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The  Digital  Dump 

Court  ruling  on  tariffs  a  blow  to  US  administration
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In the global race for artificial intelligence supremacy, India 
is charting a path unlike any other, one that begins not in 
glittering metros but in its smaller towns and rural 
districts. The country’s AI revolution is quietly taking 

shape in places once known more for ancient temples or cotton 
mills than for code and data.  

These communities are becoming the unseen backrooms of 
the digital age, where thousands of young Indians are training, 
annotating, and fine-tuning AI systems that will shape the 
technologies of tomorrow. 

This transformation represents far more than a new 
outsourcing wave. It signals a shift in how India’s talent and 
geography are being reimagined for a digital future. What once 
required migration to urban hubs can now be achieved from 
one’s hometown, powered by broadband connectivity, cloud 
infrastructure, and remote work platforms.  

Firms operating from semi-urban and rural India are 
demonstrating that the quality of digital output is not defined 
by geography, but by discipline, training, and opportunity. 

At the heart of this movement is inclusion. For many young 
Indians, particularly women, the arrival of stable, tech-enabled 
work has meant their first formal employment, steady income, 
and a chance to contribute to the digital economy without 
uprooting their families.  

This is a quiet social revolution: one that replaces urban 
migration with local empowerment and reshapes the rural 
economy through skill and data rather than land and labour. 

This decentralised rise of AI work also hints at a broader 
lesson ~ that technology’s true power lies not in replacing 
people, but in redistributing opportunity to where it is       
needed most. 

The global demand for human-labelled data - from speech 
transcription to image recognition - has placed India in a 
unique position. Every AI system, no matter how advanced, 
relies on millions of human decisions to learn nuance, context, 
and cultural diversity.  

In this vast, multilingual country, where accents, idioms, and 
dialects vary every few kilometres, India offers the world’s most 
natural training ground for inclusive AI. It is here that the future 
of “human-in-the-loop” intelligence truly belongs. 

Meanwhile, global tech giants are deepening their long-term 
commitments to India’s digital ecosystem. The establishment of 
a major AI data hub and cloud infrastructure centre in Andhra 
Pradesh is not merely an investment in capacity ~ it is an 
acknowledgment of India’s central role in shaping global AI 
operations. Together, the rural workforce and high-end 
infrastructure form the two halves of a powerful equation: scale 
and soul. 

The challenge now lies in sustaining this momentum. 
Reliable high-speed internet, data protection standards, and 
client trust must evolve as fast as the talent itself. If India can 
bridge these gaps, it will not only remain a preferred hub for AI 
services but also define how technology coexists with human 
aspiration. The intelligence of machines, refined in India’s 
towns and villages, could yet carry the human touch that the 
world’s digital future needs most. 

When a smartphone that once 
felt essential is tossed into a 
drawer or a television is replaced 
for a marginally sharper picture, 

what follows rarely stays out of sight for 
long. Electronic waste ~ or e-waste  ~ is one 
of the fastest-growing waste streams on the 
planet, rich in valuable metals and dangerous 
when mishandled.  

The legal frameworks that govern its life 
after use are patchy and evolving: some 
nations lean on producer responsibility and 
take-back systems, others on hazardous-waste 
controls and fees. The result is a global 
tangle that challenges regulators, industry 
and consumers alike. 

E-waste is unique because it is both 
treasure and threat. Devices contain recoverable 
commodities such as gold, copper and rare 
earths, but they also harbour lead, mercury, 
brominated flame retardants and other 
substances that can contaminate soil, water 
and air if dismantled or burned in informal 
settings. Managing this duality has pushed 
countries to adopt laws addressing collection, 
recycling, reuse and transboundary movement. 

The United States, the United Kingdom 
and India ~ three very different legal ecosystems 
~ offer instructive contrasts. Their e-waste 
management mechanism, including relevant 
laws highlight that there is no single magic 
bullet to address an issue that is turning 
into a universal health hazard, perhaps only 
secondary to atmospheric pollution. 

In the United States there is no single 
federal “e-waste” statute. Instead, the Resource 

Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) of 
1976 remains the primary federal law that 
governs hazardous wastes ~ and by extension 
can touch on certain components of e-waste 
that meet hazardous-waste criteria.  

RCRA gives the Environmental Protection 
Agency authority to regulate hazardous 
wastes “from cradle to grave,” but electronic 
items that are not classified as hazardous 
may fall through regulatory gaps. That reality 
has left significant room for state action 
and has produced a mosaic of state laws 
and fees.  

California offers a model of more 
proactive state regulation. The Electronic 
Waste Recycling Act of 2003 (SB 20) 
established a Covered Electronic Waste 
(CEW) recycling programme and an 
advanced recycling fee applied at retail 
for many video display devices; the 
initiative aimed to fund convenient 
collection and proper recycling across 
the state and to curb illegal dumping. 
Over time California’s laws have expanded 
to cover more devices and to refine who 
~ manufacturer, retailer or customer ~ 
carries responsibility. California’s approach 
shows how subnational policy innovation 
can plug gaps left by federal law.  

Across the Atlantic, the United Kingdom’s 
legal approach is anchored in the Waste 
Electrical and Electronic Equipment 
(WEEE) Regulations. Originating from 
European Union directives, the UK’s WEEE 
Regulations (2013, as amended) place clear 
responsibilities on producers ~ including 
registration, marking, financing of collection 
and treatment, and reporting.  

The regulations also create a framework 
for Approved Treatment Facilities and require 
evidence trails (WEEE evidence) to ensure 
that collected equipment is properly processed 
rather than exported illegally or sent to 
landfill. The WEEE regime is an example of 
a producer-responsibility model designed 
to push product stewardship upstream.  

India’s response has been shaped by 
both environmental urgency and the need 
to formalize a sprawling informal recycling 
sector. The E-Waste (Management) Rules, 
first notified in 2016 and subsequently 
amended (including significant amendments 
and a new 2022 notification), introduced 
extended producer responsibility (EPR), 
collection targets, mandatory authorization 
for dismantlers and recyclers, and measures 

to document the life cycle 
of equipment. The rules aim 
to move more e-waste into 
regulated channels and to 
phase out hazardous practices 
at the grassroots level. 
Government agencies 
including the Central Pollution 
Control Board have followed 
up with implementation 
guidance and Standard 
Operating Procedures for 
formal recyclers.  

Laws alone, however, do 
not guarantee greener 
outcomes. In all three 
jurisdictions enforcement, 
consumer behaviour and 
infrastructure remain limiting 
factors. In the U.S., the federal 
reliance on state initiatives 
has produced uneven  

coverage: some states have robust take-back 
programmes, while others have limited or 
no systems.  

In the UK, compliance and traceability 
obligations have reduced illegal exports, but 
challenges remain with cross-border dumping 
and the economics of recycling low-value 
items. In India, despite stronger rules and 
EPR provisions, a large informal sector 
persists ~ driven by employment realities 
and the high value of recovered materials - 
creating health and environmental risks 
unless formalized and brought into compliance.  

Practical fixes require a combination of 

policy instruments. Extended producer 
responsibility ~ where manufacturers must 
finance or operate take-back and recycling 
~ is central across successful systems because 
it realigns incentives toward design for reuse 
and recyclability.  

Financial mechanisms such as California’s 
point-of-sale fees and the UK’s producer 
compliance schemes help fund the logistics. 
Clear hazardous-waste rules, like RCRA in 
the U.S., deter unsafe disposal of the most 
dangerous components. And technology 
and standardisation ~ for tracking, certification 
of treatment facilities, and safer recycling 
methods - are essential to prevent leakage 
into informal streams or illicit export.  

But the human dimension matters equally. 
Consumers need accessible, low-friction 
return options - curbside pick-up, storefront 
drop-offs or mail-back kits ~ paired with 
awareness campaigns. Informal recyclers 
need pathways into the formal economy: 
training, protective equipment, accreditation 
and fair procurement by licensed dismantlers. 
Governments must invest in enforcement 
and cross-border cooperation to stop illegal 
shipments. Industry can help by designing 
longer-lived, repairable products and by 
sharing responsibility for take-back logistics. 
Every link must do its part.  

E-waste is not an intractable problem; it 
is a design and policy problem. Countries 
that have combined clear legal duties (producer 
responsibility, hazardous waste control, 
funding mechanisms and robust enforcement) 
while facilitating pathways for informal 
actors stand the best chance of turning 
obsolete gadgets back into raw materials 
rather than pollutants.  

For consumers, the imperative is simple: 
recycling electronics responsibly isn’t 
just an ethical choice, it’s a civic one. The 
law can push and cajole, but collective 
action will determine whether our devices’ 
afterlives are circular ~ and clean ~ or toxic 
and tragic. 

As the US Supreme Court prepares 
to review the legality of the 
White House’s flagship “reciprocal 
tariff program” next month, the 

incumbent administration faces mounting 
troubles both at home and abroad. 

A ruling by the US Court of Appeals for 
the Federal Circuit in late August found 
that the tariff program exceeded presidential 
authority under the International Emergency 
Economic Powers Act ~ a decision that, 
despite being temporarily stayed, has cast 
serious doubt on the administration's 
trade agenda. 

Introduced earlier this year (hailed as 
“Liberation Day” tariffs), the program has 
ignited protests across the country and 
prompted at least 12 US states and many 
small businesses to file lawsuits against 
it. The Supreme Court is expected to hear 
the case in November. 

Nevertheless, the ruling delivers a blow 
to the incumbent administration. Since 
taking office in January, it has repeatedly 
expanded the use of executive power 

while sidestepping checks and balances, 
a trend now directly challenged by the 
judiciary. 

On the global front, the unilateral tariffs 
have been vehemently opposed by major 
trading partners including 
China and the European Union. 
The “reciprocal” framework 
has forced most US trade 
partners to either enter 
negotiations or face punitive 
tariffs widely viewed as violating 
WTO rules. In the face of the 
US’ tariffs and bullying tactics, 
many affected countries bowed to the 
administration's demands or turned to 
the World Trade Organization Dispute 
Settlement Mechanism for justice, well 
aware that the US tariffs violate WTO 
rules. China has stood up to the US’ 
reciprocal tariff policy. Even after three 
rounds of negotiations between China 
and the US in Geneva, London and 
Stockholm, the US couldn't force China 
into a deal. The Chinese government’s 

stance on the issue is clear: it demands 
that the US side provide a fair, open and 
nondiscriminatory market environment 
for Chinese enterprises. A spokesperson 
for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs emphasized 

that if the US side continued to 
impose punitive tariffs on Chinese 
goods, China will take appropriate 
countermeasures in accordance with 
the law. While the US Circuit Court 
ruling has dealt a blow to the 
administration, leaving it embarrassed 
before the international community, 
it also unwittingly lent support to 

Beijing in the recent fourth round of 
Sino-US trade negotiations in Madrid. 

As a matter of fact, even before the 
fourth round of Sino-US trade talks, the 
administration had shown signs of backing 
down, as it had lost much of its advantage. 
One notable change was the unusual 
silence of the US' leaders before the talks 
~ no tweets or public remarks to exert 
pressure on China ahead of the talks. 
This shift in attitude reflects a subtle 

psychological change, indicating that the 
White House has realized that exerting 
pressure through public opinion or adopting 
a tough stance is ineffective against China, 
and could even backfire. 

Faced with these challenges at home, 
the White House has one real option, that 
is, to withdraw the tariffs. Unfortunately, 
the White House has already shut this 
door by insisting that the tariff authority 
has been lawfully exercised to “protect 
the nation” and safeguard economic 
security against foreign threats. The US 
tariffs remain in effect. 

The administration has vowed to 
continue the reciprocal tariff policy and 
the agreements it has reached with the 
affected countries, and already moved to 
appeal the Circuit Court's ruling to the 
Supreme Court. The final tilt of the US 
judicial system in this matter remains to 
be seen. But irrespective of the Supreme 
Court's ruling, the incumbent administration 
will certainly be seen as the destroyer of 
the multilateral trading system.

Unsafe city 
 
 Sir, This refers to the report, “SAU student 

sexually assaulted; Delhi police initiate 
investigation” (15 October).  

A wave of outrage swept through the 
South Asian University (SAU) campus in 
Delhi late Monday after a female student 
was allegedly sexually assaulted. Prior to 
the incident, the survivor had been receiving 
emails and messages demanding sexual 
favours from an anonymous number.  

The protesting students alleged institutional 
failure to ensure students’ safety and demanded 
the resignation of the dean of students, 
Navanit Jha, and proctor Kapil Sharma. 
Following counselling by doctors, an FIR 
was lodged early Tuesday morning.  

The caretaker blamed the victim and said 
she must have gone there because someone 
she knows very well had called her. The 
officials tried to hush up the case with 

impunity. The incident comes days after an 
MBBS student was allegedly raped at a hotel 
in Delhi’s Adarsh Nagar. Delhi police reports 
to the Union home ministry. The police said 
the hostel staff allegedly asked the woman 
to change her clothes and take a bath, and 
assured her that the matter would be handled 
internally.  According to the latest NCRB 
date released last month, Delhi continues 
to retain the dubious distinction of being 
the most unsafe “mega city” for women for 
the third consecutive year. 

Yours, etc., S S Paul,  
Nadia, 15 October.  

Delivering joy 
Sir, Newspaper Vendors' Day is celebrated 

on 15 October. Newspaper vendors go about 
their job of bundling newspapers and 
delivering the copies before dawn while 
most of the city is in slumber.  Although the 
publication of e-paper is on the rise, the 
advantages of reading a physical newspaper 
remain significant.  

The strain which we have to undergo 
while reading a digital paper is not there 
when you read the hard copy. Moreover, 
keeping the newspaper in hand and browsing 
the pages is a good feeling and the paper's 
smell also brings freshness.  

The quantum of news which we read in 
print is often much greater than we encounter 
in online copies. Old-timers cannot get rid 
of the newspaper addiction.  

On this day, let's wish the newspaper 
vendors who set out in the morning,  
braving rain, heat or winter chill to deliver 

newspapers every day. 
Yours, etc., S.Sankaranarayanan, 

Chennai, 15 October. 

Not wrong 
Sir, Apropos the report “Mamata condemns 

Durgapur gangrape, orders strict action” 
(October 13), I am at a loss to understand 
what wrong Mamata Banerjee has done in 
advising female hostellers not to venture 
out late at night. The shocking incident 
clearly suggests that the private medical 
college concerned had no restrictions of 
entry and exit from the college for its students.  

Otherwise, how could the victim come 
out of her college past midnight? To point 
out this basic lack of security does not mean 
that Ms Banerjee can be accused of defending 
“balatkari”. The BJP must stop politicising 
the incident and should advice students to 
avoid risking their safety. 

Yours, etc., Arun Gupta, 
Kolkata, 13 October. 

The Gaza peace declaration signed in Sharm el-Sheikh 
has the unmistakable air of theatre ~ grand, emotional, 
and designed for the cameras. Yet, beneath the 
pageantry lies the first credible truce in two years of 

relentless conflict, a deal that may finally give both Israelis and 
Palestinians a brief pause from grief. Whether it can evolve into 
something more enduring depends on what follows once the 
spotlight dims. 

The images were meant to linger. The American President, 
smiling broadly at every cue, flanked by regional leaders, 
promising a “golden age for the Middle East.” The exchange  
of hostages and prisoners, the embrace between adversaries, 
and the talk of “a new and beautiful day” all conveyed a  
sense of finality.  

But history counsels caution. Every West Asia peace summit 
has begun with handshakes and declarations of hope, only to 
be undone by the realities of mistrust, politics, and power. 

The choreography of diplomacy often conceals its 
contradictions. Every gesture, every handshake is layered with 
competing ambitions. In this peace show, symbolism can both 
inspire and deceive, offering a glimpse of hope even as deeper 
uncertainties remain unresolved beneath the surface. 

This time, the calculation is different. The war in Gaza had 
reached a point where neither side could claim victory, and the 
humanitarian toll was intolerable even to Israel’s allies.  

The American intervention, equal parts personal diplomacy 
and political instinct, leveraged exhaustion into opportunity. 
The release of the last living hostages and the freeing of 
thousands of Palestinian detainees mark tangible gains, 
however asymmetric. For now, both sides have something to 
show their people. 

But the structure of peace is more complex than the spectacle 
of peace. The Palestinian Authority’s future role in Gaza 
remains uncertain, and the question of who governs the enclave 
once rebuilding begins will test the strength of the deal. For 
Israel, this is as much a domestic reckoning as a diplomatic one. 
Some in its political establishment believe the truce concedes 
too much; others see it as a necessary step to restore 
international legitimacy. 

For US President Donald Trump, the Sharm el-Sheikh 
summit fits neatly into his broader narrative, that dealmaking, 
not idealism, delivers results. The “board of peace” he proposes 
to oversee Gaza’s reconstruction mirrors his earlier attempts to 
fuse business logic with diplomacy.  

It is an approach that thrives on momentum and personality 
but can falter when faced with the slow, grinding realities of 
governance. 

Still, symbolism matters. A ceasefire that holds long enough 
to begin rebuilding could reshape regional dynamics and 
restore a measure of stability to a conflict that has defied all 
previous formulas. Yet if the truce collapses under the weight of 
old grievances and unmet promises, this too will become 
another fleeting chapter of peace deferred. 

For now, the guns are silent, the flags are raised, and the 
speeches are done. What remains is the harder, quieter work ~ 
turning applause into permanence, and theatre into peace.

AI  Heartland

Exhaustion  leveraged 

E-waste is not an intractable 
problem; it is a design and policy 
problem. Countries that have 
combined clear legal duties 
(producer responsibility, 
hazardous waste control, 
funding mechanisms and 
robust enforcement) while 
facilitating pathways for 
informal actors stand the best 
chance of turning obsolete 
gadgets back into raw materials 
rather than pollutants. For 
consumers, the imperative is 
simple: recycling electronics 
responsibly isn’t just an ethical 
choice, it’s a civic one. The law 
can push and cajole, but 
collective action will determine 
whether our devices’ afterlives 
are circular  ~  and clean  ~  or 
toxic and tragic  
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COAL COMMISSION 

“MORE MINERS 
EMPLOYED: OUTPUT 
LESS ” 
LONDON, OCT. 

THERE was a large attendance at the first 
public sitting of the Coal Commission at Westminster 
Hall, which was attended by representatives  
of the Miners’ Federation and the Mining 
Association. 

Mr Ernest Gowers, Permanent Under-Secretary 
for Mines, stated that the present output of 
British coal had descended to the level of 20 
years ago, but the industry was employing 
upwards of 250,000, or more, persons. Consumption 
by Russia, Germany, and Austria was reduced 
by 46,000,000 tons. 

Replying to Mr. Beveridge, Mr. Gowers mentioned 
that seven men were now employed where 
previously there were six. He agreed that the 
pre-war standard of wages could be maintained 
only by an increased output per head of employees, 
or a material increase in the price of coal relative 
to other articles. 

He said that he realized that be painted a very 
gloomy picture.— Reuter’s Special Service. 

 
 

OFFICER SENTENCED 

WILD NIGHT DRIVE 
ENDS IN 
MANSLAUGHTER 
CHARGE 
LONDON, OCT. 

SENTENCE of twelve months in the second 
division was passed at Berkshire Assizes on 
Captain Hugh Spooner, polo pony breeder, 
and formerly of the Indian Cavalry, who was 
indicted for the manslaughter of a labourer 
named Charles Rance, who was run down and 
killed by Spooner’s motor-car while cycling to 
work. 

The evidence showed that the defendant was 
returning from London after a night at the 
Cabaret Club, and was driving at excessive 
speed on the wrong side of the road.—Reuter. 

 
 

RUBBER ESTATES

U.S. FINANCIER’S BIG 
DEAL IN LIBERIA 
NEW YORK, OCT.  

MR. Harvey Firestone, President of the Firestone 
Tyre Rubber Company, has announced that he 
has signed an agreement with the Republic of 
Liberia, by which he has obtained a 99 years’ 
lease of a million acres suitable for rubber-growing, 
and 2,000 acres of rubber plantation fully matured 
and bearing rubber. 

It has been planned to spend a hundred million 
dollars for developing the lease; Mr. Firestone 
adds.—Reuter. 
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Small farmers lead way with natural 
methods
BHARAT DOGRA 
 

At a time when the need for 
self-reliant development 
is being increasingly 
emphasised in India, small 

farmers from weaker sections 
including Dalits and Adivasis have 
come up with promising initiatives. 
They have shown how despite all 
the constraints, food production and 
yield can increase even on very small 
farms using natural farming and 
low-cost methods, an achievement 
that bodes well for sustainable rural 
livelihoods, availability of healthy 
food and protection of the 
environment, including meeting the 
challenge of climate change. 

Maali Ram’s small home and 
farm have been attracting many 
local people impressed by what 
this Bhil (tribal community) farmer 
has achieved with the help of his 
wife Dulkibai and other family 
members. When I recently visited 
this farm located in Kataron Ka 
Khera village in Pratapgarh district 
(Rajasthan), what impressed me 
most was the high level of creativity 
and intensity of involvement in his 
farming. On their small farm of a 
little over one acre, Maali Ram and 
Dulkibai have nearly 200 fruit and 
other trees, including guava, papaya, 
amla, lemon, jackfruit and chandan 
(sandalwood). Multi-layered pattern 
is used for growing over 15 vegetables. 
Natural farming methods are used 
in all this as well as grain, legume, 
oilseed and spice cultivation. Cows, 
bullocks, goats and poultry are 
integral parts of the farm and their 
excreta as well as other waste are 
used while preparing manure and 
natural pest repellants. Emphasis 
is on one activity or resource being 

of assistance to some other activity 
or resource, and of waste being 
minimized to be used as a resource. 
A traditional well is just about able 
to meet the water needs of the 
farm. Maali Ram’s creativity has 
come into play since he started 
turning his three-bigha farm into 
natural farming, one bigha at a 
time to avoid disruption. Alongside 
his shift towards natural farming 
also came multi-layer vegetable 
cultivation and fruit trees, making 
him very busy. But this is the kind 
of work that gives him satisfaction. 
Many of these changes came due 
to the active presence in this and 
nearby villages of Srijan, a voluntary 
organization involved in supporting 
sustainable livelihoods that has 
b e en a  source  of  help  and 
encouragement for this enthusiastic 
farmer. However, Maali Ram did 
not just take what was suggested 
to him, he also added his own 
creativity and experimentation. 

Maali Ram says that his aim is 
to follow a path of farming which 
protects his and his family’s health, 
which protects the health of others 
and the health of the soil. Following 
this path gives him happiness and 
satisfaction, he adds. He expresses 
delight that his brother who lives 
close by has now agreed to traverse 
this same path. 

Balchand Ahirwar is a Dalit farmer 
of Madhya Pradesh who has similarly 
raised high hopes by combining a 
highly creative, satisfying livelihood 
with environment protection. He 
is happy working on his farm with 
his wife Guddi and other family 
members (see photograph) and 
exploring various creative possibilities. 
He is able to provide healthy food 
to his family through the year, apart 

from earning cash for other essential 
expenses. He is able to educate his 
two sons in city colleges. He is able 
to help many other farmers in 
adopting similar natural farming 
methods and he has been selected 
as a trainer of natural farming on 
the basis of his achievements. At 
the same time, he is careful to avoid 
wasteful expenditure and stays 
away from liquor and intoxicants, 
holding liquor responsible for many 
problems in villages. 

I met Balchand in his village 
Lidhoratal  in Jatara blo ck of 
Tikamgarh district. A key to the 
successful farming practiced by 
Balchand and Guddi is that they 
have reduced their farming expenses 
as much as possible. In recent years, 
expenses relating to chemical 
fertilizers, pesticides and weedicides 
have increased very sharply for 
most farmers. However, Balchand 
avoids these expenses by making 
natural fertilizers and pest repellants 
using local resources. 

For natural fertilizer he uses 
manure and urine from his own 
cattle, to which he adds some besan 
(gram powder) and jaggery. For 
natural pest repellants, he uses 
leaves having a bitter taste from 
local trees, mixing these with cow 
manure and cow urine. While those 
buying market-purchased chemical 
inputs have to spend Rs. 6,000 on 
an acre of land, Balchand has to 
spend only Rs. 500. An additional 
Rs. 2,000 per acre is saved on 
irrigation water as the land using 
natural fertilizers needs lesser water 
compared to land using chemical 
fertilizers. Instead of using expensive 
tractors on his small farm, Balchand 
uses a power tiller which is several 
times cheaper but adequate for his 

needs. In addition, he says, he is 
able to avoid the loss to soil fertility 
caused by tractors. While reducing 
his costs Balchand is careful to 
utilize every inch of his two-acre 
farm in creative ways. In the two 
seasons of rabi and kharif, wheat 
and groundnut are the two main 
crops. In addition, by using limited 
farm space wisely Balchand is able 
to grow a wide diversity of vegetables, 
legumes, fruits, millets, spices and 
flowers. We counted up to 44 crops 
grown within a cycle of one year 
by him, and there may still be some 
that we missed. The greatest diversity 
is in vegetables and a creative 
multi-layer garden has been created 
by him, installing bamboo, so that 
creepers get more support and the 
more vulnerable plants can grow 
in the shade of bigger and sturdier 
ones. Trees which will be yielding 
fruits soon also provide shade and 
moisture to soil and micro-organisms 
living in soil. Plants and trees on 
bunds add to the greenery as well 
as to water and soil conservation. 
When taking me around the field, 
Balchand dug up soil with his hands 
to show how many earthworms 
were at work within the soil to 
improve the farm. Balchand is 

deeply committed to his farming. 
He says that this commitment and 
the willingness to put in a lot of 
caring work are essential for the 
success of natural farming.  He 
emphasizes that he really enjoys 
this work. In fact, he is so committed 
to his work and farm that he has 
shifted his residence from the main 
village settlement to the farm. 

Balchand has been greatly helped 
in his efforts by Srijan. Srijan has 
helped to establish a natural farming 
center called the Palak Center where 
Balchand and Guddi make natural 
fertilizers and pest repellants on a 
large scale and these can be purchased 
at a modest price by other farmers 
who face difficulty in preparing 
these on their own. Balchand has 
also been honoured by the district 
administration and plays a helpful 
role in natural farming programmes. 
Farmers like him and Maali Ram 
are leading the way forward for 
improved sustainable livelihoods 
based on a combination of increased 
production, reduction of costs and 
protection of the environment. 

 
(The writer is Honorary Convener, Campaign to 
Save Earth Now. His recent books include 
Protecting Earth for Children, Man over Machine 
and India’s Quest for Sustainable Farming and 
Healthy Food.)       

OCCASIONAL NOTE 
 
THE end of the tennis season finds England 
modestly hoping, America thoughtfully satisfied 
and France almost exultant. The French swept 
the board at Wimbledon, easily won the European 
section of the Davis Cup competition, disposed 
of Australia in some fiery games at Forest Hills 
and so for the first time after twelve years of 
trying won through to the challenge round. 
There America held its own, but had many 
anxious moments, and Borotra who lost to 
Tilden achieved a magnificent personal triumph. 
In their meeting Tilden who has not in the last 
six years lost any match of importance pulled 
through by three sets to two and 27 games to 
23 ; but there is general agreement among 
those who saw the game that but for mistakes 
at a critical juncture Borotra had his colours 
lowered. Mistakes however have a way of 
counting. Johnston disposed of Lacoste with 
comparative ease. Borotra was the wonder of 
the end of the season. He won two great victories 
over the Australians, and in his match with 
Tilden gave the tennis world something to talk 
of for years. He has inspired other countries 
with the hope that America will not always be 
invincible.

ACROSS 
 

 

1    Trade in continent 

(5-7) 

10 In seconds, posh 

wine is protected 

(7) 

11 Farmer, say, 

succeeded 

spreading manure 

(7) 

12 Join revolution 

before the French 

(6) 

13 Some articles say I 

stalked writer (8) 

15 Offal soup s first, 

then we film 

sitcom (10) 

16  Film villain has 

nothing on corona 

(4) 

18  Pert, following kiss 

(4) 

20  Narrow escape 

when bird bites 

husband and dog 

runs free (5,3,2) 

23  Appreciate 

fashionable pleat 

(8) 

24  Work from Poet 

Laureate: four

letters, having 

eight rhymes (6) 

26  Most of his meat 

not on this 

uncovered grill  

(7) 

27  Cruel chums 

stripped man 

naked in pub (7) 

28  The gutless star 

karate chopped 

raw meat (5,7) 

 

DOWN 
 

2    Cubs cycling 

through Oregon 

drug complex (7) 

3    Time Telstar 

broadcast what 

Hollywood 

produces? (8) 

4    Third eye oddly 

substantial (4) 

5    First to replace 

middle of song in 

poet, Owen s sort 

of rhyme gets help 

(10) 

6    In part, Dubya 

wrong about 

country (6) 

7    Singer and model 

paired over a beer 

(3,4) 

8    I see cop baffled 

before robber 

returns carrying 

scrap of gold and 

silver  

(6,2,5) 

9    Not much in 

clothes shop � 

changed into 

thong  

(4,2,7) 

14  Rod s witchcraft? 

(10) 

17  Suffers hard in 

test for promotion 

(8) 

19  Incomplete arrest 

following one 

northern copper s 

nightmare  

(7) 

21  Best in The

Beatles, once?  

(7) 

22  Right key starts  

to unlock 

everything � 

salvation!  

(6) 

25  Pass is in Virginia 

(4)
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S T A Y C A T I O N L O C K
E E L N A O O

G A R L I C T A P E W O R M
S L A H K M

Z E R O P E E P I N G T O M
W O S N L R

S I N F O N I A E S A U
T E E M D N N

K I E V E L O N G A T E
N E S B U A

H E A R T T H R O B R O A M
R A E T R M

V A L L E T T A F R I D A Y
N A U T U E T

S T A B S C H O L A S T I C

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

YesterdayÊs Solution

P E R S P E C T I V E
100 Years Ago

Front page of The Statesman  
dated 17 October 1925

JAMES SHARROK 
 

It is natural to want to analyse 
the events of September 8-9 in 
Nepal. Newspapers, online 
forums, webinar discussions 

and podcasts have all discussed the 
meaning of what happened. However, 
as with the post- earthquake 
discussions, people’s responses tend 
to follow prior assumptions about 
how Nepal works. The biggest 
challenge is not to generate more 
‘hot takes’ but to listen, understand 
what happened and why, and to 
question our assumptions about 
Nepal and Nepali politics, starting 
from the point of what and who we 
don’t know, instead of what we think 
we already do. 

With some excellent exceptions, 
most explanations have been predictable 
and well-worn. One explanation is 
that this was chaotic and nihilistic 
violence generated by young, poorly 
educated and inarticulate smartphone 
warriors and that it has, for that 
reason, already failed, and has no 
lasting or wider meaning. Another, 
from the Left: As it is not an obviously 
class-based alliance representing the 
poor and there are no leaders or party 
organisations, the movement will 
fracture and again, not create lasting 
change. Third, this protest was 
orchestrated by foreign powers via 
NGOs, aimed at destabilising Nepal 
and/or removing KP Oli from his 
position of Prime Minister. Fourth, 
the protest was a continuation of the 
pro-monarchy riots of March 2025. 

The first explanation fails to 
explain the organisation behind 
the initial protest, including the 
levels of coordination needed to 

produce consistent messaging 
(young people interviewed on Nepali 
news channels repeatedly pointed 
out that it was about corruption, 
not the social media ban), as well 
as the huge support for the protesters 
in wider society. 

The Left’s explanation implies 
that we know best what political 
action entails, but also really struggles 
to explain the politicisation of urban 
youth and the role played in the 
protests by a newer type of NGOs 
(not oriented around donor-focused 
‘projectisation’). Predictably, the Left’s 
explanation presumes the truly 
authentic poor Nepali to be a farmer 
in “remote” Karnali, not an urban 
jobless youth who speaks English 
and repurposes global memes. 

The third explanation wildly 
overstates the importance of Nepal 
in global affairs, whilst ironically 
understating the global influence 
that Nepal does possess (in UN 
peacekeeping, via the diaspora and, 
after the protests, young people in 
faraway countries took inspiration 
from Nepal). 

The fourth explanation doesn’t 
do the basic journalistic homework 
of typing ‘riots, protests’ + ‘youth’ 
+ ‘Nepal’ into an internet search 
engine. Riots didn’t begin this year: 
There have been a series of riots 
and protests in recent years involving 
young people over access to migration 
permits, foreign language exams, 
road traffic accidents and more, 
most of which were considered 
marginal to ‘Serious Politics’. 

Before I impose my own ‘hot 
take,’ what deeper assumptions are 
animating people’s op-eds and 
opinions? The deepest assumption 

is, of course, that, even though no 
one saw this protest coming, we 
can confidently know what will or 
should happen next. The next most 
common assumption is that old 
political parties are too powerful 
and too deeply networked across 
Nepal to be removed from Nepali 
public life. This assumption, even 
in the view of many Gen Z-ers, is 
likely to be true, but it has imprisoned 
columnists in pouring scorn on any 
change that dares to think of politics 
beyond the internal squabbles of 
the traditional parties. Hot takers 
also assume that anyone who lives 
in urban areas and speaks English 
in Nepal is basically elite. 

Another assumption: You need 
to be articulate to enter politics. 
Arguably, no one understands this 
better than the very online Gen Z 
protesters themselves, many of 
whom were obviously ill-prepared 
for sudden public attention. But 
what kind of articulation is really 
valued and by whom? Fluency in 
idioms? Use of big words? The 
assumption is really asking protesters 
to play by the known rhetoric of 
those they oppose. 

Finally, there is a weird assumption 
about social media from some 
commentators in which the protesters 
are assumed to be blindly following 
clickbait and algorithms, rather 
than critically engaging with each 
other on social media or using 
messenger forums and tools like 
Discord for their own ends. There 
is a legitimate problem about online 
misinformation, which several 
organisations in Nepal are doing 
fantastic work on, but the assumption 
here is different - namely that 

without online instructions, the 
young people wouldn’t be protesting. 
The common thread animating all 
of these takes is that the protesters 
are puppets of some other actor 
and can’t think or act for themselves. 

The only hot take I have is that we 
still don’t know, in my view, much, if 
anything, about the Gen Z groups. 
We, outside the movement, still know 
little about what happened on 
September 8 and 9, or about the 
origins of the protest groups, or what 
happened in protests in areas outside 
Kathmandu, or how Gen Z groups 
organised themselves. The myth that 
Nepal or Kathmandu is a sano sansar 
was well and truly smashed by a 
movement and groups that weren’t 
widely known beforehand, didn’t 
meet many foreigners like me, didn’t 
write many op-eds, and, by and large, 
weren’t ‘noted’ or networked personalities 
but were clearly incredibly active, 
political and engaged. 

They have told us their problems: 
They have to support both their 
parents and themselves, often 
unsuccessfully; they live in urban 

areas and attend private school at 
a massive cost to their families; 
they don’t get that next chance that 
all their struggle is for despite being 
smarter than peers who do; and 
yet they have to try again and again 
to make it with no safety net or 
plan B. But these are not problems 
many analysts and commentators 
understand, prioritise, or even take 
seriously. Everyone has had a 
struggle period, but not everyone’s 
struggle period is the same. 

Some media houses have sought 
to interview and meet some of the 
Gen Z protesters, leading to fascinating 
discussions which, in one ‘take’, 
single-handedly refute most of the 
explanations above. Sometimes 
newness is overstated, and it is 
right to maintain a critical eye. But 
what happened in two days in 
September does appear to stem 
from a different and original 
movement, whose participants 
deserve a fair hearing and not a 
repetition of the same old guff. 

 
The Kathmandu Post/ANN.

Nepal’s Gen Z must be heard, understood 
News Items



Fighting Pollution, Not Tradition
India doesn’t need another prohibition on fireworks; it needs a permanent, legally empowered Air 
Quality War Room to coordinate states, act pre-emptively, and protect citizens’ right to breathe

Every year, in late October, Diwa-
li’s spectacular lights begin to 
flicker against a dreary, grey sky. 
In the northern plains, the joy of 

the season is increasingly obscured by 
a thick blanket of haze that arrives not 
after the festival but before the diyas are 
lit. India’s “air emergency” is no longer a 
post-Diwali tale; it is a prelude. This year, 
the national capital is already gasping as 
the Air Quality Index (AQI) reached the 
“severe” level in the first week of October.

The annual smog crisis is presented 
as a struggle against firecrackers. How-
ever, the truth is far more complicated—
and far more uncomfortable. The festival 
of lights has become an annual litmus 
test for India’s environmental leader-
ship. Fireworks are only a spark. The true 
fire is being fueled by legislative iner-
tia, lax enforcement, a fragmented state 
response, and the absence of any cohe-
sive, national emergency mechanism 
to address predictable seasonal pollu-
tion. Every winter, particularly in North 
India, dropping temperatures, standstill 
breezes, and temperature inversions trap 
pollution closer to the ground. However, 
unlike unexpected natural disasters, this 
is not an unpredictable crisis. The causes 
are well understood: post-harvest stubble 
burning, unregulated construction dust, 
vehicular emissions, power plant smoke, 
industrial pollutants, and household bio-
mass burning.

Satellite data from Delhi-NCR 
repeatedly reveal that stubble burning 
in Punjab and Haryana is responsible 
for 40% of particle pollution during this 
time period. Another 30-35% is ascribed 
to urban sources such as transporta-
tion, construction, and manufactur-
ing. Crackers contribute to short-term 
surges, but they are not the main cause. 
However, each year, policy attention is 
almost entirely focused on prohibiting 
or regulating firecrackers, enforcing 
token “Graded Response Action Plans,” 
and issuing last-minute public adviso-
ries. This performative cycle perpetuates 
itself, yielding little more than headlines 
and court rulings. Meanwhile, the smoke 
becomes thicker.

Banning crackers has become the 
default political move—simple to pro-
claim, difficult to implement, and even 
less effective in altering the AQI trend. 
Enforcement on the ground is spotty, 
local policing is stretched thin, and illegal 
transactions continue unabated. More 
importantly, it undermines account-
ability. Governments avoid structural 
reforms in agriculture, construction reg-
ulation, transportation planning, and 
interstate coordination by portraying 
fireworks as the major villain. The pol-
lution story is limited to a few days of 
cultural debate rather than a long-term 
environmental strategy. However, Diwali 

is not the cause of India’s pollution cri-
sis. It has become the most visible mir-
ror.  Each state operates in isolation, 
frequently pointing fingers at others. 
Punjab claims that Delhi does not con-
trol its automobiles. Delhi blames Punjab 
for the stubble, while Haryana highlights 
industrial growth. Uttar Pradesh looks 
away. This governance fragmentation 
ensures that each winter is a replay of 
the previous one.

The Commission for Air Quality 
Management in the National Capital 
Region and Adjoining Areas (CAQM) 
was set up in 2020 to deal with this issue. 
While it remains essentially toothless, it 
gives advice instead of orders and sug-
gests steps instead of making them hap-
pen. India needs an Air Quality War 
Room, which is a seasonal command 
center that makes real-time decisions, 
makes the state government legally 
responsible for lowering emissions, and 
quickly responds to pollution spikes. 
According to the World Health Organ-
isation, air pollution causes approxi-
mately 1.6 million premature deaths in 
India each year.  Data from the Central 
Pollution Control Board indicates that 
particulate matter (PM 2.5 and PM 10) 
levels in Delhi frequently exceed 700 µg/
m³ during Diwali week, which is about 
ten times the acceptable limit. But, more 
importantly, pollution builds up weeks 
before Diwali, implying that emergency 
intervention during the celebration is too 
little, too late.

This isn’t a cultural issue. It’s a pub-
lic health emergency. Emergency sit-
uations necessitate war-room control 
rather than dispersed firefighting efforts. 
The seasonal smog crisis is rooted in 
agricultural policy failure. Post-harvest 
paddy residue burning is a sound eco-
nomic decision for farmers who do not 
have economical alternatives for clearing 
fields promptly for the next sowing sea-

son. For years, the state has relied on pro-
hibiting stubble burning and subsidising 
expensive machinery. Neither strategy 
has been effective at scale. A more suc-
cessful technique would be to directly 
procure or buy crop leftovers, generating 
economic value through biomass energy 
or composting.

A farmer paid to collect rather than 
burn will not refuse. This requires finan-
cial commitment, supply chain planning, 
and real-time implementation, not court 
rulings. While stubble burning makes 
news, construction dust and automo-
bile emissions contribute significantly to 
pollution. India’s construction boom is 
inadequately controlled; sites frequently 
lack dust containment, and infractions 
are rarely punished.

Similarly, the increase in private 
vehicles, along with insufficient public 
transportation connectivity, contrib-
utes to large exhaust emissions during 
the holiday season, when urban mobil-
ity peaks. Banning crackers does noth-
ing to address this continuous flood of 
contaminants. What India requires are 
temporary mobility initiatives, such as 
dedicated clean transport days, enhanced 
bus and metro services, and conges-
tion pricing zones during high pollu-
tion times. Most Indian cities respond 
to smog outbreaks with ad hoc measures, 
such as prohibiting building for a few 
days, closing schools, and encouraging 
residents to stay indoors. This is reac-
tive governance. A legally enforceable 
AQI Trigger Protocol would be a more 
effective solution. When pollution levels 
exceed predefined criteria, automated, 
graded response systems kick in, reduc-
ing emissions at the source rather than 
just encouraging people to wear masks.

This protocol must be supported by 
enforcement capabilities and punish-
ment systems designed to deter non-
compliance. While air quality is making 

headlines, public health systems remain 
dangerously unprepared. Seasonal pol-
lution is associated with increased 
hospital admissions, yet few commu-
nities have respiratory emergency pro-
tocols, targeted public advisories, or 
real-time health monitoring systems. A 
national approach must integrate health 
and environmental concerns, includ-
ing ensuring that hospitals have surge 
capacity, air filtration devices, and early 
warning systems for vulnerable popu-
lations. India does not require another 
ban. It requires a centralised, empow-
ered war room for October-December, 
supported by legal authority and real-
time information.

A national clean air policy must be 
based on an interstate command struc-
ture that allows for daily coordination 
between Punjab, Haryana, Delhi, Uttar 
Pradesh, Rajasthan, and government 
agencies, supported by legally binding 
emission objectives. It should include a 
crop residue procurement system sup-
ported by the national clean air mission 
pool and linked to biomass energy, as 
well as temporary clean mobility cam-
paigns, stringent dust control measures, 
and real-time AQI-triggered protocols 
with clearly defined duties. Crucially, it 
must improve health readiness by imple-
menting hospital surge plans, mobile 
respiratory units, targeted public noti-
fications, and transparent dashboards 
that track emissions, enforcement, and 
compliance. This isn’t an unachievable 
vision. Many countries, including China 
and portions of the EU, use this method 
to deal with seasonal smog occurrences. 
When Beijing was suffering from harm-
ful smog in the early 2010s, the city set up 
a real-time emergency command center 
model that included shutting down fac-
tories, limiting transportation, stopping 
construction, and coordinating health 
advisories. As a result, after ten years, the 
PM 2.5 level dropped by 40%.

India’s air pollution problem is more 
complicated because it affects many 
states, political leaders, and socioeco-
nomic levels. However, a coordinated 
response mechanism is within grasp. 
What is lacking is political will. Diwali 
should not be regarded as the time for 
coughing fits, hurting eyes, and disguised 
parties. It should not serve as a met-
aphor for state failure. The event has 
long symbolised the triumph of light 
over darkness. However, it now clearly 
demonstrates how India’s environmen-
tal governance has slipped into a cloud 
of inertia. A country that aspires to be a 
climate leader cannot allow its citizens to 
choke in October. It’s time to stop fight-
ing the wrong battles. Bans on crackers 
are symbolic. War-room governance is 
structured.

Views expressed are personal

SPARKS OF 
RESPONSIBILITY

Every year, as Diwali draws near, the 
familiar debate resurfaces — the cel-
ebration of light versus the cost of pol-
lution. In cities like Delhi, where the 
festive glow is often overshadowed by a 

thick blanket of smog, the question of how to cel-
ebrate responsibly has become more urgent than 
ever. This year again, the conversation turns to 
“green crackers” — India’s scientific compromise 
between tradition and environmental concern. 
Developed in 2018 by the Council of Scientific 
and Industrial Research (CSIR) and the National 
Environmental Engineering Research Institute 
(NEERI) in collaboration with the Central Pollu-
tion Control Board (CPCB), these eco-friendlier 
fireworks were born out of necessity. The air qual-
ity in urban centres had reached alarming levels, 
particularly during the post-monsoon and winter 
months when temperature inversion traps pollut-
ants close to the ground. The situation in Delhi 
was especially dire — Diwali fireworks, stubble 
burning, and weather conditions combined to 
turn the air toxic. It was clear that something had 
to change. Green crackers emerged as an innova-
tion meant to preserve the spirit of celebration 
while mitigating environmental harm. They were 
designed to cut emissions by roughly 30 per cent 
compared to traditional firecrackers. This reduc-
tion is achieved by modifying the chemical com-
position of the explosives — using less toxic raw 
materials and eliminating harmful substances such 
as barium nitrate and aluminium, both known to 
release fine particulate matter and toxic gases.

These new-age crackers are also engineered 
to emit water vapour or dust suppressants when 
ignited, helping to control the spread of particu-
late matter in the air. In laboratory conditions, 
this technology has shown promise, offering mea-
surable reductions in emissions. Beyond air pol-
lution, another critical improvement has been 
the reduced noise levels — a feature particularly 
beneficial to children, senior citizens, and pets. 
The traditional, deafening explosions that often 
accompany Diwali festivities contribute to noise 
pollution and health stress. Green crackers, by 
contrast, are intended to bring the festival’s bright-
ness without its characteristic blast. The CPCB 
and the Petroleum and Explosives Safety Organ-
isation (PESO) now regulate and certify these 
green fireworks. Authentic ones are identifiable 
by a special CPCB logo on their packaging. Three 
main variants have been approved — SWAS (Safe 
Water Releaser), STAR (Safe Thermite Cracker), 
and SAFAL (Safe Minimal Aluminium Cracker) 
— each designed to reduce emissions through sci-
entific intervention. These acronyms may not yet 
be household names, but they represent India’s 
effort to reconcile faith, festivity, and environmen-
tal responsibility through indigenous innova-
tion. Yet, the story of green crackers is not one of 
unqualified success. The biggest misconception 
surrounding them lies in the name itself. “Green” 
does not mean “clean.” These are not zero-emis-
sion or harmless fireworks; they are merely less 
damaging than their predecessors. The combus-
tion of any firecracker inevitably produces smoke, 
carbon monoxide, and fine dust particles that lin-
ger in the atmosphere. The improvement, while 
meaningful, cannot undo the larger ecological 
cost of mass-scale bursting.

Moreover, implementation remains patchy. 
Despite clear guidelines, illegal and uncerti-
fied crackers often flood the market, especially 
in smaller towns and outskirts, where monitor-
ing is difficult. Many consumers remain unaware 
of how to identify genuine green crackers, and 
some unscrupulous manufacturers mislabel con-
ventional ones. Without robust enforcement, 
the purpose of regulation is easily defeated. The 
Supreme Court has attempted to strike a balance. 
This week, it allowed the use of green crackers 
in Delhi-NCR under strict conditions — lim-
iting the permissible hours to one hour in the 
morning and two in the evening on Diwali and 
the day before. The decision echoes an earlier 
attempt in 2014–15 when the Court imposed a 
blanket ban on conventional firecrackers due to 
the city’s hazardous pollution levels. But regula-
tion alone cannot substitute for awareness. True 
change depends on how citizens perceive their 
role in the environment they inhabit. It is tempt-
ing to view green crackers as a convenient middle 
ground — a way to appease both environmen-
talists and traditionalists. But the larger question 
persists: can festivals that celebrate the victory 
of light over darkness truly justify the darkness 
they bring to the air? Diwali is not just about fire-
works; it is about renewal, joy, and illumination. 
Over time, we have conflated sound and spectacle 
with spirit. The challenge now is to rediscover the 
essence of celebration without leaving behind a 
trail of toxins. The introduction of green crackers 
represents a step forward, a recognition that sci-
ence and culture need not be adversaries. But it is 
only a partial solution. The goal should not be to 
create a slightly less harmful pollutant but to move 
toward alternatives that eliminate harm altogether. 
Community light shows, drone displays, or collec-
tive diya-lighting events offer sustainable ways to 
reclaim the festive glow.

If Diwali is to remain a festival of light, it must 
adapt to the realities of our age. The smog that 
cloaks northern India each November is not just 
the price of winter; it is the cumulative outcome of 
unchecked indulgence. Each act of restraint, each 
conscious choice to celebrate responsibly, adds its 
own flicker of hope. India’s experiment with green 
crackers has shown that innovation can temper 
tradition. But the ultimate victory will come when 
the skies of Diwali sparkle — not with chemical 
fire, but with clear, breathable air and the shared 
light of responsibility.

If India wants 
to breathe 
during its most 
cherished festival, 
it must handle the 
pollution season 
as a national 
emergency rather 
than a cultural 
argument. Only 
then can the Light 
Festival restore 
its air

The Nobel Disconnect
India’s absence from the Nobel roll says less about talent and more about  
cultural geography, translation politics, and Western literary gatekeeping

When Rabindranath Tagore 
received the Nobel Prize 
in Literature in 1913 for 
Gitanjali, he not only 

became the first Indian but also the first 
Asian to be recognised by the Swedish 
Academy. His award symbolised the 
entry of an Eastern literary voice into 
the canon of world literature. Yet, more 
than a century later, India has not pro-
duced a second Nobel laureate in liter-
ature. This absence invites reflection in 
a country with hundreds of languages, 
a vast reading public, and a remarkable 
literary heritage.

It would be absurd to suggest that 
India has not produced writers of Nobel 
calibre since Tagore. On the contrary, 
the list of prominent Indian authors in 
English and regional languages is exten-
sive. In just the past few years, Indian 
writers have twice claimed the Interna-
tional Booker Prize: Geetanjali Shree 
in 2022 for her Hindi novel Tomb of 
Sand (translated by Daisy Rockwell), 
and Banu Mushtaq in 2025 for her short 
story collection. Figures such as Salman 
Rushdie, Arundhati Roy, Amitav Ghosh, 
Vikram Seth, and Jhumpa Lahiri have 
won numerous international awards and 
are regularly featured on global shortlists. 
If literary merit alone determined Nobel 
outcomes, India would have produced 
multiple laureates by now.

The explanation lies less in the quality 
of Indian writing than in the geography 
of recognition. The Nobel Committee 
has long favoured the Euro-Atlantic lit-
erary tradition. Statistically, most laure-
ates have come from France, followed by 
the United States, the United Kingdom, 
and Germany. Even Sweden, home to 
the prize’s founder, has produced several 
winners—perhaps an inevitable case of 
institutional proximity.

By contrast, Africa has produced only 
five Nobel laureates in literature, two of 
whom, Nadine Gordimer and J.M. Coe-
tzee, belong to the European literary lin-

eage rather than the indigenous African 
one. Asia’s record is marginally better, 
yet countries with rich literary histories, 
such as India, China, and Japan, remain 
far behind the European giants’ represen-
tation. The Nobel’s pattern thus reveals 
an implicit cultural preference: Euro-
pean literary aesthetics, individualism, 
irony, and existential introspection are 
often treated as the universal standard, 
while other literary traditions are viewed 
through an ethnographic lens rather than 
a philosophical one.

The Committee’s institutional com-
position partly explains this imbalance. 
It remains anchored in a European inter-
pretive framework, more attuned to the 
stylistic and thematic conventions of the 
continent’s literature than the narrative 
modes of Asia, Africa, or Latin America. 
Works steeped in oral traditions, col-
lective memory, or mythic temporality 
tend to resist easy translation into the 
modernist idioms the Committee prizes.

Recognition also depends on circula-

tion. While ostensibly celebrating literary 
achievement, the Nobel Prize also func-
tions as a mechanism of global visibility. 
Its winners are rarely the most commer-
cially successful authors but rather those 
considered “writers’ writers”—complex, 
demanding, and stylistically innovative. 
The award amplifies rather than discov-
ers such voices.

Indian authors, by contrast, already 
possess substantial domestic readerships 
and often command transnational fol-
lowings across South Asia and the dias-
pora. Yet their entry into Western literary 
markets, especially for works written in 
regional languages, depends on trans-
lation. Until recently, few Indian works 
outside English reached the global lit-
erary circuit. The success of Tomb of 
Sand demonstrates that translation, when 
done with cultural sensitivity, can bridge 
this divide. Still, the global market tends 
to privilege certain narratives: postco-
lonial trauma, spiritual exoticism, or 
diasporic displacement frames that fit 

comfortably within Western expectations 
of “Indian literature.”

The Nobel Committee, in turn, 
rewards such recognisable forms of oth-
erness while neglecting the full diver-
sity of India’s literary modernities—its 
political satires, linguistic experiments, 
feminist regional fiction, and Dalit auto-
biographies that challenge canonical 
hierarchies. Thus, India’s absence from 
the Nobel roster reflects not a scarcity of 
genius but a misalignment between liter-
ary value and cultural visibility.

Treating the Nobel Prize as the ulti-
mate arbiter of literary worth is a colo-
nial hangover. The prize reflects not only 
aesthetic judgment but also geopoliti-
cal hierarchy. Yet the growing interna-
tional recognition of Indian writers in 
translation suggests a slow erosion of 
that hierarchy. As more regional voices 
reach global audiences through digital 
publication, translation collectives, and 
small independent presses, the Euro-
pean centre of literary gravity is begin-
ning to shift.

When India eventually produces its 
second Nobel laureate, it will not be a 
return to Tagore but a redefinition of 
what global literature means. 

Tagore’s Gitanjali was celebrated 
for transforming the mystic lyric into 
a universal idiom. The next laureate’s 
work, perhaps drawn from the tangled 
polyphony of India’s linguistic landscape, 
will likely reflect a different kind of uni-
versality: one born not from transcen-
dence but from multiplicity. Until then, 
India’s writers continue to shape world 
literature without needing Stockholm’s 
sanction. The Nobel remains a powerful 
symbol, but the vitality of Indian letters 
lies in the living languages of its people 
in novels that bend syntax, in poems that 
cross caste, gender, and geography, and 
in stories that remind us that literature’s 
greatness is never confined by geography, 
prize, or translation.

Views expressed are personal

From Tagore’s Gitanjali to today’s polyphonic voices, India continues to write its place in 
the world’s literary imagination

Every year, we outlaw firecrackers but not apathy. Until India fights its pollution season 
like a national emergency, the air will only grow thicker

A century 
after Tagore, 
Indian literature 
continues to 
dazzle in 
a thousand 
tongues. Yet the 
Nobel remains 
distant — not 
for want of 
brilliance, but 
for the world’s 
unwillingness to 
look beyond its 
own lens
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Life is the art of drawing without an eraser.
John W. Gardner

Bihar polls: May the best alliance win
In Bihar, where no party has managed a vote share of more than 25 per 
cent in two decades, allies must pool their votes to win 

On the eve of the Bihar assembly 
elections, the NDA and MGB 
(Mahagathbandhan) coalitions 

have yet to set their houses in or-
der, although both are aware that the 
chemistry between alliance partners 
is a critical factor. Given that no party 
has won a majority of seats since 1995, 
victory is contingent on smooth coop-
eration between mutually dependent 
allies while getting the caste arithme-
tic right.

Both alliances are predicated on ag-
gregation of votes at the constituency 
level. In the fractured political land-
scape of Bihar, where no party has 
managed a vote share of more than 25 
per cent in two decades, allies must 
pool their votes to win. Thanks to the 
�rst-past-the-post system, the addi-
tion of even a few percentage points 
can bridge the vote de�cit. This im-
plies that small caste-based parties 
command considerable bargaining 
power.

The Lok Janshakti Party (LJP), for ex-
ample, has been allocated 29 seats by 
the NDA. This may seem over-generous 
to a party that won a single seat in the 
2020 assembly elections, but the deci-
sion is quite pragmatic. For one thing, 
the LJP’s core vote base consists of the 
Dusadh community, which is wide-
ly distributed across the state. This 
makes the LJP a useful ally, capable 
of damaging rival parties. That’s pre-
cisely what it did in 2020, by wresting 
a large chunk (around 13 per cent) of 
BJP supporters away from the Janata 
Dal (United).

Bringing the LJP on board is intend-
ed to add votes to the NDA’s kitty and 
limit its potential for damage. A less ob-
vious but signi�cant advantage is LJP 
chief Chirag Paswan’s youth appeal. 
With Chief Minister Nitish Kumar look-
ing rather frail, Paswan adds a badly 
needed young face to the NDA, not to 
mention a dash of charisma. It must be 
pointed out that the ‘youth swing’ in fa-
vour of Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) chief 
Tejashwi Yadav in 2020 was limited to 
young men aged 18 to 39 years. He had 
considerably less traction among wom-
en in the same age group, according to 

Lokniti.
Rivalry between the JD(U) and 

LJP persists, with both sides laying 
claim to the same seats. The Rash-
triya Lok Morcha (RLM) has a similar 
problem. Meanwhile, the Hindusta-
ni Awam Morcha (HAM), which has 
a strong base in the Musahar com-
munity and won four of the seven 
seats it contested in 2020 as an NDA 
partner, had certainly hoped for 
more than the six seats it has been 
allocated this time.

Post-poll analyses of the 2020 elec-
tions have shown that while vote 
transfer to BJP candidates by the JD(U) 
and HAM was smooth, the reverse was 
not true. A Lokniti survey found that 
only 55 per cent of committed BJP vot-
ers opted for candidates from allied 
parties. This may have accounted for 
the JD(U)’s poorer strike rate, as com-
pared to the BJP.

The same pattern of limited vote 
transfers was seen in 2015, when 
the BJP fought without the JD(U), 
but with the LJP and HAM. The 
end result was that the BJP had a 
strike rate of 33.8 per cent, while 
that of its allies was less than six 
per cent.

Like the BJP, the RJD outper-
formed its partners in 2020, but 
overall, coordination between the 
main MGB constituents was bet-
ter. There was a high degree of vote 
transfer between the RJD and the 
Congress. The latter bene�tted from 
the RJD’s votes, and its poor per-
formance in terms of seat share—it 
won only 19 of 70 seats—owed to a 
lack of popularity rather than limit-
ed vote transfer. Had the Congress 
performance been just a little bet-
ter, the MGB could have formed the 
government.

This time, the RJD was not keen on 
allotting the Congress more than 50 
seats, against a demand of 65. But 
Yadav needs the Congress’ backing 
in Delhi, so a compromise is likely. 
The decades-old alliance between 
the two parties has been showing 

signs of strain since March this year, 
when Congress spokespersons and 
leaders made statements critical of 
the RJD. 

Then, during Congress chief Ra-
hul Gandhi’s ‘Voter Adhikar Yatra’, 
RJD workers felt that Yadav had been 
sidelined. Tensions mounted when 
the Congress refused to project Ya-
dav as chief ministerial nominee, 
ostensibly because of his legal trou-
bles. Earlier this week, charges were 
framed against Yadav in the IRCTC 
case, dating back to the RJD supre-
mo Lalu Yadav’s tenure as railways 
minister.

Coming to caste arithmetic, lit-
tle has changed from 2020. The 
BJP-JD(U)-LJP-HAM-RLM combine’s 
social engineering relies on the con-
solidation of the upper castes, Kur-
mi-Koeris and EBCs, and the MGB on 
Muslims and Yadavs. Both coalitions 
look to the decisive Dalit vote, which 
accounts for 19.65 per cent of Bihar’s 
population, according to the 2023 
caste census.

The BJP is attempting to step out-
side the caste arithmetic, however, 
by targeting women voters. The turn-
out of women voters was higher in 
2020, with a gap of �ve per cent, and 
there is no reason to suppose that 
this will change. More women than 
men endorsed the NDA, but the trend 
was particularly visible among up-
per-caste, non-Yadav OBC and Dalit 
women. Small wonder the NDA has 
delivered a pre-electoral gi� of Rs 
10,000 to some 12 million women un-
der the Mukhyamantri Mahila Rojgar 
Yojana.

With a hard-fought election on the 
cards, even small missteps can upset 
electoral calculations. Many variables 
are in play, like the newly formed Jan 
Suraj party and Bihar’s vast popula-
tion of migrant workers, which makes 
predicting outcomes di�cult. But in 
a scenario where no party can claim 
dominance, the better alliance has the 
advantage. 

                          -- FPJ
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like the newly 
formed Jan 
Suraj party and 
Bihar’s vast 
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Sikh communities.  One of the most 
widely known stories is that of Lord 
Rama’s victorious return to Ayodhya 
a�er rescuing his wife Sita from the 
demon king Ravana — a moment wel-
comed with lamps and celebrations. 
Diwali is celebrated not just in India, 
but across the world — including by 
Hindu, Jain, and Sikh communities in 
the UK, US, Australia, and other coun-
tries. This Diwali, let us go beyond 
our own homes and happiness. Let’s 
each light a lamp in a poor person’s 
home — spreading not just light, but 
hope, love, and joy where it is needed 
most.
AJAY JALMI, Via email

Brazen purchase of votes 
before the Bihar elections
It is learnt that 75,00,000 women are 
being paid Rs 10,000 each in Bihar, 
just before the elections. This is clearly 
a case of bribing. We all know this, the 
Election Commission knows this, the 
political parties know this. But none 
of us is even protesting this brazen 

THE INBOX >> I
What legacy are Goan 
ministers leaving behind?
With the recent passing away of Ex 
CM and current Minister Ravi Naik,  
A lot of tributes, congratulations 
and appreciation came from vari-
ous quarters. In respect of this, one 
thing comes to my mind as to what 
legacy are Goan ministers, politicians  
leaving behind. In Goa we are seeing 
an unprecedented destruction of 
land, environment, forests, trees and 
wildlife. 
The latter has particularly accelerated 
in the period 2015-2022 where Goa has 
lost about 22.8 per cent of is green cover. 
Just few top ministers seem to be all out 
to destroy Goa’s environment and identi-
ty  with a myopic focus just on greed and 
power.  One speci�c minister is all out 
to concretize vast areas, another set of 
ministers are slum vote bank special-
ists where land encroached illegally is 
allowed unchecked; which seriously 
degrading local demographics, then you 
have ministers who are colluding with 
the coal lobby to pollute Goa and destroy 
our pristine green villages; and so on.  I 
wonder if it ever crossed these ministers 
mind as to what legacy they are leaving 
behind for Goa i.e. the land of their 
ancestors.
ARWIN MESQUITA, Colva

Let’s light a lamp in a poor 
person’s home this Diwali
Diwali, or Deepawali, is India’s biggest 
and most important festival. The name 
of the festival comes from the Sanskrit 
word meaning “a row of lamps” — 
symbolizing the light that protects us 
from spiritual darkness. Traditionally, 
families light clay lamps (diyas) out-
side their homes to honour this idea 
of inner light and goodness. 
Over the centuries, Diwali has grown 
into a national celebration that goes 
beyond religion. It is observed not 
only by Hindus but also by Jain and 

purchase of votes before the Bihar 
elections using taxpayer’s money. The 
Chief Election Commissioner is a man
who is completely under the thumb of 
the current ruling dispensation. This 
government places morally compromised 
men and women who can be controlled 
at will into positions of power and then 
use leverage to get them to do things that 
are patently illegal and unconstitutional. 
This has been our Prime Minister Modi’s 
operandi for the past 11 years. All hail the 
Vishwaguru.
VINAY DWIVEDI,  Benaulim

Residents are fed up with 
sub-standard road works
Many roads su�er from neglect, lead-
ing to dangerous driving conditions. 
Potholes are a recurring problem on 
many Goan roads.  The ongoing infra-
structure projects and road closures, 
such as the Porvorim–Guirim elevated 
corridor, have created signi�cant tra�c 
congestion and navigation issues for 
daily commuters. A trial road closure 
recently caused a commuters’ night-
mare. Political �gures have previously 
blamed corruption for the poor state 
of roads and demanded immediate 
repairs. 
The main contributors to road tra�c 
fatalities, injuries and vehicles damage 
include potholed roads. Passengers trav-
elling long distances on a regular basis 
are prone to back and neck pain. Those 
get aggravated while travelling on bad 
roads. Citizens should sue the govern-
ment and PWD over the poor quality of 
roads. But it’s amazing to see the patch-
up work with a patch of tar and gravel.
The tar patches are not aligned with the 
road level. Instead of �lling the potholes, 
they’re just sealing the depression with 
a thin layer, which makes the bump even 
more pronounced. PWD should abandon 
temporary �xes and instead invest in 
quality repairs that can withstand the 
monsoon.
KG VILOP, Chorao

Ravi Naik was known to push for Goan unity
The news of the demise of former Chief Minister and Agriculture 
Minister Ravi Sitaram Naik due to a cardiac arrest in the early 
hours of Wednesday came like a rude shock for most Goans.
Naik was a simple, humble, so�-spoken and a highly respected 
Bahujan Samaj leader who worked tirelessly to upli�/empower 
the downtrodden and marginalised a�er serving for decades in 
political circles in Goa. Despite of joining the BJP, Naik was never 
ever heard making a single controversial statement against the 
minorities or spreading hatred on religious lines but on the con-
trary was seen trying to unite Goans throughout his life and that 
was the uniqueness of this great leader. He was known for ha-
bitually cracking simple jokes and making everyone laugh when 
questionioned over variety of issues inside and outside the Goa 
Assembly. I think that Ravi Naik will forever be remembered for 
being the only Goan CM who dared to order a crackdown and 
put all anti-social elements of the late eighties behind bars 
during his tenure. My salute to this great leader. Rest in peace 
Ravi Naik.
JERRY FERNANDES, Saligao

OPEN SPACE >> 

Is the Lawrence Bishnoi 
gang active in Goa?

It is a fact that Goans are concerned about the deteriorating law and order situ-
ation in the state.  A chaotic incident reportedly unfolded at a Calangute hotel 
when two drunk tourists from Jaipur were detained by Goa Police for creating 

disturbance. According to eyewitnesses, the tourists allegedly assaulted police 
o�cers inside the police vehicle while being taken into custody, grabbing their 
collars and resisting arrest. The duo reportedly claimed to be members of the 
Bishnoi gang. Recently Anjuna Police has nabbed seven individuals believed 
to be part of the Lawrence Bishnoi gang. The detainees include Vishnu Bish-
noi, a trusted aide of the gang leader, who is wanted for numerous o�ences. 
The question that arises is whether the dreaded Bishnoi gang is active in Goa. 
The Lawrence Bishnoi gang is a large international criminal syndicate with over 
700 members across several Indian states. The gang’s leader, Lawrence Bish-
noi, reportedly controls his operations from behind bars. The Goa Police need 
to investigate as to whether the gang is spreading its tentacles in the state. If so 
the menace needs to be nipped in the bud.

ADELMO FERNANDES, Vasco

Days a�er vocally opposing the State government’s latest 
legislation giving legal sanity to unauthorised structures 
on comunidade land, the comunidades made their �rst 
move of taking the �ght to the court. Seven comunidades, 
including Nagoa and Sancoale, �led a petition against the 

Goa government in the Goa bench of the Bombay High Court.
The petitioners maintain that the land is owned by the comunidades 

and, therefore, the government does not have the power to change the 
ownership or to permit encroachments. On the �ip side, the government 
points out that these encroachments have been happening for years, 
and in most cases, the comunidades have been giving their silent con-
sent, while adding that it is through regularisation that the comunidades 
will bene�t, as land will be restored, and revenue will be generated.

Goa’s past is deeply connected to the continued existence of the co-
munidades, a community landholding system based on time-honoured 
traditions. These are lands that are owned and managed collectively by 
the local communities and have been the source of Goa’s socialist agrar-
ian identity, cultural fabric, and social harmony. However, the latest de-
velopments have put a question mark over the powers of these bodies.

This con�ict brings up the essential questions of whether local 
authorities should be allowed to give their approval to the illegal 
construction on community lands or should these lands, which are 
secured by centuries-old rights, be protected from arbitrary state in-
tervention. The government maintains that physically removing the 
encroachments is infeasible and hence this is a practical reason for 
regularisation. This raises two questions: Does this indicate that all il-
legal houses could be regularised? And secondly, does this mean that 
comunidades will now lose power over its own land?

Article 372-B, in particular, of the suggested revisions to the law 
would allow the legalisation of unauthorised constructions, thereby 
giving the residents an opportunity to seek regularisation even if their 
houses were illegally built before 2014. The cooperation of genuine 
settlers is the only reason for the move, say proponents. Nevertheless, 
opponents declare this action as a weapon with which they will be 
able to continue the large-scale encroachments that have been going 
on, thus con�ning the comunidades to the shrinking of landholdings 
and at the same time losing land rights.

The court will have to look into whether the government should 
be allowed to go against the democratic process within the comuni-
dades. And, most importantly, if such a measure conforms to con-
stitutional safeguards—Articles 14 and 300A—which, respectively, 
guarantee equal treatment before the law and the right to property, 
thereby preventing arbitrary deprivation.

The proposal to give authorities the power to consider refusals as 
“deemed consent” and to expedite regularisation operations gives 
rise to concerns about transparency and due process. Are these pro-
visions in line with the constitutionally set standards of fairness and 
equality? Do they have a potential to transform community lands, 
thus undermining Goa’s distinctive land ethos?

Although the government points out the necessity of a realistic approach 
to housing and development, it cannot be done at the cost of Goa’s cultural 
heritage. Comunidades, besides being the landholders, are the important 
stakeholders of Goa’s past, its nature, and its social balance. Therefore, any 
measure taken either through legislation or law that pessimistically a�ects 
this fragile equilibrium deserves being put under the microscope.

The comunidades dispute in Goa is a �ght over the legal issues of 
land ownership, rights, and even history. It is a battle of identity, sov-
ereignty, and the future of comunidade land rights. As Goa stands at 
this crossroad, the High Court has an important judgment to make, 
one that will shape the landscape of the State.

Landmark battle:
Will comunidades
hold their ground?
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Delhi University face similar issues. Teachers
rarely have a decent place to sit (not to speak
of laboratories), teach more than 16 hours in
a week, grade and have to spend enormous
time and energy keeping records and other
administrative stuff. With all this, to expect
the person to do cutting edge research and
publish a number of papers to advance in her
career could only have been thought of by a
bureaucrat who was oblivious of the educa-
tional landscape.

In this state of affairs, it was only natural
that some dodgy entrepreneur would step in
and provide a useful service. Teachers paid a
small fee to get the required number of
papers, the organisation facilitating this
made money and everyone was happy. What
was more, the “research output or papers”
would add to the overall number of papers
published by Indian researchers, thus mak-

ing the rankings-obsessed bureau-
crats happy. Never mind the quality
of the “research”.

This was the state of affairs till
the much-awaited National Educa-
tion Policy (NEP) was introduced.
The undergraduate programme
now offered students to continue for
a fourth year. Colleges are supposed
to handle an increase of 25% in stu-
dent strength with no extra funding
for infrastructure or for faculty.

When asked about how this will be managed,
one of senior functionaries of Delhi Univer-
sity had a bizarre suggestion — the colleges
should have their classes till 8.30 pm. Clearly,
he was blissfully unaware of the fact that
Delhi is almost at the very bottom of the list
of cities considered safe for women.

The main emphasis of the fourth year in
NEP is research where the students are sup-
posed to carry out original research and
either publish their findings in refereed jour-
nals or apply for a patent. The objective is
clearly a noble one. Unfortunately, the objec-
tive conditions are not conducive. First, there
is a selection effect for students who have
opted for the fourth year. The good students
have moved on to do their post graduate
degrees and the majority of the students left
to undertake this challenging task are pre-
cisely those who could not go anywhere.
Lack of infrastructure and an over-worked
faculty means that the students face an uphill
task in doing the envisioned research.

Enter our publishing messiah as a saviour.
Research publications (though, thankfully,
no patents yet) can be delivered to the stu-
dents who can then claim to have fulfilled the
requirements for an Honours degree with
research. And as the UGC has specified, if
their performance is good enough, be eligible
for a direct PhD.

The NEP has been lauded as the best thing
that happened to Indian education. Many
respected academics have pointed out sev-
eral shortcomings in the policy. One would
expect that the education policy makers
would take heed of these genuine criticisms
and do a course correction. Moreover, as
they say, the real test comes when the rubber
meets the road. Noble intentions and utopian
ideals are laudable. Unless attention is paid
to the ground realities, the net result would
only make a mockery of the stated goals.

Shobhit Mahajan is professor, department of

physics and astrophysics, University of Delhi.

The views expressed are personal

India? The country has the ingredients
of dynamism — a young workforce, a
growing digital economy and entre-
preneurial energy. But it also risks get-
ting caught in partial modernity — 
innovation at the frontier, inertia at 
the foundations.

To sustain growth, India must not
just produce more, but think better. 
That requires building a genuine cul-
ture of curiosity — in classrooms, lab-
oratories and public life. Education 
should teach problem-solving, not just
test-taking. Bureaucracies must see 
experimentation not as chaos but as 
discovery.

India also needs to embrace compe-
tition. Too often, policy shelters 
incumbents —  public or private — in
the name of stability. As Aghion and 
Howitt remind us, protecting the old 
suffocates the new. Transparent com-
petition rules, easier market entry and
the courage to let unproductive firms
exit are the real engines of progress.

At the same time, India must equip
its people for change. Creative 
destruction is disruptive. The humane
response is not to block innovation 
but to help people adapt. Lifelong 
learning, retraining and portable 
safety nets can turn dislocation into 
opportunity.

Finally, India must broaden innova-

tion beyond big cities. A culture of 
growth flourishes where curiosity 
meets opportunity — in small towns, 
local enterprises and state universities
as much as in top end research parks.
These are not lofty prescriptions; they
are pragmatic steps for a country on 
the cusp of becoming the world’s 
third-largest economy.

When Adam Smith wrote The
Wealth of Nations in 1776, he showed 
how the invisible hand of free markets
could lift prosperity. Two centuries 
later, Gunnar Myrdal’s The Poverty of
Nations (1976) reminded the world 
that progress remains uneven. The 
Nobels of 2024 and 2025 — first 
to Acemoglu, Johnson and Robinson
for institutions, then to Mokyr, Aghion
and Howitt for innovation and 
creative destruction — complete that 
story. Good institutions make 
progress possible; a culture of ideas 
and competition turn that possibility 
into reality. For India, the lesson is 
clear. Sustained growth will not come
from subsidies or slogans, but from 
nurturing minds that question, firms
that compete and systems that allow 
both to flourish.

Duvvuri Subbarao was governor, 

Reserve Bank of India. The views 

expressed are personal

Growth flourishes where curiosity meets opportunity — in small towns, local 
enterprises and state universities. BLOOMBERG

T
he call was from an unknown num-
ber and my colleague picked it up by
mistake. The person on the other end,
instead of hawking property in Noida

or Gurgaon, mentioned that she belonged to
a research organisation. This piqued my col-
league’s curiosity. He was stuck in one of the
perennial rush-hour traffic jams in Delhi and
so he continued the conversation.

What he found out was astonishing: The
person told him that their organisation is in
the business of getting one’s research pub-
lished in Scopus-listed or those listed by the
University Grants Commission Consortium
for Academic and Research Ethics (UGC
CARE), for a fee. This was not all; you didn’t
need to actually do anything. They would
even write the paper for you (of course, for
an additional fee) and you could decide on
the month when you wanted the paper to be
published. When my colleague
asked her to send all the details, she
messaged him the details of the
offer and continued a WhatsApp
conversation subsequently with
many messages regarding choice of
journals, negotiations on fees, etc.
This was not a cloak-and-dagger
operation. It was all open and bra-
zen.

The organisation had sensed a
huge market opportunity, and was
making the most of it — courtesy the manda-
rins who decide our higher education policy.

The first opportunity for such organisa-
tions came when the UGC mandated a cer-
tain number of research papers for promo-
tion of teachers in colleges and universities.
It then came out with a fairly comprehensive
list of refereed journals (the UGC CARE list)
in which they could be published. This obvi-
ously was meant to encourage research
among the teachers and improve our rank-
ing in the global pecking order of number of
papers published — something that has
become a fetish with our planners.

Clearly, the policy makers seemed to be
completely ignorant of the conditions under
which teachers, especially college teachers
work in our country — poor or non-existent
infrastructure, poor access to libraries (elec-
tronic or otherwise) as well as being over-
burdened with teaching and administrative
work. This is not just the state of affairs in
some moffusil college — faculty in colleges of
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Redlines for a 
green Diwali 

T
he Brics grouping, which brings together several
key emerging economies, has been the frequent
target of the ire of US President Donald Trump,

with his latest tirade against the bloc opening a new 
front in his economically ruinous tariff wars. With 
India set to assume the presidency of the 10-member 
grouping shortly, Trump repeated his claim that Brics 
is “an attack on the dollar” and threatened tariffs on all 
products from member States coming into the US if 
the bloc challenged the dollar’s preeminent position as 
a global currency. 

The truth is Brics, which struggled for long to frame
a cohesive agenda, has been gaining in salience 
because of the trade policies of the US, as countries 
seek alternative supply chains and markets to 
compensate for the impacts of American tariffs. With 
important economies such as Indonesia and the 
United Arab Emirates becoming full members of the 
grouping, and others such as Malaysia, Nigeria and 
Thailand becoming partner countries, the building 
blocks are in place to allow Brics to take on a more 
meaningful role in a multipolar world. India has 
maintained that it does not perceive Brics as a 
grouping intent on “de-dollarisation” but various 
member States now conduct a sizeable amount of 
trade settlement in national currencies.

The actions of the US, both on the economic plane 
and as a security partner that cannot be relied on, are 
forcing countries around the world to hedge and look 
towards partnerships with groupings such as Brics. 
India should focus on framing an agenda for its 
presidency of Brics that bolsters its position as an 
emerging power and as a reliable partner for nations 
of the Global South.

Trump’s Brics angst 
is of his own making

T
he Supreme Court’s order allowing the sale and
bursting of so-called green firecrackers in Delhi
(and the National Capital Region), during
designated days and within specified time

windows, signals a conditional relaxation of the 
blanket ban on firecrackers in the national capital. The 
onus is now on the Delhi government, which had 
sought a relaxation of the ban on grounds of “public 
sentiments”, and the Delhi Police (under the Union 
government, which too supported the move) to enforce 
the order not just in letter but in spirit as well. The level 
of pollutants emitted from these firecrackers is 
relatively lower than the regular ones, but it is still quite 
high. Given the scale at which Diwali fireworks take 
place in the national capital, the air quality index (AQI), 
which is already registering unhealthy levels of 
dangerous pollutants, could worsen and trigger health 
emergencies. Against this backdrop, a strict 
implementation of the Supreme Court’s order is the 
only hope for citizens. 

That said, the apex court’s directives are likely to test
the Delhi administration’s capacities. As per the Court, 
only green crackers are to be sold, and can be burst 
only on Diwali and the day before, from 6 am to 7 am 
and between 8 pm and 10 pm. The blanket ban on 
firecrackers was in full trust of the Delhi government’s 
abilities to monitor for compliance and penalise 
violations. The first test for the administration will be 
sales. As this newspaper reported, based on a mystery 
shopping expedition, the markets are flooded with 
firecrackers that have nothing “green” about them 
other than their labels. Given the short window for 
procuring temporary licences for selling green 
firecrackers and stocking goods, it is anybody’s guess 
how the administration would regulate the market. If 
the apex court’s nuanced order is to mean something, 
the administration has to monitor the market better, 
deploying more personnel for checks to differentiate 
between authentic “green” firecrackers and 
mislabelled ones: Every green label has to be validated, 
and those that fail the test, removed from the market.

Next, the administration must ensure that the time 
windows for bursting the firecrackers are strictly 
adhered to. Given the policing capacity to ensure 
compliance, this will require the cooperation of 
citizens. A public campaign about the conditions set by 
the Court and urging consideration of the effects of 
pollution on health needs to be carried out. Given that 
it sought the relaxation, the government has to muster 
the required political will and show administrative 
determination to see it through. Diwali is a festival of 
joy; post-Diwali days should also stay so.

E
very Nobel Prize in Eco-
nomics tells a story about
how we understand pros-
perity. This year’s winners
— Joel Mokyr, Philippe
Aghion and Peter Howitt —

have been honoured for explaining 
how knowledge powers economic 
growth and how economies renew 
themselves through creative destruc-
tion. Their research answers an age-
old question that has puzzled thinkers
from Adam Smith to Amartya Sen: 
Why do some nations grow while oth-
ers stagnate? And it offers timely les-
sons for countries like India with aspi-
rations to rapidly climb the growth 
ladder.

For centuries, economists have
debated: What truly drives economic
growth?

Early theories pointed to geogra-
phy; the claim that tropical climates 
bred lethargy, disease and poor soil. 
Others emphasised natural resources,
until Japan, almost barren of them, 
proved the theory wrong after its Meiji
Restoration in 1870.

Later, scholars blamed a lack of
capital or ignorance of sound policies,
giving rise to the World Bank and the
International Monetary Fund and 
their prescriptions for growth and sta-
bility. More recently, the focus shifted
to institutions. Last year’s Nobel hon-
oured Daron Acemoglu, Simon John-
son and James Robinson for showing

how strong, inclusive institutions 
underpin prosperity. Yet none of these
theories offers a fully satisfactory 
explanation. Geography explains loca-
tion, not dynamism. Institutions mat-
ter, but they do not by themselves gen-
erate ideas. This year’s Nobel adds a 
crucial layer — the cultural and policy
foundations that sustain continuous 
innovation.

Mokyr shows that societies flourish
when they prize curiosity and knowl-
edge. Aghion and Howitt explain how
those ideas drive productiv-
ity through relentless com-
petition and renewal. 
Together, they reveal not just
why growth happens, but 
why it keeps happening.

For most of human his-
tory, economic growth 
barely existed. A peasant in 
1500 lived much like one in 
500 BCE. Then, in the mid-
18th century, something extraordinary
happened: the world’s output and liv-
ing standards exploded. In A Culture 
of Growth (2016), Mokyr argues that 
this turning point was not about geog-
raphy or resources, but about a shift in
values. Beginning in 17th century 
Europe, societies started treating 
knowledge as a collective good that 
was to be pursued, shared and 
applied. A “Republic of Letters” 
emerged, where scientists and invent-
ors corresponded across borders, 
building upon one another’s discover-
ies.

Mokyr’s insight is simple but pro-
found: Growth is a cultural achieve-
ment. It demands a society that values

learning, tolerates dissent and believes
that tomorrow can be made better 
than today.

If Mokyr explains how knowledge
accumulates, Aghion and Howitt 
explain how it powers economies. 
Their 1992 model of creative destruc-
tion formalised Joseph Schumpeter’s
idea that progress depends on churn 
— new firms and technologies replac-
ing the old.

Innovation, in their world, is both a
blessing and a disruption. It raises 

productivity but displaces
jobs and industries. Growth
thrives where competition is
vigorous and where policy
cushions the transition with-
out freezing it.

Their message is bracing:
Economies that cling to
incumbents in the name of
stability often end up stag-
nant. True stability, paradoxi-

cally, comes from continuous 
renewal.

Emerging Artificial Intelligence (AI)
now presents a 21st century test of cre-
ative destruction. Like the steam 
engine or electricity before it, AI 
promises immense productivity gains
but also upheaval. Entire industries 
may fade while new ones arise.

The lesson from this year’s Nobel is
clear: Progress needs both the churn 
and the compassion to manage it. 
Societies that resist change or fail to 
share its benefits will struggle; those 
that embrace innovation while sup-
porting those disrupted by it will 
advance.

What do these insights mean for

Why some nations 
achieve prosperity
The work of 2025 Nobel 

Economics Prize winners 

offers lessons for India

Higher education policy 
perpetuates a paper mill
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The onus is on the administration to enforce 

the court order on firecrackers
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The emphasis of the fourth year of gradu-
ation is research. Students must publish 
findings in refereed journals.                      HT ARCHIVE

T
he country is getting ready for Diwali
with lights illuminating homes, mar-
kets bustling with record sales and
global e-commerce giants accelerat-

ing their Indian appeal. Diwali, the celebra-
tion of light over darkness and prosperity
over hardship, is a celebration rooted in
India’s agrarian heritage. For centuries,
Diwali has marked the time when farmers
across much of India rejoice in the comple-
tion of harvest, offering gratitude to the land,
the rain, the cattle, and the deities that bless
them with abundance.

India’s cultural calendar has always been
synchronised with its agricultural cycles.
Diwali coincides with the kharif harvest.
Close to 60% of India’s food production is
done in this season when paddy, pulses, cot-
ton, sugarcane, and oilseeds are brought
home after months of toil. For mil-
lions of farmers, the festival symbol-
ises prosperity and economic secu-
rity. In Gujarat and parts of western
India, Diwali also marks the end of
the financial year for traders and
farmers alike — a fitting symbol of
how agriculture, economy, and cul-
ture were once inseparable. 

The lighting of lamps in villages
once symbolised the light of a new
agricultural year — the hope of a better sea-
son to come. Families prayed for rains, fertil-
ity of soil, and above all, fair prices in mandis.
Diwali, in essence, was a farmer’s festival
long before it became a consumerist celebra-
tion of wealth and gifting especially in urban
India.

This cyclical harmony between festival
and harvest is now under strain. The Indian
monsoon — the backbone of agriculture —
has become increasingly erratic. According
to the India Meteorological Department
(IMD), the frequency of extreme rainfall
events has risen by nearly 75% over the last
three decades, while spatial distribution has
become more uneven. Delayed monsoons,
mid-season droughts, and late floods have
altered sowing and harvesting timelines.

The climate crisis is disrupting the crop-
ping and harvesting cycles that culminates in
the celebrations. Unpredictable monsoons,
delayed sowing, erratic rainfall, and untimely
floods or droughts have shifted the timing
and success of harvests. In many parts of
India, including this year, farmers no longer
reap their crops in sync with Diwali. What
was once a season of joy and abundance is
increasingly becoming one of anxiety and
uncertainty and delayed harvest. 

A changing climate means that while the
festival date remains fixed by the lunar calen-
dar, the harvest no longer does. The soil’s fer-
tility, crop yields, and even the quality of pro-
duce have become unpredictable. This dis-
connect between nature’s rhythm and
cultural traditions is not merely symbolic —
it reflects the deeper instability of the agrar-
ian economy.

A successful harvest alone no longer guar-
antees prosperity for farmers. The true
Diwali moment for India’s agrarian commu-
nity comes when the fruits of their labour
fetch fair prices in the market. The gap
between the harvest and the market —
between production and price realisation —
determines prosperity and thus its celebra-
tions as Diwali. 

Good yields are a means to an end. Even
when yields are good, farmers often
face distress sales due to low or
fluctuating prices, weak storage and
processing infrastructure, and mar-
ket inefficiencies. The absence of
timely access to markets or trans-
parent price discovery systems
often means that farmers cannot
capitalise on their produce. For
them, the celebration of wealth that
Diwali symbolises remains incom-

plete until the harvest is matched by fair
value.

In an era of changing climate and volatile
markets, ensuring farmers’ access to mar-
kets, credit, and information has become as
important as ensuring a good monsoon. Digi-
tal marketplaces, farmer-producer organisa-
tions, and better agri-infrastructure can help
bridge this gap. Platforms like eNAM and pri-
vate agri-market apps are already reaching
over 17 million farmers, enabling better price
discovery and transparency. India’s 10,000-
plus FPOs, if well supported, can become the
backbone of local agri-markets and rural
entrepreneurship allowing farmers to realise
the true worth of their produce and experi-
ence Diwali not just as a ritual, but as a real
festival of prosperity.

So, as India lights its diyas, it is worth
remembering that Diwali began as a thanks-
giving for the land’s bounty. The most mean-
ingful tribute we can offer is to ensure that
every farmer’s field glows with opportunity,
every harvest finds a fair price, and the abun-
dance of India’s hard-earned food security
translates to prosperity.

Purvi Mehta is an agriculture policy specialist.

The views expressed are personal
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DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 

Every year, as Diwali night arrives, our homes burst into
light. Thousands of lamps shimmer on balconies, in
courtyards, and on terraces. Families gather with laugh-
ter, children run around with sparklers, and sweets flow
endlessly from plate to plate. It is indeed a time when hearts
feel lighter and the air seems charged with celebration.

But amid all this external brightness, a quiet question
arises — is the light within us glowing as brightly as the one
outside? That humble clay lamp burning silently on the
threshold carries within it the real essence of Diwali. The
lamp reminds us that the true beauty of light lies not in
its intensity but in its consistency. Just as the flame needs
oil to burn, our soul too needs the oil of divine wisdom to
stay luminous. Without that nourishment, the glow fades,

and darkness once again finds its place. Traditionally, Diwali
marks the triumph of light over darkness, knowledge over
ignorance, and virtue over vice. The various legends con-
nected with the festival — like Shri Ram’s return to Ayodhya
after 14 years of exile, the emergence of Goddess Lakshmi
from the churning of the ocean, Lord Mahavira attaining
nirvana, or the day of Goddess Kali’s worship —
all point to one underlying truth:Diwali is the fes-
tival of inner victory. Today, it has become a social
and economic celebration. Cities compete in illu-
mination; markets overflow with luxury goods,
and people measure joy in gifts. Yet, loneliness
is growing, relationships are weakening, and peace
seems missing. Why? Because outer brightness cannot
erase inner darkness. Hence, we need to understand that
true Diwali begins not when you light the first lamp outside
your home, but when you light the first lamp within your
heart. That inner flame is kindled through introspection,
meditation, forgiveness, and self-purification. 

So, this year, as millions of lamps illuminate the world,
pause for a moment and ask yourself: Have I lighted the
lamp of peace in my own mind? Have I helped someone
who lives in the darkness of poverty, loneliness, or
despair? Has my celebration brought hope to even one for-
gotten soul? Instead of spending thousands on fireworks
that burst and vanish in seconds, light a lamp of happiness

in someone’s heart; it will glow far longer. Visit an old-age
home, share a meal with someone hungry, speak kindly
to a person who has been ignored, or forgive someone who
once hurt you. Each of these acts is a flame that will never
die out. When even a single person’s heart lights up because
of your kindness, your own Diwali becomes divine. For the

truth is simple: darkness doesn’t disappear
by fighting it; it disappears when light
enters. So this Diwali, cleanse not just your
home but also your mind. Remove the
cobwebs of ego, jealousy, and anger.
Polish the walls of your heart with gratitude

and humility. And then, light that eternal lamp of the soul
by connecting to the Supreme Light through meditation.
You will feel a radiance that no electric bulb can match.
When each soul lights up from within, the world will trans-
form. There will be no envy, no hatred, no sorrow — only
peace and purity. Then every home will become a temple,
every heart a sacred shrine, and the earth itself will glow
like a paradise once again. So, let this Diwali be a festival
of enlightenment. Light the lamp of knowledge, burn anger
and greed, and spread compassion. When one soul
awakens, it inspires thousands. That is how darkness dis-
appears — not through criticism, but through illumination.
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of the delegates would make any reference to
their own meteoric economic rise, including the
Swiss bank accounts, etc. When the elected rep-
resentatives take the oath of allegiance and
secrecy, one could just speculate regarding the
stirring within! Often people observe the tran-
sition of solemn pledges into sheer hypocrisy!

The voter, who knows his five-yearly adulation,
is by now well familiar with how the elected rep-
resentative would get so busy with the matters
of family and friends, preparation for the next
elections, and preparing his own son or daugh-
ter as his successor, that there would be little time
and space for the elector! The elector had indeed
exercised his autonomy in 1977, when Indira
Gandhi was unseated, and within two years, the
anger erupted again against the successor gov-
ernment that failed miserably in coming any-
where near the expectations of its electors. In
fact, the return of Indira Gandhi — and Sanjay
Gandhi, is indeed a great area of research for
future researchers. It is said that the entire plan-
ning for the historic return was developed and
executed by Sanjay Gandhi, who was the most
hated person in 1977! There is so much to be
learnt from the study of the Indian political sce-
nario during that five-year period: from the impo-
sition of Emergency in June 1975, to the return
of Indira Gandhi to power in January 1980! 

The voter was alert and executed his own
choice. The only other occasion of that level was
the 2014 general election, in which voting was
not on party lines, but for a person who had
proved that in spite of all possible odds, one who
works for the people steals their hearts. One had
the gracious privilege of interacting for over six
decades with young persons, fellow teachers,
researchers, and also educational administrators
and policymakers. It is but natural to recall the
days of unprecedented adulation and admira-
tion for Pandit Nehru, who was the hero of the
young of those days. The Chinese invasion shat-
tered his aura, but there were others in the polit-
ical arena whose honesty, integrity, commitment
and purity in public life were reassuring to one
and all. During the 1962 and 1965 attacks on India,

one participated as a volunteer, mostly serving
tea and snacks to the soldiers moving in special
trains to their assigned destination. The ideolog-
ical differences amongst the student wings in uni-
versities had coalesced into a dedicated nation-
al effort. Everyone was supporting the govern-
ment, no one was asking for any proof on the
claims made by the then government. 

The demoralisation of 1962 was gloriously
replaced by a newly found confidence in 1965
and 1971. Everyone was proud of Indian defence
forces, our admired heroes, but everyone was
giving total credit to the leadership of Indira
Gandhi, and this included her staunch detrac-
tors in the political arena. All that stands fully for-
gotten at this stage. Politicians do play their own
games, depending upon being in power, or
ousted from it. None need assume the author-
ity to challenge the facts and figures presented
to the nation by the Indian Army. It is a serious
situation that reveals the presence of negative
forces, being in collusion with the stooges of the
notorious destabilising forces. Negativity, arising
out of a bunch of frustrated politicians, is trying
its best to overshadow the rising stature of the
Indian nation. And this is not unexpected. 

This apprehension was so succinctly foreseen
by Dr Rajendra Prasad as the President of the
Constituent Assembly in his speech delivered on
November 26, 1949: “Whatever the Constitution
may or may not provide, the welfare of the
country will depend on the way in which the
country is administered. That will depend upon
the men who administer it. It is a trite saying that
a country can have only the Government it
deserves. If the people who are elected are
capable, and men of character and integrity, they
will be able to make the best even of a defec-
tive Constitution. If they are lacking in these, the
Constitution cannot help the country. After all,
a constitution, like a machine, is a lifeless thing.
It acquires life because of the men who control
it and operate it. India needs today nothing more
than a set of honest men who will have the inter-
est of the country before them.” India needs
awakeners in every section of Indian society.

Editor’s

Afghanistan is again in the news, and as always, not for the
right reasons. A low level war, but war nevertheless, is raging
on the Durand Line, the demarcation that divides Afghanistan
and Pakistan. It was drawn by the colonial masters arbitrarily
without taking into considerations the aspirations of the
people. Pashtuns were divided by the international border
but remained culturally united across the line. All along they
have resisted Pakistan’s will to segregate them leading to
violent protests and armed struggle. As Pakistan went into
overdrive by carrying airstrikes, it became an international
crisis with widespread ramifications. Though a 48-hour
ceasefire between Pakistan and Afghanistan is in place but it
is fragile peace. The clashes erupted after Pakistan carried out
airstrikes inside Afghan territory — reportedly in Kandahar
and Kabul — targeting hideouts of the Tehreek-e-Taliban
Pakistan (TTP). Afghanistan retaliated by striking Pakistani
border posts and capturing some positions.

The roots of this conflict run deep. Right from the very
beginning, from Partition onward, Kabul has refused to
recognise the Durand Line. Pakistan, in turn, has long
harboured anxieties about “Pashtunistan” and fears that
Afghan influence could stir discontent in its frontier belt. The
Pakistani state has repeatedly accused the Afghan regime of
sheltering TTP militants who periodically strike within
Pakistan’s borders. Pakistan’s fears are not ill founded as
Pashtun movement has been steadily growing on both sides
of Durand line. Pakistan has dealt with Pashtun Tahafuz
Movement  with brute force. The escalation of hostalities may
have been Pakistani airstrikes but the discontent has been
simmering in the region for years. Pakistan’s designs of
gaining “strategic leverage” in Afghanistan has not
materialised adding to its frustration. When Taliban took over
in 2021, Pakistan intelligence was upbeat that it would
neutralise this dilemma but contrary to their expectations, it
became even more pronounced. Kabul’s embrace of the TTP
has resulted in a full blown war.

Though not directly connected to India, this war must not
be overlooked, and the response must be measured and well
calibrated. New Delhi must not see this conflict through the
lens of its rivalry with Pakistan but as a regional flashpoint
that can disrupt the whole region. India’s interest lies in a
stable Afghanistan. Unstable Afghanistan means eventual
superpower involvement which does not augur well for
India’s sphere of influence in the region. Therefore India
should engage with the Taliban regime and help bolster
Afghanistan’s capacity in border management, and
counterterrorism. India’s recent move to re-open its embassy
in Kabul and host the Taliban foreign minister indicates a
recalibration of policy. But deeper still, India should work to
promote a mechanism that rules out the use of Afghan
territory for hostile proxies, supports credible border
monitoring, and ensures dialogue between Islamabad and
Kabul. A prolonged war in the region is in nobody’s interest.

The Af-Pak conflict flare-up has exposed unresolved
border disputes and enduring mutual distrust —

posing a serious threat to regional stability

AF-Pak conflict:
Durand Line on fire

Fragile peace collapses again
It has been only two days since Donald Trump delivered
a grand speech in the Egyptian resort town of Sharm el-
Sheikh, proclaiming, “A new and beautiful day is dawning,
and reconstruction is now beginning.” Addressing the
Israeli parliament earlier, he declared, “The long and
painful nightmare is finally over.” 

The peace deal promised the release of 250 Palestinian
prisoners and 1,700 others detained in Gaza in exchange
for the remaining 20 surviving Israeli hostages held by
Hamas. 

However, Hamas’s agreement to return the bodies of
28 dead Israelis proved problematic. No one can confirm
when or how they died — whether by Hamas, Israeli
bombing, or disease. 

With 80 per cent of Gaza’s medical facilities destroyed,
preserving the bodies would have been impossible. Hamas
should have raised these concerns during negotiations.
Now, Israel threatens renewed bombings, citing this as
a breach.Ironically, Trump, who called the ceasefire “his-
toric,” now warns, “If Hamas doesn’t disarm, we will disarm
them — quickly and violently.” 

Experts had predicted the fragility of this deal, but few
expected it to collapse so swiftly. In Israel, political sur-
vival seems tied to war itself.

JANG BAHADUR SINGH | JAMSHEDPUR

Strengthen oversight on drug safety
The recent World Health Organisation alert about
tainted liquid medicines sold in India exposes grave
weaknesses in our drug regulatory system.

A nation that proudly calls itself the “pharmacy of
the world” cannot afford such lapses. This is not an iso-
lated case — the 2022 Gambia tragedy, where Indian-
made cough syrups caused the deaths of children,
remains a painful reminder of negligence.Despite
this, outdated laboratories, lax inspections, and delayed
recalls persist. 

The Drugs and Cosmetics Act exists on paper, but
without strict implementation, it is toothless. The con-
sequences are most severe for the poor, who rely heavily
on low-cost generics and Government-supplied med-
icines. Effective regulation demands modern testing
infrastructure, consistent inspection, and account-
ability at every level.

Pharmaceutical companies must also be held
responsible for maintaining quality standards. Medicines
are meant to heal, not harm, and every failure of over-
sight costs human lives. India’s credibility as a global
pharmaceutical hub depends on transparency, ethics,
and strong enforcement. We must ensure that no family
loses a loved one because of greed or negligence.

NAMRATA D | KARNATAKA

Green crackers still pollute Delhi air
Apropos the news report “SC Green Lights Crackers in
Delhi with Riders” (The Pioneer, 16 Oct 2025). Though
the Supreme Court has allowed the sale of green fire-
crackers in Delhi-NCR from October 18 to 20, the Delhi
Government’s move to reintroduce them undermines
years of struggle to improve the Capital’s toxic air. 

The idea of a “green” cracker is deceptive — these still
emit harmful pollutants, even if 30 per cent less than
conventional ones. Every winter, Delhi turns into a gas
chamber, and any concession worsens an already haz-
ardous Air Quality Index. 

Moreover, enforcing the rule is nearly impossible.
Experience shows the market floods with counterfeit
“eco-friendly” versions, making regulation meaningless.
Instead of allowing diluted restrictions, the Government
should focus on public awareness and promote eco-
conscious celebrations through diyas, lights, and cul-
tural events that do not harm the environment.
Protecting public health must take precedence over mis-
placed notions of festivity. 

Delhi deserves clean air, not cosmetic compromis-
es disguised as tradition. The Government must priori-
tise health over hollow symbolism. True celebration lies
in breathing clean air, not burning it.

SANJAY CHOPRA | PUNJAB

TAKE

RAJYOGI BRAHMA 
KUMAR NIKUNJ JI

It would be pretty interesting for the millennials,
or the Generation Z, to interact with the octoge-
narians, born subjects of the British Empire, but
who were fortunate enough to become citizens
of free India, and are still active and alert! They
learnt the basics of democracy in universities in
the late fifties and early sixties of the last century!

These senior citizens have witnessed the great
Indian demographic transition from 400 million
to 1,400 million, and all of the natural conse-
quences that followed it. They grew up in an envi-
ronment full of the fragrance of the values and
principles preached and practiced during the
unique freedom struggle. They could recall how
the Prime Minister Lal Bahadur Shastri had to
appeal to the nation to “miss a meal every week”,
as we were short of food grains!

Today, India feeds a hundred crore more, and
is also an exporter of foodgrains! This select group
of Indians is also, sadly enough, a witness to the
erosion of the proudly treasured Gandhian values
and democratic principles. It has quietly observed
the emergence of an apolitical class, with varied
party affiliations, falling prey to perks, privileges
and pelf! To them, democracy is just winning elec-
tions, getting a position of power, and then using
it unashamedly — exceptions apart — for the accu-
mulation of riches. One of the funniest episodes
that says it all is that of a former Chief Minister,
who was unseated by the Court within forty-eight
hours! When he found the environment conge-
nial — I need not elaborate — he approached the
Court that he be declared a ‘former Chief Minister’!
The plea was, however, rejected. Numerous
privileges are now legally available ‘for life’ to the
‘ex-benefactors’ of the people, in which all of the
ex-CMs are included! These were awarded to
themselves by the honourable lawmakers, aka,
the elected representatives of the people! 

One wonders how Mahatma Gandhi would
have reacted to such a state of affairs!Think of an
Indian delegation addressing the UN General
Assembly on “Gandhian Values in Indian
Democracy”! It could be led by veteran politician
Sharad Pawar, and could comprise Lalu Prasad
Yadav, Arvind Kejriwal, Ajit Pawar, A Raja, Partha
Chatterji, Madhu Koda, great inheritors like
Akhilesh Yadav, MK Stalin, Kanimozhi, Supriya Sule,
Tejasvi Yadav, Misa Bharati, Ajay Chautala, and
several others. Imagine their presentations on
Peace, Non-Violence, Truth, social cohesion,
service of man is the service of God! I am sure some
of them would certainly refer to Mahatma Gandhi,
Dr. Rajendra Prasad, Lal Bahadur Shastri, Gulzari
Lal Nanda, and certainly APJ Abdul Kalam! India’s
eternal strength is exemplified by the fact that this
list still remains long! One is confident that none
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An artisan works on an idol of Goddess Kali ahead of Kali Puja, in Nadia
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When the Right to Information

Act came into force in 2005, it

ignited hope for a more

transparent and accountable

India. Citizens believed that

simply filing an RTI would ensure

truth prevailed over secrecy. But

today, that powerful spirit seems

to be fading fast.

The decline of RTI is not due to

the absence of a law but the lack

of will to implement it effectively.

Many Government departments

delay or deny responses, while

information commissions remain

understaffed and overburdened

with huge backlogs.

Whistleblowers and RTI activists

face threats without adequate

protection, discouraging others

from seeking information.

In the age of digital

governance, when data should be

easily accessible, opacity still

prevails. Public interest has also

waned. Fear, frustration, and lack

of awareness have turned this

empowering right into a mere

formality. 

RTI was meant to enable

citizens to question the system,

but silence has replaced curiosity.

The time has come to revive that

spirit. Awareness drives, stronger

penalties for delays, and

protection for applicants can

restore the Act’s power.

After all, democracy flourishes

only when its citizens dare to ask

questions. Transparency is the

lifeblood of democracy; without

it, accountability fades. Reviving

the RTI spirit means restoring

faith in governance and

empowering citizens to demand

answers once again. Without an

active and empowered citizenry,

the promise of democracy

remains incomplete.

AYUSHMAN PANDEY | LUCKNOW
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attacks in Afghanistan targeting the
Taliban. Recently, ISKP has successfully tar-
geted the Taliban’s core, attempting to
destabilise its rule in Afghanistan. The
assassination of Khalil Haqqani last year
by the Islamic State demonstrates its
ability to weaken the Taliban’s political sta-
bility. ISKP also seeks to disrupt the
Taliban’s global outreach efforts; the
bombing of the Russian Embassy in 2022
is a key example of its broader strategy
against the Taliban. ver recent years,
ISKP has expanded its limited presence
beyond Nangarhar and Kunar provinces
to include areas in the north and west.
Strengthening the Lashkar-ISKP alliance
will help ISKP extend its reach and develop
its operational capabilities in Afghanistan,
using Pakistan as strategic depth to rally
against the Taliban, echoing a similar strat-
egy that was used by the Afghan
Mujahideen to wage a sustained guerril-
la campaign against the Soviets.

Interestingly, Americans would use
this as a limited strategic tool to weaken
and deter the Taliban, as the US is press-
ing hard for the Bagram Base. 

This limited opportunity will help
Pakistan increase counter-terror cooper-
ation with the US and ease the US’s over-

sight of its counter-terror operations,
much like during Operation Cyclone,
when the US supplied weapons and
finances to Pakistan’s ISI to fight the
Soviets. In exchange, the US turned a blind
eye to Pakistan’s efforts to pursue its own
strategic interests in Afghanistan, such as
supporting a hardliner Islamist leader like
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, whose militant
group was heavily funded
by ISI despite Hekmatyar not
achieving significant success
against the Soviets. 

Similarly, Pakistan used
the funds of the CIA’s Operation Cyclone
in building a jihadist network against India
and cultivating logistical networks of Al-
Qaeda by opening training camps and
madrassas for Arab Afghans who took up
global Jihad.

Interestingly, the precursor of Al-Qaeda,
Maktab al-Khidamat (MAK), or the “Services
Bureau”, was founded by Osama Bin
Laden in Peshawar in 1980, just a year after
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. 

In an effort to make a centre of global
Jihad, Pakistan further cultivated cross-
terror relations with global and regional
jihadist organisations, especially Indian-
centric ones.

The Proxy Games
Apart from providing a breeding ground
for the global jihadist network and sup-
porting them with financial and logistical
aid, Pakistan’s ISI worked on strengthen-
ing its terror strategy against India. Zia’s
‘bleed India with a thousand cuts’ doctrine
began to take shape in Kashmir by the
mid-1980s. In the 1980s, infiltration and

terror incidents increased. The
reason was clear: Pakistan had
started to strengthen its
Kashmir-centric jihadi proxies
by creating a platform through

cultivating their finances, logistics, and
operational capabilities. Al-Qaeda perhaps
played a major role in establishing a finan-
cial and logistical network — Al-Qaeda’s
South Asia Branch and Khalid Sheikh
Mohammed’s (KSM) network — a key
financial and operational network of the
outfit operated by its influential and
high-profile leader, who is also said to be
the principal architect of 9/11, along with
covert support from Pakistan’s ISI, formed
a web of finances and logistics. A report
by the Royal United Services Institute
(RUSI) explains that Pakistan’s Inter-
Services Intelligence (ISI) has a history of
backing groups like Al-Qaeda.

This network was used to fund and
effectively operationalise JeM and LeT. The
most notable instance is that in return for
a safe operational environment for train-
ing and a financial-logistical network, Al-
Qaeda provided specialised training and
ideological legitimacy to JeM and LeT. The
2002 kidnapping and murder of American
journalist Daniel Pearl was allegedly a joint
operation involving JeM and Al-Qaeda
members.

Pakistan’s ISI Covert Action Division has
a long history of arranging alliances
among global and regional jihadists
through two methods: first, ideological
negotiations, and second, strategic nego-
tiations, where it exploits opportunities to
link a network of jihadists despite ideolog-
ical differences. Overall, a key aspect of
Pakistan’s terror strategy is the use of coor-
dinated efforts among global and region-
al jihad organisations against India.
Decades ago, they did this using Al-
Qaeda, and now they are doing it with ISIS-
KP. However, there is a double-edged
sword to this strategy, at least with ISIS-
KP. The Daesh are strong hardliners at the
ideological level; they will only commit to
an alliance till their tactical objectives are
met, post which they will pay allegiance
to their larger goal — Islamic rule in South
Asia, which will dangerously damage
Pakistan’s own security and ideological
calculations, as it once faced with the
Taliban and Al-Qaeda post 9/11, and that
could lead to a dangerous security situa-
tion for the subcontinent.

India’s Strategy
At both strategic and tactical security
levels, India should be concerned as the
convergence of global-regional jihadist
networks has become a nightmare for the
Indian security landscape, especially from
the 1980s to the mid-2000s. India’s strat-
egy should be more assertive — moving
beyond a minimal functional relationship
with the Taliban and using the upcoming
visit of the Taliban’s foreign minister as a
key opportunity. 

This will help disrupt Pakistan’s pursuit
of strategic depth in Afghanistan and
enable India to expand its influence,
thereby increasing its operational reach
across the Af-Pak and Central Asian region.
While strengthening ties with the Taliban
is a necessary option, India must also
adopt integrated deterrence and advance
network-based operations — including in-
depth counter-terrorism strategies in J&K
to foil terror plans.

India’s rivers, once central to trade and civilisa-
tion, are witnessing a quiet resurgence. Once
viewed as a dated concept, moving cargo
through inland waterways is now re-emerging
as a practical, sustainable, and economically
viable solution to the country’s modern infra-
structure challenges. For centuries, India’s rivers
connected cities and trade centres. But with the
advent of road and rail, that network faded. Now,
rising fuel costs, traffic congestion, and growing
environmental concerns have prompted a fresh
look at this natural alternative. 
The numbers tell a compelling story. In just over
a decade, cargo movement on national water-
ways has grown from 18.1 million metric tonnes
in 2013-14 to 145.84 million metric tonnes in 2024-
25. This shift is not just about logistics, it signals
a broader economic recalibration. Waterways
offer measurable advantages: lower freight
costs, higher fuel efficiency, and significantly
reduced emissions. For instance, a litre of fuel
can move 105 tonne-km by water, compared to
just 24 by road. Inland water transport (IWT),
therefore, holds strong promise for both the
economy and the environment.

IWAI’s Expanding Footprint
The Inland Waterways Authority of
India (IWAI), under the Ministry of
Ports, Shipping and Waterways, has
played a key role in this transition.
Through projects such as the Jal Marg Vikas
Project on National Waterway-1, stretches of the
Ganga-Bhagirathi-Hooghly are now functional
cargo routes. With support from the World Bank,
the initiative has led to the creation of major ter-
minals at Varanasi, Sahibganj, and Haldia, along
with community jetties and navigational infra-
structure. Cargo traffic on NW-1 has tripled in the
past decade. Efforts are underway to improve
integration with rail and road networks.
Terminals at Kalughat, Varanasi, and Sahibganj
are being developed as multimodal hubs in col-
laboration with agencies like NHLML. 

In the North-East, National Waterway-2 on the
Brahmaputra is unlocking new trade possibili-
ties. The Pandu and Jogighopa terminals, tied to
key logistics parks and connected via the Indo-
Bangladesh Protocol Route, are improving
market access for Assam and neighbouring
regions. Heavy cargo movement through these
channels is already underway. For instance,
Numaligarh Refinery’s expansion project is
leveraging river transport to move oversized
equipment that would have posed challenges on
road.

Incentivising the Shift
To make this shift commercially attractive, IWAI
has launched the Jalvahak Cargo Promotion
Scheme, offering up to 35 per cent cost reim-
bursement on eligible routes. Scheduled cargo
services on routes like Kolkata-Varanasi and
Kolkata-Pandu are helping demonstrate feasibil-
ity.

IWAI has also introduced the Jal Samriddhi
Portal to simplify approval processes and encour-
age private participation in terminal develop-
ment. So far, 29 entities have registered on the
platform.

Encouraging Early Signs
The private sector is beginning to respond. Lower
costs, better fuel efficiency, and a lower carbon
footprint are proving valuable to businesses pur-
suing both cost optimisation and ESG goals.
Employment generation in river-based logistics,
from cargo handling to vessel operations, adds
another layer of economic impact.

The partnership with Rhenus Logistics to
develop 100 new barges across national water-
ways is one example of increasing investor inter-
est in the sector.

Addressing the Challenges
Of course, challenges remain. These include
depth fluctuations, dredging needs, and vessel
availability. IWAI is responding with long-term
dredging contracts, vessel upgrades, and digital

tools like CAR-D, PANI, and NavIC to
streamline route planning, tracking,
and navigation. Green mobility is
also a focus. IWAI has taken early
steps towards cleaner vessel tech-

nology, including India’s first hydrogen fuel cell-
powered craft and a growing fleet of hybrid-elec-
tric catamarans.

Looking Ahead
India has over 20,000 km of navigable river
routes, but only a fraction is fully tapped. With
the country’s Net-Zero goal for 2070 and growing
logistics demands, inland waterways offer a scal-
able and sustainable solution.

The upcoming India Maritime Week 2025 in
Mumbai will spotlight this transformation. It will
bring together policymakers, investors, and
global experts to shape the next phase of
India’s riverine logistics. The goal is not only to
revive the past but to build a greener, more effi-
cient future for India’s supply chains. As India
reimagines its rivers, from folklore to freight, the
inland waterways sector may well be the quiet
disruptor in the country’s growth story.

The Apeiron Legacy of Punjab traces its roots
back to the Indus Valley Civilisation. Having
passed through numerous epochs, it has
finally evolved into its present form — The
Punjab. It is fascinating to journey through this
rich historical evolution spanning countless eras
and generations. Originally known as “Sapta
Sindhu” during the Rig Vedic Period (1500-1000
BCE), the term means “the land of seven
rivers.” These rivers were the Sindhu, Vitasta
(Jhelum), Asikni (Chenab), Parusani (Ravi),
Vipasa (Beas), Shatudari (Satluj), and Saraswati.
It is believed that during the Later Vedic
Period (1000-500 BCE), the Saraswati River —
flowing between the Yamuna and Satluj —
began to dry up and eventually dis-
appeared. Simultaneously, the
Indus River became geographical-
ly delinked. Consequently, the Sapta
Sindhu, now left with five rivers,
came to be known as “Panchnaad”
(land of five rivers) during the Puraatan Kaal
Period (500-300 BCE).

The earliest evidence of a spoken language
emerged during the Middle Indo-Aryan Period
(600 BCE-1000 CE), known as Prakrit. Over time,
through successive refinements, an evolved
form called Apabhramsa (“mixed”) developed.
Historical records suggest that by the end of the
10th century CE, Apabhramsa gave rise to Hindi,
Panchnaad (Punjabi), and various South Asian
dialects. Around the 8th-9th centuries CE, the
Sharada Script — the mother of many later
scripts — was developed. It derived its name
from the ancient University and Centre of
Learning at Sharda Shakti Peeth (located in
Kashmir’s Keran sector near the LoC in PoK),
which played a pivotal role in its creation and
popularisation.

From this base evolved a variety of deriva-
tive scripts, one of which was Landa, primari-
ly known as the merchants’ script. It was widely
used for literary and administrative purposes
and was soon adopted by the Panchnaad lan-
guage. Around the same period, Saint
Matsyendranath (Machhindernath) founded
the Nath Yogi sect. His disciple, Yogi
Gorakhnath, propagated his teachings and spir-
itual disciplines in the Panchnaad language,
further strengthening its cultural roots.

In the 14th century, two landmark develop-
ments took place. First, the Sufi poet Amir
Khusro, seeking to bridge the linguistic gap
between Sanskrit-influenced Hindi and Persian,

created a new hybrid lexicon known as “Zuban-
e-Urdu” (Urdu), written in the Perso-Arabic
script. It soon gained widespread acceptance
and was referred to as the Shahmukhi Script
in northern and north-western regions, even-
tually becoming the primary script of the

Panchnaad language.
The second milestone was

marked by Ibn Battuta, the Maghrebi
explorer and polymath from
Morocco. Between 1325 and 1354, he
travelled over 73,000 miles across

Asia, Africa, and the Iberian Peninsula. He
arrived in India in 1334 and stayed until 1342.
During his travels, he is believed to have
renamed Panchnaad with the Persian term
“Punjab”, as documented in his travelogue
Rihla. Consequently, the region’s language
came to be known as Punjabi.

Concurrently, the Sufi movement, led by
Sheikh Farid, flourished in Punjab and was later
carried forward by Bulleh Shah, Waris Shah,
Shah Muhammad, Shah Hussain, and Damodar
Das Arora (the original author of Heer-Ranjha).
Their poetry and philosophy, expressed in
Punjabi, deeply enriched the spiritual and
cultural fabric of the newly named Punjab.

A monumental chapter followed — the
emergence of Sikhism between the 15th and
18th centuries. This era ushered in profound
spiritualism, consecration, and social unity
among Punjabis. During this time, the Punjabi
language acquired its distinct script — Gurmukhi
— devised by the Second Sikh Guru, Sri Guru
Angad Dev Ji.

During the Mughal era, significant adminis-
trative reforms were introduced. Among these,
Raja Todar Mal, the financial genius in Emperor
Akbar’s court, reorganised Punjab into five
Doabs (lands between two rivers), naming them
after the rivers that bounded each. From east
to west: The area between Satluj and Beas was
called Bist Doab (Jalandhar-Hoshiarpur).

Between Beas and Ravi lay Bari Doab (Majha,
including Amritsar and Lahore).

Between Ravi and Chenab was Rachna Doab
(Faisalabad-Sialkot).

Between Chenab and Jhelum lay Chaj Doab
(Sargodha-Gujarat).

The westernmost region between Jhelum
and the Indus was Sind Sagar Doab (Rawalpindi-
Chakwal).

The rule of Maharaja Ranjit Singh (1801-1839)
is remembered for his social, political, and egal-
itarian reforms. The decline of the Sikh Empire
followed the Second Anglo-Sikh War (1848-49),
culminating in Punjab’s annexation by the
British in April 1849.

Under British rule, efforts were made 
to enhance irrigation and agriculture. Until 1875,
only one major canal existed - the Bari Doab
Canal in the Majha region. Vast fertile lands,
known locally as Baar regions, remained 
uncultivated due to the lack of irrigation.
These included the Ganji and Neeli Baar (in Bari
Doab) and the Saandal and Kirana Baar (in
Rachna and Chaj Doabs). 

To stimulate economic development, the
British launched a massive canal colonisation
project between 1880 and 1940, constructing
nine major canals and settling nearly one
million people, primarily from the Majha 
and Bist Doab regions. This system became one
of the largest canal networks in the world and
laid the foundation for Punjab’s later Green
Revolution.

Punjab underwent three major partitions:
first in 1901, when the North-West Frontier
Province (NWFP) was carved out; then in 1911,
when Delhi became a separate capital territo-
ry; and finally, the tragic Partition of 1947, which
divided the land into East and West Punjab —
a watershed moment that forever changed the
course of its history.

FIRSTColumn

ISIS’s Khorasan Province, a regional branch of
Daesh responsible for Central and South Asia,
has begun expanding its influence in the
region, as the Pakistan-based terror group
Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) has formed an alliance
with Daesh’s Khorasanis. Perhaps after a long
period, Pakistan has renewed its terror strat-
egy to develop and strengthen its terror net-
works, which will have serious impacts not
only on India but also on the broader subcon-
tinent.

The Imprints of Pakistan’s 
Global-Regional Jihad
Pakistan has a decades-old strategy of mixing
global and regional jihad to sharpen its
terror capabilities against India. Pakistan
employs a double terror strategy, which is
driven by three main factors: first, counter-
ing forces on the internal front (TTP and
Balochis); second, recalibrating its strategic
depth in Afghanistan by countering Taliban
leadership; and third, providing a substantial
basis for the global jihadist organisations to
establish a logistical network, thereby
strengthening India-centric jihadist groups.
A fourth element involves a degree of plau-
sible deniability, allowing Pakistan to shift
blame to global jihadists — an approach
where Pakistan acts partially but covertly
maintains relations with these groups.

Allowing ISKP to operate in Pakistan will
give it an opportunity to further expand its
operations by striking at TTPs and Balochis.
This will, to some extent, help Pakistan to
clean its internal front, which was mired by
BLA and TTP woes. The reason that ISKP will
go aggressive against TTP and have an upper
hand is due to decades of factionalism — ISKP
was earlier part of disgruntled TTP members
who defected to the more extreme, global
Islamic State ideology. According to some
reports, ISKP had targeted TTP key leaders in
Afghanistan last year.

The Afghanistan strategy is reflected in the
2017 secret agreement between Pakistan
and ISKP, where Pakistan agreed not to act
against ISKP. In return, ISKP would carry out

ISKP-Lashkar: Pakistan’s new terror matrix

Abhinav is an advocate and
columnist. Srijan is a
national security analyst

jhaabhi04.br

@jhaabhi14

abhinav-narayan-
2028b696

dailypioneer

@Coldavesar

The Pioneer

The writer is Vice Chairman
and Chairman In-charge,
Inland Waterways Authority of
India (IWAI)

dailypioneer

@TheDailyPioneer

The Pioneer

The writer is
retired Colonel

APART FROM
PROVIDING A

BREEDING
GROUND FOR
THE GLOBAL

JIHADIST
NETWORK

PAKISTAN’S ISI
WORKED ON

STRENGTHENING
ITS TERROR
STRATEGY

AGAINST INDIA

SUNIL 
KUMAR SINGHRAMESH

DAVESAR

Revival of India’s waterways 

as trade highways
Punjab’s journey from the 

Indus Valley to modern times

ABHINAV
NARAYAN 

SRIJAN
SHARMA

Pakistan’s renewed alliance with ISIS-K signals a dangerous revival of its decades-old jihad strategy — blurring lines between global and regional terror. 
As Islamabad plays its proxy games once more, the Indian subcontinent face escalating security concerns, ideological dilemma and geopolitical challenges



A BM-BMECM
YK

THE HINDU 

6 Friday, October 17, 2025
MumbaiEditorial

W
hile addressing the Knesset, the Israe-
li Parliament, U.S. President Donald
Trump declared that the cease�re

agreement between Hamas and Israel, which he
had helped broker, marked “the historical dawn
of the new Middle East”. In Sharm el-Sheikh,
Egypt, Arab and Muslim leaders joined him in
praising his 20-point peace plan. While all sides
hailed Mr. Trump’s role as a peacemaker, the de-
claration of a new era of peace in West Asia,
claiming to end a “3,000-year-old” con�ict,
glosses over deep and enduring complexities.
The Gaza cease�re, which appears to be holding
with Hamas and Israel releasing hostages and pri-
soners, is undoubtedly a relief for Palestinians
and hostage families. But the greater challenge
lies in implementing the next phase, let alone
building “a new Middle East”. A notable outcome
of the Sharm el-Sheikh summit was the joint de-
claration by Egypt, Qatar, Türkiye and the U.S.,
also calling for the safeguarding of the fundamen-
tal rights of Palestinians and Israelis. It recog-
nised the region’s historical and spiritual signi�-
cance to multiple faiths, and committed
signatories to dismantling extremism and radical-
isation. But the declaration was silent on more
contentious issues — Hamas’s disarmament, one
of the central objectives of the Trump plan, or of
Israel’s continuing military presence in Gaza.

Mr. Trump later claimed that Hamas had pro-
mised to disarm, warning that “If they don’t dis-
arm, we will disarm them..., perhaps violently”.
But Israel, despite its two years in Gaza, has still
failed to disarm Hamas. How then does Mr.
Trump plan to disarm them? He also claimed that
the Iran threat had been neutralised, and urged
more Arab countries to join the Abraham Ac-
cords. While Iran’s regional in�uence has been
dented, it remains an in�uential regional player.
Hezbollah, despite military setbacks, continues
to be a powerful socio-political actor within Leba-
non, and U.S.-led attempts to disarm the Shia
group have gone nowhere. In Yemen, despite re-
lentless Saudi, American, British and Israeli
bombing campaigns, the Houthis, another Ira-
nian ally, still control key population centres, in-
cluding Sana’a. Moreover, Arab countries now
have growing security concerns about Israel, par-
ticularly after its bombing of Qatar in September.
Against this background, Mr. Trump’s sweeping
claims of regional peace ring hollow. What he
should prioritise instead is ensuring that the Gaza
cease�re holds. The next step should be forcing
Hamas to give up power in the enclave while
pressing Israel to withdraw. Once peace is conso-
lidated and reconstruction begins, the U.S., with
its Arab and European allies, should work to-
wards a practical road map for the establishment
of a Palestinian state. Unless the Palestine ques-
tion is resolved and the Israeli occupation ends,
grand declarations about remaking the region
will remain little more than empty rhetoric.

New dawn 
Peace in West Asia hinges 

on resolution of the Palestine issue  

T
he timely arrival of the northeast mon-
soon, which bene�ts many parts of the
southern peninsula, especially Tamil Na-

du and the coastal and Rayalaseema regions of
Andhra Pradesh, has brought relief to the region,
given its importance from an agricultural as well
as a disaster management perspective. Against its
normal arrival date of October 20 (plus or minus
seven days), the monsoon set in on October 16.
The India Meteorological Department has fore-
cast “above normal” rain with more than 112% of
the long period average. Going by the data for
1971-2020, the season’s share in the annual rain-
fall is 48% for Tamil Nadu and over 30% for And-
hra Pradesh. The monsoon also witnesses at least
three cyclonic disturbances over the Bay of Ben-
gal. There is also the added factor of cloudbursts,
which are more frequent now, according to an In-
dian Institute of Tropical Meteorology study.
Consequently, coastal States face urban �ooding
with residents of Chennai living in dread of it, go-
ing by their experiences of the past 10 years. 

Keeping this in mind, the Tamil Nadu govern-
ment is putting in place a real-time �ood forecast-
ing system for Chennai to calibrate excess water
discharge from the reservoirs in and around the
city. In addition, the authorities, as in other
southern States, are preparing the o�cial ma-
chinery to handle any situation. Over the years,
the loss of lives has dropped after e�ective coor-
dination among the agencies concerned. Howev-
er, there are still many areas in need of more fo-
cused attention. The state of stormwater drains
and water courses through cities leaves much to
be desired, but State governments alone cannot
be held responsible for this. That sections of peo-
ple still use waterbodies as dumping yards only
aggravates the problem, highlighting the near ab-
sence of community ownership among urban re-
sidents. In the farm sector, the shortage of fertiliz-
ers, particularly urea, has been bothering
agriculturists. About a month ago, Tamil Nadu
Chief Minister M.K. Stalin, in a letter to Prime Mi-
nister Narendra Modi, �agged the issue. Other
States which are dependent on rainfall during the
southwest monsoon, had also complained of
urea shortage. The Union Ministry of Agriculture
is reported to have enhanced urea demand for
October — it was 36.65 lakh tonnes a year ago.
Looking at the macro picture of the monsoon,
the message is that as rainfall is expected to be
more intense, the authorities at every level have
to be vigilant and act in unison so that any ad-
verse impact is reduced, if not eliminated.

None too soon 
The timely arrival of the northeast
monsoon bodes well for farmers 

A
quiet revisionism in constitutional
history is being seeded. Some
commentators now argue that Sir
Benegal Narsing Rau, the

Constitutional Adviser to the Constituent
Assembly, was the real architect of India’s
Constitution, while Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar,
the Chairman of the Drafting Committee, merely
polished an already �nished product. This
argument may sound academic, but it is not. It
represents an attempt to diminish Dalit agency in
India’s founding story and to erase the moral
force that B.R. Ambedkar brought to the making
of the Republic.

Complementary, not competing
Both men were indispensable to the
Constitution’s creation, but their roles were
entirely di�erent. Sir B.N. Rau, a distinguished
civil servant and jurist, was appointed
Constitutional Adviser in July 1946. His
assignment was technical and preparatory. Rau
had in British India, helped in the drafting of the
Government of India Act of 1935. Eleven years
later, he had to prepare a working draft of the
Constitution based on reports of the Constituent
Assembly’s committees and his study of other
constitutions. He examined the American,
Canadian, Irish, Australian and Weimar models,
and consulted jurists such as Felix Frankfurter
and Harold Laski. In October 1947, he submitted
his draft with 243 articles and 13 schedules. Rau’s
document provided the Assembly with a starting
point. He had no seat in the Constituent
Assembly and no political mandate. His authority
was scholarly, not representative.

Ambedkar’s task was of a di�erent order. As
Chairman of the Drafting Committee, he had to
turn a legal draft into a political covenant. He
carried the Constitution through the turbulence
of Partition, the murder of the Mahatma and had
to defend its provisions, clause by clause, in the
Assembly. His responsibility was not only to
re�ne the text but also to build consensus among
sharply divided interests. Rau built the
framework. Ambedkar made it a living
instrument of justice.

Ambedkar never denied Rau’s contribution. In
his concluding address to the Constituent
Assembly on November 25, 1949, he said: “The
credit that is given to me does not really belong to
me. It belongs partly to Sir B.N. Rau, the
Constitutional Adviser to the Constituent
Assembly who prepared a rough draft of the
Constitution for the consideration of the Drafting
Committee.” 

He also said, “A part of the credit must go to
the members of the Drafting Committee who, as I
have said, have sat for 141 days… Much greater
share of the credit must go to Mr. S.N. Mukherjee,

the Chief Draftsman of the Constitution. His
ability to put the most intricate proposals in the
simplest and clearest legal form can rarely be
equalled, nor his capacity for hard work.”

Thus the words which are often used to claim
that Rau, not Ambedkar, was the real author of
the Constitution in fact, show the opposite.
Ambedkar called Rau’s work a “rough draft”, not
a �nished text. The Drafting Committee and the
Assembly turned that raw material into the
document that �nally came into force in January
1950. Nor does any evidence exist to show that
Rau ever claimed to be the Constitution’s author.
His correspondence at that time with Ambedkar
and Jawaharlal Nehru conveys respect and
cooperation. The current e�ort to crown him as
“Father of the Constitution” distorts both the
record and Rau’s own modesty.

The political motive
The campaign to elevate Rau and sideline
Ambedkar is not driven by scholarship alone. It
re�ects a discomfort with the idea that a Dalit
thinker could stand at the centre of the Republic’s
founding moment. Recasting Rau as the
Constitution’s principal author is an attempt to
reclaim authorship for caste privilege. It tames
Ambedkar’s radical legacy and turns a social
revolution into a bureaucratic exercise. The
Constitution is not a sterile legal document. It is,
�rst and foremost, a social manifesto which
promises the dignity of the individual. It was born
out of con�ict, hope and redemption. It
represented the arrival of the oppressed at the
table of power. To detach Ambedkar from it is to
rob it of its soul.

Ambedkar’s presence in the Constituent
Assembly was itself the result of a decisive act of
political wisdom. He had originally been elected
from Bengal, but after Partition, that seat went to
Pakistan. Many within the Congress were hesitant
to bring him back because of past disagreements.
It was Mahatma Gandhi’s intervention that settled
the question.

Though Gandhi and Ambedkar had clashed
over separate electorates, Gandhi insisted that
Ambedkar must be part of the Assembly. He told
Congress leaders that no Constitution could claim
legitimacy if the Scheduled Castes were excluded
from its making.

As a result, Ambedkar was re-elected from the
Bombay Presidency. Gandhi’s insistence was an
act of foresight. In 1947, when the nation was
fractured by religion, an alienated Dalit
leadership could have deepened the divide. By
ensuring Ambedkar’s inclusion, Gandhi
prevented a crisis that could have weakened the
new Republic at its birth. Ambedkar’s subsequent
leadership proved that inclusion right. He turned
the making of the Constitution into a moral

enterprise that bound the country together.
Rau’s draft provided the order and structure.

Ambedkar gave the Constitution its moral depth.
The provisions on Fundamental Rights, Directive
Principles, and a�rmative action bear his
imprint. His speeches in the Assembly made the
Constitution a living moral philosophy.

Ambedkar warned that political equality
would fail without social and economic equality.
He said, “How long shall we continue to deny
equality in our social and economic life? If we
continue to deny it for long, we will do so only by
putting our political democracy in peril. We must
remove this contradiction at the earliest possible
moment or else those who su�er from inequality
will blow up the structure of political democracy
which this Assembly has so laboriously built up.”
That warning still remains the most powerful
moral statement in India’s constitutional history.

The peril of forgetting
Every Republic must guard its memory. The
attempt to raise Rau above Ambedkar is part of a
larger e�ort to drain the Constitution of its radical
spirit. It presents the founding as a matter of
technical competence rather than social
transformation. To honour Ambedkar is not to
diminish Rau. Both served the Republic faithfully.
But the Constitution is more than a legal
framework. It is a statement of national purpose.
It needed a scholar’s precision, but it also needed
a reformer’s conviction. Ambedkar was that
reformer.

When the Constitution was adopted, leaders
across the political spectrum, including Nehru,
Patel and Prasad, publicly acknowledged
Ambedkar’s central role. None suggested that Rau
was the Constitution’s principal author. They
understood the di�erence between drafting a text
and shaping a nation’s conscience.

Rau deserves admiration as a brilliant adviser.
Ambedkar deserves reverence as the
Constitution’s moral architect. The Constitution
was not written in the calm of colonial o�ces but
in the shadow of Partition, the Mahatma’s
assassination and caste oppression. To place
Ambedkar at its centre was not symbolic
generosity but a statement that India’s new order
would belong equally to those once excluded.

Ambedkar never claimed sole authorship. Yet,
his leadership of the Drafting Committee, his
defence of every clause, and his vision of liberty,
equality and fraternity have de�ned the Indian
Republic. To diminish his role is to betray the
Republic’s founding promise. Rau built the
structure; Ambedkar �lled it with justice. Sir B.N.
Rau deserves gratitude as the constitutional
engineer. Dr. B.R. Ambedkar remains the
architect and moral founder of modern India.

To deny that truth is to deny the Republic.

A reading of a revisionism in constitutional history 
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T
he growth-driven model of development,
rooted in the Industrial Revolution, has
already pushed planetary boundaries

beyond safe limits. Some call for “degrowth” to
address environmental damage, but this is
neither just nor feasible for developing countries
that are still grappling with poverty and hunger. A
more equitable path lies in decoupling growth
from environmental harm. In other words,
countries must �nd ways to reduce poverty and
expand their economies without repeating the
high-pollution, high-emission model of the past.

This can be done by relying on cleaner
technologies, renewable energy and sustainable
farming practices. In India, for instance, the rapid
expansion of solar energy and micro-irrigation
illustrate how growth and sustainability can go
hand in hand.

On carbon credit
Carbon crediting is one such tool. A carbon credit
represents a certi�ed reduction or removal of
greenhouse gases, expressed in carbon dioxide
(CO2) -equivalents. These can be generated
through mitigation activities such as renewable
energy or sequestration e�orts such as
reforestation, agroforestry and biochar. Firms
buy them to o�set emissions while transitioning
to cleaner processes, ideally rewarding
developing countries for adopting low-carbon
practices.

Carbon credits are booming, with 175
million–180 million retired annually, primarily
from renewable energy and nature-based projects
such as REDD+ and a�orestation. India is also
building its own carbon market through the
Carbon Credit Trading Scheme (CCTS). The
scheme will set emission-intensity benchmarks
for energy-intensive sectors and include
voluntary o�sets. A national registry and trading
platform will manage transactions, with draft
methods for biomass, compressed biogas, and
low-emission rice cultivation already released.

Globally, agriculture-based projects lag despite
high potential. Of 64 Indian agricultural projects
listed under Verra, only four are registered and
none has issued credits. CIMMYT’s research links

this to weak farmer engagement, training and
follow-up, especially among smallholders and
marginalised caste groups.

Carbon markets and the risk of exploitation
Carbon projects are meant to reward
communities at the frontlines of climate action.
But without safeguards, they risk replicating
extractive power structures, echoing the logic of
colonial plantations. Rising carbon prices only
heighten this risk. The Northern Kenya
Rangelands Carbon Project o�ers a cautionary
tale. Launched in 2012, it spanned 1.9 million
hectares and sought to remove 50 million tonnes
of CO2 over 30 years. Though framed as
community-led, the project has drawn scrutiny
for bypassing consent and weakening local land
rights, raising critical questions about who truly
controls and bene�ts from carbon projects. The
project introduced rotational grazing and
rangeland restoration, but cracks soon appeared.

In 2023, Verra suspended credit issuance after
advocacy groups highlighted �aws in soil carbon
measurement and a lack of free, prior, and
informed consent (FPIC) from indigenous
communities. Petitioners alleged that the
conservancies were created without public
consultation, on unregistered community land,
and enforced through armed rangers. In 2025, a
Kenyan court con�rmed that key conservancies
had bypassed public participation, prompting a
second suspension by Verra. Community
conservancies, common across Kenya, are locally
managed bodies meant to promote sustainability
and protect livelihoods through elected
governance. In principle, they embody
decentralised, community-driven resource
management. Critics argue that the project’s
top-down grazing restrictions and opaque
governance structures mirror colonial-era
resource control, infringing on pastoralist land
rights and underscoring the urgent need for
community-led, decolonised carbon initiatives.

Similarly, the Lake Turkana Wind Power
project (Kenya) fenced 1,50,000 acres of
community rangeland, cutting o� herders from
grazing routes and water; it raised the question of

whether sustainability is advancing at the
expense of the vulnerable.

India could face similar risks. Carbon projects
in a�orestation, reforestation and agriculture
often extend into areas with customary land use.
Plantations on village commons or forest fringes
could disrupt access to grazing, fuelwood and
forest produce without community consent.
Agricultural projects have already shown signs of
bypassing marginalised caste farmers while
delivering few bene�ts. The Kenyan judgment is a
timely warning: unless land rights, consent and
fair bene�t-sharing are secured, India’s carbon
market risks reproducing extractive models
under the guise of climate action.

Why carbon projects are vulnerable
Carbon projects can slip into “modern
plantations” when powerful companies dominate
and local communities are sidelined. In India,
farmers and tribal communities often face
information and power asymmetries that enable
opaque deals and unfair bene�t-sharing.
Developers are not required to disclose
bene�t-sharing arrangements, and practices are
often imposed top-down, with little regard for
local contexts or consent.

India’s Carbon Credit Trading Scheme, while
ambitious, focuses mainly on procedures and
compliance, with scant attention to land rights,
FPIC, and equitable revenue distribution. These
blind spots may expose vulnerable groups to
exclusion and exploitation as the market
expands.

Overregulation is not the solution, as
burdensome legal frameworks could discourage
even well-intentioned actors. What India needs is
a balanced, lightweight regulatory architecture
that guarantees transparency, formalises
bene�t-sharing, and protects community rights,
without creating bureaucratic choke points.

Achieving this will require stakeholder
consultation, adaptive regulation and a clear-eyed
recognition of risks. Only then can India build
trust and integrity in its carbon market while
ensuring that climate action does not come at the
cost of justice.

Ensure safeguards for India’s carbon market 
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A case against firecrackers
In permitting the sale and
bursting of green crackers,
the Supreme Court appears
to have given precedence to
public sentiment over
public safety. 
Green crackers can be
harmful too. The worsening
of air quality on Deepavali
will only mean an

no improvements will be
possible. With Bengaluru
gaining importance as a
world-class technical
capital, there has to be
action.

V. Padmanabhan,
Bengaluru

Bengaluru’s roads
The debates on the
pot-holed roads of
Bengaluru never seem to
end as the basic question of
how these potholes appear
and reappear despite
repeated repairs costing
crores, and why no one is
held accountable, is a
mystery. Unless heads roll

With our father who was the
sole breadwinner, and a
large family of six children,
our Deepavali budget for
crackers barely touched
₹25-₹40. Delhi was more
greener, less crowded and
the smoke hardly made an
impact.

N. Nagarajan,
Secunderabad

firecrackers, that a�ects
senior citizens, infants, and
patients on treatment or
recuperating, is indeed
questionable. 
G. David Milton,
Maruthancode, Tamil Nadu

In my childhood, most of us
did not have the luxury to
“burn money” on fireworks.

aggravation of health
problems. There is also no
guarantee that certified
green crackers alone will be
used by revellers. People in
a festive mood tend to flout
guidelines, and there is no
real chance of punishing a
mass of people. The
wisdom of allowing the
widespread bursting of
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London, Oct. 15: Following a police raid on the
British Communist Party Headquarters in
London, when three lorry loads of literature
were removed, six prominent Communists were
arrested, including the Secretary of the Party,
Mr. Inkpin, Mr. Harry Pollitt, who is the Party’s
principal orator, and Mr. Campbell, editor of The
Workers’ Weekly, notorious last year during the
Labour Government’s regime, when the
prosecution abandoned the sedition charge
against him. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO OCTOBER 17, 1925

The war on communism
Arrest of leaders 

I
t is election season in Bihar. While the
Opposition often speaks about the lack of
development and industrialisation in the
State, in its campaigns, the National

Democratic Alliance, which is in power, argues
that a change of government will bring back the
‘Jungle Raj’ of the earlier decade. What makes
Bihar one of India’s most underdeveloped
States? Is landlockedness a reason for its
underdevelopment, as some argue? R. Nagaraj
and Manindra Nath Thakur discuss the question
in a conversation moderated by Saptaparno
Ghosh. Edited excerpts:

It is often argued that Bihar is disadvantaged
because it is a landlocked State. Punjab and
Telangana are landlocked as well, and they
are doing relatively well. So how is being
landlocked a constraint for Bihar?

R. Nagaraj: If you look at the success of
Telangana, especially Hyderabad, it is mostly
because of the tertiary sector; it has nothing to
do with geography. If a State has an educated
workforce and good infrastructure, being
landlocked will not be an issue. Punjab, too, has
a developed network of railways and roads, and
has FCI (Food Corporation of India) godowns
across the country to help with export of crops. 

Manindra Nath Thakur: Let us look at Bihar’s
prominent exports: makhana, litchi, and corn. It
has been di�cult for Bihar to transport these
items from Patna to West Bengal or to any port.
These, alongside the vegetables Bihar exports,
are perishable. Moreover, signi�cant costs are
incurred due to road transport; time and
distance are crucial factors in agrarian exports.
One way Bihar is attempting to resolve this issue
is by launching projects along the Ganga. So, it is
not that concerns about being landlocked are
not genuine, but they cannot be cited as a major
reason for the State’s economic backwardness. 

Prof. Nagaraj spoke of the tertiary sector;
you spoke of agrarian exports. Bihar has
been assessed as an agrarian economy. What
should be its imperative going forward:
industrialisation or agriculture?

MT: In the last 10 years, the Chief Minister has
tried to engage with industrialists. However,
industrialists have often raised concerns about
access to ports, citing the need to spend more
on transportation. Having said that, I do think
that in this modern capitalist system, no society
can think of surviving with just agricultural
products. While Bihar should capitalise on its
potential in terms of agricultural production and

processing, it must ultimately transition to
industry. Without that, there is no future. 

RN: Before we think of high-technology and/or
manufacturing industries, we should consider
where the comparative advantage lies. Four-�fth
of Bihar’s labour force is in agriculture. But
despite Bihar having fertile land and irrigation
facilities, agricultural productivity is mostly less
than the national average. Why is agriculture not
picking up? That is the big question. 

In the 1970s or 80s, a committee set up under
the agricultural economist, S.R. Sen, was
�guring out how to take the Green Revolution to
the Indo-Gangetic belt. It came up with a plan
for massive State investments in infrastructure
and electri�cation to ensure that States have
abundant water for the cultivation of wheat and
rice. Surprisingly, the Green Revolution spread
to the Malwa region of Madhya Pradesh rather
than the Indo-Gangetic belt. We must
understand what went wrong.  

I think it will be both in Bihar’s interest and
the national interest to get basic wheat, rice, and
sugarcane cultivation going. This way, western
India will be burdened less; it can conserve
more water and move to value-added crops. 

MT: On the agrarian front, I don’t think Bihar
should repeat the mistake that Punjab made
during the Green Revolution, which produced a
water crisis. Although Bihar has abundant water,
it may face the same consequences as Punjab if
water is overused. Moreover, increasing
agricultural production is linked with the heavy
use of fertilizers and pesticides, creating a health
crisis. Therefore, I don’t support the shifting of
agriculture to eastern India. Agriculture is not
pro�table anywhere in the world unless it is
heavily supported by the State.

RN: Madhya Pradesh was also seen as a
backward State. It does not have the same water

resources as Bihar, yet the Green Revolution
expanded there. Prosperity in the Malwa region
is amazing. Therefore, I am sceptical about the
idea that agriculture has no potential.

So what do you think are the factors that
contributed to Bihar’s underdevelopment?

MT: Apart from what I have said, there are also
notions that the Centre is not interested in
Bihar’s growth. The State, I think, is frozen in its
transition from feudalism to capitalism. One of
the reasons for this is the internal colonisation of
the State. Earlier, Bihar supplied raw materials,
but due to policies such as freight equalisation, it
su�ered signi�cantly, and industries didn’t
develop locally, despite having the advantage of
raw material availability. Bihar ultimately lost
revenues and its natural advantage. Now, with a
supply of labour from Bihar, nobody is
interested in developing the State. 

RN: A commodity where freight equalisation
was done and which bene�ted eastern India was
cement. Steel did not accrue the same
advantage. Cement has heavy transport costs
compared to steel so the freight equalisation
policy for it helped eastern India. 

Furthermore, why Biharis are leaving Bihar
has no element of capitalist conspiracy. In fact,
when investments in agriculture were made in
Bihar, migration to Punjab declined. It is clear
that if people have more options at home, they
will not move out. 

Literature often suggests that Bihar has a
‘socialist hangover’, and that
entrepreneurship does not draw con�dence. 

RN: The socialist ideology in Bihar is often
equated with caste politics and caste in general
— basically, distributing limited resources across
various castes. If the focus shifts to productive
investment, it will do a lot of good for Bihar.
Policy must focus on how to augment
production rather than looking at redistributing
the limited resources more equitably or in a
manner that helps people stay in power. 

MT: Bihar has never really followed the socialist
model. It also failed to understand the logic
behind India’s shift to capitalism. Bihar is

currently at a signi�cant disadvantage. For any
structural change, there must be a solid
commitment to reinvestment by the Union
government. Unless that is done, the transition
to capital will not take place. With respect to
migration, if there are good working conditions
and a decent income, no Bihari would like to
migrate. The amount of investment required to
help Bihar move out of this ‘frozen transition’
phase has not been made. It could be linked to
general societal politics. One argument, as
Shaibal Gupta used to make, relates to the lack
of a distinct Bihari identity. Or as Prashant
Kishore says, of the concept of Bihari asmita. 

Would special status be of any help to Bihar?

RN: I am not sure it would help. The bigger
question relates to whether it will be utilised
productively or not. Bihar lacks the state
capacity to use it. Whereas, if you give the same
money to Andhra Pradesh or Tamil Nadu, they
will grab it and use it better.

Being among the poorest states, Bihar gets a
considerable amount of resources from the
Finance Commission on considerations of its
backwardness and to bring greater equality
among States. When those are not utilised, the
money lapses. Many of these grants are
performance-based — meaning the State must
raise its own share of resources to access the full
amount. This often doesn’t happen in Bihar. 

MT: If a good amount of money is invested, it
would certainly be bene�cial. However, no
change will come unless we make sure that the
money we reinvest is not appropriated by a
small number of people — elites, politicians, and
contractors. If the money is invested properly, it
leads to capital formation. But this also requires
a kind of social revolution, one that raises public
awareness that these funds are not free gifts, but
more like loans. People must understand that
we need to rebuild and strengthen our society in
order to repay that investment. 

About state capacity – many funding packages
include a clause requiring the state to contribute
a portion of the investment. Now, suppose you
give me ₹100 and tell me that I have add to it to
utilise the amount. I can’t do that as I don’t have
the money. In a way that amounts to forcing me
not to use the money. The special status might
be of help — it might remove these conditions
and allow us to access the support without being
held back by limited state capacity.

Is landlockedness the reason for Bihar’s underdevelopment?

PARLEY

A women shucks corn in Virpur village in Begusarai, Bihar. R.V. MOORTHY 
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It is not that concerns about being
landlocked are not genuine, but they cannot
be cited as a major reason for the State’s
economic backwardness.
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W
omen hold up half the sky,
but in the room at the Af-
ghanistan Embassy in New

Delhi last week, there wasn’t space for
even one.

The team of the visiting Taliban Fo-
reign Minister, Amir Khan Muttaqi, which
used the premises to hold a press confe-
rence, did not think it necessary to invite
a single woman. The Ministry of External
A�airs did not think it was necessary eith-
er. Earlier that day, Mr. Muttaqi was host-
ed at the grand o�cial venue, Hyderabad
House, without a woman, o�cial or oth-
erwise, in sight. Whether this was man-
dated by the Taliban leader, a former Mi-
nister of Education for a regime that
doesn’t allow girls in school beyond Class
6; or a genuine oversight; or a “technical
error”, as he termed it, it wasn’t allowed
to pass.

Reportage of the ‘men only’ press
meet, followed by public outrage, forced
the government to distance itself from
the event and the Taliban delegation to
rethink. Two days later, I received a call,
inviting me to another press conference.
Everyone was invited, with no conditions
laid on attire, as they may have been in
Kabul. Inside the brie�ng hall, male jour-
nalists, who had attended the previous
press conference, had cleared the front
row for female journalists, to ensure that
Mr. Muttaqi would have no choice but to
see them and take their questions. “This
is your day,” said one of my male col-
leagues. “We will not be asking any ques-
tions, so as to ensure you will all be able
to.” I smiled, protesting that we should
behave as we normally do, sitting togeth-
er without any gender distinction, and
compete for the o�cial’s attention, but I
was also touched by the gesture.

That day, as Mr. Muttaqi faced a fusil-
lade of questions about the Taliban’s de-
nial of basic rights to women in the coun-
try, the solidarity of journalists against
the prior injustice, however small, sent a
powerful message: women cannot and

should not be left out of the room.
The truth is, most journalists see their

profession as gender-neutral, although
there are circumstances and countries
where they face di�erent impediments to
doing their jobs. In the heat of a con�ict,
or a riot, or even during a raucous elec-
tion rally, women will often �nd that they
are not assigned the “tough” stories; dis-
couraged from the front-lines and trench-
es in a war; or face sexual harassment in
the newsroom or in the �eld. During the
protests in the capital against the brutal
rape of “Nirbhaya” in 2012, I remember
young female colleagues returning ash-
en-faced from India Gate with horrifying
stories of being manhandled or groped
by the protesters themselves. On assign-
ment in wars, I have often been told,
“this is no place for women”, or been
asked to stay back. These are all battles
women face in every �eld, not just in
journalism, and learn to �ght them.

I will also admit that women journal-
ists are sometimes treated more politely
and with more consideration than their
male counterparts. I once fought my way
onto an Indian warship going on an evac-
uation mission. As the only woman on-
board, I got my own cabin, while �ve col-
leagues were cramped into one room on
hard bunks.

Let us be clear, though: the �ght that
day in the brie�ng hall of the Afghanistan
Embassy was not primarily for gender
justice or equality, but for media access.
It is a �ght that journalists wage on a daily
basis, and increasingly in democracies
such as India and the U.S., where leaders
shy away from press conferences, or res-
trict the media that can attend or the
questions they can ask. That battle for ac-
cess may have been won on that day, in
that hall, but the �ght continues. Sadly,
the much larger, and in some ways, more
vital battle for millions of Afghan women
to go to school, college, or work, and
even gyms and public parks has not even
begun to be fought.

suhasini.h@thehindu.co.in

NOTEBOOK

The women who fought their way
into the Afghan Embassy 

The �ght in the brie�ng hall of the Embassy last week was not
primarily for gender justice or equality, but for media access 

Suhasini Haidar 

An adrenaline rush

PICTURE OF THE WEEK

X

A mountain biker races downhill in Gulmarg in north Kashmir. India’s first international downhill mountain biking event was held in Gulmarg from October 9 to 12. Top national

and international athletes participated in the event, Zabarvan Legends Series. Brazilian biker Douglas Viera won the race. IMRAN NISSAR

Stockholm, Oct. 16: Two native-born
Americans and an Italian who became a
United States citizen were awarded the 1975
Nobel Prize for Medicine to-day for cancer
research discoveries showing “the interaction
between tumour viruses and the genetic
material of the cell.”

Dr. David Baltimore, 37, of Massachusets
Institute of Technology, Dr. Howard Martin
Temin, 40, of the University of Wisconsin and
Dr. Renato Dulbecco, 61, a naturalised

American who was born in Italy and works at
the Imperial Cancer Fund Laboratory in
London, shared the 1,43,000-dollar prize.

At Madison, Wisconsin, Dr. Temin said: “I
am overwhelmed and I am honoured to
receive this award.” 

Dr. Dulbecco said in London the “fantastic”
prize took him by surprise. “It came so
suddenly I haven’t had time to think about it
yet,” he remarked. 

Dr. Temin was one of Dr. Dulbecco’s
students at the California Institute of
Technology in the 1950s while Dr. Baltimore
was part of Dr. Dulbecco’s research team at
the Salk Institute at La Jolia, California.

Dr. Dulbecco said, “I know them very well
and see them frequently. But it’s only recently
that we realised our e�orts were converging.”

FIFTY YEARS AGO OCTOBER 17, 1975

Three Americans share Nobel
Prize for Medicine 

F R O M T H E A R C H I V E S
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Rise in reported
POCSO cases in India
from 2017 to 2022

94
in per cent. India has shown

a rise in reported sexual

offences against children

under POCSO between 2017 and 2022,

from 33,210 to 64,469 cases, but the

prosecution rate remains above 90%,

signalling stronger enforcement, according

to Into the Light Index 2025. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Penalty imposed 
by DoT on Airtel 
for norms violation

2.14
in ₹ lakh. According to

the licence agreement,

the company is required

to ensure adequate verification of

customers before enrolling them as

subscribers. The Department of Telecom

alleged violations of terms by Bharti Airtel

with respect to verification norms. PTI

Bene�ciaries selected
for Maharashtra 
govt.’s Agri scheme

32.67
lakh. The

beneficiaries

selected for the

Maharashtra government’s Agricultural

Mechanisation Scheme through the

MahaDBT portal is the highest ever chosen,

State Minister Dattatray Bharane said

on Thursday. PTI

People apprehended
under Operation
Aaghat 2.0 in Delhi

500
The Delhi Police on

Thursday claimed a

20% reduction in PCR

calls related to street crimes over the last

month in the Southeast Delhi district.

According to an official, around 500 people

were apprehended under Operation

Aaghat 2.0. PTI

Number of persons 
in India a�ected by
wild�res in 2024-2025

15
million Uttar Pradesh was also

found to have experienced its

most severe wildfire season on

record. Regional fires contributed to severe

haze episodes in New Delhi in November

2024, with PM2.5 levels reaching 13 times

the standard set by the WHO. PTI
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T
he journey of Goods and
Services Tax (GST)
implementation has entered a
major new stage with the latest

restructuring of tax slabs, a move
expected to pass on over ₹2 lakh crore in
tax bene�ts to consumers. With this, the
GST compensation cess stands abolished
as it merges with the regular tax, marking
the end of an era of compensation under
GST. The decision is likely to boost local
demand, and the consequent growth in
revenue may reduce the expected
revenue loss. However, certain States feel
that no proper estimation of this loss has
been made, and that the actual loss could
be much higher than projected. They are
aggrieved that their demand for
compensation has been ignored.

Though studies show that GST
implementation has largely bene�ted all
States through liberal compensation
mechanisms, the post-compensation tax
structure is expected to raise concerns in
some of them. The cess and surcharge
mechanism gives the Centre additional
leverage over the States. With signi�cant
changes in the �scal policy landscape in
recent years, including the introduction
of GST, which has e�ectively shifted
taxation power from the States to the GST
Council, there is an increasing demand to
revisit the �scal policy on tax sharing to
live up to the principle of ‘cooperative
federalism.’

Evolving tax landscape
Fiscal policy in India, particularly on
revenue sharing between the Union and
State governments, is an evolving story.
Article 246 of the Constitution
(subject-matter of laws made by
Parliament and by the legislatures of
States) demarcates the areas of taxation
power between the Centre and the States
under the Union List and the State List,
respectively, with residuary power
reserved for the former. Using this
residuary power, Parliament amended
the Constitution in 2016 through Article
246A for the levy of Service Tax. The tax
landscape changed with the introduction
of the Service Tax through the 92nd
Amendment, and further with the 101st
Amendment, through which GST was
launched in July 2017. 

For the �rst time, GST introduced a
destination-based tax instead of an
origin-based one, besides allowing the
Centre and the States to share a common
tax base. With GST being a contributor of
substantial own tax revenue to States, this
new regime has led them to su�er a
signi�cant erosion in their �scal
autonomy, as the power on taxation is
shifted to the GST Council, where the
Centre dominates the decision-making
process.

As India is a multi-tiered government,
design asymmetry arises in assigning
resources and responsibilities between
the Centre and the States. Normally, the
power to raise resources is largely
centralised for e�ciency and economic
reasons. The expenditure responsibilities
are decentralised for better accountability
and e�cient delivery of public services.
The resulting �scal imbalances are
corrected through re-assignment and
redistribution, enabling the government
at each level to command resources to
discharge its responsibility. Such an
adjustment must remain dynamic to
address changes in the �scal landscape.

Role of Finance Commission
Articles 268 to 293 of the Constitution
de�ne the Centre-State �nancial relations.

The Finance Commission (FC) is
constituted under Article 280, which has
been constitutionally assigned the task of
determining transfers to all States.
However, there are grievances regarding
the manner in which the Central Finance
Commission applies its tax-sharing
criteria, which, according to some States,
penalise progressive ones. There are also
complaints of inconsistency among the
Finance Commissions in adopting criteria
and applying relative weights. 

The Commission’s grants are
supplemented by grants under various
Centrally Sponsored Schemes (CSS),
Central Sector Schemes, and, earlier, by
the Union Planning Commission (PC)
grants, which ceased after the abolition of
the Planning Commission in 2014. Article
282 provides for direct grants by the
Union government, while Article 275
provides for statutory grants through the
Finance Commissions. Some States feel
that the �ow of funds through these
channels is neither fair nor transparent.

Falling devolution share
The earlier system of sharing individual
taxes was replaced by a global sharing
principle, thanks to the 80th Amendment
that came into e�ect during the 11th
Finance Commission (2000-2005). The
Commission recommended 29.5% to the
States out of the proceeds of shareable
Central taxes, which was steadily
enhanced to 30.5% by the 12th Finance
Commission, 32% by the 13th Finance
Commission and 42% by the 14th Finance
Commission. In view of Jammu and
Kashmir having ceased to be a State, the
share came down to 41%. However,
despite higher recommendations, the
actual devolution to the States as a
percentage of Gross Tax Revenue (GTR)
has consistently fallen short (Table 1).

The shortfall is attributed to the
ever-increasing cesses and surcharges,
which are not part of the shareable pool
of revenue. The cess and surcharge
accounted for ₹3,86,440 crore as per the
Revised Estimates (RE) 2024-25. It is
expected to be ₹4,23,456 crore under the
Budget Estimates (BE) for 2025-26,
excluding the GST compensation cess.
States have been constantly pressing for
their merger with the shareable pool, a
demand the Union government has not
accepted. This resource gives additional
leverage to the Centre in managing its
expenses over and above its usual tax
share, as the proceeds from cesses and
surcharges often fund the Central share in
various schemes.

Dependence on Central transfers
Central transfers still account for 44% of
the States’ revenue receipts. It ranges
from 72% for Bihar to 20% for Haryana
with nine States — Haryana (20%),
Telangana (21%), Gujarat (28%),
Maharashtra (28%), Karnataka (31%),
Tamil Nadu (31%), Goa (33%) Kerala (34%),
and Odisha (41%) — getting less than the
overall average �gure of 44%. This
indicates heavy dependency of States on
Central transfers and, to that extent, a
compromise in their �scal autonomy.

A look at the proportion of tax revenue
shared between the Centre and the States
during pre- and post-GST periods reveals
a clear trend: the power to levy taxes is
getting centralised, while the expenditure
responsibilities on the States are on the

rise (Table 2).
For the �ve years from 2012-13 to

2016-17, the pre-GST period, the Centre
collected 67% of the total tax revenue,
while the States collected 33%. During the
post-GST period (2018-19 to 2022-23), the
ratio remained unchanged. As for revenue
expenditure, the Centre incurred 47% and
the States 53% in the pre-GST era. During
the post-GST period, the �gures were 48%
and 52%, respectively. Increases in the
Centre’s revenue expenditure in recent
years are largely attributed to the
expansion of CSS on subjects that mostly
fall in the domain of the States.

The expenditure commitments of the
States are comparatively higher, as they
are responsible for tackling the subjects of
law and order, health, education,
agriculture, and local self-government. As
a result, States seek power to collect
higher tax revenues, as the present �scal
policy of taxing power does not
adequately address their requirements.
Further, heavy dependence on Central
transfers also creates problems such as
liquidity management and the fear of
political vendetta on the Opposition-ruled
States.

As a way out, some States suggest that
the example of Canada be followed where
the federal government collects 46% of
tax revenue and spends 40%, while
sub-national governments collect 54% and
spend 60%. Such a system gives more
�nancial autonomy and �exibility to the
States.

With rising public aspirations and
widening service gaps, States’
expenditure commitments are steadily
increasing. GST introduction has altered
the resource position of the States, in
addition to centralising the authority to

levy tax. The heavy dependence of the
States on the Centre is creating friction,
especially in the Opposition-ruled States.
This is why many States and economists
are calling for a restructuring of the tax
sharing principle to enhance the States’
�scal autonomy. 

Towards �scal autonomy
States like Tamil Nadu have appointed a
committee to examine Centre-State
relations. It is against this backdrop that
the recommendation is being made to
share the tax base on personal income tax
(IT) between the Centre and the States, on
the lines of the GST. For instance, the
share of Central tax devolution to States
as per the 2025-26 Budget Estimates is
₹14,22,444 crore. If the personal IT base
of ₹13,57,000 crore (BE 2025-26) is shared
on a 50:50 basis with States where tax is
collected, the Central tax devolution
share to the States would e�ectively get
reduced to ₹ 7,43,944 crore. 

Alternatively, it is also suggested to
empower the States to top up IT, without
major changes to the current system of
levy and collection.

Such an arrangement would reduce
States’ �scal dependence on the Centre,
improve liquidity, and allow progressive
States — which contribute more tax
revenue — to directly bene�t from their
higher tax base. The Centre will still have
substantial leverage in resource sharing to
correct �scal imbalances, if any, through
Central schemes, grants and usual tax
devolution.
K. Shanmugam is a former o�cer of the
Indian Administrative Service. He served 
as Chief Secretary of the Tamil Nadu
government during 2019-21, after being the
State Finance Secretary from 2010 to 2019

Restoring �scal space for the States
With rising public aspirations and widening service gaps, States’ expenditure commitments are steadily increasing; GST introduction has altered 

the resource position of the States, in addition to centralising the authority to levy tax

Growing concerns: With the end of GST compensation, States fear a loss of fiscal autonomy. REUTERS

K. Shanmugam

ECONOMIC NOTES THE GIST

�

The restructuring of GST slabs
merges the GST compensation
cess with regular tax, ending
compensation under GST and
potentially boosting local
demand.

�

Central transfers still account
for 44% of the States’ revenue
receipts, with several States
receiving less than the overall
average, indicating heavy
dependency on the Centre.

�

Progressive States contributing
more tax revenue can directly
benefit if the personal income
tax base is shared or States are
empowered to top up IT,
reducing fiscal dependency.
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QUESTION 1 

This film, starring Keaton, was an
adaptation of a novel by John le
Carré. In the film, Keaton plays an
actress who is sympathetic to the
Palestinian cause. Name the film.
X

QUESTION 2 

Keaton and X played a married
couple in an iconic film and later
dated on and o�. The town that
was part of the name of X’s
character was also where his
grandfather was born, in Sicily.
Name X and the character. 
X

QUESTION 3

This film starring Keaton is about
a communist activist who
chronicled the Russian Revolution
in a book titled Ten Days that

Shook the World. Name the
film.
X

QUESTION 4

In this film, Keaton plays a
career-driven woman whose life
turns upside down when she
“inherits” a baby. The name of
the film is also the term used
when a large number of babies
are born among a particular
group of people at a particular
time. Name the film.
X

QUESTION 5 

Keaton frequently collaborated
with X, a writer and comedian
and director of more than 50
films. There were several
allegations of sexual abuse
against X, including by his
adoptive daughter. Keaton
stood by him through all of it.
Name X.

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily quiz: 1.
The first question pertains to K.S. Ranjitsinhji. Name the English
county for which the Indian prince turned out the most in his
first-class career. Ans: Sussex

2. This Ranji great, who never played a single Test for India, is
currently the coach of the Indian women’s cricket team. Ans:

Amol Muzumdar

3. Who holds the highest batting average (98.35) in the Ranji
Trophy? Ans: Vijay Merchant

4. The person with the second-highest batting average (85.62)
was also the youngest to score a century on 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. Ans:

Dhruv Pandove (and Sachin Tendulkar)

5. Which Bengal player holds the record for the most wickets in
an innings (10/20) in an innings, which he achieved against
Assam in 1956/57. Ans: Premangsu Chatterjee

Visual: Vidarbha won the Ranji Trophy for the third time in the
previous season (2024-25). This bowler played a key role in this
tournament win by picking 69 wickets, the highest in any Ranji
season. Ans: Harsh Dubey

Early Birds: Haridas Pal | Arun Kumar Singh | Tamal Biswas |
Siddhartha Viswanathan | Sukdev Shet

THE DAILY QUIZ

Diane Keaton passed away on October 11 at the age of 79. A quiz on the American actor

X

Visual Question:

This role was written specifically for Keaton and she won an
Academy Award for it. It not only defined her career but also
made her a fashion icon. Name it.

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Radhika Santhanam

“My cousin has joined Brahmachari and
Sons.”

“Why has he joined that Mickey Mouse
company?”

“It’s not a Mickey Mouse company! It’s
owned by Mr. Brahmachari.”

“When you call a business organisation
a ‘Mickey Mouse,’ it means it is small and
unimportant. For example, my cousin has
a Mickey Mouse business set up in
Hyderabad.”

“Your cousins may be a Mickey Mouse
company, but I can assure that
Brahmachari and Sons is no Mickey
Mouse company.”

“Mr. Brahmachari calls himself the
Managing Director, but the so called
company is actually a Mickey Mouse
operation which he runs from his house.”

“What about your company? Is it a….”
“No, no! We have branches in all the

Southern States. But unfortunately, I work
in a department which is the Cinderella of
the company.”

“A ‘Cinderella’ department! ”
“It’s CindeRELLa, with the stress on

the third syllable.”
“I see. But what does ‘Cinderella’

mean?”
“A person or a thing that receives little

attention or respect is often referred to as
‘Cinderella’.”

“Just like the Cinderella in the fairy
tale!”

“That’s right. ”
“With the way our hockey team is

doing, hockey may become the Cinderella
of Indian sports.”

“That’s true. When my father was
studying in college, I believe Physics was
the Cinderella of the sciences. ”

“Your father was a lucky man indeed.”
“English literature and Home Science

are considered to be Cinderella subjects.”
“Meaning subjects which many people

think are not important?”
“That’s right!”
“Can I say, for some time Sujatha was

the ‘Cinderella’ of our school debating
team?”

“You certainly can. Many people
believe that the Department of Education
is the Cinderella department of our State
Government.”

“Who cares about education these
days? No one! Who are you going to talk
about next? Goofy?”

“Not a bad idea, actually! Considering
the fact that I have a goofy person like you
sitting next to me.”

“What does ‘goofy’ mean?”
“It means a silly or a crazy person. For

example, my boss gets some really goofy
ideas sometimes.”

“And one of his goofy ideas was to hire
a goofy person like you, I suppose?”

“Maybe! By the way, how did you do in
your test? Did you as usual goof in many
places?”

“‘Goof?’”
“One of the meanings of ‘goof’ is to

make a mess of something.”
“No, I didn’t goof up in my test.”
“Here’s another example. Monica Seles

had a chance of winning the French
Open. But she really goofed up in the
�nals.”

“In the play that I saw yesterday, the
actor kept goo�ng up his lines. Can I say
that?”

“You certainly can, goofy!”
Published in The Hindu on June 23, 1998

Know your
English

FROM THE ARCHIVES

T
wo decades ago, Miki
Matsubara died quietly in
Osaka, far from the lights that
once shimmered o� her

stage-ready smile. She was only forty-four,
but her voice was already immortal. The
woman who had given Japan one of its
most enduring pop elegies — Mayonaka
no Door (Stay With Me) — was gone,
leaving behind an anthem that felt like a
conversation between a nation at the
height of its optimism and the generations
born into its aftermath.

In the years since her death, Matsubara
has become something of a ghostly
emissary for an entire sound: Citypop, the
gleaming, metropolitan dreamscape of
late-70s and 80s Japan. Now revived
through internet nostalgia, her song has
become the entry point for millions who
know nothing of the economic miracle it
scored, nor the melancholia of the
disillusionment that followed.

To understand Citypop is to
understand the brief and blinding
promise of the Japanese bubble years.
The 1980s were a time of vertigo — Japan
had remade itself into an economic
superpower and its cities were pulsing
with �uorescent excess. The middle class
was swelling, the yen was strong, and an
entire generation found itself equipped
with disposable income and imported
dreams. The thriving metropolises of
Yokohama, Osaka and Tokyo had evolved
into prosperous statements of arrival.

The soundscape of that ethos followed
suit. The transistor, the Walkman and the
high-�delity stereo — all these inventions
gave sound a new intimacy, and a way to
carry the city in your pocket. Citypop
thrived on that intimacy. It was
sophisticated, smooth, cosmopolitan
music made by city people, for city
people, in an attempt to emulate the

Western idea of the ‘good life’. It
borrowed from American funk, AOR,
disco, and jazz fusion, yet what emerged
was re�ned, melodically lush,
emotionally ambivalent and distinctly
Japanese. But most importantly, it
captured a feeling of suspended euphoria
— the feeling that the night, and perhaps
history itself, would never end. 

Birth of a moment
The genre’s origins trace back to an
unsuccessful folk-rock band with little
in�uence at the time, Happy End, and
their 1971 album Kazamachi Roman. By
singing rock in Japanese, they broke the
“language barrier” that had divided
authenticity from aspiration. Music could
now be proudly domestic while still
looking outward. Their members —
Haruomi Hosono, Eiichi Ohtaki, Shigeru
Suzuki, Takashi Matsumoto — would go
on to shape the entire sonic blueprint of
modern Japanese pop.

From this lineage came the glittery
sophistication of Sugar Babe’s Songs
(1975), where a young Tatsuro Yamashita
began experimenting with harmonies
borrowed from Steely Dan and the Beach
Boys. Yamashita would later perfect the
form in the early 80s with the seminal
Ride on Time and For You, whose brass
�ourishes, chorused guitars, and
boisterous optimism became shorthand
for the bubble decade.

Alongside him rose formative artists
like Mariya Takeuchi, whose Plastic Love
(1984) captured the seductive loneliness
of Tokyo’s nightlife, and Taeko Ohnuki,
who collaborated with Ryuichi Sakamoto
on the rich, diaphanous Sunshower (1977).
Anri had polished the breezy vocals of
1983’s Timely!! into a blueprint for the
modern urban romance that radiated
con�dence even if she couldn’t stop the
loneliness. The same year Tomoko Aran’s
Fuyu no Mirage brought a cool, nocturnal

sophistication, with evocative layered
synths and subtle disco in�ections that
The Weeknd reproduced in 2022’s Out of
Time. Junko Ohashi’s Magical (1979)
leaned into soft rock and orchestral pop,
that lent the genre a cinematic sweep.
Meanwhile, the likes of Toshiki
Kadomatsu had become architects of
Citypop’s groovy elegance, with albums
like 1982’s Sea Breeze fusing jazz, funk,
and R&B into an aural, high-rise
soundtrack for ambition and
contemplation. 

But it was Miki Matsubara’s
genre-de�ning Shōwa-retro nostalgia
piece that drew a more subtle bridge
between youthful exuberance and urban
melancholy. Stay With Me is deceptively
bright, but its syncopated grooves betray
tremors of longing and an ache for
permanence in a city that never sleeps
long enough to remember your name.

By the late 80s, the optimism had
reached its crescendo. Tokyo’s skyline
bloomed with cranes, and champagne
�owed through karaoke bars and
glass-walled penthouses. The buoyant
production and immaculate
arrangements of Citypop, with songs
about driving, loving and leaving;
mirrored that lifestyle. And then, almost
overnight, it was gone.

When Japan’s economic bubble burst
in 1992, the neon shine waned and the
country entered its “Lost Decade.” Youth
unemployment rose, land values
collapsed, and the language of ambition
began to sound absurd. That once
soundtrack of prosperity had suddenly
begun to feel tone-deaf.

Some artists adapted, moving toward
R&B or electronic music, but most faded
into obscurity. Matsubara, who had
already begun retreating from public life,
stopped recording altogether by the late
90s. Her �nal years were spent in limbo,
as the music she helped de�ne drifted

into the background of convenience
stores and retro compilations.

Today, Citypop has found its second
life in the digital century. Since the late
2010s, listeners around the world began
stumbling upon the genre through online
serendipity. A thumbnail of a neon skyline
or a summery beach, a looping animation
of a girl in headphones, or even a
YouTube playlist titled Citypop-core — the
aesthetic curiosities of this wistful decade
bloomed into a global phenomenon.

Matsubara was barely twenty when she
sang her song about a love that refused to
fade with the dawn, and now decades
later, that simple refrain has become the
accidental epitaph for an entire genre.
Stay With Me crossed millions of streams
overnight and Plastic Love spurred a
renaissance for that lost moment in time.
The sound of a country dreaming itself
modern has become the balm for a
generation disillusioned with the modern
world. For listeners scrolling through
late-night feeds, these songs promised an
elegia of imagined stability. The music of
a vanished optimism had become the
refuge for those who never knew it, and
that once dismissed “music for
salarymen,” now circulates as the
polished ancestor for vaporwave,
sampled and re-contextualised into digital
melancholia.

Citypop never truly died. It’s been
waiting in dormancy for the world to feel
again what Japan felt at the end of its
bubble, with the vertigo of decline and
the ache of deferred futures. Perhaps that
is why it resonates so much now, in this
new era of evaporated certainties and
algorithmic detachment. We too, live in a
society obsessed with images of
happiness it can no longer a�ord. The
genre’s longing optimism was fragile and
its sadness is often disguised in groove,
but we keep listening perhaps to stay with
the night a little longer.

The tragic nostalgia of Citypop and its
legacy of melancholia
In the wake of Miki Matsubara’s death anniversary, we revisit the lush, metropolitan sound that de�ned ‘80s Japan; tracing the tragedy of its doomed

rise during the bubble economy, and its modern resurgence as a nostalgic soundtrack for a generation longing for lost optimism

IN THE LIMELIGHT

(L-R) Tomoko Aran, Miki Matsubara, Mariya Takeuchi and Taeko Ohnuki. WIKIMEDIA COMMONS 
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can increase agricultural output near pro-
tected areas by 2.5 to 4 times. Our survey also 
shows that crop raids are not just a problem 
around protected forests. Farmers across the 
state have been affected. 

For the sake of remunerative farming in 
India, compensation protocols need to be 
fair and simple, with timely payments. Using 
behavioural economic approaches like sup-
port-cum-reward schemes can significantly 
reduce the forest department’s work. More-
over, we need deeper research on the root 
causes of herbivore raids to formulate long-
term mitigation measures. India is a highly 
diverse country. A clear policy for human-
wildlife coexistence and a practical manage-
ment system are critical for both wildlife 
conservation and crop security.

This is not about placing economics above 
ecology, but a call for policies that do not 
impose the costs of conservation on farmers. 
Our research shows that farmers are willing 
to participate in resolving human-wildlife 
conflicts. If long-term solutions are found, 
the forest departments of states would be 
relieved of the burden of handling these 
problems, which would leave them with 
more time for conservation work. We must 
spare no effort in working out how best to 
secure Indian farms from raids.

While earlier studies used visual inspec-
tions to estimate crop damage, the losses 
don’t stop there. Expenses on guarding and 
fencing and seasonal delays also need to be 
accounted for. Indirect effects, like specific 
crops abandoned or restricted, or the use of 
suboptimal practices in the face of an  
impending risk, also add to farmer losses. 
Wildlife raids have significantly curtailed 
traditional household kitchen gardening in 
the Konkan belt. This forces families to incur 
additional expenses on buying vegetables. 
Society suffers losses too. Farm employment 
is a source of income for landless and mar-
ginal farmers. When a crop is destroyed mid-
season, the income of labourers and other 
stakeholders gets wiped out. 

We accounted for invisible damages and 
farm protection costs to estimate the net 
agricultural loss caused by wildlife. Our esti-
mate is that Maharashtra’s farmers lose 
between ₹10,000 crore and ₹40,000 crore 
per year. Crop damages are compensated by 
the state’s forest department. However, in 
the years from 2020 to 2024, it disbursed a 
total of just ₹210 crore. This difference can 
be attributed to lack of standard damage 
assessment procedures, farmer ignorance, 
complex bureaucratic procedures and the 
fact that compensation covers only visible 

T
he vagaries of monsoon rains and vola-
tility of market prices are not the only 
factors that eat into farmer incomes. 

Raids on crops by wild herbivores, a less visi-
ble but growing crisis, are also contributing 
to it. Fleeting blackbucks and dancing pea-
cocks might charm city folk, but they are a 
nightmare for farmers. Attacks on humans 
by carnivores, particularly tigers, are news-
worthy, but financial losses inflicted by wild 
herbivore raids often go under-reported.

At the Centre for Sustainable Develop-
ment at the Gokhale Institute of Politics and 
Economics, Pune, we surveyed over 1,200 
affected farmers across Maharashtra and 
conducted in-depth interviews of farmers in 
the Konkan region. We accessed multiple 
data sources and studied the damage 
inflicted by macaques, langurs, blackbucks, 
chinkaras, Indian gaur, deer, nilgai, sambar, 
wild boars, giant squirrels, porcupines, ele-
phants, peacocks and parakeets. With this 
data, we computed estimates of net farmer 
income losses in Maharashtra.

humanity’s “equipment in the game 
against nature.” While technology may 
appear mechanical, its evolution is 
social. Knowledge grows when institu-
tions make it easier to generate, test, 
share and apply ideas. He identified four 
channels through which societies con-
vert knowledge into growth. The first 
governs how new knowledge is created: 
i.e., who gets to inquire, how research 
agendas are set and what incentives 
shape discovery. The second determines 
how knowledge is validated and dif-
fused—through peer review, reproduci-
bility and open communication. The 
third connects scientific understanding 
with practical use—through trust, com-
munication and collaboration between 
scientists and engineers. The fourth 
decides how innovations are adopted or 
resisted, depending on whether vested 
interests block new techniques or 
entrepreneurs and capital markets 
enable risk-taking. When these chan-
nels are aligned, technological progress 
becomes self-reinforcing. Otherwise, 
knowledge and prosperity stall.

Mokyr also quantified ‘access costs’ to 
knowledge—raised by social and insti-
tutional barriers that prevent ideas from 
circulating. ‘The Enlightenment’ low-
ered those costs dramatically. Printing 
presses, scientific societies, patent sys-
tems and journals turned ideas into 

public goods. Patents, often criticized as 
monopoly licences, also made technical 
knowledge visible to others.

India should pay heed to Mokyr. We 
have achieved scale in production and 
digital infrastructure. Yet, we have not 
built a comparable ecosystem of sus-
tained innovation. Economic reforms 
and incentive schemes can improve 
efficiency, but they cannot produce the 
feedback cycle of learning. 

India’s next developmental leap must 
focus on building institutions that make 
knowledge flow as easily as capital. The 
first task is to bridge the gap between 
universities and industry, between lab-
oratories and markets, and between 
academic ambition and commercial 
risk. The Anusandhan National 
Research Foundation and the new 
Research and Development Innovation 
Fund have created a scaffolding for this. 
What’s left are the finer details. We 
need research parks shared by scientists 
and startups, doctoral programmes that 
embed students in industry labs and 
procurement systems that reward inno-
vation rather than compliance. India 
must design a system where curiosity is 
financed, collaboration is career-en-
hancing and failure is a sign of experi-
mentation, not incompetence.

India becoming a developed econ-
omy by 2047 will depend on achieving 
an ‘Industrial Enlightenment.’ For this, 
our social contract must treat knowl-
edge as a public good and innovation as 
a civic responsibility. The institutions 
that matter most will be those that con-
nect, not control. Universities must 
evolve into engines of experimentation. 
Industries must view research as an 
investment in competitiveness, not a 
discretionary expense. Policymakers 
must build trust-based systems where 
information flows freely. Global frag-
mentation makes intellectual openness 
harder, but also more valuable. If we 
design institutions that make discovery 
cumulative and collaboration habitual, 
we could dramatically reshape our pros-
perity prospects for the better.

T
he 2025 Sveriges Riksbank Prize 
in Economic Sciences has 
brought innovation to the centre 

of the global growth debate. The award 
committee split the award between two 
distinct but connected visions of 
progress: Philippe Aghion and Peter 
Howitt were honoured for formalizing a 
theory of growth through creative 
destruction, while Joel Mokyr received 
the other half for uncovering the histor-
ical and institutional roots of sustained 
technological progress. Let’s focus on 
Mokyr’s work because it explains why 
innovation happens and how it endures.

Mokyr’s lifelong project has been to 
answer a deceptively simple question: 
why did the Industrial Revolution hap-
pen in Europe and why did it last? His 
answer, developed across The Lever of 
Riches (1990) and The Gifts of Athena 
(2002) fundamentally reshaped our 
understanding of economic history. In 
The Lever of Riches, Mokyr drew a sharp 
distinction between propositional 
knowledge, the theoretical ‘know why’ 
of science, and prescriptive knowledge, 
the practical ‘know how’ of engineering 
and craftsmanship. These two streams 
have mostly existed in isolation.

The modern age began when these 
spheres finally converged, creating self-
reinforcing feedback loops between 
discovery and application. In The Gifts 
of Athena, Mokyr expanded this frame-
work by defining useful knowledge as 

We need an ‘enlightenment’ fostered by innovation-oriented institutions and a new social contract 

ADITYA SINHA

is a public policy professional.

Farmers mustn’t bear the cost of wildlife conservation
GURUDAS NULKAR & MILIND WATVE

T
he Employees’ Provident Fund 
Organisation (EPFO) has under-
taken a fresh round of reforms 
designed to help subscribers access 
their retiral funds ahead of time. 
Notable among these is its easing of 

premature withdrawal rules: one can withdraw 
up to 75% of the money in one’s account, with 
the rest held back as a prudential measure for 
future release. Apart from a job loss or volun-
tary exit from a payroll, the reasons one could 
present for it have been re-slotted into three 
broad categories: one, essential needs, defined 
to include illness, education and marriage; 
two, housing; and three, special circumstan-
ces, which one need not explain to secure the 
EPFO’s approval. Plus, members can tap their 
provident funds (PFs) with greater frequency: 
up to 10 times for education and five times for 
marriage-related expenses. Besides, all it takes 
is 12 months of membership to apply for a 
partial PF withdrawal. These moves give this 
retirement scheme a valuable dose of liquidity. 
Sure, the EPFO was set up to save a monthly 
slice of every subscriber’s salary—with an 
equal sum put in by the employer—for old-age 
expenses, but letting it serve as a fallback for 
financial needs that may arise earlier is the 
right approach. One’s own money should not 
be subject to locks-ins that are too strict. This 
explains why the EPFO has had to clarify that 
in case of unemployment, the 25% held back 
can also be taken out after a year of going with-
out pay. This is a longer wait than before, but 
will keep out claims filed by those who join 
new payrolls within months. 

As the broad purpose of PF is to restrain 
earners who would squander all their earnings 
if left to themselves, India’s EPFO reforms 

stand out for the trust they invest in the judge-
ment of account holders. Since PF balances 
earn a far better rate of interest than fixed 
deposits do at banks, or what government 
bonds yield, the default position of its mem-
bers should be to stay invested and watch the 
sum grow over the years. Plus, it is tax-free 
up to a limit. As this is a state-run fund, invest-
ment safety is not a consideration. Yet, PF 
safety also demands sound fund management. 
What subscribers get back must be funded by 
the earnings of its corpus. If yields on top-rated 
bonds, the EPFO’s mainstay, drop below its 
annual payout rate, then the returns it gets on 
other assets must cover that gap. If not, com-
mitments would go underfunded. In recogni-
tion of this risk, the EPFO had asked the 
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) to study its invest-
ment practices. As reported, an RBI report has 
flagged the gap between high PF payouts and 
its low debt earnings being funded by sales 
of capital assets (such as equities). As a stop-
gap, this may work, but for corpus stability, its 
earnings and payouts must align. Roughly, if 
10-year government bonds yield under 7%, 
payouts above 8% call for a savvy investment 
strategy. Among other things, RBI has sug-
gested an actuarial assessment of liabilities 
with relation to each EPFO scheme’s assets. 
Also, the use of sophisticated expertise for 
asset management. And to minimize scope for 
conflict, RBI would have the EPFO split its 
roles as regulator and fund manager apart. 

For the EPFO to keep payouts above 8%, its 
allocation cap on equity must go up from the 
current 15%. Critically, its fund management 
would still need to be calibrated in favour of 
safety. Transparency would help. If the risk-
reward balance shifts, so must public scrutiny.

Provident fund: RBI has
offered splendid advice
As a retirement fund, the EPFO must keep its investment corpus stable. This is a good time for 

it to rethink its practices, as suggested by an RBI report, to better align payouts with earnings
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Hong Kong real estate
prices have an under-

lying logic of their own. But 
what does one make of this 
bit of news from the 
crowded city? A tutor has 
been offered a $11 million 
salary package if he moves 
from one education firm to 
another. It shows how new 
technology is revolutioniz-
ing education. Indian poli-
cymakers can pick up a few 
useful lessons.

Tutors get paid by their 
students. It is inconceivable 
that such a stratospheric 
salary can be profitable if 
teaching were restricted to 
the classroom. But new dig-
ital technologies have bro-
ken the capacity barrier in 
education. One teacher can 
reach out to thousands of 
students at the same time.

There are two lessons 
here. First, digital technol-
ogy can be used to provide 
children in even the most 
remote areas with access to 
the best teachers. Second, 
such a transition will jolt 
not only the traditional 
schools that are plagued by 
teacher absenteeism, but 
also the cram centres that 
help students crack various 
entrance exams in India. It 
could be a whole new 
game.

QUICK EDIT

Teacher, 
Teacher

4-1 VERDICT

Apex court 
strikes down 
NJAC Act

B Y  S H R E E J A  S E N ,  

P R I YA N K A  M I T TA L  &  

A P U R VA  V I S H WA N AT H

····························
NEW DELHI

The Supreme Court on Fri-
day dealt a severe setback
to the National Demo-

cratic Alliance (NDA) govern-
ment, striking down a constitu-
tional amendment that sought to
give the executive a say in the
appointment of top judges on
grounds that it would under-
mine the independence of the
judiciary.

The government reacted with
dismay to the watershed 4-1
majority verdict by a five-judge
constitution bench that both the
Constitution (Ninety-ninth
Amendment) Act, 2014, and the
National Judicial Appointments
Commission (NJAC) Act, 2014,
were unconstitutional.

“While holding very dearly the
principle of independence of
judiciary, I regret to say that par-
liamentary sovereignty has
received a setback today... Ques-
tions have been raised on parlia-
mentary sovereignty,” said
Union minister Ravi Shankar
Prasad, who piloted the bills in
Parliament when he was law
minister.

As a potential confrontation
loomed between the executive
and the judiciary, law minister
D.V. Sadananda Gowda said the
government will decide its
course of action after consulting
legal experts.

Both the Lok Sabha and the
Rajya Sabha had supported the
bills “100%” and 20 state legisla-
tures had cleared them, he said.

“We are surprised by the ver-
dict of the Supreme Court,”
Gowda said of the judgement,
which enabled the restoration of
a two-decades-old system of
Supreme Court and high court
judges being chosen by a small
group of apex court judges
known as a collegium. “The will
of the people can be represented
through Parliament, through the
legislature only; it cannot be
brought to the notice of the
whole world by some other
means.”

The government sought to
replace the existing system,
which critics said was opaque,
with a six-member NJAC com-
prising the Chief Justice of India
(CJI), two senior-most Supreme
Court judges, the law minister

and two eminent persons. The
eminent persons would be cho-
sen by a selection committee
made up of CJI, the Prime Minis-
ter and the leader of the opposi-
tion. 

In its 1,024-page verdict, the
apex court said: “It is to be
assumed that the independence
and integrity of the judiciary is of
the ‘highest importance’ not
only to the judges but to the citi-
zens seeking resort from a court
of law against the high-handed
and illegal exercise of power by
the executive.”

The five-judge bench com-
prising justices J.S. Khehar, J.
Chelameswar, Madan B. Lokur,
Kurian Joseph and A.K. Goel,
however, said it would seek the
assistance of lawyers to improve
the collegium system and intro-
duce appropriate corrective
measures, if required. This will
be done on 3 November.

Four judges ruled in the
majority, while justice Chela-
meswar was of the opinion that
the constitutional amendment
was valid.

The majority said the two laws
affect the independence of the
judiciary, and judicial appoint-
ments, among other things,
should be protected from execu-
tive control.

“I respect the verdict of the
court, but I don’t hail the verdict.
According to me, the verdict is 
flawed,” attorney general Mukul
Rohatgi told reporters “The ver-
dict has ignored the unanimous 
will of Parliament and the will of
more than half the state legisla-
tures. Appointments will be con-
tinued to be made in an opaque
system where all the stakehold-
ers will not have their voice.”

In the verdict, justice Khehar
opined that the NJAC Act, 2014,
was an impingement upon the
principles of “independence of
the judiciary”, “separation of
powers” and violative of the
“basic structure of the Constitu-
tion”. 

M.P. Singh, a constitutional
expert and former vice-chancel-
lor of the West Bengal National
University of Juridical Sciences,
said that while the idea of NJAC
was not wrong, its formation had
raised several questions.

“The original Constitution
only sought judges to be con-
sulted for appointing judges.
This amendment changed the
original position and brought
other non-judicial members into
the process. To that extent, it
affects the position of judges in
appointment of judges... This
a m e n d m e nt  c o mp l e t e l y
changed what the original Con-

TURN TO PAGE 2®

Decision restores the 
collegium system of 
appointing judges in a 
severe setback to the 
NDA government

RIL Q2 profit 
jumps 12.5% on 
higher GRMs
B Y  P R O M I T  M U K H E R J E E
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MUMBAI

Energy giant Reliance Indus-
tries Ltd (RIL) on Friday

reported a 12.5% jump in con-
solidated net profit for the fiscal
second quarter (Q2), beating
Street estimates, as it earned
more from every barrel of crude
oil it refined and benefited from
lower raw material costs. 

The company posted a net
profit of `6,720 crore in the three
months ended 30 September, up
from `5,972 crore in the year-
ago period. Revenue fell 33.8%
to `75,117 crore from `1.134 tril-
lion a year ago, mainly on
account of lower product prices,
reflecting a fall in crude oil
prices.

A Bloomberg poll of six bro-
kers had estimated that RIL,
controlled by tycoon Mukesh
Ambani, would post a consoli-
dated net profit of `6,000 crore
on revenue of `65,844.4 crore for
the quarter.

RIL, which runs the world’s
biggest refining complex at Jam-
nagar in Gujarat, boosted its
gross refining margin (GRM)—
the difference between the per
barrel cost of crude oil and the
value of products distilled from
it—to $10.6 in the quarter, a 27%
jump over the year-ago period’s

TURN TO PAGE 2®

INK ATTACK ON KULKARNI 
UNJUSTIFIED: POLL
Monday’s attack on columnist and former Bharatiya Janata Party ideologue 
Sudheendra Kulkarni, who had his face smeared with black ink by Shiv Sena 
activists, was unjustified, according to an InstaVaani poll of 516 people spread 
across all metros. Of the 405 people who answered a specific question on the 
attack, which has been seen as an illustration of growing intolerance, 63% 
said the attack wasn’t justified while 37% thought otherwise, the poll found. 
Kulkarni was attacked for organizing an event at which former Pakistan 
foreign minister Khurshid Mahmud Kasuri’s new book was launched in 
Mumbai. When instaVaani asked respondents if they thought cultural ties 
between India and Pakistan should continue despite bilateral tensions, 52% of 
402 respondents replied in the negative and 48% said they should continue. 
And asked if such incidents would polarize the country, 54% of 357 
respondents replied in the affirmative; 46% said otherwise.

Do you think the ink attack 
on Sudheendra Kulkarni is 
justified? 

Do you think that the cultural ties 
between India and Pakistan should 
continue despite continued tensions 
over terror attacks and ceasefire 
violations? 

37% 48% 52%

54% 46%

Do you think such incidents will polarize the country? 

63%

Source:

Yes No
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InterGlobe Aviation Ltd, which
owns India’s largest and most

profitable airline IndiGo, posted
a record `640.43 crore quarterly
profit for the three months
ended 30 June, but its net worth
moved to negative terrain, the
company said in its initial public
offering (IPO) documents, less 
than a fortnight before the start
of the share sale.

The latest documents also
reveal that the shares on offer
will be four million fewer and
the offer price would be raised to
a range of `700-765 per share,
from `400-418 originally
planned.

The airline notched up the
profit on revenue of `4,317.19
crore for the quarter, according
to the documents, which didn’t
disclose profit and revenue for
the year-ago period.

In September, IndiGo dis-
closed that it earned a record net
profit of `1,304 crore for the year
ended 31 March—a fourfold
jump over the previous year.
Revenue for the fiscal year
ended March rose 25% year-on-
year to `14,320 crore from

TURN TO PAGE 12®

IndiGo posts 
record profit in 
June quarter, 
alters IPO terms
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Swiss food maker Nestlé SA’s
Indian unit has moved a step

closer to relaunching Maggi noo-
dles in the market after three
laboratories mandated by the
Bombay high court to test sam-
ples of the popular snack
vouched for its safety.

Nestlé India Ltd’s shares
surged on the news on Friday,
gaining 6.06% to `6,580.10 at the
close of trading on BSE on a day
the benchmark Sensex gained
204.46 points, or 0.76%, to
27,214.60. 

“We have received test results
from all three laboratories man-
dated by the Bombay high court
to test Maggi noodles samples.
All the 90 samples, covering six
variants, tested by these labora-
tories are clear with lead much
below the permissible limits,”
the company said in a statement.

Nestlé did not specify a time-
line for Maggi’s comeback, say-
ing: “We are committed to
reintroduce our beloved Maggi
noodles at the earliest.”

Fresh batches of Maggi noo-
dles will have to undergo tests as
well to comply with the order of
the Bombay high court. Nestlé
India, in a statement, said the

company will start selling the
instant noodles “only after the
newly manufactured products
are also cleared by the desig-
nated three laboratories”.

The Bombay high court, on 13
August, set aside a ban imposed 
by food regulator Food Safety
and Standards Authority of India
(FSSAI) on Maggi noodles and
asked Nestlé to retest samples at
three laboratories certified by
the National Accreditation Board
for Testing and Calibration Lab-
oratories. 

Nestlé had moved the high
court  following an FSSAI order

on 5 June asking it to immedi-
ately withdraw all nine variants
of Maggi noodles from the mar-
ket, calling them “unsafe and
hazardous” for human con-
sumption, citing excess lead
content and traces of monoso-
dium glutamate.

“Nestlé India has always
maintained that Maggi noodles
are safe. It has conducted over
3,500 tests representing over 200
million packs in both national as
well as international accredited 
laboratories and all reports are 
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LAB RESULTS

Tests find all samples of Maggi 
safe; Nestlé India shares rise 6%
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Uncertainty remains: The company did not indicate any timeline for 
Maggi’s comeback.
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Irreverence is a key 
to progress.

JOEL MOKYR

The Nobel laureate’s work 
outlines the feedback loops 

between innovation and growth 
that take effect once practical 
knowledge converges with a 

scientific understanding.

India can gain from his insights. 
But we need universities to 
promote experimentation, 

industries to invest in research 
and policies to foster the creation 

and sharing of knowledge.

Q U I C K  R E A D

that such damages are often undervalued; in 
some cases, even the amount recorded on 
the panchanama was not fully reimbursed. 
Among our 1,200 respondents, 24% identi-
fied wildlife crop raids as the primary reason 
for their income losses, while 54% reported 
a discontinuation of at least one crop. 

Our Konkan estimates suggest that this 
coastal region’s farmers have borne annual 
losses of between ₹117,000 and ₹133,000 
per hectare on account of wildlife raids. If we 
include the damage to kitchen gardens, the 
combined annual losses in Ratnagiri and 

Sindhudurg districts is 
estimated at ₹5,677 crore 
per annum. Studies from 
around the Tadoba-An-
dhari Tiger Reserve sug-
gest that crop yields  at a 
distance of 5km from the 
forest boundary can be 
double what farmers 
closer to it obtain. Even 
with actively guarded 
farms, wild animals are a 
major menace. 

Support-cum-reward 
experiments by Milind 
Watve have shown that 
appropriate incentives 

damages and not indirect losses. Thus, what 
farmers receive is a tiny fraction of the actual 
loss and does not reveal the enormity of the 
problem.

We studied the Maharashtra govern-
ment’s resolution on compensation and its 
protocols. It mandates a panchanama (or 
official declaration of facts) in the presence 
of one official each from the departments of 
forest, revenue and agriculture. This is nei-
ther easy nor time efficient, as the procedure 
sets a 14-day timeline for completion. On 
one hand, there is poor awareness among 
farmers, especially those 
who are illiterate, and on 
the other, we have some 
cultivators who prefer to 
stay away from such 
bureaucratic procedures. 
State government data 
between 2020 and 2024 
shows that only 48% of 
the claims were accepted 
and 37% were paid. The 
affected farmers, our 
study found, were highly 
dissatisfied with the 
compensation protocol 
of the state’s forest 
department. Many said 

We talk about the vagaries of 
weather and volatility of prices  
but rarely discuss crop losses 
caused by wildlife raids. As a 
study in Maharashtra shows, 

it’s a huge problem for farmers.

Although loss-compensation 
windows exist, they only address 

visible losses and are strapped 
with red tape. The country needs 
a comprehensive set of policies 

to tackle this farming risk.

Q U I C K  R E A D
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How Joel Mokyr’s insights could 
guide India’s quest for prosperity
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A
lthough the global economy has 
proven surprisingly resilient in 
the face of US President Donald 
Trump’s tariff war and other severe 
challenges, cracks in the foundation 
are beginning to appear. The Octo-

ber 2025 update of the Brookings-FT Tracking 
Indexes for the Global Economic Recovery (Tiger) 
reveals an economic landscape that seems benign in 
some ways, but unsettled in others, with household 
and business confidence weighed down by uncer-
tainty about trade policy, political upheavals in 
many countries and geopolitical volatility.

Advanced economies are grappling with rising 
debt burdens, ageing populations and political 
gridlock, while emerging-market economies, 
despite being helped somewhat by a weaker dollar, 
are showing signs of strain.

Trump’s tariffs and protectionist tendencies are 
rippling through labour markets and dampening 
consumer demand around the world. This com-
pounds structural weaknesses in trade-dependent 
economies. Meanwhile, financial markets, which 
were initially spooked by America’s erratic trade 
policies, are forging ahead with equity indexes 
across the world reaching new highs even as 
growth prospects weaken. In the US, stock prices 
have been bolstered by AI exuberance.

Still, the US economic expansion is losing steam 
as erratic economic policies, harsh immigration 
enforcement tactics and cuts in social expendi-
tures take a toll on growth and employment. While 
the probability of a recession in the US remains 
low, aggregate labour-market indicators (some of 
which had masked manufacturing weakness) now 
look less robust than they did a couple of months 
ago. Inflation remains in check, so far, but that will 
change when companies can no longer absorb the 
cost of Trump’s tariffs and are forced to pass them 
on to consumers. The US Federal Reserve’s room 
for manoeuvre is getting constrained by the recent 
uptick in inflation, a weakening labour market and 
explicit political pressure to cut policy rates.

Core Eurozone economies are floundering, with 
Germany facing a potential third consecutive year 
of economic contraction. The German economy  
confronts a loss of manufacturing competitiveness 
and skill shortages, and a revival of industrial pro-
duction has done little to reverse its decline in job 
numbers or boost private spending. Meanwhile, 
France is on the brink of a fiscal crisis driven by 
excessive public spending, with political turmoil 
impeding essential reforms.

There are a few bright spots. Southern European 
countries, especially Italy, Spain and Greece, have 
continued to improve their fiscal positions and 
benefit from robust service-sector performance 
and wage growth. Elsewhere, growth in the UK has 
flatlined as a beleaguered Labour government 

The global economy: Is it proving 
more resilient than anticipated?
Economic growth has been surprisingly stable in most of the world but risks persist that reform programmes must address

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

ALLISON SCHRAGER
is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering 

economics.

O
ver the next decade, the US econ-
omy will face two big challenges: 
higher interest rates and AI-gen-

erated disruption. Each invites the same 
solution: keeping rates below market level. 
This strategy, also known as ‘yield-curve 
control,’ is tempting and it may even pro-
vide an immediate boost to the economy. 
But messing with rates would be a mistake. 
Japan’s experience shows that the long-
term costs of keeping rates artificially low 
far outweigh the short-term benefits.

It’s easy to see the hardship caused by 
higher interest rates. In the US, rates on 
long-term bonds (ones that mature in 10 
years or more) have trended up since the 
covid pandemic. This means consumers 
pay more for their debt and mortgages. 
Businesses pay more for loans. The gov-
ernment pays more to service its debt. A lot 
of the US economy is built around the his-
torically low rates of the last several dec-
ades, so the longer interest rates stay high, 
the more disruption it will cause.

AI poses another challenge. Even the 
best-case scenario—artificial intelligence 
(AI) transforms the economy, making 
Americans richer and more productive—
will involve lots of disruption. Some people 
will lose their jobs and some jobs will never 
get created in the first place. Some busi-
nesses will fail or never get started. Higher 
interest rates will mean that firms that are 
barely hanging on will face a higher cost of 
capital to keep their businesses viable and 
their people employed.

So the government will want to do what 
it can to lower long-term interest rates. 
Conventional monetary policy tends to 
influence short-term rates; markets set the 
longer-term rates. And many market forces 
point to higher rates for longer. The gov-
ernment can influence long-term rates 
through policies like quantitative easing 
(QE), where the central bank buys long-
term bonds. The government can also 
lower rates by requiring pension funds or 
banks to buy lots of bonds. But it is risky.

Japan offers a cautionary tale. It faced a 
slowing economy following the boom 
years of the 1980s. To keep its economy 
afloat, it kept long-term interest rates low 
with a mix of financial repression and QE. 
To some extent, it worked. Japan muddled 
through decades of low growth and high 
debt with a good standard of living, relative 
stability and not much job loss. It became 
the poster child for why nations can run up 
as much debt as they’d like.

But there is a cost to keeping rates artifi-
cially low for too long. Japan is full of what’s 
known as ‘zombie companies’: firms that 

aren’t profitable and don’t have a viable 
business model, but can stay afloat with 
cheap debt. Eventually, however, when 
inflation returned and interest rates 
around the world increased, Japan had to 
let its rates rise too.

Those zombie companies are now going 
out of business as many family-run firms 
declare bankruptcy. It is a sad and painful 
process on a human level and it hurts the 
broader economy as well. These zombie 
companies made Japan’s economy less 
efficient and slower-growing, and also left 
generations of Japanese people working at 
unprofitable businesses.

It will be tempting for the US and Europe 
to engage in some financial repression in 
the coming years to force interest rates 
lower. Not only will it make America’s 
addiction to debt seem manageable, it will 
help ease the transition to an AI economy. 
But cheap debt will also let more zombie 
companies survive that would otherwise be 
displaced by technological change.

US President Donald Trump’s adminis-
tration is already hinting at the possibility. 
Trump certainly wants lower short-term 
rates and his treasury secretary Scott Bes-
sent has been vocal about his desire to 
lower long-term rates too. How America 
might do so, however, remains unclear; 
Bessent has also said that he is sceptical of 
further quantitative easing.

He is right to be. If the Japanese experi-
ence isn’t an adequate warning, he can look 
closer home. Some of America’s current 
economic problems are the result of past 
forays into yield-curve control. The US 
Federal Reserve’s QE during the pandemic 
is still causing problems in the housing 
market—it artificially lowered mortgage 
rates, which then went up when inflation 
returned. Meanwhile, the US Treasury is 
losing money on its bond portfolio and the 
bond market is experiencing dislocations 
as the Fed reduces its large post-pandemic 
balance sheet.

All this is the result of only a few years of 
trying to control the yield curve. If it 
becomes normal policy, expect worse dis-
tortions and more threats to Fed independ-
ence. Japan’s policies, followed for dec-
ades, created thousands of zombie firms. 
The danger for the US is that financial 
repression, pursued on a large scale, would 
create a zombie economy. ©BLOOMBERG

Will America turn itself into a 
zombie economy like Japan?

Artificially low rates of interest tend to keep business failures alive

‘Zombie’ firms aren’t profitable or viable 

but stay afloat on cheap loans. HT

struggles to deal with high living costs and strained 
public services. In Japan, rising inflation prompted 
a shift to hawkish monetary policy, despite the 
danger of a decline in global demand and the risks 
that tariff uncertainty pose to its export-oriented 
economy. South Korea faces weak domestic house-
hold demand and its export growth could soon be 
dented if tariffs hit its auto and chip exports.

The Chinese economy has maintained stable 
aggregate growth, but this expansion is increas-
ingly unbalanced. Weak house-
hold demand and cutthroat cor-
porate competition (‘involution’) 
have resulted in persistent defla-
tionary pressures, even as 
exports to non-US markets have 
grown rapidly. While Beijing’s 
anti-involution drive aims to 
restrain competition that hurts 
corporate profits, it has not been 
accompanied by policy stimulus 
or reforms to boost consump-
tion demand. China’s equity 
markets have surged, fuelled by 
an AI boom and state measures 
aimed at encouraging retail 
investors to participate in its 
stock market. The Chinese 
housing market, though, remains a drag on pri-
vate-sector confidence.

India’s economy continues to post strong 
growth, driven by a resilient urban consumer base 
and high levels of manufacturing investment. Low 
inflation and disciplined fiscal policy have created 
room for monetary easing, if needed, to support 
growth. The challenge of creating jobs for its 
young and expanding workforce, however, has 
intensified following the sudden turmoil in 
India-US economic relations. With this develop-

ment, India may have lost some of its lustre as a 
destination for foreign investors.

At the same time, soaring military outlays and 
falling energy prices have dampened Russia’s 
growth prospects, after several years in which its 
economy had weathered Western sanctions. 
Emerging markets in Latin America continue to 
contend with low growth and large current-ac-
count deficits. Brazil’s economy is slowing, owing 
to lower household consumption and falling 

investment, while Mexico has 
fared better, with resilient 
exports and easing inflation sup-
porting a modest expansion. 
That said, weak investment, pol-
icy uncertainty and exposure to 
US tariff risks have tempered 
growth momentum.

In short, despite rising geopo-
litical risk and enormous uncer-
tainty, economic growth has 
been surprisingly stable in most 
of the world. But as growth 
slows, even moderately, struc-
tural issues simmering beneath 
the surface will be harder to 
ignore. For now, however, the 
divergence between growth 

prospects and equity market performance sug-
gests a more benign outlook, perhaps buoyed by 
AI’s transformative potential and the hope of less 
trade uncertainty even if tariff barriers settle at a 
higher level than in the pre-Trump period. 

Policymakers around the world should use this 
period of relative calm to push forth with reforms 
and disciplined policies. Doing so will improve 
their economies’ resilience in the face of greater 
volatility engendered by the breakdown of the 
rules-based order.                  ©2025/PROJECT SYNDICATE

Economic growth has held up in 
the face of rising geopolitical risk 

and enormous uncertainty. 
But structural issues simmering 

beneath the surface will be 
harder to ignore as growth slows.

Policymakers should use this 
period of relative calm to push 

ahead with reforms. This will 
improve resilience in case 

a breakdown of the rules-based 
order creates further volatility.

Q U I C K  R E A D

TULSI JAYAKUMAR Perhaps the real luxury today isn’t a new 
gadget or premium hamper, but attention—
the act of actually thinking about what 
would delight someone rather than what 
looks impressive.

Maybe that’s why so many survey respon-
dents said their favourite gifts were those 
that created memories: a handwritten letter, 
a shared experience, a book inscribed with 
a personal note. Gifts, one said, “should 
remind you of the person who gave it every 
time you use it.” That, to me, is the gold 
standard. Because the true worth of a gift 
lies not in its price, novelty or packaging, 
but in its emotional half-life—how long it 
lingers in memory once the ribbon is untied.

So, this Diwali, when you open that glossy 
box that suspiciously resembles one you 
gave last year, take a moment before you 
sigh. It’s not a failure of imagination; it’s the 
quiet triumph of a circular conscience. In an 
economy where we recycle paper, plastic, 
and even opinions, surely love deserves its 
own second chance. Perhaps the spirit of 
gifting lies not in the gift’s novelty, but in the 
care it conveys. And if that isn’t the perfect 
metaphor for a recycled Diwali gift, I don’t 
know what is.

These are the author’s personal views.

erosity. In practice, it’s also the season when 
one must navigate a social maze of sweets, 
hampers and corporate “gestures of appre-
ciation” that arrive in boxes large enough to 
fit small furniture. It is also the time when 
our recycling economy hits peak efficiency. 

To view this cynically is to miss the point. 
India’s gift economy, in its glorious chaos, 
tells us something essential about how we 
manage social bonds. A gift, even when 
recycled, carries with it a trace of care—a 
whisper of the original giver’s intent. It may 

have changed hands, but 
it still performs its social 
function: it acknowl-
edges, connects and 
completes the ritual. The 
act of passing something 
on, after all, can be a form 
of thoughtfulness.

In a way, the recycled 
gift is a perfect metaphor 
for modern Diwali. As we 
drown in abundance, we 
crave meaning. The 
problem isn’t that we 
have too little to give, but 
that we have lost the art 
of giving thoughtfully. 

with clutter—was both practical and pro-
found. A useful gift, by this logic, is not just 
a reflection of thoughtfulness, but an act of 
respect for the receiver’s limited shelf space.

And then there’s the sociology of gifting. 
Every Diwali, the ritual becomes an intricate 
dance of reciprocity. One must not gift too 
much, lest it feel performative; nor too little, 
lest it feel indifferent. Gifting reveals hier-
archy, affection, guilt and strategy all at 
once. The Ken’s survey even hinted at this 
invisible calculus—how some people base 
their gifting budgets on 
“what gifts they received 
in the past.” Others con-
fessed that the “gift 
shouldn’t be so over the 
top that it makes the 
receiver uncomforta-
ble.” Gifting, then, is not 
merely an economic act; 
it’s an emotional market 
governed by fairness, 
signalling and cultural 
norms.

Which brings us to 
Diwali. In theory, it’s a 
festival of light, symbol-
izing renewal and gen-

ferred from one social circle to another.
Re-gifting, of course, has a bad reputa-

tion. It’s viewed as the moral equivalent of 
reheating leftovers for a dinner guest. Yet, 
as I read through the survey’s findings, it 
struck me that perhaps we’ve been too 
harsh on recycled gifts. In a world obsessed 
with sustainability and circular economies, 
isn’t re-gifting simply emotional recycling? 
The Ferrero Rocher box that’s been to more 
Diwali parties than you have isn’t wasteful—
it’s well-travelled. The candle-holder that 
made its way from a cousin to a colleague 
and then to the neighbour’s house-warming 
is practically an heirloom now, a symbol of 
continuity and efficiency.

The survey’s beauty lay in how seriously 
people took gifting as a philosophy. There 
was deep thought behind the smallest of 
choices—who gets what, why and with what 
intention. “Something that brings a smile,” 
said one. “A gift that the receiver will use 
regularly,” said another. One participant 
insisted on “sustainable and environmen-
tally friendly” gifts, which is a noble goal 
until you realize that half of India’s Diwali 
gifting ecosystem runs on decorative can-
dles and bath salts. Yet, their underlying 
sentiment—a desire not to burden others 

I
 came across a fascinating survey by The 
Ken recently: its annual deep-dive into 
India’s gifting habits. Over 250 readers 

shared their philosophies, formulas and 
moral frameworks for what is, let’s face it, 
one of the most fraught yet revealing human 
behaviours: the art of gifting. Reading it felt 
a bit like glimpsing a collective Indian diary 
of sentiment and self-awareness, sprinkled 
with generosity and guilt in equal parts. It 
turns out we are a nation of philosophers 
when it comes to gifts.

Some respondents spoke movingly about 
choosing “something meaningful that the 
person wouldn’t buy for themselves.” Oth-
ers emphasized “utility,” “sustainability” or 
the goal of “creating happy memories.” And 
then, there were the realists, those who con-
fessed to the quiet if slightly shame-faced 
ritual of re-gifting. They are, I suspect, the 
unsung economists of our times—the ones 
who’ve understood that love, like matter, 
cannot be created or destroyed, only trans-

Recycled love: The role of gifts in our circular economy

is professor, economics 

and executive director, 

Centre for Family Business 

& Entrepreneurship at 

Bhavan’s SPJIMR.

In a world of sustainability and 
circular economies, isn’t re-gifting 
simply emotional recycling? The 
goody box that’s been to more 
Diwali parties than you have is 
not wasteful but well-travelled.

A recycled gift is not a failure of 
imagination. It’s the quiet triumph 

of a circular conscience. It may 
have changed hands, but it still 

performs its social function and 
may also convey thoughtfulness.
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NAVIGATEWITH CARE
Trump’sclaimsonIndia’soil importsfromRussiaunderline

Delhi’schallenge:Itmustreiterateredlines,whilemovingahead

ONWEDNESDAY, US President Donald Trump once again raised the con-
tentious issue of India's energy imports fromRussia.While his unhappi-
nessatIndia’soilpurchasesiswellknown,whatcameasasurprisewasthe
claim that PrimeMinister NarendraModi had “assured” him that India

would stopbuying oil fromRussia. “That's a big step,” he said.While India’sMinistry of
External Affairs has said it is not aware of any conversation between the two leaders
Wednesday,Trump’scommentsfollowinghisfirststatement—“Therewillbenooil,he’s
notbuyinghisoil fromRussia... youknow,youcan’tdo it immediately, it’s a littlebitof a
process, but theprocess is going tobeoverwith soon”—acknowledge that anydiversi-
ficationawayfromabigsupplier isa“process”.Thisalsoopensupcrucialspaceinwhich
Delhi cannegotiate. Itwill need to be tactful, however, as it pushes ahead,while taking
carenot to comeunderpressure fromtheOppositioneither to counter Trump's claims,
or togive in to the temptation tograndstand for thedomesticaudience.

Indiahasnotbowedunderpressure fromtheWhiteHouse,evenasa tariff rateof 50
percenthasbeenimposedonitsexportstotheUSmarket.Oil imports fromRussiahave
beenholding steady. As per data fromKpler, in September, oil importswere around1.6
millionbarrelsperday,down5percentfromAugust,butasofOctober10, importsaver-
aged around 1.81million barrels. However, the pain from the levy of the tariff and the
penalty isbeing felt.Asperdata releaseda fewdaysago, India’s exports to theUS fell by
12percentinSeptember.WhileIndiashouldnotcompromiseonitsstrategicautonomy,
andmust safeguard its energy security, it should also factor in changes to the cost-ben-
efitmatrixof relyingtosuchanextentononesupplier. Itcouldlookat increasingenergy
procurementfromtheUS.Thiswouldonlydeepentherelationship.CommerceSecretary
RajeshAgrawalisreportedtohavesaidthat“thereisheadroomofaround$12-15billion,
whichwecanpurchasewithoutworryingabout theconfigurationof refineries”.

Thereareotherpointsof convergenceaswellbetweenthetwocountries.Onlya few
days ago, US Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent said that America expects support from
“Europe,IndiaandotherAsiandemocracies”asitpushesbackagainstChina’scontrolson
exportsofcriticalminerals.Thisindicatesanalignmentinpriorities, increasingthespace
formanoeuvre.AsIndiaseekstoconcludeitstradedealwiththeUS,itmustskilfullynav-
igatethevariouspointsofcontentionthathavearisen.ThisisacrucialperiodinIndia-US
relations. Itmust treadcarefully.

GlobalBurdenofDiseaseReportunderlinesneedforamulti-
prongedefforttodealwithgrowinglifestylediseasesinIndia

IN2017,THENationalHealthPolicyemphasisedtheneedtofocusonnon-commu-
nicablediseases(NCDs)likeheartailments,diabetesandrespiratoryafflictions.The
policy was a response to an epidemiological transition that had commenced
around theseconddecadeof this century. The reportof the latestGlobalBurden

of Disease study, releasedearlier thisweek, shows that the shift has becomemorepro-
nouncedintheeightyearssincethepolicycameintooperation.Itmakesastrongcasefor
ahealthcarestrategythatrecognisestheadverseeffectsofenvironmentalpollution,un-
healthydietsandsedentarylifestyles.Anotherkeytakeawayof thereport is thatthough
Indiansare living longer, chronicdiseasesdiminish thequalityof lifeof senior citizens.

TheGlobalBurdenofDiseasestudyshouldbereadalongwithotherrecentstudieson
NCDsinIndia.WHOdata,forinstance,showsthatthesediseasesareresponsibleforclose
to65percentofdeathsinIndiaandaboutafourthof thosewhosuccumbtoNCDsarebe-
lowtheageof70—this figure is roughly12percent for theUSand17percent forChina.
Inotherwords,cardiovasculardiseases,diabetes,andlungailmentsarecuttingthe lives
of a large section of Indians short, hurting their families, society, and the economy. The
problemisalso that someof thesediseasesarenotwell understood. TheGlobalBurden
of Disease study draws attention to one such ailment, COPD (Chronic Obstructive
Pulmonary Disease) — it constitutesmore than 75 per cent of the country’s burden of
respiratorydiseases.COPDisincurable,butnotuntreatable,andearlydiagnosiscanmake
abigdifference. Inalargenumberofpatients,however, thediseaseevadesdiagnosisbe-
causedoctorsdonotfollowprotocolsandmostoftentargetthesymptoms—cough,cold
andfever.Inrecentyears,thegovernmenthasbolsteredcommunityhealthcentres(CHCs)
andprimaryhealthcentres(PHCs)inruralareas.TheGlobalBurdenofDiseasestudyun-
derscores thenext-levelchallengefor theNationalHealthPolicy—tostrengthenthedi-
agnosticacumenof doctorsatCHCsandPHCs.

Thecountryneedsanapproachthatcombinesmedicalresearchwithunderstanding
fromnutritionalandecologicalsciences.Ensuringthatpeoplemakehealthychoiceswill
requirebuildingawareness—onfoodhabits,physicalactivities,theenvironment—from
a young age through schools, families, and communities. Building synergies between
projects targeted at the environment, the National Clean Air Programme, for instance,
and those aimed at improving people’s health andwell-being is an imperative that
cannotbepostponed.

NOT INTERESTED
Anewpapersuggestsaliensandhumansmayhavemorein

commonthanwaspreviouslyimagined

SILENCE ISMADE up of paradoxes, it holds both questions and answers,mys-
teries and the keys to unlock them. It is themoment before the reveal, a prel-
ude; it is alsonothing—ablackhole inwhichclimax falls flat. TheFermipara-
dox isagreatexampleof this—itencapsulates thecontradictionbetweenthe

probabilityof theexistenceof advancedextraterrestrial civilisationsandthe lackof evi-
dencetosupport the idea. In thisGreatSilence,as theparadox iscolloquially referredto,
humanscanimaginethemselvesallaloneortheycandreamofanextraterrestrialkinship.
Anewpapertitled‘ALessTerrifyingUniverse?MundanityasanExplanationfortheFermi
Paradox’, awaitingpeer review,places itsbetsonoption two.

In it, scientists explain the lack of detectable extraterrestrial civilisations (ETCs)
through the theory of “radicalmundanity”. Robin Corbet, senior research scientist at
the University of Maryland, argues that perhaps aliens have not found Earth because
they are not as far ahead technologically, or different behaviourally, fromhumans, as
scientists imagine. “The idea is that they’re more advanced, but not muchmore ad-
vanced. It’s likehavingan iPhone42 rather thanan iPhone17,” saysCorbet.According
tohim, suchextraterrestrial lifedoesnothave the tools to reachhumanbeings—per-
haps they arenot even interested.

Corbetaskspeopletoconsiderthepossibility that insteadofbeinglight-yearsahead
in their technological capacity, aliens are simply fedup—of space exploration, of hu-
man beings, of things just being too boring. Amongmany fantastical theories about
alien life, “radicalmundanity” offers a soothingmiddle ground.One that bets on sim-
ilarities, not differences. This fills the Great Silencewith a refreshing newpossibility:
Aliensmaybefaraway,but intheircommitmenttothemundane, theyareclosertohu-
mans thanever before.

WITHOUT TRUTH, NO PEACE
TorememberGazaistorememberwhoweare,andwhowemustneverbecome

GLOBALTRADEISenteringitsmostturbulent
phasesincethecreationof theWTO.TheUS,
theEUandChina—oncetheenginesofglob-
alisation—arenowitsbiggestdisruptors.The
US and EUuse access to theirmassivemar-
kets as a pressure tool. China,meanwhile is
usingitsdominanceoverproduction,supply
chains, and criticalminerals to keep other
economiesdependent.

TheUSandChinaarelockedinafiercecon-
testof economicpower.Washington is tight-
ening controls on exports of advanced tech-
nology — especially semiconductors and
chipmakingtools—toslowChina’srise.Beijing
has struck back by curbing exports of rare
earths and criticalminerals vital for defence,
electronics, and clean energy. This tit-for-tat
hasturnedtradeandtechnologyintoweapons,
pushingtheworldtowardaprolongedsupply
chainstandoffthatmaysoonevolveintoafull-
blowneconomiccoldwar.

Inthisvolatile,uncertain,complex,andam-
biguous(VUCA)world,Indiamustchartaclear
strategytoprotect itseconomic interestsand
seizenewopportunities.

TheUS,oncethechampionoffreetrade,is
nowundermining the system it created. The
“Liberation Day” tariffs announced by
PresidentDonaldTrumponApril 2—added
ontopofearlierduties—brokeWTOrulesand
turned tariffs into aweapon forpolitical bar-
gaining. Because tariffs target specific coun-
tries, companies are rerouting shipments
through low-tariffmarkets insteadof buying
fromthemost efficient suppliers. India’s ex-
ports to theUS in September are37per cent
lessthaninMay,adirectconsequenceoftariffs.

Crudeoilisanothermajorissue.TheUSis
pressuring allies to shift fromRussian toUS
supplies—theEUalonehaspledged$250bil-
lion a year to buy American energy, with
Japanand theUKmakingseparate commit-
ments. The US has penalised India for pur-
chasingcheaperRussiancrude.However,the
USisstillanetoilimporter,runninga$60bil-
liondeficitin2024,andmuchofitslightshale
crude cannot be refined abroad without
costlyupgrades.By forcingglobalbuyers to-
ward limitedUS supplies,Washington risks
creating artificial shortages, inflating prices,

anddestabilisingenergymarkets.India,now
underpressuretoscalebackRussianimports,
must treadcarefully.

WhileWashingtonuses tariffs to achieve
its geoeconomic goals, Europehides behind
environmental rules. The EU’smeasures—
such as the Carbon Border Adjustment
Mechanism (CBAM) and theDeforestation
Regulation(EUDR)—areimporttaxcollection
toolsratherthangenuineclimatesolutions.

UnderCBAM,theEUwillstartchargingim-
portersfortheembeddedcarboninsteel,alu-
minium, cement, and other goods from
January 2026, generating billions innew in-
comeforBrusselswithoutanydirectenviron-
mentalbenefit.Evenbeforefull implementa-
tion, and during the CBAM’s current
“reporting-only”phase, India’s steel andalu-
miniumexports toEurope fell 24per cent in
FY2025overthepreviousyear.Thefallwillbe
steeponcethetaxkicksininJanuary.

Similarly,theDeforestationRegulationre-
stricts importsofcoffee, leather,palmoil,and
woodproducts unless exporters prove that
goodsweren’t sourced from landdeforested
after 2020. Painwill increase as theEUplans
toextendCBAMandEUDRtoallindustrialand
agricultural importswithin thenext decade.
NewDelhimust insist on clear safeguards as
itnegotiatesitsFTAwiththeEU.

China deserves credit for building the
world’smostpowerfulmanufacturingbase.It
nowdominateselectronics,machinery, solar
panels,lithium-ionbatteries,electricvehicles,
chemicals,andconsumergoods.However,its
subsidised products through aggressive ex-
ports have flooded globalmarkets, shutting
factoriesinothercountriesanddistortingtrade.

TheautosectorshowsthescaleofChina’s
dominance: It can produce 50million vehi-
cles a year— enough tomeet 55 per cent of
globaldemand—comparedwithjust10mil-
lion in the US. This scale threatens to close
autoplantsaroundtheworld. Thepattern is
familiar: Solar cells, APIs, electronic compo-
nents, and EVs have all seen similar disrup-
tions. Hundreds of solar firms in theUS and
EUhave already shut down, and India faces
thesamepressureacrosssectors.

China’sgripalsoextendstorawmaterials.

Itrefinesabout70percentof theworld’srare
earths, essential for defence, electronics, and
clean energy. On October 9, Beijing
weaponised this control by requiring export
approvals for thesematerials, prompting
Washingtontoretaliatewith100percenttar-
iffsonChinesegoodsthenextday.

AsChinatightensitsgriponmaterialsand
manufacturing—andstartsusingthemforpo-
liticalleverage—globaltensionsarerising,cre-
ating a cycle of trade conflict that couldhurt
Chinaasmuchaseveryoneelse.

As theUSweaponises tariffs and energy
policy, the EU hides protectionism behind
greenregulations,andChinaturnsits indus-
trial dominance into geopolitical leverage,
India’s approachmust rest on three pillars:
Strengtheningdomesticmanufacturing,safe-
guarding strategic autonomy and securing
supplychains.

Freetradeagreementsalonewon’tsolve
the problem— over 80 per cent of world
trade already happens outside them. New
Delhishoulddiversifyenergyandtradepart-
ners,resistone-sideddeals,andprotectcrit-
ical sectors. Equally, Indiamust lower pro-
duction costs, build scale in key industries,
and assert its rules regarding digital and
environmental standards.

JustasSuzuki’sentrytransformedIndia’s
auto sector in the 1980s, andApple is doing
forsmartphonesnow,thecountryneedssim-
ilar anchor investments in electronics, de-
fence, and green technology to build global
supply chains. In aworlddefinedbypower-
based trade, India’s strengthwill come not
fromalignmentbutfromself-reliancebacked
bymanufacturingcompetitiveness.

Indian producers face costs up to 25per
centhigherthanChinesefirmsduetoexpen-
sivepower,costlycredit,andimportdutieson
rawmaterials.Openingthemarket furtherto
industrialgiantslikeChinawithoutfixingthese
issueswouldonlywiden India’s $100billion
tradedeficitwithBeijing.

Only a strong domestic basewill secure
India’splaceintoday’sVUCAworld.

Thewriter is founder,
GlobalTradeResearchInitiative

ALLPOLITICALCOMMENTATORS,diplomats,
andobserversoftheMiddleEastmustremem-
ber a simple truth: The twoyears ofwar on
Gaza cannot, andmust not, be erased from
analysis orhistory. Theworldbefore thewar
isnotthesameastheworldafterit.

Israelanditsalliesarealreadyworkingtire-
lesslytoclosethisdarkchapter,toreducehis-
tory toonedate,October7, and to frame it as
theonly startingpoint, even linking it to the
Holocaust.Theirmediamachineryhasworked
relentlessly to portray that day as if the uni-
verseitselfbeganthere,sothateverythingthat
followedcouldbe justified as “self-defence”.
ButGaza changed theworld. It polarisedna-
tions,dividedsocieties,andexposedthedeep
hypocrisy thatunderlies the so-called liberal
internationalorder.Forthefirsttimeinhistory,
a genocidewasbroadcast live, supportedby
Westernpowers,while the rest of theworld
stoodhelpless,unableeventodeliver foodor
medicines,ortostopstarvationandagony.The
UNSCremainedsilent.TheGeneralAssembly
issuedresolutionsthatmeantnothingonthe
ground,andthe InternationalCriminalCourt
was punished for daring to act. Themask of
moralsuperiorityhasfallen.

This silencehas emboldened extremists
everywhere. The fugitive from justice, Israeli
PrimeMinisterBenjaminNetanyahu,hasbe-
comeamodel for thosewhosee impunityas
alicencetokill. Ifheisgrantedred-carpetim-
munity, others followhispath, local versions
of thesamebrutality.

WearealltrappedbythewaronGaza,vic-

tims of its consequences, nomatter how far
fromtheenclavewelive.Oursharedfuturede-
pends onhowthe international community
respondstothiswaranditsaftermath.Asthe
cannons cool and the dust settles,wemust
daretoaskthefouressentialquestions:Why,
Who,What,andWhere.

Why did October 7 happen? A rational
reading connects it not to a singleday, but to
106years of Palestinian suffering, beginning
with the BalfourDeclaration of 1917,when
Britainpromisedalanditdidnotowntoapeo-
plewhohadnoclaimoverit.Ourtragedydeep-
ened in1948,when78per cent of historical
Palestinewas taken, and continued in 1967,
whentheremaining22percentwasoccupied.

EvenafterthePLOacceptedapainfulcom-
promisetobuildastateonthat22percent,the
so-calledpeaceprocessbroughtonlymoreset-
tlements,more settlers, andmore despair.
Today, Palestinians are still denied their very
existence.TheUSambassadortoIsraelopenly
claims that “there is no such thing as the
Palestinianpeople”.Toaskwhyisnottojustify
violencebut tounderstand its roots, because
withouttruth,therecanbenopeace.

Yes,HamaslaunchedtheOctober7attack.
But howcould a small, lightly armedgroup
breach the world’s most fortified fence,
equippedwithautomatedmachinegunsand
real-timesurveillance?Howdidthemostad-
vanced intelligence systemonEarth fail for
oversixhours,allowingfighterstomovefreely
and livestreamvideos from Israeli territory?
Whywascommunication inGazanot cut, as

anyarmyunderattackwoulddoimmediately?
Thesearenotconspiracies;theyarelegiti-

mate,unansweredquestions.
What trulyhappenedthatday,andafter?

Fromthefalseclaimsof“40beheadedbabies”
tounverifiedhorrorstories,themediabecame
aweaponofmanipulation.Aftertwoyearsof
bombardment, thefullscaleofdestructionin
Gazaremainsunknown.AnindependentUN-
mandated investigation is needed to docu-
mentwhat happened,whatweaponswere
used,andwhoshouldbeheldaccountable.

Whereareweheading? Ifweanswer the
previousquestionshonestly,withoutWestern
interference,we canbegin anewchapter of
historybasedonjusticeandequality.Thepa-
rameters exist:UN resolutions, international
law, and theglobal consensusona two-state
solution.Theapocalypse-mindedzealotsand
messianicextremistswhodriveIsraelipolitics
todaydonotseekpeacebut dominationand
erasure. Truepeacewill onlycomewhenthe
worldsays,withonevoice,“enough”,andap-
pliesthesamerulesof justicetoall.

ThewaronGazahasalreadyredefinedour
world. Ithastestedeverymoralcompassand
exposedtheemptinessof theWest’shuman-
rightsrhetoric.Ifwefailtolearnfromit,werisk
afuturewheretruthnolongermattersandim-
punitybecomesthenewlaw.

To rememberGaza is to rememberwho
weare,andwhowemustneverbecome.

Thewriter isambassadorofthe
StateofPalestinetoIndia

As the US weaponises tariffs
and energy policy, the EU
hides protectionism behind
green regulations, and China
turns its industrial dominance
into geopolitical leverage,
India’s approach must rest on
three pillars: Strengthening
domestic manufacturing,
safeguarding strategic
autonomy and securing
supply chains. Free trade
agreements alone won’t solve
the problem — over 80 per
cent of world trade already
happens outside them.
New Delhi should diversify
energy and trade partners,
resist one-sided deals, and
protect critical sectors.
Equally, India must lower
production costs, build scale
in key industries, and assert its
rules regarding digital and
environmental standards.

For the first time in history, a
genocide was broadcast live,
supported by Western
powers, while the rest of the
world stood helpless, unable
even to deliver food,
anaesthetics, or painkillers, or
to stop starvation and agony.
The UNSC remained silent.
The General Assembly issued
resolutions that again meant
nothing on the ground, and
the International Criminal
Court was punished for
daring to act. The mask of
moral superiority has fallen.
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WORDLYWISE

The chief product of an automated society is
awidespread and deepening sense
of boredom. — C NORTHCOTE PARKINSONTHEEDITORIALPAGE

OCTOBER 17, 1985, FORTYYEARSAGO

AGAINST APARTHEID

PRIMEMINISTERRAJIVGandhiledamajority
ofCommonwealthnationsattheirsummitin
Nassau in demanding “comprehensive and
mandatorysanctions”againsttheracistSouth
African regime, thus isolating Britain on the
openingday. Gandhi, in an emotion-layered
speech, said, “Let not theCommonwealthbe
chargedwithcowardice... Thetimehascome
whentheCommonwealthinonevoiceshould
demandtheapplicationof thesesanctions.”

US SUPERCOMPUTER
THEUSHASdecidednot to sell an advanced
computertoIndiaforfearofitspossibleusein

nuclearresearch,anAmericannewspaperre-
portedquotingaUSdefenceofficial. Indiare-
quiredthecomputerforweatherresearchpur-
poses,TheNewYorkTimes said.Over thepast
fewmonths,theUShasapprovedsalesof$80
millionworthofsophisticatedequipmentwith
militaryapplicationstoIndia,aPentagonoffi-
cialwasquotedassaying.

CYCLONE IN EAST
ASEVERECYCLONICstormdevastatedcoastal
Orissa andWest Bengal, leaving three dead,
thousandshomelessandatrawlermissing.All
thethreedeathstookplaceinCuttackdistrict
in Orissa in house collapses. An estimated
50,000personshavebeenrenderedhomeless

inWestBengal, Chief Secretary SVKrishnan
toldnewsmen inCalcutta. A trawlerwith10
aboard, whichwent out fishing in Orissa’s
coastalBalasore, ismissing.

INDIA-CANADA TREATY
THECANADIANGOVERNMENTisframingan
extraditiontreatytobesignedwithIndiainor-
der to contain local Sikh extremism. A
spokesmanoftheMinistryofExternalAffairs
toldUNIinaninterviewthatthegovernment
was trying toovercome theproblemsdue to
theabsenceof suchatreaty.Thegovernment
isfirmthatSikhtroublemakersshouldnotbe
allowed tomisuse Canadian liberalismand
decency,hesaid.

US,EUandChinaarerewritingtraderules.
Indianeedsitsownplaybook

Ajay Srivastava
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“Achieving the just peace that the two-state solution could guarantee
requires the commitment and consistency of all parties. That remains a very
distant prospect.”

—LEMONDE,FRANCETHE IDEASPAGE
WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM
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shoring up system

POLLUTION SOLUTION

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Don’t
blamethefirecracker’(IE,October16).A
stringentbanonfirecrackerscannotbe
acomprehensivesolutionforreducing
or controlling pollution, especially in
thepresenceof othermajor damaging
sources. Amore balanced approach is
needed to protect both the environ-
ment and cultural traditions. First, de-
velopingatransparentsystemtoverify
green crackers and prevent theirmis-
use. Second, promoting eco-friendly
options for celebrations like commu-
nitylaserlightshows,traditionaldiyas,
or drone displays. Third, conducting
public awareness campaigns to pro-
mote a cultural shift towardmore sus-
tainable celebrations. Lastly, drafting
comprehensivepoliciestoachievelong-
termairquality improvement.

VaibhavGoyal,Chandigarh

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Don’t
blame the firecracker’ (IE, October 16).
The Delhi government’s attempt to
reintroduceso-called“green”firecrack-
ers is a retrograde step. Even if these
crackers emit 30 per cent less pollu-
tants, they still add to an already haz-
ardous air quality index that worsens
dramatically everywinter. Moreover,

enforcement is virtually impossible.
Insteadofdilutingtheban, thegovern-
ment should strengthen its awareness
campaignsandengagecommunitiesin
celebrating Diwali in cleaner, creative
ways—throughdiyas, lights,andcom-
munityeventsthatdonotharmhealth
or the environment. Protecting public
healthmusttakeprecedenceovermis-
placednotionsof festivityor tradition.

SanjayChopra,Mohali

CASTE DENIAL
This refers to the report, ‘MP govt:

Caste system founded on principles of
socialharmony’(IE,October16).TheMP
government’s affidavit before the
SupremeCourthascitedastudyclaim-
ingsocialstatuswasnotpredetermined
bybirthandcasteneverexistedinundi-
videdIndia.This is inconcordancewith
an article in the RSS-affiliatedweekly
Panchjanyalastyearthat justifiedcaste.
However,itcontradictsRSSchiefMohan
Bhagwat’sassertionthatvarnaand jaati
must be completely discarded. The
study’s claim that this discriminatory
systemwas introduced by foreigners
was contradictedbyBhagwatwhenhe
lamentedthatcastediscriminationhad
existedfor2,000years.

LRMurmu,NewDelhi

LETTERS TO THEEDITOR

THECENTRALGOVERNMENT’Sdecision to
invitecorporatesponsorshipfortheconser-
vation and restoration of heritage sites
across the country through public-private
partnerships is awelcome initiative. I have
overseen the restoration of several impor-
tantsitesinMumbaithroughPPPinitiatives,
including the Elephanta Caves and the Dr
Bhau Daji LadMuseum. The extraordinary
Gharapuri caves, as theyare locallyknown,
were in a sad condition in the late 1990s,
with families cooking inside the caves and
youngboysplayingcricket in the largehall.
The fences were corroded and broken, an
opendrainfullofgarbageranalongtheedge
of thesiteandthecustodian’scottage lay in
ruins. Therewasnosignageor information
text to guide visitors. In 1997, Sir Bernard
Feilden, senior advisor to UNESCO, had
threatenedtodelistthesiteandgavealead-
ingnewspaper a front-page interviewcrit-
icisingthelackadaisicalapproachtoourher-
itage sites that has long
been a familiar refrain
among experts and people
whocherishourheritage.

I had been newly ap-
pointed as convenor of IN-
TACH(IndianNationalTrust
for Art and Cultural
Heritage) Mumbai, and
Pupul Jayakar, then chair-
man of INTACH, askedme
toinvestigateandpreparea
plan. The project spanned
five years and included the
detailed documentation of
the site, preparing a com-
prehensive site manage-
mentplan,ensuringtheup-
liftment of the local
communities, preparing a
potentialdevelopmentplan
andmuchmore. There were serious local
vested interests whomade every effort to
blockourwork. Butwepersevered.

INTACHdidn’thavefundsatthetime,so
wedidaverysuccessful fundraiserandUN-
ESCOwassopleasedwiththeinitiativethat
it too contributed.We restored the custo-
diancottageandconvertedit intoasitemu-
seumandcleaneduptheentiresurrounding
area.Wenotonlyworkedon theconserva-
tion of the site but also prepared an envi-
ronmentalandtourismmasterplan.Thesite
master plan prepared in conjunctionwith
theASI includeddetailedmapsandrecom-
mendations andwas the first prepared in
India for a heritage site. I believe the
Elephantatemplate,whereweapproached
thesiteholistically,notlookingatheritagein
isolation—thatis, justthemonument—but
working with all the elements that con-
tribute to ensuring the stability of the site,
andbenefitting thecommunity, isvery im-
portant. Ajay Shankar, then DG ASI, ac-
knowledged that the ASI did not have the
360 degree expertise required to prepare
such aplan. Sowebrought in experts from
several fieldsandfromacross theglobe, in-
cluding theUKandAustralia.

Twenty-five years ago, the project was
viewedasout-of-the-boxand therewasno
MOU. The projectwas executed by INTACH
Mumbai Chapter undermy stewardship in
goodfaith.Weachievedalotbutwithoutan
agreement to manage the site, things fell
apart. Today the sitemuseum at Elephanta
lies locked up and the stairs leading to the
site on which the locals hawk trinkets to
touristsareadisasterwaitingtohappen.We
hadputtogetheranaccessplanthatincluded
atouristhaatandplacestorestandenjoythe
beautiful ambience, but local politics en-
sured this was never implemented.
However, if there is politicalwill,much can
change.Weare inadifferentworld today in
which socialmedia and soft power impact
other economic indices. Tourism presents
Indiawithanunprecedentedopportunityto
scriptanarrativethatcancapturetheimag-
inationoftheworld.Itcanalsoprovidemuch
neededjobsandgiveatremendousboostto
theeconomy.

Partnershipsarethewayforwardtopre-
serveourincredibleculturalassets,butmuch
thoughtneeds tobegivento their structure
sothatoutcomesareachieved.AnotherPPP
project Ihavehelmedhassustaineddespite
many odds because an agreement was in
place.Wehavehadalong21-yearPPPatthe
DrBhauDajiLadMuseumwhichtodayisac-
knowledgedasoneof thebestpublicmuse-
ums in the country. In 2005, theMuseum

RestorationProjectwonthe
UNESCO Asia Pacific
Heritage Award of
ExcellenceforConservation.
Much credit goes to the
Mumbai Municipal
Corporation, which owns
the Museum, and the
Jamnalal Bajaj Foundation
for their support.

However, much more
can be achieved with pa-
tience and determination
andMumbai can show the
way forward for the coun-
try, not only for heritage
sites but equally impor-
tantly for museums. The
larger objectivemust be to
beasgoodasthebest inthe
world. To achieve this, we

need to study and understand success sto-
ries from across theworld.We need to re-
structurethemanagementof theseheritage
assetsandallowexperts tomanagethem. It
isessentialthatexpertsandgovernmentof-
ficialsworktogether inmutual trustandre-
spect toachievegoals.

Oneof thebiggest challengeswe face in
this endeavour is a dearth of skilled man
power, andof leadership.This iswherecor-
porateIndiacanattractthebesttalenttopro-
vide expertise in heritage and ecological
management aswell as skilling and uplift-
ing the communities that live andwork at
andaroundthesites. Itcanalsomarshal the
latest technologies toenhancevisitorexpe-
rience andmakeoperationsmore efficient.
InvitingcorporateIndiatoparticipateinthis
importantinitiativeshouldnotbejustabout
fundsandrestorationbutalsoaboutpromo-
tionandcommunitywelfare.Let’smakeour
magnificent heritage sites live forever and
inspireour imaginations.

Thewriter ismanaging trustee
anddirector,DrBhauDaji LadMuseum

and formervice chairmanand
MumbaiConvenorof INTACH

THEGOVERNMENTOF India has signalled
its resolve to reform the appointment sys-
tem for individual consultants,whichma-
jor departments such as EconomicAffairs,
aswellasNitiAayog,useextensively.

Concerneddepartmentsselectconsult-
ants(includingyoungprofessionalsandin-
terns) by determining their own systems.
These positions are not part of what has
been termed the lateral entry system, and
theappointmentsarenotmadethroughthe
UnionPublicServiceCommission(UPSC)or
Staff SelectionCommission (SSC). Usually,
the consultants are appointed for a period
of up to two years, and their terms can be
extendedup to a total period of five years,
thoughsomehavemanagedtostay longer.
Thegovernmentprobablywantstostream-
line the systemof selection, extension and
maximumperiod.

The practice of appointing individual
consultants raisesmany questions.Why
doesthegovernmentneedindividualcon-
sultantsinplaceofregularstaff?Isthecon-
tractualisation of government jobs a
healthy practice? Can the government
put in place a streamlined system for
individual consultants?

The Government of India is primarily
chargedwiththeprovisionofpublicgoods
andservicessuchasdefence,internalsecu-
rity,currencymanagementetc.Astheseare
ofapermanentnature,thegovernmentun-
derstandably opted for a systemof organ-
ised civil services inwhich officers serve
throughout their careers. These services
have delivered excellent performances in
theirrespectivedomains.

Over the years, however, the govern-
ment ventured intomany non-core eco-
nomic and commercial services andbusi-
nesses. Many public sector enterprises
(PSEs)wereestablishedinindustriesexclu-
sivelyreservedforthepublicsector,includ-
inginfrastructure,basicmetals,powergen-
eration,machinemanufacturing and the
like. Thegovernment also tookover a con-
siderablenumberof financialbusinesses—
banks, insurance companies and so on.
Running these PSEswould have required
peoplewithdifferentskillsets,anddifferent
remuneration packages for them. Instead,
however,theirpayscaleswerealignedwith
thoseofgovernmentservantsandtheirca-
reers protected in the samewayusing the
figleafoftheseenterprisesbeinginstrumen-
talitiesof thestate.

This structural choice had serious con-
sequences for the productivity and effi-
ciencyofPSEs,forcingthegovernmenttofi-
nally open up all reserved sectors to the
privatesector,althoughtheirpersonnelpoli-
ciesremainedconstrainedbythelimitations
of being instrumentalities of the state. The
governmenthasbeenstrugglingtofindso-
lutions. A systemof performance bonuses
wasinstitutionalised.Recently,thegovern-
mentdecidedtoopenupsomepositionsin
public-sectorbankstoprivate-sectortalent,
although it remains unclearwhether their

salariesandbenefitswill becloser to those
of theprivatesector.

Thegovernmentalsohadtoexpandits
policymakingasdevelopmentssuchasthe
establishment of global manufacturing
value chains and services shifting to elec-
tronicmodes changed the rules of trade,
technology and the financial system. This
required not only specialised knowledge
but alsomore technocratic and nimble-
footedpolicymaking. The existing system
wasnotsuitedtocopingwiththeseemerg-
ing requirements, such as dealing with
start-ups, e-commerce, digital infrastruc-
tureandsoon.

The Department of Economic Affairs
(DEA),which Iheaded for twoyears, isone
example. It is chargedwith framingpolicy
and legislation in these emerging fields. In
thepastdecade, ithasfacilitatedtheenact-
ment of many new laws such as the
Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code,
International Financial Services Centres
Authority Act and Fugitive Economic
OffendersAct. Somecutting-edge lawsdid
notseethelightofday,suchastheFinancial
Resolution andDeposit Insurance Bill and
BanningofCryptocurrencyandRegulation
ofOfficialDigitalCurrencyBill.

TheDEAhas generallymanaged to get
thebest talent fromtheorganisedservices
andhasevolvedaforward-lookingworking
ecosystem,usingitsinteractionswithlead-
ing international organisations like the
World Bank to keep abreast of newdevel-
opments. Still, it didnothaveall the talent,
skillsandexpertisetodeveloptherequired
policy frameworks and legislation. Quite a
fewoptionsweretried.

Thedepartmentharnessed talent from
theprivate sector, think tanks and consul-
tanciesintwomajorways.First,ithiredindi-
vidualswithspecialiseddomainknowledge
and experience as consultants and young
professionals.Second,itenteredintoagree-
mentswithaslewof organisations, includ-
ing theNational Institute of Public Finance
and Policy, the Indira Gandhi Institute of
DevelopmentResearchandVidhiCentrefor
Legal Policy. These organisations hired ex-
perts and provided advisory services, en-
ablingDEAtomanageitsskilldeficit.

Whenchallengesrelatingtoinnovation
andnewtechnologyintheeconomicandfi-
nancialfieldsemerge,theybecomeextraor-
dinarily important and require quick solu-
tions. The government needs talent and
expertiseonlytemporarilytomanagethese
challenges. Once policy is developed and
programmes formulated, theyareembed-
dedinthelargerpermanentsystem.

A systemof short-term consulting ap-
pointments atmarket-related compensa-
tion is best formanaging these challenges.
Thereissometrouble,however,asmanyof
theseconsultantsandprofessionalswantto
stayonlongerthanneededandbeabsorbed
permanentlyintogovernmentservice.That
generates considerable tension in the sys-
tem, and also undermines the value of the
systemof individualconsultants.

Therefore, thisrequiresasystemicfix. It
would be advisable for the government to
reformthesystemandfixafirmlimitoftwo
or three years for individual consultants,
withanextensionuptoamaximumperiod
of fiveyearsonly inexceptionalcases.Such
a streamlined systemwould satisfy both
publicandindividual interests.

Thewriter is formerFinanceand
EconomicAffairsSecretary

Short-termconsultingappointmentsoffer
governmentaneffectivewaytoaddress

challengesof innovation,newtechnologies

TasneemZakariaMehta

One of the challenges we
face is a dearth of skilled

man power, and of
leadership. This is where

corporate India can
attract the best talent to

provide expertise in
heritage and ecological
management as well as

skilling and uplifting the
communities that live

and work at and around
the sites.

IN A BRAVE newworld which I will not
see, theywill invent a train thatwill take
you back in time, and you will trudge
with Joseph David Beglar through
Mehrauli in 1871, go back to the 1840s
and wander through Tughlaqabad with
Syed Ahmad Khan, and meet up with
Dargah Quli Khan in the 1760s. Each of
themwrote about buildings in Delhi. At
each point of time, the explorer found
that some of the places they read about
had gone the way of all brick and stone.
Itwasnotastatic landscape.Thiswastrue
of all of South Asia. In 1861, the imperial
Britishgovernment launchedaproject to
supplement the Geographical Survey of
India with one specifically on the archi-
tectural vestigesof India’s past. Thatwas
wise anticipation. The enumeration,
strengthened in 1904 by the power to
“protect” them, was what kept most of
themstandingwhile Indiancitiesbecame
more heavily populated.

Thatwas in 1861. After
Lord Curzon empowered
theArchaeological Survey
of India (ASI), it com-
manded respect and did
fine work. But in recent
decades, it has slipped in
the list of priorities, jolted
bytheemphasisonculture
and tourism. And now
comesthefinal,ironicblow
—itissaidtohaveoutlived
its relevance, like
telegrams,post-boxesand
somuchelse.

Whatwentwrong?
It will be obvious that

the casualmanner of an-
nouncingthissuggeststhat
there are non-casual rea-
sonsbehindit. Itdoesnottakemuchtofig-
ureoutthattheASIisanothervictimofreal-
estate considerations, covered up with
promisesof spectacle.

This announcement follows another
policystatement fromlastyear:Abillpre-
sentedtoParliamentthatproposedto“ra-
tionalise” the number of ASI-protected
monuments. The problem lies with the
word“monument”.Weliveinatimewhen
public or historic artmust be larger than
life — of Brobdingnagian proportions —
whenSardarPatelmustbestretchedtoan
improbableheightlikeaGiacomettistatue,
or Subhas Chandra Bose bemade to fit a
canopywhich had accommodated a life-
size statue of George V, or Shivaji’s great-
ness conveyed through a 35-foot statue.
Alas, our decision-makers shed their
knowledgeofhistory—andtheirimagina-
tion — as they grow older. It is their loss.
Small, or even larger, protected areas can
be imaginativelymadepartof urbanpub-
lic spaces. But thosewhomake decisions
seeruinsasblockingprofitablerealestate.
It was the belief that different forms and
spaces in our cities could be harmonised
thathadledthebrilliantarchitectPatwant

Singh to persuade the government to set
up an urban art commission for Delhi in
1974. The Delhi Urban Art Commission
(DUAC) had immense possibilities, but it
did not take on the challenge. As for the
general assumption that the commission
was to do with “urban arts”, the conse-
quencesare there forall to see.

When it comes to the ASI, the follow-
ingareneeded.

GivetheASIemployeesasenseofpride
inwhattheydo.Ihaveseenjunioremploy-
eeswhoenjoytheirworkbuthavenoillu-
sions. When I sent one of them a notice
about a conference in Europe, he laughed
andsaid,“Iwillhavetoinformmyboss,and
hewill say, ‘Iwill go.Youare too junior.’” If
junior employees could share a sense of
purpose, if they could be told why their
work is important, theywould hold their
headshigh.

The ASI and conservation architects
must work in harmony. Builders of ear-
lier timesworked as a guild, eachmem-
ber proud of his expertise. This can still
be seen in Kerala, Rajasthan andOdisha.
The terms “vaastu” and “vernacular” are
bandiedabout inconferencesandforgot-
ten the next day. They should be part of
the conservation archaeologist/archi-
tect’smental toolkit.

Introduce the conservation architect,
the latest player in the field. In the early

19th century, engineers
werehappytobearchae-
ologists, and architects
were employed by the
PWD. The new genre of
heritageconservationar-
chitect followed from
UNESCO’s 1964 Charter
of Venice and the desig-
nationofWorldHeritage
Sites. In 1982, Nalini
Thakur was the first
Indian architect to qual-
ify as a conservation ar-
chitect fromRome.She is
a rare example of some-
one whose strong in-
tegrity has stood her in
good stead through a
minefield of scepticism.
The project she did for

the DDA in 1988 — the Mehrauli
Archaeological Park— should be named
forher. Today, thereareover500conser-
vation architects in India, though not all
engaged in thework they specialised in.
There is a grey area of old buildings that
arenot “protected”,whichemploy them,
as do the many institutions offering
courses in “heritage management”, an
offshootof tourism, thathaveonlymini-
mally to dowith heritage.

The ASI needs to come out of its
anonymity and have in-site discussions.
Heritagewalkshavetakenoffinabigwayin
the last 30 years. TheASI shouldbepart of
thisoutreachactivity.Theyshouldmaketheir
resources— books andmaps and photo-
graphs—availabletoall insteadofallowing
themtodecayinstuffyrooms.

Ifthegovernment’splanscomethrough,
some conservation architectswill be em-
ployedbyindividualsbiddingforthemonu-
ments of their choice; the small structures
willbedemolished.Andsomeonewillwrite
a lament forChhotiGumti,which lightsup
theroadtoHauzKhasvillageafterdusk.

Thewriter is aDelhi-basedhistorian

Narayani Gupta

SubhashChandra
Garg

The ASI needs to come
out of its anonymity and
have in-site discussions.

Heritage walks have
taken off in the last 30

years. The ASI
should be part of this

outreach activity.
They should make

their resources available
to all instead of allowing

them to decay in
stuffy rooms.

THE BEST OF BOTH SIDES
DIS/AGREE

Aweeklycolumn,whichoffersnot this-versus-that, but thebestofbothsides, to informthedebate

Heritage needs
the PPP model

Partnershipsare theway
forwardtopreserveour
incredibleculturalassets

Empower ASI
to do its job

Ourdecision-makersaresheddingtheir
knowledgeofhistoryandtheir imagination.
Problemalso lies indefining ‘monument’

Thegovernmentplans toopenupoversightof protectedmonuments toprivateplayers.
Will thisdeepen India’s conservationeffortsordilute them?

CR Sasikumar
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AMIR KHANMuttaqi, the ForeignMinister
of Afghanistan, left NewDelhi Thursday af-
ter anunprecedented eight-day staywhich
has yielded, among other things, the re-es-
tablishmentof theEmbassy inKabul.

Since June2022, roughlyayearafter the
Talibanreturnedtopower, theEmbassyhas
been functioning as a “technical mission”,
principally to coordinate thedistributionof
aid.WhilereopeningtheEmbassyissignifi-
cant,Indiacontinuestorefrainfromformally
recognising theTalibangovernment.

A practical compromise
Theactionsof recognisingagovernment

andestablishinganembassyinthatstateare

distinct political acts. Officially recognising
the Taliban-run Islamic Emiratewould en-
tail India’s acceptance of its de jure nature.
Thiswould, in turn,mean that India deems
the Taliban’s violent displacement of an
elected government in 2021 to be a legiti-
mate formof governmental transition.

That said, India can still use traditional
diplomatic tools to engagewith thede facto
entity rulingAfghanistan. In the years prior
to India’s decision to re-open its Kabul
Embassy, NewDelhi has been able to pas-
sivelyallowthesteadychangeof thedefacto
character of the Afghan Embassy in Delhi
evenwhileit fliestheolderflagof thedejure
Republic. On October 12, Muttaqi himself
confirmedthat“eventhose(diplomats)from
theformergovernmentnowworkwithus”.

Cumulatively, along with India’s own
steady increase in diplomatic interactions
with the Taliban across the last two years,
this hasmeant the assertive use of an ‘en-
gagement-without-recognition’model.

Indiahasused thismodel for other states
(like Taiwan) or governments (like the
Myanmar junta)which itdoesnot recognise.
The former is represented by the Taiwan

Economic andCultural Centre inNewDelhi,
andthelattercontrolstheMyanmarEmbassy
through staff appointedby thede factomili-
taryleadershiprulingMyanmarfrom2021.

Globaltrendshavemadeiteasiertoadopt
thismodel: formerAlQaedaterroristAhmed
al-SharaabeingfêtedbytheUSasSyria’slegit-
imateleader,arguablyalsocreatedageopolit-
icalwindowfor India to further engagement
with theTaliban, evenasMuttaqihimself re-
mainsaUN-designatedterrorist.

Note that India’smodel for
engagement is not reliant on
future recognition of the
Talibangovernment.

International context
Kabul has long been vying for political

recognition,especiallybytheUnitedNations
(UN). But for this, Kabulmust satisfy theUN
onthreefronts:aninclusivegovernment,dis-
mantling terror groups operating in
Afghanistan, and respect for human rights
andliberties,especiallyofwomenandgirls.It
hasfailedonallthreecounts;lastNovember,
Taliban’srequestforrecognitionwasrejected
bytheUN for thefourthyear inarow.

Functionally, the UN’s non-recognition
also leaves other states’ abilities to host
Talibansenior representativessubject toUN
permissions.Muttaqi’svisittoNewDelhiwas
onlypossibleduetotheUNSC1988Sanctions
Committee approving an exemption to his
international travelbanonSeptember30.

Buteveninthefaceofsuchrestrictions,the
on-groundrealitiesinAfghanistancontinueto
favour theTaliban. Put simply, there arenext
tonoexistentialchallengesfacingthegovern-

mentinKabul,andtheWest’sre-
luctance to get embroiled in
Afghanistan means that the
Taliban’sholdislikelytoremain
unchallengedinnearfuture.

The question of granting recognition or
engagementhasthusbecomeoneofgeopo-
litical expediency. Russia became the first
statetoformallyrecognisetheTalibaninJuly
2025; other states have followed suit with
theirownengagement-without-recognition
models.By2023,Chinahadbecomethefirst
to dispatch an Ambassador to Afghanistan
after the Taliban takeover and accredit a
Taliban-appointedenvoy.TheUAEwasnext
to accept the credentials of a Taliban-ap-

pointedambassador.
In Central Asia, Uzbekistanwas the first

to accept a Taliban ambassador,while other
Central Asian states host Taliban diplomats
atvaryinglevels.Despiteitsseveredownturn
intieswiththeTaliban,Islamabadtoohasup-
gradeditsdiplomaticrelationshipwithKabul.

View fromNewDelhi
India’s approachhas threespecificdrivers.

■First istheTaliban’sownproactiveness
inseekingforeignengagement.Overthelast
fouryears,theTalibanhasactivelylobbiedfor
Indian re-engagement with Kabul, taking
specialcaretoguaranteethatAfghanistanwill
not become a haven for anti-India groups.
Muttaqi,forinstance,spoketoExternalAffairs
Minister S Jaishankar inMay 2025 to con-
demnthePahalgamterrorattack.

■ Second is the ongoing breakdown in
Pakistan-Afghanistan ties. The Taliban, as
further evidence of a diversified, engage-
mentbased, foreignpolicy, hasbeendisin-
clined to categorically support Pakistan’s
demands from Kabul: it has shown conti-
nuitywithpastAfghangovernments innot
recognising the Pakistan-Afghanistanbor-

der andhasnot abandoned theTehreek-e-
Taliban Pakistan (TTP). This has led to
clashes between Taliban and Pakistani
forces, with an especially marked escala-
tionduringMuttaqi’songoingvisit to India.

■ThirdisIndia’sopportunitytoleverage
theTaliban’seconomicneeds. Indiahaslong
hadarobusthumanitariananddevelopment
portfolio in Afghanistan. Given the Trump
administration’s termination of all foreign
assistance to Afghanistan earlier this year,
Taliban has had to look to the likes of India
formorehelp.

Muttaqi’s remarks inNewDelhi focused
on showingAfghanistan to be apositive in-
vestment environment. He notably invited
Indian firms to invest inAfghanistan’smin-
ing sector, and reiterated Afghanistan’s in-
terest in connectivity projects such as the
Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India
(TAPI) gas pipeline and increased transit
throughtheChabaharport in Iran.

BashirAliAbbasisaSeniorResearchAssociate
attheCouncilforStrategicandDefenseResearch
BantiraniPatroisaResearchAssociateatthe

CentreforAerospacePowerandStrategicStudies
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INDIA’S CORPORATE world is abuzz with
the news of Adani Properties Private Ltd’s
offer to buy 88 properties from the debt-
laden Sahara Group. The proposedmulti-
thousand-crore deal, now before the
SupremeCourt, includesmarqueeholdings
such as the Sahara Star Hotel in Mumbai,
theAambyValley townshipnear Lonavala,
real estate in Lucknow, and several land
parcels across India.

For Adani Properties, the proposed ac-
quisition aligns with its strategy of secur-
ingprimerealestateandhospitalityassets,
deepening its footprint in key cities. For
Sahara, it could be the last major effort to
resolve a decade-long financial crisis
that has eroded its credibility and strained
its operations.

While the transaction offers hope for
thousandsof investorsandlendersawaiting
refunds, identifying genuine claimants and
ensuring transparent fund distribution re-
main formidablechallenges.

Lack of clarity
While court records indicate that the

Sahara Group has already deposited close
to Rs 25,000 crore with the Securities and
Exchange Board of India (SEBI) over the
years as part of its obligation to refund in-
vestors, there remains considerable ambi-
guity over how those funds have been
utilised or will be utilised. The proposed
saleof Sahara’sassetsaddsanother layerof
uncertainty. It is still unclear whether the
proceeds from the proposed transaction
will be channelled to investors through
SEBI’s refund mechanism or diverted to-
wards other liabilities andexpenses.

LegalexpertspointoutthattheSupreme
Courtwillhaveto laydownclearguidelines
to ensure transparency and accountability
inthedisbursementprocess. “Theregulator
is yet to identify and repay the full amount
of Rs 25,000 crore lying in its account. So
whatwill happen to the proceeds from the
sale of assets now?Who are the investors?
Why are they not approaching SEBI for re-
fund?” an analyst with an investment firm
said, alluding to theunansweredquestions.

ASupremeCourtorderdatedMarch29,
2023 says, “of the total amount of Rs

24,979.67 crore lying in the “Sahara-SEBI
Refund Account”, Rs. 5,000 crore be trans-
ferred to the Central Registrar of
Cooperative Societies, which, in turn, will
disburse the same against the legitimate
duesof thedepositors of the SaharaGroup
of Cooperative Societies.”

According to aMinistry of Cooperation
note issuedon July29 thisyear, asof July23,
Rs 5,139.23 crore had been disbursed to
27,33,520 depositors out of the 1,35,34,410
depositorsoftheSaharaGroupofCooperative
Societies and an amount of Rs 523.72 crore
was available for disbursement. The SC has
grantedextensionfordisbursementofrefund
uptoDecember31,2025.

The Sahara story
StartingwithameagrecapitalofRs2000,

the Sahara group of Subrata Roy travelled a
long way. Roy — who passed away in
November 2023— built his empire by col-
lecting deposits frommillions of poor and
ruralIndianswithlimitedornoaccesstofor-
malbankingservices.

Roy once owned an airline, a Formula 1
team, an IPL cricket team, plush hotels in
LondonandNewYork, financialcompanies,
mutual funds, a life insurancecompany, the
AambyValleyproject,andahugelandbank.

The group’s troubles started after SEBI
tookactionagainstRoy for illegal fundmo-
bilisation. The case involved collection of
overRs24,000crore fromthreecrore indi-
viduals through two companies — Sahara
Housing Investment Corporation Ltd
(SHICL) and Sahara India Real Estate
Corporation Ltd (SIRECL) — on the
OptionallyFullyConvertibleDebentures is-
suedby them.

SEBI ordered Sahara to refund the
money to investors and banned the two
companiesandRoyfromraisingfundsfrom
thepublic in 2010.

Roywassentto jailonMarch4,2014, for
contemptfornotpayingasumofRs10,000
crore. The court ordered that hewouldnot
be released until he brought in Rs 5,000
crore in cash and Rs 5,000 crore byway of
bankguarantees.

In 2013, Sahara sent 127 trucks contain-
ing31,669cartonsfullofoverthreecroreap-
plication forms and two crore redemption
vouchers to theSEBIoffice.

Several assets already sold off
In2017, thegroupsoldoff its stake inthe

GrosvenorHousehotel inLondontoclearits
dues to SEBI. The Plaza Hotel, one of New
York’smost iconicbuildings,wasalso sold.

In 2013, SEBI ordered attachment of all
properties and bank accounts of the
Saharagroupand its topexecutives, includ-
ing Roy, following a direction from the
SupremeCourt.

Sahara had a total land bank of 33,633
acres out of which the Aamby Valley City
nearLonavalaaccounts for10,600acres.
THE AAMBY VALLEY PROJECT:

Aamby Valley City had been touted by the
groupas independent India’s first planned
hill city, in the scenic surroundings of the
Sahyadris. In 2018, the Supreme Court al-
lowed the Sahara Group to sell its Aamby
Valley township in parts through a court-
appointed liquidator. Theprocessbegan in
August 2018, but bids to auction the prop-
ertyhaven’t succeeded so far.

In 2023, the Supreme Court rejected a
pleaby theSaharaGroupurging it to lift the
attachment of its AambyValleyproject and
permit it to enter into an agreement with
Royal Partners Investment Fund for selling
its26percent stakes for$1.6billion.
AIRSAHARA:WhileAirSaharabeganop-

erations as Sahara Airlines onDecember 3,
1993, the group found it tough to runanair-
linewithmountinglosses.In2007,JetAirways
LtdboughtAirSaharaforRs1,450crore,bring-
inganendtotheaviationplansofRoy.
FORMULA ONE: Sahara’s Formula 1

planalsodidn’t takeoff. InAugust2018, the
governingFIAannouncedthatSaharaForce
India hadbecomeRacing Point Force India
after an asset sale by administrators to a
consortium led by Canadian billionaire
Lawrence Stroll.
MUTUALFUNDS: InJuly2015,SEBIcan-

celledtheregistrationofSaharaMutualFund
saying it was no longer ‘fit and proper’ to
carryoutthisbusiness,andorderedtransfer
of itsoperationstoanotherfundhouse.Itwas
then one of the smallest fund houseswith
justRs134croreassetsundermanagement.
SEBI also cancelled the portfolio manage-
ment licenceof Sahara.
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CAPEVERDE, an archipelagoof 10 islands
intheAtlanticOcean,becamethesecond-
smallest nation (after Iceland in 2018) to
qualify for theFIFAWorldCuponMonday.
Lessthan24hours later, India lost toworld
number 158 Singapore, thus
failing toqualify for the2027
AsianCup.

Theoutcomesarerevealing.
OnonehandisCapeVerde,815
times smaller than India in
termsofarea,andwithapopulationofabout
fivelakhs,whichhasrisentothecreamofthe
world game.Meanwhile, India’s inability to
featureeven inanexpanded24-teamAsian
Cup, despite a far bigger population, better
grounds and a leaguewith players paid in
crores,pointstoahopelesssituation.

Population angle
Theremight not be a direct correlation

betweenpopulationandsuccessinfootball.
ThetinyAfricannationtappedintoitsdias-
pora population, with players residing in
Europe formingmore thanhalf the squad.
In India, almost half the professional foot-
ballers who havemanaged to get playing
time in the top division league come from
just three states,witha combinedpopula-
tionof less than60 lakh.

ArecentstudybyUEFA‘A’
license coach and former
head of All India Football
Federation’s (AIFF) Youth
Development program
Richard Hood revealed that

Manipur,MizoramandGoahaveproduced
playerswho have clocked 41.4% of all pro-
fessional playing minutes in the last 11
Indian Super League and I-League (erst-
while top division) seasons. Playingmin-
utes indicate a player’s involvement in a
match, their talent levels, and their impact
on the team’sperformance.

Ofaround800districts,“just35ofthem,
home to only 7.4% of our population, have

producedmorethan80%ofallprofessional
playingminutes”. Seventeen of those dis-
trictsare inManipur,MizoramandGoa.

One of themain reasons cited for the
Indiannational team’s poorperformances
hasbeen the lackof playing time theplay-
ersgetintheleague.Butevenataclublevel,

Hood’s analysis showed that players from
ahandfulofstatesareseenasgoodenough
bytheteammanagementtogetconsistent
playing time.

A separate study conducted by Hood,
whohas also coachedat a club level, high-
lighted that almost 65% of the elite-level

Indianfootballerscomefromonlyfivestates
whose total population is approximately
12.43crore (asper2011Censusdata).

Both reports highlight three things:
Indiansmaybeamong theworld’s biggest
consumersof football,notenoughof them
play the sport at a high level; that talent is
stillnurturedinisolatedpocketsandwide-
spread strategy todevelopabiggerpool of
playersisnon-existent;andthattheworld’s
most popular sport has made
virtuallynoinroadsintothedenselypopu-
latedHindiheartland.

Few clusters
Althoughhometoonly0.23%of India’s

population, five districts in Manipur —
Imphal East, Imphal West, Thoubal,
Bishnupur, and Churachandpur — pro-
duced playerswho played for 17.5% of the
total playingminutes in the I-League and
ISL from2014-15 to2024-25.

The players fromMizoramhad a 14.7%
share of the playingminutes, withmost
coming from Aizawl, Lunglei, Champai,

Kolasib and Serchhip. West Bengal ac-
countedfor12%oftheminutes,followedby
Punjab(10.6%),Goa(9.2%),Kerala(8.2%)and
Maharashtra, whereMumbai and Thane
comprised7.3%of the totalminutes.

Talent clusters exist in several
sports, most notably in hockey (where
Punjab dominates) and wrestling
(Haryana). However, the research
noted that in football, the “clusters are
deeply concentrated” and suggested they
might not be productivewhen compared
to international levels.

Forexample,ananalysisof thepercent-
ageofprofessionalminutessecuredbydo-
mestic players in the last season showed
thatacrossallpositions—centre forwards,
attackingmidfielders,wide forwards, cen-
tral midfield and centre backs — Indian
players spent less time on the field com-
paredtotheircounterparts in Japan,South
KoreaandUzbekistan,whichare the2026
WorldCup-boundteamsfromAsia.Evenin
the clusters, the opportunities to play are
fewercomparedtomaturefootballnations.

Sahara empire & its fall
Adanihasexpressedinterestinbuying88propertiesfromthedebt-ladenSaharaGroup.ForSahara,itcould
bethelastmajorefforttoresolvealongcrisisthathaserodeditscredibilityandstraineditsoperations

@ieExplained
#ExpressExplained
If there are questions of current or contemporary relevance that youwould like
explained, pleasewrite to explained@indianexpress.comE EXPLAINED

THEINDIANEXPRESS,FRIDAY,OCTOBER17,2025
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ALLOWINGGREENCRACKERS INNCR

Despite the
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enforcement
willbea
challenge.
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INDIA’S FOOTBALLHOTBEDS

80%of pro football
minutes over the

last 11 seasons of Indian
football’s top division came
from7stateswho together
boast only 13.7% of the
country’s population.

Source:RichardHood, ‘OurTalent
Clusters: Indian football’s hotbedsand
howtodevelop them’, 2025
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Why tiny Cape Verde is riding high in football while resource-rich India lags

Engagement without recognition: India & new Afghanistan

VINEETBHALLA
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THESUPREMECourt(SC)onWednesday
relaxed theabsolutebanon thesaleand
use of firecrackers in Delhi-NCR, allow-
inggovernment-approved“greencrack-
ers”ona“test casebasis”.

Theorder, passedby aBenchof Chief
JusticeofIndiaBRGavaiandJusticeKVinod
Chandran,attemptstostrikeabalancebe-
tween the livelihoodconcernsof the fire-
crackerindustry,festivetraditionsandthe
publichealthcrisiscausedbyairpollution.

SC’s directions
TheSChaslaiddownastrictregulatory

frameworkfor this temporaryrelaxation:
only approvedgreencrackers canbe sold
andused;salewillbepermittedonlyfrom
October18toOctober20;crackerscanonly
besoldfromdesignatedlocations;theycan
beusedonDiwaliorthedaybefore,at6-7
am in themorning, and 8-10 pm in the
evening;crackerscontainingbariumsalts
orotherbannedchemicalsareprohibited;
the sale of firecrackers through e-com-
mercewebsitesisbanned;andthemanu-
factureandsaleof ‘laris’ isnotallowed.

Policeandpollutioncontrolboardof-
ficialswill formpatrollingteamstomon-
itor designated sale sites, verify authen-
ticity and take random samples for
testing. Violators—bothmanufacturers
and sellers—will face penalties, includ-
ing thecancellationof their licences.

Behind relaxation
Thecourt’sreasoningstemsfromade-

sire to find a “balanced approach”. The
courtnoted thatdespite theban, conven-
tional and highly polluting firecrackers
were being smuggled into theNCR and

usedrampantly. Itreasonedthatallowing
a less-polluting alternative in a regulated
manner could bemore effective than a
completebanthatisdifficulttoenforce.

The development of green crackers,
which the courtwas informed could re-
duceparticulateemissionsby30-80%,pre-
sentedaviablemiddlepath.Moreover,un-
like the previousAAP government, both
theCentre and theDelhi government ar-
guedinfavourof relaxation.

The court also considered the eco-
nomic hardship faced by the firecracker
industryanditsworkers: theorderaims
tobalancethe“righttocarryonaprofes-
sion”withthefundamental“righttolife”.

‘Green crackers’
‘Green crackers’ are not pollution-

free:theyareformulationsdevelopedby
the Council of Scientific and Industrial
Research (CSIR) and National
Environmental Engineering Research
Institute(NEERI)thathaveareduceden-
vironmental impact.

Suchcrackersdonotcontainharmful
chemicals like barium nitrate, arsenic,
lithiumandmercury. They are designed
to releasewatervapourordust suppres-
santsthattrapaportionoftheparticulate
mattergenerated.Theyareclaimedtore-
ducePM2.5emissionsbyatleast30%,and
alsohavea lowernoise intensity, capped
at120decibels.Authenticgreencrackers
canbeidentifiedbyagreenlogoandaQR
codeonthepackaging.

TheSCclarifiedthatthisyear’s“relax-
ation is only on a test case basis”. It di-
rectedthepollutioncontrolboardtocon-
duct intensive air quality monitoring
fromOctober14 toOctober25, andsub-
mitareport.Thefutureof firecrackerreg-
ulationsintheNCRwill likelydependon
theoutcomeof thisexperiment.
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EDITORIAL 
Time for Maoists to 

turn mainstream
he recent surrender of senior Maoist leader Mallojula Venugopal, 

Talso known as Sonu, along with 60 comrades and the handover 
of their weapons to the police in Maharashtra, marks another 

significant milestone in the Indian Revolutionary Movement. Since its 
inception, the movement has been shaped by intellectuals guided by 
Marxist-Leninist-Maoist (MLM) ideology, who launched various parties 
under different banners. Among the most prominent were the CPI (ML) 
People’s War, influential in undivided Andhra Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, 
Maharashtra, Karnataka, Kerala, and West Bengal, and the MCCI 
(Maoist Communist Centre of India), which found its base in Bihar, 
Jharkhand, and parts of northern India. Despite operating under different 
names, these ultra-left parties shared a common core: the principle of 
Protracted Armed Struggle to achieve a New Democratic Revolution 
(NDR). In 2004, the MCCI and the People’s War group merged to form 
the CPI (Maoist), which greatly intensified the revolutionary movement 
— so much so that former Prime Minister Manmohan Singh described it 
as the gravest internal security threat India faced. The Maoists devoted 
considerable effort to refining their military strategies and successfully 
orchestrated major attacks on police and paramilitary forces across 
various States. The party firmly adhered to MLM principles, built on three 
foundational pillars: a strong army, an ideologically driven party, and a 
united front. Secrecy was the guiding tenet for both the army and party 
organisations. However, over time, party strategists appeared to focus 
more on the military aspect — structures and actions — at the expense 
of strengthening the network and forging mass organisations. 
Consequently, the Indian revolution became heavily centred on military 
operations, often neglecting the essential task of building and sustaining 
the party base. As India underwent significant economic, social, and 
political transformations, the once-ambitious vision of creating a united 
front began to seem almost utopian. Against this backdrop, state security 
forces started to gain ground, employing the same “3S” principle 
(Surprise, Speed, and Secrecy), originally used by the guerrillas. Over 
two decades, these tactics enabled security forces to slowly dominate 
jungle warfare, launching operations that neutralised scores of Maoist 
rebels in successive encounters. With public support waning and 
relentless military pressure mounting, a debate emerged among Maoist 
strategists over whether the strategy of Protracted Armed Struggle 
remained suitable, or if conditions now called for its suspension. Some 
leaders, spearheaded by Mallojula Venugopal, advocated for a 
temporary halt to armed activities, while others remained staunchly 
opposed. Ultimately, as the debate persisted, Venugopal and his 
supporters chose to lay down arms and join the mainstream. It’s worth 
noting that this is not unprecedented; in 1977, after the Emergency, the 
then CPI-ML also temporarily suspended armed struggle to reconnect 
with the people and understand their concerns — a move which later led 
to the formation of the CPI-ML (People’s War). 
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India's housing market is 
witnessing renewed 
optimism ahead of the festive 

season, fuelled by recent Goods 
and Services Tax (GST) 
reductions on key construction 
materials. The rationalisation of 
GST rates on cement, marble, 
granite, and bricks is estimated 
to lower construction costs, 
giving a significant boost to 
developers, especially those 
focusing on mid-income and 
affordable housing projects.

The period from Navratri to 
Diwali traditionally sees 
heightened home-buying 
sentiment across the country. 
Industry experts suggest that the 
combination of reduced GST 
rates and festive enthusiasm is 
set to accelerate housing 
demand. With lower input costs 
potential buyers are expecting 
lower prices and showing 
greater confidence in making 
purchase decisions during this 
period.Developers too are 
aligning their project launches, 

offers, and marketing campaigns 
with major festivals to tap this 
sentiment. Many are rolling out 

flexible payment schemes, early-
bird discounts, and other 
incentives to attract 

homebuyers. The festive 
window is being viewed as a 
golden opportunity to convert 

inquiries into actual sales, 
especially in the non-metro 
markets.

Cities such as Lucknow, 
Indore, Raipur, Coimbatore, and 
Bhubaneswar are emerging as 
frontrunners in this recovery 
phase. In these markets, 
construction material costs 
constitute a higher portion of 
total project expenditure, 
meaning the GST cuts have a 
direct and positive impact on 
pricing and delivery 
margins."GST cuts on key 
construction materials have 
come at the perfect time, just 
ahead of the festive season, and 
this will significantly support 
affordability-driven markets," 
said Prakhar Agrawal, Director, 
Rama Group. "In Tier-2 and Tier-
3 cities like Raipur and across 
Chhattisgarh, the reduction 
directly improves both pricing 
and delivery timelines. We are 
already seeing stronger 
inquiries from emerging cities 
as buyers look for value, trust, 
and timely 
possession."According to Adish 
Oswal, Chairman, Oswal Group, 

"The recent reduction in GST on 
cement has provided a much-
needed boost to the real estate 
sector ahead of the festive 
season. It enables developers to 
offer more competitive pricing 
across residential and 
commercial projects." He added 
that in markets like Punjab, 
particularly Mohali and 
Ludhiana, improved 
infrastructure and festive 
enthusiasm are driving demand, 
making these regions key 
growth centres.Umang Jindal, 
CEO, Homeland Group, said, "A 
home is one of the most 
emotional purchases a family 
makes, and the festive season 
adds to this sentiment. Over the 
years, we've seen buyers 
amplifying their decisions 
between Navratri and Diwali, as 
the timing is seen as auspicious 
for new beginnings. As 
developers, we expect that the 
benefits are likely to be felt not 
just in metros but also in Tier-II 
and Tier-III cities.

GST cuts and festive cheer drive surge in housing demand

POEMS

Two-state solution on Palestine

By Tian-Ai

T
he British High Commission 
in India on Wednesday said 
that the United Kingdom has 

announced joint action with the 
United States to make Southeast 
Asia safer from scams.According 
to the statement, masterminds 
behind industrial-scale scam 
centres in Southeast Asia have 
been targeted by sanctions in 
coordination with the US. The 
move aims to expose and disrupt 
the network's operations, 
effectively locking them out of the 
UK's financial system.The British 

High Commission said the UK is 
helping to tackle an economic 
scourge that cost East and 
Southeast Asia around USD 37 
billion in 2023.It further noted that 
the UK has sanctioned a multi-
billion-pound global network 
involved in operating scam centres 
that torture their trafficked workers.
The joint operation comes after a 
major announcement by the US 
Treasury Department on Tuesday, 
marking what it called its most 
extensive enforcement action in 
Southeast Asia. The US targeted 

146 people connected to the 
Cambodia-based Prince Group, 
which has been labelled a 
transnational criminal 
organisation.As part of the same 
coordinated effort, the United 
Kingdom introduced sanctions 
against six individuals and entities 
linked to the group, freezing 19 
properties in London worth over 
100 million pounds (USD 134 
million)."Today's action represents 
one of the most significant strikes 
ever against the global scourge of 
human trafficking and cyber-
enabled financial fraud," said US 
Attorney General Pam Bondi.In a 
related development, US federal 
prosecutors unveiled an indictment 
against Chinese-Cambodian 
tycoon Chen Zhi, also known as 
Vincent, who chairs the Prince 
Group. The 37-year-old faces 
charges of wire fraud and money 
laundering conspiracy and could 
be sentenced to up to 40 years in 
prison if found guilty.The US 
Department of Justice also 
revealed that it had initiated its 
largest-ever forfeiture case against 
the group, seizing Bitcoin valued 
at more than USD 14 billion based 
on current market prices.

UK, US launch coordinated crackdown 
on global scam network operating 
in Southeast Asia I

ndian exports to the United 
States have plunged sharply by 
37.5 per cent following 

Washington's decision to impose 
50 per cent tariffs on most Indian 
goods, according to a report by the 
Global Trade Research Initiative 
(GTRI). The report showed that 
shipments to the U.S. fell 37.5 per 
cent over four months, from USD 
8.8 billion in May 2025 to USD 5.5 
billion in September 2025, marking 
the sharpest and most sustained 
decline of the year.GTRI stated 
"Washington's 50 per cent 
Tariffs lead to a 37.5 per cent 
drop in Indian Exports to the 
USA in 4 months" September 
was the first full month in which 
Indian goods faced the 50 per 
cent tariff. As per the data, 
exports to the U.S. dropped 20.3 
per cent in September alone, falling 
to USD 5.5 billion from USD 6.87 
billion in August. This was the 
steepest monthly fall recorded in 
2025 and also the fourth 
consecutive decline.
The downturn began in May 2025, 
which was the last month of growth 
before the tariffs took effect. 

Exports had then risen 4.8 per cent 
to USD 8.8 billion. However, from 
June onwards, shipments 
consistently fell by 5.7 per cent in 
June to USD 8.3 billion, 3.6 per 
cent in July to USD 8.0 billion, and 
13.8 per cent in August to USD 6.9 
billion, before sliding even further in 
September.GTRI also noted that 
between May and September, 
India's exports to the U.S. lost 
over USD 3.3 billion in monthly 
value, highlighting the severe 
impact of Washington's tariff 
decision on bilateral trade. The 
United States has now emerged 
as India's most severely 
affected export market since the 
escalation of tariffs.Sectors such as 

textiles, gems and jewellery, 
engineering goods, and chemicals 
have been hit the hardest, the 
report noted. The decline in 
shipments from these industries 
has contributed significantly to the 
overall drop, raising concerns over 
the medium-term impact on India's 
manufacturing and export 
competitiveness in its largest 
market.The GTRI report 
highlighted that the steep fall in 
Indian exports to the United States 
over the past four months directly 
reflects the impact of the 50 per 
cent tariff regime and signals the 
need for a policy review to 
safeguard India's trade interests.

Believe in yourself! Have faith in your abilities! 
Without a humble but reasonable confidence 

in your own powers you cannot be 
successful or happy. 

Norman Vincent Peale

Romer’s Gap

Indian export to US drop by 37.5%
 in four months due to tariffs

A gap in the evolutionary fossil record; 
relevant fossils from this time have not yet 

been discovered.
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M
inister of State 
for External 
Affairs and 

Environment, Forest and 
Climate Change Kirti 
Vardhan Singh 
reaffirmed India's long-
standing commitment to 
the Palestinian cause and 
the pursuit of peace in 
the Middle East during 
the Meeting of the NAM 
Ministerial Committee on 
Palestine, held on the 
sidelines of the 19th Mid-
Term Ministerial 
Meeting of the Non-
Aligned Movement 
(NAM).

At the outset, he 
conveyed India's 
appreciation to the Chair 
for convening the 
meeting and recalled that 
the NAM Ministerial 
Committee on Palestine 
was first established 
under India's Presidency 
during the NAM Summit 
in New Delhi in 
1983.Reiterating India's 
consistent position on the 
developments since 
October 7, 2023, and the 
conflict that followed, 
Singh stated, "We 
condemned terrorism and 
have held that the 
destruction, despair and 
suffering of civilians 
must end; Gaza must 
have access to food, fuel 
and other necessities 
without hindrance; 
Hostages must be 
released; and ceasefire 
must be in place 
immediately."He 

underlined that India's 
position on Palestine has 
always been rooted in 
historical support for the 
Palestinian people's 
rights. "As one of the first 
countries to recognize the 
State of Palestine, we 
reaffirm the inalienable 
rights of the Palestinian 
people to self-
determination, national 
independence, and 
sovereignty," he 
noted.Emphasising that a 
negotiated settlement 
remains the only path to 
sustainable peace, Singh 
added, "Our ultimate 
objective remains a 
negotiated two-State 

solution, which is the 
only path to achieve 
lasting peace and overall 
prosperity. 

The essential 
parameters are clear -- a 
sovereign, independent, 
viable State of Palestine, 
living side by side in 
peace and security with 
Israel, within secure and 
recognized borders. 
Dialogue and diplomacy 
remain the best means to 
realize this."Highlighting 
that India's principles are 
reflected through its 
actions, he outlined the 
country's ongoing 
development cooperation 
and humanitarian 

assistance to the 
Palestinian people. "We 
have sought to improve 
the daily lives of the 
Palestinian brothers and 
sisters. We have been 
extending development 
cooperation and 
humanitarian assistance 
to them. Our projects 
range from health to 
education; from 
institution-building to 
women's empowerment 
and more," he said.He 
also shared details of 
India's recent 
contributions. "Since 
October 2023 alone, India 
has provided relief 
assistance of nearly 135 

metric tons of medicines 
and supplies. These 
direct efforts are 
bolstered through our 
financial support for 
UNRWA to implement 
projects, particularly in 
education and health. We 
contribute USD 5 million 
annually to the core 
budget of UNRWA and 
projects worth USD 40 
million are in the 
pipeline," he 
stated.Reflecting on the 
broader regional 
situation, Singh observed 
that the developments 
since October 7, 2023, 
have had far-reaching 
consequences across the 

Middle East. He stressed 
that "innocent civilians 
have the right to lead 
normal lives. They 
cannot continue to 
remain deprived; they 
must not die due to 
conflict."He noted that 
global and regional 
initiatives, including 
those under the UN 
framework, have 
gradually begun to show 
progress. "We gather at a 
time when hopes have 
been rekindled. I was in 
Sharm el-Sheikh for the 
Peace Summit as the 
Special Envoy of the 
Prime Minister of India. 
India welcomes the 
agreement on the first 
phase of President 
Trump's peace plan and 
commends the initiative 
and efforts of the US and 
President Trump," Singh 
said.Acknowledging the 
diplomatic role played by 
regional stakeholders, he 
added, "In addition, we 
also express our 
appreciation to the 
leadership of two NAM 
members, Egypt and 
Qatar, which played an 
instrumental role in 
realizing the agreement. 
We hope that the first 
phase will serve as the 
initial step towards 
achieving these ends."He 
called for all parties to 
uphold their 
commitments to ensure 
that peace and calm 
prevail.

HARDEEP S PURI

-Prataprao Jadhav 
is Union Minister of 
State (Independent 
Charge) for 
Ayurveda, Yoga and 
Naturopathy, 
Unani, Siddha and 
Homoeopathy 
(AYUSH) and Union 
Minister of State for 
Health 
and Family 
Welfare, 
Government of 
India



Listing gains 
MNC listing in India has a strong message 

LG Electronics India had a blockbuster listing this week, with over 50 per cent gains 

compared to the issue price, after witnessing a significant investor interest during 

the issue period. With the issue, LG Electronics has joined a host of multinational  

corporations (MNCs) listed in India. Hyundai Motor India was listed last year with 

an issue size of over ~27,000 crore. These large and popular listings underscore the 

kind of change India has witnessed over the past several decades. In the 1970s, for 

example, the government was forcing Indian arms of MNCs to dilute capital. As a 

result, names like Coca-Cola and IBM exited the market. For several years, there 

was also a trend among international companies to take their Indian subsidiaries 

private due to the apparent burden of listing requirements. But now large com-

panies are voluntarily listing in India, a development that must be welcomed. 

Although these are largely issues of offer for sale, with no fresh capital being raised 

for the India business, they still send a powerful signal. 

The successful listing of large issues indicates the depth of the Indian equity 

market. It is also worth noting that the depth is being created by the increasing pool 

of domestic savings routed partly through mutual funds. Domestic institutional 

investors, for instance, have pumped in about ~6 trillion into the equity market so 

far in 2025. The flow of retail money, particularly through systematic investment 

plans, is not only reducing India’s dependence on foreign institutional investors in 

the secondary market but also supporting activity in the primary market. Firms 

raised over ~85,000 crore thus far in the primary market in 2025 on top of over ~1.5 

trillion in 2024.      

The visible vibrancy in the capital market will not only improve the ease of 

raising capital in the public market, but it will also encourage activity in the private 

space because large investors, such as private equity funds, will be able to exit 

through the public market at an appropriate time. A vibrant and deepening market 

will also attract more foreign investors over the long run because of the increased 

availability of quality companies. 

MNCs are encouraged to list in India partly because of the kind of valuation they 

are getting. The data shows that the market value of some Indian subsidiaries is 

higher than that of their parent companies, and they command much higher earn-

ings multiples in India. LG Electronics, for instance, has a market value of over $12 

billion, compared to about $9.4 billion in its home market. From the MNCs’ point 

of view, listing not only helps unlock value, it also improves visibility and brand 

valuation, which will help the core business over time. This will benefit investors, 

who will have an opportunity to buy quality businesses growing in India. The suc-

cessful listing of LG and Hyundai might encourage other MNCs, such as Samsung 

and Pepsi, to list their businesses in India. The availability of funds for quality busi-

nesses may also nudge some new-age large ecommerce businesses to list. At a mac-

roeconomic level, capital-market activity clearly indicates that the availability of 

risk capital is not an issue for private investment. Policymakers thus need to address 

other impediments that are holding a durable revival in private investment, which 

is a must to sustain higher growth over the medium term. 

 

Building capacity 
Data centres in India will improve AI capabilities  

Alphabet’s decision to build a mega artificial intelligence (AI) data hub in Visakha-

patnam could be transformational for India’s fast-growing data-centre industry. 

The commitment by Google’s parent to make a $15 billion investment in the project 

over five years comes at a time of high tensions between India and the United States 

(US) due to the tariffs imposed by the latter. The project would be the largest data 

hub outside the US for Google, which has data centres in 12 countries. The invest-

ment ignores geopolitical tensions and potential legal complications, implying that 

the Alphabet management reckons the potential rewards outweigh the risks. 

Despite the legal issues, Alphabet sees India as a key market. It is a large market for 

Android phones and also has the world’s largest YouTube audience. The planned 

hub could create 188,000 jobs. The Adani group and Bharti Airtel will partner 

Google to build the infrastructure, including laying a new international subsea 

gateway. The project will combine Cloud and AI infrastructure powered by renew-

able energy systems and connected through a fibre-optic network. It is part of the 

Andhra Pradesh government’s plan to develop 6 Gw of data centre capacity by 2029. 

These centres are physical facilities housing the computing and networking 

equipment required to collect, process, store, and distribute data. Apart from real 

estate, enormous power is required to run the systems and keep things cool. This is 

why data-centre capacities are measured in gigawatts (a unit of power) rather than 

gigabytes. Moreover, that power must be reliable and available 24x7 without voltage 

fluctuations, which makes this a tricky engineering challenge. The state government 

has offered subsidised land and power to attract investors. It is one of the prime 

movers among states aiming to cash in on the policy changes that have driven 

growth in the data-centre industry. Digital infrastructure is crucial for creating the 

physical capacity to build a $1 trillion digital economy, as targeted by 2027-28. 

India has other advantages too. Data is cheap, and India is the world’s largest 

data consumer, with a large, growing, digital population. But along with physical 

capacity and the ecosystem, the legislative and regulatory policy changes are cru-

cial if global players are to be persuaded to locate data centres here. Multinationals 

must believe that their data is safe and secure in servers located within India. India’s 

policy pushes for data localisation and security through initiatives like the Digital 

Personal Data Protection Act and the accompanying rules. The commitment of 

Google and those earlier by the likes of Microsoft and Amazon validate the policy. 

Data-centre capacities are coming up in Mumbai, Chennai, Pune, Hyderabad, the 

National Capital Region, Bengaluru, and Kolkata, as many states are trying to 

attract investment. India’s data-centre capacity crossed 1 Gw in 2024, up 200 per 

cent since 2019. Apart from employment, the location of this mega project in India 

should help to accelerate India’s own AI mission. AI requires enormous computing 

power, which is pushing the demand for specialised centres where thousands of 

chips can be clustered together in custom-designed servers. The learning from 

Vizag and other such centres should help India develop the capacity it needs to 

create and exploit advancements in computational capabilities.
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The recent tragedy of the contaminated cough syrups, 
leading to heartbreaking and avoidable deaths of 
children both here and abroad is not an isolated inci-
dent. It is merely the latest, most horrific symptom in 
a continuing and distressingly predictable series of 
regulatory failures that plague India’s health sector. 
When one drills down, the pathology is not just in the 
failed product or the rogue manufacturer; it’s lodged 
deep in the very design of the regulatory machinery 
intended to protect the public. 

The systemic rot is visible across the landscape. 
The cough syrup disaster, which indicts the Central 
Drugs Standard Control Organisation (CDSCO) and its 
state-level counterparts, finds an echo in other critical 
areas. We have seen similar, recurrent 
lapses in the regulation of food articles, 
where the Food Safety and Standards 
Authority of India (FSSAI) often seems 
overwhelmed. We have also seen this in 
the oversight of hospital and medical 
establishments, where quality-of-care 
issues remain largely unchecked.  

These are not independent, random 
occurrences. They are all pointers to a 
larger, more fundamental issue. When we 
look at pharma, food, or clinical estab-
lishments, it is natural and logical for us 
to focus on the regulatory agency. But the 
sad truth is that the regulators in these 
three domains, and indeed most regula-
tory agencies of the Ministry of Health 
and Family Welfare (MoHFW), suffer from basic 
design flaws. 

What do we mean by this? 
To begin with, a lot of the health regulators are 

administrative units within the ministry and not stan-
dalone, arm’s-length agencies, unlike the Securities 
and Exchange Board of India or the Reserve Bank of 
India. Most of them are not empowered to write regu-
lations without the approval of the ministry, cannot 
recruit expert personnel, do not have access to finan-
cial resources and depend on budgetary handouts 
from the ministry. In other words, they do not have 
the domain and resource autonomy essential for 
effective regulation. 

Hence, we need to look deeper at the parent min-

istry, with a sprawling and often conflicted mandate, 
and a structure ill-equipped for the vital, specialised 
task of regulation. 

Why is regulation so important in the context of 
health? All areas of health, namely medical care, hos-
pitals, medicines, and para-medical assistance, among 
others, are textbook examples of information asym-
metry. The consumer has no way of knowing whether 
she is getting what is required, or its quality or eicacy. 
Hence, the ministry dealing with health needs to have 
the capacity to think deeply about, understand, and 
design appropriate regulatory structures. 

MoHFW is a behemoth, tasked with a dizzying 
array of responsibilities. A quick look shows that the 

ministry’s domain encompasses a very 
large number of statutory and non-statu-
tory bodies. While an exact, universally 
agreed-upon single number of regulators 
in MoHFW is elusive due to the lack of an 
agreed-upon taxonomy of bodies, we are 
looking at scores of institutions. 

For instance, it houses major regula-
tory agencies like the CDSCO, the 
National Medical Commission, the 
National Commission for Allied and 
Healthcare Professions, the Pharmacy 
Council of India, the Dental Council of 
India, and the FSSAI, et al. 

In addition to these, the MoHFW 
oversees a vast number of “autonomous 
agencies”— a paradoxical term in the 

Indian context — which include premier research 
and education institutes like the All India Institutes 
of Medical Sciences, the Indian Council of Medical 
Research institutions, and the National Institute of 
Health and Family Welfare.  

Further complicating matters, the ministry is the 
nodal agency for implementing a multitude of enor-
mous, large-scale public health schemes — from the 
National Health Mission and Ayushman Bharat 
(PM-JAY) to major disease control programmes. 

Herein lie the seeds of structural paralysis. The 
ministry simultaneously executes three distinct, 
often conflicting, roles: 
l Regulation and standard-setting. 
l Service delivery and direct running of institutions.  

l Scheme implementation and financing. 
This leads to a severe lack of focus. The essential 

organisational principles of eiciency, specialisa-
tion, and accountability are sacrificed at the altar of 
administrative convenience. 

A regulatory function, by its very nature, 
demands intellectual and financial autonomy. Regu-
lation requires empowered arm’s-length agencies 
that can deliver tough decisions, often against 
powerful vested interests, without the shadow of 
political or operational interference from the parent 
ministry. This autonomy must be backed by rigor-
ous, predefined accountability mechanisms and 
transparency. Regulators are primarily thinkers, 
standard-setters, and enforcers — a cerebral func-
tion requiring domain expertise, legal clarity, and 
financial self-suiciency. The parent ministry of the 
regulator has to have this regulatory DNA.  

On the other hand, running institutions and 
schemes requires an entirely different adminis-
trative skill set: A much more hands-on, operational 
approach focused on logistics, procurement, per-
sonnel management, and meeting quantitative tar-
gets. An administrator tasked with ensuring ~10,000 
crore is spent eiciently on the NHM in a quarter 
can’t possibly give her full cognitive capacity to the 
esoteric legal fineprint required for effective drug 
inspection and prosecution. 

The current structure, where the same admin-
istrative ecosystem oversees both the regulator and 
the regulated (or where the operational wing over-
shadows the enforcement wing), creates an insti-
tutional conflict of interest. It dilutes the 
regulator’s voice and limits its resources, staing, 
and independence, turning it into a subordinate 
oice rather than a powerful, independent sentinel 
of public health. 

The recurring tragedies — from tainted drugs to 
substandard hospital care — are not merely a call for 
more inspectors or better vigilance at the field level, 
though those are urgently needed. They are a clarion 
call for a fundamental re-engineering of the parent 
ministry’s design. 

We must move beyond focusing solely on agency 
failures and address the parent ministry’s structural 
issues. The government must seriously consider a 
clear organisational demarcation of MoHFW, some-
what similar to the Jaswant Singh inspired “Ministry 
of Finance for the 21st century”. Until we accept that 
the ministry cannot be the umpire, the player, and 
the stadium owner all at once, India’s public health 
will remain perennially vulnerable to the next cough 
syrup scandal.  

The time for structural reform is long past due. 
The cost of continued administrative inertia is 
measured in lives.    
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is an honorary senior fellow at the Isaac 
Centre for Public Policy, and a former civil servant 

India’s new ₹1 trillion Urban Challenge Fund (UCF) 
was announced in the Budget in February and is set 
to be operationalised. It marks a fundamental shift in 
the Centre’s role in urban financing — from an allo-
cative model to a “challenge fund” format. The UCF 
offers 25 per cent of project costs on the condition that 
cities raise at least 50 per cent through public-private 
partnerships (PPPs) in the form of bonds, debt, or pri-
vate equity. Therefore, cities will need a new playbook 
for project selection. 

The contribution of PPP to urban projects has his-
torically been low. Between 1990 and 2022, India’s 
infrastructure sector mobilised substantial private 
capital, with 1,265 projects attracting over $295 billion 
(over ₹24 trillion) of investment — but the bulk was 
concentrated in transport and energy. 
PPP at city-level utilities and “creative city 
redevelopment” projects has remained 
abysmally low.  

The UCF’s three pillars — “cities as 
growth hubs”, “creative redevelopment”, 
and “water and sanitation systems” — 
signal bold intent. But intent without rig-
orous project selection criteria risks dilut-
ing the impact. The fund must back 
projects with clear revenue streams, 
demonstrable service improvements, 
and scalability. 

On the “cities as growth hubs” front, 
India’s first urban ropeway project being 
developed in Varanasi, the Mumbai Trans Harbour 
Link (Atal Setu), and the Mumbai Coastal Road Pro-
ject reflect how transport-anchored infrastructure is 
supporting growth. Projects such as the adoption of 
Lal Qila by Dalmia Bharat, the restoration of Sunder 
Nursery in New Delhi by the Aga Khan Foundation, 
the Dharavi redevelopment in Mumbai as a PPP, and 
Ahmedabad’s Sabarmati Riverfront illustrate what 
“creative redevelopment” can achieve. 

Closely linked to real estate redevelopment is 
mobility, and the UCF’s transport projects should 
complement rather than duplicate existing corridors. 
Instead of funding metro extensions, the UCF should 
sponsor last-mile electric feeder buses, pedestrian 
zones, and transit-oriented development (TOD) 
around metro stations. TOD projects combining 
metro stations with commercial spaces, hotels, and 

apartments can earn through parking fees and rents 
while reducing congestion. Integrated e-mobility 
hubs combining electric vehicle (EV) charging with 
solar microgrids, bike sharing, and small-scale transit 
fleets create multiple income streams while suppor-
ting India’s EV transition. Basic road widening or 
standalone flyovers should be excluded. 

Water and sanitation must be reimagined as ser-
vice-oriented systems that recover costs and create 
value by installing smart technologies. Basic supply 
lines and treatment plants mandated under Amrut or 
the Jal Jeevan Mission can be funded through existing 
schemes, but water supply projects equipped with 
Internet of Things-enabled leak detection — emulat-
ing Pune’s 24×7 water project — and decentralised 

wastewater recycling projects create rev-
enue streams from industrial wastewater. 
Kanpur’s sewage treatment plant pro-
gramme, delivered by Kanpur River Man-
agement Private Limited — a special 
purpose vehicle of Shapoorji Pallonji and 
SSG Infratech — demonstrates that a 
single concessionaire can be mandated to 
develop, rehabilitate, and operate a city’s 
STP network under a hybrid-annuity 
“One City, One Operator” contract, creat-
ing single-point accountability.  

Asia’s largest bio-CNG plant, a PPP 
between the Indore Municipal Corpor-
ation and the private company Ever 

Enviro Resource Management demonstrates how a 
city can generate carbon credits. Such circular-econ-
omy utilities with innovative models ensure each 
rupee primes multiple revenue channels. 

UCF projects should be structured to catalyse 
municipal bonds and deploy value-capture mechan-
isms. Recent successes indicate the potential — Pune 
raised ₹200 crore in municipal bonds at 7.6 per cent 
yield for water system upgrades, while Pimpri-
Chinchwad issued ₹200 crore in green bonds — yet 
only 15 of the 100 designated Smart Cities have tapped 
capital markets, reflecting technical-capacity gaps 
needing urgent attention. The Fund should focus on 
capturing land value via Transferable Development 
Rights, betterment levies and TOD leases, and renting 
out space above bus depots, fire stations and post 
oices to generate steady, secured revenue. 

Good governance is essential for the UCF to suc-
ceed. It must operate as a transparent fund with inde-
pendent evaluation panels and competitive tenders 
for project proposals. In specific cases, like monorail, 
or pod taxis, for instance, the Swiss Challenge method 
may be used too — a procurement route where an 
unsolicited proposal from a private party is processed 
by the government in a transparent manner. 

The government has wisely opted for a fund over 
a scheme and should hire a professional fund man-
ager through competitive tender, with transparent 
fees and incentive-linked pay to ensure performance 
and custodial integrity. 

Capacity building remains vital, as most cities lack 
the ability to prepare market-ready projects. The 
expertise of the Private Investment Unit (formerly the 
PPP Cell), which manages the India Infrastructure 
Project Development Fund (IIPDF), could be lever-
aged here. Having structured over 30 projects under 
IIPDF with ₹70 crore in approved funding and a ₹150-
crore outlay for 2022-25, the unit is well placed to pro-
vide transaction support and project preparation 
assistance to urban local bodies for the UCF. 

In summary, the projects funded through the UCF 
must satisfy four key conditions.  

One, they must be financially viable, with predict-
able revenue streams through user charges and fees, 
land monetisation, and other instruments. 

Two, they must result in improved service 
delivery, with calibrated improvements in service 
levels over time.  

Three, they must use innovations in urban tech 
such as AI, IoT and on-site renewable energy.  

Four, they must achieve measurable social impact.  
Success hinges on designing the UCF as a true “chal-

lenge” — competitive, creative, and transparent — 
deployed on a level playing field, where success is 
determined by the value embedded in the project itself. 

As we march towards Viksit Bharat 2047, the 
UCF’s project selection framework will determine 
whether our cities become engines of growth or 
remain perennial seekers of grants. The choice, and 
the design, is ours. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is an infrastructure expert. He is also the 
founder and managing trustee of The Infravision 
Foundation. Research inputs from Lawrene Cardoza

Project choice key for Urban Challenge Fund

Mother complex 

CHINTAN GIRISH MODI 

The noise surrounding Booker Prize-win-
ning author Arundhati Roy’s new book 
Mother Mary Comes To Me — the title 
comes from the hit song “Let It Be” by The 
Beatles —is quietening down. What a 
relief! One can now turn the pages and 
meet the words on their own terms 
instead of being swept away by the mar-
keting blitzkrieg that positioned the book 
as a publishing event rather than a liter-
ary document. Turning an iconoclast into 

an icon is the ultimate disservice but 
that’s the template that seems to work in 
an industry that struggles to sell. 

Ms Roy is fortunate to have a problem 
that most Indian authors cannot even 
dream of. “As I travelled in the Narmada 
Valley, meeting people whose lives, lands 
and histories had been or were going to be 
submerged, desperately poor people 
facing complete erasure, I felt a little 
guilty and embarrassed that my book 
(The God of Small Things) was selling in 
millions around the world and my bank 
account was burgeoning,” she confesses. 
However, she was unwilling to become “a 
saintly benefactress”, so she started a 
trust to share her “crazy royalties” with 
people “who don’t know how to or don’t 
want to make smooth proposals that 
massage the NGO machine”. Winners of 
big literary prizes rarely talk with such 
openness about their wealth. 

Ms Roy’s radical and radiant life is the 
subject of the book but the messaging 
around it has flattened a complex nar-
rative into a sob story of a daughter 
wronged by her mother. It has a lot more 
to offer. “I truly believed she would out-
live me. When she didn’t, I was wrecked, 
heart-smashed. I am puzzled and more 
than a little ashamed by the intensity of 
my response,” writes Arundhati allowing 
the reader to witness her mixed feelings 
about her mother—Mary (founder of a 
school called Pallikoodam, and known 
for challenging the Travancore Christian 
Succession Act of 1916) — who once told 
her how miserable she was when she was 
pregnant with Arundhati. Her first baby 
was only nine months old when the 
second child was on the way. 

It must take a lot out of a child to feel 
compassion for a mother who says, “I wish 
I had dumped you in an orphanage.” Mary 
told her daughter that she “tried to induce 
an abortion” by eating lots of green papaya 
and using a wire coat hanger. Ms Roy 
writes, “I sensed that she was warning me 

about drifting into a life of mar-
riage and children without 
thinking it through carefully. I 
felt terrible for her.” This is love 
in action, a refusal to engage in 
mother worship, yet a profound 
recognition of how challenging 
life is for an Indian woman with 
an alcoholic husband. 

Ms Roy does not refrain 
from acknowledging the gifts 
that her mother “bestowed”—
the education that she got, the 
class that she belonged to, and 
the fact that she spoke Eng-
lish. Even when Ms Roy chose 
to leave her mother behind in 
Kottayam and move to Delhi, 
these gifts “protected” the 
author and gave her “options that mil-
lions of others did not have”. She is able 
to express gratitude, without feeling the 
need to condone all of her mother’s 
cruelty. This approach is what’s most 
endearing about this book, which does 
not believe in heroes and villains. 

Ms Roy’s relationship with 
filmmaker and environment-
alist Pradip Kishen forms a 
major part of the book, and will 
put an end to unnecessary 
speculations about her private 
life. More interesting are the 
brief accounts of her meetings 
with architect Laurie Baker 
and art critic John Berger. She 
describes the former as “a con-
scientious objector in the 
Second World War, who, 
deeply influenced by a chance 
encounter with Gandhi, 
moved to India in 1945”. As a 
child, she met him when he 
began to design the campus of 
the school that her mother set 

up. She writes, “Watching Baker’s build-
ings grow out of the earth almost like 
trees and plants fascinated me. I learned 
that design could evoke the same kind of 
joy in me as music, dance and literature.” 
No wonder that Ms Roy decided to study 
architecture, and her love of it continues 

to this date. When Mary died, Arundhati 
felt that cremating her or immersing her 
ashes in the Meenachil river was not 
enough. She wanted to make her “a grove 
instead of a grave”. 

The section where Berger, author of the 
seminal Ways of Seeing, appears is far from 
sombre. Ms Roy writes about the time he 
helped her buy lingerie for her mother in 
Italy. She recollects, in a memorable pas-
sage that offers respite from the heaviness 
of the rest of the book, “Each time we 
entered a shop, I hung back to experience 
the sheer delight of watching the 
extremely handsome eighty-something 
man say in his British-accented Italian, 
‘Excuse me, could you show us what you 
have in size 44DD?...I occasionally allowed 
myself these weird, secret games.” 

This is a book that deserves to be 
read, for its invitation to find joy in the 
midst of pain. 
------------------- 
The reviewer is a journalist, educator  
and literary critic. Instagram/X:  
@chintanwriting
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The Ministry of Everything
India’s pharma regulatory failures point to a deeper structural flaw
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LETTER FROM 
WASHINGTON

Of  all the American scholars thinking
and writing about South Asia, particu-
larly India, Ashley J Tellis is/was consi-
dered the best of  the best. Well-respect-
ed and well-liked, he has been an adviser
to presidents, confidant of  PMs, friend
to foreign ministers, mentor to students,
and an explainer to journalists. He seem-
ed to do it all with grace, always finding
the time to talk between incessant travel
and book-writing.

That aura lies shattered, decades of  work
subsumed by allegations that he violat-
ed US national security laws. Tellis was
arrested last weekend and charged with
illegal possession of  classified inform-
ation — more than a thousand pages of
documents were found in his basement.
He was booked under 18 US Code 793(e)
of  the Espionage Act. As of  now, he has
only been accused and ‘is presumed in-
nocent until proven guilty’.

As recently as September, Tellis alleged-
lyaccessed and printed material labelled
‘Top Secret’, using the high-level security
clearance he enjoys as a senior adviser to
the state and defence departments. The
document was about USAF tactics, tech-
niques and procedures. Another was ab-
out US military aircraft capabilities.

It’s clear he has been under surveillan-
ce for 2-3 years. His log-ins to secure net-
works were noted, his meetings with Chi-
nese government officials tracked. His
movements as described in the affidavit
do seem odd at best, and suspicious at
worst — renaming files to outsmart the
printer and inserting copies of  docume-
nts into legal pads he brought with him. 

Is it a case of  espionage? Or a case of
overreaction? Recall that both Biden

and Trump took classified docume-
nts home and lived to say sorry. But
the intent to disseminate those
to foreign agents was not impli-
ed. Many US officials have been
accused of  similar crimes in the
past, including India’s long-time
bête noire, Robin Raphel, who
was accused of  passing secrets to
Pakistan. In most cases, either the case
was closed and the person exonerated —
as in Raphel’s case — or the accused was
slapped on the wrist, asked to do commu-
nity service and pay a fine.

Much remains unknown about Tellis’
case. But Indian trolls and a couple of
former officials have already labelled him
aChinese ‘spy’ or a ‘deep state’ asset. The
FBI statement does talk of  Tellis meet-
ing Chinese officials at restaurants and
receiving gift bags and passing on an
envelope, implying he might have been
exchanging information for benefit. But
meeting foreign officials is also part of
his job. Over the years, he has maintain-
ed close contact with Indian politicians
of  all stripes.

Afew things areclear: Tellis was und-
ersurveillance. The tracking appears to
have started under the Biden adminis-
tration when FBI was launching an in-
vestigation into Chinese intelligence
operations every 12 hours. Christopher
Wray, Biden’s FBI director, said the scale
of  Chinese activity in the US ‘blew me
away’. Of  course, had the Americans
been awake, Chinese intel ops were no-
ticeable since the 90s — from defence
labs to universities to city coun-
cils to Confucius Institutes in
high schools.

Between 2000 and 2023, there
were 224 reported incidents
of  Chinese espionage, in-
cluding transmission of
sensitive military inform-
ation to Beijing, targeting
of  dissidents in the US and,
of  course, theft of  US trade

Seema Sirohi

With Diwali around the corner, Delhi-NCR’s official pollution
season has begun. And, with it, the familiar rush of  govern-
ment brainwaves. This year, GoI reportedly plans a Beijing-
style 5-year action plan to turn the region into a ‘low-emission
zone’. The proposal includes regulating entry of  high-emis-
sion trucks and heavy vehicles, tightening norms for pollu-
ting industries, and offering a mix of  incentives and penalties.
Earlier ideas — from cloud seeding to smog towers and farm fi-
re schemes — have come and gone, leaving little to show. It’s go-
od that authorities continue to talk about air quality. But talk
has never cleaned air. What Delhi needs are solutions that
work beyond the season — and that demands planning, execu-

tion, monitoring and accountability, no-
ne of  which are its strong suits.

Cloud seeding, for instance, is costly and
uncertain. Experts remain divided over
its results, which depend heavily on wind
patterns, rainfall and luck. Smog towers
and sprinklers at traffic lights treat
symptoms, not causes. The new plan at le-

ast recognises vehicular emissions and dust as key culprits,
but offers little real alternatives. Without a robust, reliable
and affordable public transport network, curbing vehicles
won’t help. Nor will occasional construction bans, without fix-
ing how projects are managed and regulated.

Delhi, and India, needs a long-term clean air strategy, not sea-
sonal firefighting. Pollution control must be woven into urban
planning, transport and industrial policy. Real progress requ-
ires a whole-of-government, whole-of-society effort that tack-
les pollution at its source. For a city that breathes poison every
winter, headline fixes and quick optics will no longer do. The
air won’t clear itself. Neither will the excuses.

More Breathless Plans
To Tackle Pollution?

Bell Curves  R Prasad
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Neurological conditions^ affect more than 40% of the global 
population, while disorders claim an estimated 11.8 million 
lives each year, a WHO report said, calling for urgently scaling 
up care for such conditions...

BRAIN HEALTH ALARM

Total number of people experiencing any health loss 
due to neurological disorders in 2021

^Total 37 conditions listed; *Incl. India; **Incl. China; Data from 102 countries 
(71% of world population)

Silver’s blazing, up like 
a rocket,

Dreamers rush with cash 
in their pocket.

Chase too quick, ignore 
the clock —

You might get burnt by 
the shock!

% population 
with some 

nervous disorder

WHO region 
(population in billions)

Africa (1.18)

Americas (1.02)

South-east Asia* (2.06)

Europea (0.94)

Est Mediterranean (0.77)

Western Pacific** (1.93)

If you’d consider African 
elephants as an option, I 

have contacts in Namibia.

Source: WHO, AFP SA
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7.94 billion

3.35 billion

Population 
experiencing any 
nervous system 

health loss

Global population, 
2021

33.00

48.10

44.30

49.60

41.20

39.00

%

Top 10 neurological conditions^ 
contributing to death and 
disability include stroke, 
migraine, Alzheimer’s disease 
and other dementias, meningitis, 
and idiopathic epilepsy

Diwali measures consumer sentiment consistently, and ac-
curately. Markers to track during Diwali month purchases
are transaction volumes, credit growth, gold buying and
select consumer goods sales. Cities drive the festival con-
sumption with rural incomes bunching up after the har-
vest. Early indicators suggest the spurt in consumption
this October is likely to set a record unlikely to be broken in
the near future. Credit card use, UPI transactions, automo-
bile sales and even gold purchases were on a tear in Septem-
ber, and are expected to speed up this month. Supply chains
for consumer goods are struggling to keep up with demand
spike after GST rates were lowered, and order backlogs are
likely to boost industrial activity during this quarter.

Typically, though, the festive consumption spike is short-
lived, abating the month following Diwali. But, this time,
things may be different. Policymakers are anticipating a

gradual tapering of  consumption ba-
sed on I-T cuts and GST rate rationali-
sation announced over the course of
the year. The tax changes are designed
to place mass consumer goods within
affordable limits as rural incomes reco-
ver to pre-pandemic levels. This is lik-
ely to affect the premiumisation plans

across a host of  industries. A return to volume-led growth
should soak up industrial capacity and trigger investment
plans by consumer-facing companies. There will be some
drag from the uncertainty over exports, but domestic con-
sumption can provide adequate ballast to the economy. 

A broad-based recovery in consumption led by festival
spending should be a more stable growth driver. This
works particularly well in a low inflation environment,
as now. Monetary policy retains headroom to support
growth, and upward revision of  RBI’s estimate subsu-
mes the impact of  tariff  hikes by the US, still India’s big-
gest trading partner. The tariff  environment remains flu-
id, even as downside risks may have bottomed. A long tail
after Diwali month spending will build greater immuni-
ty in the Indian economy to the external environment.

Dilwale Consumer
Sentiment Le Jayenge
A long post-Diwali tail should build immunity

Letters to the editor may be addressed to

editet@timesofindia.com

AI, the Greatest Boon
For Every Introvert
The lamentations echo through the artisanal coffee shops,
overpriced therapy sessions and gravitas-stashed op-eds:
‘AI is destroying human connection!’ As if  human connec-
tion were some sacred, unblemished temple and not a chao-
tic bazaar of  unsolicited opinions, passive-aggressive bir-
thday wishes, and Sumit from accounting asking if  you’ve
‘tried Ozempic, not that I think you need it’. But let’s be hon-
est. For introverts, misanthropes and those emotionally lac-
tose-intolerant, AI is salvation. No more nodding through
your colleague’s 45-min monologue about his ‘killer bain-
gan bharta recipe’. No more exchanges at the store about
the weather and government. Instead, AI can offer crisp, ef-
ficient companionship. Want to discuss Nietzsche at 3 am?
Game. Need a Vietnamese getaway advice without having to
listen through a veteran tourist aunty’s gyaan? Stay with
the machine. Smartphones paved the way, letting us ghost
people with a swipe. But AI builds a happy fortress, with its
polite but firm ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign. Say goodbye to the
trauma of  small talk.

So, while the world moans over the death of  ‘authentic hum-
an-to-human connection’, some of  us are finally breathing
easy, free from the tyranny of  brunch invitations, ‘Kaise ho,
beta?’ and ‘Stay blessed’ texts. AI isn’t killing humanity. Au
contraire — it’s giving it a private social life.

Snapping human connections
while staying functional is fab

JUST IN JEST

SRIPRIYA SATISH

Consider the story of  Isaac New-
ton. By simply observing an apple
fall, he contemplated the forces
at play and discovered the law of
gravity. Similarly, Galileo, throu-
ghpatient observation and experi-
mentation, laid the foundations
of  the modern scientific method.
Had the great minds failed to obs-
erve the world around them, many
of  their extraordinary revelations
might never have been realised.

Observation transformed Prin-
ceSiddhartha into the enlighten-
edBuddha. Having lived a shelter-
edroyal life, Siddhartha was sud-
denly exposed to the harsh reali-
ties of  existence: sickness, old age
and death. By observing suffer-
ing of  others and serene life of  a
wandering monk, he renounced
his royal comforts to seek enlight-
enment. His profound observati-
ons reshaped his life. 

Observation — or the lack of  it
—can also lead to downfall. The
rakshasa king Ravan, captivated
by Sita’s beauty, failed to see her
inner strength and unwavering
devotion to Ram. His superficial
observation blinded him to the
truth, leading to his eventual des-
truction. Similarly, the demon king
Hiranyakashipu, despite ruling
over the three worlds, failed to re-
cognise the divine power of  his
own son, Prahlad. Treating him
as an ordinary boy and subjecting
him to tortures only strengthen-
ed Prahlad’s devotion to Vishnu. 

The power of  observation can
illuminate the mind and nourish
the soul. Only observation leads
to knowledge and wisdom. To ob-
serve is to see beyond the surfa-
ce, to understand the essence of
what lies before us.

Observation
Earns Wisdom
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N
ew York:The world is wat-
ching the Israel-Gaza cea-
sefire with fear and scepti-
cism. Will it last? For how
long? Some minor cracks

have appeared in the few days that ha-
ve passed since the ceasefire began.

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is now
more than a century old. Millions have
been killed and displaced. One has of-
ten wondered what the outcome would
have been if  both sides had chosen the
Gandhian path of  non-violence and ci-
vil disobedience. Would the outcome
have been any worse?

The same question can be asked of
the roughly dozen major armed confli-
cts that are underway worldwide — inc-
luding wars in Sudan, Myanmar, Yem-
en and Democratic Republic of  Congo
—and several dozen lower-intensity or
localised insurgencies. Many of  these
wars have been going on for years, kill-
ing and uprooting the lives of  millions.

Would non-violent protests have be-
en less costly and more successful than
armed conflicts in these protracted
wars? Organisations and individuals
involved in these conflicts would most
likely dismiss this sort of  questioning
as naïve. Each conflict, they would pas-
sionately argue, has a complex histori-
cal context. Violence in each case, they
would claim, was not a choice but a ne-
cessity. Yet, in several cases where non-
violence triumphed over violence —
for instance, Nelson Mandela’s fight
against the apartheid regime in South
Africa — non-violent resistance was a
difficult but successful choice,
with violence all around.

Evidence from histori-
cal data on protests —
violent and non-vio-
lent — since 1900 sug-
gests that the Gandhi-
an path of  peaceful ci-
vil disobedience has
twice the likelihood
of  success com-
pared to vio-
lent conflicts.

The Nonviolent and Violent Campai-
gns and Outcomes (Navco) dataset has
collected information on major resist-
ance campaigns between 1900-2021 glo-
bally. In an analysis of  these data from
1900 to 2006, political scientists Erica
Chenoweth and Maria Stephan found
that non-violent campaigns had a 53%
success rate, whereas violent insur-
gencies had only a 26% success rate.

Navco data show that non-violent re-
sistance increases the probability of  a
peaceful and democratic regime follow-
ing the overthrow of  an authoritarian
one. Violent insurgencies, it shows, inc-
rease the chances of  autocratic regim-
es and suppression of  civilians, where-
as non-violent protests are much more
likely to yield stable regimes.

Cynics would claim that these data
prove nothing — that protesters choose
the path they consider most effective.
If  they think non-violent methods wou-
ld be more effective, they would use
non-violent methods. If  they consider
that the only recourse left is violence,
they would choose that. Some would
argue that non-violence will not work
if  the opponent chooses violence.

Critics would also say that
non-violent protests can work

only against democratic regimes, and
that powerful autocratic regimes wou-
ld suppress non-violent movements
with violent means. In reality, violent
protests are as
likely to be cru-
shed by authori-
tarian regimes
as non-violent
protests. Besi-
des, there are ma-
ny examples whe-

re non-violent movements have over-
thrown authoritarian regimes.
uIn 1988, a non-violent opposition brou-
ght down Augusto Pinochet’s military
dictatorship in Chile with a ‘no’ refer-
endum against the autocrat.
u In 1986, the People Power Revolution
in the Philippines ended Ferdinand
Marcos’ authoritarian rule and caused
the dictator to flee the country.
uIn 1989, Czechoslovakia’s Velvet Rev-
olution overthrew the communist gov-
ernment, followed by a peaceful creati-
onof  independent nations — the Czech
Republic and Slovakia.

Indeed, there are many more impor-
tant non-violent protests that ended by
ousting authoritarian regimes. True,
many non-violent revolutions did not
bring lasting peace, such as Tunisia’s
Jasmine Revolution. But there is little
evidence that violent conflicts, instead,

would have been more successful.
Historical Navco data show that, con-

trary to conventional wisdom, the find-
ings of  Chenoweth and Stephan rema-
in valid across social, economic and
political structures — suggesting that
non-violent campaigns can succeed in
all settings. They conclude in their 2011
book, Why Civil Resistance Works: The
Strategic Logic of  Nonviolent Con-
flict: ‘Movements that opt for violence
often unleash terrible destruction and
bloodshed, in both the short and the
long term, usually without realising the
goals they set out to achieve.’

Armed conflicts, when protracted,
make protesters dependent on outside
sources for support, they argue. Non-
violent movements succeed not sim-
ply because they carry the moral high
ground. Navco data show that these
movements are likely to mobilise a lar-
ger base of  participants — a phenome-
non that increases with time.

The good news is that while the
media generally spend more

time

and resources covering violent protes-
ts, non-violent movements have been
rising. Navco data show:
uFastest increase is in Africa, which is
also marred by multiple civil wars and
ahigh incidence of  violent protests.
uNon-violent revolutions in Africa also
have a somewhat higher success rate
in toppling authoritarian regimes, sug-
gesting that non-violent uprisings ha-
ve the possibility of  success irrespecti-
ve of  country or continent.

Findings from these historical data
have clear policy implications for mul-
tilateral organisations and rich nations
that intervene in these protests: stop
funding organisations engaged in vio-
lent conflicts. Let velvet revolutions
flourish.

The writer is professor, social policy,
Columbia University, US

Vive la Bloodless Révolution?

Flower power: ‘Love is in the Air’, Banksy, Jerusalem, 2003
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Neeraj Kaushal

EYES WIDE SHUT Surprisingly, data shows non-violent movements can resolve conflicts

Non-violent movements
succeed not simply

because they carry the
moral high ground, but

also because they are
likely to mobilise a 

larger base of
participants, which
increases with time

Try Eating Green
Poison: Lungs
Apropos the Edit, ‘Diwali Delight?
More Like a Lung Assault’ (Oct
16), the Supreme Court has taken
abalanced view in the matter of
tackling pollution in Delhi and
NCR. Diwali is a once-in-a-year
event spanning 2-3 days. The apex
court has prescribed CSIR-Nee-
ri-approved firecrackers with
QR codes. Such green firecrack-
ers do not use certain hazardous
chemicals like barium nitrate,
and reduce emissions by 30-40%.
Some harm is bound to occur.
Thousands of  trees are felled for
adevelopment project. It has an
adverse impact on the environ-
ment — yet, we live with it. Bal-
ancing opposites in life is crucial.
Giridhar Thakur
Mumbai

The Supreme Court permitting
sale and bursting of  green fire-
crackers on Diwali in Delhi-NCR
undermines years of  effort to
combat the region’s toxic air. The
very notion of  a ‘green’ cracker
is misleading — a marketing illu-
sion that trivialises a grave envi-
ronmental crisis. Even if  these
crackers emit 30% less pollutan-

ts, they still add
to an already
hazardous AQI
that worsens
dramatically
every winter.
Moreover, the
practical diffi-
culty in disting-

uishing ‘green’ crackers from
conventional ones make enforce-
ment virtually impossible. Ins-
tead of  diluting the ban, the gov
should engage communities in
celebrating Diwali in cleaner,
creative ways. In winter, Delhi
becomes an open-air gas cham-
ber, and any concession to crack-
er use only worsens the crisis.
Sanjay Chopra
Mohali

People, Aid,
Peace, State
Apropos the Edit, ‘Long Way to
Go for ‘Everlasting Peace’’ (Oct
15), it was a great relief  that the
genocidal war on Gaza is finally
at an end, but there are impond-
erables and uncertainties. We
cannot overlook the fact that over
69,000 Palestinians lost their liv-
esbecause of  the failure of  states-
manship to resolve the conflict,
factoring in and upholding justi-
ce. Aid agencies do not confirm
that food, medicine and fuel al-
lowed to enter Gaza are suffici-
ent to tide over the humanitari-
an crisis. It is also not worked out
which countries are to provide
troops for the international secu-
rity force in Gaza. The internati-
onal community must salve its
conscience by helping the Pales-
tinians rebuild their lives.
G David Milton
Maruthancode, Tamil Nadu

Chat Room

On Diwali evening, slipping on
apair of  headphones becomes
an act of  quiet rebellion — a
retreat into personal joy, away
from the decibels and whistles
that descend outside. While
the world celebrates with noi-
se, you become entwined in
sound, not noise, with music
protecting you from cacopho-
ny camouflaged as tradition.

Each note you listen to feels
like a sparkler. The bass thum-
ps out any firecracker noise,
while the vocals flit about like
rangoli patterns. Whether it’s
heavy bass-heaving rock or

filmi gaana, your headphones
transform the chaos of  festi-
vity into curated serenity.

There’s a peculiar bliss in this
solitude — being surrounded
by celebration, yet immersed in
one’s own soundtrack. Music
becomes a moat around your
castle, and the aroma of  com-
fort and peace wafts in. The
music wraps it all in a warm,
sonic embrace. It’s not the usual
palpitating Diwali outside, but
it’s your curated Diwali with-
in, flickering to your playlist.

Headphones stop being acces-
sories and become full-blown
portals. They tune out the noi-
se and tune in the joy. And, in
doing so, they offer a kind of
celebration that’s quietly eu-
phoric, unforgettable.

Listening to Music
On Diwali Night

ALGO OF 
BLISSTECHAshes to Ashes? Do Tell

secrets. Did one of  those raise a red
flag about Tellis? We don’t know.

Here’s what doesn’t make any
sense: Tellis spent years writing
against Chinese hegemony and
arguing for US primacy in the
Indo-Pacific. It’s hard to believe
he would turn around and help
China gain an edge. He was the

first academic along with former ambas-
sador Robert Blackwill to systematical-
ly argue that the US needed to devise a
strategy, gather partners, convince alli-
es and open the world’s eyes to life under
potential Chinese dominance. He beli-
eved the US should aid India’s rise as a
great power to counter China, and wro-
te the blueprint for the historic US-India
nuclear deal.

But lately, Tellis had become an India
critic, something that disappointed
many in Delhi. His growing criticism
stemmed from his assessment that Ind-
ia wasn’t pulling enough weight, would-
n’t bandwagon with the US in case of  a
Taiwan crisis, was irrationally wedded
to the idea of  strategic autonomy even
though it knows it needs US help, and
wants a multipolar world that goes ag-
ainst US interests. He also had grown
alarmed at India’s domestic politics and
treatment of  minorities.

The arc from advocating ‘strategic al-
truism’ vis-à-vis India to showing un-
characteristic irritation with Delhi’s
well-known positions was surprising.
Recent articles with headlines such as

‘America’s Bad Bet on India’ and ‘In-
dia’s Great Power Delusions’

were provocative. Even seri-
ous analysts in India who
aren’t ardent government
fans began to tire of  his re-
petitive essays, especially
in light of  his less-than-
thorough examination of
‘break everything’ policies

of  today’s America.
His pedestal broken and re-

putation muddied, Tellis fac-
es a rough future.

An analysis of
data from 1900
to 2006
revealed that
non-violent
campaigns had
a 53% success
rate, which was
26% for violent
insurgencies

In hot and sour soup
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– J EDGAR HOOVER

The cure for crime is not the electric chair, 
but the high chair

CONTRAPUNTO

ICMR-INDIAB Survey-21 has triggered
a national debate by linking India’s
growing obesity to carbohydrate-heavy
diets and by implication, to rice and 
roti as a source of  refined carbs. The
study’s findings have made headlines

highlighting how these two staples ruin our health.
But like any poor diet, the debate is incomplete 

without including a crucial factor that could completely
change how the obesity crisis is understood and tackled.
The study did not measure the intake of  ultra-processed
food (UPF) products as the limitation notes, “...we were
unable to capture intakes of  processed foods and trans-fat
content of  commercial products due to lack of  a trans-fat
database and labeling regulations”.

That gap matters. As researchers and scientists 
would agree. Because obesity in India hasn’t grown in 
isolation. It has risen in parallel with the rapid expansion
of  UPFs silently changing our dietary patterns to be 
extremely unhealthy.

So, what changed? The food environment. India’s
modern food system created an environment that makes
diet unhealthy to the core. Food shelves are taken over by
UPFs such as pre-packaged namkeens, noodles, biscuits,
beverages, chips and breakfast cereals.

An Aug 2023 ICRIER/WHO report found that the
UPF sector grew at over 13% CAGR in retail sales value
between 2011 and 2021. The same report analysed Euro-
monitor data to show retail sales of  UPFs had jumped
from $0.9bn in 2006 to nearly $38bn in 2019.

Between 2005 (NFHS-3) and 2019 (NFHS-5), obesity
prevalence in India has nearly doubled. From 15% to
24% among women and 12% to 23% among men. The
pattern is confirmed by the Household Consumption
and Expenditure Survey 2023-24. It shows that rural 
households spent about 10% (about `̀406) and urban 
households about 11% (about `̀776) of  their average
monthly per capita consumption expenditure (`̀4,247 in
rural areas and `̀7,078 in urban areas) on processed 
food, refreshments, and beverages.

UPFs are now recognised globally as a key determinant
of  obesity and related metabolic harm. Three landmark
RCTs have confirmed that UPFs harm health in ways
calories alone cannot explain.

A Cell Metabolism study (2019) found that people
on a UPF diet consumed 500 extra calories a day and 
gained 900g in two weeks despite identical nutrient
content. Switching to minimally processed meals 
reversed the effect.

ANature Medicinestudy (2025) showed those on mini-
mally processed diets lost twice as much weight and body

fat and improved hormonal balance. Third, study in Cell
Metabolism (2025) found UPFs disrupted metabolic and
reproductive hormones and introduced toxic chemicals
from packaging into participants’ bloodstreams.

Hundreds of  cohort studies globally have established
association of  high vs low UPF intake to obesity, diabetes
and 32 medical illnesses. The takeaway: UPFs aren’t just
empty calories. They are biologically disruptive.

ICMR-NIN dietary guidelines for Indians suggest
that NCDs are driven largely by consumption of  ultra-
processed and high-fat, sugar and salt (HFSS) food
and beverage products. Economic Survey 2024-25 has

highlighted this issue demanding regulations to control
marketing of  UPFs.

UPFs are engineered formulations, usually high in
carbs and refined sugar, unhealthy fats, salt, loaded
with colours, flavours, emulsifiers and other additives.
Designed for taste addiction, they promote overeating
and displace real whole-food diets. This makes them
fundamentally different from traditional foods or staple
diets even as both contain carbohydrates. With the share
of  whole foods declining, a silent shift from kitchens to
factories is happening.

Minimally processed bowl of  rice with dal and vege-
tables digests slowly, provides fibre and micronutrients
and keeps hunger in check. Ultra-processed pack of
noodles or a sugary drink, with the same calories, spikes
insulin and triggers hunger soon after.

UPF consumption is exploding across all age and
income groups and is driven by unchecked aggressive
marketing, celebrity endorsements and “health halo”
claims.

Global consensus is shifting from counting calories
and macronutrients to addressing industrial food 
processing. ICMR study calls for reducing carbs as a
public health strategy to reduce obesity/diabetes. The
choice lies between UPFs and Staples.

The study seems to have missed the main driver of
obesity. Future national surveys must include intake of
UPFs as tools are now available to assess consumption
of  UPFs. This will help policymakers distinguish real
foods from industrial formulations and design policy

interventions accordingly.
Telling people to eat less rice or roti risks creating

guilt and confusion, especially when many cannot afford
costlier substitutes like nuts, eggs, or dairy. Such a message
may also shift them to buy cheaper UPFs. 

The right message is cut down on UPFs, not traditional
staples. Indians have eaten rice and roti for centuries
without an obesity crisis. India’s next big nutrition reform
must begin and target to reduce household consumption
of  unhealthy diets containing UPFs.

The writer is a pediatrician & Convener, Nutrition Advocacy
in Public Interest (NAPi)

This Diwali…Here’s What To Know About Eating
Obesity is not principally a result of India’s traditional staples of rice and roti, despite 

conclusions of a recent study. The key reason is consumption of ultra-processed foods
Arun Gupta

Avenues that once brought Indians 
to richer countries are shrinking as
nations like the United States turn 
increasingly hostile to immigration. 
Is this a passing storm or the glimpse
of  a new era?

The answer depends on two coun-
tervailing forces. The changing demo-
graphy in rich countries portends 

rising need for foreign youth to fill universities and 
provide skilled workforce. The political success of  
anti-immigrant parties on the other end, portends 
increased severity of  restrictions on
immigration.

Universities in rich countries are facing
an unprecedented challenge of  shrinking
enrolment resulting from smaller and
smaller cohorts of  youngsters graduating
from high school and joining colleges.
Across US, over 80 universities have closed
down since 2020, 20 in 2024 alone, on account
of  falling enrolment and the resulting 
financial instability. The Federal Reserve
Bank of  Philadelphia has a financial 
stress test model that predicts as many 
as 80 colleges and universities will close
permanently in the 2025-2026 school year,
when many universities have also faced 
declines in enrolment of  foreign students.
International student enrolment in 2025
has fallen by nearly 20%. Indian students
have faced the largest brunt with the 
number of  the incoming cohort declining
by close to 45%.

American universities have little leverage
with the Trump administration. Indeed, the MAGA crowd
is gleefully cheering Trump’s crushing of  America’s
education system, which they consider elitist and 
wasteful. Irony is that universities closing down are
not the elitist private universities that generally have
deep pockets, but many local small ones.

Yet, do not expect any relief  on that ground in the
issuance of  student visas from Trump administration.
What happens after the remaining years of  Trump’s
presidency would depend on who the next White 
House occupant is, a Republican or a Democrat, and
how Trump’s war on America’s education sector and
immigration plays out with the general public.

In his 2024 campaign, Trump repeated the slogan of
corporate leaders like Bill Gates and Steve Jobs – that
all graduating foreign students be automatically 
offered a Green Card. As president, he has relentlessly
pursued policies that have increased uncertainty for 
foreign students and graduates. With the latest move 
of  raising visa fee to $100,000 for new H-1B hires, Trump
has made sure foreign students graduating from 
American universities do not get a job in US. 

Corporations hiring skilled workers directly from
foreign countries using H-1B visas will probably hire
more workers on L-1 visas as intra-company transfers,
first hiring them in a foreign country and subsequently
bringing them to US. Unlike H-1B visas that have an 

annual quota, L-1 has no annual limit. Yet, the virtual loss
of  H-1B, given costs involved, will leave corporate America
scratching for talent. Expect more work outsourced to
countries where the talent resides and of  course increased
AI-sation and robotisation.

Foreign workers, it is no exaggeration, built Silicon
Valley. They are ubiquitous across all skilled sectors in US.
Will corporate America be able to successfully lobby
Trump govt for a less restrictive regime to bring in foreign
talent? So far, it seems, while Trump is willing to bail
out companies like Intel, on immigration he is not with
corporate America. 

In the past, US attracted the world’s best and brightest

through a liberal visa system for foreign students and
workers. The new battle cry is: US does not need the
world’s brightest. At a recent address to UN, Trump 
declared to Europe that those European countries
taking immigrants, “are going to hell!”.

Where does this leave Indian youth aspiring to
emigrate to US for education and work? The short 
term looks bleak. Critics have incorrectly described
immigration of  Indians to western countries for 
education and work as brain drain. It is more correctly
brain nourishment and circulation.

A substantial number of  students and workers 
have returned to India and contributed enormously
to the Indian economy. In western universities and

corporate cultures, Indian talent has
flourished and become best in the world.
Had they stayed in India, they would 
have excelled but not have become the
world’s best.

Indian elite and the middle class have
in a way disassociated their personal lives
from India’s education system. Instead
of  demanding and working towards 
building many high-quality universities,
they opted to send their children abroad.
Others invested in sending children on
the dunki route to emigration. Trump
has successfully closed the latter, and is
restricting avenues for the former.

So, India must build its own Oxfords,
Harvards and MITs. The time is ripe.
Facing pressure at home, American 
universities are looking to open new 
campuses abroad. India should use this
opportunity for building multiple online
and physical universities involving 
domestic and global resources to educate

Indian youth in India.
The gap is enormous both in terms of  quality and

quantity. As an example, America with less than a fourth
of  India’s population and an even lower proportion of
youth entering college has over 3,900 universities, three
times India’s. 

While India has opened the education sector to
foreign universities and about a dozen or so have come
in, which is of  course better than nothing, it is nowhere
near what we need. Trump or no Trump, a quality and
strong education system is a necessary foundation for
building a developed nation.

The writer teaches at Columbia University, US

Neeraj Kaushal

Where’ll Our Brain Train Go?
It has to head home. There’s no certainty US hostility against Indian talent will go away with

Trump. India’s elite will have to demand & work towards building world-class universities here
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Professor of
Social PolicySupreme Court’s lament about govt not willing to modernise the

delivery of  death sentence – it was hearing a petition to replace
death by hanging with lethal injection – needs some parsing,

and continuous discussions beyond cases in court. Death penalty
has three debates that run concurrently. First, whether capital 
punishment should be abolished. Second, a restrained and diligent
application of  the penalty. SC and CJIs have time and again appealed
to HCs to be ultra-careful when sentencing convicts to death. The
sentencing itself  is harrowing for most convicts, however hardened
the criminal. On death row, it is long years of  appeals till death is 
delivered or sentence commuted. The third debate is on the ‘best’ –
or ‘humane’ – way to service the sentence.

Neither the debates nor the arguments are new. A British govt 
commission report in 1950s exploring modes of

execution said of  its goal: any method untried
that would inflict death as painless and certain

as hanging but with “greater decency” and
without the “degrading and barbarous 
association with which hanging is tainted”.
The argument against this debate is that
there’s no ‘humane’ way; the very decision is
troubling. That discussing ‘best methods’ is
in fact, an attempt to protect shared values –

the natural right to life and ‘dignity of  death’. The reality though is, so
long as the death penalty is on the statute, it must be asked: is hanging
the most certain, quickest, and least painful method with minimum
bruising? Should there be options? If  so, what?

No method is ‘best’. The world recoiled when Alabama last year
used nitrogen gas asphyxia in a global first as a new mode, claiming
death would be instant. Instead, the convict struggled for life for several
minutes – nitrogen was on for 15 minutes. US prisons are exploring
new ways because drugs for lethal injections (sodium thiopental) are
difficult to source – countries are ceasing manufacture and banning
export of  drugs for capital punishment. US states have re-introduced
electrocution and the gas chamber (hydrogen cyanide). Finding trained
personnel is a challenge. Non-medical people carrying out a medical
mode of  execution have also seen botched executions. India on its part
has a shortage of  hangmen although executions are rare – there can
be no worse torture than a botched hanging. To that end, SC’s point on
GOI’s lack of  response is on point. It is not alone about policy. It’s 
a complicated medico jurisprudential issue. However squeamish it
makes one, the question of  option is not to be sidestepped.

Death By…?
SC is right. India should have a debate on what can

replace hanging when it comes to capital punishment

We live in an age of  endless
options, possibilities, and
achievements. Yet why do so

many of  us feel lost? Because we don’t
know ourselves. We’re unsure of  what
we truly want. So, we get tossed around
by others’ opinions. Those who know
themselves remain centred. Rahul
Dravid once joined a CA course as a
backup in case cricket failed – but he
quit after the first class and chose his
true path. Ustad Zakir Hussain never
wavered about his purpose. Einstein
had no doubts about his vocation. Look
within. Discover your passion. From
childhood, the signs are there. Some
recognise them early, others take time.
But everyone can find their calling.

We are all wired for greatness. Not
everyone can be a Steve Jobs or a Lata
Mangeshkar. But everyone carries the
same divine spark. Connect with the

Spirit and you’ll rise above every 
obstacle to achieve excellence. Eric
Liddell, the athlete, had neither a coach
nor fancy shoes. His belief  was simple –
God made me to run, and i will run for
God. He was unstoppable. He went on 
to win the Olympic gold.

So, what you do matters more
than how talented you are. If
you use your gift only to
make money, you’ll remain
ordinary. Dedicate your
talent to a higher purpose –
your company, your 
community, your country.
And excellence flows. The
higher the goal, the greater
your success. And the highest? When
you realise your ability isn’t yours – it’s
a divine blessing. You offer it back in
gratitude to that Power. That’s when magic
happens. You reach perfection.

We may have countless followers
online and many friends around us, yet

ways, always at the right time, place, and
measure. Awareness of  this grace fills
us with gratitude and awakens a deep
yearning to unite with that Force. True
devotion expresses itself  as love for all
beings. This makes for success in life.

When work is performed in an 
atmosphere of  warmth and goodwill,
mediocrity transforms to excellence, and
drudgery to revelry. You begin to enjoy
what you do. Happiness grows as you
learn to rejoice in others’ victories as
your own. Gradually, selfish desires fade,
replaced by a genuine concern for others’
well-being. You grow spiritually.

We are an amalgam of  matter and
Spirit. Matter comprises the body, mind,
and intellect. Spirit is the life-giving force
that enlivens them. The scriptures declare
that we are not the body, mind, or intellect –
we are the Spirit. This understanding 
is a game-changer.

For more information, visit 
vedantavision.org or call 9820138429

we often feel lonely. Because the 
connection from the heart is missing.
When was the last time you truly
reached out to someone, felt their sorrow,
or rejoiced in their achievements?
Loneliness arises from self-absorption.
When you’re preoccupied with yourself  –

your looks, comfort, image – you feel
isolated even in a crowd.

Artificial Intelligence may
transform the world, but it can
never replace the human
quest for love. When you
reach out to someone, listen
with empathy, and genuinely
care, you give something far
more precious than wealth –

the assurance that they matter. You light
a spark of  belonging, reminding another
soul: You are not alone in this world.

As we expand our circle of  love, it
blossoms into devotion. We begin to
sense a benevolent Power that guides our
lives – one that blesses us in countless

Expanding The Circle Of Love
Jaya Row

A Gurgaon housing society where I happen to live, is abuzz
with preparations for holding elections for a new Managing
Committee to run the services of  the community, as the 
current Managing Committee demits office having completed
a statutory five-year term.

The word Committee has an aura of  gravitas, an emanation
of  authority and elicits the use of  capital letters as much as Trump’s tweets do.
‘By order of  Committee’ appended to a list of  do’s and don’ts has an injunctive
resonance of  magisterial finality, brooking no pettifogging arguments. The
Committee’s first task is to appoint its Office Bearers, deemed so because they
bear the Burden of  Responsibility. The Office Bearers appoint subcommittees
(lower case to distinguish them from the main Committee) to perform designated

functions.
The main role of  the committee with a capital C is to hold regular

conclaves called Meetings in which discussions take place on the
Agenda, or order of  business. 

The formulating of  the Agenda involves a dialectic of
pros and cons, duly recorded by a designated Committee
member who notes down Minutes which, considering
the protracted duration of  such proceedings, might 

appropriately be called Hours.
The holding of  a Meeting often requires the holding of  a prior Meeting to

determine when the actual Meeting will be held. It might be required to hold
another meeting (lower case to differentiate it from the meeting to fix the date
and time to have the Meeting) to decide when the actual Meeting takes place. 

If  when the Meeting does take place and there is no consensus on the Agenda,
or list of  priorities, with the Ayes being vetoed by the Nays, the Meeting is 
adjourned sine die.

Man might work from sun to sun but a Committee’s work is never done. But
despite their critics Committees are a vital necessity because left to our own 
devices, individuals like me, too indolent and/or incompetent to run anything,
would let everything fall apart. That’s why Committees are Important. As is
that Committee of  all Committees called Parliament. 

Order of Committee

Jug Suraiya

Electing a panel of appointees is indispensable 
for the smooth functioning of our society

jugularvein

Treat adult users like adults, is an unexceptional principle, 
indeed a fine one. But what’s captured interest in Sam Altman’s
post about ChatGPT committing more fully to this principle,

is that it will be allowing erotica for verified adults. Users are already
talking to chatbots about sex and romance. These conversations 
will clearly race XXXwards as the company relaxes the restrictions
it has in place right now. This is very worrying for all those who,
with good reasons, believe that pornography is already a public 
health crisis, seriously undermining the human capacity for healthy
relationships. But hasn’t every technological leap of  history in a
way been a big leap for pornography? Expecting AI to transcend that

tendency was always a pipe dream.
The printing press took erotica from the

very wealthy to a much broader audience,
the telephone created phone sex, VHS beat
Beta by embracing pornography, which
was also a huge driver in the internet’s
development and popularisation. As for

today’s tech leap, it’s tough to say where it will take us all. Maybe
OpenAI will take lessons from platforms like OnlyFans, which
does a decent job of  ensuring minors don’t sign up. The great poser
is how increasingly realistic AI-produced porn will reshape this 
human addiction.

Anyway, OpenAI’s cuddle of  erotica is eminently good business.
What is laughable is Sam claiming this is not about “usage-maxxing”.
Dude. Nobody’s buying that. Or that the restrictions that had been
put in place for ChatGPT are only being loosened now because the
company has “been able to mitigate the serious mental health issues
and have new tools”. It’s clear from reportage from across the world
that age-gating is still unreliable and mental health dangers are only
intensifying. But so is market competition. OpenAI will not let the 
sexually explicit chatbot companions unveiled by Musk’s AI company
and others hurt its growth curve – without some dirty dancing.

XXXGPT
OpenAI gets ready to get explicitly competitive.
This was inevitable, as are questions that follow

Calvin & Hobbes
Remember to
look up at 
the stars and
not down at
your feet. 
Try to make

sense of what you see and wonder
about what makes the universe exist.
Be curious. And however difficult life
may seem, there is always something
you can do and succeed at.

Sacredspace

Stephen Hawking

THE TIMES OF INDIA
FRIDAY, OCTOBER 17, 202510 KEY IS HOW WE THINK NOT WHAT WE THINK

PD: 17-10-2025 Z: Goa E: 1 U: valencia.mascarenhas T: 10-16-2025 23:56

More Newspaper and Magazines Telegram Channel join Search https://t.me/Magazines_8890050582 (@Magazines_8890050582)





COMMENT8 DECCANHERALD
Friday

October17,2025

INPERSPECTIVE

TOBEPRECISE

Quantum mechanics,
first formulated in the
early 1900s, has never

failed a test. An early success
was understanding the be-
haviour of a single hydrogen
atomintermsof itsquantum
states.Butcanalargenumber
ofparticlesdisplayanykindof
quantum mechanical behav-
iourthat isn’t justafeatureof
itsunits, takenonebyone?

To get large numbers of
particles to collectively dis-
playquantummechanicalbe-
haviourrequires that theybe
cooled to very low tempera-
tures.Intherightconditions,
these particles can condense
into a single quantum state.
Forcollectionsofelectronsin
metals,suchastateisasuper-
conductor,inwhichacurrent
canflowendlessly.

Superconductors (also
superfluids) are examples of
quantum mechanics operat-
ingatscalesmuchlargerthan
anatom–there’snosizelimit
to thenumberofelectrons in
that single quantum state.
The property of superpo-
sition is uniquely quantum
mechanical. The quantum
mechanical analogue of a
‘bit’, a quantity which takes
only the basic values 0 and 1,
is the ‘qubit’, any intermedi-
atecombinationof these two
basicstates.

Superposition leads to
apparent paradoxes when
we consider large objects.
Consider Schrodinger’s cat.
Could one come up with real
experiments in which a cat –
orthesamenumberofatoms
thatmightgointoacat–could
exist in a superposition state
ofaliveanddead?

Another quantum me-
chanical feature is that of
tunnelling. A quantum par-
ticle can cross a nominally
insurmountable barrier,
‘tunnelling’ through, simply
becausequantummechanics
allowsquantumstatestoleak
intosuchforbiddenregions.

Specifying a quantum me-
chanical state of a collective
ofparticlesinvolvesassigning
an angle to that state, most
straightforwardly thoughtof
as a point along the circum-
ference of a circle, moving
aroundthecircleandreturn-
ing to its original position af-
terafull rotation.

To understand the Nobel
Prize-winning experiments,
consider two superconduc-
tors separated from each
other. Each has its own, in-
dependent ‘quantum’ angle.
Now bring them together,
withatinysliverofnon-super-
conductingmaterialbetween
them.This iscalledaJoseph-
sonjunction.

Inthecaseofsuperconduc-
tors,electronspairuptoform
Cooper pairs. These pairs

condense into one quantum
state, where they behave as
if they were one single unit.
While Cooper pairs live only
within superconductors,
tunnelling implies that su-
perconductivity can also
leak into regions that are not
superconducting.Asaresult,
a current can flow effort-
lessly across the Josephson
junction,evenwithoutavolt-
age to drive particles across
thejunction.

Whenavoltagesourceisin-
troduced into the circuit, the
difference in angles on both
sides of the junction changes
steadily with time, driven by
this voltage and described by
the point going around the
circle. A steady voltage leads
to a current that goes up
anddownintimeataregular
rate, predicted by quantum
mechanics.

Testingatscale
Theexperimentsthatwonthe
NobelPrizeweredesignedby
UK-born John Clarke, then a
young faculty member at
the University of California
at Berkeley, together with
Michel Devoret, a French
postdoc, and American PhD
student John Martinis. It re-
lies on applying a fixed cur-
renttoaJosephsonjunction.

They started with the sys-
tem in a zero-voltage state,
but with current flowing
through. This ‘metastable
state’ is not what the system
prefers to be in, but a barrier
must be surmounted first.
Quantumtunnellingenables
thecrossingofthisbarrier.

Clarke and his collabora-
tors went to great lengths to
isolate the purely quantum
mechanical parts of the ex-
periment. They measured
how long the system stays in
the zero-voltage state. They
shone microwaves of differ-
entfrequenciesontheirappa-
ratus,exploringitsquantised
energies, providing precise
tests of quantum mechanics
at a scale much larger than
thatofatoms.

Josephson junctions, and
devices built with them, al-
lowformanytestsofquantum
mechanics.Inparticular,they
allowustotesttherobustness
ofthequantumstate.

Making quantum com-
puters and related devices
requires that we understand
quantum mechanical behav-
iour, and its robustness at a
scale much larger than that
of a single atom or molecule.
The experiments of Clarke,
Devoret and Martinis show
precisely how quantum me-
chanics continues to work
even at these scales. Because
of them, we know that quan-
tum mechanical states of
multipleatomslargeenough
toconstituteevenacatcanex-
ist.Everythingweknowabout
quantum mechanics applies
here, too.

All this confirms the pri-
macyofquantummechanics
as the defining theory of the
physicalworld.

(Thewriter is Dean,
Research, andProfessorof
PhysicsandBiology,Ashoka
University)

Quantumstateand
collectivebehaviour
TheNobelPrizefor
Physicsrecognises
effortsthatpush
boundariesof

quantummechanics
tomacroscopic

scales
GAUTAM I MENON

Starpowernotenough
The recent induction of singer Maith-
ili Thakur into the Bharatiya Janata
Party ahead of the Bihar Assembly
elections highlights the trend of ce-
lebrity participation in politics. While
Maithili Thakur is undoubtedly a
talented artist, offering her a political
seat based solely on her popularity
seems unjustified and undemocratic.
Politics is not a platform for fame,
but a responsibility that requires
governance and public service expe-
rience. Granting tickets to individuals
without political or administrative
experience undermines the efforts of
grassroots workers who understand
the complexities of governance. In-
dia’s democracy thrives when merit,

public policy understanding, and
field experience determine leader-
ship, not celebrity status or social
media influence. Before contesting
elections, Thakur should engage in
party work at the ground level, un-
derstand citizens’ issues, and prove
her commitment to governance. Only
then would her candidacy reflect the
democratic spirit.
VishalMayur, Tumakuru

Getridofpotholes
The persistent debates about Ben-
galuru’s potholed roads never seem
to end. Despite repeated repairs
costing hundreds of crores of public
funds, these potholes appear and re-
appear. Unless those responsible are

held accountable and concrete meas-
ures are taken, no improvements can
be expected. Neighbouring states
often cite this issue to lure industries
away from Bengaluru, claiming
better infrastructure. However, this
should not be at the cost of Bengalu-
ru’s progress. As the technology hub
of India, Bengaluru’s importance in
industry and allied establishments
cannot be overstated. It is time for
the authorities to take responsibility
and find lasting solutions to this
recurring problem.
VPadmanabhan, Bengaluru

With two years of war having
passed into the bloodied his-
tory of modern times, cele-

brationswereseenonbothsidesof the
northern frontieras the ‘historic’Gaza
peace plan was foisted on Palestine by
an American-led international order.
The celebrations appear premature,
considering how the previous agree-
ments failed, including the one in Jan-
uary,whichwasviolatedbyIsraelafter
two months. Israel’s Prime Minister
BenjaminNetanyahuwilltrytosubvert
the agreement (finalised for the first
phase only) to hold on to power, with
theIsraeliSupremeCourtwaitinginthe
wings to oust him from office. Donald
Trump, while signing the first phase
plan, stated that he couldn’t guarantee
that Israel would not attack Hamas
again if they tried to regroup. Israeli
DefenceMinister IsraelKatzhasgiven
orders totheIDFtohuntdownHamas
militantsifHamasrefusestoimplement
theagreement.

The first phase of the plan is done,
and 20 living hostages were released
fromHamas’scaptivitywhileIsraelde-
livered on its agreement to free nearly
2,000 Palestinian militants and civil-
ians. A grand ceremony jointly hosted
by Egypt and the United States on Oc-
tober 13 at the Egyptian resort town of
Sharm el-Sheikh brought a galaxy of
world leaders from the Western world
as well as the region to applaud the
statesmanshipoftheUSPresident.

Itisimportanttonotethatneitherthe
UN, which is mandated to administer
Gaza, nor the Palestinian Authority,
whichissupposedlygoverningtheWest
Bank, wasconsultedonthepeaceplan.
For instance, Navi Pillay, the former
Chair of the UN Commission for Hu-
manRights,thebodywhichfoundIsrael
responsible for committing genocide
(subsequently taken by South Africa
to the International Court of Justice),
claimed that Palestine was not a party
totheplan.

Thesecondphaseoftheplan,dealing
with the disarmament of Hamas and
future governance of Gaza, is in limbo
as Hamas has not agreed to the subse-
quent phases of the plan. This suits the
Far-RightLikudpartyheadedbyNetan-
yahuwell,asitwillprobablyattributeall
ensuingproblemstothe intransigence
ofHamas. It isnot surprising tounder-
stand the position Hamas has taken in
thefaceofobstaclesandhavinglostmen
and arms, besides its image within the
Arab bloc. With 67,000 plus innocent
lives lost, women and children mur-
dered, maimed, raped, and starved
to death, and with hospitals, schools,
and community centres bombed, food
and medical supplies weaponised, and

homesdestroyed,whatcouldhavebeen
theiroptions?

As Franz Fanon, the celebrated au-
thor of the decolonisation primer The
WretchedoftheEarth, says,“Decoloni-
sation is truly thecreationofnewmen.
But this creation owes nothing of its
legitimacy to any supernatural power;
the thingwhichhasbeencolonisedbe-
comesmanduringthesameprocessby
whichitfreesitself”.Hamashasthought
fit not to surrender the right of the Pal-
estinianpeopletospeakforthemselves,
for their self-determination and sover-
eignty.ThelegitimacyofHamasderives
from its mandate to govern Gaza since
itsvictoryinthe2006elections,nomat-
terwhetherornottheWesternpowers,
whonowclamourtorecognisetheState
ofPalestine, see itasaterroristgroup.

India’spositiondefiestradition
While India had given its all-out sup-
port to the peace plan (Prime Minister

Modi congratulated both Netanyahu
andTrumpseveral times),GazaorHa-
mas has been conspicuously absent in
Delhi’s political thinking. India, it may
be noted, was one of the first non-Arab
countries torecognisethePLOin1974
and Palestine as a State in 1998, in line
with its principled position on decolo-
nisation.

Writing in theHarijan inNovember
1938, Gandhi had said, “My sympathy
for Jews does not blind me to the re-
quirements of justice. It is wrong and
inhumantoimposetheJewsontheAr-
abs”. India had opposed the UN Reso-
lution181,whichlaidthegroundforthe
UN Partition Plan of 1947. Contrast it
with the present-day pattern of India’s
voting in support of the “two-nation
theory” on the floor of the UN, along
with 153 member nations, when it has
been an uncomfortable proposition
for New Delhi, even after several res-
olutions calling out Israel’s genocidal
actions and proposing an immediate
ceasefire in Gaza were vetoed. While
‘Palestine’ may have become taboo in
publicdiscourse,thispositionamounts
to denying history and the long tradi-
tion of India’s support for the Palestin-
iancause.

Trump’s peace plan, a cleverly ma-
nipulated instrument of surrender for
Hamas, leaves little room for any kind
of Palestinian autonomy now or in the
future, nor any scope for its participa-
tion in post-conflict reconstruction.
The plan has been critiqued for its
vagueness and top-down imposition
by the global rules-based order clique
incahootswithglobalcapitalism.Soon
afterthepeacesummitandwithdrawal
of theIDF fromtheproximateperiph-
eryofGaza,militantsreleasedfrom Is-
raeli prisons publicly slaughtered so-
called infidels.

With food aid having been halted,
chaos is ruling the Gaza landscape
again. Peace is extremely fragile – the
deftlycraftedschemeundertheTrump
imprimatur, so readily endorsed by
Arabnationsdrivenbytheirownplans,
may have come to naught with Pales-
tinian resistance showing no sign of
dyingout.

Peace imposed by force can never
withstand the increasing challenge of
justdemandsforahomeland.Theglob-
alorderneedstorecognise this.
(Thewriter isaretireddiplomatand

politicalanalyst;Syndicate:TheBillion
Press)

AFALSEDAWN?

Peacebyforceundermines
Palestinianautonomy

Trump’sGazaplan
ignorescorequestions
onoccupationand

resistance,risksanother
trucebreakdown

Our readers arewelcome to email letters to:
letters@deccanherald.co.in (only letters
emailed— not handwritten —will be accepted).
All lettersmust carry the sender’s postal
address and phone number.

LETTERSTOTHEEDITOR
Abandon the ill-conceived project

The proposed 16.7-km tunnel road between the Central
Silk Board and Hebbal in Bengaluru appears to be
ill-conceived. The committee headed by BMRCL execu-
tive director S Hegaraddi has rightly pointed out several
inconsistencies and ‘bare minimum’geological data in
the DPR. It is clear that the firm responsible for prepar-
ing the DPR is either inexperienced or has done shoddy
work, which could lead to cost escalation, waterlogging,
and structural issues during construction. Further, the
project’s proximity to Lalbagh, with its rich history,

raises concerns. Given the history of major projects in
India, it is doubtful whether 90% of the work site can be
handed over without delays. The project seems to cater
only to car owners who can afford the hefty toll of Rs
300, making it inaccessible to the general public. Instead
of this ill-conceived project, the focus should be on
introducing a well-planned public bus transport system
that benefits the masses. It would be wise to abandon
this project.
HRBapuSatyanarayana,Mysuru

RIGHTINTHEMIDDLE

Littlethings,bigdifference

Like most Indian homes, the so-
calleddrawingroomatourhome
inAmritsaralwaysstoodignored.

Even when guests came, we made
them sit in the lobby or in one of the
bedrooms. We overlooked it despite it
havingfloor-to-ceilingwindowsfacing
our small but serene garden. But this
early June, as I made two single-seat
sofasfacethegardenwithasmallmar-
ble-top table in the centre, I was com-
pletely oblivious that this little change
wouldturn intomyfavouritespot.

I felt the connection, as if the river
was gently flowing in me, in the very
firstminutesasIlounged–clappingmy
eyesonthegarden.Itisblessedwithan
array of plants, many also in the pots
which remain shaded by an old tree

known for its big yellow flowers. For
it, the season of fall is always on, as it
sheds leaves after every few days, and
thegrassalwayswelcomesthem.They
may lie scattered, yet they continue to
exude beauty of their own. The wall of
it is embellished with original Nanak-
shahibricks.

I am not its only admirer; there are
several birds, including exotic ones. I
have also spotted a family of squirrels
whichlivesonthetreebut isoftenrun-
ning on the wall. When it rains, the
soundof itmakesmecontemplate life,
and the fragrance of the wet soil wafts
freelyinside.Imaginethejoyofthegar-
den when the spring comes, as it will
explodewithfragrant flowers.

The day I first sat, I thought, ‘I will
come here for tea or coffee,’but I soon
realised that whenever I am home, I
amalwayshere,whereIalsobeganen-
joyingmymeals, listeningtothemusic
or podcasts, afternoon naps, reading
books and even writing. The piece you
arereadingnowwasalsowrittenhere,
the session of which remained punc-

tuatedwithcontemplativebreaks, like
severalotherarticlesIwrotehere.Even
writingideashavemarchedtomehere.
There were days I headed to the local
cafes to findtherightspace,notknow-
ingtheperfectspotwasathomeitself.

Justamonthago,Ithoughtofchang-
ing my morning exercise venue from
the terrace to this garden, which has
become a ritual ever since. I end it by
walking barefoot on the grass. I have
also kept a large wooden bench next
to the garden, on which I sit to enjoy
my breakfast, making it ‘breakfast
by the garden’ or simply ‘breakfast
withaview.’

Whenever I am in a contemplative
mood, I can’t stop feeling grateful for
finding solace where I least expected
it. Joys must be found or created. The
universe helps us find them when we
arereadytomakeaneffort.Ihadnever
imagined that one small change in the
drawing room would open a world for
me, where solace would greet me in
every moment. I must say, little things
trulymakeall thedifference.

Theuniversehelpsusfind
joywhenwearereadyto

makeaneffort

RAMESHINDER SINGH SANDHU

MALAY MISHRA
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SPEAKOUT

I live in a constant state of hyperbole.
EdenSher

NoworkerinBJPgetsangry...People
whochantBharatMataki

Jaiarenotangry…

NityanandRai,
UnionMinister

India’s retail inflation, as measured by the Consumer
Price Index (CPI), and wholesale inflation, as seen
in the Wholesale Price Index (WPI), have fallen to

record levels, beyond projections of the Reserve Bank of
India (RBI) and other agencies. Retail inflation slipped
to 1.54% in September, the lowest since June 2017, while
wholesale inflation declined to 0.13% on a year-on-year
basis, and down from 0.52% in August. For the second
time in this fiscal year, the retail inflation rate was below
the RBI’s target zone of 2-4%. This fall has been traced
to a decline in food prices, including those of vegetables
and pulses, despite an increase in the prices of vegetable
oil. The consumer food price index fell by over 2%, also
accountingforthelowerruralinflationinrelationtourban
inflation.

It should be noted that while retail inflation hit record
lows, there was no similar fall in core inflation, which is
inflation without taking into consideration the prices of
goods such as food items, fuel, and others with volatile
prices. Core inflation represents a longer trend – it rose
from4.2%inAugustto4.6%inSeptemberandhasstayed
above 4% for eight consecutive
months. The spurt in core infla-
tionhasbeenpartlyonaccountof
therecentincreaseingoldprices.
But the rise is considerable even
if gold is excluded from the mix.
This should be a matter of con-
cernbecauseitmaybeindicative
of an active long-term trend of
inflation.Therise,indeed,should
be a factor to be considered for
thelongerterm,butthesoftening
of retail inflation also presents
opportunities for the RBI and
otherpolicymakerstomakeuse-
fulinterventionsintheeconomy.
Retail inflation could find still lower levels when the GST
cutscomeintofullforce.TheSeptemberinflationratehas
only partially captured the price cuts resulting from the
GSTrestructuring.

Since retail inflation has stayed below the RBI’s medi-
um-termtargetof4%forsevenstraightmonths,theapex
bank is likely to make another cut in interest rates in its
December meeting. The RBI said in its last meeting that
inflationwaslikelytomoderatefurtherinthecurrentfiscal
yearbecauseoftheGSTratecutsandafavourableoutlook
on food prices. While the high festival demand in the
current month does not give a comprehensive picture of
thescenario,itisalmostcertainthattheRBIwillprioritise
growthoverinflationinthecomingmonths.

SofteningCPImasks
long-termconcerns

The visit by Canada’s Foreign Minister Anita
Anand to New Delhi earlier this week extends
efforts to reset relations between the two coun-

triesthathitalowin2023overthekillingofKhalistani
separatistHardeepSinghNijjar.TheCanadiangovern-
ment, headed by Justin Trudeau, had alleged that the
killingofNijjar,aCanadiannational,wasorchestrated
byIndia’s secret services. Indiadeniedthecharge,but
the issue led to a series of actions, including a suspen-
sion of trade negotiations, disruption of visa services,
andexpulsionofdiplomats.Therifthadcausedanxiety
amongthesizeable,influentialIndiandiasporainCan-
ada,whichalsomaintainscloselinkswithIndia. Ithad
aneconomicfalloutaswell.IndiaandCanadaarelarge
economies, and both have been hit by US President
DonaldTrump’stariffwar.Are-establishmentofbilat-
eralrelations, therefore,alsomakeseconomicsense.

ThechangeofleadershipinCanadaprovidedcrucial
impetus.PrimeMinisterMarkCarneyhasconsciously
tried to restore relations as part of his emphasis on
engagement in the Indo-Pacific region. Carney, an
economist, has from the beginning indicated that he
wanted to rebuild relations with
India.Indiahasalsopositivelyre-
sponded to these signals. Prime
Minister Narendra Modi visited
Canadaasaspecialinviteetothe
G-7 summit outreach in June.
TheTrudeaugovernment’spoli-
cy towards India was influenced
by domestic politics, as the re-
gime depended on the support
of the extremist fringe among
theSikhdiaspora,andoftheNa-
tional Democratic Party led by
Jagmeet Singh, who is no friend
of India. Politics in Canada has
seenashiftaftertheApril2025election,givingCarney
moreleewaytorepairrelationswithIndia.

In her first official visit to India, the Canadian For-
eign Minister met Prime Minister Narendra Modi
and Minister of External Affairs S Jaishankar. The
visit saw both countries agreeing on a host of collab-
orative measures. Ministerial-level discussions on
bilateral tradeandinvestmentsare tobeginsoon,and
a high-level dialogue on energy co-operation is to be
re-established. The focus of the deliberations was on
initiatives that were put on hold since 2023. The visit
is expected to re-establish cooperation in trade, tech-
nology, education, and security. Discussions around
a free trade agreement are proposed to be restarted.
AvisitbyCarneytoIndiainFebruarynextyearisinthe
works. The messaging of the foreign minister’s visit
is one of reconciliation, a reconnection before both
parties set out to chart the course for future bilateral
engagement.

Afterthefallout,afresh
startwithCanada

Canadian
minister’s India
visit signals
renewedties in
energy, trade,
andstrategic
engagement

Core inflation
has
consistently
stayedabove
4%andmaybe
indicativeofan
active
long-termtrend
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‘What isspirituality,Amma?’
my15-year-oldsonaskedme
recently.Thiswasprobably

themostcomplexquestionsomeone
hadeveraskedme.Accordingtome,
thereisnosingledefinitionthatcan
sumupthemeaningofspirituality.For
some,spiritualitycanbesynonymous
withreligiousity,whileforothers it
couldbeindependentofreligion.
Its interpretationdependsuponthe
individual’sbeliefs,contextorpersonal
experiences.SinceIdidn’twantto
diminishmyson’s interest inthistopic,
I triedtodecipherspiritualitybynar-
ratingatruestory.

I recently read somewhere that
‘through the power of prayer, faith,

love and gratitude, things have a way of
working out.’My school friend Rajesh-
wari’s life reflects this quote perfectly.
We revived our friendship after a gap
of almost three decades. Since
our firstmeetingasadults, she
struck me as someone who
is extremely humble and
pious. Festivals brought
out an inner child in her as
she excitedly prepared for
them weeks in advance. Any
festival, be it big or small, she
celebrates it with much devotion,
earnestly praying for the well-being
of not just her family members but for
anyone who is unhappy. ‘The number
of people on your prayer list is getting

lengthier by the day,’I teased her once.
She smiled and said, “Praying gives me
joy because I am assimilating all the
positive thoughts with a hope that it

will change someone else’s life.”
It’s not that her life is sans
difficulties, but she chooses to
seek little joys from mundane
things instead of cursing her
fate or wallowing in self-pity.
Be it cooking, visiting a tem-

ple or lending a helping hand
to the needy, she exemplifies that

practising gratitude and mindful-
ness can enhance overall well-being.

The power of prayer is central to her
existence. It is not merely a commun-
ion with the divine, but she firmly be-

lieves that prayer helps her in focusing
the mind and finding a sense of peace
and comfort that helps her navigate
through life’s difficulties.

In many ways, she personifies
Vivekananda’s answer to the question,
‘What do you gain by prayer?’He had
famously said, ‘I gained nothing. In
fact, I lost anger, irritation, insecurity
and jealousy’.

After getting a brief glimpse into
Rajeshwari’s life, my son’s understand-
ing of spirituality is – ‘Someone who is
good-natured,kindandcompassionate
and believes in bringing comfort and
healing to others.’His interpretation
of spirituality made me wish for more
people like Rajeshwari in this world.

Discoveringtruespirituality
OASIS ROHINISMURTHY

Veerappansets free
onemorehostage
Bangalore, Oct 16
The Rajkumar kidnap crisis took
another strange twist today with
forest bandit Veerappan releasing one
hostage, Mr S A Govindaraju, son-in-
law of Kannada film star Dr Rajkumar,
upsetting government calculations that
the actor himself would be freed either
tonight or tomorrow. Official sources
here told Deccan Herald that Govinda-
raju, who had reached Erode tonight,
was on his way to Bangalore and
would be arriving in the city tomorrow
morning.

Kissingerfound
Nixonunpleasant
Washington, October 16
Secretary of State Henry Kissinger
revealed at a banquet in Ottawa on
Tuesday night that former President
Richard Nixon was an “old, artificial
and unpleasant man”, the Washington
Post reported today. Dr. Kissinger’s
comments at the banquet in his honour
by the Canadian Foreign Minister, Mr.
Allan Maceachen, were picked up by a
microphone which had been installed
to transmit his after-dinner speech to
journalists not invited to the banquet.
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Overfourcenturies,Japanbuilt
atraditionofdrinkingmatcha
thatwasbasedonfourprinci-
ples:wa, kei, sei and jaku, or
harmony,respect,purityand
tranquility. It took just a few

years for a worldwide matcha craze to up-
endthosevaluesandreplacethemwithdis-
harmony,disrespect, impurityandfraud.

Highly respected Japanese firms are at
warwithscoresofvendorswhoreselltheir
matcha far above the normal retail price
on Amazon, Facebook Marketplace and
othersites.

Othersarehawkingtheteatrade’sequiv-
alentof$45Chanelbags,counterfeitpack-
ages filled with third-rate product or with
ordinaryteagroundtoadullyellowdust.

Tea companies that have built their
reputations over centuries are in despair.
Marukyu Koyamaen, founded by Kyujiro
Koyama in 1704, has been taking action
againstcounterfeitersforeightyears,fight-
ingthemincourtandmakingitspackages
moredifficulttocopy.

Some of the fakes are filled with
“low-qualitypowderedgreentea,”Motoya
Koyama, the company’s president and a
direct descendant of the founder, said in
an email interview. “It would be definitely
a great harm to us if those customers who
purchased these counterfeit products
think that they are produced by Marukyu
Koyamaen.”

Other practices, while not as deceptive,
are wildly untraditional. Green lattes and
smoothies are prepared with shortcuts
(batched concentrate nicknamed batcha)
andflavourings (bananabread!) that send
ripplesofhorrordownthespinesofmatcha
purists. Baristas inhale so much airborne
greenpowderthattheyjokeaboutcoming
downwithmatchalung.

“It’s like the Wild West because there
are so many unknowns and so many new
contenders in the game,” said Sebastian
Beckwith,animporterwhosecompany,In
PursuitofTea,hasofferedmatchaformore
than20years.

Matcha, in its most traditional and
prizedform,isteathatisshieldedfromthe
sun for several weeks before it is picked,
steamedandgroundtoapowderbetween
granite millstones. The process is pains-
taking.ThenumberofpeopleinJapanfor
whom it is an everyday drink has never
beenlarge.About80%oftheteagrownin
the country is sencha, a whole-leaf green
variety. Matcha’s share is about 6%. It is
very much a niche product.

Inthepastfiveyears,ithasbecomemore
popularabroadthanitisathome,rocketing
tostardomonTikTokanddisplacingcoffee
on cafe menus. Japan now exports more
thanhalfthematchaitgrows.Accordingto
the market research firm NIQ, retail sales
ofmatchaintheUnitedStatesgrewby86%
overthepastthreeyears.

Wholesalers are fielding requests from
coffee shops in Warsaw, Poland, and in
Kazakhstan.Retailersselloutofnewship-
mentsinminutes.Withdemandstreaking
ahead of the limited supply, all kinds of
shadypracticeshavecreptintothegulf.

Matcha labelling is almost completely
unregulated,makingiteasierforlessscru-
pulous operators to pass off second- and
third-tierproductsaspremiumstuff.Previ-
ouslyunknownclassifications,likeimperial
grade and barista grade, are popping up.
Even “ceremonial grade,”which is widely

usedoutsideJapan,isaninventionofAmer-
icanmarketerswithnoformaldefinition.

The word matcha itself is open to inter-
pretation these days. Although matcha is
historically associated with Japan, pow-
deredteasoldunderthatnameisnowmade
in Australia, Kenya and other countries.
StarbucksbuysitsmatchafromChinaand
SouthKoreaaswellasJapan.

There is brown matcha, black matcha
andwhitematcha, inadditiontoold-fash-
ionedmatcha inthevibrantgreencolour
of a tree frog. Some of these products
were on display at the North American
TeaConferenceinCharleston,SouthCar-
olina, last month.

“There were a lot of different coloured
matchas, and this is an issue for a lot of
companies that make matcha,” said Rona
Tison,teaambassadorforaJapanesefirm,
ItoEn,whoattendedtheevent.“Thereare
noregulatoryguidelines.”

You’d never know there was a short-
age on the streets of Los Angeles, Wash-
ington and London. Starbucks, which
reporteda40%year-over-year increase in
matcha sales for the first quarter of 2025,
introduced a new line of protein drinks in
September that includes three flavours of
matcha.Thissummer,BlankStreetCoffee
rolled out a visual rebrand so drenched in
foamy green that Fast Company called it
“full-onmatchacore.”Intheprocess,Blank
Street,aninternationalchain,droppedCof-
feefromitsname,andforgoodreason.Mat-
cha drinks now outnumber coffee drinks
on the menu and make up about half the
company’sbusiness,accordingtoTheWall
StreetJournal.

In downtown Manhattan and parts of
Brooklyn, it’shardtoroundacornerwith-
out tripping over an A-frame sidewalk
board advertising tiramisu matcha lattes,
vanilla matcha fogs or spinach-fortified
MegaMatchasmoothies.

This month in Brooklyn, Kettl, a Japa-
neseteadealer,planstoopenastoredevot-
ed to matcha appreciation, with canisters
forsaleinfrontandguidedtastingsbehind
sliding doors in the back. The shop, Kettl
Matcha Sen Mon Ten, is meant to offer a
bit of counterprogramming, showing a
side of matcha that isn’t deeply explored
onTikTok.

“It’s an artisan product like wine, and I
wanted to have a space focused on that,”
saidZachMangan,Kettl’sfounder.

Tounderstandwhyfarmers cannotsim-
plykeepalltheovernightconvertshappyby
triplingproduction,it’susefultoremember
thatthemostcovetedmatchaismilledfrom
thefirstharvestof spring,whenthe leaves
aresweetest.

“There’s really a supply shortage of
first flush,” said Hannah Habes, founder
of Matchaful, a New York-based retailer
andwholesaler.AccordingtoHabes, first-
flushmatchagrownbyasinglefarmeristhe
foundation of most of the lattes and other
drinks sold at the seven Matchaful cafés.
Buyingdirectlyfromtheproducerorfrom
well-establishedretailersisthebestwayto
getwhatyou’repayingfor,teaexpertssay.

Thereisneverasmuchofthisfirst-flush
teaasthereismatchafromthesecondand
third harvests, which tends to be more
bitterandastringent. It’s typically labelled
“culinarygrade.”

Culinary-gradematchaissuitedforchoc-
olates, brownies and sweet, milky drinks.
Teaconnoisseursfeelstronglythatthefiner
gradesarewastedinlattesandsmoothies.

“UsingthatinalatteislikeusingredBur-
gundytomakesangria,”Mangansaid.

Adulterating high-grade products with
fruit, honey and other sweeteners is more
thanawasteofgoodmatcha,Koyamasaid.
It also contributes to shortages that have
made it difficult to stage tea ceremonies,
or chado, a cornerstone of traditional Jap-
aneseculture.

A more accurate translation of chado
is “the way of tea,” and understanding
the rituals of preparing and serving it is
a lifelong pursuit, said Ann Abe, chief of
administration at Urasenke Los Angeles,
a nonprofit cultural group devoted to the
teaceremony.

“Being third generation Japanese
American, to learn about the culture is
fascinating, and I’m still learning,” Abe
said. She studied chadounder influential
teacher Sosei Matsumoto, who stressed
the importance of never wasting any of
thepowderedtea.Abehasmixedfeelings
about matcha’s modern ubiquity outside
Japan.

“It’s nice to see an interest,” she said.
“However,Idon’tthinkmostpeopleunder-
standorrealizewhat’sbehindabowloftea.”

For Tison, who grew up in Japan and
whose great-grandmother was a tea cer-
emonyinstructor, thesuddenglobal thirst
forthisesotericdrinkisstillhardtofathom.

“Iwouldneverhaveforeseenit,”shesaid.
“Whoeverwouldhavethought?”
TheNewYorkTimes

Thematchamarket
cracksunderpressure

PETEWELLS

India’s higher education sys-
tem stands at a transform-
ative crossroads where

national aspirations meet
global expectations. With over
1,100 universities and 40 mil-
lion students, the challenge
today is not access but excel-
lence—achieving self-reliance,
innovation, and employability
ataglobalstandard.

TheIndiaSkillsReport2025
offers a mixed picture: Kerala
records an employability rate
of 90.94%, but many states lag
behind, exposing deep dispari-
tiesinacademicqualityandskill
preparedness. Bridging these
divides is essential if India is to
emerge as a true knowledge
superpower.

TheNationalEducationPol-
icy (NEP) 2020 is India’s most
ambitious education reform
yet,urginguniversitiestoblend
Indian ethos with global com-
petitiveness. Complementing
it,theNationalResearchFoun-
dation(NRF)seekstobuildavi-
brant research ecosystem and
makeIndiaaninternationalhub
for innovation and intellectual
property.

Yet, challenges persist.
According to the Economic
Survey 2023-2024, India’s
R&D spending is just 0.64% of
its gross domestic product
-- far below China’s 2.4% and
the United States’ 3.5%. Only
36% of India’s research fund-
ing comes from the private
sector, compared with around
75% in the US and China. This
imbalance highlights the need
for stronger academia-indus-
try-governmentlinks.

Whileleadingprivateuniver-
sitiescannurtureinnovatorsup
to Technology Readiness Lev-
els (TRLs) -- and even product
manufacturing – India’s scale
demandsabroaderframework.
Each state should establish an
InnovationCouncilcomprising
academia,industry,andgovern-
menttoevaluatestudentideas,
setbenchmarks,and link inno-
vators to venture capital and
manufacturingnetworks.Such
councils would speed India’s
transition from lab to market,
ensuring creativity finds re-
al-world expression through
mentorship, funding, and go-
to-marketstrategies.

Self-reliance in education is
not isolation; it is confidence --
the ability to produce globally
competent graduates while
staying rooted in local con-
texts.Digitaltechnologywillbe
central to this shift. Initiatives
like SWAYAM, NPTEL, and
UGC-approvedonlinedegrees
have already democratised
learning. As India advances
towards the6Grevolution,on-
lineandblendedlearningmust

reach every learner. Regula-
tionsshouldencouragequality
while ensuring affordability.
Backed by public schemes and
institutional partnerships,
this digital infrastructure can
make higher education truly
inclusive -- ensuring that no
learner is leftbehind.

Self-reliance must go hand-
in-handwithinclusivity.Univer-
sitiesshouldberequiredtooffer
merit-cum-need-based schol-
arships to support promising
students from disadvantaged
backgrounds.

Employability remains the
Achilles heel of Indian higher
education. Outdated curricu-
la and weak industry linkages
leave many graduates ill-
equippedformodernworkplac-
es. A National Talent Pipeline
Consortium--bringingtogeth-
er academia, government, and
industry--coulddevelopstand-
ardised,future-readycurricula.

Leading companies could
help define baseline compe-
tencies in AI, data analytics,
sustainable manufacturing,
and emerging technologies.
Universitiescouldthencustom-
ise 20–30% of the curriculum
to suit local needs. The Entre-
preneurship Mindset Course
(EMC)launchedbythePunjab
government is an excellent
example. Targeting five lakh
students by 2028-2029, it inte-
gratesentrepreneurialthinking
withpracticalbusinessskills.

Beyond coursework, univer-
sitiesshouldfosterAI-integrat-
ed, interdisciplinary learning,
where social sciences intersect
withtechnologyandethics.This
will produce graduates who
are not only technically skilled
but also empathetic and glob-
allyaware.

The next leap must come
from embedding apprentice-
ship-based and cooperative
education (co-op) models
within degree structures. The
government, through NIRF
andaccreditationframeworks,
could reward universities that
institutionalise co-op pro-
grammeswherestudentsalter-
nate between academic study
andindustryengagement.This
model,longpractisedinCanada
and Germany, allows students
to gain hands-on experience
whileearningcredits.

India’sriseasaglobalknowl-
edge power will depend not
merely on the number of uni-
versitiesithas,butonhoweffec-
tively they nurture innovation,
employability, and inclusion.
Thevisionaheadisclear:aned-
ucation system that is self-suf-
ficient but globally connected,
digitallyempoweredyetdeeply
human,andresearch-drivenyet
sociallyrooted.
(ThewriterisPro-Chancellor,
AllianceUniversity)

Reimagining
highereducation
ABHAY G CHEBBI

Karnataka’s Social and Educational
Surveywasconceivedasanexercise
insocialjustice.Itisnowrevealingit-

selfasacasestudyinadministrativehubris.
Across the state, thousands of enumera-
tors have been trudging through villages
and towns with malfunctioning devices
and minimal preparation. Schools have
beenclosedto freeupteachers. Inseveral
districts, teachers have reported exhaus-
tion,stress,andeventragedy:a58-year-old
teacher died of a heart attack reportedly
whileonduty.Thesefailuresreflectadeep-
ercollapseofplanningandpurposewithin
the state. At their core lies the absence of
institutionalclarityaboutwhatthissurvey
is,whoisauthorisedtoconductit,andwhat
purposeitserves.

The Karnataka government has tasked
the Backward Classes Commission with
conducting an all-caste survey – a move
that, several legal experts argue, exceeds
its mandate under law. Section 9(1)(i) and

(ii) of the Karnataka State Commission
for Backward Classes Act, 1995, empow-
ers the Commission to study the social
and educational conditions of the Back-
ward Classes and to conduct surveys only
for thatpurpose. Itdoesnotauthorise the
enumerationofScheduledCastes,Sched-
uledTribes,ortheGeneralCategory.This
position has also been raised in recent pe-
titions before the Karnataka High Court,
whichnotedthattheCommission’spowers
donotextendtoanall-castesurvey.

The irony is that the survey claims to
servetheverygroupsitrisksundermining.
Agovernmentcommittedtosocial justice
wouldstrengtheninstitutions,notstretch
theirlimits.ThepreviousBJPgovernment,
through the Madhuswamy Committee,
dealt with the question of internal reser-
vationsthroughastructuredprocess.The
presentoneappearstobeactingwithouta
firmlegalanchororinstitutionaldiscipline.
Whatmayseemproceduralinbureaucrat-
ictermscarriesprofoundimplicationsfor
justiceandrepresentation.

Ifthelegalfoundationofthesurveyisun-
certain, its political origins are even more
telling. It strains belief that Karnataka
cannot locate the report of its own 2015
survey.TheKantharajCommission’smas-
sivesurvey,coveringover1.3crorehouse-
holdsandcostingmorethanRs160crore,
wasnevertabled.Theoriginalreportisno
longertraceable.TheHegdeCommission
in2023submittedareconstructedversion
using partial data. The Congress govern-
menthastreatedthisinstitutionalamnesia
asroutine--announcingnewsurveyswhile
quietlyburyingtheold.

The decision to order a fresh survey ap-
pearstohaveoriginatednotwithinthestate
cabinet or policy machinery but from the
Congress high command. The announce-
ment was made in Delhi by party general
secretary Randeep Surjewala, in the pres-
ence of Chief Minister Siddaramaiah and
Deputy Chief Minister D K Shivakumar.
This sequence of events raises questions
about where authority truly lies. Having
failed to conduct a national caste census

whileinpowerattheCentre,theCongress
nowseekstoreclaimthesocial justicenar-
rative through a state-level exercise that
lacksadministrativeandlegalclarity.

Evenwithinthegovernment,confusion
has been apparent. Ministers have issued
contradictory statements, officials have
complained of shifting instructions, and
the process of verification lacks clarity.
The survey design itself compounds the
problem. Respondents are asked to write
in their caste without reference to an ap-
proved list or coding framework, produc-
inginconsistentornon-existentidentities.
Reports from the field mention entries
suchas“BrahminChristian”or“Lingayat
Christian”, which have no recognition in
laworwelfarepolicy.Unlessthereisaclear
processtoverifyandclassifysuchdata,the
exerciserisksproducingnumbersthatare
neither reliable nor useful. By confusing
recognition with representation, the gov-
ernment risks turning social justice into
an instrument of political convenience.
Karnataka’sreservationsystemisbuilton

statutory lists that define eligibility with
precision.

Implementationofthissurveyhasbeen
equally disorderly. The government ini-
tiallyannouncedthatenumerationwould
end by October 7, but the deadline has
since been extended to October 18, with
further delays expected in some districts.
In Belagavi, teachers have protested the
deployment of pregnant women, persons
withdisabilities,andthosenearingretire-
ment. Yet the government insists that the
exercise is on schedule and that “minor
technical issues”arebeingresolved.

Although the Karnataka HC has clar-
ified that participation in the survey is
voluntary and that enumerators cannot
pressure anyone to respond, field reports
suggestthatperformancetargetsareinflu-
encing enumerator behaviour. The ques-
tionnaire itself appears poorly designed,
with intrusive and inconsistently worded
questions varying across districts, raising
doubts about comparability and data in-
tegrity. D K Shivakumar has also public-

ly advised enumerators to “avoid asking
personal questions”, further indicating
administrativeconfusion.

A survey launched without clear con-
stitutional backing, executed without ad-
ministrative capacity or clarity, and pur-
sued without internal coherence cannot
command public trust. What began as a
promise of social justice now risks being
seenasapoliticallydrivenexercise.

Ifcasteenumerationistoserveequity,it
must bedonewithcredibility, legalityand
transparency.Thatcallsforanationalcaste
census,conductedtransparentlyunderthe
authorityoftheUniongovernment,rather
thanfragmentedstate-leveleffortsdriven
by electoral or partisan considerations.
The Karnataka exercise offers a caution-
ary tale: when data collection becomes a
substitute for governance, even a cause
as vital as social justice can be reduced to
political theatre.
(Thewriter is aspokespersonforthe

BJPinKarnatakaandapublicpolicy
professional)

Whenthenumbersdon’taddup:Karnataka’sflawedsurvey
SURABHI HODIGERE

MatchadrinksatMatchaful cafes,whicharewhiskedbyhand inNewYork. THENEWYORKTIMES

Onceconsumedmainly insmall, formalteaceremonies,matchaisnowmixedinto
fruity lattesandpreyedonbycounterfeiters.Canitsurvive itsownpopularity?
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Some people think the Nobel 
Prize makes you bullet-proof. 
I never had that illusion

Wole 
Soyinka

T’s quite fascinating that in  
a world where new words  
and phrases are often coined to 
c l eve rl y  r e p a c k a g e  o l d  
phenomenons, a phraseology 
popular in the 1960s is being 
brought back to describe a cer-

tain migration out of  Donald Trump’s 
America. One has to be cautious when 
one calls it ‘migration’, because one  
is not sure if  it’s really so. That is, if  
it’s a sustained trend of  conscious es-
cape or opportunity hunting. 

When Nobel laureates Abhijit Baner-
jee and Esther Duflo announced last 
week they were moving to the Univer-
sity of  Zurich in Switzerland from MIT 
in the US, it was casually labelled as 
‘brain drain’, although the economist 
couple had themselves not character-
ised the professional move as such.

An American news site reported that 
“one of  the biggest risks of  the White 
House’s war on academia and its slash-
ing on scientific research funding has 
been brain drain—the situation where 
top scholars, spooked by the worsening 
climate, find working in other nations 
more attractive instead.” It said Banerjee 
and Duflo were ‘decamping’ to Zurich.

The site also quoted a source to  
claim the pair’s departure was connect-
ed with the White House’s attacks on 
academic freedom. It speculated: “The 
timing certainly is suggestive.” MIT is 
among the top centres of  learning in  
the US that the Trump administration 
has been pressuring to make institu-
tional changes in exchange for preferen-
tial government funding. Unlike many 
other institutions, MIT had spurned 
what is euphemistically called the ‘Com-
pact for Academic Excellence in Higher 
Education’ days before Banerjee and 
Duflo made their decision public. 

Duflo had told the news site they did 
not wish to comment on their move es-
pecially when MIT was dealing with 
reaction to its refusal of  the ‘compact’. 
However, Duflo had co-signed an op-ed 
in Le Monde as early as March 2025 that 
had pretty much made her stance clear. 
The article had warned that academic 
and scientific freedoms were under un-
precedented attack in the US and ‘ideo-
logical censorship’ was spreading. 

Although the Trump administration 
had initially circulated the compact 
with nine top American universities 
including MIT, this week there has  
been news floating around that it is be-
ing extended to all academic institu-
tions across the US. Now, one will have 
to wait to see if  this move is going to 
lead to an actual wave of  ‘brain drain’.

The brain drain narrative in the US 
is in place, with a number of  exam-
ples of  disillusioned top academics 
being cited regularly by the media, 
but the reality of  action remains to be 
tested. Even if  brain drain happens, 
it may happen over a period of  time, 
not in an instant surge. That is sim-
ply because other nations and other 
universities across the globe need to 
expand infrastructure, build resourc-
es, and, more importantly, create 
trust. It’s easier said than done. 

If  one assumes that the destination 
of  those leaving the US is Europe, 
Asia or Australia, there is no guaran-
tee that ideological regimes there 
may not bring similar pressures and 
obstacles. In fact, that nature of  illib-
eralism is on the rise in Europe and 

other continents, too. Trump has al-
lies and imitators everywhere.

In Banerjee and Duflo’s destination, 
Switzerland, the government and poli-
tics is currently dominated by the 
Swiss People’s Party, which is una-
bashedly far-right and Eurosceptic. Its 
anti-immigrant rhetoric is loud and it 
commands 28 percent of  the lower 
chamber of  parliament. 

China, where cutting-edge scientific 
and skilled work happens, is often pre-
sented as an alternative to the US. 
Many say China may eventually end 
up accommodating the best brains 
from across the world, like the US did 
during and after World War 2.

But there are political and cultural 
barriers for this to happen. China is run 
by a communist regime. Freedoms come 

filtered through many sieves of  ideolo-
gy. To add to this, there is the impedi-
ment of  language (against the default 
of  English), culture and civilisation. 
Also, recall the country’s perception 
during the Covid pandemic. 

It may take many generations for 
these barriers to be broken; by then, 
democratic America may have recov-
ered. It may have seen another election 
and picked a president who may restore 
everything with a pen stroke. This may 
happen as early as three years and a 
few months from now. Therefore, one 
needs to ask if  all the talk of  brain 
drain is just hype and propaganda. Are 
some individual choices being made 
out as a trend? It’s difficult to assume 
that America will crumble soon. For 
that to happen, it may take longer than 
what the British empire did. 

Interestingly, brain drain was used 
in the past to describe the movement of  
the skilled and educationally qualified 
from the ‘developing’ to the ‘developed’ 
world. To escape what was known as a 
‘third-world’ drabness. Like it was in 
India in the 1960s, where Nehruvian 
institutions of  higher learning manu-
factured talent, but did not have an 
economy to accommodate them. Those 
who left were actually a minority  
and mostly upper-caste. They could 
leave also because the US immigration 
policy became more liberal after 1965.

Then, too, there was a hype around 
the idea of  talent leaving the nation af-
ter using public resources, although 
there was no anti-national virulence 
against those who departed. To address 
the rhetoric of  those times, economists 
like Jagdish Bhagwati even proposed a 
‘brain drain tax’—without actually pro-
posing how to impose and collect it.

By the end of  the 1990s, India real-
ised that brain drain was actually nev-
er a drain—it was a long-term invest-
ment. Migrations and globalisation 
had created complex outcomes. In the 
early 2000s, as the IT industry grew, the 
phrase ‘brain drain’ was replaced by 
‘body shopping’, signifying the chang-
ing economics of  cheap skilled labour. 

The phrase ‘brain drain’ had almost 
been forgotten. In recent discourse, it 
has been used to refer to something al-
together different—negative cognitive 
performance as a result of  the ubiquity 
of  smartphones. There is an attempt to 
restore the phrase’s old meaning. But 
an anachronism remains one even if  
it’s smartly twisted as ‘reverse brain 
drain’ or ‘brain gain’.

(Views are personal)
(sugatasriraju@gmail.com)

INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN  
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka I OPPORTUNITY 
HUNTING AS 
BRAIN DRAIN

Two top academics’ shift from the US has brought back the  
brain drain discourse. Is it likely given the realities elsewhere  

and the possibility of US reversal in a few years? 

AHMEDABAD CWG CAN 
BE MUCH MORE THAN 
JUST THE 2030 GAMES

A
HMEDEBAD is set to host the Commonwealth 
Games two decades after New Delhi hosted them  
in 2010. Commonwealth Sport’s executive board has 
forwarded the candidature of  Gujarat’s largest city 
as the host for the 2030 games. However, one must  

be guarded in celebration for now. Just to jog the memory, 
CWG 2010 in New Delhi was embroiled in avoidable  
controversies ranging from delays in constructing ven-
ues, gaps in civic planning and allegations of  massive 
corruption. This is just one part of  the troubles. Hosting 
Commonwealth Games has become a liability—the last 
two editions have shown that there are not too many tak-
ers to host the quadrennial event. Durban, which was 
supposed to host the 2022 edition, withdrew because of  
rising costs, and Birmingham was forced to step in. The 
2026 games were supposed to be held in Victoria but the 
Australian government withdrew after estimates over-
shot the original budget. Even for the 2030 edition, there 
were only two interested nations—India and Nigeria.

Ahmedabad is an apt choice considering the city’s 
push to create world-class infrastructure. The Naran-
pur Sports Complex, a sprawling structure built for 
about `825 crore, is set to be the main venue. The yet-
to-be-finished Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel Enclave, which 
houses the Narendra Modi stadium, will be another 
venue. India must learn from Delhi and not overshoot 
the budget. Birmingham 2022 was minimalistic, as will 
be Glasgow 2026. Even the Paris Olympics last year had 
strict austerity measures in place to offset the spiral-
ling budget. India’s ultimate aim is to host the Olympics 
in 2036 and the CWG should be organised to show that 
India can host big-ticket events. Ahmedabad is also  
in the running for the Olympics, but the International 
Olympic Committee will decide the hosts by 2030. And 
Olympic bids are far more complicated than CWG.

India must grab this opportunity to sow seeds of  a 
broader sports culture. The government and all other 
stakeholders must ensure that India’s Olympics tally  
doubles by 2032 from the seven at Paris 2024. It is possible, 
going by CWG 2010. India bagged six medals at the 2012 
London Olympics, up from three at Beijing four years 
earlier. With robust planning and investment, India can 
again create a rewarding culture. CWG 2030 should be the 
platform for the country’s next sporting leap.

STOP BLAMING VICTIMS 
OF SEXUAL VIOLENCE

E
ACH time a woman is brutalised, those in power 
rush to manage outrage, not justice. The pattern 
is painfully familiar—denial, deflection, and, 
worst of  all, blame. Last week, when a young med-
ical student from Odisha studying in Durgapur 

was allegedly gang-raped, West Bengal Chief  Minister 
Mamata Banerjee’s first instinct was not compassion, 
but suspicion. “What was she doing outside after mid-
night?” she asked. The assault reportedly happened 
between 8 and 9 pm—words that make her question 
crueller still. Her party accused the BJP of  politicis-
ing the crime, but Banerjee herself  reached for whata-
boutery: “In Odisha, girls were raped on beaches. What 
action has been taken?” The remark was not meant to 
defend the victim, only to deflect her own failure.

Just a year ago, the rape and murder of another 
medical student at R G Kar Medical College and Hos-
pital had brought protesters out on Kolkata’s streets. 
Then too, Banerjee responded with denial and blame-
shifting. A year later, nothing has changed—not the 
outrage, not the indifference. Yes, the police have 
moved faster this time—arrests made, custody se-
cured, and forensic tests widened. But speed means 
little when empathy is absent. The wound does not 
close when leaders reopen it with suspicion.

West Bengal was once a beacon of  learning, reform, 
and modernity. It still draws students from across In-
dia—young men and women chasing dreams their fami-
lies can barely afford. What do they hear now from its 
chief  minister? A warning not to step out at night. As if  
freedom itself  were a risk. Women do not need curfews. 
They need safety. They need leaders who stand with 
them—not above them, not against them. As chief  min-
ister for 14 years, Mamata Banerjee has the authority to 
protect, to heal, and to lead by example. What she owes 
the young woman in Durgapur—and every woman who 
walks afraid—is not excuses or comparisons, but cour-
age. The last thing any survivor deserves is blame.

Q U I C K  TA K E

MTV IS DYING, LONG LIVE MTV

A cultural icon of  the 1990s will have its last airing on 
the last day of  2025. Paramount has announced it will 
shut down MTV’s music channels in several coun-

tries including the UK, Australia, Poland, France, Ger-
many and Brazil as part of  cost-cutting efforts. What will 
be left are a few reality TV channels in the stable—a poor 
reflection of  the world’s first 24-hour music channel that 
revolutionised cable TV in India too. At its prime, MTV 
was a swashbucklingly creative cultural phenomenon 
that earlier generations could hold up to the following 
ones to show they did not invent the wheel when it came 
to paring innovation with creativity in audiovisuals. The 
icon’s demise should raise a chorus call for an archive 
and museum of  TV shows. Any takers?

SUGATA SRINIVASARAJU Senior journalist and author of The Conscience 
Network: A Chronicle of Resistance to a Dictatorship
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HE refusal of  the Norwegian 
Nobel Committee to entertain 
Donald Trump for the 2025 No-
bel Peace Prize, despite his 
querulous, absurdist demands, 
has swung the spotlight on the 
prize itself. The revelatory fra-

gility of  its longstanding rules, the mo-
noethnic—indeed, mononational—con-
stitution of  the selection committee, and 
the dubitable nature of  the awardees.

The reasons for Trump’s defeasance 
are several: his inexistent humanitari-
an record; that the nominations closed 
on January 31, months before seven 
countries decided to plug his bid; and 
that he had not been nominated by 
‘leading lights’ in categories the Norwe-
gian Nobel Committee lists. 

How then did Barack Obama crack 
the prize in 2009? How did the 
nominator/s know before he became 
president how he would fare on matters 
of  peace and humanitarianism, the ba-
sic tenet of  the prize? Obama went on to 
become a militaristic expansionist, 
even stunning attendees at the award 
ceremony by calmly declaring that war 
was often “morally justified”.

Nominations for the following year’s 
peace prize begin online in mid-October. 
Before the 2009 nominations, Obama 
was a junior senator with zero “interna-
tional diplomacy and cooperation be-
tween peoples” credits. The credits ap-
plied to his nomination were probably 
unspecific—which must also have been 
true of  Trump’s nominators.

After it receives the nominees’ list in 
mid-February, the Norwegian Nobel 
Committee prepares a shortlist by end-
March. By April-end, the advisors se-
lected, according to the Nobel Peace 
Prize website “on the basis of  their pro-
fessional experience and academic ex-
pertise”, send in their initial character 
and suitability analyses. The committee 
then asks for “further reports on vari-
ous candidates”. This back-and-forth 
continues until August. A majority vote 
is taken in the beginning of  October.

Obama had ordered his first Predator 
drone strike—the hallmark of  his two 
presidencies—on January 23, 2009, a 
week before the last nomination date. On 
February 17, when the longlist of  nomi-
nees was received, Obama ordered 17,000 
more troops into Afghanistan. On March 
27, he unveiled a new escalatory strategy 
for Afghanistan and Pakistan. On what 
basis, then, did he get the golden gong?

The peace prize’s nomination-discus-

sion-voting timeline is deeply question-
able. As has been its choice of  awardees 
since Henry Kissinger in 1973, which 
was a brazen disregard for the awful-
ness of  this grey eminence of  American 
realpolitik. In the 21st century, the peace 
prize has tended to go to political fig-
ures opposed to heads-of-state the US is 
geopolitically uncomfortable with.

This year it went to María Corina 
Machado, a conservative, US-aligned po-
litical figure stridently opposed to Vene-
zuelan strongman Nicolás Maduro, an 
autocrat who is staunchly against Ameri-
can neoimperialism in Latin America 
and the Middle East-North Africa region. 

With multidecadal connections to US Re-
publicans, she has long been a votary of  
American—and, oddly, Israeli—bellicosi-
ty in Venezuela. Not surprisingly, observ-
ers have wryly concluded that the 2025 
prize might not have gone to Trump, but 
it went to a Trumpista who dedicated the 
trophy to him, which is why Trump isn’t 
exactly ticked off  at having been over-
looked (although he forgot her name while 
publicly thanking her for her devotion).

Narges Mohammadi, the 2023 awardee, 
is an Iranian human rights activist whose 
work has centred on fighting the oppres-
sion of  women, and remains in jail at 
present. Year 2022 was bad for Iran-US 

relations—the collapse of  the 2015 nucle-
ar agreement’s revival, Iran’s suppres-
sion of  domestic protests, its drone sup-
ply to Russia. In September 2023, the US 
unfroze $6 billion of  Iranian money held 
in South Korea, which it transferred to 
Qatar with the caveat that they were to 
be used for US-defined “humanitarian 
purposes”. Iran never saw the money.

Ales Bialiatski, a pro-democracy hu-
man rights activist sent to the brutal Pe-
nal Colony No 9 in Belarus, was the 2022 
awardee along with the Russian human 
rights organisation Memorial and the 
Ukrainian human rights organisation 
Center for Civil Liberties. Belarus-US 
relations had tanked after the Alexan-
der Lukashenko regime, in May 2021, 
forced a Ryanair flight to land to arrest 
popular dissident blogger Raman Dzmit-
ryevich Pratasevich. The Biden admin-
istration protested volubly. Lukashenko 
bit back. Bialiatski got the peace prize 
in 2022. In 2023, he was sentenced to 10 
years—a victim of  Lukashenko’s autoc-
ratism, the Lukashenko-Biden feud, and 
Biden’s Russophobic overreach.

The 2021 prize went to two journalists, 
Filipina American Maria Ressa and Rus-
sian Dmitry Muratov. Both came into the 
limelight as opposition figures—Ressa 
against that thorn in the US’s flesh, Rod-
rigo Duterte, who had announced “sepa-
ration from the United States” in 2016, and 
in early 2020 unilaterally abrogated the 
1998 Visiting Forces Agreement, a linch-
pin of  Philippines-US regional security.

And Muratov became known for 
bucking Vladimir Putin’s diktat against 
publishing uncleared information—or 
“knowingly false information” —on the 
Russo-Ukrainian war. In 2020, he had 
supported the protests in Belarus fol-
lowing Lukashenko’s fixed electoral 
victory. As a member of  the Russian op-
position party Yabloko, he had already 
been in Putin’s sights for a while. 

While few of  these laureates are unde-
serving, an American hand hovers above 
them all. The Nobel Peace Prize has nev-
er been nonpartisan—but now it is una-
bashedly political.

  (Views are personal)
(kajalrbasu@gmail.com)

AMERICA’S POLITICS, NORWAY’S MEDAL 

T

Barack Obama was nominated for 
the Nobel Peace Prize just days 
after being sworn in.  He ordered 
drone strikes and  troop placements 
while his nomination was being 
vetted. In recent years, the prize 
has gone to opposition figures in 
countries not doing the US’s bidding

KAJAL BASU Veteran journalist
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Pollution complacency
Ref: The air we breathe (Oct 16). The air 
pollution debate has moved beyond policy 
failures—it now mirrors our collective 
complacency. Clean air isn’t a seasonal 
entitlement but a shared civic right 
that demands restraint. The problem 
isn’t ignorance but indifference—our 
unwillingness to forgo small comforts while 
the most vulnerable bear the costs. 
Sanjeev Jha, New Delhi

Women’s right
Ref: Putting Womenomics 2.0 to work (Oct 
16). Women should claim visible labour 
participation as their right, demanding 
support services and financial literacy, 
knowledge about production, management 
models and continuous upskilling, ensuring 
safety in workplace and travel arrangements.  
P Prema, Thanjavur 

Smoke control
Ref: SC allows limited use of green crackers 
(Oct 16). The ruling reminded me of my 
own brush with smoke control. During our 
housewarming, a relative quipped, “You 
should’ve waited (with the false ceiling). 
The havan smoke will  blacken it!” Panicked, 
I  asked the priest how to avoid it. Without 
missing a beat, the priest replied, “Sir, I ’ve 
never performed a havan without smoke.” 
Smoke always finds its way up. 
N Nagarajan, Hyderabad 

Passport limits
Ref: Decline in passport strength (Oct 16). 
Judging a passport’s strength only by visa-
free access is too narrow. The decline in the 
rankings is primarily due to new political 
and reciprocal visa deals, not a true loss of 
global respect or power. A strong passport 
also includes security and consular support. 
Athira Edayath, email

Ministerial duty
Ref: Minister ’s remark on hijab (Oct 16). 
People in office should uphold the values 
they stand for as their irresponsible 
statements often go viral. The government 
must not let any organisation or individual 
to play up the issue. 
Krishnaprasad S, Palakkad

Ceasefire gaps
Ref: Israel military claims Hamas handed 
over wrong body (Oct 16). The revelation 
raises doubts about Hamas’s credibility 
and intentions. It also exposes the group’s 
manipulative tactics in psychological 
warfare. Such deceit deepens mistrust and 
hardens Israeli  public anger.  
RS Narula, Patiala
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I
t could be disillusionment in part over the core ideology but mostly the
fear of annihilation of their rank and file that has been motivating sev-
eral top leaders of the outlawed Communist Party of India (Maoist),
the most aggressive outlawed domestic insurgent outfit in India till

date, to surrender before the government. 
On Thursday, the 69-year-old Mallojula Venugopal Rao alias Sonu laid

down arms along with 60 associates in the highly insurgent-infested
Gadchiroli of Maharastra in the presence of chief minister Devendra
Fadnavis taking the total of “battle-hardened left-wing extremists” court-
ing arrest in the last two days to 258 as announced by the home minister.

Takkalapalli Vasudeva Rao alias Ashanna, another top militia commit-
tee member, too, surrendered almost leading to collapse of the leadership
that is yet to recover from the slaying of several top leaders including the
general secretary Basavraj in May this year.

Reiterating his pursuit of “uprooting Naxalism” before March 31 next
year, home minister Amit Shah said the surrenders “attest to the fact that
Naxalism is breathing its last due to the relentless efforts of the Prime
Minister Narendra Modi-led government to end the menace”.

Indeed, these “efforts” have taken place on an unprecedented scale in the
past one year. As many as 25,000 personnel of paramilitary forces have
combed the almost-inaccessible Abujhmad, declared as a red corridor by
the Maoists, leading to the surrender of about 2,100 Maoists and the deaths
of 471 in this period. And in these confrontations, the District Reserve
Guard, a local force developed with surrendered Maoists, has delivered for
the state what the earlier experiment of Salwa Judum failed to. Improved
road network, use of cutting edge technologies including satellite and
drones to map and trace the hideouts, cutting supplies, both food and arms,
but most critically, pulling off covert operations by the armed forces have
all dealt a fatal blow to Maoists, whose foray into the use of mobiles also
p r o v e d
counterproductive.

Earlier, the government of united Andhra Pradesh had enjoyed some suc-
cess in wiping out extremists after the 2004 peace talks. Making best use of
inputs gathered on the movement of the cadre during the ceasefire, the
elite police force Greyhounds had been able to eliminate several leaders.
Welfare initiatives, too, resulted in diminished public backing for the
Naxals, who were even disowned by their supporters who, in several pock-
ets of Telangana, went on to form a class of neo-rich following forced
takeover and cultivation of lands belonging to landlords. 

But what makes the present “Operation Kagar” noteworthy is that it has
almost annihilated the outfit lock stock and barrel while the
previous offensive had been limited to driving away the leaders and cadre
out of the state into Chhattisgarh, Odisha and Maharashtra.

Ironically, the newly surrendered leaders had themselves vehemently
opposed the proposal to stop armed struggle mooted in the early 1990s by
Kondapalli Seetharamaiah, PWG founder. It is hoped that they and their
followers will successfully re-integrate into society and take advantage of
the benefits offered to them by the administration. It is indeed the right
time for the government to offer these and at the same time renew its focus
on development.  
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Right time to wean
Maoists off ideology

T
his writer has
always main-
tained that the
Constitution of
India should not

be amended too frequently.
A recent report on October
5: “Fact-finding report
backs Ladakh statehood
and flags resource exploita-
tion by outsiders” reminds
us of this. Before going
deeper, one must re-exam-
ine the geography and
other parameters related to
Ladakh in a broader 
context.

The predecessors of
today’s Ladakh’s popula-
tion of 300,000 were part of
the independent Jammu
and Kashmir kingdom
from 1839 to October 26,
1947 when its ruler, Hari
Singh, acceded to India.
Ladakh’s territory was
automatically absorbed
into Independent India, as
part of J&K province.

The border state of J&K,
sharing frontiers with both
Pakistan and Tibet,
became extremely impor-
tant due to the congenital
hostility of both Islamabad
and Beijing, especially
after Communist China
captured the territory of
Tibet. The people of
Ladakh have been com-
pelled to live under the
shadow of the PLA’s
machine-guns lurking
around Leh’s plateaus,
rivulets and passes. In this
scenario, is Ladakh’s
demand to be “upgraded”
from being a Union territo-
ry to a state justified?
While it is the duty of polit-
ical parties to respond to
this issue, owing to
Ladakh’s location, the
unprecedented volatility
and violence in a highly
sensitive part of India must
be kept in mind. The
nuances of geography in a
vast continent-like country
can’t be forgotten. Ignoring
this could create more com-
bat-like situations in
future.

The eruption of the
unrest in Ladakh is a lit-
mus test for the Republic of
India due to geography,
first and last. With an area
of 60,000 sq km, high moun-

tainous terrain, with a pop-
ulation of 300,000 people,
Ladakh is precariously
sandwiched between Tibet
and Pakistan-occupied-
Kashmir. Despite their dis-
tinct ethnic identity, the
people of Ladakh have
proved themselves as loyal,
valuable citizens of the
Republic of India.

Let us remember that the
new boundaries of Indep-
endent India haven’t
brought much happiness to
a majority of South Asians
from the beginning of 1947.
The geography of India was
cut into pieces through the
middle -- Punjab, Sindh and
Bengal by the one-man
boundary commission of
Sir Cyril Radcliffe. India
did not break from the bor-
der like the Soviet Union in
1991. India broke from
within in 1947.

After 1947, regrettably,
Indians themselves broke
province after province,
many of which shared land
borders with two hostile
and unfriendly neighbours
-- Pakistan and China -- and
three politically tempera-
mental, mentally senti-
mental and mercurial rul-
ing nations of Nepal,
Bangladesh and Myanmar.

Will it, therefore, be
wrong to suggest that the
propensity of independent
India’s ruling class to
ceaselessly re-create new
internal boundaries and re-
configure the maps of
states sharing frontiers
with foreign countries, for
domestic political reasons,
needs to be eschewed? Let
everyone know that not
every ethnic or linguistic
group, caste, religion or off-
shoots of any other vintage
can have everything in a
country of bewildering
variety, divergence and 
differences.

India’s provinces were
founded on a linguistic
basis under the States
Reorganisation Act 1956.
There are 22 official lan-
guages under the Eighth
Schedule. But the total
number of major languages
is 122, along with 1,599
other spoken languages.
Can all of these be declared

as “official language”?
Also, can all claim their
own linguistic states?

The irony of the Indian
polity is that after 1947,
except Madhya Pradesh
(2000) and Andhra Pradesh
(2014), every other parti-
tioned state shared an
international border with
hostile, politically unstable
or highly volatile neigh-
bours. The Bombay
Reorganisation Act 1960
split up Bombay state into
two states of Maharashtra
and Gujarat. Punjab was
carved out twice, creating
Himachal Pradesh and
Haryana (1966). Assam was
broken up many times —
Nagaland (1962), Manipur
(1971), Tripura (1971),
Meghalaya (1971); Mizoram
(1986), Arunachal Pradesh
(1986). Uttar Pradesh was
cut for Uttarakhand (2000)
and Bihar was redrawn to
carve out Jharkhand
(2000). The unprecedented
creation, however, came in
2019 when the status of
J&K state was demoted,
with partition into two UTs
of Ladakh and J&K.

Whether all this is good
or bad for India is for the
country’s rulers to intro-
spect on, and course-cor-
rect if necessary. But virtu-
ally all of India’s parti-
tioned states with interna-
tional boundaries face hos-
tile or unstable neigh-
bours, and internally pose
increasing challenges.
From now on, therefore,
let’s not tweak the internal
boundary of any border
state/UT facing Pakistan,
Tibet, Nepal, Bhutan,
Bangladesh and Myanmar
to avoid an inevitable
future disaster.

India’s political class, of
whatever ideological per-
suasion, must not get into
the cauldron of conflict and
confrontation to divide
their own land for short-
term gains, rather than
addressing key strategic
issues.

Let’s again refer to

India’s 22 official lan-
guages. Do all of them have
linguistic states or combat
regiments in their names?
No. Among the Union terri-
tories, Ladakh is the only
one to have the Ladakh
Scout Regiment. On the
other hand, 11 of the 22 offi-
cial languages do not have
any regiment with their
names. So what? How does
it affect their identity or
existence in India? Surely
not all linguistic states can
demand, as a matter of
right, to have a regiment or
state. Merit holds away,
with or without any regi-
ment or state in the Indian
system, minor irritants
and aberrations notwith-
standing.

There is no Bengal, Goa,
Gujarat or Parsi Regiment.
Yet, a man from Jamnagar,
Gujarat, two Bengalis, one
Parsi and an artillery offi-
cer from Goa became chiefs
of the Indian Army without
any embossed regimental
identity to their state or
language. Hence, no Indian
leader should ever claim to
have any new regiment for
their caste, class, language,
religion or state.
Administering a land of 1.4
billion demography needs
maturity, fair play, objec-
tivity and probity. Rabble-
rousing people to spread
hatred, revenge or make-
belief enmity could pose
unforeseen and unexpected
challenges to India and its
civilizational history.

To protect its geography
and polity, India must
never do two things. No
border province should be
cut. And four Union territo-
ries — the Andaman and
Nicobar, Lakshadweep and
Ladakh in the high hills, as
well as the nation’s capital,
New Delhi, should never
ever be converted into
states for reasons that are
well understood by the
political class of all shades,
colour and ideology.
Finally, it must be remem-
bered that whereas Ladakh
got “promoted” from being
part of J&K to a separate
UT, Jammu and Kashmir
was “demoted” from being
a province of India into a
UT, which was a first of its
kind in the nation’s consti-
tutional history. Therefore,
it is the statehood of J&K
which deserves to be
restored today.

The writer is a Supreme
Court and high court advo-

cate. The views expressed
here are personal.

POLL EXPERT
DROPS OUT
One really wonders why the
former political strategist and
Jan Suraaj Party founder
Prashant Kishor has decided
not to contest the Bihar
assembly polls to be held next
month. There is something
more to it than what meets the
eye. Elections are held once in
five years for the Assembly or
the Lok Sabha. The Opposition
leaders normally work in full
gear to topple the ruling dis-
pensation. Especially, when
elections draw closer, they will
do everything to fortify the
parties' prospects and romp
home. The reason, of course, is
not far to seek. Politics is a sus-
tained interest and struggle for
power. Prashant Kishor's
actions do not fit into the defi-
nition.

S. Ramakrishnasayee, 
Chennai 

There is no Bengal,
Goa, Gujarat or
Parsi Regiment.
Yet, a man from
Jamnagar, Gujarat,
two Bengalis, one
Parsi and an
artillery officer
from Goa became
chiefs of the Indian
Army.

DECCAN CHRONICLE

KAUSHIK MITTER K. SUDHAKAR
Editor                                                                         Printer & Publisher

R. MOHAN
Resident Editor                                                            

DECCAN CHRONICLE offices are located at:
Chennai: SP 3 Developed Plot, Industrial Estate, Guindy, Chennai 600032. Phones: (044) 22254747,
22254748
Coimbatore: No. 2/22 Sengalipalayam Road, N.G.G.O. Colony Post, Kurudampalayam Village,
Coimbatore-641022.  Phone: (0422) 2231255, 2231256
Hyderabad: 36, Sarojini Devi Road, Secunderabad 500 003. Phone: (040) 27803930-4. Fax: (040)
27805256. 
Visakhapatnam: Survey No. 1/3A Beach Road, Near Kailasagiri Ropeway, Sector-9 MVP Colony,
Visakhapatnam - 530 017. Phones: (0891) 2552333/2552334, Fax (0891) 2755285
Vijayawada: No. C 3 & 4, Patamata, Industrial Estate, Auto Nagar, Vijayawada (A.P.). Phones: (0866)
2555284/ 2555287, Fax (0866) 2555234
Rajahmundry: Vemagiri, Dhawleswaram Rd, Rajahmundry 533125. Phones: (0883) 2417208, 2417618
Anantapur: Thapovan Colony, Bangalore Bye-Pass Road, Anantapur 515004.  Phones: (08554) 276903,
Fax: 08554-276904
Nellore: Survey No. 527/2, Burranpur Village, Venkatachalam (M), Chemudugunta Panchayat, Nellore.
Phone: (0861) 2348581/ 82, Telefax (0861) 2348580
Karimnagar: H .No. 1-21-12/1, Cheralabhutkur Road, Mugudhumpur Village, Karim Nagar - 505186
Phone  : 9121181123

As Ladakh boils, statehood
for J&K India’s litmus test

After over two years long legal battle started by a paediatrician from
Hyderabad against misbranding sugar drinks as ORS, Food Safety
and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) redefined Oral

Rehydration Solution (ORS) to mean only those liquids that conform to the
World Health Organisation’s (WHO) standard formulation — a precise bal-
ance of glucose, sodium, and electrolytes.

This clarification issued on October 14 corrects several years old miscon-
ception that any sugary drink — ranging from fruit juices to carbonated
beverages — could substitute for ORS. This is a result of Dr Sivaranjani
Santosh’s perseverance against misuse of ORS brand by some companies
for profiteering. She filed a public interest litigation against FSSAI in the
Telangana high court in 2022 against branding sugar drinks as ORS 
products.

The FSSAI’s clarification, though technical in nature, has far-reaching
public health implications in a country where diarrhoeal diseases contin-
ue to claim thousands of lives each year. Because of the misbranding of
sugar drinks, many families often bought sweetened liquids during their
family member’s diarrhoeal episodes. While the sugar drinks may have
provided temporary energy, they lacked the vital electrolyte ratio required
to prevent dehydration. In severe cases, excessive sugar could even wors-
en fluid loss. The new definition, therefore, is not just a semantic correc-
tion — it is a life-saving clarification.

Thanks to the clarification, people could now buy an accurate ORS for-
mulation, which is medically effective. When labels strictly adhere to sci-
entific standards, consumers can make more informed choices. It will also
encourage wider distribution and proper use of WHO-approved ORS
sachets, which remain one of the simplest and most effective public health
innovations in history.

However, there are practical challenges. Small-scale manufacturers who
previously sold “ORS-like” drinks will need time and support to reformu-
late their products and comply with the new norms. State governments
must, therefore, help them switch to manufacturing ORS products which
are compliant with WHO standards.

ORS clarification life-saving

Sebi vacancy
sparks rush as

babus smell
market power

LETTERS

T
he power corridors are abuzz again, but
not over taxes or budgets this time.
Eyeballs are fixed on who’ll get to wield
the next big regulatory stick. The gov-

ernment’s hunt for new full-time members of
Sebi, the capital markets watchdog, has thrown
up two clear frontrunners, according to
sources: V.S. Sundaresan, a Sebi insider and for-
mer executive director, and Sandeep Pradhan,
an Indian Revenue Service (IRS) officer with a
taste for enforcement.

What’s interesting is the sheer number of IRS
officers who’ve thrown their hats in the ring,
showing just how irresistible the lure of regula-
tory power is. Mr Sundaresan represents the
old-school Sebi DNA — steady, experienced, and
predictable. He knows the rulebook and how to
wield it. In a system jittery about credibility,
that’s comforting. But comfort can also breed
complacency. Regulators risk turning inward,
mistaking process for progress.

Mr Pradhan, on the other hand, brings the
enforcement reflex of the tax service — decisive,
sometimes draconian, often disruptive. That
might sound refreshing to investors tired of
mild wrist-slaps. But if the revenue mindset
dominates, we could end up with a market that
fears its regulator more than it trusts it.

The deeper question is whether Sebi is becom-
ing just another babu playground. Its early ye-
ars drew professionals from markets and acade-
mia. Today, the generalist babu seems to be win-
ning. This subtly shifts the regulator’s tempera-
ment from entrepreneurial to administrative.

If the government wants Sebi to keep pace
with AI-led trading, complex derivatives, and
global capital flows, it needs more than hierar-
chy-hardened mandarins. Whoever gets the job
should be chosen not for seniority or service
background, but for agility, domain knowledge
and the courage to stay independent — from
both babus and brokers.

A LITIGANT WITHOUT A BENCH
If irony needed a case study, it would look a lot
like Sanjiv Chaturvedi’s. Sixteen judges have
recused themselves from hearing the Indian
Forest Service (IoFS) officer’s case. What began
as a legal proceeding has evolved into a kind of
judicial relay race, with the baton being passed
endlessly and never received.

The latest to step aside was Justice Alok
Verma of the Uttarakhand high court, who
recused himself from hearing Mr Chaturvedi’s
contempt petition. No reason given, just a quiet
“list before another bench.” It’s hard not to won-

der what makes this case so radioactive. After
all, Mr Chaturvedi isn’t just another babu. He’s
one of India’s best-known whistleblowers,
whose exposés, from corruption in Haryana’s
forestry projects to irregularities at AIIMS,
earned him admiration and enemies in equal
measure. He’s paid the price in transfers,
inquiries, and now, apparently, in judicial
limbo.

Those who take on entrenched systems often
end up isolated, and Mr Chaturvedi’s case cap-
tures that perfectly. To be fair, judges have
every right to recuse if they see a conflict or risk
of bias. But public trust would be better served if
reasons were stated, even briefly. Transparency
protects both the litigant and the institution.

For all our lip service to “protecting whistle-
blowers,” India’s record shows a preference for
celebrating them from afar, not standing with
them when it counts. Chaturvedi’s long fight is
more than a personal battle—it’s a test of
whether the system still has space for honesty
that makes it squirm.

He deserves, at the very least, his day in court.

TOXIC SYRUPS, UNTOUCHABLE BABUS
In other countries, every human life matters,
regardless of the person’s nationality. When

Portugal’s health minister resigned after the
death of an Indian tourist, it wasn’t just a politi-
cal gesture, but a statement of accountability.
Hard to imagine that happening here. In India,
dozens died recently from toxic cough syrups
exported under official watch, and not a single
babu’s chair even creaks, let alone a minister.

Our babus, after all, have perfected the ancient
art of administrative invisibility. When things go
right, they’re the “unsung heroes”. When things
go wrong, they’re “still investigating”. The
cough syrup deaths didn’t just kill children;
they exposed a regulatory system run on paper-
work and plausible deniability. And yet, not one
resignation. Not one face of responsibility. The
minister stays, the regulators stay, and the files
stay exactly where they were, probably gather-
ing dust beside a few expired drug samples.

In Portugal, a minister steps down over a sin-
gle death. Here, we have a body count, and yet,
nobody blinks. Maybe that’s what real immuni-
ty looks like — not from disease, but from 
consequences.

Love them, hate them ignore them at national
peril, is the babu guarantee and Dilip’s belief.

Share significant babu escapades 
dilipcherian@hotmail.com

Subhani

Dilip Cherian

TRUMP DID IT
I agree with your views on Donald
Trump brokering the peace accord
between the two belligerent groups
Hamas and Israel. How long the accord
will sustain is a million-dollar ques-
tion. While Hamas faced extinction of
Palestine due to starvation and disease
suffered by its people, Netanyahu faced
growing dissent of Israelis for prolong-
ing the war that seemed to go on. There
was no alternative but to agree for a
truce that will give them time to regain
their breath. The fact remains that
Donald Trump has achieved at least a
partial success in bringing the cease-
fire. 

B.S. Jayaraman, Coimbatore

INDIA AND CWG
India is set to host the Commonwealth
games 2030 at Ahmedabad. India last
hosted CWG in 2010 in Delhi, an event
that was overshadowed by poor plan-
ning, delays in infrastructure comple-
tion and allegations of corruption. The
2030 CWG will be a powerful opportu-
nity to inspire our youth, strengthen
international partnerships and con-
tribute to a shared future across the
Commonwealth countries. With 61
medals, including 22 gold, India fin-
ished fourth at the 2022 CWG in
Birmingham. CWG at Ahmedabad will
certainly be a day of immense joy and
pride for India.

P. Victor Selvaraj, Palayamkottai

Abhijit
Bhattacharyya

Dilli Ka Babu

Mail your letters to 
chennaidesk@deccanmail.com
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Some people think the Nobel 
Prize makes you bullet-proof. 
I never had that illusion

Wole 
Soyinka

T’s quite fascinating that in  
a world where new words  
and phrases are often coined to 
c l eve rl y  r e p a c k a g e  o l d  
phenomenons, a phraseology 
popular in the 1960s is being 
brought back to describe a cer-

tain migration out of  Donald Trump’s 
America. One has to be cautious when 
one calls it ‘migration’, because one  
is not sure if  it’s really so. That is, if  
it’s a sustained trend of  conscious es-
cape or opportunity hunting. 

When Nobel laureates Abhijit Baner-
jee and Esther Duflo announced last 
week they were moving to the Univer-
sity of  Zurich in Switzerland from MIT 
in the US, it was casually labelled as 
‘brain drain’, although the economist 
couple had themselves not character-
ised the professional move as such.

An American news site reported that 
“one of  the biggest risks of  the White 
House’s war on academia and its slash-
ing on scientific research funding has 
been brain drain—the situation where 
top scholars, spooked by the worsening 
climate, find working in other nations 
more attractive instead.” It said Banerjee 
and Duflo were ‘decamping’ to Zurich.

The site also quoted a source to  
claim the pair’s departure was connect-
ed with the White House’s attacks on 
academic freedom. It speculated: “The 
timing certainly is suggestive.” MIT is 
among the top centres of  learning in  
the US that the Trump administration 
has been pressuring to make institu-
tional changes in exchange for preferen-
tial government funding. Unlike many 
other institutions, MIT had spurned 
what is euphemistically called the ‘Com-
pact for Academic Excellence in Higher 
Education’ days before Banerjee and 
Duflo made their decision public. 

Duflo had told the news site they did 
not wish to comment on their move es-
pecially when MIT was dealing with 
reaction to its refusal of  the ‘compact’. 
However, Duflo had co-signed an op-ed 
in Le Monde as early as March 2025 that 
had pretty much made her stance clear. 
The article had warned that academic 
and scientific freedoms were under un-
precedented attack in the US and ‘ideo-
logical censorship’ was spreading. 

Although the Trump administration 
had initially circulated the compact 
with nine top American universities 
including MIT, this week there has  
been news floating around that it is be-
ing extended to all academic institu-
tions across the US. Now, one will have 
to wait to see if  this move is going to 
lead to an actual wave of  ‘brain drain’.

The brain drain narrative in the US 
is in place, with a number of  exam-
ples of  disillusioned top academics 
being cited regularly by the media, 
but the reality of  action remains to be 
tested. Even if  brain drain happens, 
it may happen over a period of  time, 
not in an instant surge. That is sim-
ply because other nations and other 
universities across the globe need to 
expand infrastructure, build resourc-
es, and, more importantly, create 
trust. It’s easier said than done. 

If  one assumes that the destination 
of  those leaving the US is Europe, 
Asia or Australia, there is no guaran-
tee that ideological regimes there 
may not bring similar pressures and 
obstacles. In fact, that nature of  illib-
eralism is on the rise in Europe and 

other continents, too. Trump has al-
lies and imitators everywhere.

In Banerjee and Duflo’s destination, 
Switzerland, the government and poli-
tics is currently dominated by the 
Swiss People’s Party, which is una-
bashedly far-right and Eurosceptic. Its 
anti-immigrant rhetoric is loud and it 
commands 28 percent of  the lower 
chamber of  parliament. 

China, where cutting-edge scientific 
and skilled work happens, is often pre-
sented as an alternative to the US. 
Many say China may eventually end 
up accommodating the best brains 
from across the world, like the US did 
during and after World War 2.

But there are political and cultural 
barriers for this to happen. China is run 
by a communist regime. Freedoms come 

filtered through many sieves of  ideolo-
gy. To add to this, there is the impedi-
ment of  language (against the default 
of  English), culture and civilisation. 
Also, recall the country’s perception 
during the Covid pandemic. 

It may take many generations for 
these barriers to be broken; by then, 
democratic America may have recov-
ered. It may have seen another election 
and picked a president who may restore 
everything with a pen stroke. This may 
happen as early as three years and a 
few months from now. Therefore, one 
needs to ask if  all the talk of  brain 
drain is just hype and propaganda. Are 
some individual choices being made 
out as a trend? It’s difficult to assume 
that America will crumble soon. For 
that to happen, it may take longer than 
what the British empire did. 

Interestingly, brain drain was used 
in the past to describe the movement of  
the skilled and educationally qualified 
from the ‘developing’ to the ‘developed’ 
world. To escape what was known as a 
‘third-world’ drabness. Like it was in 
India in the 1960s, where Nehruvian 
institutions of  higher learning manu-
factured talent, but did not have an 
economy to accommodate them. Those 
who left were actually a minority  
and mostly upper-caste. They could 
leave also because the US immigration 
policy became more liberal after 1965.

Then, too, there was a hype around 
the idea of  talent leaving the nation af-
ter using public resources, although 
there was no anti-national virulence 
against those who departed. To address 
the rhetoric of  those times, economists 
like Jagdish Bhagwati even proposed a 
‘brain drain tax’—without actually pro-
posing how to impose and collect it.

By the end of  the 1990s, India real-
ised that brain drain was actually nev-
er a drain—it was a long-term invest-
ment. Migrations and globalisation 
had created complex outcomes. In the 
early 2000s, as the IT industry grew, the 
phrase ‘brain drain’ was replaced by 
‘body shopping’, signifying the chang-
ing economics of  cheap skilled labour. 

The phrase ‘brain drain’ had almost 
been forgotten. In recent discourse, it 
has been used to refer to something al-
together different—negative cognitive 
performance as a result of  the ubiquity 
of  smartphones. There is an attempt to 
restore the phrase’s old meaning. But 
an anachronism remains one even if  
it’s smartly twisted as ‘reverse brain 
drain’ or ‘brain gain’.

(Views are personal)
(sugatasriraju@gmail.com)

INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN  
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka I OPPORTUNITY 
HUNTING AS 
BRAIN DRAIN

Two top academics’ shift from the US has brought back the  
brain drain discourse. Is it likely given the realities elsewhere  

and the possibility of US reversal in a few years? 

AHMEDABAD CWG CAN 
BE MUCH MORE THAN 
JUST THE 2030 GAMES

A
HMEDEBAD is set to host the Commonwealth 
Games two decades after New Delhi hosted them  
in 2010. Commonwealth Sport’s executive board has 
forwarded the candidature of  Gujarat’s largest city 
as the host for the 2030 games. However, one must  

be guarded in celebration for now. Just to jog the memory, 
CWG 2010 in New Delhi was embroiled in avoidable  
controversies ranging from delays in constructing ven-
ues, gaps in civic planning and allegations of  massive 
corruption. This is just one part of  the troubles. Hosting 
Commonwealth Games has become a liability—the last 
two editions have shown that there are not too many tak-
ers to host the quadrennial event. Durban, which was 
supposed to host the 2022 edition, withdrew because of  
rising costs, and Birmingham was forced to step in. The 
2026 games were supposed to be held in Victoria but the 
Australian government withdrew after estimates over-
shot the original budget. Even for the 2030 edition, there 
were only two interested nations—India and Nigeria.

Ahmedabad is an apt choice considering the city’s 
push to create world-class infrastructure. The Naran-
pur Sports Complex, a sprawling structure built for 
about `825 crore, is set to be the main venue. The yet-
to-be-finished Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel Enclave, which 
houses the Narendra Modi stadium, will be another 
venue. India must learn from Delhi and not overshoot 
the budget. Birmingham 2022 was minimalistic, as will 
be Glasgow 2026. Even the Paris Olympics last year had 
strict austerity measures in place to offset the spiral-
ling budget. India’s ultimate aim is to host the Olympics 
in 2036 and the CWG should be organised to show that 
India can host big-ticket events. Ahmedabad is also  
in the running for the Olympics, but the International 
Olympic Committee will decide the hosts by 2030. And 
Olympic bids are far more complicated than CWG.

India must grab this opportunity to sow seeds of  a 
broader sports culture. The government and all other 
stakeholders must ensure that India’s Olympics tally  
doubles by 2032 from the seven at Paris 2024. It is possible, 
going by CWG 2010. India bagged six medals at the 2012 
London Olympics, up from three at Beijing four years 
earlier. With robust planning and investment, India can 
again create a rewarding culture. CWG 2030 should be the 
platform for the country’s next sporting leap.

STOP BLAMING VICTIMS 
OF SEXUAL VIOLENCE

E
ACH time a woman is brutalised, those in power 
rush to manage outrage, not justice. The pattern 
is painfully familiar—denial, deflection, and, 
worst of  all, blame. Last week, when a young med-
ical student from Odisha studying in Durgapur 

was allegedly gang-raped, West Bengal Chief  Minister 
Mamata Banerjee’s first instinct was not compassion, 
but suspicion. “What was she doing outside after mid-
night?” she asked. The assault reportedly happened 
between 8 and 9 pm—words that make her question 
crueller still. Her party accused the BJP of  politicis-
ing the crime, but Banerjee herself  reached for whata-
boutery: “In Odisha, girls were raped on beaches. What 
action has been taken?” The remark was not meant to 
defend the victim, only to deflect her own failure.

Just a year ago, the rape and murder of  another 
medical student at R G Kar Medical College and Hos-
pital had brought protesters out on Kolkata’s streets. 
Then too, Banerjee responded with denial and blame-
shifting. A year later, nothing has changed—not the 
outrage, not the indifference. Yes, the police have 
moved faster this time—arrests made, custody se-
cured, and forensic tests widened. But speed means 
little when empathy is absent. The wound does not 
close when leaders reopen it with suspicion.

West Bengal was once a beacon of  learning, reform, 
and modernity. It still draws students from across In-
dia—young men and women chasing dreams their fami-
lies can barely afford. What do they hear now from its 
chief  minister? A warning not to step out at night. As if  
freedom itself  were a risk. Women do not need curfews. 
They need safety. They need leaders who stand with 
them—not above them, not against them. As chief  min-
ister for 14 years, Mamata Banerjee has the authority to 
protect, to heal, and to lead by example. What she owes 
the young woman in Durgapur—and every woman who 
walks afraid—is not excuses or comparisons, but cour-
age. The last thing any survivor deserves is blame.

Q U I C K  TA K E

MTV IS DYING, LONG LIVE MTV

A cultural icon of  the 1990s will have its last airing on 
the last day of  2025. Paramount has announced it will 
shut down MTV’s music channels in several coun-

tries including the UK, Australia, Poland, France, Ger-
many and Brazil as part of  cost-cutting efforts. What will 
be left are a few reality TV channels in the stable—a poor 
reflection of  the world’s first 24-hour music channel that 
revolutionised cable TV in India too. At its prime, MTV 
was a swashbucklingly creative cultural phenomenon 
that earlier generations could hold up to the following 
ones to show they did not invent the wheel when it came 
to paring innovation with creativity in audiovisuals. The 
icon’s demise should raise a chorus call for an archive 
and museum of  TV shows. Any takers?

SUGATA SRINIVASARAJU Senior journalist and author of The Conscience 
Network: A Chronicle of Resistance to a Dictatorship

SOURAV ROY
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HE refusal of  the Norwegian 
Nobel Committee to entertain 
Donald Trump for the 2025 No-
bel Peace Prize, despite his 
querulous, absurdist demands, 
has swung the spotlight on the 
prize itself. The revelatory fra-

gility of  its longstanding rules, the mo-
noethnic—indeed, mononational—con-
stitution of  the selection committee, and 
the dubitable nature of  the awardees.

The reasons for Trump’s defeasance 
are several: his inexistent humanitari-
an record; that the nominations closed 
on January 31, months before seven 
countries decided to plug his bid; and 
that he had not been nominated by 
‘leading lights’ in categories the Norwe-
gian Nobel Committee lists. 

How then did Barack Obama crack 
the prize in 2009? How did the 
nominator/s know before he became 
president how he would fare on matters 
of  peace and humanitarianism, the ba-
sic tenet of  the prize? Obama went on to 
become a militaristic expansionist,
even stunning attendees at the award 
ceremony by calmly declaring that war 
was often “morally justified”.

Nominations for the following year’s 
peace prize begin online in mid-October. 
Before the 2009 nominations, Obama 
was a junior senator with zero “interna-
tional diplomacy and cooperation be-
tween peoples” credits. The credits ap-
plied to his nomination were probably 
unspecific—which must also have been 
true of  Trump’s nominators.

After it receives the nominees’ list in 
mid-February, the Norwegian Nobel 
Committee prepares a shortlist by end-
March. By April-end, the advisors se-
lected, according to the Nobel Peace 
Prize website “on the basis of  their pro-
fessional experience and academic ex-
pertise”, send in their initial character 
and suitability analyses. The committee 
then asks for “further reports on vari-
ous candidates”. This back-and-forth 
continues until August. A majority vote 
is taken in the beginning of  October.

Obama had ordered his first Predator 
drone strike—the hallmark of  his two 
presidencies—on January 23, 2009, a 
week before the last nomination date. On 
February 17, when the longlist of  nomi-
nees was received, Obama ordered 17,000 
more troops into Afghanistan. On March 
27, he unveiled a new escalatory strategy 
for Afghanistan and Pakistan. On what 
basis, then, did he get the golden gong?

The peace prize’s nomination-discus-

sion-voting timeline is deeply question-
able. As has been its choice of  awardees 
since Henry Kissinger in 1973, which 
was a brazen disregard for the awful-
ness of  this grey eminence of  American 
realpolitik. In the 21st century, the peace 
prize has tended to go to political fig-
ures opposed to heads-of-state the US is 
geopolitically uncomfortable with.

This year it went to María Corina 
Machado, a conservative, US-aligned po-
litical figure stridently opposed to Vene-
zuelan strongman Nicolás Maduro, an 
autocrat who is staunchly against Ameri-
can neoimperialism in Latin America 
and the Middle East-North Africa region. 

With multidecadal connections to US Re-
publicans, she has long been a votary of  
American—and, oddly, Israeli—bellicosi-
ty in Venezuela. Not surprisingly, observ-
ers have wryly concluded that the 2025 
prize might not have gone to Trump, but 
it went to a Trumpista who dedicated the 
trophy to him, which is why Trump isn’t 
exactly ticked off  at having been over-
looked (although he forgot her name while 
publicly thanking her for her devotion).

Narges Mohammadi, the 2023 awardee, 
is an Iranian human rights activist whose 
work has centred on fighting the oppres-
sion of  women, and remains in jail at 
present. Year 2022 was bad for Iran-US 

relations—the collapse of  the 2015 nucle-
ar agreement’s revival, Iran’s suppres-
sion of  domestic protests, its drone sup-
ply to Russia. In September 2023, the US 
unfroze $6 billion of  Iranian money held 
in South Korea, which it transferred to 
Qatar with the caveat that they were to 
be used for US-defined “humanitarian 
purposes”. Iran never saw the money.

Ales Bialiatski, a pro-democracy hu-
man rights activist sent to the brutal Pe-
nal Colony No 9 in Belarus, was the 2022 
awardee along with the Russian human 
rights organisation Memorial and the 
Ukrainian human rights organisation 
Center for Civil Liberties. Belarus-US 
relations had tanked after the Alexan-
der Lukashenko regime, in May 2021, 
forced a Ryanair flight to land to arrest 
popular dissident blogger Raman Dzmit-
ryevich Pratasevich. The Biden admin-
istration protested volubly. Lukashenko 
bit back. Bialiatski got the peace prize 
in 2022. In 2023, he was sentenced to 10 
years—a victim of  Lukashenko’s autoc-
ratism, the Lukashenko-Biden feud, and 
Biden’s Russophobic overreach.

The 2021 prize went to two journalists, 
Filipina American Maria Ressa and Rus-
sian Dmitry Muratov. Both came into the 
limelight as opposition figures—Ressa 
against that thorn in the US’s flesh, Rod-
rigo Duterte, who had announced “sepa-
ration from the United States” in 2016, and 
in early 2020 unilaterally abrogated the 
1998 Visiting Forces Agreement, a linch-
pin of  Philippines-US regional security.

And Muratov became known for 
bucking Vladimir Putin’s diktat against 
publishing uncleared information—or 
“knowingly false information” —on the 
Russo-Ukrainian war. In 2020, he had 
supported the protests in Belarus fol-
lowing Lukashenko’s fixed electoral 
victory. As a member of  the Russian op-
position party Yabloko, he had already 
been in Putin’s sights for a while. 

While few of  these laureates are unde-
serving, an American hand hovers above 
them all. The Nobel Peace Prize has nev-
er been nonpartisan—but now it is una-
bashedly political.

  (Views are personal)
(kajalrbasu@gmail.com)

AMERICA’S POLITICS, NORWAY’S MEDAL 

T

Barack Obama was nominated for 
the Nobel Peace Prize just days 
after being sworn in.  He ordered 
drone strikes and  troop placements 
while his nomination was being 
vetted. In recent years, the prize 
has gone to opposition figures in 
countries not doing the US’s bidding

KAJAL BASU Veteran journalist
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Pollution complacency
Ref: The air we breathe (Oct 16). The air 
pollution debate has moved beyond policy 
failures—it now mirrors our collective 
complacency. Clean air isn’t a seasonal 
entitlement but a shared civic right 
that demands restraint. The problem 
isn’t ignorance but indifference—our 
unwillingness to forgo small comforts while 
the most vulnerable bear the costs. 
Sanjeev Jha, New Delhi

Women’s right
Ref: Putting Womenomics 2.0 to work (Oct 
16). Women should claim visible labour 
participation as their right, demanding 
support services and financial literacy, 
knowledge about production, management 
models and continuous upskilling, ensuring 
safety in workplace and travel arrangements.  
P Prema, Thanjavur 

Smoke control
Ref: SC allows limited use of green crackers 
(Oct 16). The ruling reminded me of my 
own brush with smoke control. During our 
housewarming, a relative quipped, “You 
should’ve waited (with the false ceiling). 
The havan smoke will  blacken it!” Panicked, 
I  asked the priest how to avoid it. Without 
missing a beat, the priest replied, “Sir, I ’ve 
never performed a havan without smoke.” 
Smoke always finds its way up. 
N Nagarajan, Hyderabad 

Passport limits
Ref: Decline in passport strength (Oct 16). 
Judging a passport’s strength only by visa-
free access is too narrow. The decline in the 
rankings is primarily due to new political 
and reciprocal visa deals, not a true loss of 
global respect or power. A strong passport 
also includes security and consular support. 
Athira Edayath, email

Ministerial duty
Ref: Minister ’s remark on hijab (Oct 16). 
People in office should uphold the values 
they stand for as their irresponsible 
statements often go viral. The government 
must not let any organisation or individual 
to play up the issue. 
Krishnaprasad S, Palakkad

Ceasefire gaps
Ref: Israel military claims Hamas handed 
over wrong body (Oct 16). The revelation 
raises doubts about Hamas’s credibility 
and intentions. It also exposes the group’s 
manipulative tactics in psychological 
warfare. Such deceit deepens mistrust and 
hardens Israeli  public anger.  
RS Narula, Patiala


