis
he tea industry, which continues to be beset with ills,
is staring at another disquieting spectre – that of a
possible dip in exports in the wake of the escalating
Iran crisis. With communication with buyers in Iran –

a major importer of India’s premium orthodox tea – getting
snapped, it could leave a cascading effect on the industry
itself in India, beginning with a slump in exports. Iran’s crisis
is severe and multidimensional, characterised by widespread
nationwide protests, a collapsing economy, and heightened
military tensions with the West. It will not merit surprise if
the ongoing imbroglio assumes the shape of a prolonged con-
flict situation. With there being no communication with buy-
ers for the past several days and the Iranian currency hav-
ing a free fall, the situation is as worrying as it is uncertain.
Tea producers of Assam, in particular, are heavily depend-
ent on Iran for their exports and any disruption in this mar-
ket would have a disproportionate impact on orthodox tea
producers and exporters. Unless the world community in-
tervenes to bring some semblance of normalcy to the Iran
situation, any full-scale conflict stands to severely compro-
mise a critical export market for Indian tea, leading to sub-
stantial financial losses and significant instability for the do-
mestic tea industry as well. Between January and Novem-
ber last year, direct tea exports to Iran were 10.69 million kg,
an increase of 28 percent compared to the corresponding
period in 2024. A bulk of the exports is sold to Iranian buyers
in the UAE, which had imported 45 million kg between Janu-
ary and November last year.

Assam will be hit harder by the developments, because
out of the total tea production of Assam, about 9 percent is
of the orthodox variety, and a majority of orthodox tea is
exported, with Iran being one of the major destinations of
Assam orthodox tea. In the event of any dip in exports –
which now looks imminent – more volume of tea would be
available in the domestic market, which, in turn, will create
an imbalance in the demand-supply scenario. This demand-
supply mismatch will have an adverse impact on price real-
isation at the farm gate level. Assam produces about 50
percent of the country’s total tea, which also accounts for a
major livelihood provider of the masses. The Iran crisis
warrants the State’s tea industry to have a relook at its
export policy, so that it can offset the possible losses through
the adoption of different, pragmatic strategies. While As-
sam’s exports are facing difficulties, Sri Lanka, another major
orthodox tea exporter to Iran, doesn’t seem to be experi-
encing the same level of market decline, potentially due to
different export strategies. Geopolitical volatility is known
to impact trade and commerce and the vulnerability of As-
sam’s tea industry to geopolitical events once again under-
scores the urgency of diversification of export markets.

Message for today

The tangible source of exploitation disappears

behind the façade of objective rationality.

Herbert Marcuse

ny assessment of women has to
start from the socio-economic
framework, social structures, cul-
tural norms and value systems
that influence social expectations

regarding the behaviour of both men and
women, and determine women’s roles and
their positions in society. A society is com-
posed of many institutions, and the most
important of these are the systems of de-
scent (including family and kinship), mar-
riage, and religious traditions. They pro-
vide the ideology and moral basis for men
and women regarding their rights and
duties, and their status and roles.

The historical background of Indian so-
ciety reveals that in Vedic times, women
were accorded a high status. There is an
old saying: “Gods reside where women
are honoured.” A wife used to be referred
to as Ardhangini — one half of her hus-
band’s body. At the time of marriage, she,
as a bride, was entitled to receive certain
solemn vows from the groom before the
sacred fire. It was believed that no reli-
gious ceremony performed by the hus-
band could bear fruit without his wife’s
participation. As a mother, wife and sister,
she occupied an honoured place.

In the Hindu Dharmashastras, husband
and wife are referred to by several names.
The husband is known as Bhartri, because
he is supposed to support his wife. He is
also known as Pati, because he is to protect
her. On the other hand, the wife is called
Jaya, as one’s own self is begotten in her.

Side by side with these elevated ideas
about the wife, there are other texts eulo-
gising the supremacy of the husband, hold-

ing that he is the lord and master of his
wife, and that she must adore and obey
him, remaining faithful to him even after
his death. Sage Narada, for the first time,
recognised a woman’s right to a second
marriage when (i) her husband is missing;
(ii) he is dead; (iii) he has become an ascet-
ic; (iv) he is impotent; and (v) he is an out-
cast. However, in the course of history,
women lost their honoured place due to
social, economic and political factors. Evil
customs like sati, purdah, child marriage,
enforced widowhood and the dowry sys-
tem crept into society, leading to a decline
in women’s status within and outside the
home. In recent years, incidents of sexual
violence, workplace harassment, eve-teas-
ing, abduction and female foeticide have re-
vealed disturbing patterns prevailing in
society. A majority of women live lives of
dependency, bereft of any self-identity. The
struggle for equality, justice and parity be-
tween women and men continues, with
more and more literature appearing on the
empowerment of women.

Women form about half of India’s popu-
lation, yet their situation has long been
grim. For centuries, they were deliber-
ately denied opportunities for growth in
the name of religion and socio-cultural
practices. Before Independence, women
were victims of many abhorrent customs,
traditional rigidities and social vices, be-
cause of which their status touched its
nadir and their situation was bleak on all
fronts. Economic dependence, early sub-
ordination to husbands and in-laws, heavy
and unrecognised domestic workloads,
lack of career opportunities and mobility,

non-recognition of their economic contri-
bution, poor working conditions and wag-
es, and monotonous jobs that men gener-
ally refused to do, all contributed to their
pitiable condition. On the socio-political
plane, women suffered from denial of free-
dom even within their homes, repression
and unnatural indoctrination, unequal and
inferior status, rigid caste hierarchies, and
untouchability.

At the global level, women and girls to-
gether carry two-thirds of the world’s
workload but receive only one-tenth of its
income. They form 40 percent of the paid
labour force. Women constitute half of the
world’s population, yet they own less than
one percent of the world’s property (UN
Report, 2005).

The condition of women in India is par-
ticularly distressing in many fields of so-
cial life. According to a study carried out
recently, India has the world’s second-
largest workforce, at about 478 million.
Yet the proportion of women in the work-
force is only 24 percent. The number of
women in senior-level positions stands
at about 5 percent, compared with a glo-
bal average of around 20 percent. The
2011 UN Gender Inequality Index ranked
India a depressing 134th out of 187 coun-
tries, based on factors such as labour-
force participation, reproductive health
and education.

Women are also disadvantaged when it
comes to inheriting property. Although the
Hindu Succession Act of 1956 gave wom-
en the right to own property, it was only
in 2005 that the law was amended to give
daughters the same inheritance rights as
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Exploitation of women in India

Executive intimidation
during ED raid in WB

sons. However, the Act does not apply to
women of other communities, such as
Muslims, Christians or Parsis.

In India, a battle is being waged between
two cultures: the traditional Indian culture,
which largely suppresses women, and
Western culture, which by and large
grants them greater freedom. The battle
against male domination in India is also a
battle against caste domination. Dr BR
Ambedkar called for a battle for humanity
when he said: “Ours is the battle not for
wealth or for power. It is a battle for free-
dom. It is a battle for the reclamation of
human personality.”

Over the years, laws have been framed
to curb atrocities against women. How-
ever, there is a growing feeling that exist-
ing systems are ineffective in addressing
them, and that the legislature and the ju-
diciary are expected to make a meaning-
ful difference. This also highlights the im-
portance of ethical and legal principles
being woven into the social fabric. No
amount of law, preventive measures or
vigilance can be effective in uprooting
atrocities against women unless the mor-
al and ethical values so strongly preached
by our ancestors are internalised and prac-
tised. Our religious scriptures emphasise
the universal dictum: “Truth, not false-
hood, always triumphs.” Let us strive to
achieve that goal. A breakthrough in this
field would be a triumph of morality and a
crowning moment of moral justice in the
effort to eradicate atrocities against wom-
en in India.

(The author is a former Judge of the

Gauhati High Court)

BIPLAB KUMAR SHARMA
It is not judicial or administrative weakness but socio-cultural degradation,
coupled with economic exploitation, that mainly drives atrocities against women. 

Sir, – The recent spectacle surrounding
the Enforcement Directorate (ED) raids
in West Bengal marks a disturbing depar-
ture from constitutional restraint. A Chief
Minister personally intervening at a raid
site, flanked by senior officials, is not dem-
ocratic vigilance – it is executive intimida-
tion. In a constitutional democracy, investi-
gations are tested in courts, not over-
whelmed by political presence. At the heart
of this episode lies a foundational principle:
no one is above the law. When political au-
thority intrudes into an ongoing probe, it
sets a dangerous national precedent, sig-
nalling that power can supersede process.
Today it is justified as protecting party in-
terests; tomorrow it may be invoked to
shield graver improprieties. That slippery
logic corrodes public faith in institutional
neutrality. Casting the ED as politically
motivated does not legitimise obstruction.
Federalism demands balance, not brinkman-
ship. By blurring the line between party,
State, and self, Mamata Banerjee risks nor-
malising conduct that weakens accounta-
bility and diminishes the rule of law for all.
Yours etc., Bikram Singh Chetri, Nagaon

(ii)
Sir, – The recent ED raid on the IPAC

office in West Bengal has started a new

political drama, bringing into question the
federal structure of the State. The barging
in of CM Mamata Banerjee to the IPAC
office during an ongoing raid, in the name
of securing the party’s confidential docu-
ments, blurs the line between preserving
democratic space and personal interven-
tion. It manifests the unbridled power pos-
sessed by the West Bengal CM, who re-
mains immune to any action taken by law
enforcement agencies. The conduct of a
State head driven by personal motives rath-
er than those defined by the Constitution
risks reducing the individual’s image to that
of a mere party leader, rather than one sit-
ting in the highest office of the government.
However, though the action taken by the
ED was procedurally correct, the inadvert-
ent timing of the raid just before the elec-
tion is now targeted by the TMC as a polit-
ical vendetta. Yours etc., Kabir Ahmed

Saikia, Rajabari, Jorhat

Magh Bihu
Sir, – The present-day Magh Bihu re-

flects significant changes influenced by ur-
banisation and modern lifestyles. Celebra-
tions have become more commercial and
individualistic. Ready-made food items
have replaced homemade ones, and com-
munity feasts are gradually declining. In
many places, Magh Bihu has turned into a
social event with loud music and excessive
spending, often neglecting its original cul-
tural and environmental essence. Moreo-
ver, the use of non-biodegradable materi-
als and unnecessary extravagance raise con-
cerns about sustainability. While change is
inevitable, it is important to preserve the
soul of Magh Bihu – simplicity, community
bonding, and respect for tradition.

The younger generation must be made
aware of the festival’s true significance so
that modern celebrations remain connect-
ed to our rich cultural roots. Yours etc.,
Krishna Dutta, Silikhabari Grant, Titabar

LACHIT-1 mission
Sir, – The anomaly during the PSLV-C62

mission should not overshadow the histor-
ic achievement of Assam Don Bosco Uni-
versity’s LACHIT-1 project. For the first
time, the Northeast stepped into India’s
space ecosystem through a student-led sat-
ellite mission, an accomplishment in itself.

Articles (within 950-1000 words) and
Letters to the Editor (within 150 words)
for publication on the Editorial Page
may be sent exclusively to the email ID:
editor@assamtribune.com.

The views expressed in the articles,
columns and letters published on this
page are solely those of the authors,
and do not represent the views of
the newspaper.

In space science, setbacks are part of
progress, and every major success is built
on lessons from failure. The dedication of
students, faculty, and mentors who planned,
built, and prepared LACHIT-1 deserves
recognition, not discouragement. Named
after Lachit Borphukan, the mission reflects
resilience and courage. The true legacy of
LACHIT-1 lies not in orbit, but in inspiring
the Northeast to dream bigger and aim
higher. Yours etc., Nibir Kauchik,
Golaghat

Compassionate soul
Sir, – Hollywood legend Brigitte Bar-

dot’s life reminds us that true greatness is
measured not by fame, but by the courage
to care when caring is inconvenient. She
chose to step away from applause and the
spotlight and instead stood beside the voice-
less with unwavering compassion. Her
kindness crossed borders – geographical,
cultural and emotional – reaching animals
and communities who could never repay
her except with trust and survival. Her leg-
acy feels deeply human – quiet acts of em-
pathy, persistent action and moral clarity in
a world that often looks away. In a time
when activism is reduced to words, Bar-
dot’s life teaches us that responsibility means
showing up, again and again. She leaves be-
hind more than memories; she leaves a re-
minder that compassion, when lived hon-
estly, can change lives and restore dignity
where hope once felt absent. Yours etc.,
Aditya Kamble, Kalaburagi, Karnataka

G
Significant visit

iven the current geopolitical climate, with US Pres-
ident Donald Trump going on a rampage to obliter-
ate immigrant presence from American business
and education, the significance of the maiden visit

of German Chancellor Friedrich Merz to India cannot be
overstated. What the US’s loss is in terms of acquiring a
skilled workforce, particularly of Indian talent, is Germa-
ny’s gain, made explicit by the all too apparent objectives
that Merz has set for himself. In the joint statement issued
after the January 12-13 visit, for example, it was stated that
“The two sides welcomed the growing exchange of stu-
dents, researchers, skilled professionals, artists and tour-
ists, and recognised the valuable contribution of the Indian
community to Germany’s economy, innovation and cultural
life,” an indication of that European country’s desire to take
full advantage of the prevalent situation. The statement
also stressed the need to expand cooperation in education,
research, vocational training, culture and youth exchanges
to deepen mutual understanding, the pragmatic aim being
to make the most of the lacunae forged by new American
policies on Indian job-seekers and students – a win-win
situation for both countries. In fact, considering the number
of agreements signed, the German Chancellor’s visit to In-
dia marked a strategic turning point in India-Germany rela-
tions, strengthening cooperation in defence, trade, green
energy, climate action, Indo-Pacific strategy, technology,
skilled migration and global governance reforms.

Merz also floated the possibility that the European Union
and India could sign a landmark free trade agreement by
the end of January, a move that could reshape global trade
ties as protectionism rises and US-India talks remain stalled.
Bilateral trade between India and the EU totalled 120 bil-
lion euros ($140.21 billion) in 2024, making the bloc India’s
biggest trading partner, and a free trade agreement would
boost this to offset any adverse impact made on both par-
ties by Trump’s tariffs. That no less than 19 MoUs or agree-
ments, including those on defence projects, such as collab-
oration on the manufacture of submarines, helicopter sys-
tems, etc., as also partnership on building up a semiconduc-
tor ecosystem etc., indicate the two nations’ wish to embark
on profitable cooperation. Germany’s desire to develop a
global skills partnership with India, particularly with a focus
on healthcare, is yet another instance of German pragma-
tism, considering that the US under Trump is willing to
forego the benefit that country had been reaping so far
from having Indian healthcare personnel in its system. Of
late, Indian foreign policy has undergone a paradigmatic
shift, no doubt fostered by contemporary compulsions, one
which even embraces an amical relationship with a rival
like China. In such a context, the move to closer coopera-
tion with a dynamic nation like Germany, as testified to by
the outcome of Merz’s visit, is certainly to be welcomed.

n December 21, 2025, the Presi-
dent gave her assent to the Vik-
sit Bharat Guarantee for Rozgar
and Aajeevika Mission (Gramin)
– or the VB-G RAM (G) Act –

which replaces MGNREGA. The MGN-
REGA (earlier NREGA) Act was passed
in 2005 to ensure livelihood security for
rural households. Subsequently, the
NREGS was introduced as a demand-driv-
en scheme to provide 100 days of unskilled
work per year to every rural household
that sought it. In 2009, it was renamed the
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employ-
ment Guarantee Act. The scheme proved
to be a lifeline for nearly 11 crore work-
ers during the Covid pandemic.

It is true that when MGNREGA was
enacted, the profile of rural poverty was
different from what it is today, and the gov-
ernment argues that a complete overhaul
is therefore required. Moreover, over the
years, several objections have been raised
regarding its implementation – including
misuse of funds, weak monitoring, pay-
ment delays and poor-quality asset crea-
tion. West Bengal, for instance, has not
received funds since 2022 because of al-
leged misuse. According to an Action Tak-
en Report on social audit published on
March 29, 2025, Rs 193.67 crore was mis-

appropriated across States during 2024-
25. However, the new Act – introduced
to fix loopholes and guarantee 125 days of
work – has generated serious apprehen-
sion among the States regarding its im-
plementation.

Under the new Act, the funding pattern
between the Centre and the States will be
60:40 for all States except those in the
Northeast and the Himalayan region, and
this applies to all components, including
wages and materials. This is likely to cre-
ate difficulties. Since many States are al-
ready running multiple cash transfer
schemes, most are not in a sound financial
position to shoulder an additional burden.
Poorer States, in particular, will find it dif-
ficult to contribute 40 percent. As a result,
not all States may participate fully in the
scheme. Under the previous system, the
Centre bears 90 percent of the cost, ena-
bling States to sanction projects with ease.
That will no longer be the case now, and
States are likely to think twice before ap-
proving projects.

The situation is further aggravated by
the likelihood of continued wage delays.
Pending or delayed payments have already
been identified as one of the major prob-
lems under MGNREGA. Wage arrears fluc-
tuated from Rs 512.75 crore in 2020-21 to

Rs 974.38 crore in 2024-25, even though
workers are legally entitled to receive pay-
ments within 15 days.

According to Rural Development Min-
istry data, as of December 5, wage pen-
dency in Andhra Pradesh was the highest
at Rs 402.93 crore, followed by Kerala at
Rs 339.87 crore. This is despite the fact
that wage payments are directly credited
to beneficiaries’ accounts through the Di-
rect Benefit Transfer system. Delays also
arise from the mandatory use of digital
tools such as the National Mobile Moni-
toring System app and the Aadhaar-based
Payment System, especially in areas with
poor connectivity.

Although the new Act clearly states that
compensation must be given to workers
for wage delays beyond 15 days, the fact
that liability rests with the States creates
uncertainty. Moreover, in the new supply-
driven framework, allocations will be
capped by the Centre, and any expendi-
ture beyond this limit will have to be borne
by the States. In contrast, MGNREGA was
a demand-driven legal entitlement that
compelled the Centre to provide funds
based on actual demand.

Under the new law, the Centre be-
comes the sole authority to decide where
and to what extent the programme will
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States challenged by new fiscal laws

operate. Panchayats will lose their power
to allocate jobs in response to demand.
This, effectively, is a “switch-off” mecha-
nism. Now, a State may simply deny work
if it lacks the funds to meet demand be-
yond the allocated number. MGNREGA
funding is classified as revenue expendi-
ture and many States are already suffer-
ing from revenue deficits. A CAG report
on State Finances released in September
categorised 12 States as revenue-deficit
ones. They are Andhra Pradesh, Tamil
Nadu, Rajasthan, West Bengal, Punjab,
Haryana, Assam, Bihar, Himachal Pradesh,
Kerala, Maharashtra and Meghalaya.
Hence, in order to avoid further financial
stress, the States may be forced to sup-
press demand. Again, State-wise alloca-
tions will be based on the Centre’s own
parameters, potentially disadvantaging
Opposition-ruled States. 

In their effort to finance 40 percent of
the rural employment programme, States
may also be compelled to cut expenditure
in critical sectors such as health and edu-
cation, which could indirectly have a bear-
ing on the job demand. Altogether, these
issues may transform the new employ-
ment guarantee scheme into a budget-con-
strained welfare scheme without a genu-
ine legal guarantee of work.

DR SUSMITA PRIYADARSHINI
India’s new fiscal framework may affect rural job guarantees, increase
States’ financial burdens, and affect timely access to work and wages. 
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Exile and the
Communist Party
Fly, Wild Swans
By Jung Chang
Harper, 336 pages, $35

BOOKSHELF | By Meghan Cox Gurdon

My Country, Somaliland, Recognized

Hargeisa, Somaliland

I srael made history on Dec.
26 by recognizing my
country, the Republic of

Somaliland. This recognition
didn’t arise from diplomatic
calculation alone; it is rooted
in a bond forged during Soma-
liland’s darkest chapter. In the
late 1980s, the people of So-
maliland endured a systematic
campaign of extermination.
The Somali dictator, Siad
Barre, gave orders that spread
through the ranks in the now
notorious words “kill all but
the crows.”

More than 200,000 civil-
ians were killed, and 90% of
Hargeisa was destroyed, earn-
ing it the name “the Dresden
of Africa.” Starting in 1988,
some 800,000 people fled into
Ethiopia.

While much of the world re-
mained silent, Israel raised the
alarm at the United Nations in
May 1990, drawing attention
to the systematic persecution
and killing of Somaliland’s
population, later referred to as

the “Hargeisa Holocaust.”
Israel had been among the

first of 35 countries to recog-
nize Somaliland in 1960, when
Somaliland gained indepen-
dence from Britain, before its
voluntary, failed union with
southern Somalia. Israel and
Somaliland share a deep un-
derstanding of the struggle for

self-determination and inter-
national legitimacy. Somal-
ilanders have long regarded Is-
rael as reflecting our own
journey, and the hope of ad-
vancing shared interests has
never waned.

Today, the Horn of Africa is
an arena of intensified great-
power competition, with China
and Turkey expanding their
presence and influence in So-
malia. Somaliland has chosen a
different path. We control 460

miles of coastline along the
Gulf of Aden, through which
about 30% of all container
ships pass. While Somalia con-
tinues to lose ground to the al-
Qaeda-linked al-Shabaab, So-
maliland has maintained peace
and democratic governance for
more than three decades. Our
U.K.-trained Coast Guard keeps
our territorial waters free of pi-
racy—capabilities that align di-
rectly with Israeli and broader
Western security interests.

Our economic potential is
equally significant. Dubai-
based DP World’s $442 mil-
lion investment in moderniz-
ing the Port of Berbera has
positioned Somaliland as an
emerging hub for regional
trade and commerce. Israeli
trade partnerships and techni-
cal expertise can further ac-
celerate development across
key sectors, including agricul-
ture, technology and maritime
services.

For Somaliland, Israel’s rec-
ognition represents a critical
step toward securing our
rightful place in the interna-
tional community. It builds on
our partnership with Taiwan

and reinforces the conclusion
reached by a 2005 African
Union fact-finding mission,
which determined that Somali-
land’s case should be assessed
“from an objective historical
viewpoint and a moral angle
vis-à-vis the aspirations of the
people” and not “linked to the
notion of ‘opening a Pandora’s
Box’ ” in Africa.

One of the proudest mo-
ments of my presidency will
undoubtedly be listening to
Somaliland’s national anthem
as we inaugurate our first of-
ficial embassy, in Israel. We
recognize that widespread in-
ternational recognition won’t
occur overnight. Yet many
countries in Africa and be-
yond have long sympathized
with the moral and legal
foundations of Somaliland’s
case and have been waiting
for a first mover. We, too,
have waited—patiently—for
decades.

Now, Israel has taken this
bold step. We are confident
that others will follow.

Mr. Abdullahi is president
of Somaliland.

By Abdirahman
Mohamed Abdullahi

Our first embassy will
be in the Jewish state,
whose aspirations and
history we share.

OPINION

I n 1991, Jung Chang’s “Wild Swans” hit the world
like a meteor. Tracing the lives of three “daughters
of China”—the author, her mother and her grand-

mother—the book illuminated 20th-century Chinese his-
tory in a way that was at once thrilling and alarming.

Back then, China was a secretive and still largely
peasant society. Only a few years earlier had the country
begun to experiment with market liberalizations under
Deng Xiaoping. His phrase, “to get rich is glorious,” was
the slogan of the day. An impoverished people who had
survived Japanese occupation, civil war, the dictatorship
of Mao Zedong (with its economic disaster, starvation
and waves of violent repression) were in the early stages
of building the colossus that bestrides the globe today.

Mao was a tricky subject. Many of his closest allies,
not to say his enemies, had suffered ghastly persecutions

under his rule. Yet
even in old age, long
after Mao’s death in
1976, they remained
loath to reject him. His
legacy was the legacy
of the Communist
Party, and few Chinese
wanted to get on the
wrong side. Meanwhile,
admirers in the West
had swallowed the adu-
latory coverage of the
Red Army from leftist
dupes such as Edgar
Snow (whose 1937 book,
“Red Star Over China,”
did much to buffer Mao’s
image abroad). Sinolo-
gists in academia pored
over the scant information

available outside China, talked to their contacts in the
country, and tried to parse what was happening (and
what had happened).

And then came Ms. Chang’s astonishing bestseller—
part memoir, part history—to throw a hard light on it
all. At once intimate and sweeping, “Wild Swans” gave
faces to the faceless millions and told the truth about
what “the masses,” in that odious communist phrasing,
had experienced.

Through the story of Ms. Chang’s grandmother, Yu-fang,
the author showed us China in the early 20th century,
when toddler girls had their feet broken and bound; when
a young woman might be given in honorable marriage or
shameful concubinage; when warlords contended for power.
An occupying Japanese army swept into Northeastern
China and, under the quisling emperor Pu Yi, established
the puppet state of Manchukuo.

Through Ms. Chang’s mother, Bao Qin, we saw what
happened during the bloody Chinese civil war, as Chiang
Kai-shek’s Nationalists contended with Mao’s Communists
(whose leaders traveled on the Long March in comfy lit-
ters). Through the recollections of Ms. Chang herself,
who was born in 1952, we had a child’s-eye view of the
Great Leap Forward and the ensuing famine; a teenager’s
experience of the burgeoning cult of Mao and the violent
explosion of the Cultural Revolution; and we saw how
even committed, high-ranking Communists such as Ms.
Chang’s father were repeatedly denounced, tortured and
detained as it suited Mao’s political needs. “Wild Swans”
would seem to have laid bare every cruel irony of the
volatile times it compassed. It remains banned in China.

But, as we learn from Ms. Chang’s touching sequel,
“Fly, Wild Swans,” in the first book she engaged in some
inadvertent understatement. Still under the influence of
the propaganda she had absorbed as a child, she had not
then grasped the degree of Mao’s cruelty and cynicism.
Her subsequent research, for a 2005 book on the tyrant,

taught her that the famine that followed the Great Leap
Forward (and that killed some 37 million people) had
been no accident. “I had thought that it was largely the
result of incompetence, and had not expected it to be
deliberate,” Ms. Chang writes. “Now I found out that Mao
had known his people would be starved to death before it
happened, as he was planning to export the food they
depended on for survival to the Soviet bloc to pay for
the military industries he was buying.”

“Wild Swans” ends as Ms. Chang is leaving to study in
Britain. “Fly, Wild Swans” picks up her story in 1978 in
London, where she and a small cadre of fellow Chinese
students, in their shapeless cotton “Mao suits,” move
about under party supervision, insulated from the sur-
rounding society. As China liberalizes, some 5,000 miles
away, the constraints relax and Ms. Chang sneaks off to
enjoy a little Western decadence. She goes to the movies,
visits a pub and stretches out on the ground in Hyde
Park. “While I was in raptures exploring the city,” she
writes, “my nerves were on high alert, watching out for
possible informers. Many a Chinese-looking person who
wore clothes remotely resembling a Mao suit scared me
into hiding my face.”

Throughout “Fly, Wild Swans” we see how events in
China exert a push-pull effect on Ms. Chang. Through the
1990s and well into the new century, the author flies in
and out of China without difficulty to visit her aging
mother, who stayed behind in Chengdu. With the ascen-
sion to power of the neo-Maoist Xi Jinping in 2012,
visas become harder to procure for the author, a nat-
uralized British citizen. Surveillance when she’s in China
increases. The reader feels the noose tighten and shares
Ms. Chang’s distress as it becomes evident after 2018
that she can no longer visit her home country—or her
mother’s deathbed. As her mother’s health deteriorates,
the only contact between mother and daughter is through
the screens of their cellphones. “When I gazed at her
enfeebled but still strong face,” Ms. Chang writes, “a
thousand memories surged in my head, of this extra-
ordinary woman, my mother, and of how much I owed
her in my life: my freedom, my happiness, my career as
a writer, and being the person I was—and I am.”

Mrs. Gurdon, a Journal contributor, is the author of
“The Enchanted Hour: The Miraculous Power of Reading
Aloud in the Age of Distraction.”

Around the turn of the 21st century, Jung Chang
easily traveled in and out of her native China.
The rise of Xi Jinping made it harder to visit.

Democrats be-
lieve they have
a magic wand
in the word
“affordabil-
ity.” Its sudden
prevalence is
the innovation
of an eco-
nomic illiter-
ate, New York
Mayor Zohran

Mamdani, whose grinning ar-
ticulacy was enough to distract
a bare majority of voters from
the word’s fogginess.

Nonetheless Democrats,
hoping to encourage the belief
that they can bring prices and
incomes into some theoreti-
cally ideal relationship with
each other, have lately been
sprinkling the word into their
talk like pepper. On Monday
Sen. Elizabeth Warren (D.,
Mass.) delivered an address to
the National Press Club in
which she spoke of Donald
Trump’s “betrayal of working
people on affordability issues”
and of her “affordability
agenda” to “make life more af-
fordable for working people”
and build “more affordable
homes” and provide “afford-
able child-care.”

You don’t have to deny the
pain caused by recent inflation
to acknowledge that affordabil-
ity in the abstract, detached
from any circumstance, is
meaningless. Ms. Warren may
as well speak of an “achievabil-
ity agenda.” Achievement is
good; people feel healthier and
stronger when they achieve
things; therefore government
must launch programs de-
signed to boost Americans’ ca-
pacity to achieve. Don’t give
her any ideas, I hear someone
say. Well, exactly.

Progressive politicians, al-
most by definition, believe they

The ‘Affordability’ Setup
know more or less the right
prices for goods and services at
any given time: namely, below
whatever they are in the real
world. At no time are prices
about right for the “working
families” whose feelings and
attitudes Ms. Warren claims to
understand.

Media analyses of affordabil-
ity issues, to use Ms. Warren’s
term, regularly and inadver-
tently highlight the subjectivity
of the matter. A piece last
month in Politico, headlined
“New poll paints a grim picture
of a nation under financial
strain,” begins by announcing
that “Americans are struggling
with affordability pressures”
and goes on to note that
“nearly half of Americans said
they find groceries, utility bills,
health care, housing and trans-
portation difficult to afford.”

Ordinary people are rarely
delighted with the prices of
things in general, which tend
to go up over time. Affording
things is never easy, because a
growing economy offers so
many worthwhile but nones-
sential goods and services to
spend one’s money on. Among
the article’s amusing lines:
“More than a third—37 per-
cent—said they could not af-
ford to attend a professional
sports event with their family
or friends, and almost half—46
percent—said they could not
pay for a vacation that in-
volves air travel.”

I don’t dismiss the stress
and suffering occasioned by
rising prices—especially prices
unnecessarily elevated by stu-
pid political decisions. The sa-
lient point, rather, is that po-
liticos’ talk about
“affordability” involves the
tacit premise that they know
the morally just price of prod-
ucts and services. To grant

them that premise is to give
them the authority to punish
supposed bad guys—corpora-
tions, the wealthy—and cut
governmental checks to their
favored constituencies.

Republican officeholders
know there’s something amiss
about debating “affordability,”
but most don’t know how to
reject the premise without
sounding cold. Mr. Trump,
rightly sensing a setup, ini-
tially called the affordability

question a “hoax” (unhelpful)
and more recently asserted
that things are better since he
took office (not wrong but also
unhelpful). His other solution,
to browbeat the Federal Re-
serve into lowering interest
rates and so juice the economy,
is a fine way to aggravate in-
flation and keep the word “af-
fordability” in the news.

The first thing to say about
affordability, or rather height-
ened unaffordability since
that’s the problem, is that its
causes are governmental. Infla-
tion, another word for rising
prices, exploded in 2022 and
peaked in June of that year at
9.1%, the highest in 40 years—
because the Biden administra-
tion and Democrats flooded the
economy with cash. Housing,
energy and healthcare prices
are higher than they might
have been otherwise, similarly,
because Democratic regula-
tions on all three make their
provision more expensive.

Republicans know this, but

explanation is hard. In the case
of healthcare, 17 House Repub-
licans last week joined Demo-
crats in voting to extend
ObamaCare subsidies. Easier
to spend more of other peo-
ple’s money and make the
problem seem to go away.

Vice President JD Vance
also senses guile in the afford-
ability rhetoric, but he an-
swers with demagoguery.
Speaking in rural Pennsylvania
last month, he blamed infla-
tion on Biden-era policies but
mostly picked the wrong ones.
Mr. Vance rightly faulted the
Democrats’ energy regulations
but otherwise blamed illegal
immigration and, in a flourish
Ms. Warren would have liked,
the avarice of pharmaceutical
executives.

The contention that illegal
immigrants drove up housing
prices made its debut in the
2024 vice presidential debate.
Mr. Vance has honed it since
then. Joe Biden let in 20 mil-
lion of them, the veep told his
listeners in Pennsylvania, and
“those criminals, those gang
members” took “homes that
ought by right go to the peo-
ple in this room and your
children and your grandchil-
dren.” Of all the reasons for
rising home prices, Mr. Vance
prefers the least plausible
one. Granted, he isn’t in a po-
sition to point out the role of
tariffs in raising construction
costs, but he might have
named building regulations or
mortgage lock-in or environ-
mental rules. Easier to fulmi-
nate.

Unaffordability is a feature
of human life in a fallen world.
That Democratic policies have
lately exacerbated it doesn’t
liberate Republicans from the
obligation to explain some ba-
sic economics.

Don’t let a
meaningless word
make you forget what
caused prices to spike.

UNRULY
REPUBLIC
By Barton
Swaim

D oc Holliday, 8, a black-
and-white English
cocker, passed from this

life into the next a week ago
Tuesday.

He entered our existence af-
ter the sudden death from
heart disease of Little Bit. Be-
lieving the best way to deal
with losing a beloved dog is to
get another, we set out to find
one.

We discovered him at a
hunting preserve. Unlike Little
Bit, a terrific retriever, Doc
failed at hunting. He didn’t like
gunfire and so was relegated
to a small dog run, open to the
elements, where he slept in a
barrel filled with straw.

When we met him, he me-
andered across the field, atro-
phied by lack of exercise, sat
on my foot and looked up with
a hopeful demeanor. “Don’t
you want to take me home?”
Of course the answer was yes.

After arriving at his new
abode shortly after New Year’s
2022, he discovered the bliss
of the bed. What was this big
box in the room near his ken-
nel and soft warm pallet? Laid
on the comforter, he rolled on
his back and pumped his little
legs with glee like he was
swimming. His expression was
pure joy.

Thereafter at night, he’d
jump on the bed, lay claim to

A Good Dog Meets His Maker
much of its surface, and wait
to be moved aside. Many a
time I’d wake to feel his snout
on my ankle, his breathing
measured and loud.

Doc was a happy creature.
He greeted everyone with a
wagging tail. He was the
mayor of the local dog park,
mingling with canine constitu-
ents and saying hello to their
human caretakers, particularly
Polly’s, the lady with treats.

He was a gentle soul. When
our granddaughter Raleigh,
then 2, met Doc, he was in his
bed in the kitchen, one of his
five places of repose around
our house. Raleigh climbed in,
and the two took their nap
nestled together.

He was also a great traveler.
He’d immediately fall asleep in
the back seat. Why waste en-
ergy on the road? Save it for
the destination. At dinner in
Santa Fe, N.M., we received a
call from the resort where we
were staying. Doc had escaped
our casita and made his way to
an outdoor wedding reception
to congratulate the newlyweds.
Guests were feeding him.
Would we mind if the staff
kept Doc at the front desk
pending our return?

In every Eden, there’s a ser-
pent. Doc’s health had earlier
been ignored. His teeth were
rotted. He had heartworms,
and before starting treatment,
the vet wanted to quash a mi-

nor infection. Doc took eight
weeks of antibiotics. The infec-
tion persisted. Another round
of antibiotics followed. Same
result. More-sophisticated
bloodwork was ordered in Oc-
tober 2022.

It brought terrible news. Doc
had stage 4 lymphoma and leu-
kemia—a death sentence. Che-
motherapy was an option; it

would almost certainly fail but
give us six months and the vet
would tell us if he began suffer-
ing. Wanting time to say good-
bye to our new pup, we agreed.

Eight weeks into chemo,
good news. Doc’s bloodwork
improved. Then a miracle: Af-
ter nine weeks, total remis-
sion. Doc finished his 18-week
cycle as a cancer-beating
marvel.

For more than two years
our little man provided unend-
ing amusement. He even be-
came a performance artist. If
ignored, he’d drag a ribbon of
toilet paper across the bath-
room and shred it.

But last fall, the cancer re-
turned. Again, chemo. Again,

he beat it. Until he didn’t. Af-
ter Christmas, he was listless
and weak. We thought he’d
eaten something he shouldn’t
have (hair ties were a favor-
ite). When he didn’t recover by
New Year’s, it was back to the
vet. Terrible news: The lym-
phoma was back again. Noth-
ing could be done.

Last week we sat on an ex-
amining-room floor as Doc
shivered under blankets, his
snout on my leg and eyes mov-
ing between Karen and me as
if he was drinking us in while
he could. I scratched his neck
and cradled his chest as she
told him he was a really good
boy and we loved him.

I’m certain Doc knew that.
He might not have understood
how much we felt loved by
him—unconditionally, a love
that was uncomplicated and
unceasing. He brightened our
lives beyond measure.

As I held Doc and wept, I
felt his little heart slow, then
stop. I then couldn’t help but
recall Shakespeare: “Now
cracks a noble heart. Good-
night, sweet prince. And an-
gels sing thee to thy rest.” Doc
Holliday, requiescat in pace.

Mr. Rove was senior adviser
and deputy chief of staff for
President George W. Bush and
is author of “The Triumph of
William McKinley” (Simon &
Schuster, 2015).

Doc Holliday, 8, spent
his last four years
enriching the lives
of the Rove family.

By Karl Rove
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We Are Being Forced to Compete Against Men
I am a female athlete who was

forced to compete against males dur-
ing high school in track and field and,
as a result, was robbed of medals and
championships. As one of the first to
champion the fight for women’s
sports, I applaud Dr. Chad Carlson’s
recent op-ed on the subject (“Men in
Women’s Sports Are Unfair—and
Dangerous,” Jan. 13).

I know firsthand the profound im-
plications the Supreme Court’s deci-
sion in West Virginia v. B.P.J. and Lit-
tle v. Hecox will have on women’s
rights. Beyond the obvious issues of
fairness and safety, however, men
competing on women’s teams under-
scores a fundamental, biological
truth: Men and women are differ-
ent—irreversibly, insurmountably dif-
ferent and distinct in anatomy and
physiology. Men are bigger, faster and
stronger in ways drugs and feelings
can’t change.

Ignoring those facts puts female
athletes at risk of injury or injus-
tice, and it reverses 50 years of ad-
vancement on and off the athletic
field. I sincerely hope the Supreme
Court will allow states to enact laws
that protect women’s sports and re-
store common sense, fairness and
safety.

SELINA SOULE
Orlando, Fla.

I am a freshman at Walla Walla
Community College in the state of
Washington and a female athlete who
has to live with the reality that I
might compete against male athletes.
Washington lets male students who
identify as female compete in
women’s sports, and I’ve seen the re-
sults: A male athlete who used to
compete in high school boys’ track
and field began dominating the girls’
400-meter race—an event I ran in
high school. This athlete ended up
winning the state championship in
the girls’ 400 meter two years in a
row, including this past May.

In high school, I was named Fe-
male Track & Field Athlete of the
Year three years in a row by my
school’s coaching staff. I knew in the
back of my mind that, if I ever had to
compete against a male athlete, I was
at greater risk of losing placement
and risking injury.

Now I’m on a soccer scholarship in
college, and I’m at greater risk of in-
jury playing against men. The safety
concerns expressed in Dr. Carlson’s
op-ed are on my mind almost every
time I step on the field. Seeing how
dangerous it is, I have to consider my
future carefully. No girl should have
to face this.

SOLEIL HOEFER
Walla Walla, Wash.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

“Ed, I’m your financial adviser,
not your fairy godmother.”

THEWALL STREET JOURNAL

Letters intended for publication should
be emailed to wsj.ltrs@wsj.com. Please
include your city, state and telephone
number. All letters are subject to
editing, and unpublished letters cannot
be acknowledged.

Where’s Congress on Russia Sanctions?

Americans are swiveling their heads be-
tween Iran and Venezuela andwonder-
ing what the turmoil in these countries

means for the U.S. Allow us to
connect the dots among Iran,
Venezuela, Russia andChina—
and explainwhy Congress can
help the world by passing a
languishing sanctions bill on
Moscow’s oil.

President Trump last week
“greenlit” a Russia sanctions
bill with more than 80 Senate co-sponsors, ac-
cording to GOP Sen. Lindsey Graham of South
Carolina. Mr. Graham’s bill would allow Mr.
Trump to impose tariffs of up to 500%on coun-
tries that purchase Russian oil.

Themain purchasers of Russian oil are India
and China, though NewDelhi has been hunting
for other sources. Mr. Trumpwould have flexi-
bility in his implementation of the tariff sanc-
tion, but having the tool in his pocket could help
in negotiations. Tariffs aren’twithout economic
risk, but there are other sources of oil in the
world for these buyers.

Vladimir Putin still refuses tomake any con-
cessions for peace, or even for a temporary
cease-fire. TheRussian dictator is firing ballistic
missiles at cities and thundering about variants
that carry nuclear weapons. Mr. Putin has also
rejected the possibility of Western forces in
Ukraine after the war ends. America’s allies in
the U.K. and France are answering the call for
troops in Ukraine to help sustain a peace after
a deal is struck, but the problem is the man in
the Kremlin.

Mr. Trump deserves credit for his current
campaign of boarding shadow oil tankers and
not being deterred by the pretense of a Russian
flag on a ship. The Journal reports that more
than 15 tankers have suddenly announced their
affiliation with Mother Russia in the past two
weeks alone as away to dodgeU.S. sanctions en-
forcement. By seizing ships anyway, the Trump

Administration is exerting pressure onMoscow,
Iran and Venezuela.

This will increase U.S. leverage in Ukraine
talks, though perhaps still not
enough after a year of U.S. ne-
gotiating policy that has
amounted to toxic empathy to-
ward Mr. Putin and his griev-
ances. Russia’s economy is un-
der increasing strain, and the
sanctions bill is a chance to
raise the costs of refusing to

make peace.
YetdespiteMr.Trump’sapparentapprovaland

strong bipartisan support, the sanctions bill re-
mains in limbo.Congress ispreoccupied trying to
pass government funding bills before a deadline
at theendof themonth.GivencurrentCongressio-
nal dysfunction, even showing that America can
passappropriationswouldbeanachievement.But
Congress can’t sleeponawindowofopportunity
to improvetheU.S.positionvis-a-visMr.Putinand
his friends in Beijing and Tehran.

What’s happening in the world isn’t a series
of coincidental, unrelated events. Under Joe Bi-
den an axis of U.S. adversaries arose that is
working together against theWest—China, Rus-
sia, Iran, NorthKorea, Cuba andVenezuela. Iran
has fedRussia drones for itswar inUkraine, and
Russia returns the favor with military training
jets and cash. North Korea provides artillery
shells and troops, while Russia protects Pyong-
yang’s nuclear program. China buys oil from
Russiawhile supplying vital parts for the Krem-
lin’s military.

InVenezuela and Iran,Mr. Trump is targeting
the weak links of this coalition of hostility. The
Russia sanctions bill is an attempt to raise the
costs of their cooperation by cutting off amajor
source of finance for Russia’s war of conquest.
Congress can help the Commander in Chief play
every card in this larger strategic contest by giv-
ing him the ability to impose sanctions on Rus-
sian oil purchasers.

Trump has given the
green light for a tariff
bill on countries that
buy Russian oil.

Scott Adams and Cancer Progress

‘D ilbert” cartoonist Scott Adams died
on Tuesday at age 68 after battling
an aggressive form of prostate can-

cer. It’s a tragedy as every
death is, but a note of hope
amid the sadness is that the
odds of surviving advanced
cancers are fast improving
thanks to new treatments.

An American Cancer Soci-
ety report out Tuesday finds that the five-year
survival rate hit a milestone of 70% for all can-
cers diagnosed between2015 and2021. Survival
increased to 69% from54% two decades earlier
for “regional” cancers that have spread beyond
their primary tumor, and to 35% from 17% for
metastatic cancers that have spread elsewhere
in the body.

Over 20 years, the report notes “peoplewith
high-mortality cancers and advanced diagnoses
had the largest gains, including increases from
32% to62% formyeloma, 7% to22% for liver can-
cer, 16% to 35% formetastaticmelanoma, 8% to
18% formetastatic rectal cancer, 20% to 37% for
regional lung cancer, and 2% to 10% for meta-
static lung cancer.”

The overall cancermortality rate also ticked
down by 1.5% in 2023 from 2022, despite in-
creasing incidence of someharder-to-treat can-
cers like pancreatic and kidney. Pancreatic can-
cer is pernicious, but five-year survival has
increased three-fold since the 1990s to 13%,
which the report attributes tomore cancers be-
ing detected incidentally at earlier stageswhen
they are easier to treat. Five-year survival is 44%
for localized pancreatic cancer versus 3% for
metastatic.

Treatments like checkpoint inhibitors, CAR
T-Cells and antibody conjugates have improved
survival for metastatic cancers. Genomics and
artificial intelligence enable doctors to better
target treatments to patients based onbiomark-
ers. Novel immunotherapies have shownprom-

ise in trials to help patients who don’t benefit
from other therapies.

Screenings are also catching breast, lung and
colon cancers at earlier stages.
But advanced prostate cancer
has increased in recentyearsas
fewermenreceiveprostate-spe-
cific antigen tests.TheU.S. Pre-
ventiveServicesTaskForce last
decade recommended against

PSA tests for men 70 years and older.
For those ages 55 to 69, the panel recom-

mendeddoctors “not screenmenwhodonot ex-
press a preference for screening” on thewrong-
headed rationale it could lead to “overdiagnosis
andovertreatment.”Healthcare bureaucrats be-
lieve the health systemspends toomuch to treat
slow-growingprostate cancers, but that’s a deci-
sion for doctors and patients.

ObamaCare empowered the task force to de-
terminewhat screeningsmust be covered by in-
surers, so doctors tend to follow its recommen-
dations. The panel has also been slow to revise
its recommendation despitemounting evidence
that less screening has increasedmortality. One
problem, if you can believe it, is that no oncolo-
gists are on the 16-member task force.

Despite rapid biomedical advances, govern-
ment could slow cancer progress. The Inflation
Reduction Act’s price controls have prompted
manufacturers to scrap dozens of experimental
cancermedicines and studies intowhether exist-
ing treatments approved for advanced diseases
could benefit patients in earlier stages.

Vinay Prasad, who runs the Food and Drug
Administration’s biologics shop, is skeptical of
novel cancer treatments because he believes
their incremental benefits aren’tworth the cost.
Hewantsmanufacturers to run longer and big-
ger trials, which could delay launches by years
and cause companies to drop experimental
treatments. Is that what President Trump
wants?

He died at 68, but more
patients are living longer
with the deadly disease.

Next Up for Higher Taxes: Rhode Island

A s federal pandemic largesse ebbs, Demo-
cratic-run states are eyeing higher taxes
rather than reform spending programs.

The latest example is Rhode Island Gov. Daniel
McKee,who is flirtingwith amillionaire tax. This
would be an in-kind gift to Connecticut.

Mr. McKee opposed raising taxes on the
rich last year. But he’s under increasing pres-
sure from government unions to do so as he
runs for re-election this November. The state
faces a $100million deficit in the coming fiscal
year. Revenue hasn’t kept pace with spending,
which has increased by more than 50% since
the pandemic.

“We are in a spot where we’re going to have
to address some of those headwinds that are
coming our way from D.C.,” the Rhode Island
Governor said last week, shifting blame to
Washington for not continuing the Biden spend-
ing blowout. He said he’s open to a public-union
proposal for a three percentage point income-
tax surcharge on householdswithmore than $1
million in income.

Rhode Island has one of the lowest top tax
rates in the Northeast at 5.99% on income over
$186,450. The union proposalwould raise Rhode
Island’s top rate to nearly match the 9% next
door inMassachusetts. In November 2022, vot-
ers in the Bay State approved adding a 4% rate
on income over $1million, on top of the state’s
5% flat tax.

Progressives sayMassachusetts’ millionaire
tax has generated a revenuewindfall and hasn’t
caused the rich to flee. Not so fast. Income tax
collections in most states are running higher
than forecast thanks to a buoyant stockmarket,
which has lifted capital gains. Even Rhode Is-
land is projecting a smaller deficit than it did
six months ago for this reason.

But in the event of amarket downturn,much
of the revenue from the higher tax will evapo-
rate. The higher built-in spendingwill then lead
to bigger budget gaps, prompting more tax in-
creases. That’s the history in other states with
so-called millionaire taxes such as California,
New York and New Jersey.

Most of Rhode Island’s top earners are small
businesses that pass through income to individ-
ual owners. Raising their taxeswill suppress in-
vestment and hiring at a timewhen the state is
losing jobs and population. Themillionaire tax
will affect whether andwhere small businesses
choose to expand. Connecticut’s top rate of
6.99% will look relatively attractive.

A poll last November showed Mr. McKee
trailing former CVS executiveHelena Buonanno
Foulkes, a pro-business Democrat, by double
digits in the party primary.Mr.McKeemay hope
that endorsing amillionaire taxwill increase his
support among progressives, but even many
Democrats understand that higher taxes aren’t
a prescription for prosperity.

REVIEW & OUTLOOK

OPINION

Has Sen. Kelly Spoken With Bosnia Veterans?
The editorial “The Kelly-Hegseth

Grudge Match” (Review & Outlook,
Jan. 6) mentions Sen. Mark Kelly—
leading me, a veteran of service in
Bosnia, to wonder if Sen. Kelly has
ever spoken to actual Bosnia veter-
ans about our experiences with
fuzzy Rules of Engagement.

On the ground in Bosnia, we
were handicapped daily by ex-
tremely contradictory and restric-
tive orders written back in the U.N.
Headquarters in New York. We had
briefings on terrorist and war-
criminal suspects and were encour-
aged to catch them—but were also
bombarded with ridiculous rules
ranging from, in effect, “Ask the
war criminals to voluntarily surren-
der themselves while we radio back
to the U.N. in New York for permis-
sion,” to “No use of deadly force to
defend American troops; allow the
enemy to open fire first.” We were

even told to remove our combat
boots in deference to local custom
before entering homes to capture
war criminals.

As the Journal editorial notes,
American servicemen and women
“have to make snap, real-time
judgments with imperfect informa-
tion.” Having been in some of
these hazy situations, I heartily
agree that “what they need from”
the likes of Mr. Kelly isn’t incite-
ment to a court martial, but rather
“confidence that both parties will
back up decisions made in good
faith.”

I wonder if Mr. Kelly, encouraging
soldiers to disobey unclear rules
from the comfort of his cozy Wash-
ington office, has contemplated the
real-world issues that American sol-
diers face in real-world deployment.

CHRISTIAN M. DEJOHN
Newtown Square, Pa.

We Need Welfare Solutions, Not More Money
Allysia Finley’s column, “The Scan-

dal of American Welfare Goes Beyond
Fraud” (Life Science, Jan. 5), is one
more in a frustrating queue of re-
ports that describe the problems in
social-assistance while avoiding the
presentation of tangible solutions.

The situation has been known for
decades. Those in need aren’t being
systemically helped. The poverty
rate has remained flat since the
mid-1960s, despite what is now com-
bined federal, state, local and pri-
vate spending of more than $3.4 tril-
lion annually. Related metrics are
equally bad. Recent levels of home-
lessness, food insecurity, depression,
drug overdose deaths and suicide
are all up—in most cases by record
numbers.

More money isn’t the answer. Five
years ago, my company was asked by
HUD to deliver a solution to improve
self-sufficiency among those in need.
Almost immediately, we learned that
the social-assistance sector was more
concerned with service providers in-
stead of the poor.

Soon after the Trump administra-

tion came in, many at the federal
level lost interest in the self-help na-
ture of our initiative. But we per-
sisted, and the result is a simple, low
cost, cloud-based toolkit that is now
being adopted by many local govern-
ments and thousands of regional ser-
vice providers. It’s a for-profit ap-
proach to a massive nonprofit
problem.

America needs to understand that
merely pointing out the problems of
current welfare programs isn’t
enough. The nation needs to reduce
spending significantly, maximize tan-
gible community benefits and create
an assistance system in which every-
one wins.

JIM HILL
CEO, Organizational Performance

Systems, Inc.
Los Altos, Calif.

Pepper ...
And Salt

Government Isn’t a Solution
William Galston’s column, “Amer-

ica’s 25 Years of Decline” (Politics &
Ideas, Dec. 31), concludes: “We need
political leaders to take on these
tough problems and bring both par-
ties to the table to solve them.”

I am reminded of these Ronald
Reagan’s quotes: “Government is not
a solution to our problem, govern-
ment is the problem.” And “If more
government is the answer, then it
was a really stupid question.” The
solution to our problems in America
is more leaders like Reagan in our
local, state and national levels of
government.

STEVE KING
Oak Creek, Wisc.

No Leftist Solidarity for Iran
It is arresting that those who fancy

themselves champions of the down-
trodden are saying little about Iran.
Don’t leftists stand with the Iranian
protesters opposing the regime (“The
Iranian People Answer the Call,” Re-
view & Outlook, Jan. 10)?

Apparently not. Campuses formerly
teeming with pro-Palestinian encamp-
ments have no such displays for an-
other Muslim people elsewhere in the
Middle East. Leftists who cry “No
Kings” in our streets hold no demon-
strations against Ayatollah Khamenei.
Also unmoved are the otherwise volu-
ble Democrat lawmakers who have
posted no messages of support for the
Iranian people on social media.

The silence is revealing. The left
doesn’t back the Iranian people be-
cause their plight isn’t caused by its
enemies: America and Israel. Rather,
Iranians want an end to an Islamic
theocracy that has immiserated them
for decades. Those who oppose anti-
Western regimes get no sympathy
from Western leftists.

DANIEL J. SAMET
American Enterprise Institute

Washington
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I t happened after World War II
and after the Cold War—and it
is happening now. President
Trump has thrust the U.S. into
another “unipolar moment,” a

time when a single great power dom-
inates the globe and crafts a new
world order.

The strike against Iran’s nuclear
sites, the cease-fire in Gaza, and the
capture of Venezuelan dictator Nico-
lás Maduro together show that the
U.S. controls the tempo and direction
of world events. Which may also
come to include regime change in
Iran.

It has long been recognized that
the U.S. is a superpower, a sovereign
state able to exert its influence and
force on a global scale. But it now
stands alone among the current great
powers, with China sliding into a dis-
tant second place.

Superpower status depends on
economic as well as military
strength. The U.S. economy is poised
for a strong 2026, with predictions of
gross domestic product growth rang-
ing between 2% and more than 5%. In
addition, from artificial intelligence
to quantum computing and space, the
U.S. is reclaiming the heights of high
tech after ceding too much advantage
to China over the past two decades.
The U.S. is also taking major steps to
close the rare-earths gap with China,
which will deprive Beijing of one its
principal claims to global economic
dominance.

Meanwhile, America’s economic
muscle includes domestic oil produc-
tion that has reached almost 14 mil-
lion barrels a day. While lowering en-
ergy prices worldwide, this output
derisks global economic growth and
undermines Russia’s hopes for long-
term regional hegemony. By bringing
Venezuela’s oil exports—which China
received at a discount—into play, the
Trump administration will be holding

America Is the Sole Superpower Again

a dagger aimed at China’s energy
heart.

Another important aspect of this
revived superpower dominance has
been the role of tariffs. Mr. Trump
has used them to restore fair trade
and put more revenue in the U.S.
Treasury. But he has also used them
to control the direction and details of
global trade by taking advantage of

the U.S. economic advantage as the
world’s biggest consumer. His policy
on energy, tax cuts and deregulation
will reinforce that advantage from
the supply side while setting a manu-
facturing boom in motion.

The last time the U.S. enjoyed pri-
macy as the sole superpower was a
quarter-century ago, for a decade af-
ter the fall of the Berlin Wall and the
collapse of the Soviet Union. But

Washington allowed that opportunity
to slip away as the U.S. industrial
base declined and China stepped into
the power vacuum left by the Soviet
Union.

An overconfident Washington ex-
panded the government, depending
on a “peace dividend” while trading
away our military strength and de-
fense industrial base. Then, after the
shock of 9/11, America’s sole-super-
power status was further sapped by
military commitments in Afghanistan
and Iraq. China moved into conten-
tion as the next great economic and
military power, and Russia found new
purpose in trying to restore the So-
viet empire.

After a further decline of U.S.
power during the Obama years, the
first Trump administration aimed at
a policy of global stability as the
great-power competition heated up
again. Thanks to Mr. Trump, Russia’s
ambitions in Eastern Europe were
put on hold, and China’s posture in
East Asia and the South China Sea
became less menacing. Iran was par-
alyzed by U.S.-led international
sanctions, almost to the point of
bankruptcy.

Then the Biden administration
threw stability to the winds, first
with the cataclysmic withdrawal from
Afghanistan, then with its diffidence
while Russia invaded Ukraine. At the
same time, the administration en-
abled Iran to re-exert its influence in
the Middle East via terrorist proxies,
culminating in the massacre in Israel
on Oct 7, 2023.

Now, after only a year in office,
Mr. Trump has asserted U.S. domi-
nance on a scale not seen since the
1990s—or even World War II.

China had its chance to win the su-
perpower sweepstakes, but it is slip-
ping away. Economic woes, its failure
to protect client states Iran and Vene-
zuela, and the growing sclerosis of
the Belt and Road initiative are put-
ting paid to the idea that the 2100s
might be “the Chinese century.”

China remains formidable. But
from Europe and the Middle East to
South America and Southeast Asia,
the U.S. sets the agenda while China
struggles with a leadership crisis.
Beijing’s one remaining strategic ini-
tiative is its threat to Taiwan. Al-
though very real, this threat is di-
rected at an island less than 100
miles off its coast with 1/60th of its
population, which perfectly sums up
China’s shrinking influence.

The most recent era of great-
power competition is over, and the
U.S. won. History shows, however,
that such unipolar moments are
fleeting. It is up to the second Trump
administration to make sure it
doesn’t slip away—that America’s
status as the dominant superpower
becomes a bridge to a more secure
and more prosperous future for the
rest of the free world.

Mr. Herman is author of “Free-
dom’s Forge: How American Business
Produced Victory in World War II
and “Founder’s Fire: From 1776 to the
Age of Trump,” the latter forthcom-
ing in April.

By Arthur Herman
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China could have been a
contender, but Trump has
led the U.S. to a new
‘unipolar moment.’

OPINION

The Supreme Court and Minnesota’s Welfare Fraud

M any individuals deserve
blame for Minnesota’s wel-
fare fraud, but a key under-

lying failure is institutional. Federal
funding of state programs creates a
dangerous moral hazard. Washing-
ton provides money, but the state
controls its disbursement. When the
federal government subsidizes
states, it lets them spend other peo-
ple’s money. And the Supreme Court
has blessed it all.

The opportunities for corruption
are bad enough within any single
governing body—federal or state.
But when a state can spend federal
dollars, political accountability be-
comes even more tenuous. U.S. vot-
ers can’t be expected to monitor
each state’s handling of federal
funds, and the people of Minnesota
clearly don’t worry sufficiently
about the misuse of money that isn’t
theirs. Not having to foot the bill for
improper use of funds, they have lit-
tle incentive to hold their politicians
accountable.

The Constitution sought to avoid
such problems. It empowered Con-
gress to tax Americans only for na-
tional purposes: “To pay the Debts
and provide for the common Defence
and general Welfare of the United

States.” This meant Congress
couldn’t use tax dollars to provide
for the states. Even Alexander Ham-
ilton—never shy about claiming ex-
pansive federal power—didn’t try to
use federal funding to support the
states or pay their debts.

He held a relatively broad under-
standing of what Congress could do
under the General Welfare Clause.
But when the states in 1790 couldn’t
pay back the loans they had taken
on to pay for the Revolutionary War,
he led the campaign for a federal as-
sumption of the state debts—so
Congress would pay a federal debt,
not state debts. His plan respected
the prevailing view that Congress
couldn’t directly fund the states.

The Supreme Court, however, has
forgotten that history. In U.S. v. But-
ler (1936), the justices, like Hamil-
ton, interpreted the Constitution to
include a power to spend for the
country’s general welfare, expanding
Congress’s spending ability beyond
its enumerated powers. In so doing
the court ignored what Hamilton
recognized—that the General Wel-
fare Clause was widely understood
to bar federal tax spending for the
states.

The court transformed the clause
from a limitation into a woolly en-
dorsement of spending for any pub-

lic purpose. In Helvering v. Davis
(1937), the justices concluded that
they should defer to Congress
about what the “general Welfare”
required. “The discretion belongs
to Congress, unless the choice is
clearly wrong, a display of arbi-
trary power, not an exercise of
judgment,” the court said.

Contemporary doctrine is ex-
tremely permissive. As the court put
it in South Dakota v. Dole (1987), the
General Welfare Clause merely re-
quires federal spending to serve
“public purposes,” and judges
“should defer substantially to the
judgment of Congress” about what
that means. The court in Dole even
questioned “whether ‘general wel-
fare’ is a judicially enforceable re-
striction at all.”

The net result, summarized in
National Federation of Independent
Business v. Sebelius (2012), the
ObamaCare case, is that Congress

has a nearly unlimited spending
power that it can use to grant fed-
eral money to states. The court has
thereby, contrary to an explicit con-
stitutional limitation, licensed vast
federal spending for the states, leav-
ing us to live with the consequences.

The court’s evisceration of the
General Welfare Clause is profoundly
damaging. Federal aid to the states
drains resources from essential fed-
eral missions, such as defense. It en-
ables the federal government to sub-
ject states to regulatory conditions,
undermining federalism and our
ability to govern ourselves at a local
level. When conditioned on match-
ing state funds, federal spending en-
courages state spending, even to the
point of near bankruptcy. And now
we can see that federal dollars di-
minish financial accountability,
opening opportunities for brazen
fraud on an unimaginable scale.

In the wake of the Minnesota de-
bacle, the court should reconsider
its gutting of the General Welfare
Clause. It could spare us the costs of
the increasingly destructive division
between federal funding and state
control over its distribution.

Mr. Hamburger teaches at Colum-
bia Law School and is CEO of the
New Civil Liberties Alliance.

The justices undermine
accountability by wrongly
allowing federal funding
of state government.

By Philip Hamburger
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P resident Trump says one of his
top priorities is to bring down
the cost of buying a home.

Among his proposals are a prohibi-
tion on institutional investors’ buy-
ing houses and an expansion in the
loan portfolios of Fannie Mae and
Freddie Mac.

Here’s a much better idea—one
that would make homes more afford-
able and raise at least $100 billion of
federal revenue: index capital gains
on the sale of residential real estate
for inflation. The tax on investment
profits, which runs as high as 23.8%,
is based on nominal gains. If you
bought an asset 40 years ago for
$2,000 and sell it for $6,000, you’ll
pay tax on the $4,000 gain—even
though the value of the asset has
only barely kept up with inflation.

To translate that into real-estate
terms, suppose you and your
spouse live in a house you bought
in 1986 for $400,000, and that to-
day the property is worth $2.5 mil-
lion. If you sell it for a paper gain
of $2.1 million, you get a $500,000
exclusion (assuming you file
jointly) and pay taxes on the re-
maining $1.6 million nominal gain.

But the $400,000 you paid for the
house in 1986 dollars is the equiva-
lent of around $1.2 million today, so
the inflation-adjusted appreciation
in value is only $1.3 million. Your
real taxable gain would be
$800,000—half of the currently tax-
able nominal gain. (The $500,000 ex-
clusion, which Congress enacted in
1997, was meant in part to compen-
sate for this, but it isn’t indexed for
inflation either.)

Americans are sitting on roughly
$55 trillion in nominal unrealized
gains in the value of homes and
other real estate. That’s one reason
why, as home values rose during the
recent inflationary period, sales de-
clined from more than six million
homes in 2021 to a little over four
million in 2025.

Millions of empty-nest baby
boomers want to downsize and re-
tire but are discouraged from doing
so by the prospect of a huge tax bill.
That’s called the lock-in effect of the
capital-gains tax. It denies the gov-
ernment massive tax revenue and
creates a perverse incentive to store
wealth away untouched for decades.
A 2020 Brookings Institution analy-
sis put it this way: “Lock-in encour-
ages investors to retain their assets
when the economy would benefit
from a redeployment of investment
capital to higher return ventures or
properties.”

Investors and homeowners react
quickly to changes in capital-gains
tax rates. The Steiger Amendment of
1978, which reduced the top rate
from 49% to 28%, had a large unlock-
ing effect. So did the tax cuts signed
by Presidents Reagan in 1981 and
Clinton in 1997, both of which cut the
rate from 28% to 20%. (The Tax Re-
form Act of 1986 raised it back.)

One reason aging homeowners
don’t sell is because there’s one way
of avoiding the capital-gains tax: by
dying. When your house passes to
your estate, a tax-code provision
called the step up in basis at death
kicks in, and your gain forever goes
untaxed. When your heirs sell the
house, they pay tax only on the dif-
ference between the value at your
death and the sale price.

Indexing would give the govern-
ment a piece of the gain while free-
ing up homes for young families. Mr.
Trump should urge Congress to en-
act this win-win tax cut immediately.

Mr. Yass is a co-founder of
Susquehanna International Group.
Mr. Moore is a co-founder of Unleash
Prosperity and a former senior eco-
nomic adviser to Donald Trump.

Indexing capital gains
for inflation would free up
the housing market and
raise billions in revenue.

Grave Robbery Spreads Across America

A cemetery in Compton, Calif., is
being stripped day by day,
month by month. Thieves have

damaged or stolen nearly 1,600 head-
stones and plaques since 2023. “We
got hit in January. We got hit in De-
cember. We got hit in November,”
says Celestina Bishop, 51, operator of
Woodlawn Celestial Gardens. “We
won’t be replacing them. We can’t af-
ford that. We can barely take care of
the cemetery,” Ms. Bishop says.

It’s happening across the country.
More than $170,000 worth of bronze
vases and markers were stolen from
New Crown Cemetery in Indianapolis
in August. In Brooklyn, N.Y., 1,300
grave markers have been taken from
Most Holy Trinity Cemetery, according

to memorialist Michael Hirsch. Rolling
Green Cemetery in Camp Hill, Pa., lost
$26,730 of bronze vases in 2024. Po-
lice arrested a suspect who they said
was stealing 20 to 30 a day.

West Virginia, Massachusetts,
South Dakota, Louisiana, Iowa, Illi-
nois—these isolated local stories are
combining to mark a nationwide des-
ecration of the dead. Demand for
scrap metal, used in industry, con-
struction and home decor, has risen
in recent years. Bronze can be sold
as scrap for more than $3 a pound,
and the market, $8.7 billion in 2024,
is projected to reach $12.4 billion by
2034.

That makes graveyards easy pick-
ings, especially military graves, which
often have bronze plaques. “People
sell those markers, even those little
vases you put on them, and melt them
down for money,” says Rebecca
Meyer, 48, a gravestone conservation-
ist and president of Epoch Preserva-
tion. “It is very much tied to the up-
tick of the opioid epidemic.” In
August a man less than a year out of
jail was arrested in Harnett County,
N.C., for stealing nearly 100 bronze
vases from graves. “Cemeteries are
the last places people care about,”
Ms. Meyer says. “Those people aren’t
thinking about the dead.”

Cemeteries are taking defensive
measures. In Cincinnati, the Sons of
the American Revolution are now
recommending flat granite markers
flush with the ground. “Our hope is
that these markers will stay there,”
the organization wrote online. “They
are heavy and have little to no scrap
value.”

And after nearly 500 reported
cases of scrap-metal theft in 2024,
the Denver City Council passed new
rules for scrap sales. Cash transac-
tions are banned, and businesses
must obtain signed affidavits from
sellers attesting where the metal
was obtained and keep copies of
photo IDs and license-plate num-
bers. Massachusetts state lawmak-
ers have introduced a bill that
would make it a crime to possess or
sell any object “placed or designed
for a memorial of the dead” with
“reasonable cause to know that it
has been unlawfully removed from a
cemetery or burial ground.”

There are also technological solu-
tions. A Texas family used an Apple
AirTag to help police find $62,000
worth of stolen vases. A ragtag on-
line group, the “Grave Marker Recov-
ery Team,” hunts down gravestones
that have been stolen, typically to
sell at antique shows as accents for
upscale decorating.

Missing in all this is any reverence
for or even superstitious fear of the
dead. Ms. Bishop owns dogs—includ-
ing a Cane Corso named Ghost—that
patrol her cemetery. But thieves are
giving her dogs “sleeping pills or
something,” and other measures

such as guards are “expensive, espe-
cially for a cemetery that doesn’t
generate income.” Starting to sound
forlorn, she says, “At this point, I’m
just ready just to say, ‘stop tearing
up my gates. I’ll just open it up and
let you just have at it,’ since I know
the police don’t care. No one cares
anymore.”

Across the country, the criminal-
justice system should take desecra-
tion of the dead far more seriously as
an aggravating factor in thefts, with
stronger prosecutions and harsher
penalties. Federal involvement would
also help, at least for veterans’
graves. “It’s illegal to sell a military
marker of any kind,” says Doug
Compton, 62, a member of the Grave
Marker Recovery Team who calls
himself “The Cemetery Man.” “Those
are government property. Those are
supposed to be returned to the Na-
tional Cemetery Administration,”
which is an arm of the Department of
Veterans Affairs.

Ms. Bishop’s cemetery in Califor-
nia is home to some 900 soldiers’
graves, including veterans of the War
of 1812, the Civil War and the Gulf
War. “It surprises me that the federal
government has not gotten in-
volved,” she says.

Add in recent cemetery thefts in
Nebraska, North Dakota, New Mex-
ico, Washington: Across the nation,
American graveyards are being pil-
fered. Local governments and federal
agencies should join to develop a na-
tional response.

Ms. Bottum is an assistant edito-
rial features editor at the Journal.

By Faith Bottum

Opioid abuse and the
rising value of bronze are
among the factors driving
thieves to loot cemeteries.
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EDITORIAL CARTOON

Just before the new General Assembly took over last 
week, Illinois legislators concluded a year-long game of 
their own invention. It is called “Don’t Blame Me” and 
has rather complicated rules, but the object of the game 
is to get a pay raise without being criticized for it.

First, the Senate heard a motion to block the pay 
raise bill, and failed by a single vote to pass it. … The 
effect was to let stand a recommendation by the Illinois 
Compensation Review Board providing $8 million a 
year in raises while allowing the maximum number 
of senators—29—to vote “no” without killing it. … And 
since both chambers have to concur in voting down a 
board recommendation, the Senate vote gave House 
members a free throw. … 76 of the 118 representatives 
did just that.

Teamwork like this does not just happen. The legisla-
ture prepared for it last spring by creating the Compen-
sation Review Board—modeled on a congressional 
one—and giving it power to decide how much elected 
officials should be paid. Under its rules, what the board 
says goes, unless both houses reject or reduce the pay 
levels it recommends.

That happened last month; House and Senate 
members overwhelmingly rejected a proposal much 
like this one. But they thought better of it. There is a 
persuasive case for giving judges and cabinet officers 
salaries big enough to compete with private practice. 
Compared with these increases … the $4,500 legisla-
tive raise may not be much; still, it’s better than nothing, 
which was their alternative. … a tempting prospect.

The game may yet go into extra innings. A Cook 
County Circuit Court has been asked to enjoin money 
for the raises until some questions are settled. Can the 
legislature constitutionally hand over to a nonelected 
body part of its authority over state funds? … Is this 
elaborate buck-passing what lawmakers are elected to 
do?

Granted, the General Assembly is in a no-win situa-
tion with pay raises. It will be criticized no matter how 
it handles them. But this elaborate system of camou-
flage can’t be a healthy answer. … the finger-pointing 
procedure is cowardly; that much is clear now.

Tribune editorial board, Jan. 15, 1985

ON THIS DAY 41 YEARS AGO 
PAY RAISES WITHOUT GUILT

EDITORIALS

Idaho residents Michael and Chantell Sackett got a 
shock from the Environmental Protection Agency when 
they began backfilling a lot with dirt to build a new home.

Their site contained wetlands, the EPA declared, and 
their backfilling violated the Clean Water Act, which 
protects “the waters of the United States” from pollution. 
Sure enough, the Sacketts’ wetlands were near a ditch 
that fed into a creek, which flowed into the much-larger 
Priest Lake, putting it under EPA jurisdiction via an 
interpretation of the law that prevailed for decades.

Then along came the U.S. Supreme Court. Justice 
Samuel Alito and four other conservative justices had 
been itching to rewrite environmental regulations. The 
Sackett case, decided in 2023 by a 5-4 vote (with one 
conservative justice, Brett Kavanaugh, dissenting on the 
main issue), tossed out a standard supported by the EPA, 
Army Corps of Engineers and multiple administrations.

Much of the nation’s wetlands that previously enjoyed 
federal protection suddenly were vulnerable. Some 
states, including Michigan, were backstopped by their 
own laws that duplicated at least part of the federal 
protection.

But not Illinois.
The Land of Lincoln’s wetlands remain mostly unpro-

tected, and intense lobbying from a coalition of farming 
and business groups has succeeded so far in keeping it 
that way, overcoming equally intense lobbying from envi-
ronmental and conservation groups.

Something should be done. But restoring the same 
protections that wetlands enjoyed under the EPA is 
complicated, requiring a significant state investment to 
expand its oversight — and potentially creating costs for 
farmers and other landowners.

What’s needed is a thoughtful discussion and, for now, 
both sides are dug in. We think the environmentalists 
have a strong case, and Illinois’ landowners opposing 
strict new rules protecting wetlands need to think about 
compromising before the General Assembly overrides 
their interests.

Every resident of Illinois has an interest in protecting 
natural habitats that support game fish and migratory 
birds, among other beloved creatures. But the wetlands 
issue isn’t solely about tree-hugging, and that’s what 
makes it so compelling.

The state’s wetlands play a critical role in flood control, 
for instance. Averting wet basements and swamped 
roadways is one reason why Cook County and four other 
counties in the Chicago area have passed wetland protec-
tions specific to their jurisdictions.

Given the prevalence of heavy rainstorms as the 
climate warms, this flood control is becoming ever more 
essential. As it stands, many of the flood-prone areas 
along the state’s major rivers have no protection for 
wetlands that help soak up downpours today.

Wetlands also serve as natural filters and reservoirs. 
Acting like sponges, they capture water and slowly 
release it, sustaining streams and lakes during dry peri-
ods and replenishing underground water tables. That 
includes the aquifers that much of the state depends on 
for drinking water.

Effectively, they are a natural form of infrastructure. To 
our minds, the strongest argument for protecting them is 
that, if they go away, we’ll have to build man-made struc-
tures to perform the same functions.

“This is a long-term, slow-burn sort of thing,” Paul 
Botts, president of The Wetlands Initiative, told us in a 
recent meeting we had with supporters of the proposed 
Wetlands Protection Act, which would establish a state 
permitting process for protecting wetlands. “Down the 
road, we’ll have to spend a lot of money, or our descen-
dants will, replacing those values.”

About 563,000 acres of Illinois wetlands lie outside 
any county, state or federal protection, according to a 
research study cited by environmental lobbyists. That 
sure sounds like a lot of land. But it’s a drop in the bucket 
compared with the 36 million acres that make up the 
state’s entire land mass, with three-fourths of it devoted 
to farming.

The farm lobby, however, has objected to restoring the 
protection lost in the Sackett decision as if it’s an existen-
tial threat. The state bill favored by environmentalists is 
too broad and burdensome, they say, and the expanded 
oversight it requires would cost Illinois several million 
dollars a year.

We get it: Expanding state bureaucracy with new rules 
could indeed complicate life for the state’s landowners. 
But the Sackett decision left a gap that cannot continue to 
go unfilled. Illinois’ wetlands deserve the same protec-
tions they had for decades under the EPA — or at least 
close to the same.

It’s worth noting that an activist Supreme Court can 
be expected to continue foisting new responsibilities 
onto the states by overturning settled law governing 
federal regulation — as in the 2024 “Chevron Deference” 
decision that significantly limits the power of federal 
agencies. In other cases, the court has reinforced federal 
powers over the states, making this a challenging time for 
state lawmakers across the country.

For years, Illinois counted on the feds to take the lead 
in curbing water pollution. These days, the state needs 
to act when court rulings upend long-standing practices 
and undermine compelling public interests.

The proposed Wetlands Protection Act is a good 
starting point for Illinois to respond to the Sackett case. 
Tweaking it to provide clear, reasonable rules for land-
owners makes sense. Standing by while a vulnerable 
resource goes unprotected is reckless and costly.

Illinois needs its wetlands, now and into the future.

A Supreme Court ruling has put Illinois’ 
wetlands at risk. Springfield should respond

Another day, another class-action lawsuit, this time 
about what kind of meat is in a sandwich.

Four lead plaintiffs, including Chicagoan Dorien 
Baker, are suing McDonald’s, claiming the fast-food 
giant is misleading customers over what kind of meat it 
uses in its cult classic “McRib” sandwich. 

“Despite its name and distinctive rib-like shape, 
it does not actually contain any pork rib meat,” the 
lawsuit states.

Consumer protection law isn’t meant to shield 
people from every assumption a brand name might 
invite, but from genuine deception on which a reason-
able buyer would rely.

Does anyone truly believe the McRib is real rib meat? 
Does anyone pretend to know what part of the chicken 
is used to make a McNugget? 

Do we really want to know?
In November, McDonald’s announced that the 

McRib would make a limited-time return to select 
restaurants in cities across the country, including 
Chicago.

McRib lovers are in it for the taste and — yes — the 
mystique. Much of the allure of this weird sandwich 
stems from its irregular availability. 

It’s not as if McDonald’s hasn’t been fairly forthcom-
ing about the makeup of the sandwich. If you must 
know, the McRib is a seasoned pork patty. More specif-
ically: It’s restructured pork (ground pork formed into 
that rib-shaped patty) slathered in barbecue sauce. 
McDonald’s simply calls it a “pork sandwich” online.

Whether this lawsuit ultimately succeeds is for 
the courts to decide, but this complaint would seem 
to stretch consumer protection beyond its intended 
purpose.

Yes, retailers should be forthcoming about what’s 
being sold. We don’t take too kindly to farm-raised 
salmon being sold as “wild caught” or “extra-virgin 
olive oil” that isn’t. Products labeled as halal or kosher 
must actually be those things, otherwise companies 
can deceive devout Jewish or Muslim customers into 
violating their faith traditions.

But it doesn’t strike us as a truth-in-advertising scan-
dal that the McRib consists of part of the pig other than 
the rib. If it were turkey meat passed off as pork? OK 
then!

Want real ribs? Head to Twin Anchors in Lincoln 
Park, Jameson’s in the suburbs, Green Street Smoked 
Meats in the West Loop or Lem’s Bar-B-Q on the 
South Side. We’ve got enough great pork rib options 
in Chicagoland that you could hop around for weeks 
trying different spots.

And if you’re in too big of a rush to grab the real thing 
— and a handful of napkins to wipe off the sauce — 
there’s always the McRib. (While supplies last). 

If you believed the 
McRib was a real rib, 

we have some chicken 
nuggets to sell you

A McRib at a McDonald’s restaurant in San Francisco. 
DAVID PAUL MORRIS/GETTY

Wetlands at Milan Bottoms Preserve in Rock Island County on July 31, 2025.  E. JASON WAMBSGANS/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
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OPINION

By Todd C. Smith

In recent months, Chicago and commu-
nities across Illinois have experienced 
something that renews hope: signs of prog-
ress in the fight against opioid overdose 
deaths and poisonings.

The Cook County medical examiner’s 
office recently released preliminary data 
for 2025. One of the most significant high-
lights was the dramatic decrease in opioid 
overdose deaths recorded in the county.

While results from approximately 180 
toxicology tests remain pending, 683 
deaths throughout Cook County were 
attributed to opioid overdoses last year, 
down from a record high of 2,001 in 2022. 
The dramatic decrease represents lives not 
lost, families spared grief and futures still 
intact.

This also raises an important question: 
Who deserves the credit?

The most honest answer is that progress 
such as this is never the result of a single 
action or institution. It reflects sustained 
effort across enforcement, public health, 
education, policy and community advo-
cacy, working in parallel toward the same 
goal.

At the Drug Enforcement Administra-
tion’s Chicago field division, our respon-
sibility is to enforce our nation’s drug laws 
by reducing the supply of illicit fentanyl 
before it can poison another family 
member, another classroom or another 
neighborhood. Over the past year, DEA 
agents and our task force partners seized 
nearly 2 million illicit fentanyl pills and 
915 pounds of fentanyl powder in Chicago 
and across Illinois, Indiana and Wiscon-
sin. Those are record-level seizures, but 
their real significance lies in what never 
happened: fatal drug poisonings that 
did not occur because lethal drugs never 
reached the street.

Our work represents one piece of the 
equation in combating illicit supply and 
trafficking. It disrupts criminal networks, 
raises the cost of doing business for traf-
fickers, and removes dangerous substances 
from circulation. Just as importantly, it 
creates space for the other parts of the 
equation to work.

Strong law enforcement and prosecuto-
rial partnerships remain essential to this 
effort. Local, state and federal agencies 
work side by side every day, from street-
level investigations to long-term conspir-
acy cases. Prosecutors ensure traffickers 
are held accountable and that fentanyl 
distribution is treated with the seriousness 
it demands. These partnerships weaken 
supply chains and reinforce the rule of law.

At the same time, lives are being saved 
because public health professionals 
focus on survival and access to care. The 
Chicago Department of Public Health has 
expanded naloxone distribution and over-
dose response efforts, placing lifesaving 
medication into the hands of those most 

likely to encounter an overdose. 
Education has become another crit-

ical line of defense. Illinois took a 
forward-looking step by making fentanyl 
awareness education mandatory in class-
rooms statewide. This policy reflects a 
hard reality: Fentanyl is appearing in coun-
terfeit pills and substances young people 
mistakenly believe are safe. Accurate, 
age-appropriate information empowers 
students to make informed decisions and 
helps prevent tragedy. 

Policymakers also play an important 
role in shaping the environment in which 
prevention succeeds. At the federal level, 
the HALT Fentanyl Act strengthened the 
ability of law enforcement to respond to a 
rapidly evolving drug threat by ensuring 
fentanyl-related substances are treated 

with urgency. At the state level, legislation 
supporting education and prevention has 
reinforced local efforts. Policy does not 
replace enforcement or public health; it 
enables both to operate more effectively.

These efforts are being aligned through 
the DEA’s Fentanyl Free America 
campaign, a national prevention initiative 
designed to bring enforcement, education, 
public health and community engage-
ment together. The campaign reflects what 
experience has shown repeatedly: Progress 
is strongest when institutions and commu-
nities move in the same direction rather 
than in silos.

And then there are the angel parents.
No dataset can capture the courage of 

mothers and fathers who have lost chil-
dren to fentanyl poisoning and refused to 

let their grief be the final chapter. We’ve 
seen firsthand how parents through-
out Chicago have transformed loss into 
purpose — educating other families, advo-
cating for accountability and pushing for 
change so no parent, family member or 
friend has to endure the same pain.

It took all these efforts to reach this 
moment, and it will take continued collab-
oration to sustain it. Fentanyl remains the 
deadliest drug threat this country has ever 
faced, and progress can reverse if attention 
fades.

The recent decline in overdose deaths is 
encouraging, but it is not a finish line. It is 
a reminder that when enforcement, public 
health, education, policy and community 
advocacy operate together, lives are saved. 
The task ahead is not deciding who gets 
credit but ensuring that no family ever 
has to grieve losing someone they love 
to a drug poisoning. That responsibility 
belongs to all of us.

Todd C. Smith is the special agent in charge 
of the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration 
Chicago field division, which covers Illinois, 
Indiana and Wisconsin.

Who deserves credit for the drop in 
Cook County’s opioid overdose deaths?

Outreach workers distribute supplies of Defent One, a fentanyl detection device, and Narcan along West Lake Street on Dec. 30, 2025, outside 
the West Side Heroin/Opioid Task Force offices in Chicago’s West Garfield Park neighborhood. BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

On Thursday, we honor what would 
have been the 97th birthday of the Rev. 
Martin Luther King Jr. If King were alive 
today, I believe he would encourage us to 
fight against injustice and inequality. He 
would inspire us to love our neighbors. 

King was a prophet and master of 
language, sent by God at a time in history 
when race relations were deeply fractured. 
He understood that words had the power 
to heal or hurt, to tear down or build up. 

His last speech, “I’ve Been to the Moun-
taintop,” delivered at Mason Temple in 
Memphis, Tennessee, was prophetic and 
profound. He sensed death was imminent. 
King was in Memphis to support strik-
ing sanitation workers. He rallied against 
injustice and unfair treatment of sanitation 
workers. 

“We’ve got some difficult days ahead. But 
it really doesn’t matter with me now, because 
I’ve been to the mountaintop. And I don’t 
mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a 
long life. Longevity has its place. But I’m not 
concerned about that now. I just want to do 
God’s will. And he’s allowed me to go up to 
the mountain. And I’ve looked over. And I’ve 
seen the promised land. I may not get there 
with you. But I want you to know tonight, 
that we, as a people, will get to the prom-
ised land. And so I’m happy, tonight. I’m not 
worried about anything. I’m not fearing any 
man! Mine eyes have seen the glory of the 
coming of the Lord,” King said.

He gave his life for racial equality, justice 
and human dignity. 

Because of King’s leadership, the follow-
ing major bills were passed and signed into 
law:

 �The Civil Rights Act of 1964: This law 
outlawed segregation in public places and 
banned employment discrimination based 
on race, color, gender and national origin.

 �The Voting Rights Act of 1965: This act 
eliminated discriminatory voting practices, 
such as literacy tests and poll taxes.

 �The Fair Housing Act of 1968: Passed 
just a week after his assassination, this 

legislation prohibited discrimination in the 
sale, rental and financing of property. 

Large numbers of African Americans 
and Latinos elected to political offices can 
be traced back to the work of King around 
the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Black and 
brown CEOs are beneficiaries of King’s 
work. 

Since the death of King, landmark laws 
he championed have been weakened by 
executive orders, the Supreme Court and 
Congress. There has been an attempt to pit 
racial groups and economic classes against 
each other. The United States of America is 
at its weakest point when we are divided. 

We are all born innocent. Our parents 
and environment shape our thinking. 
Imagine if in every home children were 
taught to love their neighbor and follow 
the Ten Commandments. My mother 
taught me to love everyone irrespective of 
color or ethnicity.

The challenges today seem insurmount-
able for those who have suffered long years 
of poverty, hurt, neglect and disinvestment. 
I am reminded — God is at work in our 
difficult seasons.

Where are the modern-day prophets — 
those fighting for racial harmony, equity 
in health care, and education, housing, 
employment and contract opportunities? 
Where are those fighting for equity in tech-
nology and the cannabis industry? 

King would be appalled to learn that the 
largest big-city gap in life expectancy in the 
U.S. is in a community on the West Side of 
Chicago — West Garfield Park.  

He would be outraged to hear that three 
predominately Black communities — 
Lawndale, Garfield Park and Englewood 
— experienced the highest increase in 
property tax bills.

King would be saddened to know that 
the leading cause of death for Black teens 

and men ages 15 to 44 is homicide. 
The poverty of spirit and hopelessness 

across Black communities would trouble 
King. Low voting participation by Black 
and brown citizens would cause King to 
ask: What did I give my life for? He would 
be disappointed to learn of communities 
where there are no grocery stores within 
walking distance.  

King would be concerned about the 
persistent achievement gap among 
minority children. He warned against the 
prison industrial complex that has become 
the new Jim Crow. King saw firsthand 
some of the problems in Chicago when he 
lived on the West Side in Lawndale. 

Where is the sense of urgency to make 
life better for the poor and those suffering? 
As a preacher of the gospel of Jesus Christ, 
King understood that the spirit of the Lord 
was upon him, and he was anointed to deal 
with the problems of the poor. 

The following are suggestions to help 
usher in King’s dream:

 �All people should share the message 
of nonviolence and love with someone 
outside your comfort zone. 

 �Congress should pass the John R. Lewis 
Voting Rights Advancement Act.

 � Faith leaders must speak out against 
injustice. The church and other institu-
tions should promote nonviolence in the 
community as a way of conflict resolution 
and teach the history of King.

 �Cook County elected leaders should 
fight to ensure detainees in Cook County 
Department of Corrections get a speedy 
trial. 

The prophets of today must fight for 
independence of public agencies and insti-
tutions. They should advocate for access to 
information — books, the internet, public 
television and fair reporting by the media. 
They must fight for access to health care 
and lifesaving therapeutics.

King completed his mission and left an 
indelible print on the soul of America.

New Zion M.B. Church, 1252 S. Wolcott 
Ave., is hosting a community celebration at 
10 a.m. Monday honoring the life of King. 

I write this commentary to make those 
comfortable with forgetting the sacrifice 
King made uncomfortable. 

Willie Wilson is a business owner, 
philanthropist and former mayoral candidate.

What the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. would encourage us to do today

The Rev. Martin Luther King Jr., seated on right, meets with a group of residents of an 
apartment building, including Ruby Keys, Louis Mitchell and Rosie Townes, at 1321 S. Homan 
Ave. in Chicago on Feb. 10, 1966. The group had gathered in Townes’ apartment to talk about 
the poor living conditions for Black people in Chicago. Al Raby, second from left, and Ralph D. 
Abernathy, background, accompanied King. STEVE MARINO/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Willie Wilson

Education has become another critical line of defense. Illinois 
took a forward-looking step by making fentanyl awareness 
education mandatory in classrooms statewide. This policy 
reflects a hard reality: Fentanyl is appearing in counterfeit pills 
and substances young people mistakenly believe are safe. 
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Data center proposal issues
The proposed Naperville data center 

raises serious unanswered questions 
regarding fiscal responsibility, transpar-
ency and risk to taxpayers. Residents have 
repeatedly asked whether the project has 
a committed operator, secured financing, a 
concrete power delivery plan with enforce-
able timelines, and clear responsibility for 
costly off-site grid upgrades. Tax revenue 
projections based on near constant peak 
load also depart from industry norms and 
remain unexplained.

This project would directly impact four, 
soon to be five, neighborhoods represent-
ing more than an estimated 1,000 resi-
dents, and a petition opposing the proposal 
has gathered nearly 5,000 signatures. 
Despite extensive testimony and detailed 
submissions from resident and nonres-
ident experts, many core issues remain 
unresolved, including discrepancies in 
noise studies, emissions, home value pric-
ing impact analyses and projected tax anal-
yses. Residents are increasingly concerned 
not only about the lack of answers but also 
whether all submitted information is even 
being fully reviewed.

How does a proposal that generated 
standing-room-only opposition and failed 
to meet required conditions still pass the 
Planning and Zoning Commission with 
only one dissenting vote? What changed 
after early indications the project would be 
denied? And how can a data center be sited 
next to homes and forest preserves at all, 
let alone without full transparency?

If these fundamentals remain uncer-
tain, approving the project would shift 
legal, financial and planning risk onto the 
city rather than the developer. Even if 
these questions were fully answered and 
the project shown to be viable, it should 
be located on a site consistent with the 
city’s land use master plan, not on a parcel 
currently designated for future medi-
um-density residential use.

Public confidence depends on decisions 
grounded in complete information, careful 
review and sound policy, not personal or 
partisan considerations. A project of this 
scale warrants caution, not haste.

— Sarah Baugh, Naperville

Renewable energy needs
The Jan. 11 editorial (“Ready or not, the 

data centers are coming. We must keep our 
electric bills from soaring”) rightly raises 
concerns about how the explosive growth 
of data centers will affect the reliability 
and affordability of electricity in Illinois. 
Requiring data center owners to shoul-

der the cost of new power generation and 
grid upgrades — rather than shifting those 
costs onto ratepayers — is essential. House-
holds, seniors and small businesses already 
struggling with rising utility bills should 
not be forced to subsidize energy-intensive 
corporate users.

The Tribune Editorial Board weak-
ens its argument, however, by downplay-
ing renewable energy while pointing to 
nuclear power as an alternative. Climate 
change is already imposing real costs on 
Illinois residents, from extreme weather 
to higher insurance and infrastructure 
expenses. Nuclear power carries unre-
solved risks, including the potential for 
accidents, the absence of a proven long-
term solution for radioactive waste, seri-
ous dangers to uranium miners and the 
decades required to bring new plants 
online. It is also the most expensive form of 
energy to build.

Renewable energy is not only cleaner 
and safer — it also is the cheapest and fast-
est way to curb rising electricity rates. The 
recently enacted Clean and Reliable Grid 
Affordability Act provides funding for 
virtual power plants, battery storage and 
energy-efficiency rebates that can quickly 
increase supply, reduce demand and lower 
customer bills.

Illinois has been a national leader in 
clean energy policy. As electricity demand 
grows, the solution is not to retreat from 
renewables but to double down on them 

— and to ensure that large corporate users 
pay their fair share.

— Mardi Klevs, Third Act Illinois,  
Evanston

Consuming land and water
The Tribune Editorial Board writes in 

its Sunday editorial, “Energy-intensive 
data centers are the backbone for artificial 
intelligence,” and then it goes on to present 
information about the centers’ dramati-
cally increasing energy hunger. This pres-
ents difficult challenges for both energy 
providers and consumers.

But there’s another major concern that 
legacy media may pass over — the use and 
consumption of water and land for these 
centers. Data centers are resource-rav-
enous; even a midsize data center may 
consume as much water as a small town, 
while larger ones may use up to 5 million 
gallons of water every day — as much as 
a city of 50,000 people, according to the 
Lincoln Institute of Land Policy.

The Lincoln Institute notes: “Some 
of the largest data centers being built 
today will cover hundreds of acres with 
impermeable steel, concrete, and paved 
surfaces—land that will no longer be avail-
able for farmland, nature, or housing—and 
require new transmission line corridors 
and other associated infrastructure as 
well.”

Further, and unfortunately for all of us, 

lawmakers aren’t just opening the door for 
these new developments; they are seeking 
them. The Lincoln Institute reports: “In 
Loudoun County (in Virginia), which has 
over 27 million square feet of existing data 
center space, officials expect the total real 
and property tax revenues collected from 
local data centers in fiscal year 2025 to 
approach $900 million, nearly as much as 
the county’s entire operating budget.”

Data centers need more than electricity, 
they also need significant amounts of water 
to keep cool. It may seem like we have an 
abundance of water in our nearby lakes, 
but each of us needs to take a look at our 
weather, our climate, our land, our elec-
tricity use and our water use and decide 
how much artificial intelligence we really 
want and need. Will our environment, our 
neighborhoods and our health be sacri-
ficed to provide profit for developers and 
energy providers?

If it is true that “ratepayers shouldn’t be 
taking the risk on these massive invest-
ments,” then I hope the Tribune Edito-
rial Board and the people of Illinois will 
consider that these massive developments 
for AI threaten more than just our pock-
etbooks. They will take our land and our 
water, too.

— Patrick Comer, Clarendon Hills

Dialogue on agreements
Thank you so much for the Sunday 

editorial on data centers. Chicago and Illi-
nois simply avoided this necessary conver-
sation on how best to proceed with data 
centers. The editorial will set the stage for 
important public dialogue on our technol-
ogy, water, energy and land agreements 
with private industries.

— John Paul Jones, president, Sustainable 
Englewood Initiatives, Chicago

They need their own supply
So that Illinois ratepayers will not have 

to bear the cost of the increase in electric-
ity demand by data centers, the legislature 
needs to pass legislation that requires data 
centers to build renewable energy facilities 
on their sites. If the centers need so much 
electricity, then make them pay for their 
own supply.

— Joanne Zolomij, Evanston

VOICE OF THE PEOPLE

Naper Commons resident Hashem Said holds up a sign at the Nov. 19, 2025, Naperville Planning 
and Zoning Commission. CAROLYN STEIN/NAPERVILLE SUN

For online-exclusive letters, go to www.
chicagotribune.com/letters. Email your 
letter submissions, 400 words or less, to 
letters@chicagotribune.com. Include your 
full name, address and phone number.

OPINION

By Tania Zamorsky

We hate them for not liking our 
LinkedIn posts.

Of course, not really. But who 
hasn’t refreshed their browser 
repeatedly to see how many likes 
their latest post has — or hasn’t — 
garnered, and from whom?

While it’s not life or death, it 
isn’t pure ego either. With layoffs 
in the U.S. now reaching their 
highest levels since COVID-19, 
stakes and tensions are high. 
The site has become more than 
a networking tool; it’s a public 
scoreboard for professional 
potential, and even one like can 
make a difference.

Low engagement can also 
trigger a cringey mix of self-con-
sciousness, status anxiety and 
old social hierarchies ​w​e thought 
we’d outgrown.

We note, but scan past, the loyal 
few who like everything we do. 
While we appreciate them, alas, 
the likes are always greener on the 
other side, and these can feel akin 
to taking our cousin to the dance.

Intellectually, we get it: It 
often comes down to timing, 
feed-crowding or other algorith-
mic magic. We tell ourselves that 
what other people think of us is 
none of our business. Even that 
person from our professional 
past who pointedly likes all other 
mutual connections’ posts ​but 
ours. (This has itself turned into 
a kind of compliment — as Taylor 
Swift might sing it, “​actually ​
romantic.”)

And yet, we fret. A watched 
post never likes.

Some folks just have it — that 
undeniable charisma. Now part 
of the workforce, former quarter-
backs and homecoming queens 
are no doubt awash in online 
adoration. The “Seinfeld” char-
acter Kramer had the kavorka, a 
(fake) Latvian word meaning “the 
lure of the animal.” Virility begets 
virality; he would have owned 
LinkedIn.

But us? Not so much. We are 
skilled and hard workers, but not 
natural networkers. Whereas 
some folks casually amass thou-
sands of connections, we can be 
hard on people, assessing them 
as critically as Marie Kondo did 
clothes or clutter.

Or perhaps it’s that all social 
media, like most of life, is high 
school, with its subtle cuts and 
casual cruelties. Scrolling the 
halls, clicking through the cafete-

ria, it is evident who temporarily 
holds power and who does not.

Whether you’re 18 or 80, every-
one wants to be liked, especially 
on a platform that is, ​a​t least offi-
cially, all business. So, it smarts 
when the “Mean Girls” (every-
one’s got some, men among 
them) seem to prop up only each 
other in an endlessly congratula-
tory closed loop system. Gaining 
admission can feel as unlikely to 
happen as the word “fetch.”

In our defense, the fashion 
keeps changing. While it was 

briefly haute to humblebrag, 
stern missives from social media 
experts now warn us never 
to utter the words “thrilled,” 
“honored” or “proud” again, even 
(especially?) if we mean them. 
What does one do when actual 
authenticity may not ring true?

Granted, we don’t like every-
thing our connections post either. 
But when all someone ever ​posts ​
are their corporate employer’s 
news release​s, what is there for us 
to actually like, love, celebrate or 
declare insightful or funny? When 

someone shares their personal 
thoughts, aspirations, efforts or 
accomplishments, we like the hell 
out of it!

We will occasionally, impul-
sively, remove a notorious 
non-liker from our network. After 
all, we reason, if we have consis-
tently engaged with their content, 
but they have never responded 
in kind, were we ever truly 
“connected”? If a tree falls in the 
forest without ever having been 
liked, did it ever stand at all?

Admittedly, this is awkward. 
But we must resist the urge 
to send out a new connection 
request the following morning. 
No one’s buying our sheepish “I 
don’t know how that happened.”

With ​the new year upon us, let’s 
resolve to make the most of what 
is ultimately, undeniably, a power-
fully beneficial platform.

For starters, we’ll stop assuming 
the worst. While we can take steps 

to improve the odds, a lack of likes 
likely isn’t personal. Most people ​
scroll, maybe stop and skim, ​but 
then move on. No malice. No 
meaning. ​No one’s really thinking 
about us all that much.

Next, likes or no likes, and on 
LinkedIn and beyond, we’ll keep 
posting anyway, for the sake of our 
own creative expression, the prac-
tice and pleasure of the words. 
Sure, we’ll strive to provide value 
— not only with our content, but 
by connecting authentically with 
others, on the platform and (more 
importantly) off. But, after that, 
we’ll let it go and let karma take 
the wheel. Deal?

Finally, we’ll focus more on 
liking ourselves. Everyone and 
everything else, if it’s meant to, 
should follow.

Tania Zamorsky is a New 
York-based public relations and 
communications consultant.

Navigating the quiet tyranny of the LinkedIn ‘like’

A LinkedIn office in San Francisco on July 26, 2023. JUSTIN SULLIVAN/GETTY

Whether you’re 18 or 80, everyone wants to be 
liked, especially on a platform that is, ​a​t least 
officially, all business. So, it smarts when the 
“Mean Girls” (everyone’s got some, men among 
them) seem to prop up only each other in an 
endlessly congratulatory closed loop system. 
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