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U
nion Home Minister Amit Shah has rightly
stressed the need to make a distinction
between refugees and in�ltrators.

Though valid, the problem lies in the application
of objective parameters by those in power to
make a distinction. Even where proper policy
and a legal framework exist, issues may arise. Al-
so at play is the level of o�cial understanding. In
India, which is not a signatory to the 1951 UN Con-
vention on the Status of Refugees and the 1967
Protocol, there is no comprehensive single law
de�ning who a refugee is, leaving scope for arbi-
trary action. Till the end of March 2025, apart
from the Citizenship Act 1955 and the Passports
Act 1967, three laws (the Foreigners Act, 1946, the
Registration of Foreigners Act, 1939 and the Pass-
port (Entry into India) Act, 1920) were applied to
deal with foreign nationals, including refuge
seekers. From April, the Immigration and Fo-
reigners Act replaced the three pre-Indepen-
dence laws and subsumed the Immigration (Car-
riers’ Liability) Act, 2000. While this streamlined
the legal framework, the absence of a refugee
policy document has also led to di�erent yard-
sticks for the refugee community in India. While
there was a rehabilitation policy in 2014 for about
63,000 Tibetan refugees, there is no such docu-
ment for the nearly 90,000 Sri Lankan Tamils. At
the end of June 2023, the population of refugees
or persons of concern in India was over 2.11 lakh
(also counting those from Myanmar, Afghanistan,
Bangladesh, Africa and West Asia). Any undocu-
mented or overstaying refugee is regarded as an
illegal migrant (Citizenship Act). He can also be
called an in�ltrator. Thus, genuine and harmless
refugees risk facing harassment. 

Even though the Citizenship (Amendment)
Act, 2019 was aimed at providing citizenship to
six religious minorities belonging to Bangladesh,
Pakistan and Afghanistan, it drew sharp criticism
as it discriminated on the lines of religion and left
out sections of Muslims, and also Sri Lankan Ta-
mils and the Rohingya, both minorities in their
countries. But in a noti�cation last month, un-
documented or overstaying Tamil refugees, who
have registered themselves with the authorities,
were granted exemption from penal provisions of
the Immigration and Foreigners Act, provided
they took shelter in India on or before January 9,
2015. Other groups too have been covered. Still,
there is no change when it comes to the recent
trend of religion-based exclusions. There is noth-
ing fundamentally wrong with the approach of
discreet humanitarian relief to refugees in gener-
al but this has to be backed by consistent, rational
and fair treatment for all. 

Refugees, in�ltrators  
India needs a refugee policy document

that is non-discriminatory  

T
his year’s Nobel Prize in Economic
Sciences has been awarded to Philippe
Aghion, Peter Howitt and Joel Mokyr,

who have, over decades, attempted to explain
humanity’s unprecedented progress over the
past two centuries. While Mokyr has provided
the long historical and cultural context, Aghion
and Howitt have given it a formal mathematical
frame or the “creative destruction” model. The
idea itself is older. It originates with economist Jo-
seph Schumpeter, who described capitalism as
an evolutionary system in which innovation con-
tinuously displaces old technologies, �rms and
industries — a process both creative and destruc-
tive. But Schumpeter’s framework rested on cer-
tain assumptions: that markets are free, competi-
tion is open, and the state acts only as an enabler
of private enterprise, not as a driver of innova-
tion. This assumption sits uneasily with the his-
torical record. The long vision of the erstwhile
Soviet state, and now the Chinese model of deve-
lopmental capitalism, reveal how the state itself
can shape and direct innovation. The creative
destruction model, re�ned by Aghion and Howitt
in the early 1990s, emerged during the twilight
years of the Cold War, just as the Washington
Consensus and neoliberalism became the domi-
nant global economic paradigm. These models
reinterpreted Schumpeter’s idea in mathematical
form through the endogenous growth theory —
the notion that long-term growth is generated not
by external forces but by innovation, education,
and research arising within the economy. Cru-
cially, it assumed that competition and private in-
centives — not central planning — are the engines
of technological progress. 

But the Nobel recognition comes at a time
when the very conditions for this model to suc-
ceed have been upended by U.S. President Do-
nald Trump. His administration has weaponised
global trade, politicised science and technology,
and turned markedly protectionist, departing
from the open, rent-seeking capitalism of the
post-war American economic order. While the
creative destruction and endogenous growth mo-
dels remain powerful tools to understand pro-
gress within a speci�c system — that of neoliberal
capitalism — they fail to explain the exponential
technological advances of state-led economies
such as China. These models also overlook how
geopolitics, institutional fragility and widening
inequalities can reshape the very structure of in-
novation. It is thus telling that the Nobel Commit-
tee has chosen to honour a framework whose
ideal conditions — liberal markets, global open-
ness, and scienti�c freedom — are under strain.
This perhaps must be viewed as a warning that
for liberal democracies to thrive, they must not
renege on the ideals of institutional freedoms
within state-enabled capitalist societies.

Evolution, revolution 
The economics Nobel is a nod to

freedom and innovation  

T
he normative economic consensus
underpinning the world order is
undergoing a seismic shift, with the
United States and China locked into a

great-power con�ict, and carving out new
geo-economic ecosystems that maximise their
self-interest. This great global transformation is
reshaping global trade �ows, �nancial/currency
markets and strategic calculations. It also opens a
rare window to forge a more equitable
world-order.

Analysing new economic paradigms
First, populist-autocrats are enabling an
unprecedented state-capital Gordian knot, which
has had major socio-political implications. Unlike
laissez-faire capitalism (where the state minimally
intervenes in markets, companies negotiate with
governments, and respond to
market-competitiveness incentives), governments
led by populist-autocrats primarily service large
oligopolies and crony-capitalists who o�er
support for political centralisation in lieu of
various concessions/commissions.
Circumscribing the national interest, these
plutocracies prioritise the well-being of
corporations over citizens, by mortgaging
national public assets and contorting policies.
This has profound consequences for the social
contract underpinning nations.

Second, and partly because crony-capitalists
disproportionately in�uence populist-autocrats,
primordial rules of statecraft are resurgent.
Consequently, America is recalibrating a century
of historical, strategic and economic convergence
— to purportedly Make America Great Again. It is
no coincidence that America is exerting pressure
on Taiwan to shift chip manufacturing to the U.S.,
securing its trade routes (Panama), fortifying
supply lines for rare earths as China weaponises
them (Central Asia and Africa), fusing
digital-currency ecosystems with foreign policy
(Pakistan), and exerting pressure on Arctic-rim
nations (Greenland and Canada), possibly
anticipating an imminent bout of ecological
imperialism. This limitedly explains why America
is pushing Europe to ‘manage’ Russia and Israel
to ‘manage’ West Asia. The myopic notion that
nations can have spheres of control has ignited
mushrooming con�icts and genocides.

Third, Big Tech and cloud capitalists have
overwhelmingly altered the global economy by
siphoning out rents from the value chain,
reshaping mass consciousness and political
outcomes (inevitably rewarding
populist-autocrats undermining digital rights).
This is being compounded by digital colonialism,
exempli�ed by the AI Action Plan, the Cloud Act,
the SWIFT payment system’s weaponisation and
the introduction of state-backed digital currencies
and ecosystems (which 100 central banks are
piloting). While such systems could streamline
cross-border �nancial transactions (and might
reportedly be used to restructure national debt),

they will undermine economic sovereignties of
nation-states and dilute the Financial Action Task
Force framework and anti-money laundering
norms. They will also create complexities in
political funding, which populist-autocrats would
be optimally positioned to exploit.

Fourth, by withdrawing developmental aid,
populist-autocrats have abandoned vulnerable
populations and created expansionist
opportunities for undemocratic forces. For
example, the $44 billion funding cuts by G-7
nations may push 5.7 million more Africans into
poverty by 2026. Similarly, the decline in
international grants for small enterprises in Nepal
sparked an exodus of eight lakh immigrants,
exacerbating dissatisfaction with the government.
Likewise, funding cuts for the World Food
Programme impacted 16.7 million people in 2023,
leading to distress migration, an uptick in
recruitment by armed militias (in Sahel region)
and socio-political tensions.

Finally, it is widely recognised that America’s
tari�s (on 70-plus nations) and sanctions (on
30-plus nations) have impacted the free �ow of
trade, capital, people and ideas. Clearly, America
is unwilling to absorb goods from
surplus-producing economies such as Japan,
Europe and China, and penalising their
dependencies. 

Faced with uncertainty, the Global South is
rapidly seeking alternatives (by exploring bilateral
treaties, localising production, securitising supply
chains and strategic sectors, ramping up gold
reserves, cautiously de-dollarising oil trades, and
tentatively exploring currency alternatives).
These experiments could kickstart a domino
e�ect, compelling the West to also chart an
independent economic path.

Opportunity in crisis
These economic disruptions concomitantly pose
opportunities, especially for China and India
(which collectively dominated the world
economy for 1,800 of the last 2,000 years). It is a
fact that neoliberal globalisation was premised on
capital accumulation, cheap labour,
environmental colonisation and trickle-down
economics. 

These led to untenable sovereign debt,
reduced �scal space for developmental and
welfare goals, and the relinquishing of national
resources and assets to crony-capitalists. These
triggered extreme concentrations of power and
wealth in the hands of a few in the Global North,
and glaring socio-economic inequalities. 

Consequently, the 2022 “Poverty and Shared
Prosperity” report asserts that 47% of the world’s
population lives below the $6.85 poverty line,
while 735 million face crippling hunger. This
invariably creates toxic conditions that propel
societies towards traditional social-cohesion
norms, which populist-autocrats have cynically
exploited to unleash undemocratic upsurges
against democracies.

Given this, India and the Global South can
either accede to an unjust global (dis)order, or
collaboratively and creatively construct a New
Economic Deal that works for all nations. For
example, while pressing for an overhaul of
international �nancial institutions to secure fairer
representation to Global South economies, India
must push for a new debt-relief framework to free
nations from structural adjustments that
inevitably spark democratic regressions. 

Similarly, in the pursuit of a fair and stable
rules-based global economic system, India should
also fashion new economic alliances (either
through BRICS or South-South partnerships)
while championing fair trade policies that protect
domestic industries and sectors. Most
importantly, to �re-proof our relationships from
changes-in-guard (something the incumbent
government failed to do, causing strains with the
U.S., Bangladesh and Nepal), we must build
bipartisan relationships with key stakeholders in
partner-nations.

Need for a recalibration
But realising our manifest destiny means e�ecting
a domestic recalibration, necessitating a hard
course correction from the Bharatiya Janata Party
government. As a growth driver and potential
investor in public infrastructure and services, the
private sector is undoubtedly a partner in
national development. But because companies
cannot redress structural problems and are
primarily pro�t-oriented, the state must adopt a
commanding role (as in many East Asian
economies) over critical sectors such as energy,
infrastructure, data/digital �nance, defence,
space, water, education, health care and
agriculture. These are essential for national
security and to provision for all Indians. 

Similarly, instituting strong anti-monopoly
norms and sovereign wealth-funds (as in Norway)
can prevent oligopolistic control, and channelise
national resources for national goals. Likewise,
heavy investments in scienti�c research,
education and pedagogic autonomies will make
India globally competitive. Furthermore,
strategically redeploying India’s public sector
units like China’s state-owned-enterprises
(instead of privatising them) and like
international-aid agencies would maximise
revenues and geopolitical objectives.

Finally, the emerging digital-�nancial paradigm
must be aligned to constitutional and national
goals.

Actualising this means prioritising substantive
(not performative) foreign policy. It means the
“India way” must be non-alignment
(notwithstanding its rechristening as
multi-alignment for political expediency). It
means shedding partisanship and forging
consensus on where India should be heading as a
nation, and how it gets there. India must harness
this golden opportunity to realise its rightful
place in the emerging world order.

Navigating the global economic transformation 
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India and the
Global South
can collaborate
and construct a
new economic
deal that works
for all nations
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I
ndia’s ambition to be a global leader in clean
energy and sustainable growth depends on
securing critical minerals such as lithium,

cobalt and Rare Earth Elements (REEs). These
minerals drive key technologies — electric
vehicles (EV), solar panels, wind turbines and
energy storage — making them vital to India’s
green transition and long-term energy goals. As
the country aims to achieve 500 GW of renewable
energy capacity by 2030 and net zero emissions
by 2070, ensuring the supply of critical minerals
and rare earths becomes important. India’s
reliance on imported critical minerals amid
global competition demands stronger domestic
mining, better infrastructure and global
partnerships.

Investing in mines and modern recycling
technologies will build resilient supply chains and
advance the Atmanirbhar Bharat vision in the
clean energy race.

Critical minerals in India’s green transition
Critical minerals are indispensable to India’s
clean energy goals. Lithium and cobalt are
essential for EV batteries, with India’s EV market
projected to grow at a compound annual growth
rate (CAGR) of 49% from 2023 to 2030. This will
be driven by government initiatives such as the
Electric Mobility Promotion Scheme (EMPS)
2024. In 2023, India’s battery storage market was
valued at $2.8 billion, with demand expected to
surge as renewable energy adoption accelerates.

However, India’s reliance on imports for these
minerals — nearly 100% for lithium, cobalt, nickel
and over 90% for REEs — exposes it to supply
chain vulnerabilities. Geopolitical tensions, trade
restrictions and global competition, particularly
from countries such as China (which controls
60% of global REE production and 85% of
processing capacity), underscore the urgency of
building a self-reliant supply chain to achieve its
clean energy ambitions, industrial growth and
national security.

India has vast untapped mineral potential,
with lithium in Jammu and Kashmir ( J&K) and
Rajasthan, and REEs in Odisha and Andhra

Pradesh. The National Mineral Exploration Policy
(NMEP), launched in 2016 and subsequent
developments through the Mines and Minerals
(Development and Regulation) Act in 2021 has
accelerated exploration by encouraging private
participation and using advanced geophysical
surveys. In 2023, the Geological Survey of India
identi�ed 5.9 million tonnes of inferred lithium
resources in J&K, a promising step toward
domestic production. Last year alone, auctions of
20 critical mineral blocks covering lithium,
graphite and REEs attracted bids from both
Indian and multinational companies, signalling
growing investor interest.

Exploration is just the �rst step. With India
contributing less than 1% of the global REE
production, it must rapidly build processing and
re�ning capacity through public-private
partnerships. Private partners can bring
advanced processing technologies and support
recycling infrastructure, while domestic lithium
and cobalt pilots need greater government
backing through subsidies, tax breaks and
research grants to scale e�ectively.

Investment in mines
Investment in domestic mining is central to
India’s critical mineral strategy. The Mines and
Minerals (Development and Regulation)
Amendment Act, 2023 opened up private
exploration, but the sector still faces high costs,
regulatory hurdles and environmental concerns.
In 2022, mining contributed just 2.5% to India’s
GDP, compared to 13.6% in Australia. To bridge
this gap, the government must streamline
licensing processes and o�er �nancial incentives
such as production-linked subsidies to attract
private capital. The Government of India has
launched the National Critical Mineral Mission
(NCMM) with a ₹34,300 crore plan to strengthen
value chains across exploration, mining,
processing and recovery from end-of-life
products.

State-backed companies such as the NMDC
have diversi�ed through their Australian arm,
and outlined plans to enter the critical minerals

sector. IREL (India) Limited (formerly Indian Rare
Earths Ltd) is preparing to extract neodymium,
praseodymium, and dysprosium, but both need
stronger private partnerships for green�eld
projects. KABIL (Khanij Bidesh India Ltd.),
formed in 2019 to secure overseas mineral assets,
must expedite acquisitions. Meanwhile, the
government has bolstered domestic supply
security through the E-Waste (Management)
Rules, 2022, to enhance critical mineral recovery
and recycling.

Moving towards a circular economy
Upgrading India’s mining and processing
infrastructure is equally critical. Modernising
infrastructure requires signi�cant investment in
mechanised mining equipment, automated
processing plants and waste management
systems. Infrastructure upgrades also extend to
recycling. India generates close to four million
metric tonnes of e-waste annually, yet only 10% is
formally recycled. Advanced recycling facilities
could recover critical minerals, strengthening the
circular economy. The Battery Waste
Management Rules, 2022 set recycling targets,
but weak implementation and limited
infrastructure pose challenges. Public-private
hubs could boost recycling technologies, cut costs
and reduce environmental impact.

India’s clean energy transition and industrial
growth depend on securing critical minerals
through mine development and a circular
economy. Priority should be given to
operationalising mining leases, investing in
mines, upgrading recycling, fast-tracking
exploration in Chhattisgarh, promoting urban
mining, and boosting research and development
to cut import dependence, create jobs and drive
innovation. 

The National Critical Mineral Mission and
recent auctions are positive steps, but their
success requires strong state support, clear
policies and public-private collaboration. A
robust mineral ecosystem will drive India’s EV,
solar and storage goals while positioning it as a
green economy leader.

The ‘critical factor’ in India’s clean energy ambitions 
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global
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building a
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supply chain for
critical minerals

Jaisalmer bus fire

The incident in Rajasthan,
where 20 lives were lost in a
bus fire, is not only
heartbreaking but also
indicative of severe lapses
in transport safety
regulations and

few seconds asking me why
I had sent a symbol of a
worried face with tears!

D. Sethuraman,
Chennai

“Returning to sign
language”, October 12). My
nephew recently sent me a
message to say that he had
passed an examination with
top marks. I immediately
sent him a reply but as an
emoticon. He called me in a

WhatsApp, I was ignorant
about many of the symbols.
It was only when others
began to reply to my
messages, but using
symbols/emoticons, that I
began to understand what
they meant (‘Open Page’ –

of emergency exits, fire
extinguishers, and driver
training in an emergency. 
Nagarajamani M.V.,

Hyderabad

Scroll and send

When I began to use

enforcement. There is an
urgent need to reassess the
safety protocols for public
transportation. That so
many passengers could not
escape raises critical
questions about the
presence and accessibility
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Colombo, October 15: The Bill to nationalise all
tea, rubber and coconut plantations owned by
foreign and local companies was last night
unanimously adopted by the Sri Lanka National
State Assembly.

The Bill which will become law with the
Speaker of the Assembly certifying it will a�ect
396 estates owned by 232 public companies and
involves 415,600 acres of plantations.

Eighty-seven of these companies are sterling
companies registered in the United Kingdom
and own about 190 estates. The rest are rupee
ones.

Public companies both local and foreign have
292,000 acres under tea, 110,000 acres under
rubber and the rest under coconut.

The sterling companies have one-fourth of the
total tea acreage of the island and produce
one-third of the island’s total tea — the primary
export product of the country.

The Bill which was debated for over 16 hours
on Friday last was welcomed by all sections of
the House and hailed as a measure which would
end nearly two centuries of British exploitation
of the island’s economy. Mr. Hector
Kobbekaduwa, Minister of Lands and
Agriculture, winding up the debate, made it
clear that compensation would be paid in Sri
Lanka rupee and not in foreign currency.

He also assured the House that the
Government would treat workers of Indian
origin who are mostly employed in these estates
on the same footing as Sri Lanka labour and
would not in any way discriminate against the
former.

FIFTY YEARS AGO OCTOBER 16, 1975

Sri Lanka nationalises
plantations

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

London, October 15: The Daily Telegraph’s
Diplomatic Correspondent is responsible for a
remarkable story of a secret meeting at Geneva
at the height of Mosul Conference between the
uno�cial observers of certain Eastern Power,
including Turkish, Chinese and Russian, at
which the Eastern Powers professed a�ection
for the Soviet’s expressed readiness to facilitate
the task of Communist propagandists while
simultaneously denouncing the British Empire.

The correspondent adds that if a list of the
participants were published a sensation would
be created in the diplomatic circles.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO OCTOBER 15, 1925

Special Cable 

W
omen’s under-rep-

resentation,
particularly in
India’s higher

judiciary, continues to be a sad
reality. As highlighted by the India
Justice Report 2025, women
constitute only 14% of judges in
the High Courts and a mere 3.1% in
the Supreme Court. Among the 34
judges of the Supreme Court,
there is only one woman. The
silver lining is her expected
elevation as the �rst woman Chief
Justice of India. If no woman is
inducted before she completes her
tenure, the highest court of the
country may have the unenviable
distinction of not having even a
token representation of women.
Out of 25 High Courts, only one is
headed by a woman Chief Justice. 

This stark de�ciency has been
�agged in the past, and several
judges have also voiced their
concern. However, no serious
e�ort seems to have been made to
correct this imbalance, and the
situation remains dismal in this
hollowed domain.

The main reason for this gender
disparity is the current Collegium
system of induction of judges in
the High Courts and the Supreme
Court. The Collegium consists of
the Chief Justice and a few other
judges. In such a highly networked
‘elitist club’, women and other
underprivileged sections of
society are at a great disadvantage.

Need for reform 
The lower courts fare much better
on this front, since judges at this
level are selected through
competitive examinations that
open the doors equally to women
and men. As a result, women
account for nearly 38% of the
overall strength of the lower
judiciary. 

The numbers could rise further
with better promotional
opportunities and a
gender-friendly infrastructure.
Nearly 20% of the district court
complexes in 2023 lacked separate
toilets for women, according to a
report published by the Centre for
Research and Planning of the

Supreme Court.
This gender imbalance in the

higher judiciary can be corrected
if there is an open, national-level
competition for judicial
appointments, similar to those for
the IAS, IFS, and IPS. This
suggestion is not new.

In recent years, this idea has
gained traction and found support
from President Droupadi Murmu.
In her address at the Constitution
Day function organised by the
Supreme Court in November 2023,
she suggested the creation of an
All-India Judicial Service. This, she
said, would be a system “in which
judges can be recruited through a
process which is merit-based,
competitive and transparent. Such
a system can o�er opportunities to
the less-represented social groups
also.”

Unfortunately, this suggestion
has faced sti� resistance from both
the judiciary and the Bar; in their
view, this may result in executive
interference and dilute the judicial
autonomy. However, this
argument is not convincing. If
there is no evidence of any
executive interference in the
selection of the lower judiciary
through competitive exams, how
would a similar system a�ect the
independence of the higher
judiciary? On the contrary, an
open competitive examination
would ensure a uniform
merit-based selection process and
bring the much-needed
transparency, while reducing the
in�uence of biases and patronage,
and creating a more inclusive
judiciary.

UPSC as a model
To counter such concerns, a
special mention needs to be made
of the crucial role played by the
Union Public Service Commission
(UPSC) in holding a pan-India
competitive examination annually
for recruitment to the Civil
Services.

Over the decades, the pro�les
of successful candidates in the
UPSC Civil Services examination
have witnessed a remarkable
diversity in their social and

economic backgrounds. Out of the
1,009 candidates selected in the
year 2024, there are 318 from the
OBC, 160 from SC, 87 from ST, and
109 from EWS. Women have
scripted a new history; the top 25
successful candidates include 11
women. In fact, both �rst and
second ranks were secured by
women.

The scenario in the IPS is even
more heartening. In 2024, 54
women joined the IPS, comprising
28% of the total strength. 

Way forward
Article 312 of the Constitution
empowers Parliament to create
new All-India Services, including
an All-India Judicial Service, to
ensure uniform recruitment,
training, and service standards.
One hopes that such a service
comes into existence soon. Once
constituted, the control over the
Indian Judicial Service should vest
with the Supreme Court. 

However, the examination
should be open to all Indians and
conducted by the UPSC, based on
the eligibility standards and other
criteria prescribed by the
Supreme Court in consultation
with the High Courts. This would
inject the much-needed
impartiality, transparency, and
diversity in the selection process
of the higher judiciary. 

Those selected should work
under the control of the Supreme
Court or the High Court
concerned, as the case may be.
The modalities, of course, are to
be decided by these courts,
including those relating to a
comprehensive basic training
programme after their selection.

To recall the famous words of a
former Prime Minister of France,
Georges Clemenceau, “War is too
important a matter to be left to
generals”. 

Similarly, justice is also too
serious a matter to be left entirely
to the judiciary. 

The citizens of this country also
have a stake in this matter and
need to be given access to the
selection process to ensure an
inclusive judiciary.

The road to gender equity in courts
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The gender
imbalance in 
the higher
judiciary can be
corrected if
there is a
national-level
competition for
judicial
appointments

STATE OF PLAY

O
ne of India’s most lit-
erate States, Kerala is
known for its strong

grassroots institutions and rich
biodiversity. With globally sig-
ni�cant ecological hotspots
such as the Western Ghats and
Silent Valley, over 64.26% of its
land is under Forest & Trees
cover. The rise in tiger num-
bers and the improving ele-
phant population further re-
�ect its conservation saga.

In recent years, Kerala has
faced a sharp rise in human-
wildlife con�icts — declared a
disaster — resulting in signi�-
cant loss of life, crop damage,
and widespread fear. In the
last decade, these con�icts in-
jured nearly 9,000 people and
caused over 900 deaths. A For-
est Department study identi-
�ed 273 local bodies as critical
con�ict zones, including 30
major hotspots, nine of which
are highly critical due to fre-
quent incidents. 

Recently, the Kerala Cabinet
approved amendments to the
Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972,
with provisions empowering
the Chief Wildlife Warden to
order the immediate killing of
wild animals attacking hu-
mans in residential areas, by-
passing central approvals for
faster redressal. These also al-
low the State to declare species
such as wild boars as vermin,
permitting controlled culling
to protect crops and liveli-
hoods, and downgrading the
bonnet macaque from Sche-
dule I to Schedule II for easier
population management.
Further, the State can author-
ise relocation and birth con-
trol measures for certain spe-
cies without prior central
approval. These are aimed at
balancing conservation and
safety.

The Act bans hunting and
sets protected areas. Being on
the Concurrent List, both the
State and Union governments
can legislate on it, with central
law prevailing to ensure a un-
i�ed national policy in case of
dissent. Despite successful
conservation initiatives, wil-
dlife in India continues to face
challenges such as habitat frag-
mentation and human-wildlife
con�icts. Kerala’s current sit-
uation is a clear testimony to
these challenges, prompting
the State to propose amend-
ments as a potential solution.

Ecological impact
Regardless of intent, these
amendments may create legal
con�icts with the central Act,
bypass key protocols, and
threaten the consistent nation-
al protection framework. They
could face judicial review for
contradicting the central ob-
jectives, raising concerns over
India’s uni�ed conservation
regime. 

Whether it is a mass culling
of wild boar or reducing pro-
tection for the bonnet ma-
caque, these measures endan-
ger biodiversity and
predator-prey balance by dis-
rupting local ecology. This
concern is heightened given
Kerala’s progress in conserv-
ing key species. 

Decentralised authority al-
so raises concerns of misuse or
unscienti�c application, lead-
ing to inconsistent wildlife
management that may cause
more ecological harm. Envi-

ronmentalists warn that these
acts are unscienti�c, legally
questionable, and contrary to
both public interest and con-
stitutional principles.

Cooperation with dialogue
The proposed amendments
re�ect a commitment to quick,
local solutions, while the
Centre emphasises uni�ed,
science-based conservation to
avoid fragmentation and legal
confusion. The con�icting
views on this matter demand a
collaborative solution that ba-
lances human safety along
with ecological considerations
under a national conservation
strategy. 

Cooperation allowing State-
speci�c �exibility within cen-
tral laws via faster approvals or
science-backed exceptions
could be one solution, with
measures such as joint task
forces for implementing last-
ing, non-lethal measures, in-
cluding habitat restoration,
early warning systems, and
con�ict management. Empo-
wering communities, transpa-
rent monitoring, and clear le-
gal protocols — backed by
streamlined processes and
central funding — would help
manage con�icts without
breaking national policy. 

God’s own country, echoing
with tiger roars and elephant
trumpets, symbolises ecologi-
cal pride and heritage. Its fu-
ture depends on how well Ker-
ala and the nation balance
conservation with con�ict.
Whether vibrant or dimin-
ished, this legacy depends on
collaborative, science-based
solutions balancing human
and wildlife needs. Kerala’s de-
cision today will shape and
guide India’s conservation le-
gacy for the future.

Mohan Chandra Pargaien is former

Chief Wild Life Warden & Advisor,

SCCL, Telangana 

Views are personal

Balancing lives and conservation
Kerala amends wildlife laws to tackle con�icts while raising some concerns 

Mohan Chandra Pargaien

W
est Bengal Chief Minis-
ter Mamata Banerjee’s
recent remarks amid

public outrage over an alleged
gang rape in Durgapur have drawn
sharp criticism from the Opposi-
tion and citizens alike. The inci-
dent has once again reignited con-
cerns over women’s safety and the
lack of accountability in the State.

The recent crime, in which the
victim is a medical student from
Odisha, has occurred barely a year
after protests erupted over the
rape and murder of a doctor at
Kolkata’s R.G. Kar Medical College.
Last year, the State government is-
sued a set of guidelines that includ-
ed a proposal to minimise night
duty for women doctors. It was la-
ter withdrawn after being �agged
before the Supreme Court.

This time, speaking to the me-
dia, Ms. Banerjee, after expressing
shock over the alleged gang rape,
said that private medical colleges
must take greater responsibility
for their students and that stu-
dents, particularly girls, should
not be allowed to go out at night.
She added, “In Bengal, we have ze-
ro tolerance for such crimes, and I
appeal to the boys and girls who
come to study here not to venture
out at night.” Later, she claimed
that her comments had been “de-
liberately distorted.”

Despite Ms. Banerjee’s stated
commitment to not tolerating such
crimes, data show limited progress
on that front. Data show consis-
tently low conviction rates and
high pendency of cases of crimes
against women in the State.

West Bengal has reported more
than 30,000 cases of crimes
against women every year since
2018, consistently ranking among
the top four States with the highest
number of such cases (Chart 1).
Between 2021 and 2023, the State
recorded the highest number of
cases in the country under the ca-

tegories of “acid attack” and “at-
tempt to acid attack” on women.
The State also ranked second in in-
cidents reported under “attempt
to rape,” a trend that has remained
consistent since 2019. Between
2018 and 2023, West Bengal re-
corded the third-highest number
of cases under “cruelty by hus-
band or his relatives,” following
Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh.

Put together, it is one of the top
�ve States that have recorded the
highest number of cases under
multiple crime categories related
to o�ences against women bet-
ween 2018 and 2023, as shown in
Chart 1. In parallel with such a
high caseload, data also show that
West Bengal’s conviction rate for
crimes against women is among
the lowest in the country. 

Between 2017 and 2023, West
Bengal’s conviction rate for crimes
against women has remained abys-
mally low, averaging around 5%
(Chart 2). Only in 2022 did it climb
to 8.9%, indicating that convic-
tions occur in just a fraction of the
cases that reach court. A State-
wise analysis of conviction rates in
this category shows that West Ben-
gal is among the poorest perform-
ers. The State ranked 35th out of
36 in conviction rates for cases of
crimes against women in 2023. 

Consequently, the number of
cases of crimes against women
that ended in acquittals rose
sharply from fewer than 8,000 in
previous years to over 19,000 in
2023, the highest among all States
that year (Chart 3). Moreover,
around 3.7 lakh cases of crimes
against women were pending trial
in West Bengal at the end of 2023,
the highest among all States. The
number of pending cases has risen
by 56% between 2017 and 2023
(Chart 4).

Data clearly show that when it
comes to crimes against women,
West Bengal recorded the lowest
conviction rate in the country, the
highest number of acquittals, and
the largest backlog of pending cas-
es, collectively re�ecting weak ac-
tion against such crimes. 

Bengal second-lowest in convictions for crimes against women
Between 2017 and 2023, only around one in �ve cases of crimes against women ended in convictions in West Bengal

Sambavi Parthasarathy
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The funding secured
by TACC lithium-ion
battery anode plant

1,230
In ₹ crore.

Carbon materials

manufacturer

TACC Ltd has received a ₹1,230-crore credit

facility from the State Bank of India (SBI) to

fund its lithium-ion battery-grade graphite

anode manufacturing plant in Dewas,

Madhya Pradesh. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

The bribe accepted by
an NHIDCL o�cial in
Guwahati, Assam

10
In ₹ lakh. The CBI has arrested

the Executive Director of

National Highways &

Infrastructure Development Corporation

(NHIDCL)’s Guwahati regional office for

allegedly accepting a ₹10 lakh bribe in

exchange for a favourable project

extension and completion certificate. ANI

Funds approved for
infrastructure projects
for the Delhi police

653.46
In ₹ crore.

The

Ministry

of Home Affairs has approved ₹653.46

crore for 26 new infrastructure projects for

Delhi Police, including 18 police stations,

seven police posts, a women’s hostel, and

180 staff quarters. ANI

Additional rice to be
given under the PDS
by Odisha government

5
In kilograms. The Odisha

government is considering providing

an additional 5 kilograms of rice per

person under the public distribution

system (PDS). The proposal, which would

benefit around 3.25 crore people covered

under food security schemes, awaits the

Chief Minister’s approval. PTI

The kilograms of
banned �recrackers
seized in Delhi

122
In kgs. Police in Delhi’s

Jyoti Nagar seized 122

kilograms of banned

firecrackers and arrested a 21-year-old

man, for allegedly selling them from his

shop. Officials recovered 11 bags filled with

firecrackers of various brands. PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

T
he recent trade friction with
the U.S. has prompted India to
intensify its e�orts to further
diversify its economic

interactions with various countries
worldwide. While India has signed an
agreement with the U.K., it is also
negotiating a similar agreement with the
EU. In addition to such compacts, India
should also proactively develop
frameworks such as the India–Middle
East–Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC).

The IMEC visualises the upgradation of
maritime connectivity between India and
the Arabian Peninsula, as well as
high-speed trains running from the ports
in the UAE to the Haifa port in Israel
through Saudi Arabia and Jordan. The
goods transported on these networks
would be shipped to and from European
countries. Additionally, the IMEC seeks to
build a clean hydrogen pipeline, an
electricity cable, a high-speed undersea
digital cable and consolidate existing
infrastructure such as ports. 

Historical background
In 2023, the geopolitical context was
favourable for the operationalisation of
the IMEC. The Abraham Accords had
generated considerable optimism that
peace would prevail in West Asia, with
Israel and Arab countries working to build
a stable relationship. Consequently,
proposals were made to build railway
lines for regional peace, connecting the
Israeli port of Haifa with the Jordanian
railway network, which would be linked
to other ports in the Gulf region.
Furthermore, there was signi�cant
improvement in India’s relations with
Arab countries, particularly with the UAE
and Saudi Arabia. India’s relations with
the U.S. were also on an upward
trajectory. Such convergences facilitated
the emergence of the India, Israel, UAE,
and U.S. (I2U2) framework. These

geopolitical developments created a
favourable environment for the launch of
the IMEC on the sidelines of the G-20
Summit in Delhi, with various leaders of
the EU, France, Germany, Italy, Saudi
Arabia etc. endorsing the initiative.

However, within a few weeks of the
launch of the IMEC, the security situation
in West Asia deteriorated signi�cantly.
The October 7 Hamas attacks, followed by
Israel’s military actions in the region,
contributed to the deterioration in the
relationship between Israel and other
countries in the region. These
developments have raised questions
about the feasibility of the IMEC. 

Mediterranean concerns
Climate change has now opened new
transport routes through the Arctic, with
the principal bene�ciaries being countries
such as the U.S., Russia, China, and other
northern European nations. It is now
possible to transport more goods through

the Arctic, signi�cantly reducing
transportation time and associated costs.
Consequently, there is an expectation that
port cities near the Arctic will emerge as
new commercial centres.

Among IMEC’s European signatories,
France has both the Mediterranean and
Atlantic coastlines. On the other hand,
Italy has only the Mediterranean coast.
Thus, there is signi�cant concern about
the implications of an Arctic trade route
on its economy. As a result, Italy and
other Mediterranean countries view the
IMEC as a vital platform to preserve their
in�uence in maritime trade.
Mediterranean countries maintain that to
hold a strong position in global trade
requires new thinking, new partners, and
scaling up of economic engagement with
leading economies. India, with its four
trillion-plus economy and sustained high
growth, is seen as a viable partner to meet
future challenges. Currently, it is still
uncertain whether the Arctic route

confers any unique advantages to India in
terms of reduced transportation costs.
Therefore, for India, accessing European
markets through the Mediterranean route
will continue to be important. 

Given higher per capita income,
technological advancements, and
educational progress, Europe will
continue to retain its trade signi�cance for
India. With trade over $136 billion, the EU
is the largest trade partner of India. India
and European countries need to scale up
connectivity corridors and logistics
networks to build resilient supply chains
between the two.

The importance of the IMEC
The recent geopolitical developments
have demonstrated that the security of
sea lanes is unpredictable. The Houthi
disruption in the Red Sea trade has
prompted considerable trade to go
around the Cape of Good Hope in South
Africa, increasing the time and costs of
transportation of goods. It is also still too
early to determine if the recent Gaza
peace plan will hold in the long run.
Therefore, it is essential to �nd new
routes to amplify economic relations
between India, West Asia, and Europe.

Since the IMEC is a multi-member
initiative, it gives considerable space for
innovative approaches to adapt to
changing geopolitical dynamics, which
India and Arab countries should leverage.
In addition to the proposed routes in
IMEC, there is a need to explore the
possibility of engaging other commercial
centres and ports in Saudi Arabia and
Egypt. Robust economic interactions
between India and the Arab countries will
also nullify Pakistan’s attempt to build an
alliance-like relationship in the region. 

While focusing on the security
challenges of IMEC, it is critical not to lose
sight of economic opportunities that can
be derived from India-Europe
interactions. India and Europe should act
as bookends by pooling their resources to
promote prosperity in the IMEC region.

Sanjay Pulipaka is the Chairperson of
Politeia Research Foundation. 

The future of the IMEC
The India–Middle East–Europe Economic Corridor visualises maritime connectivity between India and the Arabian Peninsula, as well as high-speed trains running from the

ports in the UAE to the Haifa port through Saudi Arabia and Jordan. However, the situation in West Asia mandates that the corridor’s routes adapt to political dynamics

New routes: A general view of the Haifa Port in Israel in 2022. REUTERS

Sanjay Pulipaka
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In 2023, the Abraham Accords
had generated considerable
optimism that peace would
prevail in West Asia, with Israel
and Arab countries working to
build a stable relationship.

�

However, within a few weeks of
the launch of the IMEC, the
security situation in West Asia
deteriorated significantly. The
October 7 Hamas attacks,
followed by Israel’s military
actions in the region,
contributed to the
deterioration in the
relationship between Israel and
other countries in the region.

�

Since the IMEC is a
multi-member initiative, it
gives considerable space for
innovative approaches to
adapt to changing geopolitical
dynamics, which India and
Arab countries should leverage.
It is also critical not to lose
sight of economic
opportunities that can be
derived from India-Europe
interactions.

The story so far:

U
rban India generates nearly
two-thirds of the national GDP,
yet its municipalities control
less than one per cent of the

country’s tax revenue. Indian cities are
not generating revenue, not because they
are ine�cient, but because the �scal
architecture has failed them. Today,
municipal �nance is dependent on
intergovernmental transfers, loans, and
schemes. The core of the problem lies in
the centralisation of taxation powers.

How did cities lose its tax revenues? 
After the introduction of the Goods and
Services Tax (GST), Indian cities lost
nearly 19% of their own revenue sources.
Octroi, entry tax, and local surcharges —
the traditional lifelines of municipal
budgets — were subsumed into the GST
framework. Promised compensatory

mechanisms have largely bypassed the
municipal level, deepening cities’
dependence on State and Central grants.

Therefore, municipalities lack both
�scal autonomy and predictable revenue
streams. The result is a peculiar inversion
of democracy — where power is
centralised and responsibility
decentralised. Cities are expected to
deliver solid waste management,
a�ordable housing, climate resilience,
and digital infrastructure, but without the
resources to fund such services.

What about municipal bonds?
Every major policy pronouncement —
from NITI Aayog’s urban strategy to the
latest reform-linked incentive grant —
promotes bonds as the new frontier of
local �nance. However, the credibility of
Indian municipal bonds remains
abysmally low. It is not merely that cities
are unable to generate capital to back
their bonds; it is that the very framework

of assessing credibility is skewed. A city’s
creditworthiness is often judged narrowly
by its “own revenue” performance —
property taxes, user charges, and fees —
while completely discounting the regular
�ow of grants and transfers from higher
levels of government. This is not just an
accounting error; it is an ideological one.
When the RBI or credit rating agencies
discount grants as “non-recurring
income,” they perpetuate the myth that
cities survive on charity. In truth, these
grants are legitimate entitlements, part of
a redistributive compact enshrined in the
Constitution. The 74th Amendment did
not conceive of cities as beggars before
the State or the Union but as equal tiers of
governance entitled to a share of the tax
pool. Similarly, institutions like the World
Bank and Asian Development Bank have
long argued that cities should become
“self-reliant” by focusing on property tax
collection and user fees. While property
tax reform is important, this narrow

prescription is inadequate and unjust. It is
inadequate because property tax typically
accounts for only 20-25% of a city’s total
revenue potential, and is often politically
and administratively constrained. It is
unjust because it shifts the burden of
urban �nancing disproportionately onto
residents, especially in lower-income
settlements already struggling with poor
services. The obsession with “user pays”
logic converts public goods into private
commodities. Clean water, sanitation,
public lighting, and mobility — these are
not marketable products but collective
entitlements. 

What is the way ahead? 
India must democratise the �scal
contract. In Scandinavian countries,
where cities enjoy strong �scal health, the
local tax base is not an afterthought — it is
the foundation of the welfare state.
Municipalities in Denmark, Sweden, and
Norway have the right to levy and collect
income taxes directly, ensuring a
transparent and accountable relationship
between citizens and local governments.

This decentralised model has produced
both e�ciency and equity: citizens can
see where their money goes, and cities
have the �exibility to plan for the long
term. Most importantly, transfers from
higher levels of government are treated as
part of a shared �scal ecosystem, not as
discretionary favours. India can learn
from this. What is needed is a reimagined

model of �scal federalism, where
municipalities have predictable,
adequate, and untied revenues — both
from their own sources and from
constitutionally mandated transfers.

Similarly, for municipal bonds to
become credible instruments, the �rst
step is to recognise grants and shared
taxes as legitimate components of city
income. Only then can cities build a
trustworthy balance sheet. Second, the
rating system must account for the
governance capacity of a city —
transparency, audit compliance, citizen
participation — rather than solely relying
on �nancial metrics. Third, cities should
be empowered to earmark a portion of
their GST compensation or State share as
collateral for municipal borrowing. Such
reforms would restore the principle of
cooperative federalism that the
Constitution envisaged.

India’s urban future depends on �scal
justice. Municipal �nance must be seen
not as a bookkeeping exercise but as a
moral and political question. The grants
that �ow to cities are not gifts; they are
part of a social contract. The revenues
that cities generate are not charity; they
are a right. True reform will begin only
when India accepts that cities are not cost
centres — they are the foundation of
national prosperity.

Tikender Singh Panwar is a former
Deputy Mayor of Shimla and currently a
member of the Kerala Urban Commission.

Why is the �scal architecture
of municipalities �awed?
Are municipal bonds the new frontier of local �nance? Is over-centralisation of taxes a problem?

Tikender Singh Panwar
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with the subject ‘Text & Context’

X

QUESTION 1

This question pertains to
K.S. Ranjitsinhji, on whose
name the domestic trophy
was instituted in India in
1935. Name the English
county for which the Indian
prince turned out the most
in his first class career. 
X

QUESTION 2

This Ranji great, who never
played a single Test for
India, but held the record
for the most runs in the
Ranji Trophy (which was
subsequently eclipsed by
Wasim Ja�er) is currently
the coach of the Indian
women’s cricket team.
Name him. 

X

QUESTION 3

Who holds the highest batting
average (98.35) in the Ranji
trophy?
X

QUESTION 4

The person with the second
highest batting average (85.62)
was also the youngest to score a
century on his debut in the Trophy.
But another youngster, who
tragically passed away in a road
accident just after he turned 18,
held the record of being the
youngest to score 1,000 runs in the
Trophy. Name him. 
X

QUESTION 5

Which Bengal player holds the
record for the most wickets (and
fewest runs conceded) in an
innings (10/20), which he achieved
against Assam in 1956/57?

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s

daily quiz: 1. The title A.P.J Abdul Kalam was
mainly associated with. Ans: Missile Man of

India

2. It is said that Kalam narrowly missed out on
this ambition of his. Ans: Indian Air Force

3. Kalam was the project director of India’s first
satellite launch vehicle which deployed this
satellite. Ans: Rohini

4. The definition of Kalam-Raju stents and
Kalam-Raju tablets. Ans: Kalam worked with

cardiologist Bhupathiraju Somaraju and

developed a low cost coronary stent, named

the “Kalam-Raju stent” and designed a

tablet computer named the “Kalam-Raju

tablet”

5. This is the toughest decision he had to take
during his tenure as the President. Ans: O�ice

of profit

Visual: Identify this person. Ans: Lakshmi

Sahgal. She was the sole opponent of Kalam

during the 2002 presidential elections

Early Birds: C. Saravanan| Tom Alan Faith| Tito
Shiladitya| Arjun Debnath| Piyali Tuli

THE DAILY QUIZ

A quiz on the Ranji Trophy, the latest edition of which commenced on Wednesday

X

Visual question:

Vidarbha won the Ranji Trophy for the third time in the previous season
(2024-25). This slow left-arm orthodox bowler played a key role in this
tournament win, by picking 69 wickets, highest in any Ranji season. Identify
him. PTI

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

Srinivasan Ramani

“Would you lend me Rs. 50?”
“Sorry, I am hard up right now.”
“You’re hard up? But how can you be

poor? You have a job! You...”
“...do you know what ‘hard up’

means?”
“It means the same thing as ‘poor’,

doesn’t it?”
“No, it doesn’t. When you say you’re

‘hard up’, it means that you are
temporarily short of money. The lack of
funds is not a permanent situation, but
only a temporary one.”

“I see. So even someone who is
extremely rich can be hard up
sometimes!”

“That’s right! My friend Ramesh
becomes so hard up by the end of the
month that he has to borrow money for
tea!”

“My father was pretty hard up after he
�nished renovating the house.”

“When you start your own business,
you may be hard up for a while.”

“But later when the money starts
pouring in and you become rich, you...”

“...not just rich, but stinking rich! Then
you...”

“‘Stinking rich’? What does it mean?”
“When you refer to someone as being

stinking rich, it means that he/she is
extremely rich. It is an informal
expression. For example, some of my
cousins are stinking rich.”

“I wish I had friends who were stinking
rich. Then I could borrow money from
them.”

“That’s true. Unfortunately, most of
our friends are not stinking rich. They...”

“...they merely stink!”
“That’s not a nice thing to say about

your friends.”
“I know! It must be this terrible

weather that’s making me say such things.
While we are on the subject of ‘stink’,
what exactly is the di�erence between
‘stink’ and ‘smell’?”

“A ‘smell’ can be pleasant or
unpleasant. I love the smell of early
morning co�ee.”

“My grandmother loves the smell of
agarbathis.”

“So does mine. I hate the smell of dirty
socks.”

“I hate the smell of sweat.”
“Then it’s a good thing that you were

nowhere near Chennai last week. I was
literally sweating it out.”

“What does ‘stink’ mean?”
“‘Stink’ is usually associated with

unpleasant smells.”
“In other words, smells that make you

want to hold your nose!”
“Exactly! During the summer, the

street Raju lives on stinks of rotting �sh.”
“Our school bathroom always stinks.”
“Most bathrooms do. When I walked

into the hospital, it stank of vomit.”
“Sounds terrible. I’ve often heard

people say, ‘His book stinks’. Do they
mean that the book smells bad?”

“No! No! When you say something
stinks, it means that you think it is
extremely bad or unpleasant. For
example, your favourite hero’s latest
movie stinks.”

“Meaning the movie is terrible?”
“That’s right!”
Published in The Hindu on June 16,

1998.

Know Your
English

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Upendran

T
he recent tragedy at a political
rally of actor-turned-politician
Vijay, where a stampede
claimed the lives of several of

his supporters, should shake the
conscience of any well-meaning
individual. The dead were mostly fans —
ordinary men and women who had
thronged the event not merely for
politics, but to catch a glimpse of their
beloved star. That they perished in their
devotion is a stark reminder of how
perilous the cult of hero-worship can be.

In Tamil Nadu, the incident is neither
unprecedented nor wholly unexpected.
The State’s political history is entwined
with cinema, with a lineage of actors and
writers who have turned the fan’s gaze
into a vote bank, and then into
consolidated political power. The lines
between reel and real life have been
blurred for decades, with �lm scripts
doubling up as political manifestos and
larger-than-life cinematic personas
re-enacted on the campaign trail. Vijay’s
entry into politics is therefore less an
anomaly than an almost natural
continuation of this tradition.

However, the cult of the leader is not
unique to Tamil Nadu, nor even to India.
It is a feature of human societies across
geographies and epochs. But in India,
with its long history of reverence for
individuals — from spiritual gurus to
kings, from poets to �lm stars — the
danger of confusing adulation with
citizenship has always been acute.

Historical warnings
India’s freedom struggle was not just
against colonialism, but against the feudal
structures of thought that propped it up.
Many of the leaders of that era recognised
the peril of blind devotion to individuals.
They knew from history that when loyalty
is transferred from ideas to personalities,
democracy weakens and authoritarianism
strengthens.

B.R. Ambedkar, in his historic speech
to the Constituent Assembly on
November 25, 1949, o�ered perhaps the
most searing warning: “The second thing
we must do is to observe the caution
which John Stuart Mill has given to all
who are interested in the maintenance of
democracy, namely, not ‘to lay their
liberties at the feet of even a great man, or
to trust him with power which enable him
to subvert their institutions.’ … In India,
Bhakti or what may be called the path of
devotion or hero-worship, plays a part in
its politics unequalled in magnitude by
the part it plays in the politics of any
other country in the world. Bhakti in
religion may be a road to the salvation of
the soul. But in politics, Bhakti or
hero-worship is a sure road to
degradation and to eventual dictatorship.”

Even earlier, in a 1943 lecture, Dr.
Ambedkar lamented how journalism itself
had surrendered to this culture of
uncritical adulation, “To accept a hero
and worship him has become its principal
duty. Under it, news gives place to
sensation, reasoned opinion to
unreasoning passion…” 

The good doctor was not alone. Bhagat
Singh, in his famous essay Why I am an
Atheist, criticised precisely this tendency
to treat leaders as infallible, “You go
against popular feelings; you criticise a

hero, a great man who is generally
believed to be above criticism. What
happens? No one will answer your
arguments in a rational way; rather you
will be considered vainglorious. …
Merciless criticism and independent
thinking are the two necessary traits of
revolutionary thinking. … As Mahatmaji is
great, he is above criticism … This is not
constructive thinking. We do not take a
leap forward; we go many steps back.”
For Bhagat Singh, unquestioned devotion
was not merely a political weakness but a
regression of thought itself.

M.N. Roy, too, re�ecting on the
reputation of the Chinese leader Chiang
Kai-Shek in Men I Met, warned against
both the making of gods and the
disappointment that inevitably follows,
“Therefore, the objective historian must
not be carried away by propaganda, for,
or against him. He was neither a god nor a
devil. If he failed to be a god-like hero, the
fault is not his, but of the interested
propagandists who wanted him to do
what they wished. He was not a
democrat; how could he serve the cause
of democracy? He did not betray
anybody; illusions about him were cruelly
destroyed, because they were illusions.
The disillusioned, whoever they may be,
must blame themselves for the bitter
experience. Hero-worship, not the man, is
the real culprit.” Roy’s words cut to the
core of the matter: it is not the leader
alone who is at fault, but the society that
demands heroes, invests them with
expectations, and then writhes in
disillusionment when reality intrudes.

The post-independence cult
Independent India’s political history is
dotted with examples of personality cults
that often overrode institutional

safeguards. During the time of Indira
Gandhi, the Congress party had become
almost synonymous with her persona.
The slogan “Indira is India, India is
Indira” encapsulated how thoroughly
politics could collapse into personality.
The Emergency of 1975 was a direct
manifestation of the authoritarian
potential of the cult of personality,
evidenced by the swift return of Indira
Gandhi to power after only a few years
away from it.

In later decades, regional satraps —
from N.T. Rama Rao in Andhra Pradesh
and Bal Thackeray in Maharashtra to Lalu
Prasad in Bihar — built their political
fortunes not just on policy or ideology but
on cult-like charisma. Their followers
often saw them not as fallible leaders but
as embodiments of hope, identity, or even
divinity. In Tamil Nadu, this trend was
perhaps the most theatrical, with MGR’s
fans performing rituals, and even
engaging in acts of self-harm at his death.

Today, the cult of Narendra Modi
stands as the most striking national
example. His image dominates
campaigns, policies, and even
institutions. Supporters frequently
collapse the distinction between nation
and leader, echoing the failings of the
Indira era. The problem is not unique to
the BJP but the scale of PM Modi’s
personal cult is unprecedented in
contemporary Indian politics.

Why humans worship
The question, then, is why human
societies, even in the modern era of
reason and information, continue to fall
prey to hero-worship. Psychologists have
argued that the phenomenon stems from
our evolutionary wiring: in complex
groups, rallying around a single leader

simpli�es decision-making, reduces
uncertainty, and provides a sense of
collective identity. Sociologists point out
that in unequal societies, leaders often
become projections of people’s own
unrealised aspirations. A farmer in rural
Tamil Nadu who struggles with
powerlessness may see in Vijay a
redeemer who carries the promise of
recognition.

But the roots of this malaise stretch
back further, into the history of religion
itself. In the infancy of human thought,
when knowledge of the natural world was
meagre, explanations were sought not in
reason but in myth. Figures in sacred
history — prophets, saints, and
incarnations — were invested with
absolute moral and metaphysical
authority. Blind faith, born of ignorance,
hardened into tradition, and tradition
ossi�ed into intolerance. It is this re�ex of
unquestioning devotion that later
migrated into politics and culture.

That is why, even today, artists who
dare to subject religious �gures to critique
— whether M.F. Husain with his paintings
of Hindu goddesses, or the cartoonists of
Charlie Hebdo in their satirical takes on
Islam — are met not with debate but with
violence. The parties of God, across
faiths, insist that their heroes must
remain inviolable, and that o�ence to
them is unforgivable. 

The American revolutionary Thomas
Paine saw this clearly more than two
centuries ago. “Lay then the axe to the
root,” he wrote, calling for an end to the
dei�cation of men and the enthronement
of reason instead. Until that axe is swung
against the tree of hero-worship, the cycle
of adulation, betrayal, and
disillusionment will repeat.

The costs of this phenomenon are
borne not just by democracy but also by
the people themselves. The stampede at
Vijay’s rally is a tragic literalisation of the
phrase crushed under the “weight of
devotion”. But beyond such immediate
tragedies, there are deeper
consequences. Hero-worship erodes
accountability: leaders become beyond
question, their failures rationalised, their
excesses forgiven. It breeds intolerance:
criticism of the leader is seen as betrayal
of the community or the nation. And it
diminishes the citizen: instead of active
participants in a democracy, people are
reduced to passive spectators, awaiting
cues from their chosen saviour.

Hero-worship also distorts
policymaking. Rather than responding to
collective needs through institutional
mechanisms, policies become
instruments of image-building. Welfare
schemes are branded with leaders’ faces
and national interest is subordinated to
personal prestige.

Towards a politics of institutions
The antidote to hero-worship is not
cynicism but maturity — the maturity to
separate admiration from adulation,
respect from surrender. Leaders can and
should be admired for their vision, their
achievements, and their service. But
admiration must not curdle into devotion.
The republic’s health depends on the
vigilance of its citizens and the strength of
its institutions. Citizens must re�ect not
only on the culture of �lm-star politics but
also on the fragility of its democracy
when fandom substitutes for citizenship.
India must heed the warnings of its
founding �gures and reinvest in building
institutions that command loyalty beyond
the lifespan of individual leaders.

Ultimately, the lesson is as much about
politics as it is about human society at
large. Whether in religion, in nationalism,
or in celebrity culture, the temptation to
worship heroes is perennial. It o�ers the
comfort of certainty and belonging. But
the price is almost always the same:
disempowerment, manipulation, and, in
the worst cases, tragedy.

Death by devotion: hero-
worship and its discontents  
Why do human societies, even in the modern era of reason and information, continue to fall prey to

hero-worship? Psychologists have argued that the phenomenon stems from our evolutionary wiring 

Sea of people: TVK president and actor Vijay during his rally in Karur on September 29. MOORTHY M
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IN BRIEF 

EU floats conditions 
such as tech transfers 
for China investments  
The European Union is looking into setting 
pre-conditions for Chinese companies invest-
ing in Europe, including transfers of technol-
ogy and know-how, the EU trade chief and 
Denmark’s foreign minister said on Tuesday. 
EU ministers discussed the bloc’s economic 
security during a meeting hosted by Den-
mark, now holding the rotating presidency, 
ahead of a comprehensive paper the Euro-
pean Commission is set to present on the 
topic by the end of the year. The EU says China 
has benefited from large-scale technology 
transfers from European businesses set up 
there, such as transfers made as a condition of 
market access or via rules that mandate joint 
ventures with Chinese companies. On Wed-
nesday, a Chinese foreign ministry spokes-
person, Lin Jian, said China opposed forced 
technology transfer and “protectionist and 
discriminatory practices in the name of 
enhancing competitiveness” reuters 

IMF, Pakistan reach 
preliminary deal on 
$1.2 billion payout 
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) said 
on Tuesday it has reached a staff-level agree-
ment with Pakistan on its loan programme, 
which would allow the country to access $1.2 
billion after a review. Subject to a board 
review, the IMF will provide Pakistan $1 billion 
under its Extended Fund Facility and $200 
million under its Resilience and Sustainabil-
ity Facility, bringing total disbursements 
under the two arrangements to about $3.3 bil-
lion. Pakistan’s finance minister, Muhammad 
Aurangzeb, said earlier on Tuesday that the 
country was set to sign a preliminary deal with 
the IMF, a key step to securing more funding 
from the lender. reuters 

BofA beats profit 
estimates on 
dealmaking strength 
Bank of America (BofA) beat Wall Street esti-
mates for profit, benefiting from bumper 
third-quarter investment banking, and 
upgraded its outlook for net interest income, 
sending its shares up more than 4 per cent in 
early trading.The second-largest US bank sees 
fourth-quarter NII between $15.6 billion and 
$15.7 billion, up about 8per cent from a year 
earlier.Investment banking fees at BofA rose 
43 per cent to $2 billion from a year earlier, 
compared with executives’ earlier forecast for 
a 10 per cent to 15 per cent increase. “Strong 
loan and deposit growth, coupled with effec-
tive balance sheet positioning, resulted in 
record net interest income,” CEO Brian 
Moynihan said in a statement. reuters 

Morgan Stanley beats 
earnings estimate,  
shares rally 6.7%  
Morgan Stanley’s profit beat estimates in the 
third quarter as a surge in dealmaking drove 
revenue to records, and the company’s 
finance chief said its investment banking 
pipeline is at “all-time highs. “Shares were last 
up 6.7 per cent after earlier touching a record 
high. They have risen 32 per cent this year. 
“Our equities business airmed its number 
one position with a standout quarter,” CEO 
Ted Pick told analysts on a conference call. “A 
rebound in the investment banking environ-
ment reopened the door to strategic M&A and 
renewed financing activity.” “It is certainly 
possible that next year we could break 2021 
deal volume records,” Chief Financial Oicer 
Sharon Yeshaya told Reuters in a phone inter-
view on Wednesday. The IPO pipeline, in par-
ticular, shows a lot of activity coming from 
financial sponsors, she added. reuters 

LVMH spurs $80 bn 
luxury rally as China 
picture brightens 
LVMH shares had their best day in over two 
decades on Wednesday following signs of 
improved demand in China, which also drove 
a wider sector rally that added nearly $80 bil-
lion to European luxury stocks’ valuations. 
The top luxury group, which owns brands 
ranging from Louis Vuitton bags to Moet 
champagne, soared  14 per cent and was on 
track for its biggest daily gain since 2001, after 
it beat forecasts, reporting its first quarterly 
sales rise this year a day earlier.  reuters 
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US pushes for joint response 
to China’s rare-earth curbs 
Bessent says he doesn’t believe that Beijing wants to be an ‘agent of chaos’ 
bloomberg 
 15 October 
Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent 
indicated the US is pushing for a 
coordinated response with major 
trading partners to discourage 
China’s planned move to control 
the global supply of rare earths. 

“We’re going to have a ful-
some, group response to this, 
because bureaucrats in China 
cannot manage the supply chain 
or the manufacturing process for 
the rest of the world,” Bessent said 
at a CNBC-hosted forum in Wash-
ington on Wednesday. 

Pointing out that “all my 
counterparts” are in Washington 
for the annual gathering of the 
International Monetary Fund and 
World Bank this week, he said, 
“We’re going to be speaking with 
our European allies, with Austra-
lia, with Canada, with India and 
the Asian democracies.” 

Germany Finance Minister 
Lars Klingbeil told reporters that 
oicials from the Group of Seven 
industrial nations later on Wed-
nesday will discuss a common 
approach to address China’s 
actions, while cautioning against 
steps that do self-harm. 

China’s new rules, announced 
last week, require overseas firms 
to obtain Chinese government 
approval before exporting prod-
ucts containing even trace 
amounts of certain rare earths 
that originated in China. 

US Treasury Secretary Scott 
Bessent on Wednesday said it is 
not clear whether China’s recent 
restrictions on exports of rare 
earth minerals represent a split 
politically inside its trade negoti-
ating team, but that he doesn't 
believe Beijing wants to be an 

“agent of chaos.”  “It’s very dii-
cult to know,” Bessent said in a 
press conference in Washington 
on the sidelines of the annual 
meetings of the International 
Monetary Fund and World Bank. 

Bessent said a Chinese oicial 
“showed up uninvited in Wash-
ington and said, quote, ‘China 
will cause global chaos if the port 
shipping fees go through.’ 

The Treasury chief also said 
that as far as he’s aware, President 
Donald Trump “is a go” on meet-
ing President Xi Jinping later this 
month in South Korea. Bessent 
said there’s a “very good chance” 
that he heads out to Asia before 
Trump and meets with his Chi-
nese counterpart, Vice Premier 
He Lifeng. 

Bessent told a CNBC event 

that oicials from both countries 
were in touch daily to set up the 
meeting, and Washington  
did not want to decouple from 
the second-largest economy in 
the world. 

He said it was due to  
trust between Trump and Xi that 
the trade conflict between  
the two countries has not esca-
lated further. 

The two countries appeared 
poised to return to an all-out 
trade war late last week, after 

China on Thursday 
announced a major expansion 
of its rare earths export controls. 
Trump responded on Friday by 
threatening to raise tariffs on 
Chinese goods to triple-digit 
levels, sending financial mar-
kets and US-China relations 

into a tailspin. Bessent and other 
oicials have sought to get ties 
back on track in a series of inter-
views this week. 

Asia Trip 
Bessent said he expected trade 
announcements being made 
during Trump’s Asia tour. The 
president is expected to attend a 
summit with Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations in 
Malaysia before going on to 
Japan and South Korea, which 
will be hosting the annual Asia 
Pacific Economic Cooperation 
leaders meeting. 

The US is “about to finish up” 
negotiations with South Korea, 
Bessent added.  

Those talks have lately 
revolved around the contours of 
a giant investment program. US-
Canada talks are “back on track,” 
Bessent also said. He also indi-
cated progress with India. 

Bessent dismissed the notion 
that a slide in the stock market 
would force the Trump adminis-
tration into a negotiating posi-
tion with Beijing, saying that 
what spurs such talks is instead 
the economic interest of the 
nation.  

The US won’t negotiate with 
China “because the stock market 
is going down,” he said. 

He also rejected the idea that 
the rising price of gold reflects 
some fundamental concern with 
regard to the dollar.  

He flagged that US interest 
rates have come down relative to 
other economies, and said with 
regard to the euro that it “should 
be strong,” given how currency 
theory would suggest exchange-
rate appreciation when fiscal 
expansion is underway. 

Pakistan, Afghanistan agree on 
48-hour temporary ceasefire 
reuters 
Islamabad/Kabul, 15 October 

Pakistan and Afghanistan 
agreed to a “temporary cease-
fire” on Wednesday, Islama-
bad said, after an airstrike 
and ground fighting sent ten-
sions between the South 
Asian neighbours soaring, 
killing more than a dozen 
civilians. 

Wednesday’s fighting 
along the volatile, contested 
frontier shattered a fragile 
peace after weekend clashes 
that killed dozens, the worst 
between the two Islamic 
countries since the Taliban 

seized power in Kabul in 
2021. A Pakistani foreign 
ministry statement said that 

the two countries had 
decided to implement a 
“temporary ceasefire” for 48 
hours starting 1300 GMT on 
Wednesday. 

“During this period, both 
sides will make sincere 
efforts, through constructive 
dialogue, to find a positive 
solution to this complex yet 
resolvable issue,”  the state-
ment said, adding that the 
truce was agreed upon at the 
request of the Afghan Taliban 
government. Afghan Taliban 
administration spokesper-
son Zabihullah Mujahid said 
the ceasefire agreement was a 
result of the “request and 

insistence of the Pakistani 
side”. Kabul directs all its 
forces to observe the cease-
fire provided the other side 
does not commit aggression, 
he said in a statement. 

The recent friction 
between the two former allies 
erupted after Islamabad 
demanded that the Afghan 
Taliban administration 
tackle militants who have 
stepped up attacks in Pakis-
tan, saying they operate from 
havens in Afghanistan. 

The Taliban denies the 
charge and accuses the Pak-
istani military of conspiring 
against Afghanistan.

BlackRock-Nvidia 
strikes $40 bn AI deal 
reuters 
15 October 

An investor group, including 
BlackRock and Nvidia, will buy 
Aligned Data Centers from  
Macquarie Asset Management 
in a deal worth $40 billion, the 
companies said on Wednesday, 
as AI infrastructure expansion 
powers on.  

The deal underscores an 
intensifying race to expand the 
costly, supply-constrained infra-
structure required to develop 
artificial intelligence technology, 
as companies rush to build soph-
isticated AI models. The acquisi-
tion follows a slew of mega-deals 

focused on securing coveted 
compute capacity. The invest-
ment consortium, dubbed the 
Artificial Intelligence Infrastruc-
ture Partnership, has an initial 
target of deploying $30 billion of 
equity capital, with the potential 
of reaching $100 billion. Nvidia 
and Aligned declined to com-
ment, while the investors did not 
immediately respond to requests 
seeking more details on the deal.

Cook vows to boost  
investment in China 
reuters 
Beijing, 15 October 

Apple’s Tim Cook pledged to boost the 
tech giant’s investment in China on 
Wednesday as it navigates the trade war 
between Beijing and Washington. 

Many US companies have become 
cautious about relations with China as 
the world’s two biggest economies 
clash over tariffs and as US President 
Donald Trump seeks to promote 
manufacturing in the United States 
rather than elsewhere. 

But Cook told China’s industry min-
ister Li Lecheng the iPhone maker will 
keep investing in China, according to 
an oicial summary of their meeting in 
Beijing released by the Chinese, 
although it gave no details of the size of 
the potential investment. Apple did 
not immediately respond to a request 
for comment. 

A Shanghai-based government 
affairs consultant, who requested ano-
nymity because he was not authorised to 
speak with media, said US companies 
are wary of angering a White House that 
could hurt them at home in the world's 
biggest consumer market for appearing 
too pro-China. 

At the same time, they are seeking to 
avoid appearing insincere in Beijing 
where they have pledged to be “in China, 
for China”, he added. 

Apple's COO Sabih Khan on Tues-
day visited Lens Technology , a Chi-
nese glass supplier for Apple, the 
Changsha-based company said in a 
statement on Wednesday. 

Apple's shipments in China 
boosted by iPhone 17 series 
Apple's shipments in China grew 0.6 per 
cent from a year earlier to 10.8 million 
units in the third quarter amid sluggish 
demand in China's smartphone market, 

according to data issued by research firm 
IDC on Wednesday. 

Apple, which had the second-highest 
tally of shipments during the period, 
held a 15.8 per cent market share in the 
third quarter.

Stellantis’ $13 bn US 
investment plan to 
counter Trump tariffs

 

Stellantis’ new $13 billion investment plan in the US 
marks a key step to countering tariffs imposed by US 
President Donald Trump and to reviving the auto-
makers’ sales in its main market, investors and ana-
lysts said on Wednesday. 

The plan, would help buffer the group from US  
tariffs, an impact the French-Italian American 
group had estimated in July at about $1.7 billion 
this year.  

“This move is relevant and part of a wider path 
started by Stellantis to be  more aligned to the new 
business environment drawn by Trump with tariffs,” 
Fabio Caldato, portfolio manager at AcomeA SGR told 
Reuters.  

“More investments in the US might also attract 
more American investors in the long term,” said Bag-
giani, who has sold Stellantis shares in the past and 
was not investing back for now. reuters
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Apple to build  
home devices  
in Vietnam 
Apple Inc is preparing to expand 
its manufacturing operations in 
Vietnam as part of a push into 
the smart home market and an 
ongoing effort to lessen its 
dependence on China. The com-
pany is developing a range of 
new home devices for next year, 
including indoor security cam-
eras and a display designed to 
control appliances and serve as 
a house command hub.  

bloomberg

Cook told that the iPhone maker will 
keep investing in China
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the acquisition 
follows a slew of 
mega-deals focused on 
securing coveted 
compute capacity 
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During the ceasefire, both 
sides will make efforts 
through dialogue to find a 
positive solution to issue 

Aid trucks enter 
Gaza as hostage 
dispute pauses 

reuters 
Jerusalem/ Cairo, 15 October 

Aid trucks rolled into Gaza on 
Wednesday and Israel resumed 
preparations to open the main 
Rafah crossing after a dispute over 
the return of the bodies of dead 
hostages that had threatened to 
derail the fragile ceasefire deal 
with Hamas. 

Israel had threatened to keep 
Rafah shut and reduce aid 
supplies because Hamas was 
returning bodies too slowly, 
showing the risks to a truce that 
has stopped two years of devastat-
ing warfare in Gaza and freed all 
living hostages held by Hamas. 

However, the militant group 
returned more Israeli bodies over-
night, and an Israeli security oi-
cial said on Wednesday 
preparations were under way to 
open Rafah to Gazan citizens, 
while a second oicial said that 
600 aid trucks would go in. 

Hamas returned four bodies 
confirmed as dead hostages on 
Monday and another four bodies 
late on Tuesday, though Israeli 
authorities said one of those 

bodies was not that of a hostage. 
The dispute over the return of 

bodies still has the potential to 
upset the ceasefire deal along 
with other major issues that are 
yet to be resolved.  

Later phases of the truce call 
for Hamas to disarm and cede 
power, which it has so far refused 
to do. It has launched a security 
crackdown, parading its power in 
Gaza through public executions 
and clashes with local clans.  

Twenty-one bodies of hos-
tages remain in Gaza, though 
some may be hard to find or 
recover because of destruction 
during the conflict. An interna-
tional task force is meant to find 
them. The deal also requires Israel 
to return the bodies of 360 Palesti-
nians. The first group of 45 was 
handed over on Tuesday and the 
bodies were being identified, said 
Palestinian health authorities. 

Reuters video showed a first 
group of trucks moving from the 
Egyptian side of the border into 
the Rafah crossing at dawn on 
Wednesday, some tankers carry-
ing fuel and others loaded with 
pallets of aid. 

Trucks carrying aid prepared by the Egyptian Red Crescent, which 
will enter the Rafah crossing into the Gaza strip  photo: reuters

CO2 levels hit record high, WMO warns of more extreme weather 
reuters 
Geneva, 15 October 

Carbon dioxide levels in the atmos-
phere have reached the highest ever 
recorded, potentially further warm-
ing the planet and leading to more 
extreme climate events, a new report 
by the World Meteorological Organ-
ization found. 

From 2023 to 2024, the global aver-
age concentration of CO2 rose by 3.5 
parts per million - the largest increase 
since modern measurements started 
in 1957, according to the report, pub-
lished ahead of next month’s United 

Nations Climate Change Conference 
in Brazil. The burning of fossil fuels 
and an increase in wildfires, particu-
larly in South America, drove the rise 
in CO2 levels over the last year, it said, 
stressing more needs to be done to 
reduce emissions. 

“The heat trapped by CO2 and 
other greenhouse gases is turbo-
charging our climate and leading to 
more extreme weather,” WMO 
Deputy Secretary-General Ko  
Barrett said. 

Concentrations of other impor-
tant greenhouse gases, methane and 
nitrous oxide, also rose to record 

levels, increasing by 16 per cent and 
25 per cent respectively against pre-
industrial levels, while CO2 rose by 52 
per cent. 

“This gas (CO2) accumulates in the 
atmosphere. It has a very long life-
time ... every single molecule which is 
emitted in the atmosphere will have a 
global impact,” Oksana Tarasova, 
WMO senior scientific oicer, told a 
briefing in Geneva. 

About 50 per cent of carbon 
emissions are soaked up by forests, 
land, and oceans, however, the ability 
of these so-called carbon sinks to 
absorb the gases is lessening, Tara-

sova said. 
“We rely on natural systems to 

help us offset our impacts, and those 
systems are so stressed that they start 
reducing their help,” Tarasova said. 
Trees in the Amazon, for example, 
became stressed from rising tempera-
tures and low rainfall during the peri-
odic warming in the Eastern Pacific 
Ocean known as El Nino in 2023, and 
the onset of drought which continued 
into 2024, Tarasova stated. 

“If the tree is under stress, if it 
doesn't have water and has a very 
high temperature...it does not photo-
synthesise,” she said.

Climate alarm 
The global average concentration of  n
CO2 rose by 3.5 parts per million - the 
largest increase since 1957 

The burning of fossil fuels and an n
increase in wildfires drove the rise in  
CO2 levels 

Greenhouse gases, methane and nitrous n
oxide, also rose to record levels, 
increasing by 16% and 25% respectively 
against pre-industrial levels 

Trees in the Amazon became stressed n
from rising temperatures and low rainfall 
during the periodic warming in 2023
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(we’re going to 
have a fulsome, 
group response to 
this, because 
bureaucrats in 
china cannot 
manage the supply 
chain or the 
manufacturing 
process for the rest 
of the world) 
SCOTT BESSENT  
US Treasury Secretary 

photo: reuters



Funding retirement 
EPFO should adopt modern fund management principles 

All fund managers aim to deliver superior returns to investors, but few consistently 

achieve this over time. Several factors, including the fund manager’s skills, affect 

returns generated on the invested corpus. However, the Employees’ Provident 

Fund Organisation (EPFO), the country’s largest retirement fund, to which organ-

ised-sector employees contribute a part of their monthly salary, has been consist-

ently giving superior returns to its contributors. For 2024-25, for example, it declared 

a return of 8.25 per cent while the average yield on 10-year government bonds was 

6.86 per cent during the year. Given that the EPFO invests largely in government 

bonds, its returns on investment are unlikely to be vastly different from the interest 

offered on such bonds. The gap is reportedly being met with the realisation of gains 

on equity investment. This is clearly not a sustainable model. Returns in equity 

markets are significantly more volatile than those in debt markets. 

To its credit, as this newspaper recently reported, earlier this year the EPFO had 

asked the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) to review its investment strategy and fund 

management practices, among other things. The EPFO manages the retirement 

fund as well as regulates such investment by several other entities, which creates a 

potential conflict of interest. The RBI is reported to have made several recommen-

dations, including adopting modern portfolio-management practices. The EPFO 

has now decided to constitute a committee to study the RBI’s recommendations. 

The committee, with representatives from the RBI, the Ministry of Finance, and 

the Ministry of Labour & Employment, is expected to submit its recommendations 

by the end of this financial year, and the suggestions are likely to be implemented 

next financial year. 

The EPFO manages or oversees a retirement corpus worth about ~25 trillion, 

which is expected to grow sharply as India’s workforce becomes more formalised. 

It is thus crucial that funds are managed with greater professionalism and trans-

parency. While the expert committee is expected to look into all aspects, the EPFO 

may choose to invest part of its corpus through professional asset- management 

companies, which can not only boost returns but also help diversify risks. Further, 

it is important that returns are driven by the performance of the invested corpus 

not by political considerations. It also needs to communicate to its subscribers that 

returns can vary, depending on market conditions. Given that the EPFO manages 

retirement money, it is expected to provide stable returns over a long period of time. 

It would thus keep investing overwhelmingly in debt instruments, particularly gov-

ernment securities. It can also go for relatively high-yielding, long-duration bonds 

because it manages long-term money.  To improve returns, it has been investing a 

small part of its corpus in equities through index funds. 

Equity investment should be with a long-term view. Gains cannot be booked to 

give fixed returns to investors simply because this cannot be sustained over a long 

period. Instead, the EPFO can give subscribers the option to opt for an equity com-

ponent. Such options can be designed keeping in view the longer-term objective of 

improving returns with stability. Subscribers may also be given the choice of switch-

ing between options under a broader set of conditions. In sum, the fact that the 

EPFO sought inputs from the RBI suggests that there is both the need and willing-

ness to reform the way funds are being managed. It should implement changes with 

the objective of enhancing transparency, promoting professional fund manage-

ment, and potentially boosting long-term returns. 

 

Mapping the future 
GatiShakti Public will improve eiciency 

The launch of PM GatiShakti Public marks an important milestone in India’s jour-

ney towards transparent, data-driven infrastructure planning. Four years after the 

platform brought together information from 57 ministries on a single, digital inter-

face, this query-based web platform allows users to access 230 approved datasets 

covering physical- and social-infrastructure assets. It aims to make infrastructure 

and geospatial data a shared national resource rather than a government silo, 

enabling a better project design, inter-agency coordination, and private-sector par-

ticipation. For decades, India’s infrastructure bottlenecks have stemmed not only 

from financing gaps but also from fragmented planning. Ministries and depart-

ments have often worked in isolation, leading to a duplication of projects, delays, 

and cost overruns. 

The GatiShakti framework, launched in 2021, sought to correct this by integrat-

ing geospatial data across the transport, energy, logistics, and urban sectors. Now, 

by extending access beyond government users, GatiShakti Public represents a logi-

cal and progressive evolution, one that could unlock economic value through col-

laboration. The Union Road Transport and Highways Minister recently highlighted 

that India’s logistics cost stood at 14-16 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP), 

compared to 8 per cent in China, 12 per cent in the United States, and 12 per cent in 

Europe. The platform’s open-data architecture could help identify last-mile gaps. 

Also, stakeholders, private and academic, can leverage advanced analytics to facili-

tate more informed investment and policy decisions. As the Reserve Bank of India’s 

September 2025 Bulletin highlighted, for each rupee spent on creating infrastruc-

ture, growth in GDP is ~2.5-3.5. The productivity gains from better-coordinated 

planning could thus be substantial. 

The government has rightly restricted access to certain sensitive layers but a 

broader governance framework is essential to ensure data integrity, accountability, 

and security. The success of GatiShakti Public will depend on maintaining the accu-

racy of its datasets, updating them regularly and ensuring that public users interpret 

them correctly. Open-data platforms must also balance transparency with safe-

guards against misuse, especially in an era of growing cyber vulnerabilities. Given 

these basic issues are in place, opening up the platform to the private sector can sig-

nificantly enhance the eiciency of private capital in infrastructure and related 

areas. For instance, it would be much easier for the private sector to plan investment 

if there is clear data on the government’s ongoing infrastructure projects. The private 

sector, for example, can build a logistics hub at the right place if the data on highway 

construction is readily available. It might also reduce the cost of capital for such 

investment. The platform would be useful for firms building physical assets in large 

cities or even in a new township for that matter. At a broader policy level, PM Gat-

iShakti Public can be seen as a step towards shared knowledge and collaborative 

development. It should be expected to improve private investment in infrastructure 

and related areas, which will help boost growth and generate jobs.
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Thirty-three years ago, in 1992, I was part of the 
Indian delegation participating in the final round of 
negotiations in Rio de Janeiro on what became the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC). This was the high point of a 
multilateral effort to deal with the looming threat of 
global climate change. For developing countries, 
there were certain key provisions. 

One was the recognition of the principle of historical 
responsibility of developed and industrialised coun-
tries for the large stock of greenhouse gas emissions in 
the Earth’s atmosphere. This was based on the scien-
tific understanding that climate change has been 
caused by the accumulation of greenhouse gases in the 
Earth’s atmosphere since the dawn of the fossil fuel-
based industrial age in the 19th century. 
Carbon emissions stayed in the atmos-
phere for over a hundred years, declining 
only gradually over the years. Current 
emissions, including from developing 
countries, add to the stock but only incre-
mentally. This stock-versus-flow argu-
ment is at the heart of the climate debate. 

Two, the UNFCCC enshrined the key 
principle of Common but Differentiated 
Responsibility and Respective Capabil-
ities, the well-known CBDR principle. 
This meant that while all countries have 
a responsibility to deal with climate change, in view 
of historical responsibility and the availability of 
financial and technological resources among devel-
oped countries, it is the latter who must take the lead. 
The UNFCCC also recognised that climate action by 
developing countries beyond what they could accom-
plish within the limitation of their own resources, 
must be supported by both finance and technology 
from developed countries. Such finance was to come 
primarily from public revenues, and technology was 
to be transferred on a government-to-government 
basis. Both could be supplemented by private and 
philanthropic contributions, but these could not sub-
stitute for state-level action. 

These principles and provisions were reinforced 
by the Kyoto Protocol, adopted in 1997. The protocol 

envisaged two “commitment periods” for emission 
reductions — the first stretching from 2008 to 2012, 
and the second from 2013 to 2020, which was deter-
mined only through an amendment adopted in Doha 
in 2013. Thirty-seven industrialised countries and the 
European Union (EU) negotiated, among themselves, 
emission reduction targets applicable for the first 
commitment period. During this phase, developing 
countries were not expected to undertake any legally 
binding emission reduction targets. This was valid 
only for the four-year period from 2008 to 2012. For the 
second commitment period, how the overall emission 
reduction targets would be distributed was to be left 
to subsequent negotiations. 

The Kyoto Protocol was a powerful instrument 
to drive climate change action. It had a 
strong compliance procedure. If a 
country did not deliver on its commit-
ment to reduce its emissions during the 
first commitment period, it would not 
only have to carry forward the deficit to 
the second commitment period but 
would also have to incur a 30 per cent 
penalty in terms of additional emission 
reductions. 

The first setback came when the 
United States did not ratify the agree-
ment and, therefore, did not consider 

itself bound by the targets it had signed on to. This pat-
tern of American behaviour would recur in subse-
quent negotiations, including its abandonment of the 
Paris Agreement of 2015 — twice: First in 2017, and 
now announced again for 2026. 

There was an effort to salvage the UNFCCC at the 
Bali Conference of Parties (COP) convened in 2007. It 
adopted, by consensus, the Bali Road Map and the 
Bali Action Plan. Two key outcomes were: 

One, to enhance the implementation of the prin-
ciples and provisions of the UNFCCC through a com-
prehensive process “to enable the full, effective and 
sustained implementation of the Convention through 
long-term action, now, up to and beyond 2012.” An Ad 
Hoc Working Group on Long Term Cooperative 
Action was set up to engage in multilateral negoti-

ations leading up to the  15th COP in Copenhagen in 
2009. The Bali Action Plan was based on four pillars 
— mitigation, adaptation, finance and technology.  

Two, importantly for developing countries, the 
Bali Action Plan made an explicit link between cli-
mate action by them and the provision of finance and 
technology by developed countries: 

“Developing countries to undertake nationally 
appropriate climate action (depending on their econ-
omic conditions), mitigation actions, supported and 
enabled by technology, financing, and capacity build-
ing in a measurable, reportable and verifiable manner.” 

The climate story since then has been a cynical, 
systematic, and, ultimately, self-defeating effort by 
developed countries to eviscerate the UNFCCC, walk 
out of the Kyoto Protocol without paying any penalty 
for violating an international, legally binding instru-
ment, and erase the differentiation between devel-
oped and developing countries. I was witness to this 
as India’s chief climate negotiator from 2007 to 2010 
and then as an observer of subsequent negotiations. 
What did our developed country partners achieve in 
these negotiations? 

One, by 2015, at the Paris Agreement summit, the 
principle of historical responsibility had been impli-
citly abandoned. This has also meant that the clear 
distinction between developed and developing coun-
tries has been virtually erased. This has meant an 
almost exclusive focus on current emission trajec-
tories. India stands out as its emissions will inevitably 
rise in the years ahead, even though its per capita 
emissions are half the global average. 

Two, the notion of legally binding commitments 
— whether relating to emissions, finance, or technol-
ogy — has been given up in favour of voluntary com-
mitments. There is now a “pledge and review” system 
in place, where only “name and shame” would be the 
drivers. We know how effective these will be. 

The Paris Climate Agreement of 2015 legitimised 
this evisceration of the UNFCCC with weak aspir-
ational targets and ambiguous commitments on the 
part of developed countries. This attrition process 
continues.  There is little doubt that COP 30 in Novem-
ber this year will be no different, although the Brazi-
lian hosts speak of the meeting as the 
“Implementation COP.” The pressure to adopt a con-
sensus document and declare victory will ensure yet 
another least-common-denominator result. 

It is a pity that India has, in effect, acquiesced in 
this attrition process to the detriment of its own inter-
ests as well as those of other developing countries. It 
is not too late to call a spade a spade and confront 
those who are endangering the planet through their 
cynical disregard of even their own vital interests. 
This is a global challenge and no country will escape 
the perils that will follow from our collective compla-
cency. The warning signs are already there.    
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is a former foreign secretary and served 
as the Prime Minister’s special envoy and as India’s 
chief negotiator for climate change, 2007-2010 

Inflation targeting: Reflect, don’t celebrate 
The Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI’s) decision to seek 
public comments on its inflation-targeting frame-
work is welcome. Consultation is healthy — but before 
making changes to the framework, we should first 
ask: How well has the regime worked? 

The RBI’s discussion paper (August 2025) declares 
flexible inflation targeting (FIT) a success. It notes that 
average inflation fell from 6.8 per cent pre-targeting to 
4.9 per cent afterwards, with the pandemic and Russia-
Ukraine shocks pushing it up temporarily. Overall, the 
RBI concludes that FIT has served India well. 

To judge how well FIT has worked, we must first 
ask how inflation was lowered. There are essentially 
two routes to lower inflation: The hard 
way — keeping real rates high long 
enough to restrain demand and credit — 
and the smart way — anchoring expecta-
tions so inflation declines with smaller 
output losses. Expectations typically 
anchor only after credibility is earned 
through consistent, firm action. As the 
discussion paper says, India’s numbers 
do show disinflation. The harder ques-
tion is which route the RBI followed. Did 
inflation fall because expectations were 
credibly anchored — the “smart” path — 
or because real rates were kept high — 
the “hard” path? 

If FIT worked as intended, expectations would be 
stable around 4 per cent even when actual inflation 
moves. The test is whether expectations have 
decoupled from realised inflation. They have not. 

Another force was fiscal consolidation. Lower defi-
cits and prompt supply-side actions helped stabilise 
prices — and, notably, fiscal discipline was main-
tained even through election cycles, a rare feat. This 
steadiness matters for credibility: It signals that price 
stability is a shared goal, not just a monetary task. 
Coordination matters — low inflation is easier when 
fiscal policy is aligned. A credible nominal anchor is 
reinforced, not replaced, by steady fiscal settings. 

The RBI’s own surveys show that households 

extrapolate from recent experience. A 2024 study 
published in the RBI Bulletin by Michael Debabrata 
Patra, Joice John, and Asish Thomas George finds 
that food-price shocks spill over into expectations. 
My research with city-level RBI data, co-authored 
with Nishant Kashyap of IIM Ahmedabad, reaches a 
similar conclusion. Even after FIT, a one percentage 
point rise in current inflation lifts expected inflation 
by roughly 0.35 percentage points. Expectations con-
tinue to chase realised inflation rather than settle 
near 4 per cent. 

Because expectations remain unanchored, the 
central bank has leaned on the blunt instrument of 

high real interest rates. Real rates rose 
materially after FIT. Monetary policy 
became more powerful — and costlier for 
growth: Inflation’s sensitivity to policy 
increased, but output fell faster for a 
given tightening. Disinflation arrived via 
tighter real rates, not better credibility. 
India may have achieved similar out-
comes without a formal targeting regime, 
simply by maintaining tight real rates. 
For the same reason, the post-FIT aver-
age near 4 per cent should not be read as 
India’s natural inflation rate — it was 
achieved under sustained hard targeting. 

Estimates based only on the post-FIT sample are 
mechanically conditioned by the regime and will 
overstate how “natural” 4 per cent is. 

Why, after nearly a decade of targeting, have expec-
tations not anchored? Three reasons stand out. First, 
Indian consumption baskets are unusually exposed to 
volatile food and fuel. Second, communication still fix-
ates on the latest print more than the medium-term 
path. Third, measurement is weak: Surveys are subjec-
tive and noisy, and without forward-looking contracts 
or wage bargains, policy targets an unobserved vari-
able. Three suggestions follow. 

Measure expectations better: Policymakers 
should move beyond surveys and extract “revealed 
expectations” from actual contracts. Goods and ser-

vices tax data on advance price commitments can 
show how far ahead prices are fixed and how often 
they are revised. This should be complemented with 
market-based gauges — indexed bonds and long-
tenor yields — and used systematically, and transpar-
ently, in Monetary Policy Committee deliberations. 

Do India-centric research on drivers of expecta-
tions: High-quality, India-specific evidence using 
contract-level data, household panels, and market 
indicators should test whether food-price movements 
dominate. If they do, credibility will be costly when-
ever monsoon shocks hit, and rigid inflation targeting 
may be a poor fit. If they do not, there is more room to 
build a durable anchor. Either way, the framework 
cannot be designed or evaluated on badly measured 
expectations, and the evidence base should be 
updated regularly. 

Build flexibility into the framework: Until we 
measure expectations properly and understand what 
drives them, it is not possible to anchor them credibly. 
Insisting on a narrow point target forces monetary 
policy to carry the full burden and risks sacrificing 
growth when food prices spike. A wider band — say 3 
to 6 per cent — would recognise structural volatility 
while preserving accountability. Once the expecta-
tions process is better understood and measured, the 
range can be tightened. 

India’s inflation targeting has delivered lower 
inflation — but largely for the wrong reason. Rather 
than anchoring expectations, it has relied on high real 
rates, imposing larger growth costs. The ongoing 
review is an opportunity for course correction: 
Measure expectations with better data, deepen India-
centric research on what anchors them, and adopt a 
more flexible band until we understand how expecta-
tions are formed in India. The destination remains the 
same — durable low inflation. The route must shift 
from brute force to credibility built on evidence, com-
munication, and realism. 

.........  
The author teaches finance at the Indian School of 
Business. The views are personal 

The Great Crash retold 

ZACHARY D CARTER 

For nearly 80 years, the stock market 
crash of 1929 was rightly understood as a 
defining event of the 20th century — the 
catastrophe linking the Roaring 
Twenties to the Great Depression, and a 
key prompt for the American govern-
ment’s transformation into a modern 
administrative colossus. 

But the fall of Lehman Brothers in 
2008 elevated the Great Crash of 1929 to 
the status of national myth. As the 
United States slipped into the Great 
Recession during the Obama years, 1929 
became the ur-metaphor through which 

everything heady and horrible about 
American politics and economics could 
be understood. 

So it’s appropriate that Andrew Ross 
Sorkin, a New York Times journalist and 
the author of a justly celebrated thriller on 
the 2008 crash, Too Big to Fail, has 
selected 1929 as the subject of his latest 
book. Eight years in the making, 1929 is a 
more ambitious project than Too Big to 
Fail, informed by the papers of various 
Wall Street titans from the past century, 
an unpublished memoir and previously 
undisclosed Federal Reserve Bank of New 
York deliberations, along with hundreds 
of books and newspaper articles. 

Mr Sorkin informs readers early on 
that his book is as much a warning for our 
own time as it is a story about a bad day in 
October. Surveying the “market manias” 
in today’s crypto and artificial intelli-
gence sectors, he writes that “each wave 
seduces us into thinking that we’ve 
learned from history, and, this time, we 

can’t be fooled. Then it happens again.” 
This is big stuff, and Mr Sorkin ulti-

mately does not deliver on his grandest 
ambitions. Nevertheless, there is a pulpy 
excitement in watching an author stretch 
his abilities, and if 1929 is not an intellec-
tual monument, it does provide true-
crime thrills that seem destined for 
prestige television adaptations (Mr 
Sorkin is also a co-creator of the Show-
time series Billions). 

Over the course of more than 400 
pages, he narrates a fable of greed, cor-
ruption and incompetence to shock the 
conscience. We witness essentially every 
big player on Wall Street running out-
rageous pump-and-dump schemes — 
hyping a stock with fellow titans, watch-
ing its price spiral upward as the 
schemers sell to one another at deliber-
ately inflated values, watching other 
speculators pile on to drive prices still 
higher until the operators sell out and 
leave the suckers holding the bag. 

J P Morgan, the most pres-
tigious banking firm on Wall 
Street then and now, is caught 
offering stocks to politicians at 
below-market rates as a rou-
tine business operation, with 
seemingly every prominent 
politician on the take. The 
president of the New York 
Stock Exchange, Richard 
Whitney, extols his employer 
as “a perfect institution” 
before Congress, while 
embezzling more than $1 mil-
lion worth of securities to 
fund a life of country estate 
fox hunting. 

Mr Sorkin’s cast of 
bankers and fund managers 
party with movie stars, 
schmooze with royalty, cheat 
on their wives, negotiate foreign policy 
treaties and variously go to prison, kill 
themselves and ally with the Fascist 
dictator Benito Mussolini. 

It is exhilarating to watch these men 
rise and fall, and Mr Sorkin carries his 
readers along a current of astonishing 

detail conjured from the mar-
ginalia of his sources. It is 
impossible not to admire this 
dedication to craft, but readers 
can absorb only so many 
descriptions of elegant man-
sions and champagne yachts 
before feeling there is some-
thing prurient about so much 
high-definition exposure to 
extreme wealth. 

When Mr Sorkin catches 
his breath, moreover, he is 
strangely sympathetic to 
what he acknowledges is a 
“gallery of rogues,” and even 
more strangely incurious 
about the political implica-
tions of his narrative. 

“Other than the disgraced 
Richard Whitney and Albert 

Wiggin” — the chairman of Chase 
National Bank — “it is hard to make the 
case that any of the era’s other major 
financial figures did anything appreci-
ably worse than most individuals would 
have done in their positions and circum-
stances,” Mr Sorkin claims. 

Everybody makes mistakes, it’s true, 
but not everyone arranges sham stock 
sales with his wife to skimp on taxes 
while shielding his bank’s impossibly 
overleveraged position from market 
scrutiny. Not everybody treats the 
investing public like peasants who 
deserve to be pillaged, while bribing 
senators and simping for dictators. 

Mr Sorkin’s half-hearted defence of 
the 1929 bankers is ultimately an indict-
ment of the system he claims to love. 
There is no law of nature that irresistibly 
converts greed into progress over time. 
The terms of market fairness and 
exchange are inherently political rules, 
and it matters a great deal whether the 
capital development of the country is 
dependent on rank market manipulation 
and frenzied hyper-leveraged gambling. 
There are surely important lessons for our 
current moment in Mr Sorkin’s book; it is 
not clear he knows what they are.  
------------------- 
 The reviewer is the author of The Price of 
Peace: Money, Democracy and the Life of 
John Maynard Keynes. 
©2025 The New York Times News Service
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1929: Inside the 
Greatest Crash in Wall 
Street History — and 
How It Shattered a 
Nation 
by Andrew Ross Sorkin  
Published by  
Viking 
567 pages $35

Ten years of climate inaction
The Paris Climate Agreement of 2015 legitimised the  
evisceration of the UN climate framework — and history  
may repeat itself at COP 30 in Belem 

prasanna tantri

shyam saran

illustration:binay sinha 



I
n Australia, we value the rich diversity of
our multicultural identity, underpinned by
a commitment to pluralism and the inal-
ienable right to belonging. We do not take

this for granted. Like the majority of Austra-
lians, I was dismayed to see several anti-immi-
gration protests unfold around the world ear-
lier this year. It was particularly saddening for
me to see these protests reach Australia in 
August. You may have heard some of the hate-
ful and hurtful language from these rallies, 
including comments that singled out Indian 
Australians. It is important to note that these 
protests did not draw significant crowds in 
Australia: The divisive views of this minority 
are not shared by the Australian government 
nor the overwhelming majority of Australians.

A study by the Scanlon Foundation has
found that 83% of Australians think multicul-
turalism is good for our country. I, 
and the Australian government, une-
quivocally stand for multiculturalism,
not just as a policy first introduced in
the 1970s but as a true reflection of 
our national identity. We stand 
against those who would seek to sow
divisions in our country or intimidate
any one of our migrant communities.
To those few in Australia who say 
immigrants should “go home”, I say: 
“We are home.” And the Australian govern-
ment backs our words with action. Our govern-
ment’s policies underscore our commitment to
inclusion and social cohesion.

Earlier this year, I had the honour of open-
ing Australia’s first national office for multi-
cultural affairs, to not only celebrate the rich-
ness of our diversity but also to acknowledge
multiculturalism as a fundamental aspect of 
our identity: It is key to who we are. Today, 
multiculturalism is woven into the social and
cultural fabric of modern Australia. From 
Lunar New Year to Diwali and Rosh Hasha-
nah, these events are celebrated in small 
towns and big cities, from coast to coast.

Australia is a country defined by migra-
tion, built on the foundation of the world’s
oldest continuing culture on the planet. Our
story starts with deep historic roots, dating
back over 65,000 years with our First Nations
Australians. And building on this ancient and
proud culture, generations of new Austra-
lians have come from countries across the
world to make Australia their home. They
have done so to access a world-class educa-
tion system, to take up career opportunities,
to find a safe harbour for their families, or —
as my family did — to access opportunities
that were not available in the country we

were born in. Over generations, each group
of migrants has brought with them hopes
and dreams for a new and brighter future.
Their hard work and effort have contributed
to a stronger and more prosperous Australia
– and a nation connected by our people, to
our region and the world.

Migrant families have played such a vital
role in Australia’s economic success and con-
tinue to add depth to our social and cultural 
richness. 

Like me, over half of Australians were
either born overseas themselves, or have a 
parent who was born overseas. I came to Aus-
tralia from Egypt with my parents when I was
just two years old, and my family settled in 
Sydney’s western suburbs. We quickly became
part of the local community, together with 
neighbours from Greece, China and the 

former Yugoslavia.
Today, Indians make up the fast-

est-growing and second-largest
group of migrants to Australia. Indi-
ans were also amongst the very first
migrants to Australia; centuries ago,
it was the Indian traders who con-
nected Australia with the rest of the
world and Indian cameleers who
connected outback Australian com-
munities and towns. There are now

more than one million people of Indian heri-
tage who call Australia home. They are mak-
ing remarkable contributions across every 
sector of society: From medicine and engi-
neering to education, hospitality, and the arts.
Their entrepreneurial spirit is evident in the 
thousands of small businesses they have 
established, enriching the local economies in
which they live. They also make positive con-
tributions to their local communities through
charitable organisations, sport and religion. 

Our Indian Australians are the physical
embodiment of the unique connection between
our two countries — they have brought Austra-
lia and India closer. We recently established the
Centre for Australia-India Relations to help 
build friendships and connections across busi-
ness, the creative arts, education and impor-
tantly in our local communities. Whether you
come to Australia for study, work opportuni-
ties, a holiday, or to live permanently, each visit
strengthens our bond. And if you’re consider-
ing coming to Australia, know this: We wel-
come you with open arms.

Anne Aly is Australia’s minister for small

business, international development and

multicultural affairs. The views

expressed are personal

How multiculturalism 
shapes Aussie identity 

Anne 
Aly

the rhythmic clatter of looms blending with 
the scratch of pencils. The same hands that 
once wove fabric now solve equations. The 
walls of homes are plastered with charts and 
formulas; in the evenings, dim bulbs glow 
above students studying late into the night. 
They call Patwa Toli “the IIT factory”, but that
label doesn’t capture what’s really happening
here. It’s a renaissance — a community’s col-
lective uprising against circumstance.

At the heart of this movement is Vriksha
Sansthan, a free mentoring centre founded by
Chandrakant Pateshwari and Jitendra
Kumar, a former IITian from the village. I met
students, the sons and daughters of loom
workers, mechanics, and shopkeepers study-
ing day and night, driven by dreams larger
than their surroundings. The mentors, them-
selves once village children, teach for free
after their regular jobs. They are trying to
help these children discover their own poten-

tial, to show them that brilliance
grows through perseverance, not
background, and that their dreams
are within reach.

I told the students that getting
into IIT isn’t the only path to suc-
cess. Their grit and work ethic are
the real assets — the same qualities
that built Silicon Valley. With the
right exposure, they could become
innovators who create jobs, not just

chase them. One of my technical advisors
and machine learning expert, Jagadish Ven-
kataraman, will soon work with them virtu-
ally to bring Artificial Intelligence to life —
not as theory, but as a practical tool they can
learn to use.

As I left the village, the sun was setting
behind the looms, their rhythmic hum fading
into the evening air. The road ahead wound 
past fields and small towns, carrying me 
toward Nalanda, the next chapter of Bihar’s 
story. If Patwa Toli represents education as lib-
eration, Nalanda stands for education as 
enlightenment — the bridge between the 
material and the moral, between invention 
and wisdom.

At Nalanda University, the new campus
rises beside the ruins of the ancient one, which
once drew scholars from across Asia a thou-
sand years before Oxford and Cambridge were
conceived. The old Nalanda was where India 
led the world — a beacon of reason, inquiry, 
and universal learning. Seeing the new univer-
sity rise from those same fields felt like watch-
ing history turn a corner.

What impressed me most wasn’t the gran-
deur of the buildings, but the clarity of vision.
The faculty spoke passionately about blending
science, sustainability, and ethics — reviving 
the spirit of Nalanda, where learning was 
meant to uplift humanity. They’re strict about
environmental values; you can’t even bring a
non-electric vehicle onto campus without a 
special permit. It made me smile — a small but
telling symbol of integrity.

Walking through the courtyards of the old
Nalanda, I thought about Manjhi’s ridge again
— the chiseled rock, the village of dreamers,
and now, this reborn university. They are all
part of the same continuum. One man broke
a mountain with his hands. One village broke
the cycle of poverty through education. And
one university is working to break the com-
placency that holds back a nation capable of
so much more.

Vivek Wadhwa is CEO, Vionix Biosciences.

The views expressed are personal

fatigue. After the 2014 war, less than 
27% of pledged aid for Gaza was dis-
bursed within six months, with wealthy
Gulf States lagging significantly. Even if
the money materialises, structural bar-
riers remain: Israeli controls on dual-
use materials have long hampered 
rebuilding, while the deep political 
schism between Fatah and Hamas cre-
ates uncertainty over the management
of the reconstruction effort.

This intra-Palestinian division is the
most significant point of potential fail-
ure. The international community is 
pinning its hopes on a reformed and 
revitalised Palestinian Authority (PA) 
to govern post-war Gaza, but such an 
entity does not yet exist. The PA, widely
perceived by Palestinians as corrupt 
and ineffective, remains under the 
weakened leadership of Mahmoud 
Abbas, still in office after two decades
of a supposed four-year term.

Recent moves, such as the reinstate-
ment of veteran diplomat Nasser 
al-Kidwa, Yasser Arafat’s nephew and 
head of the Yasser Arafat Foundation, 
who was expelled in 2021 for challeng-
ing Abbas’s leadership, to Fatah’s cen-
tral committee, seem less a sign of genu-
ine reform and more a piece of political
theatre for an international audience, 
designed to make the PA a more palata-

ble recipient of reconstruction aid.
The summit’s actual impact may lie

in how it reshapes the regional land-
scape. The Gaza war put a freeze on the
Abraham Accords and fundamentally 
recalibrated the conditions for Israeli-
Saudi normalisation. Riyadh has now 
made tangible, irreversible steps toward
a viable Palestinian State, a non-negotia-
ble prerequisite for any deal. This trans-
forms the Sharm el-Sheikh framework
into a litmus test for broader regional 
peace. The road to a historic agreement
with Saudi Arabia now runs directly 
through the rubble of Gaza, exponen-
tially raising the stakes for all parties.

Ultimately, the Sharm el-Sheikh sum-
mit is an act of geopolitical triage — 
staunching the bleeding without healing
the deeper wound. While it stands as a 
breakthrough in crisis management, it 
remains a facade when measured 
against the deeper imperatives of con-
flict resolution. Its true measure will not
be the diplomatic pageantry on display,
but whether it can create durable stabil-
ity and, perhaps, in time, open the nar-
rowest doorway for renewed diplomacy.

Ausaf Sayeed is a former ambassador of 

India to Saudi Arabia, Yemen,

and high commissioner to Seychelles.

The views expressed are personal

The history of Gaza is a cautionary tale of unfulfilled promises. After the 
2014 war, less than 27% of pledged aid was disbursed within six months. AP

W
hen people think of Bihar, they
often recall its colonial past, polit-
ical dysfunction, and decades of
neglect. For years, the state was

seen as a symbol of what went wrong in 
India’s development story. I came here expect-
ing to find remnants of that narrative — the 
poverty, the frustration, the brain drain. 
Instead, I found something profoundly differ-
ent: A quiet, determined resurgence that could
redefine India’s future.

I had come to Bodh Gaya seeking peace
and reflection, to sit where the Buddha once
found enlightenment and to quiet my own
restless mind. But on the road to Nalanda, I
came upon another monument to human
endurance — the ridge carved by Dashrath
Manjhi, the “mountain man”. Standing there,
between sheer walls of rock, I felt as if I were
walking through time, down a path literally
born from loss and love.

Manjhi’s wife, Falguni Devi, was
badly injured after falling along the
rocky hillside, and the nearest hos-
pital was on the other side of this
mountain. By the time she could be
taken there, it was too late. Stricken
with grief, Manjhi resolved that no
one else should ever die because a
mountain stood in the way. With
nothing more than a hammer and
chisel, he spent 22 years cutting
through solid rock, carving a passage that
connected his village to the world beyond.

Today, that narrow road carries children to
school and workers to nearby towns. What 
was once a wall of stone has become a lifeline.
But what struck me most wasn’t the road 
itself, it was the spirit that built it. Manjhi had
no wealth, no education, no institution behind
him, just purpose. It reminded me of my own
journey after losing my wife, when I turned 
grief into determination to build Vionix Biosci-
ences — to use science to save others from the
pain my wife endured.

A few kilometres away lies Patwa Toli, a vil-
lage that has moved mountains of a different
kind. Once known for its weavers, generations
of artisans who struggled as the textile trade 
collapsed, it is now famous for producing 
engineers. Nearly every household has some-
one who has cracked the IIT entrance exam. 
The literacy rate is 98%, and families which 
once lived hand-to-mouth now send their chil-
dren to India’s top universities.

When I walked through the village, I heard
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In spite of the 
tariff roulette

Where have all the 
elephants gone?

A
ll’s not well with India’s elephants. A population
estimation exercise by the Wildlife Institute of
India (Status Of Elephants in India: DNA based

synchronous all India population estimation of 
elephants or SAIEE) has suggested a disturbing decline 
in their number: The 2025 count is 22,446, 17% lower 
than in 2017, when the count was 27,312; incidentally, 
the Centre informed the Lok Sabha in 2024 that the 
India’s pachyderm population, as per a synchronised 
estimation, was 29,964. These surveys are not 
comparable because of methodological differences. 
Experts have also said that the DNA model may have 
underestimated the elephant count. These counters 
are valid, but there is enough and more evidence to be 
concerned about the health of the Indian elephant. 

At least three inferences in the SAIEE report ask for
close reading. One, the once-contiguous elephant 
population in the Western Ghats is rapidly splintering 
due to changing land use, including expanding 
commercial plantations, invasive plants, farmland 
fencing, human encroachment and mushrooming 
developmental projects, all of which impact elephant 
survival and migration. Two, habitats in east-central 
India face fragmentation and deterioration from 
unmitigated mining and infrastructure projects, 
habitat degradation and human use. It has prompted 
long-ranging elephants to venture into human 
dwellings, escalating human-wildlife conflict. Three, 
the North East holds the second-largest elephant 
population in India. But, exploitation of natural 
resources since colonial times, driven by the 
productive nature of floodplains and geopolitics (the 
marking of national borders), has led to habitat loss 
and rising conflict with humans. The frequent reports 
of such conflicts and accidents on rail tracks from 
states such as Kerala, West Bengal and Assam confirm 
the anxieties recorded by the report. Project Elephant, 
established in 1992, needs a renewed push.

“T
he global economy is in a strange place: we
know more about the next seven years than
the next seven days,” BlackRock CEO Larry
Fink wrote in the Financial Times in June.

This is a useful prognosis for the global economy, 
where the leaders of the two largest economies keep 
threatening each other with holding back critical 
inputs and triple-digit tariffs. However, the ongoing 
Russian roulette in trade does not mean the larger 
economy has stopped evolving in its own ways. The 
World Economic Outlook (WEO) released by the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) — arguably the 
most important institutional economic forecast — has 
drawn attention to this fact.  WEO’s short-term 
commentary is a harbinger of optimism, even if a 
cautious one. Contrary to many predictions, the US has 
not been engulfed by a recession or hyperinflation 
because of President Donald Trump’s tariffs. Growth 
prospects for most major countries, India included, are 
marginally better than they were in the July update of 
WEO. However, IMF has warned that none of this 
should be inferred to mean that rising protectionism 
can’t lead to losses in the medium to long term. 

What is more worrying in IMF’s commentary is the
non-trade red flags to overall macroeconomic stability. 
It has flagged four key factors here — the Artificial 
Intelligence boom, the structural crisis in the Chinese 
economy, growing fiscal pressures, and an erosion in 
institutional credibility. These are factors that can have 
deeply destabilising effects via bursting of asset 
bubbles, overinvestment in one economy generating 
headwinds for others and, eventually, imploding, and 
turmoil in financial and capital markets. 

As much as economists may want to pretend that 
these issues are technocratic in nature, they also have 
deep political-economy roots that require a careful 
calibration between markets, State and democratic 
processes. Their successful and safe resolution 
requires not just national but international 
cooperation, which can happen only if domestic 
pressures are under control. Much of the friction 
preventing such cooperation from being achieved is a 
result of politics, which gained from unequal 
distribution of the fruits of growth in the past few 
decades, while leaders were celebrating aggregate 
outcomes. The short point is, one cannot wish for 
status quo ante to restore sanity in the global economic 
system. It has to be a new deal which prioritises justice 
without voodoo economics or punters running riot.

T
he Sharm el-Sheikh sum-
mit on Monday represents
a watershed in Middle East
diplomacy, but its legacy is
profoundly ambiguous.
Co-chaired by the US and

Egypt, the gathering of world leaders 
succeeded in brokering an end to a 
devastating two-year war in Gaza, 
securing a ceasefire, the release of all 
hostages and prisoners, and an 
unprecedented international commit-
ment to reconstruction and oversight.

Yet, beneath the celebratory atmos-
phere lies a framework that is both a 
radical diplomatic innovation and a 
profoundly fragile construct. The 
summit did not forge a path to peace;
instead, it transformed a hot conflict 
into a managed, yet fundamentally 
unresolved, political standoff. The 
architecture of this imposed peace 
was a deliberate departure from dec-
ades of failed negotiations. It 
embraced high-stakes political thea-
tre, exemplified by President Donald 
Trump’s dramatic address to the Isra-
eli Knesset, declaring the war “over” 
before the deal was signed. This strat-
egy of creating political reality and 
momentum by weaponising public 

pronouncement, forcing both Israel 
and Hamas into a corner, where 
accepting the internationally-backed 
framework was less costly than being
cast as the sole spoilers of peace.

The summit’s most striking feature
was the calculated exclusion of Israel
and Hamas, the principal adversaries,
from the final stage of negotiations.
By empowering a quartet of guaran-
tors — the US, Egypt, Qatar, and Tur-
key — the process averted the all-too-
familiar scenario in which either
party could sabotage progress by
refusing to compromise.

While this innovative
approach produced tangible
results, it also revealed the
agreement’s fundamental
structural flaw. An accord
reached without the direct
involvement or authority of
the parties responsible for its
implementation resembles
an externally imposed armi-
stice more than a mutually negotiated
settlement. Hamas’s acceptance was
driven by overwhelming humanitar-
ian desperation, while Israel acqui-
esced under the weight of American
pressure. This coerced consent, rather
than genuine commitment, raises
serious doubts about its long-term
sustainability.

Such a radical approach was only
possible because of a rare alignment of
interests. The US, fulfilling a campaign
promise, leveraged the considerable 
political capital it had gained through
the strong support for Israel during the
war to push for a ceasefire. Egypt, fac-
ing existential security and economic 
threats, seized the opportunity to reaf-
firm its vital role as a regional media-

tor. The final impetus came from 
Qatar and Turkey. Qatar, whose status
as both a patron of Hamas and a US 
ally was threatened by an Israeli air-
strike on its territory, was compelled to
exert exceptional pressure on Hamas
leadership. Turkey, invited by Presi-
dent Trump late in the day, capitalised
on its distinctive influence over Hamas
to secure a place at the table.

In substance, the accord prioritises
immediate de-escalation whilst sys-
tematically deferring all final status
issues. In many ways, it represents the
antithesis of the Oslo process. The

Oslo Accords of the 1990s
relied on cautious, step-by-
step trust-building, under-
pinned by the hopeful
assumption that postponing
the most intractable ques-
tions would eventually make
lasting peace possible. That
approach disintegrated
amid cycles of violence and

the relentless expansion of Israeli set-
tlements, erasing the potential for a
viable Palestinian State. The archi-
tects of Sharm el-Sheikh have drawn
a much grimmer lesson: To enshrine
the political stalemate and focus nar-
rowly on containing its most violent
symptoms, with no defined process or
vision for final resolution.

The Herculean task of reconstruc-
tion further exposes the agreement’s 
fragility. The estimated $50-70 billion
cost over the next decade is staggering,
with initial short-term needs totalling
approximately $20 billion for humani-
tarian aid, early recovery, and infra-
structure stabilisation. 

The history of Gaza is a cautionary
tale of unfulfilled promises and donor 

Summit that staunched 

bloodshed in West Asia
The legacy of the 
Sharm el-Sheikh summit 
is ambiguous. It did not 
forge a path to peace, but 
has transformed a conflict
 into a managed, yet 
fundamentally unresolved, 
political standoff

A

{ PETE HEGSETH } SECRETARY OF WAR, UNITED STATES

P
You get peace when you are strong, 
not when you use strong words or 
wag your finger, you get it when you 
have real capabilities that 

adversaries respect
On the need for NATO nations to purchase defence

equipment to counter Russia and assist Ukraine

In Bihar, a quiet resurgence 
that can redefine the future
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Optimism in IMF’s report notwithstanding, global 
economic system needs a careful calibration 
between markets, State and democratic processes

Vivek 
Wadhwa

Ausaf 
Sayeed

The old Nalanda was where India led the 
world. HT PHOTO
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Cyber threat to  
federal govt: US
WASHINGTON: The US 
said on Wednesday that 
federal networks are 
being targeted by an 
unidentified “nation-
state cyber threat actor” 
trying to exploit flaws in 
products made by 
security firm F5. REUTERS

‘Restore Musk’s 
$56 bn payday’
DOVER: Elon Musk’s $56 
billion pay package 
from Tesla should have 
been restored by a vote 
of shareholders last 
year, a Tesla attorney 
argued to a US court on 
Wednesday. REUTERS

US soldier’s father 
deported at base
SAN DIEGO: The father 
of a US Marine was 
deported after visiting 
family members at a 
California military base. 
He came to the US from 
Mexico 30 years ago. AP

Vaccine nod in US 
hard now: Pfizer
WASHINGTON: Pfizer Inc 
CEO Albert Bourla said 
drug approvals are not 
hard to get in the US but 
vaccines are harder to 
get approved right now 
as US looks to overhaul 
policies. BLOOMBERG

 

Charged over live 
streamed suicide
BERLIN: A 21-year-old 
German-Iranian man 
known as the “White 
Tiger” who lured 
children worldwide into 
online abuse network 
“764” was charged with 
livestreamed suicide of 
a 13-year-old US boy. AFP

Jayashree Nandi

htreporters@hindustantimes.com

NEW DELHI: Carbon dioxide
(CO2) levels in the atmosphere
soared to record levels in 2024,
committing the planet to more
long-term temperature increase,
according to a new report from
the World Meteorological Orga-
nization (WMO). 

The WMO Greenhouse Gas
Bulletin said continued emis-
sions of CO2 from human activi-
ties and from wildfires, and
reduced CO2 absorption by
“sinks” such as land ecosystems
and the ocean were responsible
for this spike.

From 2023 to 2024, the global
average concentration of CO2

surged by 3.5 ppm, the largest
increase since modern measure-
ments started in 1957, WMO
added. Growth rates of CO2 have
tripled since the 1960s, accelerat-
ing from an annual average
increase of 0.8 ppm per year to
2.4 ppm per year in the decade
from 2011 to 2020.

“The heat trapped by CO2 and
other greenhouse gases is turbo-
charging our climate and lead-
ing to more extreme weather.
Reducing emissions is therefore
essential not just for our climate
but also for our economic secu-
rity and community well-being,”
said WMO deputy secretary-gen-
eral Ko Barrett on Wednesday.

Concentrations of methane
and nitrous oxide – the second

and third most important long-
lived greenhouse gases related to
human activities – have also
risen to record levels.

WMO released the annual
greenhouse gas bulletin to pro-
vide authoritative scientific
information for the UN Climate
Change conference in Novem-
ber. The COP30 meeting in
Belém, Brazil, will seek to ramp
up climate action.

“Sustaining and expanding
greenhouse gas monitoring are
critical to support such efforts,”
said Oksana Tarasova, coordina-
tor of the Greenhouse Gas Bulle-
tin. “The pre-industrial level of
278.3 ppm represented a balance
of fluxes among the atmosphere,
the oceans and the land bio-

sphere. The globally averaged
CO2 concentration in 2024 was
423.9±0.2 ppm (Figure 5a), 152%
of the pre-industrial level,” the
bulletin said.

The global temperature in
2024 was the highest recorded in
the observational record dating
back to 1850, breaking the record
previously set in 2023. For the
first time, it passed the signifi-
cant 1.5 °C mark relative to the
pre-industrial period, mainly a
result of El Nino. The oceans
may also have contributed to a
small fraction of the additional
carbon dioxide in 2024. But the
majority of the 2024 anomaly
arose from decreased net ecosys-
tem carbon uptakes and
increased fire emissions.

{ CLIMATE CHANGE }

Biggest ever rise in atmospheric CO2 recorded

ties due to a military standoff.
Chinese EV automakers see

India’s auto market as a major
source to expand sales.

According to recent reports,
facing overcapacity with large
production of EVs and declining
domestic sales and profits amid
price wars, Chinese hybrid car
makers like BYD are looking for
overseas markets, especially in
the EU and Asia.

When asked about the issue,
commerce secretary Rajesh
Agrawal said that the ministry
will look at the detailed submis-
sions made by China.

An official said that China has
also filed similar applications
against Turkiye, Canada and the
EU. “They have sought consulta-
tions with India,” the official
said. Seeking consultation is the
first step of the dispute settle-
ment process as per WTO rules.

If the consultations do not
result in a satisfactory solution,
the EU can request that the WTO
set up a panel in the case to rule
on the issue raised.

Press Trust of India
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BEIJING/NEW DELHI: China has
filed a complaint against India in
the World Trade Organisation
(WTO) over New Delhi’s subsi-
dies for electric vehicles (EVs)
and batteries.

The Chinese commerce min-
istry has alleged that the meas-
ures by India violate several
WTO obligations, including the
principle of national treatment,
and constitute import substitu-
tion subsidies, which are explic-
itly prohibited under the multi-
lateral trade rules.

These measures unfairly ben-
efit India’s domestic industries
and undermine China’s legiti-
mate interests, the ministry’s
statement claimed.

China’s complaint about
India’s reported EV subsidies
comes as Beijing seeks to boost
exports of its electric vehicles to
India. This follows the two coun-
tries’ initiative to normalise rela-
tions after a five-year freeze in

Reuters
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ISLAMABAD/KABUL: Pakistan
and Afghanistan agreed to a
temporary ceasefire on
Wednesday after an air strike
and ground fighting ramped up
tensions between the South
Asian neighbours, leaving
more than a dozen civilians
dead and 100 wounded.

Wednesday’s fighting along
the volatile, contested frontier
shattered a fragile peace after
dozens were killed in weekend
clashes, the worst between the
two Islamic countries since the
Taliban seized power in Kabul
in 2021.

The recent friction between
the former allies erupted after
Islamabad demanded that the
Afghan Taliban administration
acts to rein in militants who
had stepped up attacks in Paki-
stan, saying they operated from
havens in Afghanistan.

The Taliban denies the
charge and accuses the Paki-
stani military of spreading mis-
information about Afghani-
stan, provoking border ten-
sions, and sheltering ISIS-
linked militants to undermine
the country’s stability and sov-
ereignty. Pakistan’s military
denies the charges.

A Pakistani foreign ministry
statement said the two coun-
tries would implement a “tem-
porary ceasefire” for 48 hours
starting 1300 GMT on Wednes-
day, adding the truce was
requested by Kabul.

Afghan Taliban administra-
tion spokesperson Zabihullah
Mujahid said the ceasefire was
due to the “insistence of the
Pakistani side.”

Kabul had directed its forces
to observe the ceasefire pro-
vided the other side does not
commit aggression, he said.

Earlier on Wednesday, Paki-

stan carried out an air strike on
the Afghan border province of
Kandahar and hit the town of
Spin Boldak, officials in both
countries said.

Pakistani security officials
said the air strike had targeted
a brigade of Afghan Taliban
troops and that dozens were
killed, without corroborating
the claim.

Separately, fighting between
Pakistani troops and militants
in Pakistan’s border district of
Orakzai killed six paramilitary
soldiers and nine militants, two
security officials said.

The site of several explosions in Kabul on Wednesday. AFP

Af-Pak 48-hr ceasefire after 
border clashes kill dozens Press Trust of India
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ISLAMABAD: Pakistan and the
IMF on Wednesday reached a
staff-level agreement (SLA) on
the country’s loan programmes,
paving the way for Islamabad to
access US$ 1.2 billion, pending
approval from the global len-
der’s board.

The Washington-based Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF)
will provide Pakistan with USD 1
billion under its Extended Fund
Facility (EFF) and US$ 200 mil-
lion under its Resilience and
Sustainability Facility (RSF) after
approval from the fund’s board.

Last week, an IMF mission led
by Iva Petrova concluded talks
with Pakistani authorities on the
second review of the EFF agreed
in 2024 and the first review for
the RSF climate loan agreed this
year, but it left Pakistan without
signing a staff-level agreement.

Petrova stated that the staff-
level agreement remained sub-
ject to approval by the IMF Exec-
utive Board. “Supported by the
EFF, Pakistan’s economic pro-
gramme is entrenching macroe-
conomic stability and rebuilding
market confidence,” she said.

“The recovery remains on
track, with the FY25 current
account recording a surplus —
the first in 14 years, the fiscal pri-
mary balance surpassing the
programme target,” she said.

PAKISTAN AND IMF 
REACH DEAL FOR 
$1.2 BILLION LOAN

“no free riders.”
He described the initiative to

provide weapons to Ukraine as
“Europe pays, the US provides,
Nato fields.”

EU urges G7 to join plan 
tapping Russia assets
The European Union will urge
Group of Seven (G7) partners to
consider tapping immobilised
Russian assets in aiding Ukraine,
the bloc’s economy commis-
sioner told AFP on Wednesday.

European allies have been
working on a plan to provide
loans to Ukraine without an out-
right seizure of Russian assets
that have been immobilized after
Moscow’s invasion of Ukraine in
2022. “The UK and Canada have
already indicated willingness to
work alongside with the EU’s
reparation loan model,” Dom-
brovskis said.

“So, we’re also awaiting more
concrete responses from (the)
US and Japan,” he added on the
sidelines of the International
Monetary Fund and World
Bank’s fall meetings in Washing-
ton this week.

Agencies
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BRUSSELS/WASHINGTON: The
Trump administration expects
Europe, not the US, to lead the
North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion, Defense Secretary Pete Heg-
seth said, marking an apparent
shift in Washington’s stance
toward the 76-year transatlantic
alliance, Bloomberg reported.

The US will continue to fulfill
its obligations to the alliance,
Hegseth said on Wednesday in
Brussels, but also expects other
countries to bolster their own
defences.

“We remain clear-eyed about
the fact the most effective deter-
rents to Russian aggression are:
number one, a lethal, capable,
and European-led Nato, and
number two, a combat-credible
Ukrainian military able to
defend itself and thereby con-
tinue to deter Russian aggres-
sion along Nato’s border,” he
said at a gathering of the Ukraine
Defense Contact Group, which
coordinates military support to
Kyiv.

“If this war does not end, if
there is no path to peace in the
short term, then the US, along
with our allies, will take the
steps necessary to impose costs
on Russia for its continued
aggression. If we must take this
step, the US War Department
stands ready to do our part in
ways that only the US can do,”
Hegseth said. He said the US will
continue to do its part, but that
European allies must take pri-
mary responsibility for the
defense of the continent.

The secretary endorsed the
use of the Priority Ukraine
Requirements List initiative, and
urged every country in the alli-
ance to contribute to the effort to
arm Kyiv, saying there should be

Tellis accessed and removed top
secret defence documents from
secure holding facilities. Many of
these documents were subse-
quently found in Tellis’ home in
Virginia.

“While searching TELLIS’s
house in Vienna, investigators
located over a thousand pages of
paper documents with classifica-
tion markings at the TOP
SECRET and/or SECRET levels at
various locations within the
house,” the Department of Jus-
tice’s filing said. Tellis had been
granted a security clearance to
access these files given his posi-
tion as a senior adviser to the
state department and as a con-
tractor for the war department.

The filing also makes clear
that Tellis had been under sur-
veillance for some time. On at
least two occasions in September
and October 2025, Tellis was
recorded using his security
clearance to take classified
national defence documents,
including some related to mili-
tary aircraft capabilities.

The US justice department
also provided details of five
meetings Tellis had with Chinese
officials. “TELLIS entered the

Shashank Mattoo
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WASHINGTON:  Shock and disbe-
lief spread in Washington DC’s
policy circles on Tuesday after
the US government accused for-
eign policy expert Ashley Tellis
of unlawfully holding classified
national security documents.
Law enforcement authorities
stated that Tellis, who has been
arrested, repeatedly met Chinese
officials over the last four years
and could face a maximum pun-
ishment of 10 years in prison and
a $250,000 fine. 

“We are aware of the allega-
tions against Tellis. He is now on
administrative leave, including
from his role as Tata Chair for
Strategic Affairs,” said Katelynn
Vogt, vice president for commu-
nications, Carnegie Endowment
for International Peace

“When I first saw the news, I
thought that it just couldn’t be
right. When I told my bosses
about it, some of whom know
Tellis, they didn’t believe it
either. It was only after I showed
them an article that they
believed it and they looked really
disappointed,” one foreign policy
analyst told HT on  condition of
anonymity. 

For many, Tellis has been one
of the leading lights of US-India
relations and of US’s foreign pol-
icy community. Born in India
and educated in Mumbai, he
moved to the US to pursue a PhD
at the University of Chicago.
Over subsequent decades, Tellis
established himself as an author-
ity on US-India relations, nuclear
policy and US grand strategy. 

In a filing with a district court
in Eastern Virginia, law enforce-
ment authorities alleged that

restaurant with a manila envel-
ope and the PRC officials entered
the restaurant with a gift
bag…The dinner meeting lasted
approximately two hours and
TELLIS did not appear to have
the manila envelope in his pos-
session upon his departure from
the restaurant,” the filing said.
The department also revealed
that Tellis was overheard dis-
cussing US-Pakistan ties and
China’s ties with Iran in his con-
versations with Chinese officials.

Tellis is best known as one of
the original architects of the
US-India nuclear deal. After
leaving government, Tellis
remained a respected commen-
tator, with close ties to the strate-
gic establishments in both
Washington and New Delhi. A
2022 book co-edited by Tellis,
Grasping Greatness: Making
India A Leading Power, was
released by S Jaishankar. An ear-
lier book also co-edited by Tellis
and Bibek Debroy was released
by Prime Minister Narendra
Modi in 2014. 

Tellis’s 2023 essay in Foreign
Affairs magazine entitled ‘Amer-
ica’s Bad Bet on India’ laid out a
more sceptical vision of the
future of the India-US partner-
ship. Tellis argued that India’s
desire for multipolarity in global
affairs, its preference for strate-
gic autonomy and its unwilling-
ness to align with America
placed limits on what the US-In-
dia partnership could achieve. 

“In recent years Tellis became
more sceptical about India and
US-India ties...America’s Bad Bet
on India was a prominent rally-
ing piece for those wanting
decreased strategic investment
in India from the US point of
view,” one scholar told HT. 

Tellis discussed US-Pak, 
Iran with China officials

Agencies
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NEW YORK: US President
Donald Trump has called the
Brics grouping an “attack” on
the US dollar, claiming that he
threatened nations seeking to
join the bloc with tariffs follow-
ing which “everybody dropped
out”, PTI reported. 

Brics comprises Brazil, Rus-
sia, India, China, South Africa,
Egypt, Ethiopia, Indonesia,
Iran, and the United Arab
Emirates. Trump has often
threatened to impose addi-
tional tariffs on the bloc for
what he calls its “anti-Ameri-
can” policies.

The Brics nations have
voiced serious concerns about
the rise of unilateral tariff and
non-tariff measures which dis-
tort trade.

Speaking at a bilateral meet-
ing with Argentine President
Javier Milei on Tuesday, Trump
said he was “very strong” on
the dollar, adding that “any-
body who wants to deal in dol-
lars” will have an “advantage”
over those who do not. 

“...I told anybody who wants
to be in Brics, that’s fine, but
we’re going to put tariffs on
your nation. Everybody
dropped out. They’re all drop-
ping out of Brics,” he claimed.
“Brics was an attack on the dol-
lar,” he said. 

The Kremlin said on
Wednesday that Brics  has
never targeted third countries
or their currencies.

Kremlin spokesman Dmitry
Peskov told reporters that Brics
was a grouping of nations
united by a shared vision of
cooperation and prosperity.

Agencies
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LONDON: British finance minis-
ter Rachel Reeves said on
Wednesday the government was
taking targeted action against
companies in India and China
that continued to facilitate the
flow of Russian oil into global
markets, Reuters reported.

The UK announced 90 new
sanctions targeting Russia’s oil
giants and Indian petroleum
company Nayara Energy Lim-
ited, which it said had imported
billions of dollars’ worth of Rus-
sian crude in 2024, PTI reported.

The Foreign, Commonwealth
and Development Office said the
coordinated action with the UK
Treasury will strike at the heart
of Russian President Vladimir
Putin’s war funding, targeting
companies to cut off oil revenues
reaching the Kremlin.

It claimed the move will help
take Russian oil “off the market”
and choke off energy revenues
that flow into Putin’s “war chest”
in the conflict with Ukraine.

“Four oil terminals in China,
44 tankers in the ‘shadow fleet’
transporting Russian oil, and
Nayara Energy Limited – which
imported 100 million barrels of
Russian crude worth over US$ 5
billion in 2024 alone – have all
been hit by this latest wave of
sanctions,” it stated. The new
sanctions target Russian oil
giants Rosneft and Lukoil, two of
the world’s biggest energy firms.

UK TARGETING 
INDIAN, CHINESE 
COMPANIES OVER 
RUS OIL TRADE

Brics attack on dollar: Trump

President Donald Trump on Tuesday awarded America’s highest civilian honour, the 
Presidential Medal of Freedom, to assassinated activist Charlie Kirk. His widow Erika received the 
award on his behalf. The US State Department said on Tuesday it had revoked the visas of six 
foreigners from South Africa, Argentina, Mexico, Brazil, Germany and Paraguay over social media 
comments made about Kirk’s assassination. BLOOMBERG

Bloomberg
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WASHINGTON: President Donald
Trump suggested the $20 billion
lifeline the US is planning for
Argentina could be contingent
on Argentinan president Javier
Milei’s success in the midterm
election. “If he wins we’re stay-
ing with him, and if he doesn’t
win we’re gone,” Trump said.

While Trump at other points

batted away suggestions that US
assistance was intended to boost
Milei politically, he also repeat-
edly emphasised that the $20 bil-
lion currency swap was intended
as a signal of support for the
Argentine leader’s economic
philosophy. 

“We want to help Argentina,”
Trump said, touting trade as a
way to bolster the country. “They
have great product, and we used
to do a lot of trade.”

No aid for Argentina if 
Milei loses poll: Trump

US: Europe to lead Nato to 
deter Russia, help Ukraine

Russian President Vladimir Putin and Syrian interim president 
Ahmed al-Sharaa in Moscow on Wednesday. AFP

China challenges 
India’s EV, battery
subsidies in WTO

Agencies
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J E R U S A L E M / T E L  A V I V /
GENEVA: The US military’s Mid-
dle East command on Wednes-
day called on Hamas to stop its
violence against civilians in
Gaza and disarm “without
delay” as the militant group
reasserts itself by deploying
security forces and executing
those it deems collaborators
with Israel.

“We strongly urge Hamas to
immediately suspend violence
and shooting at innocent Pales-
tinian civilians in Gaza,” Com-
mander Brad Cooper, head of
the US military’s CENTCOM,
said in a statement. Cooper
asked Hamas to fully stand
down, “strictly” adhere to the
Gaza plan, and put down its
weapons without delay. 

Meanwhile, the Rafah bor-
der crossing   between Egypt
and the Gaza Strip is expected
to reopen to allow people to
cross on Thursday with an EU
mission set to deploy there, two
sources told Reuters.  The Isra-
eli military said on Wednesday
that one of the bodies handed
over by Hamas is not that of a
hostage. 

DISARM WITHOUT 
DELAY, U.S. ARMY 
TELLS HAMAS

Reuters
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MOSCOW: Syrian President
Ahmed al-Sharaa told Russian
President Vladimir Putin on
Wednesday he would honour all
past deals struck between his
country and Moscow, a pledge
suggesting Moscow’s two main
military bases in Syria are safe. 

Sharaa once headed the Syr-
ian branch of al Qaeda and top-
pled predecessor Bashar al-As-
sad, a close Russian ally. This
was Sharaa’s first visit to Russia
since coming to power.

“There are bilateral relations
and shared interests that bind us
with Russia, and we respect all
agreements made with it. We are
working on redefining the
nature of relations with Russia,”
Sharaa told Putin. Putin told him
that Moscow was ready to do all
it could to act on what had been
discussed between the two sides.

RUSSIA MAY 
RETAIN ITS SYRIAN 
MILITARY BASES

WASHINGTON: US treasury sec-
retary Scott Bessent on Wednes-
day said that the US will speak
with its allies, including India,
to prepare a “fulsome group
response” to China’s export
restrictions on rare earth min-
erals. “We’re going to be speak-
ing with our European allies,
with Australia, with Canada,
with India and the Asian
democracies. We’re going to
have a fulsome group response
to this,” Bessent said.  PTI

U.S. SAYS READYING 
ANSWER TO CHINA 
RARE EARTH CURBS

Agencies
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WASHINGTON: The administra-
tion of US President Donald
Trump has secretly authorised
the Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA) to conduct covert action in
Venezuela, the New York Times
reported citing US officials
aware of the matter.

The authorisation is an esca-
lation in the US government’s
campaign against Venezuela’s
leader Nicolás Maduro.

The action comes days after
Venezuelan opposition leader
Maria Corina Machado, a critic
of Maduro who has sought US
intervention in the country, was
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.

For weeks, the US military has
targeted vessels off the Venezue-
lan coast on the allegations that
they are transporting narcotics.
The US strikes have killed at
least 27 people. According to
NYT, American officials have
privately made it clear that the
end goal is to remove Maduro
from power.

The new authority would
allow the CIA to carry out lethal
operations in Venezuela and
conduct a range of operations in
the Caribbean, NYT reported.

TRUMP APPROVES 
COVERT CIA ACTION 
IN VENEZUELA
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DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 

The recent devastation across India’s northern Himalayan
States has reignited grave concerns among scientists,
seismic experts, and environmentalists. They are urging
the Central Government to build a national consensus
and implement a comprehensive, science-backed policy
to halt reckless development that is inflicting irreversible
damage on the fragile Himalayan ecosystem. 

Without swift and decisive intervention, they warn,
the region will continue to face a worsening cycle of
floods, landslides, and cloudbursts.Experts insist that the
focus must shift from post-disaster relief to preventive
action through strict regulation of all construction —
Government or private — within the region. They stress
the need to control unplanned tourism, rampant road
expansion, and infrastructure projects that are putting
immense pressure on the delicate mountain terrain. 

Dr VK Bahuguna, former Director-General of the

Indian Council of Forestry Research and Education (ICFRE),
attributes the growing intensity of monsoons directly to
climate change. “Warmer air retains up to seven per cent
more moisture with every one-degree Celsius rise in tem-
perature,” he explained. “The warming of the Indian
Ocean and Arabian Sea has increased atmospheric mois-
ture, resulting in sudden and intense rainfall.” 

This changing weather pattern has made
States such As Uttarakhand, Himachal Pradesh,
and Jammu & Kashmir become increasingly
vulnerable, these regions have witnessed
repeated disasters — landslides, cloudbursts,
glacial lake bursts, and tunnel collapses during construc-
tion. 

The use of dynamite for road and tunnel expansion
has hollowed out mountain interiors, while deforesta-
tion has stripped slopes of their natural stability.
Projects like the Rishikesh–Karnaprayag railway and the
all-weather Char Dham road have led to large-scale tree
felling and soil destabilisation, making the Garhwal hills
dangerously fragile. 

Much of this area falls under Seismic Zone V, India’s
highest earthquake risk category. Torrential rains and
flash floods during recent monsoons have claimed hun-
dreds of lives and destroyed homes and infrastructure.
Environmentalists emphasise that these are not natural

calamities but human-made disasters — driven by
greed, poor planning, and short-term economic think-
ing.Despite repeated warnings, policy implementation
remains weak. Experts have long sought accountabili-
ty to prevent deforestation and unscientific construction,
but enforcement has lagged. 

Financial aid, too, has been inadequate.
The Union Government’s sanction of
`315 crore and `1,066 crore for six
Himalayan States barely covers the
rebuilding needs of even one disaster-hit
region. Scientific data paint a grim

picture: the Gangotri-Gaumukh glacier has retreated
nearly 40 kilometres, and ICFRE reports over 1,500 land-
slides along the Char Dham highway.

A 2015 Government survey identified 1,266 glacial lakes
in Uttarakhand, 13 of them highly vulnerable to Glacial
Lake Outburst Floods (GLOFs). The message from scien-
tists is unequivocal: the Himalayas are under siege. Unless
India adopts sustainable, science-led development that
prioritises ecology over expediency, the cost will be mea-
sured not just in crores — but in human lives, livelihoods,
and the survival of an entire mountain ecosystem.
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in the US, as Trump’s H-1B visa fee hike could
disrupt families.Many experts say this is not
just  a visa crisis but a broader education crisis,
with Trump’s policies making it increasingly
challenging for Indian and international stu-
dents. The quota for F, M, and J visa categories
is now minimal. Only 9,906 F-1 visas were 
issued between March and May 2025, repre-
senting a 27 per cent decrease from the same
period last year. 

Additionally, since a policy change in June,
the consular capacity in India has decreased.
Experts expect a 70–80 per cent drop in
student enrolments for the fall.In the 2023-24
academic year, the rejection rate was the
highest in a decade, marking the highest
denial rate in a decade. Out of 679,000 appli-
cations for F-1 visas, a significant 279,000 were
denied. 

This shows a notable rise from the previous
year when 36 per cent of student visas were
rejected. Immigration crackdowns, housing
shortages, and significant policy changes are
limiting options for Indian students. 

In response, 14 US lawmakers have called
for action. The Indian Government has warned
people about illegal agents and has blocked
more than 3,500 cases using e-Migrate. As a
result, student enrolment for the fall has
dropped by 80 per cent.

Trump’s policies are significant and cannot
be ignored. Families must understand the seri-
ousness of the situation and provide unwa-
vering support to the affected students. What

is the future of Indian students? Some of them
are already exploring other options, such as
the UK and Australia. 

In Singapore and other countries, with
limited possibilities remaining, students can
transfer their admission to other countries
where American universities have estab-
lished branches. In short, America’s loss is
Europe’s gain.

Visa issuance also dropped for Chinese stu-
dents, but not at nearly the same rate. The
United States issued 86,647 visas to students
from mainland China in August, more 
than double the number issued to students
from India.

The Government of India is actively engag-
ing with the US Government to establish mutu-
ally beneficial and secure frameworks for
student and professional mobility. These aim
to provide a seamless visa process and facil-
itate the continued flow of students and pro-
fessionals between the two countries.

There is an urgent need to address the visa
issue, as students risk losing a year of their
studies. Between January and September
2024, there was a 38 per cent decline in F-1
visas granted to Indians. 

The 2023-24 academic year saw a record
rejection rate of 41 per cent for student visa
applications. The Prime Minister must engage
with President Trump to expedite the resolu-
tion of this issue, as it directly impacts the
future of higher education for many students.
Losing one year will be costly for them.

Editor’s

We are taught about the Mongol invasions of 13th century in
schoolt text books but there is more to it which not many
people realise. India has had long peaceful interaction with
Mongolia for centuries. There was a long period of cultural
and spiritual exchange, particularly through Buddhism. In
recent times after Mongolia got independence in 1945 it
reached out to India and the diplomatic relations with
Mongolia were established in 1955. India became the first
country outside the Soviet bloc to have diplomatic relations
with Mongolia.

The recent visit of Mongolian President Khurelsukh Ukhnaa
to India marks yet another chapter in the peaceful ties
between the two countries. It reaffirms civilisational
relationship rooted in shared spiritual heritage and mutual
respect. As Prime Minister Narendra Modi noted, the ties
between India and Mongolia transcend political boundaries —
they are woven from centuries-old threads of Buddhism,
culture, and friendship. India’s decision to send the holy relics
of Lord Buddha’s disciples, Sariputra and Maudgalyayana, to
Mongolia next year is a welcome gesture. It signifies India’s
role not only as the birthplace of Buddhism but as a custodian
of its living tradition — a bridge between past and present,
between philosophy and policy. The announcement to link
Nalanda University with Mongolia’s Gandan Monastery, along
with the dispatch of a Sanskrit scholar to study Buddhist texts,
underscores how India seeks to strengthen intellectual and
spiritual linkages. These initiatives revive the centuries-old
scholarly exchanges that once connected monastic centres
across Asia. But beyond the spiritual plane lies a pragmatic
dimension. India and Mongolia, celebrate seventy years of
diplomatic ties and a decade of strategic partnership.

The two nations are deepening cooperation in defence,
energy, connectivity, and capacity building. Mongolia views
India as a   a trusted partner in maintaining balance and
autonomy in a complex geopolitical environment. For India,
Mongolia represents not just a friend in East and Central Asia
but a key partner in advancing its Act East and Connect Central
Asia policies. The announcement of free e-visas for Mongolian
citizens and India’s plan to host young cultural ambassadors
from Mongolia reflect a forward-looking approach — fostering
people-to-people bonds. Over the past decade, cooperation in
defence, mining, and renewable energy has gained new
momentum.

As global challenges multiply — from climate change to
shifting power dynamics — India and Mongolia’s partnership
stands as an example of how spiritual solidarity can coexist
with strategic pragmatism. In essence, this visit was about
reaffirming an ancient truth — that diplomacy grounded in
shared values and mutual respect endures beyond shifting
geopolitical tides. The friendship between India and Mongolia
strengthened by modern cooperation and cultural ties, holds
lessons for the world: that peace, partnership, and purpose
can indeed walk hand in hand.

The visit of the Mongolian President underscores a
unique relationship that blends centuries-old

spiritual bonds with modern strategic cooperation

Spiritual heritage meets
strategic partnership

SEC seeks poll revision delay
The article “Feeding the Future: Building Climate-Resilient
Food Systems” (15 Oct 25) resonates deeply at a time when
the world faces mounting climate threats and widening
food insecurity. Its call for collective action and sustain-
ability is urgent and inspiring. Climate change is no longer
a distant concern; it is a daily challenge reshaping agri-
culture, nutrition, and livelihoods.

As droughts, floods, and erratic weather patterns disrupt
food production, innovation and inclusion must guide
progress. Building climate-resilient food systems means
enhancing farming practices, strengthening safety nets,
empowering smallholders, and ensuring equitable
access to markets and technology. 

Collaboration among farmers, policymakers, scientists,
and consumers is vital. True resilience emerges when com-
munities, supported by sound policy and education, adopt
climate-smart techniques and diversify crops.In India,
blending traditional wisdom with modern agricultural
methods can ensure sustainability and cultural continu-
ity. Food security cannot exist without climate action.
Articles like this remind us that feeding the future is a
shared moral responsibility demanding both innovation
and compassion. A hunger-free, climate-resilient tomor-
row is achievable — but only if we act together today.

ADITYA KAMBLE | KALABURAGI

Rupee fall reflects economic strain
The Indian rupee fell to `88.77 against the US dollar on
Tuesday, weighed down by the greenback’s strength
in global markets and continuous foreign fund outflows.
Optimism surrounding India-US trade talks failed to
support the domestic currency, as a global risk-off sen-
timent dampened investor confidence. 

The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) is closely monitoring
the USD-INR pair as it approaches the 88.80 level. Trade
tariffs remain a key concern, and the rupee’s cautious
movement near technical levels of 88.50–88.80 reflects
a finely balanced market. RBI intervention and global
trade developments will determine its trajectory.
Meanwhile, a team of senior Indian officials is in
Washington to advance talks on the proposed Bilateral
Trade Agreement, with five rounds completed so far.
However, the continued depreciation of the rupee under
the Modi Government reflects deeper economic weak-
nesses — rising debt, a widening fiscal gap, and heavy
burdens on common citizens. 

With the festival season approaching, inflationary
pressures will only worsen.

Economic stability demands structural reforms, not
rhetoric. The Government must act decisively before the
slide becomes irreversible..

BHAGWAN THADANI | MUMBAI

Operation Sindoor’s unfinished mission
The article “Op Sindoor Aftermath” (15 Oct 25) presents a
detailed and insightful analysis. It is true that state-spon-
sored terrorism cannot be countered merely through mil-
itary adventures, as history has repeatedly proved. The
decades-long conflict between Hamas and Israel also
remains unresolved despite relentless attacks reducing Gaza
to rubble. During the surgical strike and Operation Sindoor,
India’s defence forces displayed exceptional courage.
However, the principal objective — rooting out terrorism
nurtured in Pakistan with its Government’s support —
remains unfinished.

Although the Indian Air Force’s valour was evident, the
operation failed to effect any tangible change in Pakistan’s
policy. Terror camps were swiftly relocated, and Pakistan
continued to enjoy diplomatic support abroad. Even the
mighty US military ultimately conceded power to a terror
outfit in Afghanistan. Despite bold statements, India’s inter-
national outreach has yielded limited results. Facing eco-
nomic challenges in exports, textiles, and agriculture, India
must prioritise peace until it gains adequate strength.

Our global ranking masks internal weakness — millions
still struggle for essentials. Sustainable growth requires a
balanced internal and external policy rooted in inclusivi-
ty. Only then can India achieve true strength and stability.

AG RAJMOHAN | ANANTAPUR
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The visa crisis has particularly impacted inter-
national students, including those from India.
There are growing concerns about the future
of their education in the US. Approximately 1.1
million international students are studying in
the US.

The recent crackdown on international stu-
dents has intensified, with its impact now
evident.There has been a sharp decrease in the
number of student visas, with only 44.5 per cent
issued compared to the previous year.Between
January and September 2024, there was a 38 per
cent decline in F-1 visas granted to Indians.

The 2023–24 academic year saw a rejection
rate of 41 per cent for student visa applications,
with 279,000 out of 679,000 applications
denied. This has an impact not only on the stu-
dents but also on the finances of the US. Indian
students contribute over $9 billion to the US
economy, and recent visa policies have led to
an 80 per cent drop in enrolments for the fall.

Disappointed, many students are exploring
other avenues. For instance, the UK is opening
new campuses in India as a promising 
alternative. China overtook India as the top
country of origin, according to data.India was
the top source of international students in the
United States. 

There was a dramatic drop, with 44.5 per cent
fewer student visas issued than in the previous
year. 

As a result, the study area in the US has seen
a significant decline. Between January and
September 2024, there was a 38 per cent
decline in the number of F-1 visas issued to
Indian students. 

During the 2023–24 academic year, the rejec-
tion rate for student visa applications reached
a record high of 41 per cent, with 279,000 out
of 679,000 applications denied.

The decline is primarily from cities like
Hyderabad. Due to a freeze in US visa appoint-
ment slots and a spike in rejection rates, this
would affect many aspiring students who are
currently in limbo. The United States is witness-
ing a steep drop in Indian student arrivals this
year, with education consultants reporting a 70-
80 per cent dip in outbound traffic. The decline,
primarily from cities like Hyderabad, is being
attributed to a persistent freeze in US visa
appointment slots and a sharp spike in rejec-
tion rates, leaving thousands of aspiring stu-
dents in limbo.

Families play a crucial role and must provide
support to international students during these
challenging times. Already, the new visa policy
has affected Indian students aspiring to study 
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Safeguarding the Himalayas: A call for urgent policy reform

Shops sell ‘pooja’ material ahead of Diwali festival in the capital.
PHOTO: PANKAJ KUMAR
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Over the past decade and a half,

banking services in India have

improved remarkably with

greater digital access and

convenience. However, as banks

increasingly impose fees on

nearly every service, the burden

is now shifting heavily onto

customers. 

From November 1, banks are

set to further tighten the grip by

revising and increasing service

charges, a move that will impact

millions of account holders

nationwide.

Higher charges will apply for

late-night transactions, with

deposits made between 11 p.m.

and 7 a.m. attracting an

additional `50 per transaction in

some banks. A duplicate

passbook will now cost `100,

while one with entries will cost

`50 per page. Stopping a cheque

payment will be `200 per

cheque, and if a cheque bounces

due to a customer’s mistake, an

additional `150 will be charged.

Signature verification will cost

`100 for single accounts and

`150 for joint accounts.

A 1 per cent fee will be levied

on school or college fees paid

via third-party apps. Cash

withdrawals beyond five free

transactions will attract `75

each. Annual account

maintenance will cost `500, and

debit card maintenance between

`250 and `800.

In essence, banks are steadily

turning every basic facility into

a paid service, forcing customers

to pay extra even to access their

own money.

It is high time regulators

intervened to protect customers

from such exploitative banking

practices.

DATTAPRASAD SHIRODKAR | MUMBAI
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constituencies. Dalits form decisive blocs
in at least two dozen other segments,
often determining outcomes in close
contests between the BJP, Congress, and
regional players such as the INLD, JJP, and
BSP.

The alleged caste-based humiliation of
a senior IPS officer has struck a deep emo-
tional chord among Dalit communities
across the state. In villages across Rohtak,
Hisar, Ambala, and Jind — areas with dense
Dalit populations — protests and solidar-
ity marches have become platforms for
articulating long-suppressed anger. For
Rahul Gandhi, who in recent months has
amplified the Congress’s pro-Dalit pitch,
this tragedy offers both emotional and
political resonance — a chance to consol-
idate the party’s base in a state where Dalit
voters are electorally fluid.

His visit effectively reclaims the moral
high ground on social justice — a space the
Congress has been trying to occupy
nationally. Rahul Gandhi’s choice of words
—  “Crores of our Dalit brothers and
sisters are watching “ — was not inciden-
tal; it was calibrated to transform grief into
collective political consciousness.

For the BJP, which has long claimed that

its welfare schemes transcend caste bar-
riers, this case exposes vulnerabilities. The
ruling party’s handling of the investigation
and its perceived indifference to caste
injustice could alienate Dalit voters who
had begun drifting towards the BJP in
recent years.

Punjab’s Dalit Axis
Across the border, Punjab’s Dalit
population — at 32 per cent, the
highest in the country — forms the single
most influential social bloc in the state.
Dalits hold sway in 34 of the 117 Assembly
constituencies and are decisive in dozens
more. Their votes, often fragmented
among the Congress, AAP, Akali Dal, and
BSP, can tip the scales in any election.

In recent years, both the Congress and
AAP have aggressively wooed Dalit voters
— the former projecting Charanjit Singh
Channi as Punjab’s first Dalit Chief Minister
in 2021, and the latter promising an inclu-
sive social justice agenda. Yet, beyond
token representation, many Dalits feel sys-
temic discrimination persists in employ-
ment, education, and administration.

The Y Puran Kumar case — though
rooted in Haryana’s bureaucracy — has res-

onated powerfully in Punjab’s Dalit-dom-
inated Doaba and Malwa belts, where
memories of caste injustice run deep.

Rahul Gandhi’s visit to Chandigarh — the
joint capital of Punjab and Haryana — is
being read as a deliberate attempt to

bridge Dalit sentiments
across state borders. It posi-
tions the Congress as the
party willing to confront
caste discrimination institu-

tionally, not just rhetorically. The Aam
Aadmi Party, which was quick to organ-
ise candlelight marches and issue solidar-
ity statements, suddenly finds itself out-
flanked — as the Congress seizes the nar-
rative of Dalit dignity through Rahul
Gandhi’s direct intervention.

Reinforcing a National Narrative
Rahul Gandhi’s engagement with Dalit
issues is not new, but it has acquired
sharper political definition since his
Bharat Jodo Yatra and subsequent Lok
Sabha campaign. From visiting the fami-
lies of the Hathras and Una victims to his
speeches on caste census, manual scav-
enging, and institutional bias, Rahul
Gandhi has methodically sought to weave

a national narrative of social injustice
under BJP rule. His framing of the Y  Puran
Kumar case fits seamlessly into this con-
tinuum — portraying it as another instance
of a system that, in his words,  “fails its Dalit
citizens, however accomplished they may
be. “ By taking the battle to Haryana — a
state the BJP considers its stronghold —
Rahul Gandhi is signalling that Dalit pol-
itics is no longer confined to states like
Uttar Pradesh or Tamil Nadu. Instead, he
is reframing the debate in northern India’s
administrative heartland, where the
alleged suicide of a Dalit IPS officer
becomes symbolic of institutional rot
and unequal power.

Shifting the Political Arithmetic
Political observers believe the Congress’s
immediate gain from Gandhi’s visit lies in
reclaiming the confidence of Dalit voters
disillusioned by both the BJP’s bureaucrat-
ic aloofness and AAP’s inconsistent caste
politics. Dalit groups such as the Bhim
Army and Ambedkar Sena have already
praised Rahul Gandhi’s  “courage to speak
out, “ giving the Congress symbolic legit-
imacy in Dalit circles where it had lost
ground.

For the BJP, the challenge is steep. The
Haryana Government’s decision to send
the DGP on leave and suspend another
officer came only after public fury inten-
sified — feeding perceptions of reluctance
rather than resolve. Any further delay in
justice could harden Dalit resentment,
especially among educated urban and
semi-urban Dalits who see Y Puran
Kumar’s plight as a reflection of their own
struggles within the bureaucracy.

In Punjab, where the Dalit electorate
often swings, the optics of Rahul Gandhi
standing with a Dalit family wronged by
systemic bias may revive Congress’s 
credibility among a community that had
been shifting towards AAP. It also puts
pressure on Chief Minister Bhagwant
Mann to prove that AAP’s moral posturing
on caste discrimination is more than
symbolic solidarity.

Rahul Gandhi’s visit has transformed a
personal tragedy into a regional reckon-
ing. It has linked the death of a Dalit officer
to the broader question of caste justice in
governance — forcing all political parties
in Haryana and Punjab to revisit their Dalit
outreach strategies. The Congress leader
has effectively turned grief into a political
statement, anchoring his long-term cam-
paign to redefine the national discourse
on social equality.

When Prime Minister Modi said in Paris,  “We are
at the dawn of the AI age that will shape the
course of humanity… no one holds the key to
our collective future and shared destiny other
than us humans. That sense of responsibility
must guide us, “ he wasn’t just talking about
machines or code. He was inviting the world to
think more deeply, more collectively, about how
we choose to shape the future. That future is
arriving fast. And in 2026, the conversation shifts
meaningfully to the Global South. The India-AI
Impact Summit will be more than another global
gathering. It will be a moment of truth, a chance
to stop talking about AI and start building the
global trust, understanding, and participation
that AI now demands. AI today is just as much
about perception as it is about performance. The
technology is racing ahead, but public under-
standing is lagging. There’s the real risk: that
people simply tune out. That we build systems
for billions that billions can’t relate to or trust.
This is where communication becomes mission-
critical. Because without trust, there is no
adoption. Without understanding, there is no
inclusion. And without participation,
there is no real transformation. What
we say about AI, and how we say it,
matters. Communication has to do
three things now, and do them well.
It has to explain, reassure, and invite. Explain
AI not in technical slides, but in human stories
— like the farmer in a village who uses an AI-
powered app to detect early signs of crop
disease. Or the teacher in a small-town school
who’s finally able to make learning more acces-
sible for their visually impaired students. 
Then it must build trust, by showing people that
AI isn’t an invisible power out of their control,
but something designed with ethics, safety, and
transparency at its heart. And finally, it has to
open the doors to young creators, students, local
leaders, and dreamers, to show them that AI is
not just being made for them, but with them.

And here’s the good news: India knows how
to do this. We’ve seen how intentional commu-
nication can create mass movements — from
Swachh Bharat to Digital India to CoWIN. When
people feel seen and informed, when the
message speaks their language, things shift. Trust
builds. Participation grows. Momentum follows.

The AI Jan Bhagidari we dream of isn’t some
abstract ideal. It can be real if we start now, and
start where people already are — in schools, col-
leges, creator circles, WhatsApp groups, com-

munity radios, and local newspapers. In the
everyday.

The Summit itself is built on three beautiful,
simple ideas: People, Planet, Progress. These
aren’t just themes; they’re values. And around
them are seven Chakras, deeply Indian in spirit,
that channel where our focus must go —
skilling, inclusion, safety, sustainability, scien-
tific innovation, access, and social good. But the
truth is, if these words only stay within policy
papers and conference speeches, their power
is lost. Communication can give them life. The
People Sutra becomes real when we share
stories of rural students learning AI in their
mother tongue. The Planet Sutra connects
when we show how AI is being used to fight
drought or build solar-powered cooling systems.
And Progress shines through when we highlight
women coders from tier-2 cities creating solu-
tions for their own communities. These stories
must be everywhere. India, more than any other
country right now, stands at the crossroads of
scale and soul. Our digital backbone — from
Aadhaar to UPI to ONDC — has shown the world
what tech can do when it’s people-first. Our
diversity, multilingualism, and frugal innovation
mindset uniquely prepare us to build AI not just
for India, but for every society that wants to grow
without leaving anyone behind. But for that, we
need to speak clearly. Confidently. Accessibly.
From policy to pop culture. From DPI to drawing
rooms. We need to build a communication
ecosystem that makes AI feel closer, kinder, and

more comprehensible. This means
a few tangible things. We need AI
fundamentals in schoolbooks, yes,
but also in comic books and region-
al news.

It’s time to treat communication not as an
afterthought, but as infrastructure — just as vital
as compute, data, or regulation. Let’s build a
National AI Literacy Mission. Let’s fund creators
who want to tell stories of AI for good. Let’s take
AI to campuses, to panchayats, to festivals. Let’s
map this conversation to the rhythm of how
people already learn, share, and hope. Because
here’s the truth: AI won’t be accepted because
of algorithms. 

The India AI Impact Summit 2026 is a stage.
But the real story will unfold in the minds and
hearts of people. That’s the story India must tell
— and tell powerfully. If we do, then India won’t
just be a participant in the global AI discourse.
We’ll be its conscience. Its communicator. Its
north star. At this dawn of the AI age, commu-
nication is our quiet superpower. Let’s use it with
intention. Let’s use it to bring the world closer
to AI — and bring AI closer to the world.

Twenty years after SIR 2003, India’s voter roll
remains vulnerable to errors, opacity, and
manipulation. Genuine reform requires a
transparent, auditable system, verifiable data
trails, and enforceable penalties for malprac-
tice. Unless SIR evolves from incremental fixes
to structural accountability, the Yaksha’s ques-
tion will continue to question India’s electoral
credibility — who is accountable when systemic
flaws and delays corrode democracy?

Electoral Roll Integrity
The electoral roll is the foundation of democ-
ratic legitimacy. Every rightful inclusion or exclu-
sion determines the fairness of elections. With
India’s electorate nearing a billion,
managing this dynamic database —
shaped daily by births, deaths, and
migrations — is a formidable task.

The ECI, mandated to ensure
free and fair elections, relies on
manual processes and digital tools. Yet each
election exposes recurring issues — wrongful
deletions, duplicates, ghost voters, and delayed
updates. These are not mere administrative
lapses but symptoms of structural weakness-
es in electoral roll management.

While digital tools such as ECI-Net and e-sign
verified processes mark progress in form, they
fall short in spirit. Like the Yaksha’s timeless
question in the Mahabharata, today’s challenge
is accountability — who is responsible when sys-
temic flaws erode fairness? Two decades of
missed reforms and bureaucratic inertia have
made verifiable transparency, technical integri-
ty, and moral responsibility urgent. Without
them, India risks retaining the appearance of
democracy while losing its essence — public
trust.

The 2003 SIR: Vision, Fragmentation,
and the Erosion of Accountability
Electoral roll management in India has long suf-
fered from ad hocism — piecemeal corrections,
inconsistent verifications, and hurried revisions
before elections. These short-term fixes leave
recurring gaps and undermine public trust.

The SIR, initiated in 2003 during the tenure
of Magsaysay Award-winning CEC J. M. Lyngdoh
and under the visionary leadership of Atal Bihari
Vajpayee, was a defining attempt to break this
cycle. It emerged during digitisation, alongside
the adoption of EVMs and the ECI-Net for data-
base consolidation. Yet the fundamental chal-

lenge persisted — ensuring the integrity and
authenticity of the electoral roll, the bedrock
of democratic legitimacy.

What began as visionary reform soon lost
coherence amid bureaucratic rigidity and frag-
mented responsibilities. Instead of evolving into
a transparent, integrated system, SIR was
reduced to a series of partial digital measures
— ECI-Net, ERONet, and NVSP — each solving a
fragment of the problem but never addressing
the system as a whole. The result is progress
in technology but stagnation in transparency.

At the operational level, the BLO, ERO, and
DEO form the backbone of electoral adminis-
tration — the BLO verifies voter data, the ERO
finalises constituency rolls, and the DEO
ensures district-wide accuracy. However, weak
training, limited resources, complacency, and
poor accountability distort data. Manual inputs
and non-verified digital updates widen the gap
between ground reality and the central data-
base, compounded by the absence of indepen-
dent audits or public scrutiny.

In this context, the Yaksha’s question resur-
faces — can piecemeal technology
substitute for institutional courage?
Two decades later, the unfulfilled
promise of SIR reflects not just
administrative delay but the erosion
of accountability itself. What began

as reform has devolved into a cycle of recurring
corrections — a paradox where technology is
celebrated even as transparency quietly fades.

Why SIR Failed to Deliver
The 2003 SIR blueprint envisioned transparen-
cy, auditability, and cross-verification mecha-
nisms linking administrative accountability with
public oversight. Yet implementation through
technological upgrades remained fragmented.

The paradox is stark: technology advanced,
trust did not. The system’s fragility is evident
in recurring failures — mass deletions of legit-
imate voters, delayed inclusion of eligible cit-
izens, and allegations of selective manipulation,
including unchecked additions of illegal
migrants due to flawed verification. Every
election repeats the same cycle, draining
public trust and resources. There has been a
sharp and unexplained rise in voter numbers
in several border constituencies. Despite con-
cerns over the inclusion of ineligible migrants,
no systematic effort was undertaken to iden-
tify or remove them. Visible irregularities
persist, while cleansing mechanisms remain
absent. Weak verification and opaque systems
have become a pattern of Systemic Issues
Repeated (SIR).

At its core, SIR’s failure is not technological
but cultural and institutional. Bureaucracies
guard their turf, political actors protect self-
interest, and accountability fades into ambigu-
ity. The reform that could have redefined

democratic credibility remains trapped
between intent and inertia, leaving the Yaksha’s
question unanswered — who is accountable
when the guardians resist reform?

Towards Genuine Electoral Integrity
If the e-sign process represents a procedural
step, genuine electoral integrity demands a
complete architectural redesign that unites
technology,  transparency,  and trust.
Democracy’s credibility depends not on episod-
ic corrections but on continuous accountabil-
ity. What India needs is not incremental
reform but systemic integrity engineering.
The path forward lies in systemic transparen-
cy, not token upgrades. The Election
Commission, the State, political parties, and cit-
izens must share responsibility for electoral
integrity.

Ultimately, electoral legitimacy rests on
public trust. When voters find their names
missing or voter lists inflated, confidence in
democracy erodes. Restoring that trust requires
more than technical patches; it calls for a trans-
parent, auditable, and inclusive system that
guarantees: (i) Accuracy — every eligible voter
included, every ineligible excluded, (ii)
Transparency — processes open to verification
and scrutiny, and (iii) Fairness — no group dis-
proportionately affected by errors. Above all,
institutional opacity must yield to ethical
accountability. Trust is not an accessory to
democracy — it is its very foundation. The
Yaksha’s question endures because its essence
is timeless — when power is dispersed, respon-
sibility must deepen. Building a robust, digital-
ly accountable ecosystem is the only way to
ensure India’s electoral process remains effi-
cient and unassailable.

Restoring trust requires more than technol-
ogy — it demands political will and institution-
al courage. The ECI must move beyond ritual-
istic corrections and adopt genuine structur-
al reforms that ensure accountability. Instead
of treating the process as adversarial, political
parties and civil society must work collabora-
tively to make the system efficient and 
equitable.

A reimagined SIR should function as an
Integrity Loop — every update, whether dele-
tion, inclusion, or modification, generates an
auditable trail; every trail invites oversight; and
every layer of oversight strengthens trust.
When such a self-correcting, transparent feed-
back system is institutionalised, the Yaksha’s
timeless question — who is accountable? —
finally finds a credible answer.
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Rahul Gandhi’s visit to the residence of the
late Haryana IPS officer Y Puran Kumar in
Chandigarh is more than a condolence call
— it is a calculated political move into the fault
lines of caste, power, and justice in Haryana
and its border regions. In doing so, Rahul
Gandhi seeks to transform what the BJP has
presented as a   “personal tragedy “ into a
political flashpoint of institutional bias and
Dalit assertion. His message is unmistakable
— this is not merely the suicide of one senior
officer but a warning to millions of Dalits that
success does not shield them from humilia-
tion and discrimination.

As he met the grieving wife, IAS officer
Amneet P Kumar, and the deceased officer’s
two daughters, Rahul Gandhi demanded
that the Centre and the Haryana Government
move beyond perfunctory statements and
deliver concrete accountability.  “Crores of our
Dalit brothers and sisters are watching, “ he
said, urging an end to the  “drama “ surround-
ing the case and pressing for prompt action
against those named in the suicide note.

In the preceding days, protests and outrage
had already escalated across Haryana and
Punjab. Dalit organisations, student bodies,
and opposition parties — including the pro-
Dalit BSP — have threatened statewide agita-
tion if justice is not delivered.

The eight-page suicide note names senior
police officers, including Haryana Director
General of Police (DGP) Shatrujeet Kapur and
Rohtak Superintendent of Police (SP) Narendra
Bijarniya, accusing them of caste-based
humiliation, mental harassment, and system-
atic targeting over the years.

By framing this as a matter of Dalit dignity,
Rahul Gandhi is not only applying pressure
on the state machinery — he is compelling
every party to stake a clearer claim on the nar-
rative of caste justice.

A Turning Point in Haryana’s Dalit
Politics
Haryana, where Dalits account for nearly 20
per cent of the population — about 42 lakh
people — is witnessing a significant churn.
With 17 of its 90 Assembly seats reserved for
Scheduled Castes, the community’s elec-
toral influence extends far beyond reserved

Rahul Gandhi’s visit reignites Dalit assertion across north India
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Congress leader Rahul Gandhi’s visit to the residence of late IPS officer Y Puran Kumar in Chandigarh has ignited a political storm across Haryana and Punjab. 
By framing the tragedy as a question of Dalit dignity, he has brought the spotlight back on the region’s entrenched caste fault lines
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L
ast week, the Aqua Line 
began operations along 
the entire stretch from 
Colaba to Aarey. There 
was much fanfare and 

jubilation among infrastructure 
enthusiasts. People rushed to 
witness the underground marvel 
with sparkling stations, elegant 
signage, air-conditioned trains, 
and the experience of effortlessly 
snaking beneath the mayhem 
above. Perhaps when the initial 
euphoria subsides, sober thinking 
will facilitate a dispassionate 
evaluation of the Aqua Line in 
terms of its declared objectives and 
predictions.

For far too long, the only 
justification for large infrastructure 
projects has been their enormous 
cost and physical scale – with a 
general suspension of disbelief 
about their benefits and 
consequences. In the reports 
prepared by consultants, and in the 
statements of politicians and 
bureaucrats, convenient myths are 
perpetuated to justify large projects: 
Highways reduce congestion; 
metros bring down car use; 
redevelopment makes housing 
affordable; public parking lots free 
up road space; the poor will pay 
more for better services. These are 
pure dogmas, which common sense 
and evidence cannot shake.

In fact, it would take a sleuth to 
find a megaproject in Mumbai that 
has delivered as promised or cost as 
much as estimated. For instance, the 

Bandra-Worli Sea Link cost 5.3 times 
its initial estimate, and ridership is 
60 per cent of what was claimed. 
The cost of the Metro 1 went up 1.8 
times and it carries only 40 per cent 
of the estimated commuters. The 
cost of the trans-harbour link went 
up 4.4 times, and it carries only 26 
per cent of its forecasted traffic.

Last week, when the Aqua Line 
was inaugurated, 1.6 lakh 
commuters boarded the line. 
Newspapers reported a drop in bus 
and taxi users. But wasn’t the goal to 
shift people from private cars? 
Metro planners predict that by 2031, 
the Aqua Line will reach 16.9 lakh 
daily commuter trips, reduce 6.65 
lakh daily vehicular trips, and save 
3.54 lakh litres of fuel each day. But 
if the past is a guide, these forecasts 
may well be fanciful.

In 1980, the British planner and 
academic Peter Hall wrote a book 
called “Great Planning Disasters”, 
which, he explained, are major 
planning decisions undertaken 
despite criticism and opposition, 
and are later felt by informed 
people to have been a mistake. One 
of the “planning disasters” in his 
book was San Francisco’s Bay Area 
Rapid Transit, or BART. Like 
Mumbai Metro, the BART was 
developed in the 1950s to link 
existing urban centres by rail, and 
to reduce car use and traffic 
congestion around those centres. 
This did not happen. By the 1970s, 
BART achieved only 51 per cent of 
its projected ridership; it diverted 
only 28 per cent of expected car 
users; its main beneficiaries were 
higher-income commuters; it 

jeopardised bus operations; it had 
negligible effects on traffic volumes 
and congestion; it proved too 
expensive to operate. A study that 
analysed the project concluded that 
the BART system is one where “the 
poor are paying and the rich are 
riding”.

So what went wrong? It turns out 
that BART planners entertained the 
convenient myth that commuters 
care more about journey time on 
the train rather than door-to-door 
travel time. BART relied on buses or 
cars to feed into stations, and most 
people preferred to continue with 
those modes rather than wait or 
switch modes.

Hall explains that the planners of 
BART suffered from a “narrowness 
of vision” and an “almost 
ideological commitment” to a new 

technology that could “perform the 
needed miracle”. Everyone, he says, 
“wanted to believe” in the 
optimistic predictions because it 
seemed to offer a way out of existing 
problems. He hoped that the 
experience of BART would provide 
valuable lessons to other cities.

But Mumbai’s Metro promoters 
can’t be bothered. They “want to 
believe” that the Metro will deliver 
miraculous results. They refuse to 
consider the evidence that metros 
have negligible impact on car usage, 
or the basic insight that even if they 
do, traffic will expand to fill the 
available space. As Upton Sinclair 
once remarked: It is difficult to get 
someone to understand something 
when their salary depends on not 
understanding it.

To salvage a poorly planned and 
preposterously expensive Metro, a 
reliable low-cost public transport 
like BEST is being shrunk and 
restructured. It is naively assumed 
that the poor who can barely 
afford bus or commuter rail will 
magically summon the cash to ride 
in the hi-tech Metro. At the same 
time, working people like the 
fisherfolk or the dabbawalas are 
not allowed to use it. The Metro, it 
seems, will benefit people even 
when it excludes them. This sort of 
wishful thinking can only persist 
in a planning process that 
suppresses scepticism and insulates 
itself from reality.

Eventually, many people will use 
and even applaud the Mumbai 
Metro. However, a large public 
infrastructure project must be 
judged not simply from the 
perspective of beneficiaries, but in 
terms of how it distributes costs and 
benefits. When the less fortunate 
pay and the better-off ride, planning 
has gone terribly wrong.

Hussain Indorewala is a teacher 
and urban researcher at KRVIA, 
Mumbai. Views are personal. 
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The new Aarey JVLR Metro Station a day after its inauguration
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How India tariffs hurt America’s China strategy 
Negotiators can address differences with New Delhi without losing sight of its crucial role balancing Beijing 

Even if President Donald Trump 
was right that foreign coun-
tries absorb the cost of his 

tariffs, that wouldn’t mean they are 
necessarily in America’s interest. 
Suppressing economic growth in 
strategically important regions can 
easily backfire on the United States.

Consider South Asia. The region 
is mostly populated by India and 
Bangladesh, along with smaller 
countries like Nepal and Sri Lanka. 
The World Bank projected last week 
that the region’s GDP growth would 
fall to 5.8 per cent in 2026 from 6.6 
per cent in 2025. The “forecast has 
been downgraded”, the report notes, 

in part because “India continues to 
face higher-than-expected tariffs on 
goods exports to the United States”.

Trump doubled the US tariff rate 
on India to 50 per cent in August. 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s eco-
nomic advisor estimates that US tar-
iffs will take about half a point off 
India’s growth rate.

Why should an “America First” 
administration care about that? 
Because China is by far the largest 
economy in Asia and the most 
threatening regime to the United 
States. Economic growth correlates 
with diplomatic and military 
strength. If South Asia is relatively 

weaker, then China has more free-
dom to throw its weight along its 
eastern coast. Conflict in that 
region, which includes treaty allies 
Japan and the Philippines, risks 
sparking a direct confrontation with 
China.

It is in America’s national inter-
est, then, for South Asia, and espe-
cially India, to grow at a rapid clip. 
That would create a counterweight 
in Asia to China’s massive economic 
and military expansion. Trump’s 
barrage of tariffs on India in August 
was supposedly a response to its 
importation of Russian oil, even 
though China is a bigger customer 

of the same product. But Trump is 
determined to negotiate a grand 
trade bargain with Chinese leader Xi 
Jinping, so he didn’t impose second-
ary sanctions on their purchases of 
Russian crude.

Trump wants US trade policy to 
be more self-interested, but it 
doesn’t serve America’s strategic 
interests to strengthen China’s posi-
tion relative to its neighbours. At 
some level, the administration sure-
ly knows this. Indeed, its continued 
commitment to strengthening the 
Quad, comprising the United States, 
Japan, India and Australia, shows 
that it understands that regional 

power balances matter.
Reuters reported this week that 

new trade talks are in the works. 
Negotiators can address differences 
with New Delhi without losing sight 
of its crucial role balancing Beijing.

– The Washington Post

Trump’s barrage of 
tariffs on India in  
was supposedly a 
response to its import 
of Russian oil, even 
though China is a  
bigger customer of 
the same product
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W e grew up with a standard dream. Study
hard, join a good employer, work for 30
years, stop at 60, and live the last few
years on pension and interest. That

dream belonged solely to the 20th century,
where an employer carried your risk, your life-
span was shorter, and a career was a single-lane
road. Today your lifespan has stretched, job
roles have transformed, career risk has moved to
your table and your employer values agility over
loyalty. The finish line did not change, but the
road did. The real question is no more, ‘Can I
retire?’, but ‘How should I work so that money is
not my boss when I am older?’

Invention of retirement
The German statesman, Bismarck, executed the
first ever government-mandated retirement at
70 years, with pension, in 1889. It was a political
move to reduce unemployment and unrest
among youth in Germany by creating job va-
cancies through forced turnover. As physically
demanding factory jobs increased in the 20th
century, retiring older people became a practical
necessity. As retirement provided financial
security to the elderly and created job openings
for the young, it worked well politically and
socially. Soon it became a cultural norm and,
finally, an aspiration associated with leisure and
freedom from work.

The inverted pyramid
By the 21st century, the world turned around
with dropping fertility rates and increasing
lifespans. It is now possible for a working age
couple to have only one baby, but four living
parents in their 60s and eight living grandpar-
ents in their 80s or 90s, if every generation had
chosen to have only one child. How can that
couple earn enough to sustain and pay taxes for
pensions and healthcare for the inverted pyra-
mid? So countries started relooking at retire-
ment ages. Fixed pensions gave way to contribu-
tion schemes, where the markets determine
future outcomes. People are living longer and
un-retiring themselves either for identity and

meaning, or for money and survival. Many from
the FIRE community (Financial Independence
Retire Early) still return to purposeful work.
Worldwide, the signals are clear. Your career is
the primary shock absorber and your cash flow
will follow your career design.

Careers over corpus
While most private-sector employees and those
in agriculture don’t have guaranteed pensions,
the government too is downsizing its pension
exposure. So you are probably not hedged for
the price inflation in services and healthcare
over your lifetime. Hence, how you design your
work will matter more than arguing about 9%
versus 10% returns from your savings. A sensible
career plan with cash flowing from jobs, part-
time roles, retainers or gigs will give you stability
in income so that your investments don’t carry
the entire burden. While your corpus still mat-
ters, it is your career that will smoothen the ride.

What to do in your 20s, 30s?
Build a stack, instead of chasing a title. Pick one
durable skill like analysis, sales or writing; a
domain like finance, HR or supply chain; and a
market skill like AI, data, regulatory or storytell-
ing. Invest in them to be in the top 10 percentile,
or better. Now, build a history of your achieve-
ments with public commendations, work play-
books and project teardown documents. Make
sure you do not interrupt your PF, NPS and
insurance. Experiment with at least two new
skills you could monetise independently and
create career optionality that compounds better
than SIPs. 

Pivot in your 40s
Your 40s are the best time for a job redesign. Is
there an ESOP package available with approach-
ing high probability exit events? Can you switch
to contract, instead of a job, and work with three
clients instead of one employer? Can you re-
package your expertise into marketable offers
beyond a job, like a one-day workshop, a three-
month sprint or a monthly retainer for advising

astartup. Try to retain a benefit package like
group insurance plans. Know that a stable base
role with two retainers is better than one high-
paying, but high-politics, role that does not
create future options.

Transition for 50s to early 60s
Build your bridge to the non-employment
phase of your career. Convert your current role
into a phased transition with outcome targets
and one named successor, who will be groomed
and trained by you while you convert into a
non-executive advisory. Meanwhile, work on
using your extensive expertise to create paid
offers or services. Can you sign on least two new
clients or renewals every year? 

Beyond age bias
Age bias exists and, yet, proof of work beats
every bias. So counter the market bias by cre-
ating recent and specific proof in the public
domain. Showcase three case studies from the
past 24 months on LinkedIn or on your web-
page. Show the problem, intervention and
outcome, and talk about the tools you used,
whether AI prompts, dashboards, or automa-
tions. Add testimonials as social proof and give a
link to a checklist showing your methodology
and work ethic. You have created a trail of trust
with hiring managers and clients before the
meeting begins.

Deals to smooth income
Think of selling outcomes and not your time.
Offer retainers for ongoing advisory, short-term
intense projects for immediate fixes, and day-
long workshops to enable the client’s team.
Build in the kill fees and renewal triggers into
your contract for stability. 

Diversify so that no single employer or client
controls your calendar or your anxiety. When
your new career engine runs steadily, your SIPs
won’t stop and your cash withdrawals won’t
deflate your growth assets. The career column in
your balance sheet protects you after 60 by
keeping demand and price on your side.

Planning the next job will decide your comfort after 60, says Devashish Chakravarty

The end of retirement?
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REALITY CHECK
1 ABILITY TO  

‘UNSPEND’
Make a list of your top 10 ex-
penses. Imagine if your salary 
or the stock market drops by 
20%, which of these expenses 
can you stop? If your answer 
is ‘almost nothing’, you are in 
trouble. A flexible lifestyle, 
where you can cut spending 
easily, gives you more freedom 
than a huge corpus.

2 A ‘FLOOR’ TO 
SLEEP

Add all the non-salaried, 
guaranteed incomes, including 
pension, interest and annu-
ities. If this amount covers 
your groceries, utilities, rent 
and insurance, then you have 
built a shock-proof solid floor 
that buys you peaceful sleep. 
Everything else can be linked 
to salary or profits.

3 HEALTH BUFFERS 
WEALTH

Your health cover is the total 
of your health insurance plus 
your separate medical buffer 
fund. Then, if a worst-case 
medical emergency will force 
you to sell shares at a loss, you 
have a gap yet to be covered. 
Know that medical inflation is 
historically greater than any 
portfolio return. 

4 CASH IN HAND
An emergency situation 

does not care about your lock-
in or exit fees or tax impli-
cations. How will you access 
emergency funds within 48 
hours, 30 days and six months? 
Creating defined liquid pools 
stops you from selling stocks 
in a panic when life throws a 
googly.

5 OPTIONS FOR 
YOUR FUTURES

Work optionality is your goal. 
Can you earn `25,000-75,000 
a month without taking up 
a job? Teaching, consulting, 
advising, part-time roles, and 
even selling tiffin, counts. If 
you can switch on this income 
stream within 60 days, you 
have work optionality.

THE WRITER IS FOUNDER OF 
SALARYNEXT.COM, A JOB LOSS 

ASSURANCE FIRM, AND AUTHOR 
OF GET HIRED IN 30 DAYS.

82,605SENSEX
+0.70%

BSE Sensex surged on buying in 
banking shares, driven by a rally 
in Asian and European markets
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Delve into Main Manushya 
Hun, a Hindi psycho-spiritual 
drama that explores the 

human journey from birth to 
death. The play showcases the 
internal world of a human being, 
showing various states of mind and 
emotional conflicts.

Unveil the essence 
of humanity

Explore a 
smart park

Enjoy a slice of Italy

Lose yourself 
in Raag

05 THINGS TO DO TODAY

Step into a world of 
interactive exhibits, light 
displays and installations 

at this smart indoor park. 
Your child can enjoy over 50 
games, eco-friendly features 
and innovative attractions 
that spark curiosity.

Relish pizzas fresh from the oven and 
end with tiramisu or panna cotta at 
this Italian affair by the sea from the 

kitchen of Chef Sebastien. He has curated 
a pop-up which features soups, handmade 
pastas and delicious mains.

Begin the festive season 
with Padma Shri Pt Dr 
M Venkatesh Kumar 

in Raag Samvaad, an 
evening of devotional ragas 
and rhythm. Experience 
Hindustani classical music 
steeped in bhakti and 
artistry, where melody 
meets laya and every note 
becomes a journey inward.

WHERE: The Bayview, Hotel 
Marine Plaza, Marine Drive
WHEN: Till October 19, 
7.30 PM onwards
ENTRY: Free
CALL: 02222851212

WHERE: AVI Smart Park, 
Andheri (W)
WHEN: 11 AM
ENTRY: ̀ 900 onwards
CALL: 8453962222

WHERE: Chaubara, 
Andheri (W)
WHEN: 7.30 PM
ENTRY: `200
CALL: 8080447000

WHERE: NMACC, BKC
WHEN: 8 PM
ENTRY: `750 onwards
CALL: 02235705570

Step right up

Witness mind-blowing 
acrobatics, laser acts 
and playful clowning at 

Rambo Circus as it returns to 
the city.  Watch performers defy 
gravity on unicycles, balance 
high above the ground and fill 
the arena with laughter and 
wonder. Bring your loved ones 
for 90 minutes of pure thrill  
and enjoyment.

WHERE: St Andrews Auditorium
WHEN: Till October 19, 7 PM
ENTRY: `500 onwards
BOOK: rambocircus.in

I
f a collapsing star explodes in 
“fireworks” in the vast darkness 
of space, would anyone notice?

“Yes,” says astrophysicist 
Suvodip Mukherjee of the Tata 
Institute of Fundamental Research. 
His upcoming talk, Cosmic 
Fireworks, is on how such spectacu-
lar cosmic events can change the 
way we understand the universe — 
and why they matter even to those 
who’ve never touched a telescope. 

India’s space missions have 
already captured the world’s atten-
tion. Chandrayaan’s Moon landing 
and Aditya-L1’s journey to study the 
Sun have put Indian scientists on 
the global map. But not all astrono-
my happens in rockets or space sta-
tions. A revolution is taking place 
right here at home where research-
ers are learning to “listen” to the 
universe using gravitational waves.

These are faint ripples in space 
and time, produced when massive 
cosmic objects like black holes or 
neutron stars crash into each other 
— these waves travel for millions of 
light years before we catch them.

A cosmic signal across 
This was once the stuff of theory 
and blackboards. That changed in 
2015, when detectors picked up 
the first gravitational wave ever 
recorded. It came from two black 
holes colliding billions of years 
ago — a distant “echo” reaching us 
only now.

Two years later came a signal 
that made history. “In 2017, a 
gravitational wave called 
GW170817 was observed by the 
LIGO and Virgo detectors, origi-
nating within a shell elliptical 
galaxy about 140 million 
light years away,” says 
Dr Mukherjee.

“GW” stands for 
gravitational wave, 

and the numbers mark the date of 
the event. Unlike earlier detections, 
this one wasn’t silent. The crash 
between two neutron stars — dense, 
collapsed stellar cores — produced 
both gravitational waves and light. 
Telescopes across Earth swung 
towards the event to watch it 
unfold. “This has opened up a com-
pletely new era of multi-messenger 
science that not only tells us about 
fundamental studies such as black 
holes or neutron star properties but 
also about different energy mecha-
nisms, how these objects merge, 
what kind of elements are produced 
and what are the rates for them to 
be produced,” he explains.

“These collisions make the sky 
spectacularly luminous in gravita-
tional waves — and sometimes in 
light — and they let us ask funda-
mental questions: What elements 
are forged? How often? What are 
these objects really made of?” 

Elements heavier than iron — 
including gold and platinum — are 
believed to form in such collisions. 

Our ear to the skies
So how do we hear something that 
happens so far away? “One way to 
study space while keeping our feet 
firmly on the ground is through 
gravitational wave observatories,” 
says Dr Mukherjee and India’s build-
ing its own. The LIGO-India obser-
vatory is being built in Hingoli, 
Maharashtra, as part of a global net-
work that includes the United 
States, Italy and Japan. These facili-
ties are astonishingly sensitive. They 

can detect distortions in 
space as small as a thou-
sandth the width of a pro-
ton. By combining signals 
from multiple countries, 
scientists can triangulate 

where in the sky the event 
came from.

“It is one of the 
most highly funded 
astrophysics experi-

ments that India is leading,” he says. 
“In fact, Indian scientists are already 
playing key roles in analysing the 
data collected from existing LIGO 
telescopes in North America. Our 
team at TIFR is closely collaborating 
with the LIGO–Virgo–KAGRA teams 
in the US, Italy and Japan to write 
this new chapter of research.”

Tuning in to the universe
This talk comes at a special moment 
as 2025 marks a decade since the first 
gravitational wave was detected. In 
that time, the field has grown from a 
single event to hundreds, each one 
giving scientists a different angle on 
how the universe works.

Better detectors mean more sig-
nals, more clarity, and maybe a few 
surprises. As Dr Mukherjee puts it, 
“Every improvement in sensitivity 
promises a new harvest of events — 
and every so often, another ‘first’.”

Dr Mukherjee is clear that this 
research isn’t meant to live only 
inside laboratories. We want to show 
people the bigger picture and how 
our research can be used to uplift our 
daily lives. Indian taxpayers make it 
possible for us to undertake studies 
of such magnitude; it is our responsi-
bility to share with them how we are 
using their contributions.”

His team works actively with stu-
dents through TIFR’s Outreach pro-
gramme, using striking visuals, sim-
ple language and hands-on demon-
strations. “We introduce young 
learners to basic astrophysics. In fact, 
numerous students have worked 
with me on projects from the time 
they were in school,” he says.

Their Young Guns in Astronomy 
initiative lets children as young as 
ten learn ask questions and build 
models. “Even if they can’t under-
stand the complex equations, the 
sense of discovery can spark new 
generations of researchers,” he adds.

For most of human history, 
we’ve looked at the night sky. 
Now, Mukherjee and his team are 
inviting the public to look up — and 
to listen.

 Cosmic Fireworks will be held at 
DG Ruparel College on October 18. 
Entry is free and open to all. Contact 
+91 22 2278 2770

FIREWORKS IN THE DARK
LISTENING FOR

Astrophysicist Suvodip Mukherjee of the Tata  
Institute of Fundamental Research wants to  
make the universe’s loudest explosions easy to  
understand — for all age groups

Suvodip Mukherjee

| Anindita Paul 
mirrorfeedback@timesofindia.com

Experience a symphonic past as Dr Cavas 
Bilimoria unpacks the genius of Vivaldi and 
Haydn, at NCPA, 4 PM Call: 02266223754

#

An illustration of the  
gravitational waves 

released when two black 
holes collide and merge 
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