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I
ndia has su�ered multiple mass deaths due
to consuming illicit liquor, across Tamil Na-
du, Gujarat, Punjab, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar,

Assam, and Maharashtra. The Malwani incident
in 2015, which left over 100 people dead, prompt-
ed o�cial promises of systemic reform that never
fully materialised — neither there nor elsewhere.
The Pune-Pimpri-Chinchwad tragedy unfolded
last week with more than a dozen victims of
working-class backgrounds in poor neighbour-
hoods. Preliminary investigation has revealed a
better than ad hoc supply chain with industry-
grade methanol — the toxin behind most hooch
tragedies— brought from outside the State and
mixed with ethanol to produce a highly potent
country liquor. The demand for licensed alcohol
faces high State taxes, encouraging low-income
individuals to turn to illicit liquor. On the other
hand, adding industrial methanol increases the
batch volume at negligible input cost, dramatical-
ly improving margins, although some people un-
der investigation have also said during o�cial
questioning that it is not in the interest of ‘regu-
lar’ vendors to poison their ‘customers’. Noneth-
eless, such operations are typically semi-visible
local economies that get by on tolerance rather
than secrecy, and so allegations of police and lo-
cal authorities’ complicity must be investigated.
Early enforcement following most deadly inci-
dents only arrests retail vendors; investigations
into upstream suppliers and alleged kingpins
have frequently proved uneven or inconclusive.

Indeed, these tragedies recur due to a perfect
storm of factors that are able to repeatedly come
together. One major regulatory gap in e�orts to
track methanol downstream is how easily it is pil-
fered and diverted for illicit liquor. Most victims
are daily-wage labourers, and scholars have ar-
gued that the physical toll of manual labour
creates a demand for cheap relief that, together
with economic precarity and addiction, out-
weighs the wariness of poisonous substances.
Since the victims are often from marginalised
communities, the sustained political will needed
to implement reforms — including better metha-
nol accounting and a�ordable alcohol alterna-
tives, required to break the cycle — is often lack-
ing. In a 2024 analysis, public health experts
found that higher prices for legal liquor push the
poorest consumers toward the illicit market,
which accounts for an estimated 40% of alcohol
consumption in India. Likewise, total bans as in
Bihar and Gujarat could de�ect the market to cri-
minal syndicates, where quality control is option-
al and oversight is poor. Finally, legal reviews
have concluded that while the big �sh are rarely
caught, even those arrested are rarely convicted.
Without these improvements, regulatory loo-
pholes and weak enforcement will sustain illicit
liquor as a public health crisis.

Perfect storm
Weak enforcement and poor regulation

sustain illicit liquor among the poor

W
hen triumph and disaster arrive at
the same time, it is important to cele-
brate, but also, to take stock, assess,

and pivot to address the lacuna. The recently re-
leased National Family Health Survey (NFHS)-6
data o�er such an opportunity. The data for
2023-24 revealed some remarkable gains for In-
dia, but also exposed some unguarded pathways
that will become disastrous if not attended to.
The greatest of the gains came in the sector of
child health — stunting is down by 17%; severe
wasting is down 32%; institutional deliveries are
at over 90%; and full immunisation coverage for
children aged 12-23 months rose to over 87%. Ad-
ditionally, the �gures show that India’s Total Fer-
tility Rate (TFR) had stabilised at 2.0, below the
replacement level of 2.1 Unequivocally, these are
gains; ones that India has been working on for de-
cades. It is an encouraging sign that the needle
has �nally moved, in these crucial sectors. These
gains will have to be built upon, without any drop
in service delivery, while remaining uncompro-
mising on access or quality of services in the pu-
blic sector. However, health managers need to
heed the other side of the paradigm as well.
NFHS-6 indicates a ‘dual public health burden’ —
obesity (in three years, it had grown from 22.9%
to 27.3% among men, while among women, from
24% to 30.7%) remains problematic while some
level of malnutrition continues, besides the on-
slaught of lifestyle diseases. The survey also
showed a decline in exclusive breastfeeding
among children under six months, from 63.7% in
NFHS-5 to 55.8% in NFHS-6. Breast feeding is es-
sential to prevent infant malnutrition.

The NFHS, one of the largest cross-sectional
household surveys in the world, could easily be
considered the primary tool to de�ne public pol-
icy, and evidence-based governance, besides
tracking development indicators. The data it gen-
erates are crucial. Other India-level data from si-
milar periods indicate similar trends; the SRS and
the National Health Accounts Survey reveal the
lack of focus or funds for lifestyle diseases, and
metabolic disorders. The danger of letting this
continue will be known sooner rather than later,
as India progresses through a demographic tran-
sition to a greyer nation. At this stage, transfor-
mations are still possible. Setting up comprehen-
sive screening programmes for NCDs, stressing
on nation-wide behaviour change communica-
tion on diet and exercise, and ensuring higher
taxes on sugared beverages and packaged foods
are all techniques that will help reduce, and limit
the burden, of NCDs. Bolstering health systems to
tackle these NCDs, once they set in, at every level
— village, town and city — is also critical.

Joy and pain
Health gains from NFHS-6 are

signi�cant, but unaddressed needs exist

T
he ongoing war in Iran has shattered
many myths and brought to light
realities that expose the structural
vulnerabilities of the existing world

order. Iran, which was no match for the
combined military might and technological
superiority of Israel and the United States, has
not only withstood the military onslaught but has
also retaliated in ways that were neither expected
nor planned for. Nearly three months into the
con�ict, although a fragile cease�re is holding,
there appears to be no immediate solution to end
the war or achieve the politico-military objectives
that Israel and the U.S. set at its outset. While Iran
has su�ered major losses to its leadership,
infrastructure and military assets, the American
military has also incurred unprecedented losses.

Lessons from the Iran con�ict
A recent U.S. Congressional Research Service
report has noted that 42 U.S. aircraft have been
lost or damaged so far during “Operation Epic
Fury” — the war with Iran — which includes �fth
generation stealth �ghters such as the F-35. Plus,
the ability to intercept Iranian missiles and
drones has been severely degraded as more than
half the total inventory of Patriot, Tomahawk and
Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD)
missiles have been expended. With more than
240 American targets reportedly hit by Iran, the
con�ict has shattered the myth that military
superiority alone will guarantee an outright
victory. Several of the asymmetric tactics
employed by Iran have caught the U.S. and Israel
on the back foot.

Another reality check underscored by this war
is the critical importance of global choke points
and how their blockade can severely disrupt the
global economy. Iran, by imposing a blockade on
the Strait of Hormuz early in the con�ict, has
virtually brought the global economy to its knees.
Nearly 20 million barrels of crude oil, accounting
for about a third of global oil supplies, pass
through this narrow sea passage every day. India
is among the countries most a�ected, as it
imports nearly 88% of its crude oil requirements,
amounting to about 1.8 billion barrels annually.
While the world grapples with the blockade and
works to diversify its energy sources, one thing is
clear: there is an urgent need to explore and
develop alternative connectivity options beyond
existing trade routes, particularly maritime
routes. New routes and corridors must be
developed that avoid the two ‘C’s — con�ict zones
and choke points.

However, this realisation is neither new nor
have countries been idle in pursuing solutions.
Transnational connectivity projects such as the
International North-South Transport Corridor
(INSTC) and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)
were conceived precisely for this purpose. The
INSTC was designed to bypass the Suez Canal

choke point, while the overland component of
the BRI across Asia and Europe seeks to reduce
dependence on both the Malacca Strait and the
Suez Canal. Another major connectivity project is
the India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor
(IMEC). Unlike the other initiatives, IMEC
traverses parts of West Asia, a region that has
been signi�cantly a�ected by the current con�ict.

The IMEC framework
What is IMEC? The IMEC is a transformative and
ambitious connectivity initiative that was o�cially
announced at the G-20 Summit in New Delhi in
September 2023. It seeks to connect India with
Europe across the Arabian Peninsula, bypassing
the traditional choke point of the Suez Canal. The
project envisions a multimodal economic
corridor integrating railways, ports, highways,
energy networks and digital infrastructure to
enhance trade, investment and connectivity.
Unlike conventional transport corridors, IMEC is
conceived as a holistic and multidimensional
infrastructure project encompassing sea routes,
rail networks, pipelines, undersea high-speed
data links, green hydrogen corridors and
transnational energy transmission grids.

The proposed structure has three distinct
sections. The eastern section links India with
West Asia through sealinks to the United Arab
Emirates (UAE). The central section consists of an
overland route across West Asia, traversing the
UAE, Saudi Arabia, Jordan and Israel, and
culminating at the port of Haifa on Israel’s
Mediterranean coast. The western leg of the
corridor is sea-based, connecting Haifa to various
European ports, beyond which the continent’s
extensive transportation network takes over.

What has happened due to the war? Soon after
IMEC was announced, the war in Gaza broke out
on October 7, 2023, placing the project on the
back burner. Major areas of the originally
envisioned corridor, particularly those involving
Israel and the port of Haifa, were directly a�ected
by the con�ict.

Soon after the Iran-Israel ‘12-Day War’ in June
2025, there was a concerted e�ort to move the
project forward. However, the ongoing con�ict
involving Iran has once again thrown a spanner
into its execution. Key ports in the UAE,
particularly Jebel Ali and Fujairah, have been
repeatedly targeted by Iran, while disruptions in
the Strait of Hormuz have exposed the
geographical vulnerabilities of these ports.

Another critical fault line exposed by the war is
the deep faultlines and divergence in the
positions adopted by Saudi Arabia and the UAE in
the war. Both countries are key partners in IMEC,
and any adversarial posture between them could
prove to be a major setback for the corridor,
whose success depends on smooth coordination
and seamless connectivity across the region. The
UAE’s April 2026 announcement that it was

opting out of the global oil grouping, the
Organization of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries (OPEC) and reports of its growing
strategic coordination with Israel, including the
deployment of Israeli defence systems such as the
Iron Beam, risk widening di�erences between
Riyadh and Abu Dhabi. Such developments are
unlikely to augur well for either regional stability
or the future of IMEC.

Navigating the challenges
The war in Iran has highlighted two important
issues for both West Asia and IMEC. First, there is
an urgent need for projects such as IMEC that can
bypass con�ict zones and choke points. However,
for such initiatives to succeed, they must also
navigate the region’s geopolitical complexities,
including the rapidly evolving dynamics among
key partners such as Saudi Arabia and the UAE.

To address the �rst challenge, IMEC must
evolve into a broader and more �exible
framework while keeping open the possibility of
reverting to the originally envisioned alignment
once the con�ict subsides. To this end, the option
of developing key ports in Oman — such as
Salalah, Duqm and Muscat — as eastern entry
points could be explored, as they are located well
away from the con�ict-prone Strait of Hormuz.
Similarly, on the western end, until the port of
Haifa becomes a secure transit hub, a western
spur passing through Egypt and terminating at
one of its major Mediterranean ports could o�er a
viable alternative. Egypt already possesses the
logistics ecosystem required to support IMEC,
including the Suez Canal Economic Zone, six
operational ports and four industrial zones
specialising in green hydrogen, lique�ed natural
gas, shipbuilding and other future-oriented
sectors.

To address the second challenge, countries
such as India, which enjoy close relations and the
trust of both Saudi Arabia and the UAE, will have
to navigate a delicate but critical diplomatic
terrain. European countries such as Italy and
France, which are positioning themselves as key
champions of IMEC in Europe, will also need to
play an active role. The growing recognition of
IMEC’s strategic importance was evident during
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to Europe in
May 2026. While elevating their bilateral ties to a
Special Strategic Partnership, India and Italy
rea�rmed their commitment to cooperate on
IMEC, recognising its transformative potential to
reshape and promote global trade, connectivity
and prosperity.

The bottom line is clear. The war in Iran has
underscored the need for transnational
connectivity projects such as IMEC that can
bypass con�ict zones and strategic choke points.
However, for such initiatives to succeed, they
must overcome the geopolitical complexities in
West Asia.

IMEC is caught between commerce and geopolitics

Rajeev Agarwal

Retired colonel, 
a Senior Research
Consultant at CRF,
Delhi, and the author
of ‘Between Tehran
and Tel Aviv – Gaza’s
Story of 
Unending War’

The Iran
con�ict
strengthens the
case for the
India-Middle
East-Europe
Economic
Corridor (IMEC)
while
simultaneously
complicating its
execution

C
hina’s expanding counter-space
capabilities are a cause for concern. While
no con�ict has ever been fought in space,

the incentive to in�uence activities on earth by
controlling outer space remains a potential
trigger for future confrontation. Beijing’s
development of anti-satellite missiles and
co-orbital systems blurs the line between routine
space operations and counter-space activities. 

The key question is how Beijing views its space
ambitions and control of outer space, and what
India can do to safeguard its vital interests in this
domain.

Beijing’s space ambitions
While the Chinese space programme emphasises
the peaceful use of space, evidence suggests that
China is preparing for an orbital war.

In January 2007, it targeted its own satellite
from earth. In October 2015, China tested an
exo-atmospheric vehicle designed to strike a
hostile satellite. In 2022, China used a robotic
spacecraft to push a defunct satellite into the
graveyard orbit. In 2024, it demonstrated an
orbital dog-�ght. There is a clear research and
developmental push for �elding o�ensive
capabilities in space.

China’s space ambitions operate at two levels.
First, it seeks to remain competitive in the
emerging space race, both technologically and
numerically. China has around 1,900 satellites in
orbit, compared to more than 8,000 American
satellites, including the SpaceX satellites.

Second, it recognises the military and
economic implications of the weaponisation of
space. A single strike could disrupt
communications, power grids, navigation
systems, �nancial markets, and military
command-and-control (C2) and intelligence,
surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) networks.

Accordingly, China aims to land on the moon
by 2036, launch a nuclear-powered shuttle by
2040, and establish a solar power system by
2050. Chinese start-ups such as LandSpace,
iSpace and OneSpace are challenging rivals such
as SpaceX and Blue Origin. China is also
exploring lunar and asteroid mining for energy

and critical minerals. The growing demand for
energy-e�cient data centres is likely to further
intensify the space race.

China is seeking to assert control over outer
space in two distinct ways. First, by leveraging
space-based assets to safeguard its military and
economic systems. Second, by competing with its
rivals — both numerically and technologically — to
maintain space superiority. Its most immediate
competition is with Starlink in low-earth orbit
(LEO). China plans to deploy more than 36,000
LEO satellites by 2030. This rivalry could
intensify if China were to become the �rst to
establish a presence on the far side of the moon
or demonstrate a particular interest in exploiting
asteroid resources. Such developments could
create an escalatory dynamic in an environment
that lacks a comprehensive regulatory
framework.

Consequently, China’s capabilities are evolving
in three key areas. First, kinetic attack systems
such as the DN-3 and SC-19 missiles, which can
physically destroy satellites. Second, laser-based
systems that can dazzle or blind satellites,
disrupting navigation and communications.
Third, co-orbital satellites, such as the SJ and TJS
series, designed to interfere with or dislodge
other satellites from orbit. Together, these
capabilities could enable the People’s Liberation
Army (PLA) to cripple Intelligence, Surveillance,
and Reconnaissance (ISR), GPS and
communication networks, shaping the
battlespace during the �rst 24 to 48 hours of a
con�ict.

Implications for India
If a contingency arises in Taiwan, the PLA is likely
to �rst blind ISR and communication networks
before resorting to hard-kill attacks. This would
give Beijing time to shape the narrative, whereas
a hard kill could trigger immediate escalation.

The U.S. would then have to assess China’s
military objectives, and, if an invasion proceeds,
neutralise its counter-space capabilities. While
both sides may lose assets, the U.S. would likely
retain an advantage due to its greater redundancy
and resilience. The Taiwan scenario applies to

India albeit on a lesser scale. India has around 60
operational satellites as against 400-plus Chinese
military satellites alone, which implies lesser
redundancy. Losing �ve to six satellites will hurt
India more. 

Hypothetically, China could strike at the
CARTOSAT/RISAT series, which could lead to loss
of tactical-level imagery for hours, if not days.
Instead, if it only choose to lase as these satellites
as they pass over the Line of Actual Control, it
could lead to temporary blind spots. They could
even deploy jammers to disable India’s NavIC
system.

The key strategic takeaway is that while China
can conduct peacetime harassment using lasers
and jammers, or temporarily blind a few satellites
during a border crisis, it cannot in�ict crippling
damage without destroying a large number of
Indian satellites and risking severe Kessler
Syndrome consequences. While Mission Shakti
has strengthened India’s deterrence posture, its
utility remains restricted. Moreover, a single
successful test does not guarantee operational
reliability, and India still lacks co-orbital
capabilities to counter satellites such as the SJ and
TJS series.

Safeguarding India’s interests
A few measures are pertinent. First, India must
expand its space industry beyond the Indian
Space Research Organisation to increase satellite
production and launch capacity. Greater capacity
translates into greater redundancy. Second, it
should disaggregate large satellite programmes,
such as GSAT, into smaller constellations, which
are more resilient and survivable. Third, India
must strengthen the protection of its ground
space assets to mitigate the impact of hard-kill
attacks. Fourth, it should enhance data-sharing
arrangements with strategic partners so that, in
the event of satellite losses, critical services can
be restored through commercial or partner
networks within hours.

Besides, India should also clearly de�ne its red
lines and the scope of a proportionate response
to ensure that China fully understands the
potential escalation ladder.

Orbital rivalry — the challenge of China’s space power

Harinder Singh
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China’s
counter-space
rise demands
stronger
resilience and
deterrence 
from India

RCB’s win
Congratulations to Royal
Challengers Bengaluru for
securing back-to-back IPL
titles. If winning the trophy
in 2025 ended an 18-year
wait, retaining it has erased
RCB’s long-standing
“underachiever” tag. It

areas, are able to complete
and submit their
applications within the time
slot.

Jayesh Vinod Jadhav,
Nashik, Maharashtra

unable to submit their
applications due to this
issue, I request the SSC to
rectify the error at the
earliest and extend the
application deadline by at
least five days. This would
ensure that candidates,
particularly those in remote

Website glitch
I would like to draw the
attention of the Sta�
Selection Commission (SSC)
to a server-side error on its
website, namely the “Spring
Framework Transaction
Failed” error. 
As many aspirants are

all-time greats. With a
balanced mix of
experienced stars and
emerging talent, RCB’s
dominance could reshape
the league’s competitive
landscape.
R. Sivakumar,
Chennai

reflects their transformation
from a team reliant on
individual brilliance to a
disciplined unit that thrives
under pressure. Virat Kohli’s
match-winning
performances in successive
finals further cement his
status as one of the IPL’s
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STATE OF PLAY

T
he Google Cloud India
AI Hub, for which the
technology giant and

Andhra Pradesh recently
broke ground in Visakhapat-
nam, is a sign that India is �-
nally moving from providing
information technology ser-
vices and coding to owning in-
frastructure. While the facility
is part of a larger digital infras-
tructure push in Visakhapat-
nam, expected to involve in-
vestments running to ₹1.25
lakh crore, there are also
numerous second-order gains
in the o�ng. The facility could
strengthen downstream de-
mand for high-end computing
hardware, augmenting India’s
e�orts to build semiconductor
capacity under Production
Linked Incentive (PLI)
schemes, even if manufactur-
ing viability will still depend
on broader ecosystem factors.

The project has been inte-
grated into the America-India
Connect initiative, as part of
which multiple international
subsea cables will land in Vi-
sakhapatnam, creating India’s
second major gateway on the
eastern seaboard. As a result,
Indian data will have a direct
connection from the east
coast to South Africa and the-
reon to the U.S. without �rst
being backhauled to Cochin,
that too on Google’s high-ca-
pacity cables. Likewise, in the
east, data from Visakhapat-
nam can reach the U.S. via Sin-
gapore and Australia, no lon-
ger restricted to the
Chennai-Singapore connec-
tion and thereafter to the U.S.
on third-party cables. As a re-
sult, India’s dependence on
geopolitical stability in the
Red Sea — through which ca-
bles from Mumbai pass before
reaching Europe — will re-

duce. Similarly, within India,
the Hub’s location could move
high-value technological activ-
ity away from expensive me-
tropolitan cities, potentially
redistributing growth.

Infrastructure problem
The Hub is an integrated com-
plex with computational in-
frastructure and high-capacity
data connectivity, and large
power requirements. Its ex-
pected power demand of 1 GW
makes it a so-called hyper-
scale hub, with the ability to
run powerful arti�cial intelli-
gence (AI) models.

But that is also a gateway to
consider the not-inconsidera-
ble challenges the project pos-
es. For example, the Hub
could attract �rms handling
sensitive data, especially in
sectors where legal or regula-
tory preferences favour keep-
ing data in India. However,
while Google will thus lower
costs for Indian �rms, it will
increase dependence on a sin-
gle foreign provider’s proprie-
tary stack. As a result, India
could become a site for “sove-
reign AI” — as Google Cloud
CEO Thomas Kurian said — on-
ly in name.

Second, even though AI
GPU workloads are among the
world’s most power-guzzling
uses of computing infrastruc-
ture, the Hub suggests AI is
now an infrastructure pro-
blem: power, land, and water
are the bottlenecks. The pow-
er demand may strain the lo-
cal grid and result in knock-on

e�ects for local residents and
industries. While Google has
pledged 100% use of renewa-
ble energy, the Hub will still
feature a �eet of backup diesel
generators, which will a�ect
local air quality and
microclimate.

If Google aspires to main-
tain its global average power
usage e�ectiveness of 1.1 in Vi-
sakhapatnam’s humid weath-
er, it may need evaporative
cooling, which is water-inten-
sive. The district is periodical-
ly vulnerable to water stress,
especially in summer. It de-
pends heavily on inter-basin
water transfers to meet its
needs. In fact, it has the lowest
groundwater levels for domes-
tic, agricultural or industrial
use in the State, as per the Wa-
ter Resources and Information
Management System. Facili-
ties worldwide similar to the
Hub are known to consume
over 2 million litres per day
per 100 MW. At 1 GW, the indi-
cated demand is an eye-water-
ing 20 million litres per day.

Rights groups have alleged
that the State government as-
signed the project to a catego-
ry that allowed it to sidestep a
full environmental impact as-
sessment and public hearings
— measures that have forced
Google, et al. in other coun-
tries to redesign data centres
to be more sustainable. India
still struggles to harmonise
State-level incentives. Andhra
Pradesh o�ers aggressive tax
holidays and power subsidies
yet they have not come with
environmental benchmarks
or ‘green’ capacity targets. A
Central single-window could
standardise public hearings
and resource accounting. If In-
dia does not codify these safe-
guards, its climb up the digital
stack will come at the cost of
its environmental and demo-
cratic foundations.

mukunth.v@thehindu.co.in

Vizag data centre is a major challenge
If India needs Google’s hyperscale hub, it is not yet ready for the facility

Vasudevan Mukunth
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New Delhi, June 1: Balloon can be used instead
of a satellite to provide television coverage
throughout India, according to a study by the
Information, Planning and Analysis Group
(IPAG) of the Electronics Commission.

The study says that 18 balloon-borne
transmitters can do the job at one-�fth the
investment cost for the conventional system
involving a network of ground-based
transmitters. The annual running cost is
estimated to be half that of the terrestrial
system.

Hung by means of special plastic tethers, the
balloons will hover at about 3,300 metres from
ground, each balloon beaming television
programmes to a radious of upto 240 km.

Tethered Balloon Communication System
(TBCS) has been suggested as a viable alternative
to the Satellite Instructional Television
Experiment (SITE), which will end in July with
the withdrawal of the American satellite ATS-6.

The IPAG study says that SITE continuation
with TBCS would require four balloons and cost
Rs. 26 crores. The annual running cost would be
Rs 6.5. crores.

The IPAG panel has been set up to study the
development of tethered balloon technology in
India and its possible civilian and military
applications. Substantial infrastructure for
balloon technology is said to be already available
in India.

Tethered balloons are being developed at the
Tata Institute of Fundamental Research (TIFR)
in Bombay.

TIFR-designed and fabricated balloons have
been �own upto 300 metres with 10-kg, payload
and to 3,000 metres with 50kg, payload,
according to IPAG.

FIFTY YEARS AGO JUNE 2, 1976

Tethered balloons for TV
coverage: study �ndings

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

Simla, June 1: The Government of India in the
Industries Department have sanctioned as
experimental measure for one year with e�ect
from 1st June 1926, that the telephone calls
throughout India and Burma between hours of 8
p.m. and 8 a.m. will be charged at half the usual
rates subject to the condition that the minimum
charge for such a call at reduced rates will not be
less than six annas.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JUNE 2, 1926

Reduced telephone rate

T
he global decision to
rename Polycystic
Ovary Syndrome
(PCOS) as

Polyendocrine Metabolic Ovarian
Syndrome (PMOS) is a culmination
of a decade-long collaboration
between doctors, researchers, and
patient groups. Led by Professor
Helena Teede, Director of the
Monash Centre for Health
Research and Implementation in
Melbourne, the rationale for the
change was published in The

Lancet last month. At the heart of
the renaming was a growing
recognition that the term PCOS
could not capture the condition’s
complexity, and reduced it to a
reproductive disorder centred on
the ovaries. It is a long overdue
acknowledgement of the
condition’s multisystem nature as
PMOS manifests through a wide
range of endocrine, metabolic,
reproductive, psychological, and
dermatological symptoms.

India’s FemTech response
Yet, even as the formal medical
renaming to PMOS is enforced,
India’s FemTech (female
technology) industry had already
begun treating PCOS as a
multisystem condition. A paper
published in 2024 by the authors
of this article titled, “Platforming
PCOS Treatment Online: FemTech
Logics of Care,” showed how
FemTech platforms curated
integrated care packages that
brought together general
practitioners, diabetologists,
endocrinologists, gynaecologists,
dermatologists, nutritionists,
�tness trainers, and psychologists
to treat PCOS.

Backed by venture capital
funding, FemTech platforms
conducted extensive market
research to identify the gaps in
conventional healthcare systems
that stymied the long-term
management of PCOS. Several
platform founders were
themselves women who had
struggled to navigate
gynaecological care that centred
fertility and weight loss as the
individual responsibility of

patients. Their experiences
shaped the emergence of
platforms that framed PCOS as
requiring coordinated and
long-term care. Platforms also
sought to improve doctor-patient
interactions by training
gynaecologists to avoid prejudiced
language around marital status,
fertility, and body weight. Since
many aspects of PMOS
management could be
coordinated remotely, digital
consultations also o�ered women
greater privacy and �exibility in a
culture that stigmatises unmarried
women visiting gynaecologists
unchaperoned.

PMOS often �rst appears
through irregular menstrual
cycles. The underlying hormonal
and metabolic imbalances can
remain poorly understood for
years delaying treatment. In both
families and clinical settings, it is
viewed primarily through the lens
of fertility and weight loss,
generating shame and anxiety
around marriage prospects and
hostility within marriages itself. 

FemTech platforms positioned
themselves as o�ering an
integrated and non-judgemental
approach to PCOS care. They
foregrounded its multifaceted
nature, and as of 2025, India’s
FemTech market was estimated to
be worth $1.48 billion.

Limits of privatised care
However, reliance on FemTech
platforms creates new
vulnerabilities for long-term
healthcare delivery. First, access
to these platforms depends on the
ability to a�ord uninterrupted
internet connectivity and
recurring subscription costs. As a
result, these services cater
disproportionately to urban,
digitally savvy women. For most
people, gynaecologists in
conventional healthcare systems
are usually the �rst point of
contact when they start showing
PMOS symptoms. Strengthening
these systems is therefore
essential to public health. 

Second, as start-ups, FemTech
platforms are vulnerable to market

volatility. They are dependent on
investor con�dence. None of the
platform founders who were
interviewed had secured funding
beyond the preliminary ‘Series A
round’ and one of the platforms
had to cease operations stranding
patients. In the absence of
regulatory safeguards, these issues
weaken FemTech platforms’ claim
of being robust alternatives to
conventional healthcare systems.

Third, while platforms attempt
to improve gynaecologist-patient
interactions, scaling such
interventions is challenging
without broader reforms in
medical education and clinical
training. The shortage of
gynaecologists in India,
particularly in rural regions,
further intensi�es this challenge. 

The larger healthcare crisis
Therefore, while FemTech
platforms address a real and
underserved need, they equally
re�ect deeper infrastructural
failures. The long-term solution to
conditions such as PMOS requires
investment in public healthcare
infrastructure and medical
education that move beyond a
narrow, fertility-�rst framework.
Doctor-patient interactions must
become more inclusive and
respectful to women. At the same
time, it is important to recognise
the strain under which
gynaecologists work, particularly
in public hospitals. Overcrowded
conditions, high patient volumes,
and inadequate infrastructure
leave little room for privacy and
counselling. While FemTech
platforms may ease some
pressures by coordinating care
digitally, they cannot substitute
public healthcare. 

Moreover, discussions around
PMOS rarely engage with broader
environmental factors such as
adulterated food, pollution,
chronic stress, and toxins. If the
shift from PCOS to PMOS is to be
meaningful, it should encourage a
deeper reconsideration of how
chronic women’s health
conditions are understood,
prevented, and cared for in India.

The FemTech industry’s approach to PMOS 
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T
he Indian rupee has lost
nearly 12% of its value
against the U.S. dollar

since May 2025. Several analysts
have noted the consistent decline
in net Foreign Direct Investment
(FDI) and net Foreign Portfolio In-
vestment (FPI) �ows as a cause.

The ebbing of net FDI and FPI
�ows notably began much before
the current energy crisis due to the
war in West Asia. A declining trend
in net FDI began in the second
quarter (Q2) of 2021-2022. As of Q3
of 2025-26, net FDI was negative
(Chart 1). The declining trend in
net FPI, which is also at a negative,
started in Q4 of 2023-24 (Chart 2). 

It is commonly understood that
a downward (depreciation) pres-
sure is structurally inherent upon
the rupee because of India’s per-
sistent Current Account (CA) de�-
cit, which in turn stems from In-
dia’s persistent trade de�cit.
Consequently, buoyant net posi-
tive FDI and FPI �ows, recorded in
the Financial Account (FA), are
considered crucial to not only �-
nance the CA De�cit (CAD), but to
countervail the downward pres-
sure on the rupee. However, there
is an overemphasis on these two,
at the cost of the other important
�ow for India, namely, remittanc-
es, recorded in the CA, which does
the heavy lifting for both the �-
nancing of the CAD and in tackling
the pressure on the rupee. Not ac-
counting for remittances risks
non-mitigation of a major external
vulnerability: the ebbing of remit-
tance �ows that is also likely.

The CA primarily consists of
three component �ows: the trade
de�cit, the Net Primary Income
(NPI) de�cit and the Net Secon-
dary Income (NSI) surplus (Chart
3). The NPI mainly re�ects the net
negative balance of investment in-
come earned by Indian residents
on foreign assets and paid on In-
dia’s external liabilities held by fo-

reign counterparts. The NSI essen-
tially accounts for its huge net
positive remittance �ows. India at-
tracts the highest remittances (in
$) by a wide margin. In 2024, India
saw $138 billion in remittances. 

They matter signi�cantly for In-
dia’s CAD and the rupee. Firstly,
since mid-2013, remittances have
on an average �nanced more than
the entirety of India’s trade de�cit
(Chart 4). As a result, the CAD �-
nanced by the FA �ows of FDI and
FPI is a residual of the two persis-
tent de�cits in the CA, leftover af-
ter the remittances have �nanced
their bulk. If not for India’s high
net remittances, its CAD would be
much larger and the �nancing de-
mands on the FA also higher.

Secondly, net remittances, ave-
raging about 3% of the Gross Dom-
estic Product (GDP), are much
higher than the net FDI and FPI
�ows. Thirdly, unlike, say FPI, re-
mittances are not given to sudden
halts, for they are largely driven by
the income and savings decisions
of the Indian diaspora and their
respective familial needs back
home. Fourthly, unlike FDI and
FPI, remittances are transfers and
not claims. Hence, they do not
generate future liability out�ows.
Lastly, remittances have low tran-
saction costs.

A lot rides on remittances now
because the more the rupee slips,
the more diaspora remitters are
likely to wait till it bottoms out.
Concomitantly, with the trade def-
icit likely to increase due to costlier
energy imports, a wide gap can
emerge in the remittances’ ability
to cover this de�cit. This will in
turn increase the CAD and its �-
nancing demands on the FA, at a
time when net FDI and FPI �ows
are negative. Yet, despite their im-
portance, analyses of remittances
pale in comparison to those of FDI
and FPI �ows. It is perhaps be-
cause remittances are largely the
result of small �nancial decisions
by thousands of working-class In-
dians abroad, who do not animate
globalised elites in the same way as
talks of FDI and FPI do.

Remittances anchor the rupee, India’s external balances 
Despite doing the heavy lifting in tackling the pressure on the rupee, remittances are ignored in discussions due to overemphasis on FDI and FPI �ows

Puneet Bhasin
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Percentage increase in
Gross GST collections
in May

3.2
in per cent. Gross GST

collections rose to over

₹1.94 lakh crore in May on

higher supplies of goods and services, and

collection from imports, government data

showed. Gross GST collection was ₹1.88

lakh crore in May 2025. GST refunds grew

2.6% to ₹27,281 crore. After adjusting

refunds, net GST revenues in May rose

3.3% to about ₹1.67 lakh crore. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Value of loans
sanctioned to MSMEs
under ECLGS

35,000
in ₹

crore.

Banks

have sanctioned ₹35,000 crore loans under

the Emergency Credit Line Guarantee

Scheme (ECLGS) to MSMEs and industries

impacted by the West Asia conflict. The

scheme aimed at providing additional

credit flow of ₹2.55 lakh crore for airlines

hit by the ongoing geopolitical crisis. PTI

Value of India’s
seafood exports
in 2025-26

8.46
in $ billion. India’s

seafood exports hit a

record high in both

volume and value during 2025-26, reaching

19,72,018 metric tonnes worth ₹73,890.46

crore ($8.46 billion), despite global

challenges, MPEDA Chairman P Jawahar

said on Monday. The U.S. and China

remained the top importers of Indian

seafood during the fiscal year. PTI

Number of drones
�red by Russia at
Ukraine in May

8,150
Russia fired a

record number

of long-range

drones at Ukraine in May, an analysis of

Ukrainian air force data showed on

Monday, as Kyiv appealed to allies for air

defence support. Russia launched 8,150

long-range drones and more than 200

missiles during the month, beating the

previous record set one month earlier. AFP

Cases of Ebola
reported in Congo’s
ongoing outbreak

282
At least 282 confirmed

cases of Ebola have now

been reported in Congo’s

ongoing outbreak, the central African

nation said late on Sunday. The outbreak

remains focused in Congo’s eastern Ituri

province, where 264 of the cases have

been recorded, Congo’s Ministry of 

Health said. PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The story so far: 

I
n March, the Commission for Air
Quality Management in the
National Capital Region and
Adjoining Areas (CAQM) revoked all

curbs under the Graded Response Action
Plan (GRAP), signalling the end of the
winter air pollution in Delhi. 

A month later, as temperatures rose, it
reimposed Stage 1 of the GRAP to combat
summer air pollution. It was brie�y
revoked and reimposed again in May,
while North India was reeling under
heatwaves.

Why are cities witnessing pollution
episodes during summer?
Delhi and the Indo-Gangetic plain are
known for winter smog because low
temperatures, low wind speeds, and their
basin-like topography trap pollutants
close to the ground.

Summer brings stronger winds,
occasional thunderstorms that wash out
pollutants, and warmer temperatures that
allow pollutants to mix higher in the
atmosphere. Despite such meteorological
favours, Delhi has already witnessed 54
days between 1 April and 31 May 2026
where daily average PM10 levels exceeded
the 24-hour National Ambient Air Quality
Standard (NAAQS) of 100 ug/m3. At the
same time, on 40 days, at least one
Continuous Ambient Air Quality
Monitoring Station (CAAQMS) in the city
recorded a breach in the hourly ozone
standard of 180 ug/m3.

Unlike most headlines, this is not the
story of Delhi alone. Other large cities like
Mumbai, Chennai, Hyderabad,
Bengaluru, and Kolkata also recorded
pollution spikes in the same period this
summer, with PM10 and ozone levels
going above the national standards to
varying degrees. These spikes were
shaped by local sources such as vehicular
emissions, road dust, construction
activity, industrial emissions, and dust
from local storms. Mumbai, for instance,
has been recording high PM10 and ozone
levels over the last few years due to
construction activity, dust, and tra�c.
While Chennai’s PM10 breaches are
occasional, its high vehicular density and
hot weather also make it an ozone
hotspot.

How is summer air pollution di�erent
from that in winter?
While winter pollution is dominated by
�ner PM2.5 particles, summer air
pollution is driven by the coarser PM10
and ozone. 

Vehicles, industries, waste burning,
agricultural residue burning, construction
sites, and broken roads remain
year-round sources of pollution. Winter
adds biomass burning for heating.
Summer brings in dust storms that hike
PM10 levels, while heat and sunlight
catalyse ozone formation.

Why does ozone rise in hot weather?
Ozone is not emitted directly from a
tailpipe or chimney. It forms when
nitrogen oxides (NOx), largely from
vehicles and volatile organic compounds
(VOCs) from industrial emissions, vehicle
exhaust, paints, and other sources, react
under strong sunlight. Hotter, sunnier
days therefore create favourable
conditions for ozone formation, which,
along with particulate matter, could cause
respiratory illnesses.

What causes India’s PM10 to spike?
Hot conditions over the Indian
subcontinent create a low-pressure area
that extends towards Iran. Its interaction
with surrounding high-pressure areas
produces hot, windy conditions. These
winds could stir up dust storms, including
hot winds called loo, which carry dust
from West Asia and the Thar Desert
across India towards the Bay of Bengal.
Such episodes could elevate PM10 levels
for days, as seen during the severe North
Indian dust storms of 2018.

The Indian subcontinent also
experiences shorter, localised dust storms
known as ‘andhi’ that usually subside
within hours. These form when strong
downward-moving air associated with
thunderstorms hits the ground, lifts loose
dust, and carries it at high speed. While
loo-type dust storms are common in

North India, cities like Mumbai and
Hyderabad generally face dusty episodes
due to local thunderstorms.

Human activity worsens this natural
dust load. Construction and demolition
work often resumes after the more
stringent winter GRAP restrictions are
lifted. Without adequate site-level dust
control, these activities add to PM10
levels. Vehicles moving over broken roads
also further resuspend loose, dry dust
into the air in the dry summer months.

What can cities do to combat summer
air pollution?
While natural sources of dust cannot be
controlled, they can be predicted. Delhi’s
Air Quality Early Warning System
(AQEWS) was created in response to
severe dust storms in 2018 and smog
episodes of the previous years, and now

runs year-round. It has since been
extended to other cities such as Jaipur
and Mumbai, and provides forecasts of
multiple pollutants several days in
advance. Its bulletin provides detailed
weather information for Delhi and
three-day Air Quality Index forecasts for
140 Indian cities.

The India Meteorological Department
(IMD) also publishes national weather
forecast bulletins several times a day.
Authorities should use these systems to
issue local alerts on dust storms, ozone,
and poor air quality so citizens can
reduce exposure.

For controllable non-natural sources,
enforcement matters. Construction sites
need active dust management even
outside winter. 

A study by the Council on Energy,
Environment and Water (CEEW) found
that simply reducing heavy-vehicle
movement at construction sites can lower
local particulate matter levels. The
Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation
(BMC)’s Air Quality Decision Support
System (AQDSS), also developed with
CEEW, for example, assists in monitoring
construction sites. It has already helped
authorities take measures against more
than 1,000 sites since October 2025 in
Mumbai.

Reducing ozone requires cutting NOx
and VOC emissions from vehicles and
industries through cleaner transport,
better compliance, and attention to
solvents, paints, and fuel combustion.
Even simple behavioural measures, like
the ‘Red Light On, Gaadi O�’ campaign of
the Delhi government that urges drivers
to switch vehicles o� while waiting at
junctions to reduce idling emissions, can
reduce ozone formation. But Indian cities
need more sustained action.

Delhi has had a summer action plan
since 2022. Other cities need similar plans
that combine forecasting, public health
advisories, construction dust control,
road dust management, and action on
ozone-forming emissions. Summer may
disperse some pollutants better than
winter, but heat and sunlight create their
own pollution chemistry. Indian cities
must plan for both seasons, treating them
with equal seriousness.
(Mohammad Ra�uddin is Programme Lead
and Sneha Maria Ignatious is Programme
Associate at the Council on Energy,
Environment and Water)

Why do cities get polluted in summer?
How is summer air pollution di�erent from that in winter? Why does ozone rise in hot weather? What drives PM10 spikes in Indian cities?

How do dust storms a�ect air quality? How do human activities worsen summer air pollution? What can cities do to combat summer air pollution?

Summer brings in dust storms that hike PM10 levels, while heat and sunlight catalyse ozone formation. PTI

Mohammad Ra�uddin 
Sneha Maria Ignatious

EXPLAINER THE GIST

�

Summer air pollution is driven
largely by PM10 and ozone,
with several Indian cities
recording repeated breaches of
national standards.

�

Dust storms, construction
activity, road dust, vehicular
emissions and industrial
pollution contribute to
pollution episodes during the
hotter months.

�

Heat and strong sunlight
promote ozone formation,
underlining the need for
year-round air quality
management rather than a
focus on winter smog alone
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X

QUESTION 1

Apart from the Royal
Challengers
Bengaluru, which two
teams have defended
their crowns?
X

QUESTION 2 

14 batters notched up
15 centuries. Who was
the only batter to have
scored two tons?
X

QUESTION 3 

Matches were played
across 13 stadiums.
So, in which State
capitals are the
Shaheed Veer Narayan
Singh International
Cricket Stadium and

Rajiv Gandhi
International Stadium?
X

QUESTION 4 

What was unique about
Match 38, played on
April 26?
X

QUESTION 5 

Who became the first
player to win
back-to-back titles with
two di�erent teams?
X

QUESTION 6 

Teenage sensation
Vaibhav Sooryavanshi
was the biggest star of
this season's IPL. Apart
from winning the
Orange Cap (₹10 lakh),
which other o�icial
awards did the prodigy
win?

Questions and Answers to the previous

day’s daily quiz: 1. In which year did Goa
attain statehood, and from which State was it
separated? Ans: 1987 and Daman and Diu

2. On what date does Goa celebrate its
Liberation Day? Ans: December 19, 1961

3. Goa attained statehood on May 30, and it
became the .... State of India. Fill in the blanks.
Ans: 25

4. Who owned Goa before India, and when was
it annexed to India? Ans: Portugal and 1961

5. “Little Russia” in Goa refers to which place?
Ans: Morjim Beach

6. What was the name of Goa before it was
changed to the present name? Ans:

Gomantak, Govapuri, Gopakapattanna and

Aparanta

Visual: This place is famous for its “Blue
Lagoon” — a stunning, emerald-green
freshwater lagoon situated in South Goa. What
is this place? Ans: Cola Beach

Early Birds: K.N. Viswanathan | Tom Alan
Faith | Tito Shiladitya | Tamanjit Bisla | Sumana
Dutta

THE DAILY QUIZ

Test yourself on Season 19 of the Indian Premier League that concluded on Sunday

X

Visual Question: 

Name this bowler who was the only one to take five wickets in a match. R.V. MOORTHY 

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

V.V. Ramanan

How do you pronounce the word
“hullabaloo”? What does it mean? (Dr.
K. Ramachandra Bhat, Kozhikode)
The “u” is like the “u” in “cut”, “hut”, and
“gut”. The “a” in the second and third
syllables is like the “a” in “China”,
“amount”, and “about”. The �nal “oo” is
pronounced like the “oo” in “tool”,
“cool”, and “pool”. Many people put the
main stress on the �nal syllable, while
some put it on the �rst. The word can be
pronounced either way.

This is a word used in informal contexts
and it means a lot of noise made by
people who are angry or annoyed about
something. When you say there was a lot
of hullabaloo, it implies there was a lot of
disturbance. Here are a few examples.

I went to Rajesh’s party last night. What
a hullabaloo there was.

Deepa Mehta stopped production of her
�lm because of all the hullabaloo it
caused.

What’s the di�erence between a
“referee” and an “umpire”? (V.
Elavarasi, Pondicherry)
I don’t think there is a di�erence in
meaning between the two. An umpire
and a referee are expected to make sure
that the players follow the rules of the
game and penalise them if they don’t. The
word referee is normally associated with
wrestling, basketball, billiards, boxing,
football, hockey, and rugby. Umpire, on
the other hand, is associated with cricket,
baseball, tennis, table tennis, and
volleyball. By the way, in the word
“referee”, the stress is on the �nal
syllable.

What is the meaning of “to cleanse
the Augean stables”? (A. Jaipal Reddy,
Wanaparthy)
First, let’s deal with the pronunciation.
The “au” in the �rst syllable is like the
“ore” in “shore”, “chore”, and “pore”.
The “g” is like the “j” in “jam”, “jail”, and
“job”. The “i” that follows is like the “ee”
in “see”, “bee”, and “fee”, and the �nal
“a” is like the “a” in “China”, “amount”,
and “account”. The stress is on the
second syllable.

King Augeas of Elis had huge stables
containing about 3000 oxen. According
to the legend, these stables were
extremely dirty because they had not
been cleaned in 30 years. Kevin Sarbo
was asked to clean the stables in a day’s
time. Kevin Sarbo! Isn’t that the name of
the actor who stars in the tele-series
“Hercules”? Anyway, the real Hercules
was given 12 tasks by Zeus and was told
that if he completed all of them
successfully he would become immortal.
One of the “labors” he was given was to
“cleanse the Augean stables” in a single
day. Hercules completed this task
successfully by diverting the course of the
river Alpheus and letting the water run
through the huge stables.

The expression is used to mean “to
clean up a mess”. It is mainly used in the
�eld of politics to mean to wipe out the
massive accumulation of corruption left
by the predecessors. Another common
expression used these days is “to clean
house”.

What is the meaning of the word
“Reuters”? (D. Sundaramoorthy,
Chennai)
You normally �nd this word at the end of
newspaper articles. Reuters is an
international news agency started by
Baron de Paul Julius Reuter. 
Published in The Hindu on October 24,
2000

Know your
English
S. Upendran

FROM THE ARCHIVES

I
n 1799, during the storming of the
fortress of Seringapatam, British
troops broke through the defences
of Srirangapatna and killed Tipu

Sultan, the ruler of Mysore. The palace
inventories compiled in the aftermath
record jewels, weapons, manuscripts and
textiles of startling colour. O�cers wrote
with particular fascination about the
intensity of the dyed fabrics stored in the
royal workshops. 

At the same moment, the soldiers
themselves wore uniforms dyed in equally
vivid scarlet. The British redcoat
marching through the palace and the
Mysorean textile he admired were both
products of a vast global system of dyes —
insects raised in the Americas, plants
cultivated in Asia, shell�sh harvested
along Mediterranean coasts.

Global red trade
In the Mediterranean world, the most
famous red-purple dye was extracted
from marine snails harvested along
Levantine shores. Classical writers such as
Pliny the Elder describe vats of crushed
shells fermenting under the sun, releasing
a colour so rare that Roman law
eventually reserved it for imperial robes.
The value of the dye lay not merely in its
hue but in the di�culty of its production:
thousands of mollusks sacri�ced to colour
a single garment. In the Americas,

Indigenous farmers raised the cochineal
insect on cactus paddles, harvesting the
tiny bodies and drying them into a
powder that produced a red of
extraordinary intensity. A pound of red
from these insects could produce enough
red colour to run an entire factory. When
Spanish ships began exporting cochineal
to Europe in the sixteenth century, the
dye rapidly became one of the most
valuable commodities of the Atlantic
world, rivaling silver in price and strategic
importance.

Elsewhere, especially across Eurasia,
dyers cultivated the roots of the madder
plant, whose alizarin compounds could
produce deep crimson lakes. These
biological reds travelled astonishing
distances. A single crimson cloak worn in
London or Istanbul might contain colour
drawn from insects cultivated in Oaxaca,
plants grown in Central Asia, or mollusks
harvested from Mediterranean shores.
Colour, therefore, linked distant ecologies
into networks of exchange long before
industrial globalisation. Each red carried
with it a geography.

Military power depended on these

networks. By the eighteenth century, the
scarlet coats of European regiments
required reliable supplies of imported
dyes. On battle�elds clouded with
gunpowder smoke, vivid uniforms helped
commanders identify their troops and
maintain order. The siege of
Seringapatam unfolded within this global
colour economy. Mysore’s textile
workshops produced fabrics dyed
through Indian Ocean trade networks that
connected Persian, Southeast Asian and
South Asian markets. British o�cers
entering the palace encountered not
simply decorative cloth but the material
traces of a rival commercial system.
Empires fought not only for territory but
also for control of the commodities that
coloured the world.

Imperial cloth
Yet even as imperial armies marched in
crimson, the foundations of the dye trade
were beginning to shift. For centuries,
every brilliant red had depended on living
organisms, whether it was roots pulled
from soil, or insects harvested from cacti,
or shell�sh gathered along rocky coasts.
In 1856, the English chemist William
Henry Perkin inadvertently altered this
relationship. While attempting to
synthesise quinine in an experiment, he
produced a purple residue that dyed silk
with remarkable intensity. The
compound, later marketed as mauveine,
inaugurated the modern synthetic dye

industry. Within a few decades, chemists
learned to reproduce the molecular
structures responsible for many natural
colours. In 1869, industrial chemists
succeeded in synthesising alizarin, which
is the key red component of madder,
making centuries of agricultural
cultivation suddenly unnecessary.

The implications were profound.
Madder �elds across Europe collapsed
almost overnight. Cochineal plantations
faced competition from cheaper
laboratory pigments. What had once
required soil, insects, seasons and skilled
cultivation could now be produced in
factories wherever coal, glassware and
chemical knowledge were available.

Red was becoming abstract. Red
moved from earth, to organism, to
laboratory — from ritual substance to
industrial commodity. And as pigments
entered the circuits of factories, markets
and empires, the meanings attached to
red also began to shift: from sacri�ce and
sovereignty to revolution, warning, and
mass politics.

Synthetic shift
The colour remained the same to the eye,
but the world that produced it, and the
world that would perceive red as a
phenomenon, had both fundamentally
changed.
(Satwik Gade is a Chennai-based writer and
illustrator. This article is part of a series on
the history and development of colours)

How red moved through empires, trade
networks, and industrial factories 
Red emerges from a vast global system of dyes made from insects raised in the Americas, plants cultivated in Asia, and shell�sh harvested along

Mediterranean coasts; it moves through empires, trade networks, and factories, shifting from living organisms to laboratory production

BUILDING BLOCKS

GETTY IMAGES

Satwik Gade As pigments entered circuits of
factories and markets, meanings
attached to red began to shift:
from sacri�ce to revolution,
warning, and mass politics
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SCIENCE

F
or the �rst time in about four
billion years of life on the earth,
one species is learning not just
to read the book of life but to

write new versions.
Humans’ quest to understand and

explain the natural world has always
carried a double consequence: every
success also enhances our ability to
change the world. By understanding how
diseases act, we create drugs and
vaccines that change the prevalence of
infectious agents. The elimination of
smallpox is one example. Understanding
the basis of some hereditary disorders has
meant that dietary management can help
those a�ected to live full lives.
Phenylketonuria, a condition in which the
body cannot process a common amino
acid, phenylalanine, is one such example.

Verbosity in genes
At the core of our e�orts to understand
and explain the extraordinary diversity of
forms and functions of life lies one
molecule: deoxyribonucleic acid,
popularly known by its abbreviation,
DNA. DNA resides in cells, the unit of
construction of our bodies — indeed of
any organism — and we humans are made
up of trillions of cells.

The DNA in a cell is called its genome.
The linear thread of DNA that makes up
the genome has an alphabet of four
molecules, denoted by the letters ‘A’, ‘T’,
‘G’, and ‘C’. A genome can have
thousands of genes, and through the
speci�c ordering of these letters, each
gene can encode a speci�c protein.
Proteins in their various forms make up,
or help manufacture, all that is needed for
each cell to perform its unique function.

If we were to look simultaneously at a
bacterium, a fruit �y, a mouse, and a
human, and think about their varying
complexity, we would be tempted to
hypothesise that the human has many
thousands of times more genes than the
�y or the bacterium. After all, we are a far
more complex organism than a tiny,
unicellular bacterium.

However, the commonly studied
bacterium Escherichia coli has about
4,300 genes. The fruit �y, about 17,000.
The mouse, about 21,000. And the
human, about 22,000. There is only a
�vefold di�erence in gene number
between a bacterium and a human. The
mouse has more protein-coding genes
than us, and a water �ea, Daphnia, has
about 31,000 genes, more than either us
or the mouse.

Verbosity in genes, as in conversation,
is not a measure of complexity. Just as
one can convey something complex and
information-dense in a short,
non-redundant paragraph, it is how,
when, how much, and where in the cell
gene products are expressed that
determines complexity. While genes
encode proteins, they also have DNA
sequences involved in regulating when,
where, and to what extent genes are
expressed. These regulatory regions are
locations where other speci�c proteins,
called transcription factors bind, to turn
genes ‘on’ and ‘o�’. These regulatory
proteins are themselves encoded by
genes.

Three extraordinary insights
The decreasing cost and increasing speed
of DNA sequencing means that we can,
today, sequence the genome of any
organism we choose. At the start of the
Human Genome Project, sequencing a
human genome took more than a decade,
cost close to $3 billion, and involved
thousands of scientists across about 20
countries. Today this is possible in a few
hours, at a cost of a few hundred dollars,
in a small laboratory. As our
computational capacity also increases, so
does our ability to study the genomes we
have sequenced. The growing bank of
genome sequences across organisms
o�ers three extraordinary insights into all
life on the earth.

First, genome sequences taken
together give us a history of life on the
planet, the relatedness of organisms, and
how the tree of life branched in di�erent
ways. The exquisite detail that genomes
provide complements the fossil record
where it is available — but it also tells us
the history of life where no fossil record
exists. No social history of humans can
provide this degree of precision and
accuracy over such an extended period.

Second, when we examine genomes in
the context of how an organism
(bacterium, plant or animal) functions in
its environment, we learn how they are
adapted. Genes, famously described as
sel�sh, ensure their own propagation by
using their host organism’s survival as a
vehicle for their transmission. By studying

variations in genes, we learn how
mutations are selected as organisms
adapt to their environments. Human
populations that today carry genes
predisposing them to type II diabetes are
typically descended from groups that
lived in environments where food supply
rose and fell cyclically over long intervals.
In today’s environment of abundant food,
this genetic inheritance leads to disease.

Third, just as with DNA sequencing, we
are rapidly accumulating detailed
information on all aspects of the cellular
environment across a variety of
organisms — which genes are expressed,
where their products are localised, what
they do, and so on. When taken together,
this detailed ‘cell map’ can give us a
picture of all the complexity within a cell
in each organism we study. When
gathered over the entire life of a cell or
organism — and we are far from this stage
of data collection — the volume and
complexity of data to be analysed is
mind-boggling. Yet the tools for storing,
analysing, and interrogating such ‘big
data’ are also growing.

While scepticism remains, this may
therefore not only be a feasible project in
theory, but also one in practice. We
already see early glimpses of such
comprehensive pictures appearing from
diverse attempts around the world. From
all of this, one can expect a substantial
advance in our understanding of how life
in all its diversity came about, how
organisms are made, and how they work.
New hypotheses will be formed and
tested, and new fundamental knowledge
and applications will appear.

Never before seen
With this knowledge will come expanded
power in synthetic biology. Our
understanding of how genes, cells, and
environments collaborate to make
organisms has already enabled us to

engineer nature in many ways. But what
we can currently do with genetic
engineering is modest compared to the
potential from new avenues now opening.
Engineering cells and organisms not just
at the level of one or a few genes, but on a
genome-wide scale, is becoming possible.
These technologies will become more
accurate, less expensive, and more
accessible. 

With access to computing power and
memory that AI provides, it is possible to
analyse cellular and environmental
information and design sections of
genomes or entire genomes, with the
desired properties on our computers.

Today, the predictability of what
happens when such designs are
implemented still remains low: cells and
organisms are notorious for resisting
simplistic in silico predictions. But this too
will change, through a combination of
analytical and experimental work.
Designer cells that make chemicals,
drugs, materials, and fuels are already
with us but they will become ubiquitous
and far broader in their uses than what
we see today.

It is not only cells for biotechnological
applications that will be created, often
making products never before seen in
nature. Creating complex new forms of
multicellular organisms, plants or
animals, is also a real possibility.
Replacing the genome of a cell with one
designed and manufactured by humans is
now feasible for small genomes and will

soon be possible for larger ones.
In 2010, American scientist J. Craig

Venter (1946-2026) and his team
chemically synthesised a complete
bacterial genome and introduced it into a
bacterial cell whose native DNA had been
removed. This was, at a �rst
approximation, digitally created life. They
watermarked their creation by encoding
three quotations into non-coding regions
of the synthetic DNA — a biological
‘cipher’ in which letters were mapped to
codons: James Joyce, from A Portrait of
the Artist as a Young Man: “To live, to err,
to fall, to triumph, to recreate life out of
life”; Richard Feynman: “What I cannot
build, I do not understand”; and J. Robert
Oppenheimer: “See things not as they
are, but as they might be.”

While we are currently limited by the
speed and cost of genome-wide synthesis,
this will change. It will then be possible to
create large genomes, introduce them
into de�ned cellular environments we
construct, or into fertilised eggs whose
own genomes have been removed.

With great power
Complementing this top-down approach,
which draws on billions of years of
genomic history to create new forms of
life, there is a bottom-up alternative.
Pioneered by Jack Szostak and others, this
approach aims to synthesise a primordial
cell from scratch, modelling what the
earliest living systems may have looked
like before the �rst genome was ever
written. Mr. Szostak’s laboratory at the
University of Chicago builds protocells —
fatty-acid vesicles that can spontaneously
form closed membranes, encapsulate
RNA, and, in the right conditions, copy
that RNA and divide. The aim is to solve
the great mystery of how life �rst
originated from non-living chemistry. In
working towards this, we too will develop
the power to create new and complex
self-replicating biological systems.

All of this raises the ‘genie conundrum’
that humanity has grappled with across
the centuries. Our quest to understand
the universe releases the genie from the
lamp. Kept inside, the genie is of no use
and, more relevant, we leash human
thought and creativity. Released but
unregulated, we risk creating new and
unforeseen problems. Released and used
wisely, the applications are many and
valuable.

These are challenges that regulators
face not only in biology but in other
domains too: how does one regulate
chemistry or nuclear power, for example?
But the engineering of life has a feature
that the engineering of a spaceship or a
nuclear plant does not: the ability to
convert information into a self-replicating
product. Here, we must ‘see things not as
they are, but as they might be’. Both for
what must be done, and for what we must
refrain from doing.
(K. VijayRaghavan is DAE-Homi Bhabha
Chair, TIFR-National Centre for Biological
Sciences, Bengaluru. vijay@ncbs.res.in)

The genie of synthetic biology is out,
and with it comes power and peril
The quest to understand the universe releases the genie from the lamp: kept inside, it is of no use and leashes human thought and creativity;

released but unregulated, it risks creating new and unforeseen problems; released and used wisely, the applications are many and valuable

LIfe chemistry: The exquisite detail that genomes provide complements the fossil record where it is available — but it also tells us the history of life where no

fossil record exists. No social history of humans can provide this degree of precision and accuracy over such an extended period. RETHA FERGUSON/PEXELS 
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Building blocks: The growing bank of genome sequences across organisms o�ers extraordinary

insights into all life on the earth. REUTERS

With access to computing power
and memory that AI provides, it
is possible to analyse cellular and
environmental information and
design sections of genomes or
entire genomes with the desired
properties on our computers
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T
yrannosaurus rex was a huge land
predator during the twilight of the
age of dinosaurs. But it was not

the only T. rex that terrorised the
Cretaceous Period. There also was a
marine reptile named Tylosaurus rex —
the T. rex of the sea — that rivalled its land
counterpart in size and ferocity.

Scientists say they have identi�ed
Tylosaurus rex as a distinct species after a
wide-ranging examination of previously
discovered fossils. They made the
judgment based on its enormous size, �ne
serrations along the edges of its teeth to
cut �esh more e�ciently, heavy-duty
musculature of the jaws and neck for
subduing large prey, and certain other
anatomical nuances. Roughly 66 million
years ago, Tyrannosaurus rex roamed the
land in Western North America.

Approximately 80 million years ago,
Tylosaurus rex prowled an inland sea that
at the time split North America in two.
The seagoing T. rex had a streamlined
body, elongated snout with large teeth,
four large paddle-like �ippers, and a
powerful tail. The genus ‘Tylosaurus’ has
been known since fossils were �rst
unearthed during the 19th century. A
handful of species are recognised,
including Tylosaurus proriger. A genus is
a grouping of closely related species
sharing similar characteristics. For
example, lions and tigers are from the
same genus but represent di�erent
species.

The largest Tyrannosaurus rex
specimen, nicknamed Sue and held at the
Field Museum in Chicago, is about 12.2 m
long. The largest Tylosaurus rex
specimen, nicknamed Bunker and held at
the University of Kansas Biodiversity
Institute and Natural History Museum, is
about 13.2 m long. Bunker previously had
been identi�ed as Tylosaurus proriger,
but possessed the suite of traits that
assigned it to Tylosaurus rex, the
researchers said. “The skull alone is as
long as I am tall — 5-foot-7 inches (1.7 m),”
said palaeontologist Amelia Zietlow of the
History Museum at the Castle in Appleton,
Wisconsin, lead author of the study
published in the Bulletin of the American
Museum of Natural History.

Tylosaurus rex is a member of a group
of marine reptiles with a global
distribution called mosasaurs that evolved
from land-living lizards to become apex
marine predators during the �nal roughly
30 million years of the age of dinosaurs.
Today’s monitor lizards, including the
Komodo dragon — the largest present-day
lizard at up to 3 m long — are perhaps
among the closest living relatives of
Tylosaurus rex. Most of the fossils
identi�ed as Tylosaurus rex come from
north and central Texas, though Bunker
came from Kansas. The holotype
specimen — the fossil used to formally
name a species — is at the Perot Museum. 

The new species name, meaning “king
of the tylosaurs,” was a nod to
Tyrannosaurus rex — “an incredible
animal itself, obviously,” Ms. Zietlow said.
The two T. rexes were not
contemporaries, though forerunners of
the giant dinosaur lived at the same time
as the giant mosasaur. Tylosaurus rex was
among the largest of the mosasaurs,
alongside the likes of Mosasaurus
ho�manni.

Fearsome
dinosaur-era
reptile was T.
rex of the sea

A reconstruction of the marine reptile Tylosaurus

rex in the Cretaceous-era Western Interior Seaway

of North America. REUTERS 

The seagoing T. rex with a
streamlined body, elongated
snout with large teeth, four large
paddle-like �ippers, and a
powerful tail, rivalling its land
counterpart in size and ferocity

Reuters
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S
ocial stock exchanges (SSE), launched in the
second half of FY23, have been in a comatose
state. In a bid to give them a leg up, the Centre

last week allowed companies to invest up to 10 per
cent of the funds earmarked for corporate social
responsibility (CSR) activities in zero coupon zero
principal (ZCZP) bonds. ZCZP bonds are issued by
non-profits to raise funds through the SSEs. While
around 170 non-profit organisations are registered
with the exchanges, less than 10 per cent have made
issuances so far. 

There have been just 16 issuances raising
around ₹42 crore. The new rules are
expected to release ₹3,000 crore annually
from corporate co�ers. This is all very well,
provided the supply of ZCZP bonds too picks
up. The potential demand for such
instruments is not a concern. The
Companies Act mandates that at least 2 per
cent of average net profits recorded during
the preceding three financial years should be
set aside for CSR projects. This has resulted
in more than ₹30,000 crore being available
every year for projects linked to education,
health, environment sustainability, rural
development and so on. Under the new
rules, companies in search of credible
organisations or projects to spend their
funds can buy into ZCZP bonds on social
stock exchanges. Unspent CSR funds of BSE
200 companies had amounted to ₹1,920
crore in FY25 and ₹1,708 crore in FY24.

But the supply of investible instruments
must pick up. Recently, SEBI had allowed
non-profits to remain registered with
exchanges even if they do not make any
issuances for three years, extending the
timeline from two years earlier. SEBI had
also reduced minimum subscription in
ZCZP issuances from 75 per cent to 50 per
cent. But besides these, SEBI must review
the rules it has set out for non-profits —
regarding eligibility criteria, annual
disclosures, annual spends, audits and
annual impact disclosures. In a bid to
enhance credibility and transparency, SEBI
may have laid down rules that are too
onerous for small non-profits. Smaller
non-profits in genuine need for funds are
possibly discouraged from approaching this
platform. A discussion with registered
non-profits on their hardships could lead the
way for another constructive set of reforms.

SSE set up by SEBI is one of its kind
globally. It is a government-led initiative —
unlike other countries where private trusts
and organisations alone run these platforms.
SEBI has been trying to increase demand on
the platform by reducing the minimum
subscription for ZCZP bonds from ₹10,000
to ₹1,000 and reducing the minimum
subscription in social impact funds (which
invest on SSE) from ₹2 lakh to ₹1,000. This
could allow more small investors to
participate on these platforms. The
regulatory framework for SSEs, has however
done well to bar entities where diversion of
funds or money laundering is possible.
Political and religious organisations, and
trade associations cannot raise funds
through SSEs. Overall, a balance between
accountability and autonomy is called for.

Market for charity
Reform of social stock exchanges, a work in progress
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Marking fiasco
This refers to ‘CBSE admits that
there are vulnerabilities in the
evaluation portal, more than a week
later’ (June 1). The recent
developments on the new On Screen
Marking (OSM) system has created
mistrust among the parents and
students. 
The selection of a vendor with a bad
track record needs to be probed
further. 
The legal investigation should cover
the methodology adopted by CBSE
in conducting multiple rounds of
Users Acceptance Testing, action

taken on findings of such tests,
details of Penetration testing by a
reputed third party vendor, their
observations and the compliance on
action taken. 
RV Baskaran
Pune

MPC imperatives
Our economy now confronts a
policy grey zone. Consumption in
critical imports remains inelastic,
while tighter monetary conditions
could unnecessarily burden
investment and domestic demand. 
The present impasse is proving to be

broadly agnostic to conventional
rate action. 
RBI’s key concern through much of
2026 could be preserving
macroeconomic stability rather than
attempting aggressive policy
recalibration. 
The more probable course is a status
quo on rates and a hawkish tone. The
RBI may revise inflation forecasts
upward, trim growth projections and
reinforce its commitment to
currency stability and liquidity
management.
R Narayanan 
Navi Mumbai

Promising discovery
This refers to the article ‘The
protein-peptide bonds that heal’
(June 1).
The research from IIT-Bombay on
stapled peptides and their
interaction with water 
molecules marks a genuinely
promising advance in cancer drug
discovery. 
What stands out is the shift in
focus — from looking only at the
drug molecule’s shape and
binding capability to also
examining how it influences
surrounding water behaviour.

This entropic insight could
meaningfully improve therapeutic
e�cacy while reducing dosage
requirements. 
That said, the researchers
themselves caution that
computational findings need
extensive experimental and clinical
validation before translating into
usable medicines. 
India would do well to invest more
consistently in bridging this gap
between in-silico research and
clinical application.
M Barathi 
Bengaluru
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O
n June 1, a cosmetic change
took e�ect as the emblem of
Indian Railways (IR) expanded

from 17 stars to 18, marking the
operationalisation of the South Coast
Railway headquartered in
Visakhapatnam. Yet this additional star
is less a symbol of progress than an
indictment of a growing trend: the
systematic fragmentation of a national
asset under the guise of
decentralisation.

Dividing a transporter mandated to
run long-distance passenger and freight
trains across India into territorially
fragmented entities shaped by political
boundaries defies operational logic. IR is
not merely a public enterprise; it is an
arm of the Central Government whose
raison d'être is seamless national
transportation. That pan-India
character is now steadily yielding to
hyper-regionalism.

Post-Independence railway
reorganisation was intentionally
designed around a few large zones to
preserve operational unity, economies
of scale, and cohesive national
coordination. For decades until the late
1990s, a lean zonal structure served
e�ectively, barring the creation of South
Central Railway by carving it out of

Southern and Central Railways.
The first departure from this

philosophy came in the late 1990s when
politics overtook operational wisdom
and the government approved seven
new zones despite concerns that the
move would strain railway finances
through new headquarters,
administrative behemoths, control
centres and expanded bureaucracies. By
2003, the number of zones rose to 16,
setting a dangerous precedent: zonal
headquarters became political trophies.

ZONES GALORE

UP received an additional zone in North
Central Railway at Allahabad; Bihar got
Hajipur; Odisha Bhubaneswar;
Rajasthan Jaipur; MP Jabalpur;
Chhattisgarh Bilaspur; and Karnataka
Hobballi. Later, Kolkata Metro became
the 17th zone and the new
Visakhapatnam headquarters now
marks the 18th. Today, only two major
States, Gujarat and Kerala, remain
without zonal headquarters. 

Proponents of smaller zones argue
that limited geographical span allows
closer monitoring of operations, faster
maintenance and emergency responses
and stronger local economic and
transport development. More zones
create more senior administrative posts
and the 1996 expansion accelerated
promotions for railway executives. But

executive promotions cannot become a
benchmark for national policy. The
operational backbone of IR lies in its
divisions, not zones. Divisions handle
train operations, safety, crew
management, tra�c control, and
emergencies. Zonal headquarters form
an intermediate coordinating layer
beneath the Railway Board. In an era of
real-time digital monitoring, advanced
analytics, and modern communication
systems, the need for proliferating
intermediate headquarters has
diminished. Empowered divisions can
well focus on local aspirations.

More zones do not generate
additional track capacity, better
punctuality, improved safety, or higher
freight earnings. They merely multiply
boundaries and bureaucracy. When
existing geographies are repeatedly

sliced without any corresponding
expansion of the physical network, the
system su�ers severe diseconomies of
scale. Freight movement, the financial
lifeline of IR, demands seamless
long-distance operations. 

As zones increasingly align with
political boundaries, they become
vulnerable to State-level pressures. 

The political temptation to create
more zones remains irresistible because
each headquarters becomes a feather in
a leader’s cap. 

If smaller administrative units are
needed for better operational
monitoring, the answer lies in
empowering divisions, not multiplying
zones. Empowerment means giving
divisions clearly defined targets,
adequate resources, and accountability,
not merely delegation of operational and
financial powers.

With its passenger and freight
revenues consistently showing weak
growth, the time has come to halt this
expansionary impulse. We need rational
consolidation of existing zones, removal
of redundant bureaucratic layers,
stronger divisional autonomy, and
restoration of IR to what it was always
meant to be: a unified, e�cient,
pan-India economic engine.

The writer is an Independent Consultant and retired
GM of ICF

Railways splintered into too many zones

Sudhanshu Mani

RAILWAYS. Fragmented approach ANIL

KUMAR SASTRY

Creating more Railway zones does not ensure operational e�ciency and infra. Empowering divisions is the way forward
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I
t is well-known that market
over-reaction tends to raise risk
spreads for emerging market
economies (EMEs), when there
is a global shock. Even so, the

standard advice for EMEs continues to
be to tighten further, take costs upfront
and give special concessions for foreign
investors. A report wants India to
discourage mutual fund SIPs and raise
interest rates so that stock markets
crash enough to entice foreign investors
back in!

But this does not factor in how India
has changed and the nuances of the
policy combination that delivered high
growth and low inflation in the post
pandemic period. In a nutshell, India has
much more diversity, bu�ers and
substitution ability to counter adverse
shocks today. 

The policy combination that worked
was to look through transient shocks,
give temporary and targeted help, pass
through if shocks were persistent but
moderate as much as possible, while fast
tracking reforms that reduce
vulnerability. For example, deeper
markets with more domestic
participation are what prevent the tail
wagging the dog,

REACTING TO PERSISTENCE

Markets misinterpreted the PM’s appeal
as indicating serious problems. But it
was only a recognition that the
Middle-East logjam is turning out to be
longer lasting. That does not, however,
mean it is going to be permanent.

When the Ukraine conflict first broke
out, oil prices remained high for one
year, peaking at 122, which deflated was
a real value of 77. The fall in GDP growth
and rise in inflation was about 2 per cent
each, but the next year we were back to 9
per cent growth with inflation again in
the tolerance band. 

The Hormuz blockage has reduced
other vital supplies but it could end
sooner. The world finds alternatives and
there are those who believe Hormuz will
become irrelevant if blockages last a
year. India itself is investing in
gasification of coal, a gas pipeline from
Oman and acquiring oil and gas reserves
in the UAE beyond Hormuz.

Oil producing countries do not like
high prices since they know then
alternatives to oil become attractive. Oil
futures are also fluctuating but remain
below $100. They even touched $70
recently. A growth-inflation cost of
about 1 per cent is realistic if shortages

last for six months. Demands for a full
pass through are growing but
uncertainty is still there. Moreover,
extreme polices are better avoided. Oil
OMCs have said to have lost one year’s
profits but domestic oil prices were
unchanged for four years— they made
excess profits when prices were $70 and
below for more than a year, but they did
not decrease prices. Their pass through,
as well as government excise cuts are
used in a counter-cyclical fashion to
smooth oil prices for domestic
consumers. And the taxes paid by Indian
oil users remain one of the highest in the
world — which is su�cient inducement
to economize use.

Economists are also worried about a
rise in fiscal deficits, but the FRBM reset
allows a 0.5 countercyclical rise in fiscal
deficits. The government has earned
countercyclical space by bringing
deficits down after the pandemic. Very
few countries have done that.

The ideas of burden sharing,
countercyclical deficits, stabilisation
funds are all meant to enable
moderation of external shocks on the
economy. Post-pandemic experience
shows it can be done and is productive to
do so.

PUSHING REFORM

Further green substitution possibilities
can be accelerated using the crisis to

overcome political resistance. Already a
number of hitherto intractable steps
have been taken. Our energy intensity
continues to fall.

The PM’s seven appeals add to the list
of policies available, helping avoid
over-reliance on market prices. Prices
have been raised, but more of a switch to
less import intensive consumption and
processes will save forex, increase
domestic demand and lower impact on
consumer wallets. Commentary focuses
on extrinsic motivation but intrinsic
motivation through a larger and
common purpose can be extremely
powerful. During the pandemic industry
cut costs and worked with the
government to mitigate e�ects. People
say fight the fire today, but the more
intelligent will use today’s fire to
prevent fires tomorrow, raising growth
potential.

Other types of policies, however, are
also required to make the appeals
e�ective and are part of essential reform
to reach growth objectives. Monetary
incentives need to supplement the
appeals. Prices of oil products are being
raised. This is the opportunity to
drastically cut fertilizer and food
subsidies by raising prices and shifting
to direct benefit transfers. Basic food
kitchens in cities can substitute free
food. Never waste a crisis!

Rooftop solar can be further
incentivised and integrated into power
distribution. Improving last mile
connectivity will increase the use of
public transport. Coordination across
ministries and States should be enabled
and successful examples highlighted.

LET THE RUPEE SINK?

Pro-market analysts also want the rupee
to be let go. But depreciation begets
depreciation. Large depreciation since

the last year has not improved matters.
Having fallen to a real value it last
touched during the taper tantrum the
rupee is seriously misaligned. Then also
RBI hands o� approach and
communication that forex markets are
too large to intervene led the rupee to
sink. Then they had to come in with
heavy market restrictions that set back
market development. In volatile times it
would be more e�ective for the RBI to
buy-sell daily without damping market
volatility as much as it did in 2023. Then
expectations of one-way movements
and panic hedging can be avoided.

The over-depreciation will correct as
it always has after past crises. This
incident is no di�erent. It is only
prolonged because oil shocks followed
the Trump tari�s. With almost $600
billion currency reserves accumulated
with a BoP surplus in 29 of the 35 years
after liberalisation, bu�ers are strong,
and will be rebuilt again in future. 

There is no need to pay more to
acquire another few billion. It is better
to fast-track intended reforms —
regulations on inflows can be simplified;
tax-exemptions in investments through
GIFT City made more transparent; rules
eased for pension funds; swap lines with
other central banks can be strengthened.

OR RAISE INTEREST RATES?

The alternative call to raise interest
rates undermines India’s resilience and
ability to counter shocks. It is the
traditional fear driven EME tightening.
The trilemma holds only at the fictional
point of a fixed exchange rate and
perfect capital mobility. There is always
monetary policy autonomy to set repo
rates under a flexible exchange rate and
prudential capital flow management
tools. The interest rate defence is not in
the inflation targeting (IT) mandate. 

Raising short-interest rates to defend
the rupee failed in 2013 — it was other
measures that worked. Repo rates were
raised to implement IT in 2014 but only
raised risk premia and hurt growth.

Developing the debt market requires
transparency, credit enhancements,
good corporate governance, two-way
quotes and market-making, broader
trading and repo to reduce risk spreads.
China and US debt markets boomed
with low, not high interest rates.

Rates should be raised only if inflation
is expected to persistently rise above
comfort levels. In current
circumstances, a real policy rate
between 0.5 and 1.5 is appropriate.

Oil price shocks are as unfair as the
earlier discriminatory tari�s against
India and should unleash the same
energy to protect ourselves and our
development objectives.

The writer is Professor Emeritus, IGIDR

External shocks and policy choices

TAX BURDEN. Excise duties on petro products are among the highest globally GETTY IMAGES

This is the opportunity to
drastically cut fertilizer
and food subsidies by
raising prices and shifting
to direct benefit transfers.

Basic food kitchens in cities

can substitute free food

POLICY OPTIONS. To counter the Hormuz blockade, a renewable energy push and more financial reforms are needed

ASHIMA GOYAL
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A
rtificial intelligence,
particularly generative AI
and agentic AI, is

increasingly being positioned as
the productivity engine of this
decade. The promise is
compelling: faster coding,
automated customer service,
instant research, lower operating
costs, and smarter
decision-making. For India, AI
could unlock major productivity
gains across industries.

But the more important
question is not whether AI will
create value. It is: who will
ultimately capture that value?

To understand this, one must
look beneath the visible AI
applications. At the core of
generative AI lies the large
language model (LLM), which
powers chatbots, copilots,
enterprise agents,
retrieval-augmented systems
(RAGs), and a growing ecosystem
of AI applications. These systems
work by processing massive
volumes of text through
transformer architectures and
continuously predicting the next
token to generate responses.

STRATEGIC LAYER

The real strategic layer, however,
is the foundation model itself —
the base intelligence layer on
which AI applications are built.
Today, this foundational layer is
dominated by global technology
firms such as OpenAI, Google,
Anthropic, Meta, and leading
Chinese AI companies.

Equally critical is compute
infrastructure, particularly GPUs
(graphics processing units).
Foundation models require
enormous parallel computing
power for both training and
inference. If foundation models
are the brain of AI, GPUs are the
engines that make them
operational. Yet this layer too
remains heavily concentrated,
with Nvidia dominating advanced
AI chips globally. This creates
India’s strategic dilemma.

Indian businesses will
inevitably adopt AI across
customer service, coding, testing,
HR, finance, marketing, legal
review, and back-o�ce
operations. Firms will become
faster and more e�cient, while
reducing operational costs.
However, there is also the risk
that India could simultaneously
automate domestic jobs while
paying foreign AI platforms for
the intelligence powering those
very systems.

In such a scenario, Indian

companies may improve
productivity, but the
highest-margin value could flow
outward — to the owners of
foundation models, GPUs, cloud
infrastructure, and AI platforms.
India could emerge as a large
consumer and implementer of AI,
while core AI ownership remains
concentrated abroad. This would
create a new form of digital
dependency.

India has begun responding to
this challenge. Initiatives such as
Sarvam.ai, Bharat Gen, and
Gnani.ai represent important
early steps towards sovereign AI
capability. Yet these e�orts alone
may not be su�cient. India still
trails the US and China in frontier
foundation models, access to
advanced GPUs, deep AI research
ecosystems, cloud infrastructure,
and large-scale private capital.
However, India can build
meaningful strengths in
Indian-language AI, voice AI, and
enterprise applications serving
public-sector and domestic use
cases. Catching up at the frontier
level, though, will require
sustained investment and
long-term strategic commitment.

Therefore, the debate is no
longer “AI or no AI.” The real
question is whether India will
remain merely a user of AI, or
become an owner of AI capability.

India needs a�ordable AI
compute, sovereign foundation
models, high-quality domestic
datasets, AI-ready public
infrastructure, strong governance
frameworks, and large-scale
workforce reskilling. Indian IT
firms must also evolve beyond
manpower-based billing models
towards AI-led, IP-led, and
outcome-based platforms.

AI can undoubtedly become
India’s productivity engine. But
without domestic control over
models, compute, data, and
platforms, it may ultimately
become a productivity engine for
someone else.

Sandhu is Professor of Finance, and Routray is
Professor of Information Technology
Management, IMT Ghaziabad

Can India reap AI gains?

Harsimran Sandhu
Susmi Routray

FRONTIER MODELS. India still
trails the US and China ISTOCKPHOTO

That hinges on having ownership of AI capability
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Bear hug squeezes Sensex of 327 pts
Major stock indices slid over three per cent on Thursday as foreign funds sold
and domestic funds bought modestly. While the key BSE-30 Sensex fell 327.19
points or 3.15 per cent to 10,071.42 points from the previous close, The NSE’s
S&P CNX Nifty index closed at 2,962.25, down 108.8 points or 3.54 per cent.

Tata Power in pact with Siemens, Doosan for mega projects
Tata Power Company (TPC) has tied up with two international players to bid
for ultra mega power projects (over 3,500 MW) of the Government of India.
TPC has signed agreements with German-based Siemens Power Generation
and Korea-based Doosan Heavy Industries & Construction Co. 

Steel companies hike prices again
Steel companies have hiked prices again in line with the upward trend in the
international iron ore, steel and zinc prices. Tata Steel, JSW Steel, Essar Steel
and Ispat have increased prices by around ₹500-1,000 per tonne. Tata Steel
increased prices of its hot-rolled coils by ₹500-1,000 per tonne, a company
spokesperson said. Prices of steel sold directly to end-users by companies are
often revised in their annual contracts.

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

1. Got on (5)

4. Splits (7)

8. Answer to a reply (9)

9. In addition (3)

10. Stirred (7)

12. ‘Half’ a house (4)

14. Hurt (7)

17. Endure (4)

18. Rotary engine (7)

20. Day before 

festival (3)

21. Constellation; girl

rescued by Perseus (9)

23. Colonised (7)

24. Not taut (5)

DOWN

1. Inability to 

remember (13)

2. Throw out (6)

3. Going with the 

current (8)

4. Non-exploding shell (3)

5. True; extreme (4)

6. Marked with points (6)

7. Guess (4,2,3,4)

11. Uncertainty (5)

13. Sleeping-chambers (8)

15. View (6)

16. Picture-house (6)

19. Be unsuccessful (4)

22. Acted (3)

ACROSS

1. What it cost to get to Dutch capital and how one got on 

there (5)

4. Splits I'd discovered amid low haunts (7)

8. Once more to enlist will upset communist reply to a reply (9)

9. No end of an implement in addition (3)

10. Worked up by curious deceit involving ten (7)

12. So detached as to provide one with some accommodation? (4)

14. James the First, in being hardened, inflicted hurt (7)

17. The ultimate way to get through to the end (4)

18. It turns mechanically in brute potential (7)

20. ‘So curses all _____'s daughters, of what complexion soever’

(Merry Wives) (3)

21. Some stars mythologically rescued from Roman dead (9)

23. Paid the account for having founded the colony (7)

24. Coal dross is not firmly drawn out (5)

DOWN

1. It makes one remember the opposite (13)

2. In France I am taken in by rector with no gold to turn 

down (6)

3. Being powerless, yet moving (8)

4. No good turn enheartening the Divine (3)

5. True, it's exactly that (4)

6. Little eyes are, one is told, forming a sort of line (6)

7. Being among the night-wounded, but it's only guesswork

(4,2,3,4)

11. Not to be sure, but to be confused after the party (5)

13. Sober Mod providing overnight accommodation (8)

15. A way of viewing the street with pace changing (6)

16. It makes a nice change with Mother, going to the pictures (6)

19. Don't pass if it's confusing with a driver under instruction (4)

22. Performed either way up (3)

EASY

ACROSS 2. Climb 5. Obey 7. Omit 8. Needless 9. Anchored 11. Well 12. Schizophrenic 15. Aces 17. Shocking 19. Cultural 21. Bait 22. Clap 23. Elder

DOWN 1. Demonic 2. Cut 3. Inner 4. Breadth 5. Owl 6. Easel 10. Hails 11. Wreck 13. Observe 14. Inn-sign 16. Cruel 18. Oiled 20. Tap 21. Bar

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2692

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2691

NOT SO EASY

H
edge funds purchased US
equities at the fastest pace in
six months last week, as the

S&P 500 Index extended its historic
winning streak, according to Goldman
Sachs Group Inc.’s prime brokerage
desk.

Trading flows were driven by long
buys and short covering in a
combination of index and
exchange-traded fund products, the
Goldman traders said in a client note.
Short positions in US-listed ETFs
dropped for a second week as they
declined 0.6 per cent.

Sustained investor enthusiasm
around artificial intelligence
infrastructure spending and a
stronger-than-expected earnings
season have powered a relentless rally
in US stocks. The S&P 500 has posted
nine weeks of consecutive gains, the

longest such streak since 2023. The
tech-dominated Nasdaq 100 Index,
meanwhile, is up more than 20 per cent
this year.

NOTABLE SHIFT

The latest hedge fund positioning data
marks a notable shift from the more
defensive posture that the Goldman
desk noted two-thirds of the way
through May. 

The traders reported then that the
funds had taken profit on chip stocks
and added macro shorts amid rising
bond yields and above-consensus
inflation prints.

Financial stocks were the clearest
beneficiary of last week’s rotation,
attracting the largest net buying in
almost six months, the Goldman
traders said. Long purchases outpaced
short sales by roughly 6.5 to one, led by
payment stocks and, to a lesser extent,
banks. This was partially o�set by

selling in consumer finance and capital
markets. Even with the latest inflows to
financials, allocations to the sector
remain deeply depressed, the Goldman
team noted. “Gross and net allocations
in financials as a percentage of total US
Prime book are still essentially at their

respective 5-year lows in the 1st
percentiles,” the desk wrote.

The push into financials contrasted
sharply with continued pressure on
industrials, which were net sold for
seven of the last eight weeks. Short
exposure in the sector has reached the
90th percentile on a one-year basis,
with most of the selling since February
driven by short sales rather than long
liquidation, the Goldman desk noted.

SHORT COVERING

The traders said there was little clear
net directional activity in single stocks
last week, with long sales roughly o�set
by short covers.

Leverage metrics reflected renewed
risk appetite. US long/short net
leverage rose to 55.3 per cent, climbing
to the 89th percentile on a one-year
basis. The US Fundamental long/short
ratio increased by 1.4 per cent, and is
now in the 99th percentile. BLOOMBERG

Hedge funds on a stock buying spree
Jan-Patrick Barnert

S&P 500. On a winning streak GETTY IMAGES

T
he commercial ties between
India and Oman echo across
centuries, a shared history
carried on the sails of
ancient dhows and

sustained through generations of
cultural exchange. The India-Oman
Comprehensive Economic Partnership
Agreement (CEPA) will further
strengthen this civilizational bond. At a
moment when global trade is navigating
geopolitical rivalries, supply-chain
disruptions and growing protectionism,
the agreement reflects India’s
determination to deepen economic
integration with trusted partners.
Following the landmark pact with the
UAE in 2022, the CEPA firmly anchors
India’s growing economic engagement
with the Gulf.

Bilateral trade has steadily expanded,
reaching $11.18 billion in FY 2025-26,
while services trade stood at $863
million in 2024. Economic ties have
diversified beyond traditional
commodities to include engineering
goods, pharmaceuticals, and IT services.
Yet significant untapped potential
remains. By covering trade in goods and
services, investment, professional
mobility, and regulatory cooperation,
the CEPA creates a comprehensive
framework for a more resilient,
synchronised and broad-based
economic partnership.

A GATEWAY FOR EXPORT GROWTH

The CEPA provides duty-free market
access for Indian exports across 98.08
per cent of Oman’s tari� lines. Prior to
the agreement, only around 15 per cent
of India’s exports entered Oman
duty-free under the Most Favoured
Nation regime, while the remainder
faced duties of up to 5 per cent. Under
the CEPA, 99.38 per cent of India’s
current export volumes now enjoy
duty-free entry.

For Indian exporters, the gains are
significant. Demand will be driven by
Oman’s investments in infrastructure,
logistics, and industrial diversification
under Oman’s Vision 2040. Engineering
goods exports, valued at $875.83 million
in FY 2024-25, are projected to rise to
between $1.3 billion and $1.6 billion by
2030. 

The textile and apparel sector will also
gain a significant edge over regional
competitors through zero-duty access,
helping revitalise labour-intensive
clusters such as Tirupur, Surat,
Ludhiana, and Coimbatore, while
generating employment.

Opportunities are far reaching and
diverse. Oman’s import-dependent
pharmaceutical market presents strong
prospects for Indian firms. Faster
regulatory approvals, recognition of

quality certifications, and duty-free
access for key products will reduce
compliance costs and improve market
penetration. Agricultural and
food-processing exports, including rice,
processed foods, spices, and
confectionery, will benefit too.

OPENING MARKETS

Consistent with India’s recent trade
agreements, the CEPA follows a
balanced and calibrated approach. While
India is opening markets to strengthen
competitiveness and integrate into
global value chains, it continues to
protect sensitive sectors. Key
agricultural products such as dairy and
cereals, along with industries including
rubber, textiles and footwear, remain
safeguarded. This approach combines
external market access with protection
against domestic vulnerabilities.

India has committed to liberalising
over 77 per cent of its tari� lines,
covering nearly 95 per cent of imports
from Oman. This grants a competitive
advantage to Oman’s core exports,
particularly industrial inputs such as
methanol and anhydrous ammonia.
Oman secures preferential market
access across a broad range of metals
and alloys, allowing our countries to
capitalise lower production costs.

For sectors where India maintains
defensive interests, Oman has been
granted access through Tari� Rate
Quotas. 

This mechanism allows preferential
exports of products such as dates,
marble, and selected downstream
petrochemicals within specified volume
limits. This carefully crafted integration
strengthens competitiveness while
supporting vulnerable sectors during
transition.

TRADE, TALENT AND TRUST

CEPA o�ers Indian service providers
binding commitments across sectors
where India enjoys clear strengths,
including IT, professional services and
construction. With provisions allowing
up to 100 per cent foreign direct
investment in several areas, Indian firms
will gain greater opportunities to expand
their presence in Oman.

The agreement is also a breakthrough
for talent. By raising the
Intra-Corporate Transferee ceiling to 50
per cent, Indian firms now have the
flexibility to seamlessly deploy
specialised sta� and deepen their
entrenched market presence.
Furthermore, for the first time in any
FTA, Oman has established a dedicated
mobility regime for independent
professionals. 

As global demographic shifts cause
factory labour shortages and modern
manufacturing increasingly partners
with AI and robotics, this provision sets
a powerful global precedent for Indian
talent.

The CEPA also includes a dedicated
healthcare annex that facilitates the
integration of traditional systems such
as Ayurveda into mainstream healthcare
while streamlining licensing procedures

for medical professionals. To top it o�, a
mandated Social Security Agreement
negotiation will prospectively protect
the Indian diaspora from the burden of
dual contributions.

REGIONAL VALUE CHAINS

The India-Oman CEPA goes beyond
tari�s by addressing non-tari� barriers
through regulatory cooperation,
harmonised standards and conformity
assessment procedures. It reflects the
high standards increasingly associated
with India’s modern trade agreements
and addresses many of the
behind-the-border obstacles that
impede commerce. India is laying the
foundations for a more integrated
regional trade architecture. Collectively,
India’s FTA partners now account for
nearly 67 per cent of global GDP and
around 75 per cent of global imports in
goods and services. Oman occupies a
unique geographic position at the
crossroads of the Gulf, East Africa, and
the wider Indian Ocean region. Omani
logistics and industrial hubs such as
Sohar, Duqm and Salalah can integrate
value chains that combine Indian
manufacturing expertise and talent with
the wider Middle East and Africa. The
result is a partnership built for regional
connectivity and growth. 

Trade agreements succeed when they
create confidence, for businesses to
invest, for workers to acquire new skills
and for economies to build enduring
partnerships. CEPA achieves precisely
that. Transforming a centuries-old
relationship into a strategic economic
partnership designed for the realities of
the twenty-first century.

The writer is Union Commerce Secretary. Views are
personal

India, Oman ‘energise’
new economic corridor

With provisions allowing
up to 100 per cent foreign
direct investment in
several areas, Indian firms
will gain greater
opportunities to expand
their presence in Oman

ROBUST PACT. The CEPA creates a framework for a more resilient, 
synchronised and broad-based economic partnership

RAJESH AGRAWAL

REUTERS
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T
he first three decades after Independ-
ence were marked by an extraordinary
burst of building. Driven by imperatives
of urbanisation, industrialisation, and

institution building, Modernist architecture 
became the idiom of a forward-looking democ-
racy. The promise that Modernist architecture
would lead us to a modern world permeated in
popular culture. Movies like Hum Hindustani 
(1960) and Satyakaam (1969) used massive 
infrastructure and engineering projects to 
invoke an idea of a modern India that was for-
ward looking and open to new ideas. 
On the other hand, Arati, the protago-
nist of Satyajit Ray’s Mahanagar 
(1963), moves between the traditional
domesticity of a middle-class home 
and the glass partitioned offices of Cal-
cutta with their expansive volumes, 
natural light, and structural honesty,
serving as a visual metaphor for the 
emancipation of Indian women 
through modernity’s new freedoms.

Entire cities were planned from this
imagination, Chandigarh and Gan-
dhinagar being the best-known exam-
ples. Public institutions were reimag-
ined (IIM Ahmedabad, IIT Kanpur, 
the Hall of Nations in Delhi, among 
others) and private homes began to 
reflect a modern way of living. Largely
characterised by the honest expres-
sion of exposed concrete and brick, the archi-
tecture was also a site of comprehensive tech-
nological ambition with new structural sys-
tems, new approaches to daylight and 
ventilation, and new ideas about what public 
place and public building would feel like. 
Cumulatively, Modern architecture provided a
blueprint that determined the building culture
of India, one in which Indian architects used 
tropes of Modernism not to imitate the West, 
but to shed colonial idioms and search for a 
new Indian identity.

Most of these buildings are now over 60 years
old and are often assumed to be nearing the end
of their useful lives. Yet many remain remarka-
bly viable. Whether continuing in their original
function or accommodating adaptive changes 
within, a surprising number have retained their
design integrity. Thoughtful upgrades to materi-
als and interiors have addressed contemporary
needs without compromising architectural 
character, even though historic authenticity is 
weak. Most Modernist buildings of India are 
robust buildings with strong structural bones, 
and with the right investment can remain rele-
vant to India’s urban fabric for decades to come.

There are two challenges: thermal comfort and
weather-wear. Here, we will talk about thermal
comfort, against the backdrop of heat extremes
that are becoming increasingly common.

When these buildings were designed, urban
microclimates were still largely hospitable to 
natural ventilation. Occupants could manage 
comfort simply by opening windows and run-
ning ceiling fans — a deliberate design position,
embedded in the building’s orientation, shading,
and spatial organisation. Today, intensified 
urban heat island effects, ambient noise, and 

atmospheric pollution have made natu-
ral ventilation largely untenable in most
Indian cities. Mechanical air condition-
ing has become a functional necessity.

Buildings that were not designed
with it must now accommodate it. This
is harder than it sounds. Retrofitting air
conditioning into buildings never
designed for it presents a serious struc-
tural as well as aesthetic challenge. The
result is then that such buildings are
neither honestly updated nor faithfully
preserved.

Modernism was founded, in part, on
the principle that buildings should not
hide what they are made of or how they
work. Applying the same ethic to con-
temporary interventions would mean
treating new mechanical systems not
as intrusions to be disguised, but as

additions to be thoughtfully designed. Prece-
dents exist through architects working on heri-
tage buildings who have successfully integrated
new infrastructure by treating it as a distinct but
complementary layer. They have chosen con-
temporary materials and detailing that are 
clearly of their own time rather than poor imita-
tions of the original.

This work requires architects, engineers,
material scientists, energy and comfort experts,
and conservation architects to collaborate from
the very beginning, not sequentially, but 
together, treating each building as a cultural 
artefact and a living institution with real per-
formance requirements. The current state of 
engineering and technology needs to evolve to 
meet this unique challenge of adaptation. For 
iconic Modernist buildings to have an extended
life, the need is to expand conventional 
approaches to heritage conservation beyond 
surface or structural repair and to look towards
engineering and mechanical systems.

Rajan Rawal is a professor of technology and Jigna 

Desai is a professor of architecture, CEPT Univer-

sity, Ahmedabad. The views expressed are personal

Modernists understood 
that buildings represent life

tries. Add to this the new Surveillance Initia-
tive, as well as Underwater Domain Awareness
and you have a sharp eye over, under and on 
the oceans. Australia is a pioneer in cable con-
nectivity and resilience, while Japan has a for-
midable Maritime Situational Indication Link-
ages (MSIL) system. As Rubio said, each coun-
try brings separate capabilities, which coalesce
into a strategic whole.

Linked to the present challenges is the Quad
statement on energy security, which under-
lines a “shared commitment to maintain open
trade flows of energy products” — ironical, 
given this is hardly America’s policy in the 
Strait of Hormuz. But again, regional initia-
tives abound for energy resilience, such as 
Japan’s $10-billion initiative to help Asian 
countries, India’s critical support to South 
Asian countries, and Australia backing the 

ASEAN Power Grid and extending
financial assistance to Pacific island-
countries. Again, this is each mem-
ber-country playing to its strengths,
in its region. Meanwhile, the Quad
Ports of the Future initiative feeds
into Delhi’s $62-billion Sagarmala
project, in an intermeshing of objec-
tives.

Quad has also rather successfully
built upon last year’s Critical Miner-
als Initiative announcement, with a

new strategy to use economic policy tools and
coordinated investment across the region to 
develop new markets and critical supply 
chains. A hefty sum of $20 billion has been 
earmarked for projects “..located in Quad part-
ner countries, operated by companies head-
quartered in Quad partner countries, or sup-
plying to Quad markets…’ In other words, this
is an end-to-end Quad enterprise, including 
financing models, insurance, subsidies. In 
short, it is an effort responding to the Chinese
stranglehold in this area.

All this is good. But there remain the usual
reservations. For instance, the ministry of 
external affairs recently stressed that new sur-
veillance initiatives were not aimed at militari-
sation, but were just deployment of better 
technology. That is the kind of thing that leads
to a dismissal of Quad as a serious enterprise.
The Chinese foreign ministry has roundly 
opposed “bloc confrontation” anyway. Austra-
lia remains cautious as ever, only now taking
part in military exercises. Japan rarely men-
tions Quad in its critical policy documents. 
Ironically, the biggest impediment has been 
the US itself. Its unilateral war on Iran not just
mocks a “rules-based order” that is the found-
ing mantra of Quad but also seems to have led
to US President Donald Trump backing off on
supporting Taiwan. Trust in the US is at an all-
time low also due to its punishing tariffs that,
for instance, led to the near-collapse of the 
Indian solar industry, making a mockery of 
energy diversification. India might try cooper-
ating with Australia, which has a major initia-
tive in this area, just as it cooperates with 
Japan on rare earths. In fact, a slow coming 
together of those with immediate stakes in the
region may be the end result, as the US 
remains embroiled in other theatres. But the 
truth is that there is no choice. All members 
have to either cooperate or collapse trying. It is
that simple.

Tara Kartha is former director, National 

Security Council secretariat. The views 

expressed are personal

exports from these countries have 
declined — Taiwan’s by as much
as 40%. China is beating them in all 
other industries. The reason is simple.
With the US threatening to shut out 
imports, China has diversified its 
export markets, eating into the markets
that other manufacturers, and India 
too, were hoping to export to, with 
wages rising in China and the US trade
sanctions in force. 

The IMF’s report, Geoeconomics and
the Return of Economic Statecraft, is a 
“mea culpa”. It is an admission that 
“Washington economics” (IMF, the 
Chicago School, Wall Street) was 
wrong. The report says it is time to 
return to economics for the real econ-
omy.  The architects of the post-World
War II international economic system
knew the risks of unrestricted trade. 
The General Agreement on Tariffs and
Trade (GATT) was deliberately negoti-
ated to allow robust use of tariffs to 
ensure essential security, prevent dam-
age to domestic industries, respond to
unfair competition, and balance of pay-
ment challenges. In the heady days fol-
lowing the fall of the Berlin Wall, there
was a rush to adopt the simplicity of 
hyper-globalisation and eliminate 
trade barriers all together.

The contrast between the economic
performance of the two billion-plus 
Asian countries since 1991 is empirical

proof of the failure of the Western eco-
nomics ideology that India adopted 
and China did not. Since the 1980s, 
India’s economic policies have been 
guided by economists wedded to the 
“US economics” ideology, whichever 
government has ruled.

Economists on both sides of India’s
socio-political divide continue to say 
India must implement the 1991 reform
agenda more boldly. This, however, 
cannot be the right strategy for India 
any longer. India must build depth in 
its own industrial base. It cannot rely 
any longer on free trade. Incomes must
rise much faster within the country. 
More dignified opportunities must be 
created for youth to earn and learn on
the job in manufacturing and service 
enterprises. Small farmers’ incomes 
must be boosted. 

The bold economic reform India
needs now is to break away from a 
failed economics ideology. New think-
ing is required in policy circles; not just
new faces. The IMF report says, “It is 
time for the economics profession to 
take a cue from Keynes and catch up 
with the world as it is, rather than how
we may wish it to be.”

Arun Maira is the author of Reimagining 

India’s Economy: The Road to a More 

Equitable Society. The views expressed are 

personal

The bold economic reform India needs now is to break away from a failed 
economics ideology. New thinking is required in policy circles. REUTERS

A
fter the Quadrilateral Security Dia-
logue (Quad) foreign ministers’ meet-
ing on May 26, the general perception
is likely to be that the grouping has

shifted from dormancy to near-death. Future
summits seem appended to other forums, 
whenever they occur — pointing to a lack of 
American interest. Quad has long been a case
of fits-and-starts. It saw sterling cooperation 
after the devastating 2004 tsunami but died 
out soon after, only to see a strong revival in 
2017 due to Chinese aggressiveness in the 
South China Sea. Now, an extremely unstable
world order may lead to what the joint state-
ment from the foreign ministers’ meeting 
notes as “great challenges, but also unprece-
dented opportunities” for Quad.

The key to these objectives is embedded in
the nature of the Quad structure, which is best
described as a la carte, given that 
these countries have widely different
priorities but share broad interests. 
Quad projects are the sum of each 
member’s particular strengths, 
implemented through dozens of 
countries from the Association of 
South East Asian Nations(Asean), 
the Pacific Island Forum, and the 
Indian Ocean Rim Association 
(IORA) that lie in the “area of influ-
ence” of Quad member-nations and
such other forums. For instance, the Quad Sat-
ellite Data portal integrates the formidable 
space resources of members to provide them
with data on everything from climate change
to monitoring of maritime resources. That 
means, for instance, that small countries can
spot thousands of Chinese illegal fishing ves-
sels poaching in their waters. The Quad Mari-
time Legal Dialogue backs a rules-based mari-
time order, while a new Ship Observer Mis-
sion aims to toggle up coast guard action 
between member-nations and potentially 
these countries — in other words, eyes, rules,
and a shared mission among those whose job
it is to police their countries’ waters. The joint
statement stresses interoperability at a time 
when a steady Chinese intrusion is apparent 
along the waters of all Indo-Pacific countries.

Then there is the core issue of Maritime
Domain Awareness (MDA) now capable of 
delivering near-real-time commercial data —
a vital capability given that 60% of the world’s
shipping passes through the Indian Ocean. 
The data generated is shared by the Fusion 
Centre in Gurgaon with over two dozen coun-
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Invisible, illegal 
buildings

In Punjab polls, huge 
stakes for Opposition

T
he poll bugle was sounded in Punjab last week
with the results of the local body polls. The Aam
Aadmi Party, stung by the defection of seven Rajya

Sabha members and a plethora of corruption charges, 
must be smiling. It won the largest chunk of local body 
seats, leaving the Congress a distant second. It is a boost 
for the beleaguered party and its embattled chief 
minister Bhagwant Mann, who has courted controversy
regularly. It is a sign that the party machinery on the 
ground is alive and kicking, and Mann’s welfare agenda 
is popular. In a volatile state where the 2021 farm law 
protests fundamentally reshaped politics, the local body 
polls are a virtual semi-final for the assembly elections 
just months away. The AAP, which stormed to power in 
a landslide in 2022, starts from pole position. But it 
should not celebrate just yet. After all, in 2021, the 
Congress swept the local body elections, only to be 
booted out of power months later in the assembly polls. 

Uttar Pradesh might be the most valuable prize in the
2022 poll cycle but Punjab is also of immense 
importance — especially to the Opposition. It is not only 
the largest state ruled by the Opposition in northern 
India, it is also the only province where the AAP is in 
power. More than the 2025 Delhi elections, it is Punjab 
which will be a do-or-die moment for the AAP. For the 
Shiromani Akali Dal, embroiled in religious 
controversy and still damaged from its initial support of 
the farm laws, the elections are also an existential battle. 
The party might be tempted to tie up with the Bharatiya 
Janata Party after its dismal showing in both the local 
body polls and the parliamentary elections. And for the 
Congress, which committed political hara-kiri before 
the 2022 polls, it is an opportunity to expand its foothold 
in north India, a region the BJP currently dominates. 

D
elhi is experiencing déjà vu after the shocking
building collapse in Saidulajab on Saturday,
which claimed six lives. The tedious 
perfunctory reactions of political blame games,

inquiries, suspensions, belated inspections, and the 
promises of action are all too familiar.

Building collapses, along with fires, cause more 
deaths than any other disaster in Delhi. Staying invisible 
to regulators in broad daylight, hundreds of 
unauthorised colonies and urban villages — home to 
nearly half of the city’s residents — are dotted with 
structures that flout rules. The Saidulajab building, a 
four-storey structure with two additional floors under 
construction atop the existing ones, housed offices and 
co-working spaces. It was conspicuous to everyone 
except the municipal officials. Only now have they 
revealed that the building had no approved plans and 
no further construction was allowed because the 
neighbourhood was on agricultural land, violating 
zoning norms. Who is responsible for the deaths of 
students dining at the nearby eatery? Is it the building 
owner or municipal officials, who have made even fatal 
illegalities acceptable? Or the legislators, who keep 
regularising construction violations in the name of 
amnesty? It is convenient to penalise a mid-level staffer. 
This is exactly how the MCD evaded accountability for 
the 2010 Lalita Park disaster that killed 70 people — by 
imposing a fine of ₹21,000 on a junior engineer. There is 
no will to investigate the fountainhead of illegal 
compromises made at the cost of people’s lives. 

The state’s failure to provide affordable public 
housing created an illegal market for cheap but 
structurally unsafe residential and commercial 
buildings. Unplanned areas are estimated to account for 
over 60% of Delhi. A special law passed by Parliament 
provides protection for construction completed by June 
2014 in 1,799 unauthorised colonies. No fresh 
construction was permitted here after this deadline but 
it continues unabated. Regularisation drives, 
acknowledging the citizen’s right to housing, can’t 
override structural safety in a city like Delhi that sits in 
seismic zone IV. Civic bodies conduct annual 
inspections during the pre-monsoon months to identify 
dangerous buildings in the city. Only a visibly tilted or 
cracked building is inspected from the inside. 
Unsurprisingly, many structures that eventually 
collapse are not included in the list they compile.

Delhi can only be safe asserting zero tolerance for any
violations. Achieving this will require the expertise of 
structural engineers and planners, the participation of 
residents, and, above all, sustained administrative and 
political will.

T
he tide of US-led globalisa-
tion was spreading out-
ward in 1991. Now, it is
shrinking inward. It may
have made sense in 1991 to
use trade as the strategy

for economic growth rather than 
industrial development; not in 2026. 
In 1991, India switched from the diffi-
cult route of building its own high-
value adding manufacturing indus-
tries to the easier route of imports. 
Most Indian businesses took this route
and became assemblers and market-
eers of foreign goods. China, however,
continued to build its domestic indus-
tries. It was accused of not playing by
global trade rules and even stealing 
foreign technology. 

It is important to keep in mind that
India and China had comparable tech-
nological strengths in manufacturing 
in the 1980s. Now, India imports from 
Chinese manufacturers to meet the 
needs of its consumers and provide 
machines and electronic hardware for
its industries.

India also finds itself squeezed in the
geopolitical competition between the 
US and China. The statistics are reveal-
ing. India’s exports to the US were $3 
billion in 1991 and imports from that 
country were $2 billion. India’s exports
to the US increased to $86 billion by 
2025, and imports to $46 billion — a 

surplus of $40 billion in India’s favour.
Contrast this with India-China trade. It
was minuscule in 1991 — less than $0.5
billion. In 2025, India exported $14 bil-
lion to China, but it imported $114 bil-
lion (almost entirely manufactured 
goods, including high-tech equipment)
— $100-billion trade deficit with China.

India’s external trade-to-GDP ratio is
45% (approximately) today; China’s 
trade-GDP ratio is 37%. Overall, India’s
trade is much less than China’s because
the Chinese economy is five 
times larger. India’s economy
has grown 15 times since 
1991, China’s 46 times. Per 
capita incomes matter more
to citizens than GDP num-
bers. Per capita incomes in 
China have grown 38 times 
since 1991; in India, only eight
times. Climbing up statistical
rankings of GDP holds little meaning 
for the hundreds of millions of Indians,
including farmers, workers, and small
entrepreneurs, who want to earn 
higher incomes and live more dignified
and secure lives. Moreover, if their 
incomes do not increase, overall 
consumption will not increase, and 
the Indian market will not be attractive
for investors. Movements of social 
and political unrest will continue 
to grow.

China’s domestic economy has
become the engine of its growth. China
followed an aggressive industrial
strategy from the 1980s to build its own
industrial capabilities. It took good 
advantage of the rising tide of
international globalism. By the mid-
2000s, international trade accounted 
for 60% of China’s GDP, most of which
was the export of a wide range of man-

ufactured goods. It has declined to 37%
since then. Since 1991, India has 
become much more trade-integrated 
and much richer, but China scaled
up far faster — in export intensity, 
manufacturing depth, total GDP,
and income per person. China has 
achieved its objective of substantially 
increasing the incomes of its billion-
plus citizens. And China is also able 
dictate terms to the US.

Many Indian economists, in and out-
side the government, admit
the Indian economy must be
reformed boldly. Most of
them, whether supporters or
opponents of the present gov-
ernment, say India has not
implemented the 1991 reform
agenda boldly enough. They
want more trade; less indus-
trial policy (the latter is “a

return to protectionism”, they say); 
more freedom for foreign capital with-
out conditions; and joining global sup-
ply chains more vigorously (even 
though global supply chains are col-
lapsing). Some have suggested that 
India can skip the hard work of build-
ing domestic industry and grow on the
back of a service-led economy.

An export-led strategy will not work
for India. It helped the Asian tigers 
(Japan, Korea, and Taiwan), and China
because they implemented vigorous 
policies to build domestic industries, 
without which they could not have
generated their huge trade surpluses. 
The Asian tigers seem to be in another
phase of export-led growth, but only
in AI-related industries (Taiwan and 
Korea in chips; Japan in chip-making 
machinery and materials). If these 
high-tech industries are excluded, 

India needs a new 
economic strategy
The IMF admits that 
post-1991 liberal 
economics has failed. It is 
time that India built depth 
in its industrial base
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P
We have never been more strategically 
aligned. And that alignment is 
underpinned by deep trust. In the 
history of the bilateral relationship... 

we are at a high-water mark
On India-Australia defence ties

Why Quad is still not seen 
as a serious enterprise
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Plastic currency

The Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI’s) decision, as reported by this newspaper, to revive 

plans for polymer banknotes deserves careful attention. At first glance, the move 

may appear unnecessary at a time when India has emerged as a global leader in digi-

tal payments. Yet the data suggests otherwise. Far from rendering cash obsolete, 

India’s digital-payment revolution has been accompanied by a steady rise in cur-

rency usage. The challenge before the central bank, therefore, is to make the circu-

lation of currency more eicient, secure and sustainable. The RBI’s latest Annual 

Report underscores this reality. The currency in circulation grew by over 11 per cent 

in 2025-26, almost double the previous year’s growth rate of 5.8 per cent, even as digi-

tal payments continued their rapid expansion. In other words, digital and cash pay-

ments are coexisting rather than substituting each other. Managing this growing 

stock of currency is becoming increasingly expensive. Expenditure on printing 

banknotes rose to more than ~6,300 crore in 2024-25. At the same time, nearly 24 

billion soiled notes were withdrawn from circulation, highlighting the operational 

burden of replacing worn-out currency. Lower-denomination notes, which change 

hands frequently, are especially vulnerable to deterioration. It is, therefore, sensible 

that the RBI is considering a pilot involving ~10 and ~20 notes. The share of notes 

of lower denomination too needs to be increased. It is not diicult to argue that the 

availability of lower-denomination notes often affects transactions. 

Polymer notes are made of a thin plastic substrate that is more resistant to 

moisture, dirt and tearing. While the initial cost of printing polymer currency is 

higher, international experience suggests that the overall economics is favourable. 

Since polymer notes last significantly longer, fewer replacement notes need to be 

printed, transported, processed and destroyed. The savings are the greatest for low-

value denominations. Australia’s experience in this context remains noteworthy. 

The pioneer of polymer currency, it estimates that the switch generated substantial 

long-term savings through lower replacement and handling costs. Earlier, Austra-

lia’s paper notes of lower denominations lasted only six-12 months, whereas 

polymer notes lasted several years. Countries such as Canada, the United Kingdom, 

New Zealand, and Singapore too have adopted polymer notes, citing durability, 

enhanced security, and lower lifecycle costs. Advanced security features such as 

transparent windows and micro-optic elements make polymer notes more resistant 

to counterfeiting. The environmental argument is equally compelling. Studies 

undertaken by central banks abroad have found that polymer notes consume fewer 

resources over their lifetime. Besides, retired polymer notes can also be recycled 

into other plastic products. Certainly, these gains are worth considering. 

Thus, upfront costs, ATM calibration, cash-handling infrastructure, and public 

acceptance will need to be carefully assessed. India’s earlier attempt to introduce 

polymer notes in 2012 faltered because of technological constraints, specifically the 

inability of legacy ATMs and counting machines to accurately detect, handle and 

dispense the plastic substrates. Polymer notes will also relieve users of the consider-

able inconvenience of regularly handling soiled and torn notes, particularly of lower 

denominations, given that it is not always easy to get them exchanged.

Stress tests

The month of May exposed shocking flaws in the system of administering public 

exams within the purview of the Ministry of Education. Between the first and last 

weeks of the month, three consequential national exams ran into problems, ranging 

from outright corruption in the form of paper leaks to software glitches and rank 

ineiciency. The result is that millions of young people have been left in limbo. 

The latest fiasco is the discovery of major discrepancies in the on-screen mark-

ing system (OSM) for Class XII board exams. Students accessing the post-result 

verification portal discovered blurred or missing pages, unmarked answers or, 

sometimes, the answer copies of other students. With 125,000 students applying 

for scanned copies of more than 1.1 million answer books, the portal crashed, forcing 

the Central Board of Secondary Education (CBSE) to extend deadlines and slash 

fees.  Following an investigative blog by a Class XII student, suggesting a rigged pro-

cess in selecting a Hyderabad-based firm as the software vendor for the OSM, the 

CBSE asked the Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs) in Madras and Kanpur to sort 

out the glitches and promised a “transparent and glitch-free process” from June 1. 

It is worth noting that complaints about discrepancies in answer sheets were raised 

as early as mid-May and it took the CBSE almost two weeks to address the issue. The 

CBSE has not chosen to investigate the software vendor. 

This problem begs several questions. The first is why digitised evaluation was 

introduced when the earlier system of physical marking did not appear to be prob-

lematic. The CBSE’s explanation was that the OSM system was designed to elimin-

ate mistakes in aggregating marks and manual evaluation, and to speed up the 

process. The reasoning may have been unexceptionable but the implementation 

clearly left much to be desired. Under the OSM system, handwritten answer scripts 

are scanned, anonymised and uploaded. Teachers then log in to a dedicated plat-

form and correct the scripts under video surveillance. Some 1.7 million students sit 

for this exam each year, requiring over 9.8 million answer books to be manually 

scanned. Clearly, then, the system demands rigorous, iterative pilot testing. But the 

CBSE appears to have conducted some limited tests in 2024-25 before deciding to 

roll it out nationwide. Worse, teachers were not given adequate training; they were 

informed 10 days before the exams began on February 17 to familiarise themselves 

with the system, all of which created a perfect storm. 

Over the past decade, attempts to centralise the public-examination system have 

consistently led to sub-optimal outcomes. Nothing exposed this better than the serial 

failures of the National Testing Agency (NTA), set up in 2017. The paper leak ahead of 

the National Eligibility cum Entrance Test exposed the faults in the supposedly 

impregnable security framework. Weeks later, a technical glitch of the system oper-

ated by no less than Tata Consultancy Services caused a disruption in the Common 

University Entrance Test, with over 3,700 candidates unable to take the exam. Given 

the uber-competitiveness of the examination system, these fiascos have impacted 

the mental health of students at a particularly vulnerable time in their careers. Ironi-

cally, the NTA was ostensibly set up to reduce student stress by offering a standardised 

and fair evaluation framework. The results so far have belied that intent.

Centralised examination systems are failing aspirants 

Switching to polymer bank notes can help manage costs

The recent Supreme Court decision has ruled against 
online gaming platforms in their dispute with the gov-
ernment over goods and services tax (GST) calcula-
tions, and has done so retrospectively. In other words, 
these platforms would be required to pay higher GST, 
reportedly amounting to trillions of rupees, on their 
historical activities. 

There have been, of course, many cases of large 
retrospective taxation. Examples from the last two 
decades include the Cairn Energy- and Vodafone-
related tax disputes, arising from changes to tax law in 
2012 (and their partial reversal in 2021), the telecom 
adjusted gross revenue case in 2019, the mining royalty 
case in 2024, and now the online gaming 
case in 2026. And there have also been 
large and small instances of retrospective 
policymaking at the state-government 
level. These retrospective changes have 
applied not only to direct and indirect 
taxes, but also to cesses, fees and royalties.   

The benefits of retrospective tax-
ation are quite obvious. It allows for gaps 
in taxation policies to be reversed after 
superior information is available to the 
government. The revenues so collected 
can potentially run into many multiples 
of recent liabilities, because of their 
retrospective nature. This, therefore, has the poten-
tial to make those exploiting loopholes in the system 
pay up later. A case could, therefore, be made that 
retrospective policy helps correct inadvertent errors 
in policymaking. It could also be argued that, if 
investors know that extraordinarily high returns can 
be taxed retrospectively, they would be less likely to 
exploit the loopholes.   

The current decision on online gaming-gambling 
is a case in point. This is not an activity that creates 
large employment, not does it serve genuine needs of 
people. In fact, it’s a highly inequitable business, there 
is a risk of addiction, and consequently there are risks 
of deep household-level distress. Therefore, there is 
some cause to categorise it at the highest tax rate. And 

in case this was not done at the very outset, it could be 
argued that doing so retrospectively will send the right 
message to all such entities intent on exploiting cus-
tomers and the government for private profit. 

However, the retrospective solution is a double-
edged sword, and the other side is sharper and more 
damaging than the side being used to extract greater 
revenues. Both in their submissions to the courts as 
well as in other fora, the Union government function-
aries have explicitly acknowledged the serious 
damage caused due to retrospective taxation.  And, in 
many cases, the Union government has actively 
opposed retrospective taxes. This is because the 

damage is not only to the companies 
asked to pay retrospectively, but also to 
those planning new investments.   

The point being made is that the 
benefit to the government is minor, 
impacting a narrow space, but the 
damage to the system is massive and it 
operates at a systemic level. 

The fact that in multiple areas the 
courts have ruled in favour of various 
state governments, public-sector or other 
government-associated entities collect-
ing taxes retrospectively will require all 
investors to build in that possibility in 

their business plans. What’s concerning is that this has 
occurred multiple times in the past and continues to 
occur today, and that such taxation can be imposed 
retrospectively, running back many years, which only 
increases costs, adds to uncertainties, and conse-
quently reduces project viability. 

It is well known that India’s tax code, regulations, 
and policy in general are highly complex. The ease of 
doing business reforms, the decriminalisation efforts, 
and the reduction in the number of laws have all made 
impressive dents in the complexity of doing business 
in India. But it is a vast ocean, and typically the  
business environment even today requires firms to 
operate in many domains in the space defined by what 
is explicitly coded in laws and policies on one side and 

what is not ob the other. This grey space, where what is 
allowed and what is not allowed is not clear, and many 
aspects of the day-to-day business are conducted in this 
manner.   There are multiple entities that firms need to 
work with — regulators, various ministries and depart-
ments, and direct and indirect tax authorities, both at 
the central and state levels. And in each of these  
interactions, there are multiple areas of ambiguity. 
The situation for the investor is, therefore, not very  
different from that of a customer in a restaurant who 
orders food blind and knows the bill amount only after 
consuming the food. 

All kinds of investments are impacted, large and 
small, global and national, and direct and portfolio.  In 
such conditions, economic theory predicts a market 
failure marked by lower investments and, perversely, 
greater likelihood of more risky projects being taken up.   

One can pin one’s hope on the judiciary to give a fair 
decision. However, the judiciary will not be able to 
support the investor because both the prevailing law 
and case law allow retrospective taxation policies.  The 
laws that limit retrospective policy are limited to crimi-
nal areas and indirect taxation before 2012.  There are 
many areas, including cesses, royalties, fees and even 
direct taxes, where such possibilities remain.  

And the systemic damage is quite massive. It is well 
known that corporate sector investments have not 
really taken off after 2012.  It is also well known that for-
eign direct investment (FDI) has been falling relative to 
gross domestic product (GDP) since 2021. India has had 
impressive GDP growth, controlled inflation, good 
macroeconomic management, a striking infrastruc-
ture build-up during this period.  Yet both domestic 
and international investor response has been luke-
warm. It is also clear that where hard economic data is 
concerned, nothing explains the lacklustre private-
sector investment figures.  The possibility of retrospec-
tive action by some part of the government at some 
point in the future, going back many years, can lead 
many businesses and entrepreneurs to bankruptcy. 

What should the government do?  Retrospective 
policy can be imposed by any part of the government, 
and, therefore, India needs a comprehensive legal sol-
ution where all parts of the government are prevented 
from demanding retrospective payments.  Such a law 
should allow some flexibilities, but the current regime, 
which allows any part of the government to have com-
plete freedom to go back as many years as it deems fit, 
needs to be curtailed. India has allowed black money 
amnesty schemes on multiple occasions and with no 
political-economic backlash. Why not consider an 
explicit loophole-amnesty mechanism where all parts 
of the government leave the past alone? 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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Why India needs a new authority on quality
India’s quality ecosystem needs a comprehensive 
review in light of global developments and today’s 
demands. The Indian National Strategy for Standard-
isation (INSS) gave India a formal policy framework 
for standards and quality. The Consumer Protection 
Act, 2019, introduced product liability and estab-
lished the Central Consumer Protection Authority. In 
the Global Quality Infrastructure Index 2025, India 
ranked 11th overall. More than 22,300 Indian stan-
dards are now in force, of which 94 per cent are har-
monised with the standards developed by the 
International Organisation for Standardization (ISO) 
and the International Electrotechnical Commission 
(IEC). On paper, this looks impressive.  

Yet setbacks in organic certification, pharmaceuti-
cals and agri-food exports point to a harder reality: 
India has built the machinery of quality, but is it sus-
tainable? The building blocks 
alone may not by themselves 
make an architecture. 

A quality ecosystem works 
only when every link in the 
chain is credible. Regulators set 
requirements, standards bodies 
define benchmarks, conformity 
assessment bodies verify com-
pliance, accreditation estab-
lishes competence of these 
bodies, and market surveillance 
checks products in circulation. 
If any link is weak, the system can falter. 

These weaknesses are visible across sectors. The 
National Programme for Organic Production (NPOP) 
created an export-certification framework, but what if 
key foreign regulators do not trust it? In textiles, can an 
Indian standard help exporters unless global buyers 
recognise it against requirements such as the Global 
Organic Textile Standard or the Textile Exchange stan-
dards? In agri-food, ethylene oxide concerns across 
sesame seeds, spices and other products raise a basic 
governance question: Who connects the dots when 
risks cut across commodities and agencies? 

India’s quality ecosystem still carries legacy over-
laps between promotion and regulation, licensing and 
surveillance, and conformity assessment and enforce-
ment. Some arose from necessity, but now need fixing.  

The line ministries must own sectoral quality 

policy for both regulations and voluntary/private stan-
dards. A quality control order is not merely a notifica-
tion exercise; it affects technology, supply chains, 
imports, laboratory capacity, transition periods, 
micro, small, and medium enterprises costs, export 
competitiveness and surveillance. Regulatory impact 
assessment should, therefore, precede such measures. 
The Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS) can support 
standardisation and conformity assessment, but sec-
toral strategy must rest with the concerned ministry.  

BIS is India’s national standards body, primarily 
meant for voluntary standardisation. Its certifica-
tion and regulation-linked roles grew when special-
ised capacity was limited. But as technical regulation 
expands, should standard-setting, certification and 
enforcement-linked functions remain so closely 
bundled? Market surveillance is another design gap. 

A regulation has little value if 
non-compliant products con-
tinue to circulate. The Depart-
ment of Consumer Affairs 
could coordinate more strongly 
with states equipped for dedi-
cated surveillance. This would 
place consumer protection at 
the centre of technical regula-
tion and reduce conflicts. 

Export quality regulation 
presents a similar concern. 
Responsibilities are spread 

across the Export Inspection Council, the Agricultural 
and Processed Food Products Export Development 
Authority (Apeda), the Spices Board, the Indian Oil-
seeds and Produce Export Promotion Council  (EIC), 
and other commodity bodies. Some also have export-
promotion roles. India has seen the benefits of consoli-
dation through the Food Safety and Standards 
Authority of India. Export quality regulation deserves 
a comparable review. 

The real test is whether Indian certification is 
accepted abroad without yet another layer of com-
pliance. The limited overseas acceptance of BIS hall-
marking, despite harmonised gold purity standards, 
shows the gap between a domestic mark and interna-
tional confidence. But recognition is possible. Apeda’s 
National Programme for Organic Production, EIC’s 
seafood certification, and the Network for Certifica-

tion and Conservation of Forests certification bench-
marked with Programme for the Endorsement of 
Forest Certification, show that Indian schemes can 
gain credibility when designed for benchmarking and 
recognition. The aim should not be one Indian scheme 
for every foreign requirement, but credible schemes 
where recognition matters. 

What, then, should be done? The reform agenda 
should now move towards improving quality govern-
ance. India needs a National Authority on Quality to 
provide a whole-of-government perspective — setting 
common principles, supporting line ministries, and 
ensuring that standards, technical regulations, con-
formity assessment, accreditation, and international 
recognition are not treated as silos. 

Three shifts are essential. Line ministries must lead 
sectoral quality strategy. BIS should remain central to 
voluntary standardisation, while technical regulation 
moves towards clearer separation between rule-
making, certification, and surveillance. Export quality 
regulation should be consolidated, with a sharper dis-
tinction between promotion and regulation. 

The credibility of conformity assessment also 
needs closer supervision. As India increasingly relies 
on third parties, a stronger oversight framework is 
required. Where consumers and regulators rely on cer-
tificates, test reports and inspection findings, assur-
ance providers also need credible supervision. 

Global acceptance should be a policy objective. 
India must participate consistently in international 
standard-setting, build export-sector capacity on 
technical regulations in key markets, and encourage 
industry engagement with global scheme owners. 
Support for voluntary Indian certification schemes 
should rest on benchmarking and recognition, not 
exclusivity. The next phase of reform should not be 
judged only by the number of standards notified or 
products brought under compulsory certification, but 
on the scale of confidence and credibility that India’s 
quality ecosystem generates.  
 
(For details, visit https://l1nq.com/5g15f4d) 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The authors are, respectively, former commerce  
secretary, GoI; former CEO of  National Accreditation 
Board for Certification Bodies and visiting senior 
fellow at RIS; and research assistant at RIS

Following liberalisation in 1991, the  
surging fortunes of the information 
technology (IT) sector created jobs at a 
good clip, and with exports growing 
from 6 to 24 per cent, India grew at a 
compounded annual growth rate 
(CAGR) of over 7 per cent. The economic 
renaissance was led by consumption 
instead of investments or exports, unlike 
other East Asian economies. 

The book defines the middle class as 
those earning between ~5 lakh and ~1 
crore based on income tax filings. There 
are 40 million such people, and the book 
contends that they form the backbone of 
the consumption-led growth that  

supports the employment and liveli-
hoods of 200 million people through its 
forward linkages. Any disturbance to 
their fortunes, therefore, affects the  
fortunes of the rest. 

There are two broad lines of enquiry: 
The primary causes (inflation, demonet-
isation, overvalued currency, and so on) 
that have caused the drop in fortunes of 
the middle class; and how this shrinking 
fortune manifests itself (higher debt, 
higher unemployment, low female 
worker participation) and gets trans-
mitted to the rest of the economy. The 
book is mostly about the latter. 

Recent trends in technology-led auto-
mation have eliminated a vast swathe of 
jobs at the lower levels, such as in BPO 
and clerical and repetitive jobs. While 
jobs are vanishing, India’s universities 
are disgorging eight million graduates a 
year, leading to unemployment among 
graduates being the highest for any class 
at 29 per cent. A third of the world-
famous IIT graduates failed to get jobs in 
the latest round, even as the average offer 

has shrunk from ~6 lakh to ~4 lakh. 
The impact of AI is all-pervading. 

While it has started replacing jobs that 
require cognitive skills, it has not left 
even highly human-intensive security 
jobs, the second-largest after construc-
tion, as an employment avenue for 1.2 
million jobs. Sensors, cameras, bots, and 
centralised control are taking over these 
jobs. The job of 60,000 security guards 
employed for monitoring 30,000 ATMs 
is now being done by 100 agents from a 
single location. The middle-class dream 
and an economy superimposed on it are 
beginning to wilt. 

All things considered, the book is 
more descriptive than analytical. Never-
theless, some facts recounted in the 
book ring alarm bells. Nearly 45 per cent 
of all retail borrowers are subprime; 
India’s outstanding personal debt for 
non-housing loans is higher than even 
that of the US and China. More loans are 
now financing consumption, such as 
travel and smartphones, but the loans 
taken for financing housing, automo-

biles, and gold are shrinking. 
The Asset Quality Review in 
2015 has forced banks to shy 
away from corporate loans to 
chase personal loans. Between 
2019 and 2024, income tax col-
lections grew by a staggering 
16 per cent CAGR, crippling 
consumption growth at a time 
when neither jobs nor the real 
income of the middle class 
grew significantly. All this 
has pushed the middle class 
into heavy debt, and nearly 
40 per cent of their earnings 
now go towards servicing 
borrowings, deeply impact-
ing consumption. 

The authors rightly con-
tend that the middle class, 
which contributes 53 per cent 
of income tax and 30 per cent 
of goods and services tax and creates the 
bulk of the downstream jobs for the unor-
ganised sector, receives scant time or 
attention in policymaking. The group 
does not assert itself in the electoral pro-
cess in line with its important contribu-
tion. The government has woken up a bit 
late with its income tax cuts in 2024 and 

supplemented it with selective 
GST cuts in September 2025, 
which led to some healthy off-
take during the festival season. 
It has done well to curb online 
gaming, and a similar ban on 
F&O (futures and options) 
trading would greatly help the 
middle class regain its con-
sumption momentum. It is 
shocking to learn that the 
losses of retail investors in 
F&O trading between 2022 and 
2025 amount to ~3 trillion, 
with the gains accruing to 
brokers, institutional investors 
and the market regulator. 

The authors are optimistic 
about the future. They expect 
growing entrepreneurship to 
make up for job deficits but 
rightly point out the multiple 

risks. High risk and low returns, heavy 
costs, time delays, and risks in procuring 
land (nearly one-fifth of murders in India 
are land-dispute related), high costs of 
working capital and its lack of availability 
for entrepreneurial firms, and an educa-
tion system that trains people to seek jobs 
rather than create them differentiate 

India from Bangladesh and Vietnam, 
with whom India has to compete. The 
authors’ hope that artificial intelligence 
will create 100 million jobs in bot-train-
ing, data validation, blockchain, and  
YouTube channels in the next three to 
five years, which seems far-fetched.  

The authors could have been more 
careful in their definitions in some places. 
The illustrative calculation shown for 
the poor savings of a middle-class family 
with an income of ~50 lakh at ~5 lakh, 
nets off ~22 lakh EMIs for asset (home 
loans and car) acquisitions as expendi-
ture. These EMIs are post-investment 
savings. There is a mix-up between cash 
flow and savings. 

Throughout the book, there is con-
fusion between families and individuals. 
The unit of account in tax filing or 
employment multiplier is the job or indi-
vidual — not the family. Hence, to say 
that the earnings of 40 million middle-
class families (tax filers) support the 
livelihood of 200 million families based 
on a multiplier of 2.5 stretches both 
arithmetic and concept. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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The descent of India’s middle class
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Let the past be past in tax policy
The systemic damage caused by retrospective taxes is massive 
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should be transparent, capped and progres-
sive. The tech back-up now exists to do this. 
India’s AgriStack digitizes land records. 
Over 230,000 retail points-of-sale link fer-
tilizer purchases to Aadhaar. Identifying 
beneficiaries (actual cultivators rather than 
landowners) is less of a hitch today. Andhra 
Pradesh’s Rythu Bharosa scheme and Odi-
sha’s Kalia programme are workable models 
for reaching landless cultivators and tenant 
farmers with direct support. They account 
for over a third of India’s farm output, so any 
DBT scheme that ignores them will fail. 

Urea price correction is a must. India also 
needs a strategic fertilizer security frame-
work since it is closely linked to food secu-
rity. This calls for diversified import sources, 
long-term contracts and more joint ventures 
for production in gas- and mineral-rich 
countries. It also demands investment in 
bio-fertilizers, nano fertilizers, composting, 
green manure and precision agriculture. 

The Iran war did not create India’s fertil-
izer problem. It merely exposed it. We must 
protect farmers, not price distortions, and 
subsidize cultivation, not chemical overuse. 
We must aim to defend food security, not 
frozen urea prices. The current crisis has 
given India political cover to do what experts 
have recommended for two decades. 

fertilizer plants on the priority list for gas 
supply. Stocks are being built up. States have 
been asked to prevent hoarding and black 
marketing. Maybe urea sales will be super-
vised under police protection. A fertilizer 
shortage will directly affect sowing deci-
sions, yields, farm income and eventually 
food prices.

But the larger problem is not temporary 
shortages but permanent price distortions. 
Urea is sold to farmers at a fixed price of 
about ₹242 per 45kg bag, unchanged for 
years. At today’s global prices of around 
$950, the farmer pays barely 6% of its true 
economic cost. The rest is absorbed by the 
exchequer as subsidy. The subsidy tells the 
farmer: use more urea, it’s practically free.

That signal contradicts every sermon on 
soil health. PM-Pranam asks farmers to use 
less chemical fertilizer. Save the Fields aims 
to protect soil. Agricultural scientists say 
India must move towards balanced nutri-
tion, organic matter, micronutrients, bio-
fertilizers and precision application. But the 
price system says the opposite. Cheap urea 
overwhelms all advice.

The ecological cost is devastating. Exces-
sive urea usage has grossly distorted the 
NPK balance of nitrogen, phosphorus and 
potassium. In Green Revolution belts, soil 

A
s the kharif sowing season begins, 
India faces a storm that combines 
geopolitics, food security, ecological 

damage and fiscal stress. The Prime Minister 
has launched a ‘Save the Fields’ campaign. 
The agriculture ministry is pushing PM-Pra-
nam to reduce chemical fertilizer use and 
promote alternate nutrients. Yet the same 
government may end up spending close to 
₹3 trillion this year subsidizing those very 
chemicals. This is a central contradiction in 
India’s agricultural policy.

India is the world’s second-largest con-
sumer of fertilizers, using nearly 65 million 
tonnes annually. Of that, almost one-third is 
import dependence by volume. Urea pro-
duction needs natural gas, 80% of which is 
imported. Potash is almost entirely 
imported. Inputs for phosphatic fertilizer 
are also mostly imported. The Iran war’s 
choke of the Strait of Hormuz has exposed 
India’s vulnerability just as farmers prepare 
for paddy, cotton, pulses and oilseeds.

The government responded by putting 

world’s second-largest producer and 
consumer of coal with more than 70% of 
our power dependent on this vital 
resource, India has a unique strategic 
position. This also makes it imperative 
for us to turn this traditionally high 
emission resource into an enabler of 
India’s 2070 net-zero commitment.

It is in this direction that a national 
push for coal gasification serves as our 
dual vehicle to secure our strategic 
autonomy and at the same time use this 
vital resource without reneging on our 
global leadership in climate commit-
ments. The National Coal Gasification 
Mission intends to convert 100 million 
tonnes of coal into synthetic gas (syn-
gas) by 2030. A pilot incentive pro-
gramme of $1 billion was rolled out in 
2024. Building on this momentum, the 
Narendra Modi government has now 
approved another $4 billion. This will 
facilitate nearly $30 billion of invest-
ment, enable utilization of around 75 
million tonnes of coal annually and gen-
erate nearly 80 billion cubic metres of 
syngas every year.

By prioritizing coal gasification, India 
is moving away from the linear ‘extract-
and-burn’ approach to a highly sustain-
able, zero-waste coal circular economy. 
This transition is vital because India 
currently imports a massive share of the 
industrial inputs that can be derived 
from gasification. Commercial scale 
gasification will also lay down green-
field infrastructure for local chemical 
manufacturing, further encouraging 
local industries and self-reliance. We 
can scale high-value commodities such 
as methanol, ammonia, green hydro-
gen, olfins and petrochemicals that feed 
vital industries and reduce (to eventu-
ally eliminate) India’s dependence on 
imports—estimated at a whopping $30 
billion. Capturing and utilizing every 
single chemical byproduct from gasifi-
cation allows us to build an ironclad 
shield of energy sovereignty. 

The national gasification push also 
presents India with an opportunity for 
technological upgradation, innovation 

and global collaboration. We are 
focusing on developing gasification 
models for India’s high-ash-content 
coal. Indian engineers and corporate 
partners are developing custom gasifi-
cation systems to handle high-ash coal. 
As we strive to master this chemical 
extraction process on a commercial 
scale, we will also be able to export this 
high-ash cleantech to other developing 
countries throughout the Global South 
facing similar challenges. 

This coal gasification initiative needs 
to be viewed in the larger global context 
of energy security and energy inde-
pendence. In January 2025, as critical 
mineral supply chains were being 
recognized as the lifelines of modern 
economies, the government committed 
about $4 billion dollars to secure the 
supply of 24 critical minerals. The 
National Critical Minerals Mission aims 
to increase the local exploration and 
mining of these critical minerals, set up 
mineral processing parks, ramp up 
recycling efforts and focus on research 
and sustained scientific excellence in 
this field. 

At the heart of these rapid structural 
transformations is a ‘whole-of-govern-
ment’ approach for creating a lucrative, 
low-risk greenfield investment ecosys-
tem. Over the past decade, the govern-
ment has systematically dismantled 
bureaucratic and financial barriers to 
make clean-coal conversion highly 
competitive for private and public capi-
tal alike. However, this is not just a sin-
gle-field effort, but a structural shift 
across all sectors. India has moved 
towards transparent governance, struc-
tural reforms, technology-driven poli-
cymaking and long-term strategic plan-
ning across sectors that were once seen 
as opaque and inefficient.

By using carbon-tapping innovation 
to transform our vast geological wealth 
into energy, India is setting a global 
example of how to achieve energy sov-
ereignty while simultaneously moving 
forward as a sustainably low-carbon 
fast-growing economy. 

I
mages generated by US National 
Aeronautical Space Agency (Nasa) 
satellites have been able to conclu-

sively measure changes in the intensity 
of artificial light at night (Alan)—which 
bears a direct correlation with human 
activity and is one of the fundamental 
indicators of modern societal develop-
ment. Globally, one of the biggest 
changes could be seen in India—a direct 
result of increased urbanization in the 
southern and western regions of India 
and increased access to electricity in 
northern India. This is not surprising; 
over the last decade, India has provided 
electricity access to 30 million house-
holds that were previously deprived of 
access; close to 15 million of these 
households belong to the northern 
states of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and Jhark-
hand. Today, 99% of Indian households 
have access to electricity, compared to 
less than 70% a decade ago. 

This electrification push was 
achieved on the shoulder of India’s coal- 
powered thermal plants—the mainstay 
of our electricity generation, even 
though renewable energy sources such 
as hydroelectric, solar and wind power 
have evolved from alternative sources 
into economic necessities and hold over 
50% of India’s power generation capac-
ity. India has a colossal 400 billion ton-
nes of coal resources, which gives us 
roughly 100 years of coal available at 
our current production capacity. As the 

The Centre’s coal gasification plan offers secure energy supply without compromising climate goals

S. MAHENDRA DEV
is chairperson, Economic Advisory Council 

to the Prime Minister of India

Fertilizer’s fatal flaw: this is an apt moment to tackle it
AJIT RANADE

T
he finance ministry’s economic 
review for May seems to acknowl-
edge that the West Asia crisis may 
cause India prolonged pain. As hope 
of a quick return to normalcy fades, 
policymakers are on alert for good 

reason. The review flags how long the Strait of 
Hormuz remains disrupted as the “single most 
consequential variable for India’s external and 
price outlook.” It notes a rise in inflation risk, 
with high wholesale prices expected to push 
retail prices up even as weak monsoon rainfall 
looks likely to combine with the Gulf war’s oil 
shock against price stability. The Reserve Bank 
of India (RBI) has a tough task as it reviews mon-
etary policy this week, given this year’s head-
winds against growth. In a world that is staring 
at stagflation, or stagnation amid inflation, how 
resilient India’s economy proves will depend 
not just on the severity of today’s external 
adversity, but also on its macro-level responses. 

The Centre has made moves on many fronts 
within its close range of control. Yet, India faces 
what can be described as a ‘perfect storm’ of 
risks. The capital flows scenario was adverse 
even before the Gulf war and the horizon 
remains clouded by uncertainty. The rupee has 
been in freefall, even as investment flows into 
both the real economy and asset markets dry 
up, making India’s trade gap that much harder 
to finance. Although the rupee may be under-
valued on a trade calculus, a view that RBI 
seems to hold, its exchange rate is highly sus-
ceptible to jerky and unpredictable capital 
movements. A debate has arisen over whether 
its value needs a drastic drop for Indian asset 
prices to get reset and look globally attractive 
again. After all, lower inflows than outflows can 
be traced to a crushed spread between yields on 

dollar and rupee assets, mixed with portfolio-
loss fears of a slowly weakening local currency. 
A sudden reset could also keep speculators off 
bets against what they might see as an RBI-
propped rupee. Since sudden depreciation 
would be widely disruptive, alternative ideas 
include taxing mutual funds to push down stock 
prices so that foreign buyers find them less 
overpriced. The ‘hot money’ of portfolio inves-
tors, however, is too fickle for us to predict the 
results of such wilful resets. If ‘big bang’ moves 
are the need of the hour to make the world’s 
investors sit up, we must focus instead on a 
reform agenda guided by clear principles. A 
convincing argument for a weakened rupee, 
for instance, would be if its free-float level can 
do a good job as a price signal to help us regain a 
better external balance overall. But local market 
rigidities could get in the way. Notably, fuel and 
fertilizer pricing is firmly in the government’s 
grasp, with prices given no role in helping us 
adjust to an import cost flare-up. For market-
oriented reforms, the Centre must first liberate 
these sectors of stiff price controls.

Our broad aim should be to let prices regulate 
demand and supply across a wider spectrum of 
economic activity. Without this, an optimal 
balance is harder to reach. Capital curbs would 
be a bad idea; they fan panic and make news as 
statist moves. Tax relief for foreign investors 
could be justified if it reverses a put-off that’s 
peculiar to the Indian market for assets. Since 
the principal perplexity we face right now arises 
from capital scarcity, reformers also need to 
address feeble net inflows of foreign direct 
investment. If an outward tilt is partly traceable 
to an uneven local playing field, for example, 
then that would call for a renewed thrust in 
favour of greater competitive intensity.

Let’s grant price signals 
a larger economic role 

India’s economy must attract more capital to see off a ‘perfect storm’ of risks. Global investors 

may need the assurance that the country’s policy moves will by and large be market oriented
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The Supreme Court may
have ruled that the Tele-
com Regulatory Authority

of India (Trai) doesn’t have the
right to penalize telcos for
dropped calls, but the regulator
is pushing ahead with efforts to
get telcos to improve the quality
of their service. 

On Wednesday, Trai released
a study that shows most telcos
performing poorly in terms of
call drops, local user and indus-
try lingo for dropped calls—
those that terminate abruptly for
technical reasons before the call
is complete. This study only cov-
ered Delhi. Over the next 15
days, the regulator plans to
release similar studies for 11
more cities. 

The regulator also indicated
that it would seek powers from
the government to levy penal-
ties. Other regulators, including
stock market watchdog, have
this right. 

Trai’s study has three signifi-
cant findings. 

One, most telcos, barring
Mahanagar Telecom Nigam Ltd
(MTNL, and that too for the
state-owned firm’s 3G service
only), meet the benchmark qual-
ity for setting up a call. 

Two, most telcos, other than
Reliance Communications Ltd
(for its 2G service) and Vodafone
India (for 3G), do not meet the
benchmark in terms of call
drops. 

Three, Bharti Airtel’s 2G and
3G service, and all telcos operat-
ing on the CDMA technology
standard (most, including Airtel,
the country’s largest telco, oper-
ate on the dominant GSM one)
do not meet the benchmark for
signal strength. 

“Airtel, Vodafone, Reliance,
Aircel and Idea need to further
improve the Call Drop Rate per-
formance. The CDMA operators
and MTNL need to improve
across all parameters, in order to
offer acceptable levels of ser-
vice,” Trai said.

The regulator found Aircel
was using radio link timeout
technology more than its peers
to mask call drops.

“We have been conducting
drive tests to access quality regu-

2.24 million 
cars recalled 
in India in 
past 4 years
B Y  A M R I T  R A J
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Indian auto makers recalled
2.24 million vehicles citing

safety concerns between July
2012 and May 2016, a Mint anal-
ysis of data provided by Society
of Indian Automobile Manufac-
turers (Siam) shows. 

Of these, 1.01 million cars
were recalled in 2015 alone. In
the five months to May this year,
car makers have recalled around
half a million cars and with
increased scrutiny on the quality
of vehicles, the year 2016 may
end up seeing the highest num-
ber of recalls yet. 

Between 2012 and 2015, 10.56
million passenger vehicles were
sold in India, though there is no
correlation between recalls and
sales. Some of the vehicles
recalled in the past four years
were manufactured in 2007 and
2008. 

India’s auto makers have
started to recall vehicles more
frequently after the country’s
auto lobby group Siam adopted
a voluntary code on vehicle
recalls in 2012. Rising customer
awareness over global recalls has
also played a part. 
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At a time when farm incomes
have plummeted due to

repeated droughts and lower
crop prices, the centre on
Wednesday announced a mod-
erate 4.3% hike in the minimum
support price (MSP) for paddy,
the main rain-fed Kharif crop,
planting for which begins this
month. 

The cabinet increased the
minimum support price (MSP)
of common grade paddy to
`1,470 per quintal, a hike of `60
per quintal. One quintal is equal
to 100kg. 

To be sure, the 4.3% hike in
MSP is marginally higher than
the hike of  `50,  or  3.7%,
announced in 2015, and 3.8% in
2014.

MSP is the price at which the
central government buys foodg-
rain from farmers that are then
sold at subsidized rates through
the public distribution system.
The decision on MSPs are taken
following recommendations by
the Commission for Agricultural
Costs and Prices (CACP) under
the farm ministry.

The moderate hike is in line
with the Narendra Modi-led gov-

TURN TO PAGE 7®

Centre raises 
paddy support 
prices by 4.3%
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A British businessman of
Indian origin is planning to

start a new long-haul budget air-
line this year with flights from
London to Ahmedabad and
Amritsar. 

Partly crowd-funded, People
Over Profit, or Pop, as the airline
is called, expects to launch direct
flights from London Stansted to
India by October 2016 and
plough in half its profits into
charities.

“We are hoping to start from 1
October to Amritsar and 2 Octo-
ber to Ahmedabad, which is
obviously Gandhiji’s birthday so
that would be a great day,” Nav-
dip Singh Judge, chairman and
principal of Pop, said in a phone
interview from London. 

Judge’s family comes from
Ludhiana from where his par-

TURN TO PAGE 4®

UK start-up 
hopes to woo 
Indian flyers

REGULATION EFFORTS

Trai bolsters 
its call-drop 
argument

larly and for the last 8-9 months
we have increased the tests in
terms of coverage with the num-
ber of cities going up to almost
12,” said Trai chairman R.S.
Sharma.

Sharma said that Trai has also
created a portal where informa-
tion on call drops will be made
available to the public. 

A second Trai official said,
with reference to the Supreme
Court’s verdict, that Trai would
seek powers from the govern-
ment to penalize errant telcos. 

“We will write to the depart-
ment of telecommunications
today for an amendment in the
Trai Act to give us more power,”
said Sudhir Gupta, secretary,
Trai.

According to Trai’s study,
MTNL’s 2G and 3G call drop
rates are the highest at 10.4%
and 8.2%, respectively, followed
by Idea 3G at 6.2% and Reliance
Communication’s CDMA and 3G
at 5.8% and 5.2%, respectively.

A comparison of the current
and previous test drive (January
2016) shows that the call drop
rate for Airtel increased from
1.4% and 1.6% to 3.3% and 2.2%
in May 2016 across the telco’s 2G
and 3G networks, respectively.
For Vodafone, the call drop rate
improved on the telco’s 2G net-
work from 3.9% to 2.8%; it
remained constant at 1.4% on
the 3G network. Idea did not fare
well on its 3G network and the
call drop rate rose sharply from
1.7% to 6.2% but it did show an
improvement in its 2G network
where the rate came down to
0.9% from 2.1%.

None of the telcos wanted to
comment on the development.

T. V. Ramachandran, president
of pro-telco lobby group Broad-
band India Forum, welcomed
the move. 

“We are happy to see the
report and we should look at the
significant improvement in call
set-up success rate,” he said,
adding that the telcos have tried
to address the issue and there
has been an improvement on
that front that the regulator must
recognize.

Rajan S. Mathews, director
general of industry lobby group
Cellular Operators Association
of India, criticized Trai’s study
and said that if such studies
were conducted in congested
areas, such results are only to be
expected.

“The key areas highlighted in
the report where most telcos
have high call-drop rate are cen-
tral Delhi, Dwarka-Indira Gan-
dhi Airport, Gurgaon-Manesar
and Noida-Mayur Vihar. The
industry is addressing problems
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Regulator to ask for 
powers to penalize,  
releases study showing 
most telcos performing 
poorly on call drops

At the end of 31 March, the
promoter and promoter group
held 49.99% in Amtek Ltd.

A manufacturer of forging
parts, Amtek counts most of
India’s top auto makers, includ-
ing Maruti Suzuki India Ltd,
among its clients. The company,
however, has been struggling
operationally and financially. 

Going by March quarter earn-
ings, the company’s income from
operations declined 31.7% to
`651 crore from `954 crore in
the year-ago quarter. The com-
pany reported a net loss of
`528.69 crore for the quarter as
finance costs increased. It also
took a one-time charge of `439
crore without explaining what
that was for. As of 31 March,
Amtek had a debt of `14,800
crore.

The company has been trying
to improve its position since last
September when it defaulted on
an `800 crore bond payment.
The attempts so far have not
been successful.

Along with selling stakes to
financial investors, the company
continues to pursue a sale of its
German unit and may also sell
some of their assets in India.

With these three planned initi-
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Amtek Auto Ltd, the auto
parts maker that defaulted

on bond payments last year, will
sell a “significant” stake to finan-
cial investors to infuse capital
into the business and pare debt,
said a senior company official. 

Amtek will also reorganize its
business and offer board seats to
the investors, said vice-chairman
and managing director John
Flintham, suggesting that pro-
moters will sell a sizeable chunk
of their holding in the company

“It (selling stake to investors)
is a substantial move by the pro-
moters and they believe this will
help run the business well. This
is a big step by the group,” Flint-
ham said in a phone interview
on Wednesday. He declined to
share specifics on the deal.

The investors will be major
shareholders in the company
and will play an active role in the
management, said Flintham. 

“They are invested in various
auto component and automobile
firms globally and in India,” he
said. Flintham declined to say
how much stake would be sold
but added that it would be “sub-
stantial”. 

PARING DEBT

Amtek to sell stake, 
reorganize business 

NOTE TO READERS
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It is now more than a year
since India moved to a 

new method to calculate the 
size of its economy, but the 
debates continue. First, 
there is the divergence 
between factory output in 
the index of industrial pro-
duction and the industrial 
growth figures used in the 
national income accounts 
based on the ministry of 
corporate affairs database. 
Second, the technical issue 
of what inflation measure to 
use when nominal values 
are deflated to give real val-
ues. Third, the difference 
between estimates of 
growth based on gross value 
added and gross domestic 
product; the former strips 
out the effects of indirect 
taxes and subsidies.

An older problem—of 
why discrepancies on the 
demand side are so large in 
some quarters—has got a 
fresh airing in the latest 
numbers. They were high-
lighted in an analysis in this 
newspaper.

Credible economic data is
a public good. Official statis-
ticians need to do a better 
job explaining—not neces-
sarily because their num-
bers are wrong but because 
the credibility of these num-
bers is at stake.
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Year-on-year change (in %)
Domestic sales in 
May (no. of units)

Maruti Suzuki

Hyundai Motor

Mahindra

Toyota Kirloskar

Honda Cars India

Tata Motors

Renault India

Ford India 

Hero MotoCorp

Honda Motorcycle

TVS Motor

Yamaha 

Royal Enfield 

10.6

10.4

10

6

-25

-22

132

22

2

17

18

36

36

CARS

TWO-WHEELERS

113,162

41,351

18,648

12,200

9,954

8,617

8,343

5,780

583,117

415,902

206,886

62,478

47,232

Source: Companies

Auto sales in India rose at a brisk pace in May as buyers lapped up new 
models. Sales at India’s top three passenger-vehicle makers advanced 
10% each, even though uncertainties surround the fate of diesel cars 
and utility vehicles in the world’s fastest growing car market.

AUTO SALES 
ADVANCE IN MAY
AUTO SALES 
ADVANCE IN MAY

AHMED RAZA KHAN/MINT

See Page 10

When the capital 
development of a country 

becomes a by-product of the 
activities of a casino, the job 

is likely to be ill-done.

JOHN MAYNARD KEYNES

is senior fellow with Pune 

International Centre

REUTERS

move is a cautionary tale. It banned chemical 
fertilizers overnight, sans a transition plan, 
and devastated its crops within a season. 
India cannot gamble with food security, 
especially with 800 million people receiving 
free grain. But the sector’s gross price distor-
tion must end. 

To reform the subsidy 
regime, we must shift it 
from the product to the 
farmer. Instead of subsidiz-
ing every bag of urea 
regardless of who buys it—
large farmer, small farmer, 
diverter, smuggler—trans-
fer cash directly to cultiva-
tors. Economist Ashok 
Gulati estimates that a 
direct per-hectare transfer 
of ₹6,000-7,500 would 
adequately compensate 
small farmers while saving 
₹30,000-40,000 crore 

annually even before prices are rationalized. 
Agriculture minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan 
acknowledged in February 2026 that it was 
time for a national debate on this kind of 
direct benefit transfer (DBT). It could be 
linked to acreage, crop, soil health cards and 
recommended nutrient use. The DBT 

organic matter has depleted, groundwater is 
falling and even mediocre yields increas-
ingly depend on chemical support. This sub-
sidy model has exhausted our water, soil and 
ecology.  The fiscal cost is equally worrying. 
If global prices stay high, the subsidy bill 
could cross ₹3 trillion. That is money we can-
not use for irrigation, rural 
roads, storage, extension 
services, climate-resilient 
seeds, agricultural research 
or crop insurance. 

Since fertilizer is one of 
India’s most tightly con-
trolled sectors, for decades 
there has been no fresh 
private domestic invest-
ment in production 
despite large demand. 
Local producers wait for 
cost reimbursement, and 
long delays hurt working 
capital. Foreign suppliers, 
meanwhile, have to be paid promptly. 

The Iran crisis is thus an opportunity. It 
offers an alibi that policymakers need. We 
must move away from a system that is no 
longer fiscally, environmentally or strategi-
cally sustainable. But reform must be 
sequenced, not reckless. Sri Lanka’s 2021 

India has the 

political alibi 

needed to end 

distortions in 

this sector and 

serve farmers 

better

India has reimagined coal usage 
for the age of net-zero targeting
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S
omething unusual happened in May 
2026. The cyclically adjusted price-
earnings (PE) ratio for US equities—the 
Shiller CAPE, which smooths out the 
cycle to give a longer view of valuation—
touched 40.8. The only other time in 

145 years it had exceeded 40 was in the fevered 
months around the dotcom peak of early 2000. 
Simultaneously, the University of Michigan’s long-
running survey of American consumers recorded 
sentiment at its lowest level in over 70 years of 
measurement—some 10% below the nadir of June 
2022, when inflation was at its most punishing. 
(Justin Lahart, Wall Street Journal, 23 May: 
bit.ly/3RAHYYQ)

These two facts are not in contradiction. They 
describe the same underlying reality from oppo-
site ends of the income distribution. Artificial intel-
ligence (AI), the narrative sustaining the market, is 
good for capital. It compresses labour costs, widens 
margins and promises productivity gains that, at a 
sufficient discount rate, justify almost any present 
valuation. For the worker contemplating what the 
next model release implies for her employment, 
the calculation runs rather differently. Both the 
market and consumer survey are right. That is pre-
cisely the problem—and understanding it requires 
looking at what the AI investment cycle actually 
promises and what it is actually delivering. The 
promise, in financial terms, does not hold up. 

Alan Greenspan used the phrase “irrational exu-
berance” in December 1996 to describe the tech-
nology boom of that era; the bubble burst in March 
2000, three years and three months later. Joachim 
Klement of Panmure Liberum has applied the 
same characterisation to the AI boom (bit.ly/3PSe-
Onp), and his arithmetic is difficult to dismiss. In 
2025, businesses in leading advanced economies 
invested nearly $1.5 trillion in IT equipment and 
software—almost double the inflation-adjusted 
dotcom peak. Over the past four quarters, 93% of 
US GDP growth has been explained by technology 
investment alone. Yet, when Klement examined 
consensus analyst estimates for the five principal 
hyperscalers—with capital expenditure growing at 
20% annually to 2030, revenues at 15%—even the 
most charitable assumption, that every dollar of 
incremental revenue falls straight to profit, yields a 
negative return on investment for four of the five. 
To achieve a 10% return, these companies, cur-
rently generating combined revenues of roughly 
$1.5 trillion, would need to find between $2 trillion 
and $5 trillion in additional annual revenue. 

The operational evidence confirms the same 
from the ground up (bit.ly/4wWVy8Q). A company 
that positioned AI as central to its identity recently 
cancelled nearly all of its engineers’ AI coding 
licences: token-based pricing at scale had pro-
duced costs exceeding those of the human labour 

that the tools were meant to replace. The chief 
technology officer of a major global platform 
described his annual AI budget as having been 
“blown away” by April. A senior executive at the 
world’s largest chip company, a direct beneficiary 
of every dollar of AI capex, observed matter-of-fac-
tly that computing costs for his team now exceed 
the cost of his employees. Goldman Sachs projects 
a 24-fold increase in token consumption by 2030; 
Gartner adds the uncomfortable corollary that 
even if individual token prices fall 90%, total enter-
prise AI costs will still rise, because agents con-
sume exponentially more tokens per task than sim-
pler tools. The financial arithmetic is implausible 
from the above. The operational arithmetic is 
unworkable from below. Both point to the same 
destination.

Against this backdrop, the developing world’s 
alleged weak position on AI looks rather different 
from the conventional framing. The capital that 
major developing economies deployed over this 
period went into roads, power generation, metro 
systems, inland water transport and early semicon-
ductor capacity. The implicit comparison between 
this and data centres generating negative implied 
returns is not unfavourable to the former. If a cor-
rection comes, and the arithmetic suggests it will, 
the infrastructure will still be there. Roads carry 
freight regardless of whether a particular invest-
ment narrative has aged well.

There is also a systemic risk that the developing 
world is better off not inheriting. A computational 
hydrologist at the University of Calgary recently 
described how, in six days, he built a production-
grade autonomous trading platform—linked to 
multiple exchanges, ingesting social media feeds, 
routing orders around the clock—using tools avail-
able to anyone with a laptop subscription 
(bit.ly/433Rwhh). Regulators at the Financial Sta-
bility Board, Bank for International Settlements 
and Bank of England have all warned of “model 
monocultures”—the phenomenon in which thou-

sands of AI agents sharing similar architecture 
reach the same conclusion simultaneously, at 
machine speed, about a sovereign debt position 
that human analysts might have read differently. 
Unlike the crises of 1997 or 2010, there are no 
intervention windows when the herd moves in 
microseconds. The developing world’s relative dis-
tance from this architecture is not a disadvantage.

Three further channels reinforce the point. A US 
recession driven by AI capex retrenchment would 
be a sectoral correction, not a banking system cri-
sis, and need not trigger the indiscriminate risk-off 
that strengthened the dollar in 2008. Central bank 
rate cuts in affected economies would compress 
yield differentials and redirect capital towards 
economies still growing at 6% in real terms. And 
lower oil demand—data centres are significant 
energy consumers—would ease global crude pri-
ces, improving simultaneously the current account 
of every major oil-importing developing nation.

The standard geopolitical counter-argument—
that any cooling of AI investment cedes ground to 
authoritarian competitors—conflates two things 
that are not the same. Maintaining AI capability is 
not the same as maintaining the current hyper-
scaler model. Early 2025 demonstrated, briefly 
and memorably, that frontier performance does 
not require $1.5 trillion in annual IT investment. 
Efficient IT architecture and open-source develop-
ment can close gaps that concentrated capital was 
assumed to have permanently sealed.

Greenspan spoke of irrational exuberance in 
December 1996. The reckoning came three years 
and three months later. Timing, as ever, is the one 
thing the arithmetic cannot tell you. But the math 
itself is not in dispute. When the hype fades—and it 
will—roads will still carry freight, power plants will 
still generate electricity and the capital that built 
things would have outlasted capital that built nar-
ratives. That, in the end, may be the developing 
world’s quiet vindication.

These are  the author’s personal views.

AI boom: why the market is both 
right and wrong at the same time
Split signals suggest irrational AI exuberance may be exposing the US to instability risk while India’s investments are secure 
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C
hina’s unique system of registering 
households by splitting its popula-
tion into rural versus urban dwell-

ers has long outlived its usefulness. But a 
much-needed policy revamp misses some 
key details of how reforms would be paid 
for, potentially hobbling its effectiveness. 

New guidelines announced on 22 May 
give migrant labourers access to public ser-
vices in the cities where they work, regard-
less of residency status, in a continuation of 
a decade-long effort to gradually dismantle 
entrenched regional disparities. The 
household registration system, known as 
hukou, has roots in imperial bureaucracy 
and ties eligibility for entitlements to a per-
son’s official hometown. 

This is important because the process of 
converting villagers into urban residents 
by providing similar retirement and medi-
cal benefits will be expensive. To be suc-
cessful, China Inc must help shoulder the 
financial burden along with regional and 
national governments.

Without a basic social safety net such as 
healthcare and education, the transient 
workforce of 358 million people has pow-
ered China’s economic rise but not been 
able to fully benefit from the prosperity 
they helped create. Being barred from put-
ting down roots in the most desirable cities 
has limited their social mobility.

Getting companies on board to pay their 
employees’ social security contributions 
may be the most straightforward part of the 
effort. E-commerce giant JD.com vowed to 
provide full-time riders with benefits when 
it began food delivery services in February 
2025. Larger rivals Meituan and Alibaba 
followed soon after.

It’s no accident that Beijing is pushing for 
change now. Integrating migrant workers 
into the urban economy is one of the most 
direct ways to boost domestic consumption. 
At around 40% of China’s GDP, household 
spending in the country is about 10 per-
centage points lower than Japan, another 
famously frugal nation. 

Chinese rural migrants have long tended 
to save at double the rate compared to their 
urban peers and much more than neigh-
bours who never left their villages. If they 
give up their precautionary savings and 
spend at the same rate as city residents, the 
country could unlock consumption equiv-
alent to 13% of today’s household spending. 
This would be a meaningful contribution 
towards rebalancing the economy away 
from export-led growth.

Practicalities aside, it was important for 
Beijing to signal that basic services should 
not be tied to one’s place of birth. Over the 

decades, hukou had effectively created a 
population of second-class citizens disre-
spected by people in the very cities they 
were helping to build. It also meant families 
had to live apart. Because youth from rural 
families were barred from metropolitan 
school systems, many were separated from 
their parents, creating two generations of 
so-called ‘left-behind’ children.

The plan issued by China’s cabinet 
included no details on funding measures. 
It only briefly touched on the responsibility 
of provincial governments to prepare 
financial support and increase land quotas 
to expanding cities. The cost of turning an 
average worker from the countryside into 
a city dweller is about 133,000 yuan 
($20,000) when equivalent pension and 
healthcare contributions are factored and 
after deducting personal obligations to 
fund those future social security services. 
Extending that to the entire migrant popu-
lation would amount to roughly 48 trillion 
yuan—equivalent to about a third of GDP. 

However, not everyone’s status would 
need to be converted. Some people may 
opt to return to their hometowns instead of 
settling down in urban areas. Also, given 
this is such a large group of people, the 
entire undertaking could take years. But it 
is important to begin work on the plan as 
soon as possible because the gap will only 
widen with time.

The announcement puts the onus on 
provincial governments to step up, but this 
is a tough ask. The prolonged economic 
slowdown has strained the coffers of 
regional authorities traditionally reliant on 
land sales, which slumped following the 
real estate sector collapse five years ago. 
Beijing may need to intervene more 
directly with central funding if it is serious 
about reform. Liu Shijin, a former vice 
president of a think-tank attached to the 
State Council, has previously proposed 
raising 10 trillion yuan via special bonds 
over two years to improve healthcare, 
housing and education for migrants and 
their families.

The latest measures will take time to 
implement. Beijing and companies should 
pick up the slack if regional governments 
struggle to find the resources to move for-
ward. Migrant workers have been the mus-
cle behind China’s ascension to a super-
power. They deserve better. ©BLOOMBERG

China’s new push for common 
prosperity faces a funding gap

Equal access to welfare benefits would be expensive but beneficial

Beijing plans to bridge China’s urban-rural 

‘hukou’ divide. AP
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Push factors are likely to remain tough 
because it seems likely that the Fed and 
other developed-country central banks will 
go into a “rate increase” cycle. India must 
not hesitate to raise rates in tandem, so that 
we at least hold on to the status quo of ‘push 
factors.’ 

The US trade-policy tariff shock of 2025 
did put into motion a round of reforms in 
India that included the reduction of direct 
and indirect taxes (the goods and services 
tax, for example), consolidation of labour 
codes and monetary as well as prudential 
policy easing. 

This combined with a decent monsoon 
season and benign overall inflation sowed 
the seeds for a modest private capital 
expenditure cycle to be kick-started in 
India towards the end of last year.

Unfortunately, the West Asian conflict 
has bestowed a frost that might have killed 
those green shoots.  Yet, as the signals show, 
the need for fast and sharp reforms has only 
become clearer since. As a recent Economic 
Survey pointed out, Indian policy action 
must shift significantly to state-level dereg-
ulation and reform. 

PS: Like the Bay Woodpecker’s maniacal 
laughter signalling rain, the rupee’s fall is a 
clear call for economic reform. 

drop further in May. Service sectors in 
Japan and Germany are weak as well. Man-
ufacturing PMIs remain robust thanks to 
stockpiling, but could lose steam once that 
phase is over. 

At the same time, as services activity is 
beginning to slow around the world, infla-
tion is picking up. Headline inflation in all 
four economies rose by 20 to 40 basis points 
over the latest two months of data readings. 
Core inflation (which excludes volatile 
energy and food prices) has also risen in the 
US and China, the world’s two largest econo-
mies. The US Federal Reserve’s preferred 
measure of core inflation, Core Personal 
Consumption Expenditure (PCE), is at its 
highest level in over a year at 3.2%. In an 
advanced economy (especially), a highly 
important signal of price instability is the 
index of inflation expectations; in the US, as 
measured by the University of Michigan’s 
consumer survey, this has risen sharply from 
about 3.2% a year ago to 4.8%.

Stagflation—the portmanteau of stagna-
tion and inflation—is what an economy suf-
fers when growth stalls and inflation rises. 
Persistently rising price levels can feed  
expected inflation, and when these expecta-
tions rise, there is every likelihood of infla-
tion getting entrenched in the economy. 

H
ere’s a flash. No, not a news flash, 
but up-to-date data called Flash 
PMIs or Purchasing Managers’ Indi-

ces. Flash PMIs are advance high-frequency 
indicators of survey responses (released 
once 80-90% of survey responses have 
been received) that help us gauge the con-
temporaneous strength of economies. 
These indicators from the US, China, Ger-
many and Japan have begun to indicate 
slowing services activity around the world.

The S&P Global Composite Flash PMI for 
the US was at 51.7 in May, little changed 
from April. But an underlying detail 
revealed a slowing service sector at 51 and a 
still-robust manufacturing sector at 55.3. As 
measures, PMIs are ‘diffusion indices,’ 
which means that a reading above 50 
implies growth while one below points to a 
contraction. The US is not contracting, but 
the strength of its services sector at 51 is 
weakening. China’s non-manufacturing 
PMI fell below 50 in April and signs from 
advance retail sales indicate that it could 

Global indicators reveal a whiff of stagflation in the air
NARAYAN RAMACHANDRAN

is chairman, InKlude Labs. Read 

Narayan’s Mint columns at 

www.livemint.com/

avisiblehand

from its low six months ago. India has taken 
the Gulf supply disruption’s hit primarily 
on fuel prices, capital inflows and the rupee.

In a recent report, JPMorgan Research 
squarely lays blame for the sinking rupee on 
a dramatic reduction in foreign direct 
investment (FDI) into India. JPMorgan 

argues that FDI into a 
country is dependent on 
“push” and “pull” factors. 
‘Push factors’ such as rela-
tive interest rates started 
reversing when developed 
country central banks, 
including the US Fed, 
began increasing interest 
rates in 2022. Not recogni-
zing this sufficiently, India 
has done very little to 
address pull factors. ‘Pull 
factors’ are really code for 
strong economic reforms 
that make a material dif-

ference to the ease of doing business in 
India and makes the country a competitive 
source market for global supply chains. 

Many economists now believe that the 
pace of economic reform, openness and 
simplicity in the country must accelerate to 
attract modern business supply chains. 

This is what happened as a consequence of 
the Arab oil embargo in the 70s, resulting in 
persistently high inflation and weak growth 
around the world, which lasted well into the 
80s. The oil embargo and ensuing stagfla-
tion offer a hazy parallel with the geopolitics 
of today, with crude oil and petroleum prod-
uct supply constrained by 
the closure of the Strait of 
Hormuz. Oil prices have 
risen by some 40%. 

For most countries, 
stagflation is a dangerous 
economic scenario. For 
developing countries like 
India, it is even more sig-
nificant because it is par-
ticularly difficult to com-
bat. Intervening through 
monetary policy by 
increasing interest rates 
risks a negative impact on 
growth, while doing the 
opposite to stimulate employment risks 
stoking inflation. 

India’s Composite PMI remains strong at 
58, but with each passing day of the 
impeded flow of oil and petroleum prod-
ucts, this growth is at risk. 

Headline inflation began to rise steadily 

Worsening 

conditions 

suggest that 

it’s time for an 

urgent round 

of economic 

reforms in India
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Reductions in export duties on petrol, diesel and jet fuel anno-

unced on Sunday should help restore shipments to Europe. Du-

ties were increased to ensure an adequate domestic supply fol-

lowing the war in West Asia. India is a key intermediary in the

global oil trade, and its exports should benefit from high crude

oil prices and a depreciating rupee. Fuel shortages are forcing

the EU and Britain to soften their stance on not importing Rus-

sian crude refined in India. Exports to West Asia, the other sig-

nificant destination for India’s refined petroleum products,

will struggle till the Hormuz Strait is closed. The higher export

value can partly offset disruption in the volume of  India’s fuel

exports as consuming economies start rebuilding reserves of

crude oil and refined petroleum.

Resumption of  fuel exports underscores

India’s efforts to diversify its energy sour-

cing, an effort that gained momentum from

Ukraine and Iran wars. The switch to Rus-

sian crude and rising supplies from Afri-

ca and North and South America lessen

India’s reliance on its traditional yet poli-

tically sensitive suppliers in the Persian Gulf. This should

help with the recovery of  India’s petroleum exports as crude

oil supply from West Asia is restored after the Hormuz Strait

reopens. Indian refiners have more secure fuel supplies for cli-

ents who will be seeking supply chain resilience in a post-con-

flict oil market.

The other fallout from global energy conflict is India’s tilt to-

wards RE to reduce its import vulnerabilities. This, too, shou-

ld work in favour of  fuel exports over a longer term. The coun-

try has an ambitious plan to add petroleum refining capacity,

which can feed exports if  power grid improvements allow bet-

ter evacuation of  installed solar capacity.

Fuel Duty Cuts Can
Power Export Hike

Companies using AI are beginning to appreciate the costs

involved. They are either rationing its use, or deploying

it to optimise costs between hiring human workers and

digital agents. This turn of  events is welcome. Asking cli-

ents to pay for the technology they use regulates its deve-

lopment and commercial deployment. When investors

pick up the tab, they tend to be less discerning among the

good ideas and the bad. The energy and computing costs

of  AI must be transferred to consumers as demand picks

up in order to avoid runaway growth in capacity. Enter-

prise clients of  AI developers will have to make the transi-

tion to a structured use of  tokens so that results show up

in productivity metrics.

The cost of  AI, like any technology that preceded it, is

declining at prodigious rates. More efficient models are

pushing down the cost of  producing a unit of  intelligence.

Open source models and higher-effici-

ency small models are contributing to a

fierce price war. Yet, AI bills are climb-

ing because clients do not know how to

extract intelligence efficiently, are not

clear about the context needed, and ha-

ve allowed liberal access. This behavi-

our will change as companies get bet-

ter at deploying AI. The trick is to budget for declining

costs that are more than offset by a rise in consumption.

Consumers alone will not pick up the AI bill. Investors

are in a tearing hurry to get in on the action. A series of

giant IPOs lined up this year will give them an additional

opportunity to climb on the wagon. But these listings are

priced at levels that do not leave much on the table for new

investors. They also come tied with big governance car-

veouts. Essentially, investors are being asked to bet on in-

dividuals, rather than the technology that is shaping up.

The competitive intensity will leave some investors hold-

ing on to seriously overvalued stocks. Not all AI bets are

likely to pay off. In other words, the wheat will be separat-

ed from the chaff, and knowing which is which will be

helpful at this crucial stage.

Separate AI Wheat
From the Chaff
Transfer energy, computing costs to consumers

In popular narrative, India’s losing
out as an economy and stock market
because it doesn’t have any AI or
innovation story. But what is the AI
story? Is it all that it’s made out to be?

Take the stock market first. AI tech
was the driver for global markets. In
the last 3 yrs, you could get by in
global investing just buying stocks
of  the ‘Magnificent Seven’ — Micro-
soft, Apple, Amazon, Meta, Alphabet
(Google), Tesla and Nvidia. But these
arenot actually driving the global, or
even the US, market any more.
�Leadership has moved from the
S&P 500 index to the broader mar-
ket. Russell 2000, the small-cap
index for the US, is up 18% for the
year up to May vs 11% for S&P 500.
� It’s no longer the Mag Seven
driving even S&P 500. In 2023 and
2024, they accounted for over 50% of
the S&P upmove. In 2025, this came
down to 43%, and only two of  them
— Nvidia and Google — outper-
formed the index. In 2026, three of
the seven are down.
�The old economy sectors have

made a tremendous comeback.
�While the tech sector is up for the
year, it’s not companies setting up
AI capacity, but semiconductor,
hardware and electronic equipment
sub-sectors that have rallied bet-
ween 30% and 168% leading this
run. So, the likes of  Intel, AMD,
Texas Instruments, Corning, ON
Semiconductor, Micron, Qnity
Electronics, SanDisk and Dell —
which are on various points along
the semiconductor and hardware
chain — are all up between 60% and
600% in just 5 mths. These are the
sub-sectors that have also driven
Asian markets like South
Korea and Taiwan.

AI mega-scalers are
spending an astoun-
ding $750-900 bn this
year in capex.
Their stocks
might be strugg-
ling, but all
those suppliers
supplying
equipment and
technology for
their data centres
are the ones doing
well for now. But
semiconductor and
semiconductor equip-
ment sectors, like most capi-
tal-intensive industries, are highly
cyclical. Right now, they have
both great demand and unbe-

lievable pricing power. This may not
be the case 2 yrs later when capex
subsides.

So, what can we expect from the AI
industry?

Most of  the hype around AI is being
created by companies in fundraising
mode, either from private markets
or IPOs. Others whipping up frenzy
are early investors in companies like
Open AI and Anthropic. There is no
independent verification of  what
they are saying.

One Indian-origin Silicon Valley
biggie was talking about how AI will
bring down the cost of  most services

to zero. Zero?! AI is one of
the most capital-, energy-
and water-intensive indu-

stries of  all time. Who
exactly is going to pay

for returns on these
huge capital in-
vestments?

The real ques-
tions to ask are:
how long will AI
tech take to
succeed? Which

particular tech-
nology and compa-

nies will succeed?
Will even those compa-

nies make adequate
return on capital employed?

After the dotcom bust, it was tho-
ught that since the internet will be
used by everybody, you couldn’t go

wrong investing in internet in-
frastructure companies. The inter-
net is still carried across the world
on undersea cables. Global Crossing
laid many of  these cables, which are
still in use, but the company went
bankrupt more than 20 yrs ago.

Between mega data centres and
hiring or acquiring talent at mind-
boggling numbers, the cost of  being
in the AI game is sky-high, even
though 60-70% of  usage is currently
by low-paying students. There are
also additional dangers with this
growth being financed with debt,
both by mega players and by others
from whom they are leasing capacity.

Total debt for data centres is estima-
ted to cross $1 tn by 2028. This is
mostly against the security of  fast-
depreciating equipment and buil-
dings, increasing risk in the financi-
al system. Then there are a bunch of
financial tangles between compani-
es. Net of  all the details, it’s a case of
capital funding by bigger companies
like Nvidia, Meta or Microsoft
coming back as revenue for them.

For now, the AI music is still play-
ing. As Citibank’s then-CEO Chuck
Prince said before the 2008 mortgage
crisis, ‘As long as the music is play-
ing, you’ve got to get up and dance.’
This time, too, the bubble will burst.
The only unknown factor is when.

The writer is founder, chairperson, MD,

First Global

Double, Trouble, Toil & AI Bubble

Pop art

Devina Mehra

T
he West Asia crisis is drag-
ging itself  out longer than
expected. But it has given
India an opportunity to
claw itself  back into the

mainframe, as simultaneous conver-
sations on stitching a post-deal sce-
nario gather pace. This discussion
centres on derisking the future from
the Strait of  Hormuz, both globally
and within West Asia.

As a result, focus has returned to
three areas key to India’s interests:
Indo-Pacific, India-Middle East-Eu-
rope Economic Corridor (IMEC),
and Quad as both a platform that can
work out ways to derisk as well as a
security guarantor for alternate
supply chains.

But, first, the small, yet politically
important, short-term positive is on
the Pakistan front. It seems the long-
er negotiations have extended, the fo-
cal point of  interlocution has shifted
to the more seasoned player, Qatar.
Iranian speaker Mohammad Bagher
Ghalibaf  and foreign minister Abbas
Araghchi have been in Doha negotia-
ting through Qatari interlocutors.

Yes, the working draft is still called
‘Islamabad declaration’, and Pakis-
tan remains an important player, but
increasingly as a cover for Qatar,
which can’t be seen diluting GCC so-
lidarity, having been worst hit by
Iran, both militarily and eco-
nomically, along with the
UAE, Bahrain and Kuwait. 

But unlike the UAE,
which is working on viable
options to bypass Hormuz,
Qatar is still dependent on
the strait for movement of  go-
ods, gas and oil. Which is why it
has brought more urgency to the
negotiations. At the Shangri-La dia-
logue over the weekend, its deputy
PM Saoud bin Abdulrahman Al-Tha-
ni said that while Doha is against per-

manent tolling of  the strait, it’s flex-
ible on the idea of  a ‘temporary fee’ to
remove mines if  that helps clear up
the strait for commerce soon.

For India, the shift away from Pa-
kistan to Qatar is a plus. A key part of
the US-Iran deal is about the road
ahead with biggest consumers like
India, new rules of  political engage-
ment and safeguards against future
disruptions.

The war has caused deep distrust
between Iran and Gulf  countries,
particularly the UAE. Tehran has
dented Dubai’s economic identity, be-
sides causing disruption in oil trade.
The UAE has also taken strong excep-
tion to the fact that in this, Pakistan
sided with Iran, gave security cover
to Saudi Arabia (disbalancing the
UAE), and sought to raise its battered

profile, overlooking its own de-
pendency on the emirates.

India has walked into this opening
with greater trust and better econo-
mic prospects. It’s important to un-
derstand the way UAE, with Saudi

Arabia, is leading the effort to derisk
Gulf  commerce from Hormuz. The
purpose is to identify ports outside
the Hormuz Strait and find ways,
through land or rail, to transport oil
and gas to non-Hormuz ports.
Riyadh is building a 1,200 km
east-west pipeline that can
pump 7 mn barrels a day from
its eastern oil fields to its Red
Sea port of  Yanbu. Also, it’s
investing in a 8,000 km land
bridge railway project.

The UAE is betting on
Khor Fakkan and Fujairah
ports that lie on the other side of  stra-
it, with an opening into the Persian
Gulf. So, it’s working with Saudi Ara-
bia to connect Dammam and Shar-
jah through overland corridors with
these two ports, resulting in a land
bypass of  Hormuz.

The other set of  ports are with
Oman — Sohar, Salalah and Duqm —
which sit on the Arabian Sea, well
outside the strait. The UAE is wor-
king on the Hafeet rail link to Sohar,
while Sharjah has launched a logis-
tics corridor plan to link itself  up
with these three Omani ports. The
big picture in this hectic redrawing
of  logistics and supply chain lifeli-
nes of  West Asia are two outlets on
both sides — Europe to the north,
and India to the east.

This puts IMEC back in play, pro-
pelled by infrastructure initiatives

from within the Gulf, making it a fi-
nancially more credible and sustai-
nable effort, anchored by a sound se-
curity logic. India must make tweaks
and work the IMEC deal out with Eu-
rope and West Asia, without knot-
ting it up with the politics around re-
surrecting the Abraham Accords. 

For India, the strategic imagina-
tion around IMEC has been that of  a
bridge between West and East Asia.
The other beneficiaries will be the
non-Gulf  oil-gas producers — Rus-
sia, US, Venezuela and Canada, whe-
re distance has been an issue. Add to
that derisking Hormuz, and an enti-
rely different possibility surfaces:
the Pacific route.

At a time when the Gulf  is turning
to ports on different coasts, why can’t
North and South America, as well as
Russia, invest in the Pacific possibi-
lity? This typically puts Russia’s east
coast ports and the US’ west coast
ports in busi- ness, pushing
more fuel and gas through
Indo-Pacific.

So, if  GCC countries are into regio-
nal derisking of  the Hormuz, Indo-
Pacific is the big global derisk option.
And that’s where Quad is also getting
its fresh impetus from. What’s on the
table is a new architecture that will
require a set of  guarantors and rule-
makers committed to uphold free na-
vigation and open straits. India also
has potential for immediate post-deal
play with Iran — as an alternate buy-
er to China, if  it’s able to free up its oil
from US sanctions.

So, while the economic hit on India
is hard, by all accounts, enough work
is underway across countries on how
to throttle engines the day after the
deal. And it is here that India finds ad-
vantage, even though it may still se-
em a little over the horizon right now.

pranabdhal.samanta@timesofindia.com

Narrow the Gulf for Delhi

Counting ship in Oman

Pranab Dhal Samanta

STATE OF PLAY Conversation on derisking the future from Hormuz is good news for India

At a time when the
Gulf is turning to

ports on different
coasts, why can’t
North and South

America, as well as
Russia, invest in the
Pacific possibility?

Pakistan remains
an important player,

but increasingly as
a cover for Qatar,

which can’t be 
seen diluting GCC
solidarity, having

been worst hit 
by Iran

SUMIT PAUL

Recently, a 100% AI-generated
story, The Serpent in the Grove,
won the Commonwealth prize
for the Caribbean region. The
controversy has now become
one of  the biggest discussions in
the literary world surrounding
AI-generated fiction and the
future of  writing competitions.
Behaviourist B F Skinner raises
athought-provoking inquiry,
‘the real question is not whether
machines think but whether
men do’, into the nature of
human cognition in contrast to
capabilities of  machines and
their ethical use.

The primary concern should
not be whether machines can
think, but whether humans
truly exercise their capacity for
thought. By posing this ques-
tion, Skinner challenges us to
reflect on the essence of  huma-
nity and the unique qualities of
human intelligence that diffe-
rentiate us from AI.

AI must be subservient to
human intelligence and cogniti-
ve abilities. Man is a thinking
animal. We created, conceived
and conceptualised things to
simplify our tasks. Human
intelligence is boundless. It has
no limits. But machine-assisted
intelligence has its limitations.
We’re delegating thinking to AI.
We’re imprisoned in the realm of
machines and cannot escape.
Since we’ve built this prison, we
can only break its bars by using
and exercising our nature-given
intelligence, nous, discernment
and wisdom. AI can be intel-
ligent, but it cannot be discer-
ning and cognitive. Wisdom is
still not in the grasp of  AI. Only
humans are endowed with it and
only they can use with finesse.

AI: Wisdom
Vacuum?

The Edit PageTHE ECONOMIC TIMES
6 �

THE ECONOMIC TIMES | NEW DELHI / GURGAON | TUESDAY | 2 JUNE 2026 | WWW.ECONOMICTIMES.COM

Dipshtick Poll
Amuses No One
Apropos ‘Status Quo on Policy
Rate Likely as Threats Loom’ by
Rozebud Gonsalves (Jun 1), eve-
ryother month, newspaper (par-
ticularly financial) readers are
subjected to this painful ritual of
going through repo-rate forecast-
ing. The phenomenon owes its
origin to the introduction of  the
inflation-targeting framework.
Majorly, the economists in banks
provide their views in ‘Yes/No’
format. Now, forecasting in gen-
eral and monetary or economic
forecasting in particular aren’t
binary exercises; rather, those
are based on complex factors.
The forecasters, hopefully, con-
sider these factors. It’s also not
clear whether such views are
their own or those of  the banks
they work for. There’s a need for
adisclaimer. Instead of  focusing
on the repo rate, attention shou-
ld be paid to the Developmental
and Regulatory Policies announ-
ced along with the MPC decision.
Manas R Das

Pune

Chat Room

In fifteen days, there will be
no food in Aymar Castle. She
has done the arithmetic forwa-
rd and back. They have been
down to strangled rations for
weeks now, and there have
been mistakes. Thefts. Impul-
sive, desperate gorgings.

Even if  every soul in Aymar
Castle keeps to their allotted
portion — and Phosyne does
not think that is likely — every

soul in Aymar
Castle will run
out of  food in fif-
teen days. And
though Phosyne
is one of  the few
outside the Prio-
rywho can work
sums, everybody
else is bound to
realise this soon.

They are packed in one atop
the other; a castle meant to hold
at most three hundred for any
length of  time now shelters
three times that. Every nook
and cranny is full to bursting
of  terrified farmers and a piti-
ful handful of  overwrought
knights. They’ve been living
in this unbearable press for
almost six months now. 

It’s a testament to Ser Leode-
gardis’s leadership that they’ve
lasted this long, that the siege
outside their walls has not bro-
ken them, that plague has not
crashed down heavy on their
heads. But time is inexorable,
as is the human stomach.

The Starving
Saints

Caitlin Starling

PARANORMAL 
ACTIVITY

Paragraphs From Fiction

For decades, jugaad, India’s celebra-
ted knack for frugal improvisation,
has been romanticised as a symbol of
ingenuity and Indian creativity. It
has produced clever fixes, grassroots
innovations and occasionally bre-
akthrough ideas. But in the un-
forgiving arena of  global manufac-
turing, jugaad is no longer a strength.

India today stands at a critical inflec-
tion point. Global buyers are not char-
med by improvisation. They demand
zero defect, reliability and consistency.
Without these, ‘Made in India’ will
never command the premium trust
that global supply chains require.

India’s performance on competiti-
veness and innovation underscores
the urgency of  this shift. In World
Competitiveness Index 2025, India
ranks 41st out of  69 economies, far
behind China (5th) and the US (1st). In
Global Innovation Index 2025, India
is placed 38th out of  139 economies,
leading South Asia but trailing
innovation leaders like Switzerland,
Sweden and the US.

The paradox is stark: India excels
in ICT exports and startup valua-

tions, yet struggles to embed quality
and reliability into manufacturing
at scale. R&D expenditure remains
at 0.65% of  GDP, far below the OECD
average of  2.5%. Quality infrastruc-
ture exists — India ranks 5th globally
in standards and certification
systems — but adoption is uneven,
especially among MSMEs.

Global buyers demand three non-
negotiables: zero defect, reliability
and consistency. India’s ingenuity is
there. It has powered startups,
grassroots solutions and adaptive
resilience in resource constrained
environments. Yet, ingenuity must
now be transfigured into precision,
reliability and design excellence —
embedded into robust systems,
protecting IP and ensuring consis-
tency across every production line.

Improvised fixes, by definition,
tolerate compromise. They prize
speed over robustness, improvisa-
tion over discipline. These won’t do.
�Trust deficit:Supply chain part-
ners expect IP protection, process
discipline and first-time-right exe-
cution. Jugaad signals the opposite.
�Cost of  inconsistency:Defects
erode margins, delay shipments and
damage brand credibility.
�Barrier to scale: Improvised fix-
es cannot sustain the rigour of  Ind-
ustry 4.0, AI-driven manufacturing
or global certification regimes.

The world is moving toward preci-
sion manufacturing ecosystems
where reliability is the currency of

trust. India can’t afford to be seen as
the land of  clever hacks when
competitors are building reputa-
tions on uncompromising quality.
India must consciously retire the
jugaad narrative and replace it with
one centred on precision, reliability
and design excellence.

This is about elevating ingenuity.
Robustness comes from ‘first time
right, always right’. Only then will
global buyers label ‘Made in India’
as sought after.

Policymakers must incentivise
precision infrastructure — testing
labs, certification systems and R&D
spending. Industry leaders must
champion zero-defect cultures,
embedding structured, measurable
improvement across boardrooms
and shop floors. MSMEs, which
form the backbone of  India’s indust-
rial ecosystem, must embrace
scalable frameworks that move
them from diagnosis to direction,

from improvisation to excellence.
During Indian Foundation for

Quality Management (IFQM)
MSME Symposium held in Chennai
in March, captains of  industry
highlighted how strong MSME
ecosystems have driven industrial
success for countries like Japan,
China, South Korea and Germany.
They stressed upon adopting a
cluster-based approach as a scalable
solution that can become a ‘force
multiplier’, enabling wider out-
reach and localised impact.

Large enterprises and MSMEs must
recognise that quality transformation
is not a segmented agenda but a
shared national mission. India’s
industrial future depends on the
symbiosis between scale and agility:
large corporations bring global ex-
posure, capital and process discipline,
while MSMEs contribute resilience,
flexibility and employment depth.
When these two ends of  the spectrum
collaborate — through supply chain
integration, shared learning plat-
forms and joint capability-building —
the result is a multiplier effect. Toget-
her, they can embed zero-defect cultu-
res, accelerate innovation adoption
and elevate the India story.

Only when leaders champion
precision over jugaad will India
create waves of  change, embedding
process discipline as the true hall-
mark of  ‘Made in India’.

The writer is chairman, Bosch

Time to Junk Jugaad, To be Precise

Soumitra Bhattacharya

Set it out to pasture

All the world’s a stage — and Indian tourists seem determi-

ned to audition for the lead role wherever they land. Once a

payment is made, restraint, courtesy and self-awareness

seem to be optional. Last week’s viral reel of  a group break-

ing into a flash garba on the tarmac of  a Vietnamese airport

offered yet another masterclass in our global outreach pro-

gramme. But this was not an isolated case. Indians are well

known for turning pristine Alpine snowfields into garba-

ge dumps and haggling with flight attendants for ‘just one

more drink’. Many explanations have been offered for this

‘my way or the highway’ national habit. A newly acquired

economic swagger? Entitlement? After all, Indians were the

third-largest applicants for Schengen visas in 2025. Chro-

nic shortage of  civic sense? These are convenient diagno-

ses, but they miss the larger point. The real problem is our

spectacular misunderstanding of  what it means to be a ci-

tizen, especially a global citizen.

Global citizenship comes at a cost. But the currency isn’t

money. It’s respect for local customs, shared spaces, queu-

es, silence when called for, and the radical idea that other

people exist. Until we understand that foreign countries are

not extensions of  our drawing rooms or dress rehearsals

for big fat Indian weddings, we will continue to earn a repu-

tation as Bharat’s boorish brats.

Bharatiya Boorish
Brats Over the World

Indian tourists abroad have earned
areputation that’s travelled quickly

THINK ABOUT IT



Sidney Sheldon famously observed that, to the ancient
Greeks, the concept of justice (dikaiosini) was often
synonymous with vengeance (ekdikisis). Vadh-2 and
System, two films released this week on OTT, are based
on this very belief. The cornerstone of both films is:
“If the system can’t deliver justice, then it’s acceptable
to take the law into your own hands and seek
revenge.”

As expected, while Dhurandhar and Dhurandhar-2:
The Revenge, which dish out nationalism in the garb
of chauvinism, keep the moolah flowing into the mul-
tiplexes, these two films, which portray the pain of ordi-
nary people and their fight back, find shelter in the
comfort of home on OTT platforms.

After all, who cares so much about the common man

that they would visit a theatre to watch a film?
While both films depict protagonists

facing immense misery at the hands of
the high and mighty and then plotting
actions that result in the downfall of cul-
prits who got away scot-free under the
law, the story of Vadh-2 spans decades,
whereas in System, justice comes more
swiftly.

Also, while in Vadh-2 the wrongly framed character
accidentally gets an opportunity to settle scores, the
victims in System plan their moves meticulously. While
Vadh-2 begins at the crime scene and then moves to
prison, System opens in prison and then takes viewers
back to the crime. Both films slowly unravel the losses

suffered by the have-nots, their hardships, and finally
their retaliation.

The films explicitly depict how the affluent use not
only the judiciary and police but the entire system to 
shift the blame onto the downtrodden and escape
accountability. Apart from sterling performances by
the casts of both films, one remarkable feature of Vadh-
2 is seeing Luv Ranjan produce a film that is neither
a love story nor one that blames girls while support-
ing boys. Similarly, it is a pleasure to see Jyotika and
Sonakshi after a long time in System.

So, if you are sick and tired of the bravado of
Dhurandhar, or are waiting for Dhurandhar-2 to
arrive on OTT, these two films are worth watching.

Both Vadh-2 and System tap into a growing public
frustration with institutions that often
appear inaccessible to ordinary citizens.
Though rooted in the unsettling idea of
vigilante justice, the films compellingly
portray the anguish of the powerless and
their quest for accountability.

In an era dominated by larger-than-life
nationalist spectacles, these OTT releases offer a more
grounded reflection on inequality, injustice, and the
moral dilemmas that arise when the system itself
seems to fail.

DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 
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mentation of the Hong Kong Convention are
changing that calculus. By mandating haz-
ardous-material inventories, requiring Ship
Recycling Facility Plans, and aligning domestic
yards with internationally audited environ-
mental and worker-safety standards, India is
transforming Alang from a reputational liabili-
ty into a strategic asset. 

The greenfield megaport agenda addresses
what has long been India’s most glaring strate-
gic vulnerability: dependence on Colombo and
Singapore for the transshipment of Indian-
origin cargo. Vadhavan Port in Maharashtra, with
its natural deep draft of 20 metres
and the capacity to berth 18,000-
plus TEU ultra-large container
vessels, directly challenges that
dependency. More consequential
still is the Galathea Bay
Transshipment Hub in the Andaman and Nicobar
Islands, which sits astride the East-West global
trade artery. Once operational, it will make India
a genuine transshipment alternative for the
entire Indo-Pacific region. The “One Nation-One
Port” framework and Sagar Ankalan benchmark-
ing guidelines ensure that these assets operate
not as isolated facilities but as nodes in a nation-
ally integrated port grid.

The IMO’s revised 2023 GHG Strategy, which
targets net-zero maritime emissions by or
around 2050, is reshaping commercial shipping
faster than most port authorities have appreci-
ated. India is not waiting to be compelled.
Deendayal and V.O. Chidambaranar ports are
being developed as primary bunkering hubs for
zero-emission marine fuels, green hydrogen, and
e-methanol. The Paradip Port Authority has exe-
cuted a landmark `45,000 crore MoU with
ACME Clean Tech Solutions to anchor regional
green-fuel production. 

India has made its choice. Capital and connec-
tivity are the twin enablers of maritime power.
The ̀ 25,000 crore Maritime Development Fund,
supported by the Sagarmala Financial Services
Corporation Limited, finally gives domestic

shipbuilders the long-term debt and equity
runway to contest a market long dominated by
South Korean, Japanese, and Chinese yards. On
the digital front, the Sagarmala Digital Centre of
Excellence, developed with C-DAC, is embedding
Artificial Intelligence and blockchain logistics into
a Virtual Trade Corridor under the India-Middle
East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC). This is not
incrementalism. India is architecting itself as a
central node, not a peripheral stop, in the most
consequential new trade corridor of this century.

Transformations of this scale do not happen
through policy documents alone. They require
sustained political will, the ability to reconcile
conflicting federal interests, and the patience to
convert long-horizon investments into institu-
tional momentum.

Under the stewardship of Shri Sarbananda
Sonowal, Minister for Ports, Shipping and Inland
Water Transport, the Ministry has shepherded
this entire legislative and infrastructural archi-
tecture from concept to execution. That India’s
major port capacity doubled over the past
decade, and that this expansion was paired with
regulatory modernisation, international conven-
tion compliance, and a coherent green-transi-
tion strategy, reflects governance that is both
visionary and disciplined. 

Candour demands acknowledgement of the
frictions ahead. The `80 lakh crore capital
requirement for the 2047 vision demands a qual-
itative leap in Public-Private Partnership archi-
tecture. This will require risk-sharing models

sophisticated enough to attract
global institutional capital
without compromising strate-
gic sovereignty. The expanded
oversight mandate of the
Maritime State Development

Council has, at points, generated administrative
friction between central ambition and state-level
execution. And Galathea Bay, however strategic
its location, must compete against ports that have
decades of operational optimisation on their side.
India will need aggressive tariff structures,
zero-touch automated customs, and seamless
bunkering to make the choice of Indian hubs a
commercial compulsion rather than a diplomat-
ic courtesy.

India’s maritime moment is not a future aspi-
ration; it is an unfolding reality. The legislative
foundation has been laid, capital mobilised, inter-
national conventions engaged, and the green
transition initiated. What remains is the discipline
of execution: ensuring that the speed of physi-
cal construction is matched by the agility of reg-
ulatory adaptation, that central ambition is trans-
lated faithfully at the state level, and that the
private sector is given the confidence to commit
capital at the scale the vision demands. India’s
7,500-kilometre coastline has always been a geo-
graphic fact. It is now becoming a strategic instru-
ment. Policymakers who fail to grasp the full
weight of that shift will find themselves operat-
ing with an outdated map.

Editor’s

Myanmar’s President Min Aung Hlaing is in India on his five-
day maiden visit. The controversy and protests started even as
he landed in Bodh Gaya on Saturday. The optics were
meticulously choreographed, but the baggage the President
carries is simply too heavy to be whitewashed. Here was a man
who led a coup against a democratically elected government in
2021, receiving ceremonial honours from the world’s largest
democracy. In February 2021, military chief Min Aung Hlaing
overthrew Myanmar’s democratically elected government,
arresting Aung San Suu Kyi on flimsy charges. But this time, the
resistance was sizeable. The junta has lost control of over half
the country’s territory. Desperate to project legitimacy, the
military has staged heavily restricted, staggered elections —
widely dismissed as a sham - with the NLD dissolved and major
rebel groups boycotting the process entirely, leaving Myanmar’s
political crisis far from resolution.

Yet to dismiss India’s decision to host him as a moral
contradiction would be simplistic. It is a bid to balance the
geopolitics of the region and engage with a regime that rules
an important neighbour. India shares 1,643 kilometres of
border with Myanmar. Across that frontier lie insurgent groups,
drug-trafficking networks, and the shadow of Chinese influence.
No Indian government, regardless of its ideological persuasion,
can afford to look away from Naypyidaw simply because its
leader came to power through a coup. Three imperatives have
consistently driven India’s Myanmar calculus. First, instability in
Myanmar spills directly into India’s North-East. Managing that
volatility requires engagement, not isolation. Second, India’s Act
East policy — its strategic pivot towards South-East Asia -
depends critically on Myanmar as its land bridge. The Kaladan
Multi-Modal Corridor, the India-Myanmar-Thailand Highway,
and the Sittwe Port are not abstract diplomatic assets; they are
concrete infrastructure projects that India has spent years and
considerable resources building. Third, and perhaps most
urgently, China looms large. Beijing has embedded itself
deeply in Myanmar’s economy. For India, allowing the junta to
drift entirely into China’s orbit is simply not an option.

New Delhi engaged with the junta through the 1990s.
History, it seems, keeps repeating itself, but it also carries
warnings. By legitimising Min Aung Hlaing, India risks being
seen as an enabler of a regime that has prosecuted a brutal civil
conflict and conducted deeply contested elections.

The National Unity Government and exiled communities in
Delhi are already protesting New Delhi’s decision to host the
President. The deeper question is whether India’s engagement
actually moves Myanmar towards a genuine democratic
transition — or whether it merely allows the junta to garner
international respectability while continuing business as usual
at home. New Delhi would argue that engagement beats
isolation. But engagement without pressure on the junta to
restore democracy will reflect poorly on India’s standing. How
New Delhi articulates its position will go a long way towards
balancing its moral position and regional compulsions.

As Myanmar’s President Min Aung Hlaing
visits India, strategic imperatives appear to

be outweighing democratic principles

India’s strategic gamble
with Myanmar’s Junta

Adieu Suman Kalyanpur 
The passing of veteran playback singer and Padma
Bhushan awardee Suman Kalyanpur marks the end of a
cherished chapter in Indian music. She belonged to a gen-
eration of artists whose voices helped define the golden
age of Bollywood and left an indelible imprint on the cul-
tural memory of the nation. Her departure is not merely
the loss of a singer but the fading of one of the last living
links to an extraordinary musical era. 

Suman Kalyanpur possessed a voice of remarkable ele-
gance and emotional depth.  Classics such as “Na Tum
Hamen Jano,” “Dil Ek Mandir Hai,” “Aaj Kal Tere Mere Pyar
Ke Charche,” and “Tumne Pukara Aur Hum Chale Aaye”
continue to evoke nostalgia among listeners. Her mem-
orable duets with Mohammed Rafi remain benchmarks
of musical harmony and artistic excellence. 

Despite sharing an era with some of the greatest names
in Indian playback singing, she carved out her own dis-
tinct identity through dedication and humility. Her
journey serves as an enduring inspiration to aspiring musi-
cians who seek success through talent and perseverance
rather than publicity. Though Suman Kalyanpur is no
longer with us, her timeless melodies will continue to echo
through generations, ensuring that her legacy remains
immortal. 

RUKMA SHARMA I PUNJAB

AI: India’s women at the forefront  
The latest Stanford AI Index 2026 report offers encourag-
ing evidence of India’s growing influence in the field of
artificial intelligence. Particularly noteworthy is the
finding that Indian women have achieved an AI-skill pen-
etration score of 1.9, surpassing their counterparts in coun-
tries such as the United States and the United Kingdom. 

For decades, advanced technologies were largely
associated with a handful of developed nations. Today,
Indian women are increasingly participating in and
shaping one of the most transformative technological rev-
olutions of our time. Their growing engagement with arti-
ficial intelligence demonstrates not only access to learn-
ing opportunities but also determination to compete and
excel on a global stage. However, the significance of this
achievement extends beyond statistics. Artificial intelli-
gence is rapidly becoming a foundational skill for the
twenty-first century, influencing industries, governance,
healthcare, education, and research. The challenge now
is to convert technical proficiency into innovation, entre-
preneurship, and leadership. Skill development must
evolve into the creation of new products, companies, and
groundbreaking discoveries. If current trends continue,
India’s women could play a defining role in shaping the
future of AI. 

VIJAY SINGH ADHIKARI I UTTARAKHAND  

TAKE

INDIA’S 7,500-
KILOMETRE

COASTLINE HAS
ALWAYS BEEN A

GEOGRAPHIC
FACT. IT IS NOW

BECOMING A
STRATEGIC

INSTRUMENT.
POLICYMAKERS

WHO FAIL TO
GRASP THE FULL
WEIGHT OF THAT
SHIFT WILL FIND

THEMSELVES
OPERATING WITH

AN OUTDATED
MAP.

Devotees carry sacred Ganga water in vessels for Lord Shiva’s jalabhishek ritual
during the Jyeshtha Somwar, in Prayagraj.    
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Royal Challengers Bengaluru’s

recent IPL triumph offers valuable

lessons that extend far beyond the

cricket field. What makes their

success remarkable is not the

dominance of a single superstar or

a sweep of individual awards.

Instead, the team’s victory was

built on collective effort, with

different players stepping forward

at crucial moments throughout the

tournament. It demonstrated that

sustained success often emerges

from teamwork rather than

individual brilliance.The

achievement also highlights the

importance of trust and long-term

commitment. Virat Kohli’s enduring

association with the franchise has

been widely praised as an example

of loyalty and perseverance. His

journey reflects the reality that

meaningful success often requires

patience, resilience, and faith in a

shared vision.Equally significant

was the management’s willingness

to stand by players during difficult

phases. In modern professional

environments, individuals are

often judged solely by short-term

results. RCB’s approach showed the

value of supporting people through

setbacks rather than discarding

them at the first sign of failure.

Such confidence can inspire

individuals to rediscover their

potential and contribute

meaningfully when it matters

most. The team’s success carries an

important message for

organisations, educational

institutions, and workplaces alike.

Excellence is achieved when talent

is nurtured, trust is maintained,

and every individual feels

empowered to contribute. RCB’s

victory  a compelling lesson in

leadership, teamwork, and

organisational culture.

AP THIRUVADI I CHENNAI

RCB’S IPL TRIUMPH OFFERS VALUABLE
LESSONS BEYOND THE CRICKET FIELD 
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India long underutilised its maritime potential. That is changing rapidly. Through sweeping reforms, modern ports, green
shipping initiatives, and major infrastructure investments, India is emerging as a leading maritime power.
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Data breach demands accountability
The Central Board of Secondary Education (CBSE) broke
its silence on the ongoing controversy surrounding On-
Screen Marking (OSM) on Sunday. However, what stands
out most in this entire episode is not only the alleged secu-
rity vulnerability of the portal, but also the alarming
manner in which students’ sensitive information 
was left exposed, highlighting a significant lapse in 
data security.

While the CBSE has done well to acknowledge the issue
and deploy cybersecurity experts, its response appears
to be reactive rather than responsible, as action was taken
only after the matter was flagged publicly. 

The mix-up reported by a Class 12 student during re-
evaluation adds another layer of concern. These are not
minor glitches. For students, who trust the system with
their academic future, such lapses by the institution are
deeply unsettling.

The Board’s assurance must be followed by greater
transparency: who was affected, what data was accessed,
and what structural changes are being made to prevent
a recurrence. 

The youth of our nation deserve more than reassurances
on social media. Accountability, not silence, is what the
system owes these students.

A. MYILSAMI | COIMBATORE

SHANKAR SAHAY

The sea does not forgive strategic ambivalence.
Nations that have ceded control of maritime
chokepoints, neglected their shipbuilding base,
or outsourced the transshipment of their own
cargo to foreign intermediaries have, without
exception, paid a steep geopolitical price. India,
for much of its post-Independence history, was
content to watch from the shoreline. That
posture is now being dismantled, deliberately, sys-
tematically, and with a clarity of national purpose
that commands attention.

The architectural framework for this transfor-
mation rests on two interlocking blueprints.
Maritime India Vision 2030 provides the opera-
tional scaffolding, with over 150 initiatives target-
ing vessel turnaround times, coastal shipping
expansion, and a doubling of major port capac-
ity to 1,630 Million Tonnes Per Annum (MTPA). The
Amrit Kaal Vision 2047 casts a longer shadow:
more than 300 benchmarks pointing towards
smart ports, dedicated shipbuilding clusters, and
carbon neutrality across India’s major transit hubs.
Together, these are not wish lists; they are the
coordinates of a nation that has chosen to
compete at the apex of global maritime com-
merce.

Physical infrastructure, however, is only as
durable as the law that governs it. Three landmark
pieces of legislation enacted in 2025 have restruc-
tured the regulatory foundation from the ground
up. The Merchant Shipping Act broadened vessel
definitions, dismantled archaic ownership restric-
tions inherited from the colonial era, and created
competitive financing pathways to incentivise
international tonnage to fly the Indian flag. 

The Indian Ports Act harmonised domestic port
operations with international green safety stan-
dards, including rigorous ballast-water manage-
ment protocols in line with the IMO’s Ballast Water
Management Convention - a compliance posture
that shields Indian ports from regulatory penal-
ties and signals premium reliability to global ship-
ping lines. The Coastal Shipping Act, by decentral-
ising customs barriers for domestic cabotage, has
already triggered a 118 per cent surge in coastal
shipping volumes, freeing deep-water berths for
high-value international cargo.

Perhaps no single indicator better captures the
seriousness of India’s international commit-
ment than its implementation of the Hong Kong
International Convention for the Safe and
Environmentally Sound Recycling of Ships, 2009.
For years, the vessel-recycling industry at Alang,
the world’s largest ship-breaking yard, attracted
both economic interest and humanitarian criti-
cism. India’s ratification and progressive imple-

When justice fails, revenge takes centre stage



Liberalisation of the
Indian economy, 35
years back, was a
forced choice. Is it
high time that
imagination was
also liberalised, but
voluntarily and not
by force?

Once upon a
time, India gave the
world zero, plastic
surgery, astronomy,

Yoga, Ayurveda, and the list goes on. However, it
is now a nation that consumes innovation far more
than it creates. While celebrating start-ups, uni-
corns, and IPOs, we have mastered the art of inno-
vating peripherally but importing the crux.

The numbers do not lie. India spends only
around 0.7 per cent of its GDP on Research and
Development (R&D), a number that has remained
almost the same over time, whereas developed
nations like Israel and South Korea spend over 5
per cent. Even the USA and China spend over 3 per
cent on R&D. This is becoming a structural hand-
icap. While calling ourselves a knowledge
economy, we are barely investing in knowledge.

Patents per million of population remain minus-
cule, while India produces millions of engineers
every year. We are the software capital of the world
but import hardware, chips, medical devices, etc.
We host GCCs and global R&D hubs, but often for
global headquarters rather than for indigenous
innovation.

India’s R&D debate is based on a dangerous

notion that innovation is the responsibility of the
government alone. In developed economies
across the globe, such as the USA, Japan, Germany,
and China, R&D financing by the business sector
exceeds 60 per cent. However, in India, the gov-
ernment is often seen as the main culprit if R&D
is not taking off.

In crucial sectors such as defence, nuclear
energy, space, DPI, and critical minerals, heavy gov-
ernment R&D spending is understandable. Recent
measures under PM Modi, such as the establish-
ment of ANRF and the RDI Fund, reflect the gov-
ernment’s seriousness towards R&D. However,
innovation is never only a state subject; it is pri-
marily market-led.

Neither the smartphone was invented by any
ministry, nor was the semiconductor revolution
driven by subsidies alone. Even AI was not born
inside government labs. Across the developed
world, private capital bears risks that public
finance cannot justify to voters.

And here lies India’s paradox: Corporate India
is cash-rich but research-poor. India Inc. sits on
unprecedented cash reserves but has a limited
appetite for long-term risk. Share buy-backs, div-
idends, real-estate expansion, and financial invest-
ments often take priority over deep research.

Why? Because innovation in India is structural-
ly irrational. Not intellectually irrational, but eco-
nomically irrational, as innovation requires three
things: risk, time, and freedom. India’s regulato-
ry culture taxes all three, while companies face
compliance burdens, slow approvals, policy
unpredictability, and weak industry-academia col-
laboration.  The result? Firms choose certainty over

curiosity. Why invest in uncertain deep tech
when regulatory arbitrage, market dominance, or
financial engineering deliver low-hanging fruit?
India rewards scale. Innovation rewards uncertain-
ty. Any guess which one boards prefer?

Subsidies vs science
Here lies the political reality policymakers rarely
say aloud. In a democracy, governments must
spend on areas such as social welfare, poverty alle-
viation, disaster management, infrastructure,
health, education, and various subsidies. These are
not optional but democratic obligations. Expecting
the government to dramatically increase R&D
spending while shouldering these responsibilities
is wishful thinking in a developing democracy.

Innovation cannot be funded only by taxpayers
when corporations sit on huge idle capital. India
does not have an R&D spending problem. It has

a private-sector risk-appetite problem. And this
threatens the notion of Viksit Bharat. Moreover,
India loves the word jugaad. It celebrates frugal
innovation, improvisation, and cost optimisation.
However, frugality is not the same as innovative
research. Jugaad produces incremental efficien-
cy. R&D produces technological sovereignty.

Nations that invest and invent in futuristic fields
such as AI, quantum computing, semiconductors,
critical minerals, renewable energy, etc. will set the
rules of trade, security, and geopolitics. Nations that
do not will borrow the future. The transition from
jugaad to genuine invention is the need of the hour.

The uncomfortable truth about Indian capital-
ism is that it has matured in a protected ecosys-
tem characterised by high entry barriers in several
sectors, market concentration in key industries,
strong returns in infrastructure, finance, and ser-
vices, and limited competition. In such an environ-
ment, the incentive to invest in risky R&D is low.

Competition drives innovation. Market power
reduces the need for it. Until competition becomes
the prime mover of corporate growth, research will
remain peripheral.

India does not need mere slogans about inno-
vation, but incentives aligned with invention. This
necessitates paradigm shifts, such as making R&D
financially rational through stronger tax incentives
tied to actual research output, public procurement
that prioritises domestic innovation, and faster IP
enforcement and patent processing.

Moreover, it is worthwhile to make risk cultur-
ally acceptable by encouraging corporate venture
funding for deep tech, rewarding long-term R&D
in stock-market valuations, and reforming the

bankruptcy stigma associated with failed innova-
tion ventures. Additionally, universities and aca-
demic institutions should be groomed as engines
of industry by incentivising industry-funded
research chairs, permitting flexible hiring and pay
structures in research institutions, and creating
shared industry-academic laboratories. Innovation
ecosystems are not built by policy documents
alone, but by aligned incentives.

India is a fast-growing economy, but growth
without innovation has limits. An economy can
grow by adding labour, capital, and productivity.
India has relied heavily on the first two, but sus-
tained prosperity depends on the third. Without
innovation, growth eventually slows.

Without invention, incomes stagnate and
strategic autonomy weakens. The demographic
dividend will not last forever, and cheap labour is
not a permanent advantage. Innovation is the only
long-term multiplier. The 20th century exhorted
India to become independent; the 21st century asks
it to become inventive. Government labs, start-ups,
and academia cannot achieve this alone.

Corporate India must decide whether it wants
to be merely wealthy or truly consequential for
Viksit Bharat. Nations that stop inventing eventu-
ally start importing their destiny, and history rarely
remembers those who only bought the future.

When I stood on the podium as Kettlebell World
Champion, people asked which training facility
I came from. What sports science team support-
ed me. What recovery protocols I followed. The
honest answer surprised them: I had a coach who
believed in me, a family rooted in Army discipline,
and a hunger that no lab could have designed.

Both my parents served in the Indian Armed
Forces. Growing up in that environment, fitness
wasn’t a lifestyle choice; it was a way of being. Pre-
dawn drills weren’t motivation. They were just
Tuesday. That story, in different textures, is the
story of almost every elite Indian woman in sport.
It is not primarily a story of systems. It is a story
of soul. And right now, India stands at a rare cross-

roads where that soul is finally beginning to meet the system it has always deserved.
“The West built the pipeline first and the athletes followed. India has always had the

athletes. It is finally, urgently, building the pipeline.”
The infrastructure gap between India and Western sporting nations is real, and it

matters. Title IX, the landmark 1972 US legislation, banned gender discrimination in fed-
erally funded education - and its impact on women’s sport was seismic. Before it passed,
fewer than 295,000 girls competed in high-school sport in America. By 2019, that number
had risen to 3.4 million.

Today, 60 per cent of American high-school girls participate in organised sport. Women
now make up 44 per cent of all NCAA athletes, compared to under 16 per cent before
1972. Norway, the Netherlands, and Australia have invested for decades in gender-neutral
coaching pipelines, sports nutrition, and physiotherapy access, often from as young as
twelve. The result isn’t just more women competing. It’s women competing longer, better,
and with far fewer career-ending injuries that come from undertrained, under-support-
ed early years. In India, that support structure has historically been the exception, not
the rule. Talent has too often been discovered after it already proved itself, which means
untold numbers of girls never got the chance to prove it at all.

But the data doesn’t capture everything. Mirabai Chanu grew up in Manipur carry-
ing firewood for her family because they couldn’t afford the bus. She became an Olympic
silver medallist and world record holder
in weightlifting. Deepika Kumari prac-
tised archery on handmade bamboo
bows in Jharkhand before becoming
world number one.

These are not feel-good footnotes. They
are evidence of something the score-
board doesn’t show: the conditioning
that comes from consequence.

When failure isn’t an option you philo-
sophically reject but a reality you liter-
ally cannot afford, you develop a relation-
ship with pressure that no training pro-
gramme can manufacture. India’s
women athletes have been learning
that lesson for generations.

The Women’s Sports Foundation’s landmark 2024 Play to Lead study, spanning seven
generations of women athletes, confirmed what coaches here have known intuitive-
ly: girls who play sport develop leadership skills, emotional resilience, and decisiveness
under pressure that last a lifetime. Seventy-one per cent of women with formal lead-
ership titles — manager, director, C-suite — had been youth sport participants.

The field is not just a playing surface. It is a classroom for life. “Where Western ath-
letes learn resilience as a studied skill, Indian athletes carry it as lived experience and
then as a competitive edge.”

For generations, the unspoken contract for ambitious Indian women was this: you
may excel, but only in one direction. Career or family. Medals or motherhood. Public
achievement or private fulfilment. Mary Kom simply refused to sign it, and did so in the
most unambiguous terms. A six-time world boxing champion, an Olympic medallist, a
daughter, a wife, and a mother of three. Not sequentially. Simultaneously. She is not
an anomaly. She is a blueprint. The capacity to carry multiple heavy things at once, to
train through exhaustion, to compete through doubt, to return to the ring after heart-
break, is not something a sports science lab teaches. It comes from life. And Indian women,
by necessity and by character, have been training for it their entire lives.

Across India’s cities, a quiet revolution is underway. Women who work full-time, raise
families, and also train, not because they have the luxury of doing so, but because sport
has become non-negotiable to who they are. They train at 5 a.m. They compete on week-
ends. They mentor younger girls on evenings when most people are watching televi-
sion. This hybrid model, where women fold sport into already full lives, is uniquely Indian
in texture. Globally, elite sport tends to demand exclusivity: you either commit entire-
ly or not at all. India’s women are showing a third way.

And increasingly, formal structures are arriving to support it. The government’s Khelo
India initiative has opened national pathways for young athletes across genders and
disciplines, with over 5,600 athletes competing across 36 states and union territories
at the 2024 Youth Games alone. Corporate sponsorships are growing. Social media vis-
ibility has made stars of athletes from small towns who once trained entirely in anonymi-
ty. So is the gap between Indian and Western women athletes about genetics or biology?
The science is clear: no. Athletic capacity does not follow national or ethnic lines. Kenyan
and Ethiopian women dominate long-distance running. East Asian women lead in gym-
nastics and precision sports. India’s Mirabai Chanu holds world records.

The differences are structural, not biological: pipeline, funding, access, and time.
What changes when you take an athlete shaped by scarcity and give her access? The

answer, playing out in real time across Indian sport, is that she becomes extraordinary.
Not in spite of where she came from, but in some irreducible
way, because of it. I have a coach. I have a support system. I
am one of the luckier ones. But the foundation, the absolute
refusal to quit, the understanding that discomfort is not a reason
to stop, was built long before any of that arrived. It was built
in cantonments, in pre-dawn runs, in a childhood that treated
discipline not as punishment but as preparation. Multiply that
story across the millions of girls in this country who are already
running, lifting, throwing, and swimming, most of them with
far less support than they deserve.  India’s sporting era is here
— women are leading the way.
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from 2013-14 onwards. The nationwide rollout
in 2026, however, represented one of India’s
largest digital evaluation exercises, involving
about 17 lakh Class XII students and nearly 98
lakh answer scripts. Such an undertaking
required seamless integration of scanning
infrastructure, secure storage, high-capacity
servers, evaluation software, trained examin-
ers, moderation systems, and student-access
platforms. Given the scale and complexity of the
exercise, the rollout appears to have proceed-
ed without adequate large-scale dry runs,
stress testing, and stakeholder preparedness,
exposing significant implementation chal-
lenges.

However, the rollout was soon marred by
reports of portal glitches,
payment gateway failures,
server congestion, and diffi-
culties in accessing scanned
answer scripts. Concerns deep-
ened further over blurred scans,

missing pages, unchecked responses, inconsis-
tent marking, and questions regarding the com-
pleteness and correct indexing of digitised
answer books.

The controversy showed that digital evalua-
tion is far more than digitising answer books.
It requires secure infrastructure, trained exam-
iners, quality controls, and transparent verifi-
cation. Failure at any stage can undermine trust
in the system. Ironically, a reform aimed at
enhancing transparency and accountability
itself raised questions about transparency,
verification, and trust.

Perhaps the most consequential flaw in the
OSM rollout was the decision to charge for
access to scanned answer scripts. Since answer
books had already been digitised as part of the
evaluation workflow, students were effective-
ly being asked to pay to access and verify records
that were largely their own intellectual work.
This raises a fundamental question: why should
students pay to inspect and verify answer
scripts that had already been created and
stored in digital form?

The fee-based access model also created
avoidable technological and administrative
problems. Students repeatedly encountered
server overload, portal glitches, payment
gateway failures, delayed script delivery, and dif-
ficulties accessing scanned answer books
within limited time windows. Because access
was restricted and linked to payment, large
numbers of students attempted to download
their scripts simultaneously, creating concen-
trated demand and congestion on the system.

More importantly, the approach missed an
opportunity to build transparency directly into
the evaluation process. Since answer scripts
were already digitised before evaluation, CBSE
could have securely shared encrypted digital
copies with all students and parents by default
through authenticated portals, email, or regis-
tered mobile applications. Students could then
verify within a defined period that the scripts
were complete, readable, correctly indexed, and
genuinely theirs, including all supplementary
sheets. Such a verification layer would likely
have detected many issues at an early stage,
including blurred scans, missing pages, wrongly
uploaded scripts, and incomplete digitisation.
It would also have distributed server load

more evenly, rather than concentrating access
requests within a paid application window. In
effect, a transparency-driven model could have
reduced disputes, minimised technological
failures, improved public confidence, and trans-
formed millions of students into the first line of
verification for the digital evaluation ecosystem.

Proposed National Digital Evaluation
Model (NDEM)
The National Digital Evaluation Model (NDEM)
can build upon the strengths of CBSE’s OSM
while addressing the weaknesses exposed
during its rollout.
Digitisation: Under NDEM, answer scripts should
first be scanned using standardised high-reso-
lution infrastructure and securely archived
with appropriate cybersecurity safeguards.
Before evaluation begins, encrypted digital
copies of answer scripts should be delivered free
of cost to students and parents through authen-
ticated portals, email, or registered mobile appli-
cations. Students should be given a limited ver-
ification window to confirm that the scripts are
complete, readable, correctly indexed, and
genuinely their own, including all supplemen-
tary sheets.
Digital  Evaluation: Simultaneously, detailed
subject-wise, step-wise marking schemes should
be finalised and published. Once script verifi-
cation is completed, evaluation should proceed
through trained examiners using standardised
digital platforms. Digital audit trails, centralised
moderation, automated totalling checks,
anomaly-detection systems, and random quality
audits should continuously monitor consisten-
cy and compliance with prescribed SOPs.
Self-VVerification: After evaluation, students
would already possess both their answer
scripts and the approved marking schemes. This
would enable them to independently esti-
mate their likely scores and compare them with
officially awarded marks. Significant devia-
tions could then trigger targeted review mech-
anisms, thereby reducing the need for large-
scale re-evaluation requests.
Review: The model retains re-checking and re-
evaluation as final safeguards but shifts the
emphasis from post-result dispute resolution to
pre-evaluation verification and transparency.

By combining secure technology, standard-
ised evaluation, student verification, and digital
accountability, NDEM can create a transparent,
auditable, and trustworthy evaluation ecosys-
tem for Board, university, admission, and
recruitment examinations across India.

The success of MCQ-based examinations has
shown that transparency, verification, and
digital auditability strengthen public trust and
system integrity. Descriptive evaluation must
now evolve on similar principles.

The proposed National Digital Evaluation
Model (NDEM) should be supported by robust
SOPs, reliable scanning infrastructure, secure
archival systems, high-capacity servers, struc-
tured examiner training, standardised step-wise
marking schemes, strong cybersecurity safe-
guards, and automated audit mechanisms.
Most importantly, scanned answer scripts
should be securely provided free of cost to all
students and parents, enabling verification of
completeness, readability, and authenticity
before evaluation begins.

By extending the transparency framework of
MCQ-based examinations to descriptive assess-
ments, NDEM can transform evaluation into a
transparent, verifiable, auditable, and student-
centric ecosystem.
Importantly, the frame-
work can be implement-
ed immediately, helping
address many issues
exposed during the
CBSE-OSM rollout. If
adopted carefully, NDEM
can become a national
benchmark for digital
evaluation and restore
confidence in large-
scale examination
systems.

Teaching-Learning-
Evaluation (TLE) is the
core of any education
system, with evalua-
tion as the most conse-
quential component
because it directly
affects students’ acad-
emic progress and
future opportunities.
After years of effort,
preparation,  and
investment, students
have a legitimate right

to know how their answer scripts were assessed-how
marks were awarded, how step-marking was applied,
which responses were left unchecked, and where marks
were deducted despite substantial conceptual correct-
ness. Transparency in evaluation is therefore essential
for academic fairness and trust. Over the years, concerns
have repeatedly surfaced about hurried evaluation,
unchecked responses, inconsistent marking, examin-
er subjectivity, and unexplained variations in award-
ing marks, highlighting the need for more transparent,
verifiable evaluation systems.

Responding to long-standing demands for greater
transparency, CBSE introduced the On-Screen Marking
(OSM) system for the Class XII Board Examination, replac-
ing conventional pen-and-paper (PnP) evaluation with
digital assessment. Physical answer books are scanned
and evaluated digitally through a controlled software
platform. While this marked a major shift towards trans-
parency and standardisation, the rollout was soon over-
shadowed by technological glitches, evalu-
ation anomalies, and concerns about the
credibility and verifiability of the process.

Broadly, written examinations are of two
types: Multiple Choice Question (MCQ)-
based (objective) and descriptive (subjective).
In both cases, evaluation systems are increasingly
expected to leverage digital technologies to improve
transparency, standardisation, accountability, and
verifiability.

In MCQ-based examinations, evaluation is objective
and straightforward because responses are matched
against predefined answer keys. Such examinations
commonly use Optical Mark Recognition (OMR) sheets,
copies of which are often made available to candidates.
After provisional answer keys are released, stakehold-
ers may submit objections before final answer keys are
frozen. Candidates can then independently estimate
and verify their scores against declared results. Since
the process is binary and machine-verifiable, it involves
minimal subjectivity and limited scope for disputes.

This transparency framework-comprising disclo-
sure of OMR sheets, publication of provisional answer
keys, stakeholder feedback, and release of final answer
keys-was pioneered and advocated by the author
through sustained efforts during the early 2010s. It has
since been adopted by most major admission and
recruitment examinations in the country, such as IIT,
CBSE, NTA, and others. More recently, UPSC adopted the
same SOPs for the Civil Services (Preliminary)
Examination, 2026.

Beyond transparency, the digital MCQ-OMR ecosys-
tem has also provided valuable audit trails for inves-
tigative and judicial scrutiny, including in major
admission and recruitment controversies such as the
West Bengal teacher recruitment case.

Descriptive examinations operate in a fundamental-
ly different environment. Answers are analytical, inter-
pretative, or procedural, with marks awarded for inter-
mediate steps, reasoning, methodology, diagrams, and
presentation rather than a simple right-or-wrong
outcome. Consequently, even under a common
marking scheme, different evaluators may legitimate-
ly award somewhat different marks to the same
answer.

This inherent subjectivity necessitates mechanisms
for re-checking and re-evaluation. Re-checking verifies
assessment and totalling accuracy, while re-evaluation
involves a fresh assessment when significant discrep-
ancies are suspected. However, in examinations
involving millions of answer scripts, these processes
are time-consuming and resource-intensive, and are
typically invoked only when serious anomalies are sus-
pected.

Encouraged by the success of digital evaluation in
MCQ-based examinations, CBSE reportedly experi-
mented with On-Screen Marking (OSM) on a limited scale

CBSE’s OSM Crisis: Building a trusted
digital evaluation system
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Drawing on the transparency framework adopted in MCQ-based examinations, there is an urgent need for  National
Digital Evaluation Model (NDEM) to resolve the OSM crisis and build a trusted digital evaluation system for Gen-N

Viksit Bharat demands an innovation revolution 

RAJEEV KUMAR



In 2007, three major cricket stars – 
Rahul Dravid, Sachin Tendulkar and
Sourav Ganguly – opted out of  the first
T20 World Cup. The reason proffered
was that the game’s bonsai but frenetic
version was best suited to youngsters.

Over the years that line of  reasoning was occasionally
refuted; CSK’s ‘Dad’s Army’ triumph in 2018, and to a
lesser extent in 2021, obvious examples. But Sunday
night, RCB’s senior citizens provided the viewpoint’s
most emphatic negation.

For two consecutive seasons now, Virat Kohli, 
Bhuvneshwar Kumar, Josh Hazlewood and Krunal
Pandya – all 35 or above – have produced consistent prime
time performances to exemplify what author-actor 
Joan Collins once said, “Age is…totally irrelevant 
unless, of  course, you happen to be a bottle of  wine.” 
It’s true that RCB’s young guns – Devdutt Padikkal, 
Rasikh Salam, Venkatesh Iyer, and skipper Rajat 
Patidar himself  – made positive interventions. But in
the business end’s pivotal moments, the
aging maestros were the men who mattered
in RCB’s repeat triumph.

At 37, Kohli remains an actor in constant
search of  the biggest stage waiting to deliver
his finest lines. His perfectly anchored 
unbeaten 75 off  42 against Gujarat Titans in
the final made him Player of  the Match. Last
year too, his 43 was the final’s highest score
on either side. A pan-India box-office draw,
Kohli is the reason why RCB is never short of
fans in any stadium. Last year, all-rounder
Pandya was Player of  the Match for his 
miserly 2/17 against Punjab Kings in the
final. Pacemen Bhuvi and Hazlewood
struck fatal blows in both matches.

Their accomplishments are a recurrent
story written in unforgiving heat over 
numerous weekends through two long 
seasons. Bhuvi, RCB’s bowling brahmastra
this year, had 28 scalps, second only to 
topper GT’s Kagiso Rabada’s 29. Selectors
are reminded he last played T20 for India in
2022. Veteran Aussie pacer Hazlewood took
15 wickets this year, adding to his 22 last 
season when he finished third on the charts.
Pandya made winning contributions with

bat and ball both seasons.
Just like Kohli who scored an impressive 657 runs in

2025, and a more impressive 675 this edition. Together,
RCB’s good men have underlined that experience and
quality cannot be substituted with an “Impact Player”.
And as Novak Djokovic and Cristiano Ronaldo have
shown in other sports, a combination of  talent, work 
ethics, and fitness can conquer physical and mental
barriers erected by age.

In an opposite way, Vaibhav Sooryavanshi has 
demonstrated the same. If  Kohli established age is just
a number, so did Vaibhav. At 15, he is IPL’s Player of  the
Series, the most valuable player. He scored 776 runs, more
than anyone else. He smashed 72, more sixes than anyone
ever. His strike rate, 237, was better than the best. They
are the ‘Dhurandhar’ version of  cricket stats.

Experts have commented on his out-of-syllabus 
bat-swing, power in shots, surreal self-belief, and audacity.
The astute Sachin Tendulkar recently pointed out that
he picks the ball earlier than others, and how his deft
wristwork enables him to play in all directions.

Vaibhav’s two 90s in his last two innings 

unveiled different facets to his game. His 97 against
SRH, where he was one stroke short of  breaking
Gayle’s record for the fastest IPL ton, was vastly 
different in approach from his 96 against GT in the next
game. The first was a dazzle of  fireworks; the second 
underlined his willingness to play the waiting game,
bend to the needs of  time and team, validating his 
maturity and awareness. I repeat: he is 15.

Almost every bowling great was dispatched for a six
in the first over. Bowlers are already over-celebrating
Vaibhav’s dismissals with a maniacal glee reserved for
the game’s best. The boy from Bihar, alongside paceman
Jofra Archer, dragged a mediocre RR to the playoffs.
RCB retained the trophy, but this IPL will be remembered
as Vaibhav’s. Ben Gardner of  Wisden, posted jokingly
on X, “Three nineties in Vaibhav Sooryavanshi’s last 
four innings. Finally, we’ve found his weakness.” 
Vaibhav has launched a new way of  batsmanship. The
future will try to bat like him. And fail. It is impossible

to replicate Vaibhav Sooryavanshi. I repeat, one
last time, he is 15.

Indian players outsmart foreigners: Indian
Premier League is becoming Indians Premier
League, especially in batting. Unlike the 
early years, local batters are dominating 
leaderboards. Foreign batters generally lead
‘strike-rate’ charts. Even that’s changing. In
2026, four of  the top five strike-rates belonged
to Indians: Vaibhav, Finn Allen of  New 
Zealand, Priyansh Arya, Abhishek Sharma and
Urvil Patel, in that order. Simply put, India
will not be short of  big hitters in future.

It is a different story in bowling. Five of
the top 10 wicket-takers are foreign players,
Rabada topping the list. Old warhorse West
Indies spinner, Sunil Narine, has the meanest
economy rate. Premier Indian spinners –
Varun Chakravarthy, Kuldeep Yadav and
Axar Patel, Yuzvendra Chahal – had a hard
time. However, the home-grown pacers’ pool
has grown: Prince Yadav, Mohsin Khan, 
Anshul Kamboj, Sakib Hussain.

Tailpiece: Among the joys of  IPL is 
listening to Ian Bishop. The former West 
Indies fast bowler’s commentary is enriched
with perspective, insight, and background
information. Contrarily, home-grown
commentators, especially star cricketers of
the past, turn up without any homework.

Avijit Ghosh

In IPL, Age Is Just A Number
RCB’s repeat triumph was built around Kohli (37), with Bhuvi, Hazlewood & Krunal, also 
30-plus players. But the tournament’s sensation, Vaibhav, is just 15. What does this mean? 

Don’t look at how old a player is. Look at talent, fitness and hard work

I
n an excellent judgment, Supreme Court has centred on 
‘individual agency’ to decide on a framework for rescue & rehab
of  adult sex workers. It raised the key question the law skipped:

why rescue adult women who are sex workers voluntarily, and do not
need “rescuing”? SC went on to sharply delineate categories – coerced,
trafficked, or voluntarily engaged in sex work. It called out Sec 17 of  the
Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act, 1956 (ITPA) for its “paternalistic
assumption” that treats all persons rescued from prostitution-related
situations in the same manner, that such a “one-size-fits-all” approach
fails to account for the different realities of  the “rescued”.

The bench took its time and delivered a powerful, empowering
and progressive judgment, using its powers (Articles 32 and 142) to

write out how police should go about their missions.
Cops and magistrates must first question – hold a
threshold inquiry – before embarking on rescuing
adult sex workers. And for those rescued, SC has
also detailed conditions for safe houses. It’s 
clear: there is no confusion – prostitution is 

legal, soliciting illegal, an individual practising
prostitution, as livelihood, cannot be 
criminalised. Where ambiguity lay, SC said,
was in the law treating all sex work as “solely
being abusive or exploitative.” It’s empowering

for voluntary adult sex workers – their own wishes and choices will be
key to decisions on rehabilitation, or returning to the community.
The only exceptions, SC ruled, are when there are safety risks or
when their decision is influenced by pressure, threats, or coercion.
Determining that is the magistrate’s job.

This order is a first step in freeing sex workers from police 
harassment during raids. They are harassed even otherwise – these
exploitations are well-documented. Failure to distinguish voluntary
adult sex work from trafficking in ITPA’s wording has long meant 
inconsistent application, even misapplication of  the law. SC has 
cleared the air, and liberated a whole lot of  workers.

Adults In The Room
SC did well to liberate voluntary adult sex

workers. They’re neither victim nor offender

PATRICK GEDDES

But a city is more than a place in space, 
it is a drama in time

A thought for today

T
he question of  our relationship 
to the Divine has challenged 
all religions and philosophies.

Markedly different views have been
expressed in religious texts by 
philosophers. I have tried to express my
own response to Adi Shankaracharya’s
philosophy.

Adi Shankaracharya is probably our
greatest ever philosopher/scholar.
Thanks to his commentaries, we can
approach the Upanishads, Gita and
Brahma Sutras – the three foundations
of  Vedanta. There is, therefore, no
question of  denigrating his massive
work. What i dare to differ from is his
goal. In his writings, Adi Shankara
seeks to become Shiv – Chidananda
rupa ShivohamShivoham. I do not
believe that we can become Shiv; 
AkhandaMandalakaramVyapatam
YenaCharacharanam. The power that

pervades the infinite galaxies and all
that exists – movable and immovable.
We can certainly reach a level at which
we regard ourselves as part of  Shiv, but
that does not mean we can become Shiv.

In contrast, my goal is Shivalokam
AvapnotiShivenSahamodate. In other
words, i wish to reach Shivalok and
then enjoy with Shiv. This is
quite different from wanting
to become Shiv. Seeing and
interacting with Shiv is a
more acceptable and 
realistic goal. Therefore,
rather than Shankara’s
Advait Vedanta, i prefer
Dvait Vedanta as expounded
by Vallabhacharya and Madhavacharya.
In fact, Vallabhacharya’s concept of
Vishishtadvaita is interesting because it
leaves both possibilities open. Shankara’s
famous verse is Brahamsatyam jagat
mithya jeevo Brahamevnapra – Brahmn
is true, the world is untrue, the Atma is

Palestinians and how, as we did with
racial discrimination in South Asia, we
reiterated our support for Palestine,
whenever the occasion arose. In fact, 
i recall having met Yasser Arafat in
Beirut several decades ago. Apparently,
he looked upon Indira Gandhi as his
sister. It is surprising that the death of
over 65,000 Palestinians in the Israel/
Hamas conflict has hardly created a
ripple in our press or political life. Israel
is undoubtedly a remarkable country,
created almost exactly at the time when
we attained Independence. However,
despite the terrible and suicidal 
attacks by Hamas on Israel, the response
has been overwhelming resulting 
in a large number of  deaths. The 
question arises as to how we can link
contemporary events with philosophical
interpretation of  the relationship
between the individual and the Divine.
This is a question that all individuals
have to answer themselves.

Brahmn. I would venture to suggest an
alternative approach: Brahamsatyam,
Jagat Satyam, JeevoShivenNapra –
Brahmn is true, the manifestation is
true, the jiva is in fact, Shiv.

While these conceptual differences
may be important, what really matters 

is whether we are internally working
on ourselves so that we can begin

to absorb the Divine light,
particularly when the whole
world seems engulfed in a
wave of  hatred and violence.
It is important that those of  us
on the spiritual path should
maintain our equanimity and
not get carried away by the

current chaos. Wars in Europe and Asia
have involved 1,000s of  deaths, not to
speak of  massive dislocation and 
destruction of  heritage sites.

I would like specially to mention the
Israel/Palestinian conflict. Few people
now recall how close we used to be to the

Why i Dare To Differ From Adi Shankara
Karan Singh

A
five-storey building collapsed in Delhi on Saturday, killing
six people and leaving 10 injured. It wasn’t old, but poorly 
built. And the owner was adding another floor to it, for 

additional rent. It was, plainly, a house of  cards, so its falling was no
accident. What was it then? Negligence is a ready answer. But it 
denies culpability. Civic officials, whose job is to keep an eye on
construction, groundwater extraction, sewage, power connections,
etc somehow didn’t notice this 50-ft block. A giant walked through
the park unnoticed.

Fact is, it wasn’t the only building of  its kind in the neighbourhood,
and cities across India are full of  them now. What’s going on isn’t
negligence but wilful connivance. But why? Why are unplanned 
neighbourhoods increasingly becoming dense commercial and 
residential hubs? The answer lies in our failure to plan cities as engines

of  economic growth. India is a growing
economy, and demand for built-up 
area is rising rapidly. Per a World Bank
estimate, urban India will house 60cr
people and produce 70% of  GDP within
adecade. But that can’t happen if  policies
throttle the growth of  cities.

This is evident from the horizontal
spread of  our cities this century. 
Builders and buyers have been moving
to the suburbs – or to unplanned
neighbourhoods where officials look
the other way – because they are cheaper.
Space within cities is costly because 

it is scarce, but the scarcity is manmade. There are limits on the 
percentage of  a plot that can be covered, and more limits on the 
number of  floors that can be built. Where Singapore allows 2,500 sqft
of  floor space on a plot of  100 sqft, Delhi allows only up to 350 sqft.

This is an old problem that experts have repeatedly drawn 
attention to. This year’s Economic Survey said, “Cities are expected
to deliver growth, productivity, and jobs, yet...Indian urban policy
often reverses this logic.” So, many buyers and tenants are pushed
towards shaky buildings in seedy areas, where another problem 
becomes apparent – fragmented governance. Indian civic bodies
don’t earn enough revenue to meet their expenses, and multiplicity
of  authorities doesn’t allow them to take action even when 
violations – like the collapsed building – arise in plain sight. If  we’re
serious about fixing Indian cities, let’s start with their governance
structure, so that authority and accountability are not in doubt.

Faulty Towers
Delhi’s latest building collapse is another reminder to
revamp the revenue & administrative models of cities

I woke up, sweating profusely. Kamala was worried that it was
a heart attack, or that global warming had finally made its 
presence felt. But it was just the same repeated nightmare,
which has haunted me since childhood. The main story is 
identical every time. Only, with the details changed slightly, 
to give it a new twist. In one version, for example, I find myself

having reached the exam hall fully prepared to ace the Biology paper, on the day
of  the Physics exam. Panic and palpitations invariably follow. Before I wake up,
realising that it was just a bad dream. Other times I forget my hall-ticket, or 
mix up the dates of  the exam, or am desperately late to it. The recurring theme
remains one of  despair and disaster.

Students nowadays are living this nightmare only. Except, with no option to
wake up, and find reality a bit better. First, the NEET-UG paper leak proved that

the process was not so neat after all. Authorities have since declared
war on that examination, by involving the army and the air force.
It’s interesting that the navy has not yet been called in, to save a 
sinking ship. And also that the original leak has not been plugged,

though the pipeline is being guarded zealously. I do the same when Plumber
Padmanabha does not come to fix the kitchen sink – wrap the leak with a large
bath towel, and hope that I have camouflaged the chaos. It gives me the feeling
that I am doing something, but actually nothing gets done.

Next, CBSE decided to improve a system that was already awesome, with an
OSM (On Screen Marking) one. What began as one student’s viral complaint
about his Physics answer sheet spiralled into unprecedented online trolling.
Meanwhile, principals without principles were parroting the same lines to justify
the system, leading to a meme festival. Since the armed forces are busy with the
NEET exam, IITs have been recruited to solve the CBSE issue. Then, many students
found CUET aborted, at the last minute. Because of  technical glitches, leading
to delays, and even more angst. Really, National Testing Agency is doing a great
job testing the patience of  young students. Our education system remains proud
that once upon a time we discovered the concept of  zero – it’s since progressed
to zero accountability. The students have not failed – the system has.

Exam fever

Anil Abraham

National Anxiety Agency scores A+ in chaos

Calvin & Hobbes

When deep pockets vie for member-
ship of  Gymkhana Club, the one that
govt wants evicted from 27 acres of  
Lutyens’ Delhi, what exactly are they
buying into? Rumour has it, the club’s
membership entails a wait of  30-40 years.

Someone who applied in the middle of  Manmohan
Singh’s first Budget speech in July 1991, might still be 
in the queue. That’s half  a lifetime. Plus, the price of  
a premium SUV. So, what gives Gymkhana and other
elite clubs, vestiges of  the Raj, their cachet?

It can’t be Samuel Johnson’s idea of  a club. The good
doctor, father of  the modern dictionary – reason to pay
attention to his definition – described a club as, “An 
assembly of  good fellows meeting under certain 
conditions.” That could be a college staffroom. The club
he founded – called The Club – nine years later, in 1764,
was just a venue for weekly dinner and discussion. And
in that, it pretty much followed the template of  other 
famous clubs of  the past century.

While clubs have probably been around for as long
as human society, the English word for them wasn’t 
coined until the 1600s. Why is that important? Because
Gymkhanas and other clubs we’re so interested in,
have an Englishness about them. They couldn’t have 
risen without the peculiarities of  the English 
character, and the circumstances of  that nation at a 
certain point in history.

Here’s a 1659 entry by English scientist, archaeologist
and writer John Aubrey: “We now use the word Clubbe
for a sodality held in a tavern.” Sodality is just an 
uncommon word for fellowship, and Aubrey was merely
recording a social trend for posterity. Note the word 
‘tavern’, and Aubrey’s later description of  how early
clubs worked, democratically: “Here we had a balloting
box, and balloted how things should be carried.”

The first famous London club was poet Ben Jonson’s
‘Apollo’, occupying a room at a tavern called ‘Devil’.
And since Jonson passed away in 1637, it had 

predated Aubrey’s description by a few decades. 
Apollo’s manifesto was straightforward: “Let the 
learned and witty, the jovial and gay, the generous and
honest, compose our free state…”

Wit, not wealth, was your ticket to this select society.
But in material principles, it bore kinship to today’s 
finest private clubs: “Let no scent offensive the chamber
infest; let fancy, not cost, prepare all our dishes; let the 
caterer mind the taste of  each guest, and the cook, in his
dressing, comply with their wishes.”

After Apollo, Mermaid Tavern, patronised by 
Shakespeare, as well as Jonson, became a popular club.
Keats paid tribute to it two centuries later: “Souls of  
poets dead and gone, what Elysium have ye known – 
happy field or mossy cavern – choicer than the Mermaid
Tavern?” Just as things were getting too poetic, 
Rota Club gave clubs a political turn in 1659. It was a 
Republican society, with Milton among its members, 
aimed at countering the royalists of  ‘Sealed Knot’.

Briefly, then, clubs became very popular in 
17th-century England, when the country started making
its mark on everything from science to literature, 

political philosophy, and trade – which would lead 
to empire. They became so popular that they were 
no longer content to work out of  taverns. And the 
club-house was born.

This was an innovation that hadn’t occurred to 
ancient Greeks and Romans, despite all their clubbing.
Apparently, the cooks of  Augustus, first Roman 
emperor, had a club of  their own. Rome had a famous
women’s club too, called Senate of  Matrons, to discuss
matters of  fashion, etiquette and privilege. But no 
club-house. Without this English invention, Delhi
Gymkhana wouldn’t have sat on 27 acres.

But why did club and club-house spring on a cold, 
rainy island? Sociologists have given some thought to
this, and one convincing theory is the English horror 
of  “indiscriminate association”. They love to mingle, 
but only among social equals. The club, as it became
more picky, more select, reinforced societal lines. That
explains Gymkhana’s 30- or 40-year admission wait.
But in colonies, India included, the club became even
more important. As historian Jan Morris put it, “Clubs
were islands of  Britishness in the great Indian sea, to
which the imperialists might withdraw whenever they
felt a personal, social or ritual need.”

Which was also the reason why clubs abroad were
more British than those at home. On visiting Ooty Club
after Independence, journalist Trevor Fishlock wrote:
“India is perhaps the last refuge of  the freshly made
British pudding. In its land of  origin it has been largely
displaced…” And a Los Angeles Times article in 1985 
said, “The same English puddings served in the Ooty
Club can be found in the isolated former British Hill
Club in Nuwara Eliya in central Sri Lanka.”

To come back to our question then, why do deep
pockets vie for membership of  old and famous 
British clubs? Certainly not for their acres and British
pudding. At stake is the pixie dust of  the last great 
empire. At private club tables, everyone is Clive, 
Dalhousie, Hardinge or Curzon. Not Shakespeare or
Milton, because that kind of  patron goes elsewhere,
believing all the world’s a club.

Shadows Of The Last Great Empire
What makes membership of old British clubs so desirable? Answer lies in their evolutionary story

Abhilash.Gaur@timesofindia.com
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Do not look
at anybody in
terms of friend
or foe, brother
or cousin; do

not fritter away your mental energies
in thoughts of friendship or enmity.
Seeking the Self everywhere, 
be amiable and equal-minded
towards all, treating all alike.

Sacredspace

Adi Shankara
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HERE is a question
the Punjab govern-
ment did not ask
before convening a
special session of the

Vidhan Sabha on April 13 to pass
— unanimously and in evident
haste — the Jaagat Jot Sri Guru
Granth Sahib Satkar (Amend-
ment) Act, 2026. Can the State leg-
islate faith without eventually vio-
lating it? The answer, delivered
within weeks by the Akal Takht,
the Shiromani Gurdwara Par-
bandhak Committee (SGPC) and
the internal logic of the Act itself, is
that it cannot and that the altar and
the Assembly must never meet.

When political authority
begins to police religious belief
through punitive law, religion is
subordinated and transformed
into an administrative category,
with devotion becoming suscep-
tible to surveillance.

The legislation was framed by
Chief Minister Bhagwant Mann
as a “historic correction” and pre-
sented as the AAP government's
answer to a decade of unresolved
sacrilege cases that had caused
profound anguish to the Sikh
community. The Bargari desecra-
tions, the police firing at Behbal
Kalan, the saroopstolen from Burj
Jawahar Singh Wala (all in 2015)
and the Golden Temple incident
(2021), whose perpetrators were
never publicly identified, are
grievances that are not politically
fabricated. They are open wounds. 

Any government seeking Sikh
electoral support had reasons to
address them, with the Act pre-
scribing imprisonment of not less
than seven years, extendable to
20, with a fine up to Rs 10 lakh. In
cases involving conspiracy to dis-
turb communal harmony, life
imprisonment can be awarded.
The Act expands the definition of
sacrilege to cover spoken, written,
symbolic and electronic expres-
sion that intentionally hurts Sikh
religious feelings, and it notifies

all offences as cognisable, non-
bailable and non-compoundable.

The Akal Takht’s response,
and it is the most telling fact in
this entire episode, was not to cel-
ebrate but to object. Within weeks
of the law receiving the Punjab
Governor’s assent on April 17,
the Akal Takht’s officiating
Jathedar, Giani Kuldip Singh
Gargaj, and SGPC president Har-
jinder Singh Dhami met Gover-
nor Gulab Chand Kataria to sub-
mit a list of objections and
demand a review. CM Mann
ruled out a review; instead, he
launched a statewide “Shukrana
Yatra” to celebrate the Act’s pas-
sage. The irony of the state gov-
ernment thanking itself for a law
that it claimed would protect the
sanctity of Sikh religion appears
to have been lost on him.

To understand what the Akal
Takht was objecting to, it is neces-
sary to distinguish carefully
between two institutions that the
2026 Act has fatally conflated. The
Akal Takht was historically con-
ceived as the sovereign, spiritual
and temporal authority of the Sikh
Panth, a seat independent of politi-
cal power. The SGPC was created
through a colonial-era legislation,
the Sikh Gurdwara Act of 1925, as
a statutory body for the manage-
ment of gurdwaras, and answer-
able for elections and party politics. 

Over the decades, the two
became institutionally entangled
through the dominance of the
Shiromani Akali Dal, which has
historically controlled both. The

result is that an elected statutory
management body, deeply
enmeshed in Punjab’s factional
politics, has come to take on the
role of spiritual authority. The
2026 Act gives that conflation the
force of criminal law.

What the Act actually does,
beyond its penalty clauses, is
assign the SGPC a sweeping qua-
si-regulatory role over the physi-
cal existence of the Guru Granth
Sahib itself. The SGPC must
maintain a central register of all
saroops in Punjab, assign each a
unique identification number
and record details of printing,
storage, distribution, location and
custodianship. Statutory duties
are imposed on “custodians” — a
category that in practice encom-
passes granthis, gurdwara man-
agement committees and ordi-
nary devotees — to ensure safe
custody, observe the Sikh Rehat
Maryada, prevent misuse or dam-
age and report any suspected sac-
rilege to both the police authori-
ties and management bodies.

The Rehat Maryada,
Sikhism’s code of religious con-
duct, has thus been incorporated
by legislative reference into a
criminal statute. Failure to
observe it, or to report a suspect-
ed breach, is no longer a matter
of religious discipline; it
becomes a police matter.

Every religion develops norms
and codes in order to sustain
itself. Religious norms must
emerge organically within the
spiritual community, not
through coercive State legisla-
tion backed by imprisonment.
An elected political-religious
institution cannot become the
legal custodian of faith. The dis-
tinction that the Act obliterates
is the one between moral author-
ity, institutional guidance and
criminal coercion. The first two
are the proper domain of a reli-
gious community. The third
belongs to the State. Once they
are fused, the State does not
merely administer religion. It
replaces the latter. Legislation,
indeed, must stay within limits. 

It is the concern that the law
criminalises ordinary religious
life rather than targeting dese-
crators that has spurred resist-
ance from within the Sikh estab-
lishment itself. Voices associated
with the Akal Takht have
warned that the terminology of
“custodian” may expose
granthis, devotees and gurdwara
committees to criminal prosecu-
tion for lapses that are accidental
or matters of legitimate internal

theological disagreement. The
law thus may invite systematic
police intrusion into the daily
conduct of religious life.

Moreover, the Panth was not
adequately consulted before a
statute purporting to codify the
terms of its most sacred obliga-
tions was passed in a hurried
two-day special session. That the
SGPC and the Akal Takht initial-
ly welcomed the legislation, then
rapidly reversed course, is itself
a measure of how poorly thought
through the Act was.  

Faith cannot be reduced to obe-
dience enforced by legislation.
The Guru Granth Sahib is not a
text that has survived by shelter-
ing behind State power. It has
survived because its authority
rests not on coercion but on
devotion freely given. To convert
that scripture into a protected
zone whose boundaries are
patrolled by the police and
enforced by a sessions court is
not to honour the tradition but
rather to betray it. The Akal
Takht understood this. It is an
irony that the legislature did not.

India’s constitutional frame-
work anticipated precisely this
danger. The secular republic was
not designed as a State hostile to
religion, but as one that main-
tained principled distance from
all faiths, preventing both the
capture of religion by political
authority and vice versa. The
2026 Act violates that distance in
both directions. It allows the
State to enter theological territo-
ry that it has no competence to
adjudicate, while handing a polit-
ically entangled religious institu-
tion the coercive power it has no
democratic mandate to wield.

The legal challenges have
already begun. A petition before
the Punjab and Haryana High
Court seeks to quash the Act on
constitutional grounds, arguing
that a penal framework which
singles out one religion’s scrip-
ture for special protection, while
leaving all others unaddressed,
fails the most basic test of equal-
ity before law (Article 14). 

The secular State that legislates
reverence for one faith’s holy
book, however sincerely motivat-
ed, has some explaining to do.
This is precisely the ground on
which Punjab’s anti-sacrilege
legislation is being tested. 

Keep the altar and the Assembly apart

The concern that 
the law criminalises

ordinary religious life
has spurred resistance

from within the Sikh
establishment.

JUSTICE RS SODHI (RETD)
FORMER JUDGE, DELHI HIGH COURT

Punjab’s contentious anti-sacrilege legislation faces constitutional test
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Solar self-reliance
Local mandate essential, but address concerns

A
major change in India’s solar sector that
mandates the use of only domestically man-
ufactured cells from June 1 aims to cut the
dependence on imports, particularly from
China. From a long-term perspective, both

for purposes of energy security and adoption of renew-
able energy, it’s a commendable step. Developers are
already required to use domestically manufactured
modules. Now, the cells inside those panels must also
come from government-approved Indian manufactur-
ers for a wide range of projects. Given the global head-
winds, there is little choice but to work towards building
a complete domestic supply chain. The challenges are
manifold, and any misstep can put the brakes on India’s
evolving engagement with the solar rooftop panel.

India has an annual solar module manufacturing
capacity of nearly 200 GW, but its solar cell production
is only around 30 GW.  Handholding the industry to
ramp up production while maintaining quality stan-
dards is one aspect. Narrowing the price difference with
imported supplies is another. No less important is nego-
tiating the supply-demand gap in the transition period.
Installation of rooftop solar panels is bound to get cost-
lier because of higher domestic production costs. The
sudden shortfall of panels, too, can act as a deterrent to
adopting clean energy. The Centre needs to be prepared
for quick-fix strategies for its self-reliance roadmap.

The new rules will test the resolve of customers as
well as developers and manufacturers, particularly
smaller enterprises wary of monopolies. The critical
role of enforcement and monitoring mechanisms can-
not be overstated. As with solar panels, where imported
supplies continue to be used because of lower costs, a
similar situation could emerge with regard to imported
solar cells. The lack of digital traceability and verifica-
tion only leads to misuse and corruption. A compliant
vendor losing out to readily available cheaper and
dodgy alternatives made by circumventing the norms
defeats the purpose of the exercise.

Virat & Vaibhav 
IPL showcases experience and youth 

T
20 sensation Vaibhav Sooryavanshi — all of
15 — was the brightest star of the 2026 Indi-
an Premier League (IPL), even as the old
warhorse Virat Kohli made his presence felt
with typical panache. The 37-year-old bat-

ting legend powered Royal Challengers Bengaluru
(RCB) to their second successive trophy with a quickfire
fifty in the final. Such was Kohli’s form and fitness dur-
ing the two-month-long tournament that his participa-
tion in the 2027 ODI World Cup is now within the realm
of possibility. Kohli admitted that he needed a change
in mindset and a bit of pushing from “super young”
players to reinvent his T20 game. This candid acknowl-
edgment offers a glimpse of the healthy competition
that is shaping Indian cricket. The just-concluded IPL
season showed that cricketers from two generations can
complement each other admirably. Kohli remains a
dominant force, while players like Sooryavanshi are
ensuring that the game continues to evolve. 

Sooryavanshi, the Rajasthan Royals prodigy,
walked away with most of the awards: Most Valuable
Player, Emerging Player of the Season, Super Striker
of the Season, Orange Cap winner and Super Sixes of
the Season. His fearless batting and remarkable con-
sistency represent the new generation’s bold
approach to the shortest format of cricket. Yet, what
stands out is not merely his talent but his maturity at
such a young age. Sooryavanshi’s ability to perform
under pressure mirrors the very quality that has
defined Kohli’s success over the years.

The vast pool of talent showcased by the IPL augurs
well for India, the reigning T20 world champions. The
inclusion of this sport in the 2028 Olympics and the 2030
Commonwealth Games implies that the cricket-crazy
nation can expect more laurels in the years to come.

on this day...100 years ago

Punjab’s jails
WE have already dealt with some aspects of the report of the
committee appointed by the government to investigate certain
matters connected with the administration of jails in the
province. The committee was constituted to inquire into alle-
gations as to the existence of corruption, unauthorised punish-
ment as well as indulgences in Punjab’s jails and to pay spe-
cial attention to the question of prisoners’ diet in its bearing on
the alleged malpractices. The most important feature of the
report submitted by the committee is that in regard to all these
matters it fully bears out the serious allegations about the mal-
treatment of prisoners which have been published in the press
during the last four or five years. The committee had to sub-
mit its report within an unduly short period and its inquiry was
thwarted at every step by interested jail officials who used
every device that they could think of to suppress the truth and
mislead the committee. In addition to these serious handicaps,
the committee had to contend with another very important
obstacle in the way of getting at the truth about the malprac-
tices prevalent in the jails. From the very nature of the inquiry,
the committee had to depend mainly on the evidence of the
prisoners who were actually undergoing their sentences in the
jails and were not inclined to invite reprisals from unscrupu-
lous jail officials by laying bare their oppressive, corrupt and
illegal practices before the committee.       

lahore,wednesday, june 2, 1926 

thought for the day

India should raise Tibet issue
Apropos of ‘A lesson in foresight from Chi-
na’; the eastern neighbour keeps pinpricking
India by raising border issues every now and
then. Its latest joint statement with Pakistan
on Kashmir is a case in point. Why can’t
India raise a Tibet issue in the UN or any oth-
er global platform? Tibet was forcibly occu-
pied by China; India gave refuge to Tibetan
people sharing the nation’s already scarce
resources with them. If China feels free to
comment on matters that India considers
internal, it is reasonable to ask why India
should refrain from drawing attention to con-
cerns relating to Tibet, particularly issues of
cultural autonomy, religious freedom and the
aspirations of the Tibetan people.

JAGDISH BANYAL, AMB (UNA)

Trade ties and diplomacy  
Refer to ‘India-Pak hostility & stagnation of
Punjab’; perennial hostilities between two
neighbouring nations are decimating the
potential for natural trading complementarity
that could have multiplier effect on both
economies. As per Nobel laureate Paul Krug-
man’s thesis, the trade between two such coun-
tries as India and Pakistan, with similar eco-
nomic and social antecedents, is not only
natural and economically feasible, but
immensely mutually beneficial too. Though
cordiality among neighbours is ideal, yet
India’s zero-tolerance policy and retribution
against terrorism is befitting. However, this
should not preclude scope for diplomacy, dia-
logue and sustenance of trade.

VIKRAM CHADHA, AMRITSAR

Security key to economic ties 
Refer to ‘India-Pak hostility & stagnation of
Punjab’; while the economic benefits of
enhanced regional trade are evident, we cannot
overlook the fundamental security concerns that
continue to define India-Pakistan relations. The
principle that terrorism and dialogue cannot pro-
ceed simultaneously remains relevant. Pak-
istan’s long-standing strategy of sponsoring
cross-border terrorism and proxy warfare against

India cannot be ignored in pursuit of economic
gains. Proposals for greater engagement with
Pakistan should be viewed with caution. 

COL SS CHAUHAN (RETD), MOHALI

With freedom comes duty
Refer to ‘The shrinking space for dissent’;
the basis of democracy is participation of each
and every individual in the affairs of the state,
the institution embodying the supreme pow-
er of society. However, freedom is accompa-
nied by restrictions. One ancillary concept of
democracy is adherence to the norm of agree-
ing to disagree. A democratic government fol-
lows the principle that no one is above law.
This rule insures us against instability and
mediocrity. However, when dissent is a duty,
silence is crime. No form of government can
exist without inherent discipline. 

ANIL BHATIA, HISAR

Break the vicious cycle
With reference to ‘The shrinking space for
dissent’, there is a much overdue need to
stop the indoctrination of caste, religion
and ethnic vilification and alienation, even
if it is subtle. These problems require
explicit, regular and free discourse in fami-
ly and social settings so that the minds of
children and the impressionable youth are
spared from this malicious contagion. The
vicious cycle of propagating old shibboleths
must be broken.

SHLOKBIR SINGH BRAR, MUKTSAR

Address drug menace urgently
Refer to ‘HP civic polls’; merely winning the
election is not enough. Real success will come
when the winner rises above party lines to
serve people of his/her panchayat with unwa-
vering sincerity. The PRI representatives must
address the drug menace with urgency. Organ-
ising sports events involving unemployed
youths at the panchayat level can be a game-
changer to stem the burgeoning drug addiction
in the state. Simple steps can go a long way in
keeping the youth on the right track.

MD SHARMA, SHIMLA

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-word limit. 
These should be cogently written and can be sent by e-mail to: Letters@tribunemail.com

letters to the editor

Col PS Randhawa (retd)

HIS suitcase is packed. The family is joining the endless
caravan of Punjabis leaving for foreign shores. And
somewhere between excitement and dread, a 15-year-

old sits with a phone full of goodbye messages, wondering what
exactly is being left behind — forever.

Migration is often narrated as a story of opportunity. New horizons,
brighter futures, open doors. But for teenagers who had little or no
say in the decision, the story is far more complicated. They are old
enough to understand what they are losing, yet too young to have
any control over it. That combination is quietly heartbreaking.
These thoughts crossed my mind as I watched him. We had gone to
their house to bid them farewell. The family had everything here —
land, a government job, even a dream farmhouse — yet they decid-
ed to abandon it all for the sake of a “better future for the children.”

The emotional burden carried by migrating youngsters can be pro-
foundly isolating. A part of them is genuinely excited — a new coun-
try, new possibilities, the quiet romance of reinvention. But excite-
ment feels like a betrayal of the friends left behind. And grief reeks
of ingratitude towards parents who sacrificed enormously for this
opportunity. So, teenagers end up showing happiness they do not
fully feel, swallowing their confusion and suffering in a silence
nobody around them thinks to question. This inner war is among
the most unacknowledged emotional struggles faced by the youth.

I am reminded of a family gathering in London seven years ago.
I was staying with a friend, who hosted a dinner and invited anoth-
er family that had arrived from India just a day earlier. It was a
noisy room — relatives laughing, food being passed around, adults
raising a toast to new beginnings. As I stepped into the backyard,
I noticed a girl sitting alone. When I walked closer, I realised she
was crying. Quietly, almost apologetically, as though she had not
yet earned the right to grieve in front of people, too busy celebrat-
ing. I tried to console her, but in vain. She said she terribly missed
her home in India. The image of that girl has never left me.

That moment captured everything that rarely enters conver-
sations about immigration. The adults around her had chosen
this life. They had weighed the trade-offs, mourned their loss-
es privately and committed themselves to the future with open
eyes. She had simply been brought along. Her grief had no
sanctioned space. Years later, I asked my friend about that girl.
He told me that she had done very well academically and was
pursuing higher education at a reputed university.

Migration gives teenagers a larger world. What it silently
demands in return is their very first one — and that
exchange can never be minimised.

The Jalandhar-based writer served in the Dogra Regiment

Two worlds, 
poles apart

CUSTODIAN : The Act entrusts SGPC with maintaining a central register of all saroops in Punjab. TRIBUNE PHOTO

When religion and politics ride in the same cart, the whirlwind follows. — Frank Herbert
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Govt’s infra push doesn’t match the hype

O
NE certainty
emerged from
the US Secretary
of State Marco
Rubio’s four-day

visit to four Indian cities. New
Delhi is not yet convinced that
Rubio will succeed Donald
Trump as President three
years from now or even as the
Republican candidate for the
top office in 2028.

In the latest Reuters/Ipsos
poll conducted between May
15 and 18, Rubio and Vice
President JD Vance are neck
and neck in garnering a
favourable view of the jobs
they are doing. Trump is
term-limited and cannot con-
test in another presidential
election. He has not endorsed
either Rubio or Vance. “Both
are very good men,” he said
last month. Rubio, however,
is rapidly gaining over Vance
in opinion polls. The Vice
President lost eight points
from a similar poll conducted
16 months earlier.

Had India been convinced
that Rubio will be a sure-shot
presidential candidate in
2028, his reception in all four
Indian cities would have
been very different. It would

not have been quite like the
“abki baar Trump Sarkar”
slogan in Houston when
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi and Trump together
took the floor at the “Howdy
Modi” event in 2019.

But going beyond protocol,
there would have been some
trappings of a future head of
state associated with Rubio
during his stay in India. There
were none. India treated the
Secretary of State correctly
and according to protocol,
even though Rubio is institu-
tionally the most powerful US
Secretary of State since Henry
Kissinger. Rubio is both
National Security Adviser and
Secretary of State. Kissinger
was the only other American to
concurrently hold both posts,
although virtually no one in
India seemed to take note of
this during Rubio’s visit.

Indian diplomacy is adept at
identifying future foreign lead-
ers, carefully cultivating them
and ensuring continuity and
goodwill for the day when they
become heads of state or gov-
ernment. In 1981, Prime Min-
ister Indira Gandhi invited
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei to
India. Since Khamenei held
no official post in Iran then, he
had to be invited as a Distin-
guished Visitor of the Indian
Council for Cultural Relations.

Ten months after Narendra
Modi became Prime Minister
for the first time in May 2014,
he had a meeting in Delhi with
the current President of Cuba,
Miguel Diaz-Canel, who was
then the Vice President. Diaz-

Canel missed a connecting
commercial flight to India,
Modi changed his itinerary for
that day to ensure that he met
the Cuban politician. India’s
then Ambassador in Havana,
C Rajasekhar, had conveyed to
Modi through a BJP leader
that Diaz-Canel would succeed
Raul Castro as President. The
transition happened in 2018.

Retrospectively in today’s
circumstances, one such
astute decision was to invite as
Chief Guest for the 2017
Republic Day, the Crown
Prince of Abu Dhabi, Sheikh
Mohammed bin Zayed Al
Nahyan although he was not
the head of state or govern-
ment. The decision was criti-
cised for protocol reasons, but
it has turned out to be an infi-
nitely fruitful gesture. Sheikh
Mohammed became Presi-

dent five years later.
Without doubt, the US is the

most important bilateral part-
ner for India and will remain
so in the foreseeable future.
That is why it was important
to pack Rubio’s visit with sub-
stance instead of gestures
which capture headlines
merely for 24 hours.

Repetitive and habitual
prattle by the current occu-
pant of the White House alone
cannot advance India-US
relations. The US Ambas-
sador to India, Sergio Gor, got
his 15 minutes of fame when
Trump telephoned him two
Sundays ago as Gor was
preparing to introduce Rubio
at an event to commemorate
the semiquincentennial of
American Independence.

Indians of consequence are
tired of hearing Trump’s peri-

odic declarations that “I love
Prime Minister Modi” and
that he is a big fan of Modi. Is
there nothing more he can
say about his country’s ties
with India, which people in
both countries want to hear?
About what this relationship
means in today’s turbulent
world, for instance?

From my years as a foreign
correspondent in Washing-
ton, one day remains etched
in memory. That day, shortly
after the catastrophic tsuna-
mi in the Indian Ocean in
December 2004, then US
President George W Bush
and First Lady Laura Bush
visited the Indian Embassy
in Washington’s Embassy
Row. The First Couple did
not come alone. 

They brought with them
the former US Presidents
then alive. Jimmy Carter
could not join because he was
taken ill that day and at 91,
Gerald Ford was too frail to
travel to Washington. Father
Bush, George HW, praised
his son for having carried
forward the start of a new
era in US relations with
India, which George HW
said he had set in motion. As
always, Bill Clinton
charmed everyone.

With such bipartisan consen-
sus, a process which led to
“Asia-Pacific” being rechris-
tened as “Indo-Pacific” began
on that occasion. India-US
maritime cooperation, joint
patrols, collaborative disaster
management, naval interoper-
ability — and much more grew

out of that event. 
When the history of Quad is

written — if it lives up to prom-
ise — the seeds of this quadrilat-
eral initiative will be traced to
the visit by incumbent and past
US Presidents to the Embassy.
They thanked India for being
the first naval responder —
even before the US Navy with
its regional presence — to the
tsunami in South Asia and parts
of Southeast Asia. India’s
Ambassador in Washington,
Ronen Sen, was beaming; he
was understated but substan-
tive, unlike  Sen’s present coun-
terpart in New Delhi Sergio Gor.

George W Bush subse-
quently offered the nuclear
deal which ended India’s
long nuclear winter. Bush did
not proclaim that he was a
fan of Manmohan Singh. He
said it to the Prime Minister
only in private.

The India-US Strategic
Dialogue was not an easy ini-
tiative to launch. There was
considerable opposition to it
within the US strategic com-
munity. One year, when this
Dialogue was taking place in
Washington, President
Barack Obama walked into
the State Department unan-
nounced to a reception for
the Dialogue interlocutors. 

In his typical style, Obama
made a speech which was a
blueprint for relations with
India, out of which grew the
ongoing “Comprehensive
Global Strategic Partnership.”
That is the way to go, not tire-
some proclamations of love for
any leader in New Delhi.

L
ATE last year,
Rajesh’s manager
told him, “The job
market is very bad.
So, listen to me.

Work much harder, spend
more time at work.”

That night, Rajesh broke
the news to his wife, Madhu,
who always complained
about the long hours he kept.
“We have to get a car,” Rajesh
said. “That will save an hour
off my commute.”

“I’ll ask Savita to stop com-
ing,” Madhu said. “As it is,
she only does one hour of
dusting and takes Rs 6,000. I
will do it myself, and we can
use that money for our car
EMI.” She wasn’t entirely
unhappy. Doing a little more
housework was a small price
to pay for the car she had
wanted for a long time.

Redirecting spending from
consumption to investment
— what Rajesh and Madhu
were planning — is exactly
what companies do when
they invest a larger part of
their profits in machines and
equipment, or increase their
office and factory space.

Governments do that too, to
boost economic growth. They
invest in building railroads,

highways, ports and airports.
They invest in human capi-
tal, by spending on education
and health, or even by giving
subsidies to improve the lives
of the poorest among the
working people.

An economy grows faster
when all three — households,
private companies and the
government — invest more
for the future. And the oppo-
site — falling overall invest-
ments — makes economic
growth falter.

Most mainstream econo-
mists want developing coun-
tries, like ours, to invest a
larger proportion of national
income every year. And with-
in that, they prefer that the
private sector invest the
lion’s share. This is because
higher investment is needed
to keep growing fast, and the
private sector is believed to
be less wasteful in deploying
its hard-earned profits.

Whether one agrees with
this view is irrelevant here.
What matters is that succes-
sive governments in India
have organised their eco-
nomic policies within this
neoliberal framework. Have
these policies succeeded in
increasing capital invest-
ment, especially from the
private sector?

The answer, unfortunately,
is no. In 2011-12, the year
many economists identify as
the beginning of the modera-
tion in our growth trajectory,
capital investments — cap-
tured in a measure called
Gross Fixed Capital Forma-
tion (GFCF) — stood at 34% of

our GDP. In 2025-26, it
dropped to 30%. (I have used
the old GDP series to make a
consistent comparison.)

What is worse is that the
share of private firms in this
has dropped sharply over the
years. Ten years ago, in 2015-
16, for instance, private
investment accounted for
41% of the overall capital
investments in the economy.
In 2024-25, the last year for
which we have data, this had
dropped to just 32%. 

Data from the Centre for
Monitoring Indian Economy
(CMIE), India’s premier pri-
vate data agency, suggests
this has deteriorated further
in 2025-26. Interestingly, the
government sector’s share
hasn’t risen either. In fact, it
fell marginally, from 26% ten

years ago to 25% in 2024-25.
The heavy lifting is being

done by households and self-
employed people. They have
invested in building homes
and in buying transport
equipment and other small
machinery. These are also
counted as investment — or,
to be precise, ‘capital forma-
tion’ — when a country’s
GDP is calculated. Ten years
ago, they accounted for 33%
of overall investments. That
has shot up to 43% now.

If we look at the productive
assets built, ten years ago
‘dwellings, buildings and
structures’ — factories,
offices, houses, roads,
bridges and so on — account-
ed for 53% of all assets. In
2024-25, that rose to 58%.
Machinery, which made up

34% of all new assets, has
dropped to 31% in the same
period. This confirms the
thesis that much of India’s
capital investment over the
past decade has been in
building infrastructure. In
fact, even the machinery
being produced is oriented
towards the infrastructure
sector. This is a crucial indi-
cator of the direction in
which our economy is head-
ed. The data confirms what
some of us have been argu-
ing for some time — that
India’s growth is over-
whelmingly being driven by
government expenditure on
infrastructure.

You might ask: what is
wrong with that? For the
past two decades, we have
been told that when a coun-
try invests in infrastructure,
it sets the ball rolling for
sustained economic growth.
The first thing it supposed-
ly does is generate direct
jobs for engineers, project
managers, supervisors and
thousands of construction
workers. Then it boosts
demand for goods needed
for building infrastructure
— steel, cement, concrete
slabs, heavy equipment,
cranes, and so on. 

These industries, in turn,
hire more people to meet this
increased demand. All these
newly employed people now
have more money in their
hands, generating new
demand for consumer goods
and services. And all this
happens while a proper net-
work of roads, highways,

waterways and ports is creat-
ed for accelerated industrial-
isation and the faster move-
ment of goods and labour.

But none of that has actual-
ly happened. If we compare
2019-20 — the year before
Covid-19 — with the present,
the combined expenditure
on infrastructure by the Cen-
tral and state governments
has grown at a whopping
15% per year. In the same
period, the CMIE’s employ-
ment surveys show, employ-
ment in real estate and con-
struction has risen at a
measly 1% annually. What is
more alarming is that, in the
key feeder industry of
cement, tiles and construc-
tion materials, employment
has actually fallen.

This is in spite of robust
6.6% annual growth in
cement output, and massive
capacity addition in the
cement industry. Much of
this has been achieved by
increasing labour produc-
tivity rather than hiring
more workers. 

Effectively, therefore, gov-
ernment infrastructure con-
tracts have only fattened
the bottom lines of big cor-
porates instead of acting as
an overall driver of growth.
This has also meant that pri-
vate investment has been
restricted to those indus-
tries that feed infrastruc-
ture projects. There is no
incentive to invest any-
where else. That is why,
even though India’s econo-
my is growing, we don’t
‘feel’ it on the ground. 

AUNINDYO CHAKRAVARTY 
SENIOR ECONOMIC ANALYST

KP NAYAR 
STRATEGIC ANALYST

Govt infrastructure
contracts have only

fattened the 
bottom lines of big

corporates instead of
acting as an overall

driver of growth.

Had New Delhi been
convinced that 
Rubio will be a 

sure-shot presidential
candidate, his

reception in India
would have been

very different.

POWERFUL : US Secretary of State Marco Rubio with External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar. 
Rubio also holds the key post of National Security Adviser. PTI

The art of identifying future foreign leaders

REALITY : Private investment has been restricted to industries that feed infrastructure projects. PTI

ACROSS
1 Tight-fisted (6)
4 Make known (8)
9 Inequitable (6)
10 Unrealistic aspirations (8)
12 Sudden spasm of pain (4)
13 Church underground 

vault (5)
14 Main points (4)
17 Honest (2,3,2,3,2)
20 Question relentlessly (5-7)
23 Admit openly (4)
24 40-40 in tennis (5)
25 Nuisance (4)
28 Ribbed cotton pile 

fabric (8)
29 Preoccupy completely (6)
30 Without equal (8)
31 Diminish (6)

DOWN
1 Carver in stone or wood (8)
2 Boundless (8)
3 Firm hold (4)
5 Self-government (12)
6 Try to persuade by 

flattery (4)
7 Source (6)
8 Hostility (6)
11 Absurd (12)
15 Eerie (5)
16 Of the moon (5)
18 Resemblance (8)
19 Throw overboard (8)
21 Wild and rash (6)
22 Unrefined (6)
26 Overcast (4)
27 Competent (4)

Yesterday’s Solution
Across: 1 Quota, 4 Because, 8 Aft, 9 Venezuela, 10 Trellis, 11 Niche,
13 Reason, 15 Fennel, 18 Cheat, 19 Undergo, 21 Trafalgar, 23 Leo,
24 Respect, 25 Short.

Down: 1 Quarter, 2 On the wane, 3 Anvil, 4 Banish, 5 Cezanne, 6 Use,
7 Evade, 12 Contralto, 14 Outface, 16 Lookout, 17 Budget, 18 Cater,
20 Darts, 22 Ass.

JUNE 2, 2026, TUESDAY
■ Shaka Samvat 1948

■ Jyeshtha Shaka 12

■ Jyeshtha Parvishte 19

■ Hijari 1447

■ Krishna Paksha Tithi 2, up to 7:02 pm

■ Sadhya Yoga up to 7:16 am 

■ Moola Nakshatra up to 10:07 pm

■ Moon in Sagittarius sign 

■ Gandmoola  up to 10:07 pm 

calendar

YESTERDAY’S SOLUTION

forecastsu do ku quick crossword

V.HARD

5 7 3 8 6 9 4 2 1

2 9 4 3 7 1 8 5 6

1 6 8 5 4 2 9 7 3

8 3 7 2 1 5 6 4 9

6 1 9 7 3 4 2 8 5

4 5 2 6 9 8 3 1 7

3 2 5 1 8 6 7 9 4

7 4 1 9 2 3 5 6 8

9 8 6 4 5 7 1 3 2

1 6 5
7 8 9 4

4 1
4 2 6 8

5 7 9 4
3 6

6 9 1 3
9 5 7

CITY MAX MIN
Chandigarh 37 25
New Delhi 36 27
Amritsar 38 25
Bathinda 43 25
Jalandhar 38 25
Ludhiana 37 25
Bhiwani 40 25
Hisar 42 25
Sirsa 42 26
Dharamsala 27 18
Manali 22 11
Shimla 20 13
Srinagar 29 17
Jammu 34 25

Kargil 18 10
Leh 17 07

Dehradun 34 23
Mussoorie 24 17

SUNSET: TUESDAY 19:20 HRS
SUNRISE: WEDNESDAY 05:22 HRS

TEMPERATURE IN OC



State  and  Religion 

A  timely  call  to  end  red-tagging 

Letters To The Editor e d i t o r @ t h e s t a t e s m a n . c o m
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Incorporating and directly descended from 
the Friends of India -founded 1818

Every summer, India is reminded that climate change is 
no longer a future threat but a present reality. Yet the 
true measure of the crisis is not found in temperature 
records or meteorological bulletins. It is found in the 

widening gap between those who can escape the heat and 
those who cannot. When temperatures climb past 45 degrees 
Celsius in cities such as Delhi, the burden is not shared equally. 
Air-conditioned homes, offices, malls and private vehicles offer 
protection to those who can afford them. For millions of others, 
particularly workers in the informal economy, extreme heat is 
simply another occupational hazard that must be endured to 
earn a living. 

This is where the climate debate intersects with questions of 
labour, urban planning and social justice. India’s cities run on 
the efforts of street vendors, delivery personnel, construction 
workers, domestic workers, rickshaw pullers and countless 
others whose livelihoods depend on remaining outdoors for 
long hours. As heatwaves become longer and more  
intense, these workers face a cruel choice: risk their health or 
lose their income.  

The economic consequences extend far beyond individual 
hardship. Reduced productivity, lost work hours and 
heat-related illnesses translate into significant costs for the 
wider economy. Sectors dependent on outdoor labour are 
especially vulnerable. What appears at first glance to be a 
weather event is increasingly becoming a development 
challenge capable of slowing growth and deepening inequality. 

Nor is this challenge confined to Delhi. From Ahmedabad 
and Jaipur to Kolkata and Hyderabad, urban India is 
confronting similar pressures. What appears today as a 
metropolitan problem is rapidly becoming a national one, 
affecting cities with different climates, economies, and 
demographics. 

The problem is compounded by the way Indian cities have 
evolved. Expanding concrete surfaces, shrinking green spaces, 
inadequate shade and congested neighbourhoods create urban 
heat islands that trap warmth long after sunset. For many 
low-income families, relief does not arrive when the workday 
ends. Poorly ventilated homes and unreliable electricity often 
make nights nearly as oppressive as afternoons, preventing 
recovery from prolonged exposure. 

Governments have responded with heat action plans, public 
advisories and emergency measures. These are necessary and 
welcome. Yet they are only the beginning. Advising people to 
avoid outdoor work during peak temperatures has limited value 
when missing a day’s wages means sacrificing a family’s next 
meal. Climate resilience cannot be built solely through 
warnings; it requires investments in housing, public cooling 
infrastructure, reliable power supply, urban greenery and 
workplace protections for vulnerable workers. 

The larger lesson is clear. Extreme heat should no longer be 
treated as an occasional seasonal inconvenience. It has become 
a structural challenge that touches public health, economic 
productivity and social stability. The question facing India is 
not whether hotter summers are coming. They are already here. 
The question is whether the country’s institutions can adapt 
quickly enough to ensure that survival does not remain the 
price of earning a livelihood.

Niccolo Machiavelli was an Italian 
Renaissance philosopher and 
writer. Regarded as the founder 
of modern political theory for 

separating politics from conventional morality, 
he notes in The Prince, “A wise ruler ought 
not to keep faith, when by doing so, it would 
be against his interest.” The core idea is that 
the leadership must choose power/stability 
over moral or religious considerations, 
whenever the two conflict.  

Pursuing Machiavellian thoughts, many 
States don’t always operate in religious blocs 
whilst pursuing diplomacy or pure self-interest. 
The US-Israel-Iran war and the accompanying 
relations of Arab regimes with the Ayatollah-led 
Iranian regime typifies that divide.  

Even the much bandied ‘Abraham Accord’ 
which seeks to normalise relations of Israel 
with some Islamic countries counters the 
exclusivity of religion as the sole lever of 
unity or disunity. Factors like regime 
perpetuation, regional security interests, 
regional influence/leverage, commercial 
opportunities, or even larger geopolitical 
considerations can conjoin the so-called 
“irreconcilable”. 

Israel has pioneered the divide-and-manage 
tactics by pursuing selective partnerships 
with certain counter-intuitive states to secure 
its situation, within a Middle East that was 
already shaped by competing intra-regional 
rivalries. Israel pursued formal Treaties or 
Accords (historically with Arab countries 
like Egypt or Jordan) or supported informal 
or indirect ties with non-state or rival political 
actors in the region.  

Such opportunism evokes a mixed reaction 
in the region (beyond the official leadership) 
as the masses remain concerned about 
unsettled issues like Palestine. The latest to 

join the bandwagon of regional intrigues is 
Somaliland, the breakaway region of Somalia, 
that has just announced the opening of an 
embassy in East Jerusalem.           

Israel had first driven the regional wedge 
when it became the first to formally recognise 
the self-declared Republic of Somaliland in 
December 2025. Incidentally, the constitution 
of Somaliland insists on full Sharia- 
compliance, adherences and policies, as 
is the case for any hardline Arab State.  

However, as Israel had become the 
first-mover to recognise Somaliland, the 
Hargeisa-based regime was quick to 
reciprocate and signal its willingness to 
join the controversial ‘Abraham Accord’. 

The Organisation of Islamic Cooperation 
(OIC) had criticised Israel’s preemptive 
move to “divide” Somalia. But the latest 
announcement to open the Somaliland 
Embassy in Israel has added insult to 
injury and led to many Islamic countries 
calling out the “flagrant violation of 
international law and relevant international 
resolutions.”  

They claim that it “represents a direct 
infringement on the legal and historical 
status of occupied Jerusalem”. But for 
now, Israel and Somaliland couldn’t care 
less, as they are selfishly driven to make the  
mutual outreach. 

While most of the world perceives Somalia 
and the Somalis as a homogenous lot, the 
reality is that beyond co-religiousity, it is a 
deeply divided region with violently competing 
ethnicities, clans, and tribes.  

The image of an extremist and “failed-state” 
that is mired in a bloody civil war dates 
back to the collapse of Siad Barre’s government 
in 1991 after which warlordism, rise of 
extremist groups like Al-Shabaab, and 
fragmentation of authority destroyed all 
vestiges of governance. 

One of the local outcomes of the turmoil 
was the creation of the Isaaq clan-based 

Somali National Movement (SNM), that 
began asserting and controlling its area of 
dominance in the northern part of Somalia 
as early as 1991. Whilst still ensuring 
deep-rooted Islamic norms, it pursued a 
relatively more progressive blend of pragmatism, 
clan-based reconciliations, and democratic 

state-building goals. 
Despite a semblance of 

governance, moderation and 
stability (unlike the larger 
swathes of Somalia), regional 
Somaliland earned the wrath 
of whichever force-controlled 
Mogadishu (or Somalia), 
extremist groups like 
Al-Shabaab, or even competing 
regional forces like the  
militia of the rival Khaatumo 
clan or the neighbouring 
Puntland region.  

While most countries and 
multilateral forums recognise 
the better organisation and 
operation of Somaliland, 
they remain wary of recognizing 
it as a sovereign, in order to 
respect the principle of 
territorial integrity.  

Basically, international law and geopolitics 
prioritize existing borders, regional consensus, 
and stability over governance performance 
~  hence despite the semblance of a fully-governed 
authority, Somaliland was not recognised 
as an independent country to dissuade 
similar secessionist movements, until Israel 
stepped in. 

The fleet-footed and transactional outlook 
in Israel seized upon an opportunity to press 
on a topical possibility. Tel Aviv saw the 
larger shifting Red Sea security threats (with 
Houthis across the Yemeni mainland on 
the other side of the Red Sea), strategic 
competition in the Horn of Africa  
amongst extremist forces, and the diplomatic 

and economic desperation of the  
Somaliland regime. 

In return, the Somaliland government 
saw the reciprocal returns of sovereign 
legitimacy, security, geopolitical and economic 
support from the Israelis. A win-win of sorts, 
if both Israel and Somaliland could put 
aside the naturalness of conflict that could 
be expected from any hardline Islamic 
country like Somaliland and Israel. 

Such a move would have the covert 
approval of the United States of America 
given the strategic positioning of Somaliland 
(overlooking the opening of the Red Sea, 
especially as the US navigates issues in the 
Straits of Hormuz, in the Persian Gulf).  

The US can ill afford compromise of yet 
another maritime chokepoint and would 
rather have the whispered Israeli base (or 
infrastructure of some sort) in Somaliland 
rather than have the likes of Yemeni Houthis, 
Al-Shabaab, or even the expansionist Chinese 
(who have a base in neighbouring Djibouti) 
control the region. 

Somaliland not only exposes the limitation 
of religion as a basis of nationhood. It actually 
shows the power of economic desperation, 
aspiration and recognition (for the Somaliland 
regime), and the power of economic-military 
investments along with some tactical 
compromises (e.g. Somaliland is a Sharia-run 
country) in order to fructify larger benefits. 
Israel had to overlook its constitutional 
position as a puritanical power. 

Now, the preachy concerns of Ummah 
powers like Saudi Arabia, UAE, Kuwait or 
even Pakistan, seem rather rich and contradictory, 
as they too have will-nilly supported the 
US-Israeli cause against a co-religious Iran, 
by pursuing the ‘Abraham Accords’ and by 
effectively forsaking the Palestinian cause. 
If anything, opportunism has been  
birthed by most Ummah major powers, and 
Somaliland is only the natural consequence 
of that sensibility.  

Overlooked amid reams of copy 
and headlines on Senate 
shenanigans over the past three 
weeks was the Commission on 

Human Rights’ (CHR) call for an end to 
red-tagging, the “pattern of labeling 
individuals and groups as ‘communists,’ 
‘terrorists,’ or ‘enemies of the state,’ often 
without due process and through public 
and online platforms.” 

The CHR’s call was drawn from its 2025 
National Inquiry on the Current Situation 
of Human Rights Defenders in the Philippines 
with a Focus on Incidents of red-Tagging, 
a follow-up to a similar inquiry it conducted 
in 2019. Six years on, red-tagging still 
persists, the commission noted. The 
practice, it added, “exposes individuals to 
threats, harassment, and violence, and 
may serve as a precursor to grave human 
rights violations, including arbitrary 
detention, enforced disappearances, and 
extrajudicial killings.” 

Most affected are “journalists, lawyers, 
students, labor leaders, indigenous peoples, 

and community organizers engaged in 
advocacy and civic work, as well as those 
voicing legitimate dissent on government 
policies,” the CHR pointed out. 

Indeed, in the April 19 alleged encounter 
between the military and 
communist rebels in Toboso, 
Negros Occidental, several 
fatalities ~ students and 
researchers and a community 
journalist ~ were identified as 
combatants and red fighters 
by the military, with Defense 
Secretary Gilberto Teodoro Jr. 
maintaining that all 19 killed in the incident 
were “armed” rebels and not civilians 
based on the soldiers’ accounts. 

Rights groups, however, have challenged 
this official version, demanding evidence 
and photos to back up the military’s claims. 

They include Zara Alvarez, a legal worker 
for the rights group Karapatan, who was 
shot dead in Bacolod in August 2020. In 
what became known as “Bloody Sunday,” 
nine labor and rights activists were killed 

in military raids across the Calabarzon 
region in March 2021. 

Support the construction of an architectural 
marvel that will inspire devotion and 
spirituality for generations to come. Three 

most wanted persons in the Ilocos 
Region, including a schoolteacher, 
were apprehended by the police in 
separate law enforcement operations 
Thursday. Similarly gunned down 
after being Red-tagged were Bayan 
Muna coordinator Jory Porquia in 
Iloilo in April 2020, and environmental 
activist Bernardino Patigas in Negros 

Occidental in April 2019. Judges, too, were 
targeted, including Judge Monique 
Quisumbing-Ignacio of the Mandaluyong 
Regional Trial Court (RTC) and Judge 
Marlo Magdoza-Malagar of the Manila 
RTC in 2021 and 2022, for their rulings 
that favored red-tagged defendants. 

Such lethal abuse of authority prompted 
the Supreme Court to formally declare 
that red-tagging, vilification, and guilt by 
association constitute a clear threat to a 

person’s right to life, liberty, or security in 
a landmark ruling in May 2024. 

This judicial pushback is not enough, 
however, as other government agencies 
continue to red-tag critics to discourage 
dissent, with the National Task Force to 
End Local Communist Armed Conflict 
receiving a hefty budget: P8.08 billion in 
2026, in stark contrast to the proposed 
P1,000 budget for the CHR in 2017. 

The Commission on Audit has repeatedly 
flagged the task force, however, for its 
perennial underutilization of funds and 
inability to undertake projects to fulfill its 
mandate of clearing barangays of insurgency 
through development projects. 

Despite the high court’s action, there is 
no specific law defining or penalizing 
red-tagging as a distinct offense, nor is 
there government policy banning it, the 
CHR noted. Such limitation has resulted 
in fragmented protection and barriers to 
access to justice, compounded by challenges 
such as impunity and the misuse of legal 
processes, the agency added.

For much of the Indian Premier League’s history, Royal 
Challengers Bengaluru symbolised a familiar 
contradiction. It was one of the tournament’s most 
popular franchises, possessed some of the biggest 

names in world cricket and commanded a vast fan following, 
yet success repeatedly slipped from its grasp. That image now 
belongs firmly to the past. 

Back-to-back IPL titles mark more than a sporting 
achievement. They signal the transformation of a franchise that 
has finally learned the difference between celebrity and 
institution-building. In a competition often dominated by star 
power, Bengaluru's recent success suggests that sustainable 
excellence is ultimately built on depth, balance and 
organisational clarity. 

The temptation is to view the latest triumph primarily 
through the prism of Virat Kohli. That is understandable. Few 
cricketers have exerted such a powerful influence on a franchise 
for nearly two decades. His longevity, consistency and ability to 
perform under pressure remain extraordinary. At an age when 
many T20 players are contemplating retirement, Kohli 
continues to shape matches and define standards. 

Yet the larger story lies elsewhere. The IPL has matured into a 
competition where individual brilliance alone is rarely enough. 
Teams that consistently contend for titles are those that 
develop robust systems, identify roles clearly and create 
environments in which multiple players can contribute. The 
dominance once associated with franchises such as Chennai 
Super Kings and Mumbai Indians emerged not merely from 
great players but from strong cultures. Bengaluru now appears 
to have joined that club. 

This evolution reflects a broader trend within Indian cricket. 
The country's talent pipeline has become so deep that 
franchises can no longer rely on a handful of marquee names. 
Success increasingly depends on scouting networks, analytical 
planning, coaching structures and the ability to integrate 
domestic and international talent. The modern IPL  
champion resembles a well-run institution rather than a 
collection of superstars. 

For Indian cricket, that is an encouraging development. The 
league's greatest contribution has never been entertainment 
alone. It has created a competitive ecosystem that rewards 
professionalism and exposes emerging players to elite 
standards. When franchises succeed through collective strength 
rather than individual dependence, the benefits extend beyond 
the tournament itself. 

Kohli's presence nevertheless gives Bengaluru's rise a 
symbolic dimension. His career has often mirrored the 
aspirations of contemporary Indian cricket: ambitious, 
relentless and unwilling to accept limitations. The fact that the 
franchise has reached its most successful phase while its most 
iconic player remains central to the project adds a sense of 
completion to a long journey. 

The significance of consecutive titles, therefore, is not merely 
that Bengaluru has won again. It is that one of the IPL's most 
recognisable teams has finally evolved from a brand built 
around a star into a champion built to endure. That may prove 
to be the most important victory of all.

Heat  Divide 

Beyond  Kohli 

While most of the world 
perceives Somalia and the 
Somalis as a homogenous lot, 
the reality is that beyond 
co-religiosity, it is a deeply 
divided region with violently 
competing ethnicities, clans, 
and tribes. The image of an 
extremist and ‘failed-state’ that 
is mired in a bloody civil war 
dates back to the collapse of Siad 
Barre’s government in 1991 after 
which warlordism, rise of 
extremist groups like 
Al-Shabaab, and 
fragmentation of authority 
destroyed all vestiges of 
governance
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Change of guard 
Sir, The resignation of Karnataka Chief 

Minister Siddaramaiah and the likely 
elevation of Deputy Chief Minister D.K. 
Shivakumar mark a significant political 
transition in the State.  

While leadership changes within political 
parties are not uncommon, the manner in 
which the Congress high command has 
handled this transition appears aimed at 
preserving internal stability and preventing 
prolonged factional conflict. 

Siddaramaiah’s contribution to Karnataka 
politics, particularly his efforts in building 
the AHINDA social coalition and his long 
administrative experience, cannot be 
overlooked.  

His statement that he would continue to 
fight communal forces while remaining 
active in State politics reflects his enduring 
influence within the party and among 
sections of the electorate. 

At the same time, the transition presents 

major challenges for the incoming leadership. 
Cabinet formation, balancing caste and 
regional representation, and accommodating 
competing aspirations within the Congress 
will require political maturity and 
consensus-building.  

Any perception of sidelining Siddaramaiah’s 
loyalists could create internal instability at 
a time when governance and development 
demand continuity. 

Recent political developments across 
several States have shown how unresolved 
leadership struggles can weaken governments 
and damage party unity.  

This time, the Congress leadership appears 
to have acted in advance to avoid a prolonged 
internal crisis.  

The people of Karnataka would now 
expect the new leadership to move beyond 
factional politics and focus on governance, 
economic growth, welfare commitments, 
and social harmony. 

Yours, etc., Vidyasagar Reddy Kethiri, 
Hanamkonda, 29 May. 

Pragmatism 
Sir,  Your edit “Cuban reckoning”, published 

today, correctly warns against assuming 
economic collapse will trigger political 
collapse, but it understates a harder truth: 
the Cuban regime’s institutional control is 
not a static asset.  

It erodes as fuel shortages ground police 
patrols, blackouts disable communications, 
and military managers oversee empty 
factories. Control without delivery is a 
wasting asset. Washington’s real leverage 
isn’t indictments or exile politics ~ it’s 
enabling partial normalisation that rewards 
step-by-step opening, not humiliation. 

The pragmatic path is neither regime 
change nor passive waiting. Offer calibrated 
relief on remittances, internet infrastructure, 
and agriculture in exchange for verifiable 
private-sector expansion and judicial 
independence for small enterprise.  

Let exhaustion, not explosion, drive 
transition. Cuba won’t fall like the USSR. 

But it can walk towards Vietnam’s model if 
the US stops demanding conversion and 
starts rewarding movement. The goal isn’t 
victory. It’s a habitable exit from stagnation. 

Yours, etc., K. Chidanand Kumar, 
Bengaluru, 27 May. 

 

Bus services 
Sir, Post Covid, the operators of many 

mini bus services in the Behala area have 
been compelled to close services. It is 
assumed that this has happened due to 
their inability to service bank loans or other 
financial burdens on the owners. The 
previous government had interest in  festivities 
and unproductive activities without thinking 
about the common man.  

We, the senior citizens, face extreme 
difficulties to commute. We therefore  
request the present dispensation to look 
into the matter. 

Yours, etc., Subrata Ranjan Das, 
Kolkata, 29 May.



STRIKE FAILURE 

LEADERS’ 
CONDEMNATION  
OF TACTICS 
(BRITISH OFFICIAL WIRELESS.) 
 RUGBY, MAY. 

ONE of the most noteworthy sequels to the 
collapse of the recent general strike is the 
condemnation of the strike by leaders of the 
Labour Party. 

Mr. Ramsay Macdonald, writing in a weekly 
newspaper says: “We are not likely to hear much 
more of a general strike as an effective industrial 
weapon. No community will ever allow a general 
strike to succeed in the sense that it shall bring 
the community into subjection, and all our recent 
developments in mobilisation, in propaganda 
and in road transport have completely changed 
the tactics of industrial fighting if the unions 
would only see it. The strike is, as it has always 
been, a cruel if necessary weapon. But the idea 
has grown up that by adding strike to strike, and 
by forming fighting alliances of unions justice 
will be done more swiftly and surely. That was 
how combined Labour thought to make a great 
and successful effort, but the country will not 
have it. Let the Trade Unions face the facts.” 

 
 

DICTATOR FOR PORTUGAL 

FOUR REVOLUTIONS 
IN 12 MONTHS 
�SPECIAL CABLE.� 
LONDON, MAY. 

PORTUGAL’S fourth revolution within twelve 
months and the twenty-fifth since King Manuel 
was overthrown, has ended in the establishment 
of what is practically a military dictatorship, 
making the fifth now in Europe, the others being 
Italy, Spain, Greece, and Poland. 

News from Lisbon is meagre but apparently 
the coup was accomplished without firing a shot. 
Da Silva’s Government was taken by surprise. 
After issuing the usual communiqué on Saturday 
that the Government was controlling the situation 
it had to admit later that the revolutionaries were 
marching on Lisbon and that it was impossible 
to send Government troops to check their advance 
as the railways refused to transport them. 

In a proclamation General Da Costa, Commander 
of the Portuguese troops in France during the 
War, who started a revolt at Braga, says the 
movement is intended to save the country from 
politicians who are ruining Portugal. Cabeeadas, 
who is very popular in the Navy, headed the 
revolt last July.— Copyright. 

 
 

NANKING INCIDENT 

FAILURE OF BOYCOTT 
ATTEMPT 
(Special Cable.) 
PEKING, MAY. 

A DISPUTE between coloured sailors of British
nationality and rickshaw coolies occurred at Nanking. 
An intoxicated Indian sailor wounded a Chinese
coolie with a pistol. This led to an anti-British 
demonstration, and an attempt to instigate a boycott
was made, but vigorous measures by the Chinese
authorities scotched the movement.— Copyright.

HARSHA KAKAR 
 

In February 2023, when Turkey 
and Syria faced a devastating 
earthquake, which killed almost 
52,000 people,  India was 

amongst the first countries to 
respond. India launched ‘Operation 
Dost’ where it deployed a field 
hospital and sent tons of relief 
material ,  hoping to  change 
Indo-Turkey relationship. Indian 
rescue teams worked around the 
clock pulling survivors from rubble.   

The Turkish ambassador thanked 
India for its support and for some 
time President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 
stopped his anti-India tirade. PM 
Modi also met him on the sidelines 
of the G20 summit in Delhi in 
September the same year and they 
discussed enhancing trade ties. 
Simultaneously, Turkey was seeking 
to challenge Saudi Arabia for 
leadership of the Islamic world and 
hence moving closer to Pakistan. 

With the passage of time, everything 
went back to the way it was and 
Turkey’s statements on Kashmir 
and support to Pakistan again 
ero de d t ies.  T urkish me dia 
continuously played out anti-India 
narratives. The turning point was 
when it, alongside Azerbaijan, 
backed Pakistan with military and 
diplomatic support during Operation 
Sindoor. Pakistan used Turkish 
drones and missiles, none of which 
were successful. 

The result was an Indian boycott 
of Turkey and Azerbaijan. Tourism 
from India, amongst the largest to 
Turkey, and a major revenue earner, 
dropped drastically. Cancellations 
surged, destination weddings were 
called off, Indian universities severed 
ties with Turkish counterparts and 
e-commerce platforms felt compelled 
to drop Turkish brands. Indian 
tourist spending in Turkey and 
Azerbaijan was USD 400 million 

in 2024, which has since reduced 
substantially. 

Simultaneously, India moved to 
challenge both Turkey and Azerbaijan. 
Armenia, Azerbaijan’s adversary 
and the nation standing against 
the Pakistan-Turkey-Azerbaijan 
axis, began procuring Indian and 
French military equipment. In its 
recent Republic Day parade in 
Yerevan, Armenia showcased new 
military equipment now deployed 
in the country as a counter to 
Azerbaijan. 

The equipment includes Pinaka 
multi-barrel rocket launchers, Swathi 
weapon locating radars, Akash air 
defence systems and multiple 155mm 
guns. These are amongst the most 
powerful weapon systems in the 
world. Azerbaijan had objected 
repeatedly to India and France over 
sale of military equipment to 
Armenia, which both nations ignored. 

India is now playing a similar 
game in Turkey’s backyard, causing 
panic in Ankara. Turkey has long 
standing disputes with Greece and 
Cyprus. With Greece it is over the 
Aegean Sea and Eastern 
Mediterranean, largely involving 
territorial waters and airspace, 
based on Turkey’s ‘Blue Homeland 
Doctrine.’ With Cyprus, it is over 
splitting of the island following a 
military invasion which created 
the Turkish Republic of North 
Cyprus in 1974, currently only 
recognized by Turkey. 

India is moving closer to both 
Greece and Cyprus. The recent visit 
of  Cypr us President  Nikos 
Christodoulides to India led to both 
nations upgrading their relationship 
to a Strategic Partnership. Six MOUs 
were inked which included a Roadmap 
for Defence and Security Cooperation 
(2026–2031). The roadmap, apart 
from opening sale of defence 
equipment, also includes maritime 
security, cybersecurity, intelligence 

coordination and other aspects. 
India considers Cyprus a ‘gateway’ 
into Europe’s security architecture. 

India and Greece had already 
elevated their ties to a Strategic 
Partnership in August 2023. Their 
defence minister visited India in 
February this year and what emerged 
was a Joint Declaration of Intent 
which covered co -production, 
co-development, and potential export 
of defence equipment. While Greece 
is a member of NATO, Turkey’s veto 
has ensured Cyprus can never be a 
member, though it is a part of the 
EU, which Turkey is not. 

While both nations can procure 
military equipment from India, 
Greece is restricted by its equipment 
interoperability with NATO and 
has traditionally relied on US and 
European allies. Greece has placed 
a Liaison Officer at the Information 
Fusion Centre-Indian Ocean Region 
in Gurugram. The visit by Indian 
ships for joint exercises in both 
Cyprus and Greece imply Indian 
military power is present at the 
doorstep of Ankara. 

Cyprus displayed interest in 
procuring India’s Brahmos missiles 
and kamikaze drones like Nagastra-1 
and SkyStriker. There is a possibility 
that equipment procured by Cyprus 
could be deployed in Greece. The 
induction of sophisticated weaponry 
from India  into  the Eastern 
Mediterranean, Turkey’s backyard, 
could change the balance of power 
of the region. While no deals have 
been announced yet, it is evident 
that these are on the cards. 

Turkey had always believed it 
could challenge India with no 
consequences. It backed Pakistan 
on Kashmir, provided arms and 
missiles not expecting India to hit 
it back in its own backyard. Cyprus 
is Turkey’s greatest geopolitical 
instability. Any military partnership 
with Cyprus is a matter of concern. 

Cyprus is surrounded by Turkey, 
Gre e ce and Israel ,  a longside 
Mediterranean energy routes. A 
strong Cyprus challenges Turkey’s 
plans for dominating the Eastern 
Mediterranean, which it considers 
its backyard. Turkey’s relations 
with Israel are currently fraught 
and an added headache would be 
Cyprus with missiles. 

India’s intervention in the Eastern 
Mediterranean is a clear message 
to Turkey; you desist from your 
actions in South Asia if you desire 
to  maintain p eace in  your 
neighbourhood. The same message 
flowed to Azerbaijan with India 
arming Armenia. The military 
balance between Azerbaijan and 
Armenia is no longer one-sided 
favouring Azerbaijan. Things will 
so on change in  T urkey’s 
neighbourhood. Indian ships would 
be visiting ports in Cyprus and 
Greece, and Indian armed forces 
would be conducting joint exercises 
with both nations. 

Turkey is facing economic problems 
and its insecurity is on the rise. It 
is at this time that India is moving 
powerful military equipment into 
the region to nations which are a 

challenge to Turkey’s domination. 
There is little Turkey can do. It is 
aware that  i ts  obje ct ions are 
meaningless for India, especially 
after the way it acted post Indian 
support in Operation Dost. 

While many in Ankara advocate 
that Turkey challenge India by 
supplying Pakistan with more 
military equipment, they fail to 
realize that Turkey cannot provide 
it without payment and Pakistan 
lacks funds to pay. A better option 
would be to approach India seeking 
a quid pro quo, though it is unlikely 
that India would accept. Trust 
between the two nations has eroded. 
India is now paying Turkey back 
in the same coin. 

The possibility of a sale has 
already shaken Ankara; what happens 
when it is delivered can be imagined. 
The firmest message of intent which 
India could convey is by providing 
Cyprus with a line of credit to 
procure the Brahmos missiles. India 
is no longer pushing its soft power 
but directly intervening in regions 
which display an anti-India stance. 

 
 

(The writer is a retired Major-General of the 
Indian Army.)
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ACROSS 
 
1    Pavarotti�s OK in 

an opera house  

(7) 

5    A bit of help: one 

across is a house 

(7) 

9    City sandwich shop 

that�s hot inside 

(5) 

10  Alien on film set, 

flipping good on 

camera (9) 

11  Layoffs at lab not 

fixed, pretend 

management  

(7,8) 

12  Tiny couple twists 

at the end of 

dance  

(6) 

14  Go over teacher�s 

negative feedback 

(5) 

17  Spent nothing out,

presumably (3,2) 

18  Watch part of 

victory turning 

bloody (6) 

21  With one weak 

card, holding 

busted flush; 

going 17 on that? 

(7,8) 

24  Water for shower 

artist stored 

remotely? (4-5) 

25  Bishop abandons 

tall ladies in low 

dome (5) 

26  Cover point, he 

catches Cook  

(7) 

27  Seeing father on 

telly, moan in 

front of him  

(7) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    Position in which 

half of Russian jets 

take off  

(3-3) 

2    Stretchy hose only 

sprayed 

neighbours� 
borders (6) 

3    Fake barrier 

doesn�t open  

(9) 

4    _ora B_? 

Completing it 

would be smart  

(5) 

5    When kids knock, 

greeting tiny one 

in the middle  

(9) 

6    Coming soon, time 

when the earth 

cools (5) 

7    Burning dinner, 

daughter cuts 

very hot potato  

(8) 

8    Face covered in 

spots, son not 

caring (8) 

13  New locum 

changed drug, 

accepted 

reluctantly  

(9) 

14  Decontamination 

caught scrawny 

rat (9) 

15  Risk rows again 

holding up fuel 

production line  

(8) 

16  Cycling loses its 

attraction, maybe 

hailstones pepper 

ground (8) 

19  Lodging suit finally 

after libel spread 

(6) 

20  Antique silver Eros 

lady displayed in 

odd locations  

(3-3) 

22  Newspaper covers 

one aspect  

(5) 

23  Region of Pluto in 

darkness with sun 

going down  

(5)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9 10

11

12 13 14

15 16

17 18

19 20

21 22 23

24 25

26 27

H A N G O U T W A S H I N G
O E L A H A C A
R A C E D S I E G F R I E D
A T E M E E E G
C H A I N M A I L G O R S E
E R N U T

L I N E S M O K A B L E
N G E U R E

S E R G E A N T D E A R
M B W S F
O C H R E D E E P W A T E R
T E A I I I S A
H E A R T H R U G L E A R N
E R E T H C I C
R E D A R M Y S P O N D E E

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 02 June 1926

News Items

India counters Turkey

OCCASIONAL NOTE 

COUNT MAYEDA, the Japanese representative 
at Geneva, has been explaining in an interview 
why Japan cannot ratify the hours convention. 
We use the word “explaining” without accepting 
it, for anything more vague than the reasons 
offered by the Count it would be difficult to 
formulate.’ “Japan,” he says, “cannot ratify 
conventions on the Indian basis.” But why not? 
A mere assertion that working hours in the cotton 
mills in Japan are not in practice longer than 
those in India carries no conviction. Statistically 
they are much longer, and until it is demonstrated 
that an hour in Japan is a less period of time than 
an hour in India the world will continue to believe 
that the Japanese mills work longer than the 
Indian mills. The fact that Japan can import raw' 
cotton from India, work it up, and sell the product, 
after paying a tariff duty, against Indian manufactures 
from the same raw material is not to be got over 
by suggesting that the Japanese working conditions 
are really on a level with those of India.

 SIDDHARTH ROY 
 

For much of independent 
India 's  histor y,  b order 
security has been viewed 
primarily through a military 

lens. The focus has understandably 
b e en on tro op deployment , 
sur vei l lance ,  fencing ,  and 
infrastructure designed to deter 
external  threats.  While  these 
measures remain essential, the 
changing nature of national security 
demands a broader perspective. 

In the twenty-first century, secure 
borders are not created solely by 
soldiers and security installations. 
They are also strengthened by 
thriving communities, economic 
opportunities, modern infrastructure, 
and effective governance. India's 
frontier regions must therefore be 
viewed not merely as lines of defence 
but as engines of strategic development. 

India shares more than 15,000 
kilometres of land borders with 
seven countries. These frontier regions 
encompass some of the country's 
most challenging terrain, from the 
high-altitude deserts of Ladakh to 
the dense forests of the Northeast 
and the riverine boundaries of eastern 
India. Historically, many border 
districts remained economically 
underdeveloped due to difficult 
geography, limited connectivity, and 
inadequate public investment. As a 
result, large sections of India's frontiers 
came to be characterised by sparse 
populations, weak infrastructure, 
and restricted economic activity. 

Such conditions create vulnerabilities 
that traditional military measures 

alone cannot address. Security 
challenges in border areas often 
arise not merely from external 
threats but from the absence of 
development. Poor connectivity, 
limited employment opportunities, 
inadequate healthcare facilities, 
and weak educational infrastructure 
can contribute to migration away 
from border villages. When populations 
decline in strategically sensitive 
regions, the state's presence becomes 
less visible, economic activity 
diminishes, and vulnerabilities can 
increase. 

The concept of border development 
as a component of national security 
is therefore gaining greater relevance. 
The underlying logic is straightforward. 
Communities that are economically 
secure, socially integrated, and 
well-connected to the national 
mainstream contribute significantly 
to territorial stability. Residents of 
border regions often serve as the 
country's first line of awareness 
regarding developments along the 
frontier. Their continued presence 
and prosperity strengthen national 
resilience in ways that military 
infrastructure alone cannot achieve. 

The importance of this approach 
has become particularly evident in 
India's northern and northeastern 
regions. The border tensions witnessed 
in recent years have highlighted 
the strategic value of roads, bridges, 
tunnels, telecommunications networks, 
and air connectivity. Modern military 
operations depend heavily on 
logistics and mobility. Infrastructure 
that supports civilian development 
fre quently  enhances  defence 

preparedness as well. A road that 
facilitates trade and tourism can 
also improve military deployment 
capabilities. Telecommunications 
networks that connect remote 
villages can simultaneously strengthen 
surveillance and emergency response 
systems. 

This recognition has informed 
several recent policy initiatives. 
Programmes aimed at improving 
border infrastructure and revitalising 
frontier villages reflect a growing 
understanding that national security 
and development are interconnected 
objectives. The Vibrant Villages 
Programme, for example, seeks to 
improve living conditions and 
economic opportunities in strategically 
important border settlements. The 
goal is not merely to prevent 
outmigration but to transform these 
areas into vibrant communities 
that contribute to regional and 
national development. 

The Northeast offers an instructive 
example of this evolving approach. 
For decades, the region was viewed 
through the prism of insurgency 
and security concerns. Today, 
however, policymakers increasingly 
recognise its potential as India's 
gateway to Southeast Asia. Investments 
in highways, railways, airports, 
digital connectivity, and cross-border 
trade infrastructure are reshaping 
the region's strategic significance. 
Security remains important, but it 
is increasingly complemented by 
efforts to promote economic integration 
and connectivity. 

A similar transformation is 
occurring in other frontier regions. 

In Ladakh and Arunachal Pradesh, 
infrastructure development has 
accelerated significantly in recent 
years. Improved roads, tunnels, 
and communication systems not 
only strengthen defence capabilities 
but also enhance the quality of 
life for local populations. These 
investments demonstrate that 
s t r a t e g i c  p re p a re d n e s s  a n d 
developmental objectives can 
reinforce one another. 

The changing nature of global 
security further strengthens the 
case for a development-oriented 
approach. Contemporary threats 
often transcend traditional military 
boundaries. Cross-border crime, 
illegal migration, narcotics trafficking, 
cyber vulnerabilities, and information 
warfare require comprehensive 
resp onses involving multiple 
institutions. Border management 
is no longer the exclusive responsibility 
of security agencies. It increasingly 
involves civil administration, local 
governments, infrastructure planners, 
and development agencies. 

Economic integration also plays 
an important role in long-term 
security. Border regions that benefit 
from legitimate trade and investment 
are often more resilient to illicit 
activities. Enhanced connectivity 
with neighbouring countries can 
generate employment, encourage 
entrepreneurship, and strengthen 
regional stability. This does not 
diminish the importance of vigilance; 
rather, it highlights the need for a 
balanced strategy that combines 
security measures with economic 
opportunity. 

However, development initiatives 
must be implemented thoughtfully. 
Infrastructure projects should respect 
environmental concerns and local 
cultural identities. Frontier communities 
should be active participants in 
development planning rather than 
passive recipients of centrally 
designed programmes. Sustainable 
growth requires consultation, 
inclusion, and sensitivity to regional 
realities. 

The future of India's border 
security lies in integrating defence 
and development into a coherent 
national strategy. Military strength 
will always remain a vital component 
of frontier management, particularly 
given the country's complex geopolitical 
environment. Yet security cannot 
be sustained indefinitely in regions 
that lack economic vitality and 
social opportunity. 

India's border areas should no 
longer be seen as remote outposts 
at the margins of national life. They 
are strategic assets with the potential 
to contribute to economic growth, 
regional connectivity, and national 
resilience. By investing in people 
as well as infrastructure, and in 
development as well as defence, 
India can transform its frontiers 
from zones of vulnerability into 
pillars of strength. In an era of 
evolving security challenges, that 
may prove to be the most effective 
form of border defence. 

 
 

(The writer is a civil engineer, a consultant to the 
Rashtriya Raksha University, and a 
contemporary affairs commentator. The views 
are personal. He can be reached at 
siddharth001.roy@gmail.com)

When development becomes defence
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I
N PRESIDENT TRUMP’S second term,
the Department of Justice has acceler-
ated the pace of flimsy indictments
against high-profile targets, including

James Comey, the former F.B.I. director, and
Letitia James, the New York attorney gen-
eral.

John Brennan, a C.I.A. director in the
Obama administration who has criticized
Mr. Trump, hasn’t been indicted, but he’s un-
der investigation by the Justice Depart-
ment. Last week we learned of reports that
even E. Jean Carroll, who won civil sexual
abuse and defamation cases against Mr.
Trump, may feature in a criminal investiga-
tion.

What these cases have in common is that
they involve Mr. Trump’s perceived ene-
mies. What the indictments have in com-
mon is that although they met the very low
standard for bringing felony charges before
a grand jury, it is very unlikely that those
cases will meet the much higher standard
for a conviction at trial.

In an administration in which prosecutors
can be counted on to proceed in good faith —
and to follow the Justice Department’s own
rules — cases like these should be vanish-
ingly rare. Right now, however, we can’t
bank on that. All these examples have at
least a whiff of prosecutorial vindictiveness.

But there is a way to fix this.
The problem results from the difference

between the standard for obtaining an in-
dictment, which is probable cause, and that
for obtaining a conviction, proof beyond a
reasonable doubt. Moreover, for indict-
ments, probable cause need be found by
only 12 of a quorum of 16 to 23 grand jurors,
in contrast to the unanimity required for a
guilty verdict at trial.

The Justice Department has an internal
rule that, were it adhered to, would deal with
this. It prevents prosecutors from seeking
an indictment without first determining that
the case can be won later at trial and on ap-
peal. During my tenure at the department, I
never sought or approved an indictment if
the case being presented to the grand jury
did not already meet that threshold. After
all, you want to bring only cases that you are
confident you can win — that is, unless your
real aim is subjecting people to bogus
charges.

This provision is a critical limitation on
seeking abusive or weak indictments, but it
is not a law. And if there is anything that Mr.

Trump’s two terms have taught us, it is the
need for enforceable laws to restrain execu-
tive action.

Under current law, people like Ms. James
and Mr. Comey wind up suffering the public
opprobrium of a criminal indictment, as well
as the waste of significant time, energy and
money to defend themselves against ques-
tionable charges. While they battle these
cases, and even if they’re exonerated, the
chilling effect of their being charged in the
first place can be felt by countless others. On
top of that, the American taxpayer is on the
hook for the cost of all the work that the Jus-
tice Department puts in on cases that in any
other administration almost certainly
wouldn’t have been brought.

So what is the solution?
Congress can require that grand juries no

longer be instructed that they can find a
criminal charge based on mere probable
cause. Instead, a higher factual standard,
such as “clear and convincing” evidence — a
standard sometimes applied in the civil law
— should be necessary to vote in favor of a

criminal charge. Such a law, modeled on the
Justice Department’s internal guideline,
would bridge the wide gap between the low-
level burden that prosecutors have to meet
for bringing an indictment and the highest
burden under the law required for a criminal
conviction.

Mr. Trump’s Justice Department could
hardly complain validly about such a new
law. Increasing the standard to obtain a
grand jury indictment would not change
what responsible prosecutors are already
doing now. And the law would address what
the acting attorney general, Todd Blanche,
says he himself fears: Speaking this year at
the Conservative Political Action Confer-
ence, he said, “Everybody’s afraid that the
next administration, if we don’t win, we’re
going to all be investigated and indicted.”

I was struck by this remark for a personal
reason. During Mr. Trump’s first term, I
worked on the team led by the special coun-
sel Robert Mueller that investigated claims
that Russia interfered in the 2016 election.

Many of us assumed, correctly, that we
would be subject to later investigation by
the Trump administration. But we kept our
heads down and did our work, guided by our
highly principled special counsel.

Indeed, the investigation of the investiga-
tors came to pass: After Mr. Mueller deliv-
ered a final report in 2019, another special
counsel, John Durham, led a yearslong in-
vestigation at the behest of Attorney Gen-
eral Bill Barr that generated a lot of furor
but found no wrongdoing on the part of the
Mueller team. In fact, he did not contest the
basic findings of our investigation.

It was a vindication of the team and a win
for the rule of law, but it hasn’t deterred the
current administration from its spree of du-
bious inquests. The only thing that might
change that is if Congress steps in and
changes the law to raise the bar for initiating
indictments.

Prosecutors will still need to meet the be-
yond-a-reasonable-doubt standard at trial.
But by making it harder for charges to be
brought on spurious accusations by the cur-
rent or any future Justice Department, such
a law would help thwart questionable inves-
tigations and indictments.

Some might contend that the refusals by
grand juries to indict Ms. James, or the six
members of Congress who last year urged
service members not to follow unlawful or-
ders, mean that reform is unnecessary —
that we should leave it to grand jurors to sort
this out, not raise the burden on prosecu-
tors. Similarly, they may argue that trial ju-
ries should be the last fail-safe — that they
should be the remedy for careless or fishy
indictments.

That would still leave us with the problem
of indictments being used as tools of retribu-
tion and intimidation. Not all grand juries
have refused to indict under the current low
standard: While the administration’s first
case against Mr. Comey was dismissed, Mr.
Blanche was able to get a grand jury to in-
dict him based on his nebulous social media
“86 47” seashells post. Even for people like
Mr. Comey and Ms. James, who intimately
know how the criminal process works and
the judicial limits on prosecutorial power, it
can be intimidating to have one’s life turned
inside out. Add the inevitable doxxing and
threats, and the pressure can be over-
whelming.

Mr. Blanche knows all this. He should
have no qualms about moving to a higher le-
gal standard, unless he thinks the point is to
put the squeeze on those whom Mr. Trump
sees as adversaries. Congress can and
should take this weapon away from the ex-
ecutive branch of any administration.

The Trump Justice Department Cannot Be Trusted
We need a law that
raises the standard
for bringing
federal criminal
charges.

Andrew Weissmann
A former general counsel of the F.B.I. and
senior prosecutor in Robert Mueller’s special
counsel investigation.

DAMON WINTER/THE NEW YORK TIMES

P
REPARE for sticker shock as summer
barbecue season heats up: The price
of beef is sizzlingly high. Grilled sir-
loin will cost more than $14 a pound,

on average, according to the Bureau of La-
bor Statistics, up 20 percent since last year.

Last month, President Trump considered,
and then halted, a plan to reduce tariffs on
beef from some nations, including Ar-
gentina, to bring prices down. But such
moves would not be enough to fix the core
problem: a highly concentrated sector that
has controlled our meat supply for much of
the past century. More than 45 percent of all
U.S. cattle passed through just 11 meat pro-
cessing plants in 2025, and the top four pack-
ers sold 80 to 85 percent of all domestic beef
in 2024.

In March, Senator Chuck Schumer, the
minority leader, introduced a bill to break up
dominant beef-packing corporations, which
include JBS, Tyson Foods, Cargill and Na-
tional Beef. The Trump administration,
which has otherwise been allergic to regula-
tory enforcement against big corporations,
recently announced investigations into beef
packers as well as egg processors, which
raised prices sharply during the avian flu
outbreak, for possible antitrust violations.

But those investigations will matter only
if regulators follow up on their findings with
aggressive legal actions. Mr. Schumer’s bill
is the kind of structural solution, with poten-
tial bipartisan appeal, that has been in short
supply.

The entire U.S. food system is remarkably
consolidated, exploitative and fragile. Two
companies sold half of all fresh bread in
2020; two others controlled an estimated
two-thirds of all baby formula in 2022; and
two companies produced about 60 percent
of all carrots in 2023. Result? Food prices re-
main elevated after rising about 30 percent
between 2019 and 2025, as corporations took
advantage of pandemic supply chain dis-
ruptions to raise prices and, critically, prof-
its.

Such intense concentration was not inev-
itable. It’s a product of decades of failure to
enforce anti-merger laws that have been on
the books since 1890. Beginning with the
Reagan administration, federal regulators
under both Republican and Democratic
presidents took a largely hands-off ap-
proach to corporate consolidation. The De-
partment of Justice and the Federal Trade
Commission adopted Wall Street’s view that
mergers generate efficiencies and promise
lower consumer prices.

That was baloney. Fewer competitors of-

ten lead to higher prices. But the corpora-
tions have successfully defended their big-
ger-is-better argument for decades, which is
one reason we have industrial pig farms pol-
luting our countryside.

There have been many attempts to rein in
the food giants. Meat, sugar and egg proces-
sors have all been accused of price-fixing,
and food giants have paid out plenty in legal
settlements. But antitrust enforcement has
largely fallen short.

The Goliaths have maintained their grip
on the markets while engaging in the same
anti-consumer business tactics they have
mastered. Farmers still struggle with rising
costs and stagnant prices for their crops and
livestock, while consumers face an illusion
of choice at a higher price.

Despite the recent formation of a food an-
titrust task force, the Trump administration
has largely gutted government capacity to
take on food corporations, and it walked
back some moderate steps to change harm-
ful business practices.

Consider a federal lawsuit against Agri
Stats, a data collector and consulting com-
pany that was accused of facilitating the
sharing of competitively sensitive informa-
tion among major meat processors and ad-
vising them on pricing. According to what
one meat processing executive said in the
lawsuit, Agri Stats’s advice essentially
amounted to: “Just raise your price.” And
they did: Turkey processing margins in-
creased 300 percent in just three years. Cit-
ing such data, the Justice Department un-
der Joe Biden sued Agri Stats.

The appetite for enforcement changed
under Mr. Trump. In May, the Justice De-
partment proposed a settlement that would
allow Agri Stats, under court supervision, to
continue to facilitate information sharing
among producers in the pork and poultry in-
dustry, provided it shares that information
more broadly and doesn’t distribute certain
types of data related to prices and output
(Agri Stats did not admit to any wrongdo-
ing).

Solving the food sector’s woes will require
much more radical medicine. It has been
done before. In the 19th century, farmers be-
ing squeezed by middlemen helped pres-
sure Congress into passing the 1890 Sher-
man Antitrust Act, which outlawed monopo-
lies and made it a crime for competing com-
panies to restrain trade through price- and
wage-fixing or divvying up markets.

In 1920, the Federal Trade Commission
and the Justice Department pressured the
Beef Trust, a concentration of five meat-
packers that then commanded as much as
75 percent of the industry, to sell off its stock-
yards and transportation facilities and di-
vest from retail stores. The government also
substantially reduced or prevented further
concentration across the food industry
through the postwar years. By 1956, the four
largest beef packers, including former Beef

Trust members, had just 30 percent of the
market.

That all began to change in the 1980s,
when the federally blessed buyout boom put
big mergers back on the table; they haven’t
stopped. In recent years, Brazil’s JBS
bought Swift & Company as well as Cargill’s
pork business; Tyson bought IBP, Keystone
Foods and Hillshire Brands; China’s WH
Group acquired Smithfield Foods; and the
Kraft-Heinz merger created a grocery behe-
moth that may have, for once, become too
big to even manage.

The government needs to take steps to
rein in these companies. Mr. Schumer’s bill
is a good start. Congress should also extend
financial and technical support to help seed

new competitors capable of vying with the
big meatpackers, which the Biden adminis-
tration attempted to do. To maintain open
markets in the long run, regulators must
also ban unfair business practices that can
be used to secure and maintain dominant
positions.

Without far-reaching change, the govern-
ment, farmers and consumers will be
doomed to fight an endless battle against
corporate combines. Consumers will keep
paying too much, and farmers will continue
to get too little. By enforcing the law, Mr.
Trump could deliver for the public and some
of his most loyal supporters. Short of that,
we need Congress to, once again, carve up
this oligopoly.

Break Up the Beef Cartel
Sandeep Vaheesan 
and Claire Kelloway
Mr. Vaheesan is the legal director at the Open
Markets Institute. Ms. Kelloway is the
institute’s program manager for fair food and
farming systems.

ERIC RUBY

The entire U.S.
food system is
remarkably
consolidated and
exploitative.
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TO THE EDITOR:

“America Needs to Build More
Housing” (editorial, May 24)
does well to unpack America’s
housing crisis and the decades
of bad zoning policy that
caused it.

Shared blame for the crisis,
however, lies with the judicia-
ry, which blessed the dramatic
expansion of local zoning
power.

Initially, courts upheld zon-
ing as a means for nuisance
prevention. But in the 1974
Village of Belle Terre v. Boraas
case, the Supreme Court ruled
that municipalities could cap
the number of unrelated peo-
ple living together and regu-
late the look and feel of a
neighborhood. So Belle Terre
could prohibit unrelated Stony
Brook University students
from renting a house together,
even though nobody claimed
they were a nuisance. Munici-
palities were then empowered
to pass zoning codes that
permitted a certain aesthetic,
or type of housing.

Today, that authority is
wielded nationwide to thwart
much-needed development,
making housing more expen-
sive for everyone.

Since the courts contributed
to the problem, they can help
fix it. They can start by ac-
knowledging that it is uncon-
stitutional to leverage zoning
as a force for social engineer-
ing, or to use it to restrain the
supply of housing.

ARI S. BARGIL 
FORT LAUDERDALE, FLA.

The writer is a senior attorney at
the Institute for Justice.

TO THE EDITOR:

Government data shows that
the median size of a house was
about 1,500 square feet in 1960,
about 1,750 square feet in 1987
and nearly 2,200 square feet in
2025. (It peaked at 2,500
square feet in 2015.)

The average size of a family
was 3.7 people in 1960, 3.19 in
1987 and 3.15 in 2025. (The
Census Bureau historically
tracks average rather than
median size for families.)

So the living area per person
in 1960 was about 400 square
feet versus nearly 700 square
feet in 2025.

If people refused to buy
large houses and demanded
smaller, less expensive ones,
the market would adjust and
build them. The market in-
cludes elected officials who
adopt local zoning and build-
ing codes, builders and lend-
ers. The editorial cites several
areas where these changes are
being made, but does not
address the personal “wants
versus needs” issue.

For many people, there is a
seemingly insatiable appetite
to improve their standard of
living at a cost to their finan-
cial security and personal
well-being.

Realistically, the family

“financial crisis” will improve
only when people better un-
derstand the mechanics of
spending/savings/investment
versus earning power and
make practical adjustments to
their wants and needs.

Unfortunately for some, it
will take financial ruin to force
those adjustments.

STEVE GABER 
BELLINGHAM, WASH.

TO THE EDITOR:

This analysis correctly identi-
fies restrictive zoning and
permitting as primary obsta-
cles to housing affordability
and says increased construc-
tion is the solution, but omits a
factor making that solution
harder to achieve: the mass
deportation of construction
workers.

According to the Urban
Institute, immigrants ac-
counted for more than 23
percent of the American con-
struction work force in 2023,
with undocumented workers
making up roughly half of that
share. In Texas, the state your
article celebrates as a model,
an estimated 337,000 construc-
tion workers are undocument-
ed.

A Center for American
Progress study from 2021
found that undocumented
workers made up 38 percent of
drywall installers, 32 percent
of roofers and 29 percent of
painters nationwide. The
Times reported recently that
surges in deportations have
led to job losses for both immi-
grant and American-born
workers, while wages have
stayed flat.

Removing these workers
reduces labor supply, slowing
construction and raising costs
and home prices, adding infla-
tionary pressure at a time
American families can least
afford it.

Basic economics is unambig-
uous: Reducing labor supply
while demand remains con-
stant raises costs. The current
deportation policy is, in effect,
an inflationary housing policy.

GIACOMO SANTANGELO, BRONX

The writer is a senior lecturer in
economics at Fordham University.

TO THE EDITOR:

I can recall the rent I was
paying in the 1970s and early
1980s.

Recently, I plugged those
numbers into an inflation
calculator to determine what
the rents would be for apart-
ments I lived in nearly half a
century ago in New York and
San Francisco if prices had
tracked with inflation.

The inflation-adjusted rents
would be about $1,000 monthly
for all three. The two San
Francisco studios rent for
about $3,000 today, and the
New York apartment probably
for a bit more.

ALICE BRAY, NEW YORK

L E T T E R S

The Barriers to Building More Housing

TO THE EDITOR:

Re “The World Is About to Get
a Preview of Life in 2035,” by
David Wallace-Wells (Opinion,
nytimes.com, May 6):

Mr. Wallace-Wells is right to
invoke Mike Davis, who said
the 1877 El Niño punished
those who had already been
made vulnerable. The coming
El Niño will do the same.
Climate shocks are both driv-

ers of hunger and risk multi-
pliers that deepen existing
vulnerabilities.

What Mr. Wallace-Wells
does not mention is the pow-
erful vulnerabilities that the
world currently faces. Conflict
has turned the Strait of Hor-
muz into a choke point that
severely limits the flow of
energy and fertilizer critical to
agriculture.

The 1877 catastrophe hit a
population made defenseless
by a food system that was
broken. The 2026 El Niño is
forming in the context of a
global agrifood system
strained by rising fertilizer
costs, reduced application
rates and tightening trade
flows. The United Nations
Food and Agriculture Organi-
zation tracks agricultural
conditions and sees a system
with a diminished capacity to
absorb a shock of the scale
described in the essay. The
buffers — fiscal, logistical and
humanitarian — have been
drawn down by successive
crises and have not been
rebuilt.

Mr. Wallace-Wells is right to
ask what a super El Niño will
do to our complacency. But
the more urgent question is
what it will do to the 280 mil-
lion people already facing
acute food insecurity, and to
the millions more who could
be pushed into acute hunger
by the conflict in the Middle
East, even before a single El
Niño-induced harvest failure
occurs.

MÁXIMO TORERO CULLEN 
ROME

The writer is the chief economist
at the United Nations Food and
Agriculture Organization.

The Coming Super El Niño and a Looming Famine

TO THE EDITOR:

Re “The 15-Year-Old Keeping
War Memories Alive,” by Jas-
per Craven and Amina Gingold
(Opinion guest essay, May 24):

Thank you for publishing
this essay about 15-year-old
Luke Morrison’s trailer mu-
seum showcasing the stories
of veterans and their artifacts
of war.

While most 15-year-olds I
know spend their free time
scrolling TikTok, this young
man has turned his passion
and curiosity toward a noble
cause: making history come
alive to honor those men and
women who put themselves in
harm’s way, sometimes for
causes beyond what they
signed up for.

I’d like to think that people
leave the museum trailer with
a renewed respect for veterans
and all the reasons we should
do everything in our power to
avoid having to send others to
the front line. At 15, Luke
Morrison seems to understand
that. He is a hero in my book.

FAY ELLIS, MAPLEWOOD, N.J.

Luke’s Military Museum

O
NE of the oddest things about becom-
ing a lawyer — and one of the main
reasons that I stopped working as one
— is that you stop believing in fact and

start believing in fiction.
I remember this acutely from my time

working in Big Law. One of the first things
you learn as a newly minted litigator is the
basic structure of a legal brief. A brief is typi-
cally separated into two primary sections.
First, the statement of facts, a plain recita-
tion of the facts underlying the case; sec-
ond, the argument, all your editorializing on
top of that. In other words, you tell people
what happened, and then you tell them your
interpretation of it.

There is an intuitive logic to stating the
facts before the interpretation: Something
happens in the world; rational people
present contrasting interpretations; the
best interpretation wins.

It is also, of course, a fiction.
There is no such thing as a plain presenta-

tion of the facts. Every recounting of events
comes with an interpretation. The interpre-
tation happens when you decide what facts
to include or omit; it happens when you de-
cide the order in which the facts should be
told; it happens when you decide what
words will be used to describe them.

I’M DOING IT HERE. I told you I worked at a
Big Law firm (fact) because I thought it
would prompt a stronger reaction than
telling you I worked at WilmerHale (also
fact). I told you that the structure of a brief is
one of the first things you learn (fact) be-
cause it seemed more dramatic than telling
you about all the less interesting things you
learn first (also fact). I told you that briefs
consist of two primary sections (fact) be-
cause it was simpler than telling you that
there are three or four more primary sec-
tions, too (also fact). And I chose this partic-
ular version of the facts because it was help-
ful to the point I am trying to make:

Our legal system is broken and in dire
need of repair.

My view of this is colored by my own ex-
perience. I came to being a lawyer relatively
late — at the ripe old age of 30 — and upon
arriving at law school immediately found
myself immersed in a world that was both
all-encompassing and totally bewildering in
its blind faith and love for the law. The stu-
dents beamed with excitement; the admin-
istrators constantly told us how important
we were; the professors seemed to believe
wholeheartedly in the efficacy of the judicial
process. It was like signing up for an educa-
tion and winding up in a cult.

But it is hard to live for more than a few
months inside any environment without be-
coming a part of it. And so I fell in love with
the law, too: with its beautiful intricacy, with
the way it served as the meeting point be-
tween lofty philosophical ideals and real-
world problems, with its storytelling power,
which refined narrative and argument to a
ruthless effectiveness. But I never lost that
initial skepticism — particularly when it
was my turn to enter the fabled echelons of a
Big Law firm.

BIG LAW IS the term used to describe the 100
or so largest firms in the United States and
the huge ecosystem of money, jobs and
power that orbits around them. It is a force
that I found myself pushed toward both be-
cause of its early recruiting, far in advance
of most other employers, and because it
seemed like the logical place to begin a
meaningful career while also having some
measure of financial security.

Virtually every lawyer in the United
States accepts the centrality of Big Law in
our society. For instance, big firms litigate
the vast majority of Supreme Court cases,
and former Big Law lawyers overwhelm-
ingly populate the ranks of federal judges,
the offices of the administrative state and
corporate leadership.

So when I arrived at WilmerHale fresh
out of law school, there was the sense of hav-
ing reached the meritocratic pinnacle of the
profession: a group of brilliant intellectuals
all working to help one another better serve
our country’s legal system. The people I
worked with were rigorously ethical, and by
and large believed fiercely in the same liber-
al ideals that I did. Collectively, we worked
on many cases that sought to make the
world better, often pro bono, and occasion-
ally we even succeeded: Helping to secure
reproductive rights in Ohio after the 2022
ruling in Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health
Organization and prohibit the disenfran-
chisement of hundreds of thousands of Vir-
ginians were meaningful victories.

On the other hand, there was the day-to-
day reality: using our very expensive
knowledge to manipulate the legal system
in service of making the rich even richer. Be-
cause no matter the intent or how many pro
bono cases it handles, what a Big Law firm
spends the overwhelming majority of its
time doing is fighting to create legal prece-
dent that will entrench the power of those
who already have it.

If these two things seem incompatible, it’s
because they are. The fact that WilmerHale
was a wonderful place to work was part of
the problem. In Big Law, there is a sense
that the immense power and wealth of your
firm, which benefits you directly, is the logi-
cal outcome of everyone’s hard work and
abilities. It was this conflation of the demo-
cratic responsibilities of lawyering with our
position at the top of a highly profit-driven
industry that rankled, and still does.

Because, despite all our good intentions,
the country that we sought to improve kept
getting worse. The legal system — that
thing we were charged to protect — kept
getting worse.

I GRADUATED FROM law school in 2020. Even
a casual observer could offhandedly name a
few of the ways that the legal system has de-

graded since then, from the overturning of
longstanding personal liberties in favor of
academic canons of interpretation to the
wholesale repurposing of the federal gov-
ernment for purely personal gains, and 100
other things that blanket our phone screens
every day.

And when all of this happens at the same
time that you see your colleagues — col-
leagues who happen to be some of the
brightest legal minds in the country — doing
their best to preserve the legal system’s in-
tegrity, it eventually forces you to stare into
the face of an unavoidable truth: No matter
how many individual good actors there are
in a system, if the system they work in is
broken, then the work that they do will only
ever make things worse. Or to put it even
more pointedly: If all the good lawyers are
spending 99 percent of their time ensuring
that our legal system will benefit a select
few, then the other 1 percent of their time
won’t make much of a difference.

When this truth finally led me to leave Big
Law in 2025, along with far more selfish rea-
sons (such as not wanting to count my life in
six-minute increments), I did not anticipate
that the universe would immediately val-
idate my decision. But then President
Trump decided to make an example of Big
Law, and the industry’s response provided a
vivid demonstration of just how broken the
system underlying it was.

THE EXECUTIVE ORDERS that Mr. Trump be-
gan to issue in March 2025 that sought to
punish various firms for associating with his

political enemies should have been a no-
brainer fight for Big Law. Not only were the
orders facially unconstitutional — meaning
the text itself plainly violated the First
Amendment even without factual support
— but they also exhibited the kind of shoddy
lawyering that has become a Trump admin-
istration hallmark. Taking these orders
down was the kind of case that one of my for-
mer bosses would have handed to me and
expected me to win.

And yet the industry largely decided to
settle. Only four firms, including Wilmer-
Hale, decided to take the administration to
court; they did so successfully. By contrast,
nine other Big Law firms chose to settle, in-
cluding five of the country’s 10 top-ranked
firms and the single largest law firm in the
world with more than $10 billion in annual
revenue. This provided the Trump adminis-
tration with a host of early victories to lever-
age this past year, including nearly a billion
dollars of free legal services that Mr. Trump
has used to negotiate trade deals; an open-
ended and early commitment to do away
with diversity, equity and inclusion policies;
and a demonstration from some of the coun-
try’s highest-paid lawyers that the best way
to respond to government abuses of power
is to settle.

What’s more, the lawyers did all this while
also explaining, as the Paul, Weiss chair
Brad Karp did to his colleagues, that their
“century-long legacy of courageously
standing up for fundamental rights and lib-
erties, for fairness in the justice system and
for our society’s most vulnerable individu-
als” would “never be subject to negotiation
or compromise.” This was referring to a set-
tlement that, as a reminder, was denounced
by Deborah Pearlstein as hastening “Ameri-

ca’s slide from a system of constitutional de-
mocracy” and by the law professors Avi
Soifer, Judy McMorrow and Paul Tremblay
as “shameful and alarming.” Talk about a
statement of facts.

It would be difficult to find a more vivid
demonstration of the way that Big Law has
lost sight of the democratic ideals at the
heart of the profession — except for the fact
that 2025 was, financially, a fantastic year
for the industry. So fantastic that the publi-
cation The American Lawyer had to raise
the bar for what constitutes a “super rich”
firm from $1.1 million in revenue per lawyer
to $1.45 million. That “super rich” list in-
cludes both firms that capitulated and firms
that fought — all in the same year that was
“marked by relentless, direct attacks on the
rule of law and our constitutional rights,” in
the words of the American Constitution So-
ciety.

Something is off.

THE HEALTH OF the U.S. legal industry and
the U.S. legal system are not one and the
same. And Big Law, as the legal world’s eco-
nomic center of gravity and the route
through which most of the country’s top le-
gal talent flows — look at the current Su-
preme Court, where every justice except So-
nia Sotomayor and Clarence Thomas got
through Big Law — is at the heart of the
problem.

I wish I could identify a solution as easily.
But I think that getting lawyers to acknowl-
edge the problem would be a significant
step. Despite the number of people who

have called out these issues — I am far from
the first to leave Big Law disenchanted —
we lawyers still tend to be very resistant to
admitting that our profession could be any-
thing less than exalted.

I am sympathetic to that impulse, but I
also think it is time to relinquish it. Because
— to use a lawyerly turn — clinging to it
blends the statement of facts with the argu-
ment in a way that prevents lawyers from
seeing the world around us and what our de-
mocracy really needs. And what it needs
desperately is a full and unsparing account-
ing of the legal industry that is supposed to
be protecting the ideals at its heart.

ANOTHER CONCEPT FROM the legal world that
sticks with me: the legal fiction. A legal fic-
tion enables the law to apply to situations
that it would otherwise not be able to; treat-
ing corporations as people in certain legal
contexts is one common example. But I
think there is an even broader set of ideas to
which we should also apply it: lawyers’ con-
ception of themselves.

It is a fiction to think that a legal land-
scape organized around the principle of con-
centrating power and profit can operate to
the benefit of our democracy. It is a fiction to
think that a few well-intentioned pro bono
hours can compensate for the rest of the
work that we do. It is a fiction to think that
individual actors can compensate for the
drift of a system that works tirelessly to en-
trench those in power. And it is a fiction to
think that lawyers can still be carrying out,
as Samuel Adams observed, “one rule of jus-
tice for rich and poor” when the real-world
impact of the legal industry is anything but.

These are fictions that we lawyers buy
into because it is useful for us to believe
them. But the fact that they are useful does
not make them true. And the sooner we law-
yers acknowledge that, the sooner we can
figure out a way to make the reality we have
a little more like these fictions that we aspire
to tell.

Whether that is a statement of facts or an
argument, I leave up to you.

Why I Quit Big Law

Our legal system is 
broken and in dire need 
of repair.

Matthew Wollin
A writer and a filmmaker who was a litigator at
WilmerHale for five years.

PETE GAMLEN



THEWALL STREET JOURNAL. * * * * Monday, June 1, 2026 | A15

DiggingUpRelics
And Intelligence
The American School of Spies
By Stephan Talty
Dutton, 320 pages, $35

BOOKSHELF | By Max Carter

The Taxpayer’s Kitty Will Subsidize Yours

F orget pro-natalist policy
to support families.
With New York becom-

ing less and less affordable,
state lawmakers are pushing
subsidies for dog and cat
owners.

Progressives have long in-
sisted that having a child is
simply too expensive—requir-
ing free daycare and refund-
able tax credits galore. In
New York, apparently it’s now
financially impossible to own
a tabby without state assis-
tance. Bills before the Senate
and Assembly would institute
a nonrefundable tax credit for
pet owners, and the sponsors
would like to see it made re-
fundable to maximize its
helpfulness to lower-income
residents.

If that happens, the tax
credit could in some ways
outstrip what parents get
from the state. While New

York’s child tax credit is in-
come-limited, anyone—re-
gardless of wealth—would be
able to get taxpayer money to
cover dog and cat expenses.
Even at the maximum
amount, the child tax credit

drops, when a child turns 4,
to about what you would get
for Fido. The per child credit
is $500, while the maximum
payout for a pet-owning
household would be $900, for
two pets, in the current bills.

I love animals. I grew up
with cats, dogs, birds, rats
and bunnies, and my husband
and I have a mutt, Mercy,
whom we love dearly. Despite
our initial efforts to make
her sleep in her bed, she’s

now a nightly fixture under
our covers.

So it tugs at my heart-
strings to read about New
Yorkers having to surrender
their cats and dogs to shelters
out of financial distress. But
this is the classic cycle of big
government: Pile on the regu-
lations and taxes until voters
are about to break, then offer
some distortive new policy as
a fix.

It isn’t by happenstance
that New York has become the
second-most-expensive state
in which to own a dog, or that
New York City shelters have
been pushed past capacity by
pet owners surrendering ani-
mals. When you pressure peo-
ple with massive, nonnegotia-
ble expenses—energy costs
70% above the U.S. average
and the nation’s seventh-high-
est median home prices—they
have to cut costs in other
ways. As heartbreaking as it
is to give up your dog, it is

possible to live without one.
Last year the No. 1 reason

people surrendered dogs to
the Animal Care Centers of
NYC was housing insecurity.
That’s unsurprising in a city
where 50,000 units sit empty
because rent control has
made it financially impractical
for owners to rent them out.

This is what happens when
the government thinks it
knows better than you how to
spend your money. Instead of
being able to devote a couple
of thousand dollars a year to
a loyal furry friend, you’re
forced to hand over that cash
to cover costs inflated by reg-
ulatory nonsense while paying
some of the highest tax rates
in the country. The stark re-
sult is that animals are put
down that otherwise wouldn’t
be.

Ms. Jacobson is an assis-
tant editorial features editor
at the Journal.

By Megan K. Jacobson

Lawmakers in Albany
mull a tax credit for
New York state pets.

OPINION

L ike many schoolboys, I idolized Indiana Jones and James
Bond for all the usual reasons, not least their double lives.
When he wasn’t taking on Nazis, Indy lectured in the sort

of dusty, paneled classroom I learned Latin in. Bond knew
weapons as well as he did the most recondite French wine list.

Even then, I understood that the sedulous life and inclina-
tion of the archaeologist were ill-suited to movie-spy suavity.
Fine dining? Crisp-white tuxedos? The pioneering British
archaeologist Flinders Petrie reputedly served meals “so
excruciatingly bad that only persons of iron constitutions
could survive” them, and supposed that archaeology “should
necessarily entail . . . rags, dirt, malnutrition, chronic dys-

pepsia and almost total absence
of the most rudimentary crea-
ture comforts.”

Rodney Young, the central
figure in Stephan Talty’s “The
American School of Spies: The
Archaeologists Who Fought the
Nazis and Saved the Treasures
of Ancient Greece,” was among
the exceptions. A onetime “Cary
Grantish darling of New York
debutante balls,” Young pursued
archaeology at Princeton and
Columbia, joining the American
School of Classical Studies in Ath-
ens in 1933. It was there, at the
outbreak of World War II, that he

helped to “rebury” the treasures of the National Archaeolog-
ical Museum to protect them from bombing raids, Nazi
archaeologists and plundering soldiers.

In 1941, channeling his inner Byron, Young became the first
American to volunteer to serve in the Greek army (his applica-
tion was rejected). The next year, William Donovan, soon to be
the founding director of the U.S. Office of Strategic Services—
the precursor to the Central Intelligence Agency—recruited
him to lead an American spy network in Greece.

Young’s team, the so-called Greek Desk, was comprised of fel-
low Ivy League archaeologists and Greek-American commandos.
Why archaeologists? Donovan’s concern was not so much the
preservation of ancient relics as it was the regional expertise
and cover that archaeology provided for gathering intelligence.
And how did Young go about persuading his peers? According
to Mr. Talty, they were motivated by patriotism, noblesse oblige
and philhellenism. “Greece gave us the tools of liberty,” Young
would reflect. “We owed it to her to fight for her soil.”

Dorothy Cox upstages Young in Mr. Talty’s narrative. Trained
as an architect at Columbia—the only woman in the master’s
class of 1917—but denied meaningful work owing to her sex, she
had resigned herself to serving the Red Cross, teaching women
how to make embroidered goods in Greece and, at her lowest
ebb, housekeeping at Bryn Mawr, her undergraduate alma
mater. Ultimately, she fell into archaeology and numismatics
(the study of coins, on which she would become an authority).
Cox joined Young on the Greek Desk at age 50, “single, graying,
and somewhat frail in health,” Mr. Talty writes.

Their training at the OSS “Farm” in Maryland was ama-
teurish, “scandalous” in its spotty instruction and lasting
only four weeks, less than half of the 10 weeks for recruits to
the Communications Branch of the OSS. Young and Cox were
star pupils. Jack Caskey and Jerome Sperling, who would
play significant roles on the Greek Desk, were chided for
their rule-following, caution and seriousness, qualities that
any sensible archaeologist might otherwise aspire to.

Setting up in Cairo in May 1943, Young’s brief was to cul-
tivate local spy networks; gather intelligence; insert agents
and operatives in Greece to guide the commandos; sabotage
enemy infrastructure; and prepare for D-Day.

As the war progressed, the Greek Desk became adept, if not
war-altering, spies. Cox proved to be Young’s ablest intelli-
gence gatherer, even if the occasional bribes she endorsed put
her agents at needless risk. (Only black-marketers and foreign
agents could afford bribery.) Mr. Talty’s representative com-
mando, Helias Doundoulakis, was more Bond-like in his
approach. One night he treated friends to shrimp, clams, fried
potatoes and ouzo on the waterfront, upsetting elderly, likely
famished, passersby. He vowed not to attract such notice
again, but as one of his partners Cosmas reminded him, “we
are behaving as all Greeks do.” As Mr. Talty notes, “to make
money and live poorly would have been more suspicious,
more un-Greek, than blowing it on a lavish meal.” Doundoula-
kis embraced the advice, learning the rumba and generally, in
the author’s words, “living like a Greek playboy.”

Mr. Talty presents characters worthy of our interest, but
he tends to flatten them into stock types. Young was “the
gruff father figure.” (The contemporary alternative was con-
siderably more purple, to be fair. A 1941 United Press report
describes Young’s eyes blazing “like the eyes of the dragon
in Siegfried.”) Cox “earned the respect of the brass.” Dound-
oulakis’s nerve-wracking encounter with Nazi guards ends
with something I pictured the young Clint Eastwood being
made to say: “An older man might have thought, I’m lucky.
Helias thought, I’m good.”

Yet Mr. Talty does not ignore his heroes’ ambivalence. Young
and Cox increasingly chafed at Britain’s postwar plans for
Greece. The author explores the guilt Doundoulakis felt for the
thousands of deaths caused by one 20-word telegram reporting
German troop movements and calling in an American airstrike.
I was unexpectedly moved by the grief of the lovelorn cousin of
Yianni, one of the Greek commandos, for the loss of her Ger-
man boyfriend: “Did you know that my German lieutenant was
an ancient-Greek scholar? . . . He loved me and he loved
Greece.” But Yianni “couldn’t say the truth,” Mr. Talty observes.
“It didn’t matter what he did or how he felt.”

The Greek Desk’s closest brush with D-Day was the extrac-
tion of Cornelia Kapp from Ankara, Turkey, in 1944. Kapp,
who had been spying for the Americans in the German
embassy, identified Elyesa Bazna, the British ambassador’s
valet, as “Cicero,” the secret agent whose information was so
good as to sow doubt in his Nazi handlers. Had Kapp been
captured, Mr. Talty relates, “one thing would have been clear
to the Germans: Cicero was not a double agent” and they
could act on what he told them.

After D-Day, with B-25s sighted over Salonika, Doundoula-
kis met one of his neighbors on the street: “Helias, do you
see?” he cried. “The Americans did not forget us, after all.”

Mr. Carter is the global chairman of 20th- and 21st-century
art at Christie’s.

Archaeologists working on the ‘Greek Desk’
uncovered Nazi secrets, sabotaged enemy
infrastructure and helped prepare for D-Day.

IPO mania has
begun, and
nothing kick-
starts initial
public offer-
ings like
spreadsheets
flashing green
to incite the
c r o w d .
SpaceX’s re-
cent S-1 filing

promoted an “actionable total
addressable market” of $28.5
trillion, which includes $23
trillion from enterprise artifi-
cial-intelligence applications.
Woo-hoo! You can hear the
gears in investors’ brains
grinding: With just 5% of the
market, they’ll be a trillion-
dollar company! The entire
U.S. economy produces $31
trillion a year.

This is on the back of AI
chip maker Cerebras’s May
IPO, with the stock almost
doubling on opening day. An-
drew Feldman, Cerebras’s
CEO, did more flimsy AI math.
“There are 47 million soft-
ware engineers in the world.
If each one uses $100,000 of
tokens a year, that’s nearly $5
trillion from just a single use
case. Do that bottoms-up and
you go, ‘Holy crap.’ ”

Anthropic projects $11 bil-
lion in revenue in the June
quarter, more than double
from March. That’s a $44 bil-
lion run rate. If (more brain-
gear grinding) sales keep dou-
bling quarter to quarter, even
my old HP 12c calculator tells
me that Anthropic will have a
trillion-dollar run rate by
September 2027. Of course,

The Hallucinatory AI Math
that’s another hallucination.

Still, this kind of thinking
is driving investment in AI
data centers, some $700 bil-
lion this year and $7 trillion
(so says McKinsey) by 2030.
Many are circular deals, with
debt and off-balance-sheet
funny accounting. Even that
“Shark Tank” guy from the
ping-pong movie who got $15
million from Sam Bankman-
Fried and FTX is building data
centers.

Don’t get me wrong, AI is
really the greatest thing since
sliced bread, but I’ll repeat,
we don’t need 100 gigawatts
of toasters.

Does history rhyme? Here’s
a story filled with ghosts of
Wall Street’s past. In 1997,
Gary Winnick’s Global Cross-
ing invested a few hundred
million dollars to lay fiber op-
tic cable under the Atlantic.
At the time, undersea T-1
lines (which transmit data at
1.5 million bits per second)
cost between $10,000 and
$20,000 a month. Their AC-1
undersea fiber could handle
40 gigabits per second, or
more than 10,000 T-1 lines,
which could easily generate
more than $100 million a
month. Spreadsheets flashed
green!

Salomon Brothers and Mer-
rill Lynch took Global Crossing
public in 1998, raising $400
million. The stock peaked at
$55 billion in value. Global
Crossing borrowed heavily to
build out 100,000 miles of fi-
ber. Mr. Winnick paid more
than $60 million for a home in
Bel Air. Heady times.

But it worked only with
$10,000-a-month pricing. The
world isn’t static. AT&T and
MCI created a joint venture
to lay their own undersea ca-
bles. Prices plummeted. By
2002 the cost of undersea T-1
lines dropped to $1,000 a
month, down more than 90%.
Spreadsheets flashed red. Af-
ter reporting fake revenue
that Arthur Andersen blessed,
Global Crossing filed for
bankruptcy.

As for AI, there may be 47
million programmers in the
world, but very few have a
budget of $100,000 to spend
on tokens. Microsoft recently
canceled Anthropic Claude li-
censes, and Uber has already
blown through its 2026 AI
budget.

Meanwhile, Nvidia chips
are hard to find. Memory
prices, which Moore’s Law
says should drop 30% a year,
have instead exploded up-
ward. Last week Micron and
SK Hynix joined Samsung in
the $1 trillion stock gang. To-
ken prices—meaning what it
costs to use AI models—have
risen 65% since February, af-
ter dropping 90% since Chat-
GPT was released.

But shortages don’t last.
Competition plus new tech-

nology means that token price
declines will return as the
norm. My gut says over the
next five years (the length of
Global Crossing’s existence),
and likely sooner, we’ll see to-
ken costs decline another
90%, maybe 99%. The future
AI math is more like 470 mil-
lion coders with $1,000 of to-
kens. Even $100.

Watch prices. Everything
Global Crossing forecast in
undersea demand—per bit—
happened and more, but at
way lower prices. Same for
the overall internet, which
grew and grew in demand,
but not at 1999 prices that
caused flashing green spread-
sheets.

It’s starting. New training
algorithms show up almost
daily that promise to use less
memory and less compute and
have AI models learn 10 times
as fast. This is the natural
evolution of technology, not
price increases. DeepSeek out
of China recently cut prices of
the company’s open-source AI
model by 75%. Running cer-
tain benchmarks, OpenAI
costs 12 times as much and
Anthropic 19 times.

There were no recessions
in bits, only in price per bit.
With tokens, the rosiest AI
demand forecasts will be ex-
ceeded, but at much lower
prices. Today, investors are
enjoying the ride. This AI
rocket ship is flying high.
Why get off? But be warned
that many spreadsheets go
from green to red in a hurry
when prices drop.

Write to kessler@wsj.com.

Demand forecasts
have investors flying
high, but beware the
inevitable price drop.

INSIDE
VIEW
By Andy
Kessler

The Latin
American left
has been los-
ing its grip
on power for
more than
two years.
Defeats of in-
cumbent so-
cialist parties
at the ballot
box in Argen-

tina, Chile, Ecuador, Bolivia
and Honduras have sent
shock waves through collec-
tivist networks across the
hemisphere. So too the death
rattle coming from the com-
munist Cuban dictatorship.

In the Marxist playbook,
the proper response to these
setbacks is “To the barri-
cades!” Three Andean coun-
tries are the hottest targets.

In the spotlight this week
is Peru, which holds a presi-
dential runoff election June
7. The contest pits hard-left
socialist Congressman Ro-
berto Sánchez against center-
right Keiko Fujimori, a
daughter of former President
Alberto Fujimori.

There’s a lot riding on this
race for an aspiring nation.
Despite its reputation for po-
litical instability, Peru’s shift
over the past 20 years to-
ward policies that support
open markets, private initia-
tive and macroeconomic sta-
bility has dramatically im-
proved living standards. The
share of Peruvians living be-
low the poverty line fell to
25.7% in 2025 from 58.7% in
2004. Mr. Sánchez promises
to destroy that model,
whereas Ms. Fujimori is ex-
pected largely to defend it.

There’s also a lot at stake
for the likes of Grupo de
Puebla, a club of high-profile

The Left Aims for an Andean Comeback
leftists desperate to avoid
another Latin loss to demo-
cratic capitalism. Its mem-
bers include former Bolivian
President Evo Morales, Bra-
zilian President Luiz Inácio
“Lula” da Silva and former
Spanish Prime Minister José
Luis Zapatero, who was re-
cently indicted by a Spanish
court for money laundering
and influence peddling. Mr.
Zapatero denies wrongdoing.
Grupo de Puebla supports
Mr. Sánchez’s far-left ideo-
logical prescriptions for Peru.

Mr. Sánchez doesn’t hide
his radicalism. In 2021 he
wrote a letter of solidarity to
Venezuelan dictator Nicolás
Maduro. Mr. Sánchez was
minister of foreign trade and
tourism for Peru’s former
President Pedro Castillo, who
was constitutionally removed
from office for trying to dis-
solve Congress. He has en-
dorsed Mr. Sánchez from
prison.

Other powerful Sánchez
allies include the illegal gold-
mining interests that
threaten the property rights
of lawful mining companies,
an important engine of
growth for Peru. The vote
next Sunday is expected to
be close.

In Bolivia, the left is try-
ing to topple centrist Presi-
dent Rodrigo Paz. His elec-
tion victory last year stunned
Grupo de Puebla member Evo
Morales, his Movement To-
ward Socialism (MAS) party
and the coca-growers’ union
that he heads. Now anti-Paz
agents are clashing with po-
lice, blocking highways and
paralyzing the economy.

We’ve seen this film be-
fore. Democratically elected
President Gonzalo Sánchez

de Lozada was driven from
office in 2003 by leftist
mobs using roadblocks and
dynamite to lay siege to cit-
ies around the country. Mr.
Morales helped lead those
protests. More violence
drove out Mr. Sánchez de
Lozada’s constitutional suc-
cessor. Mr. Morales was
elected in 2005 but ruled the
country like a dictator for
nearly 14 years, packing the
courts and jailing his oppo-
nents without due process.

He rewrote the constitu-
tion and locked out opposi-
tion lawmakers when the
Legislative Assembly held the
vote to ratify it. When he
was caught in electoral fraud
in 2019, he was forced to re-
sign. The MAS party re-
turned to the presidency for
another five years in 2020
under President Luis Arce.
Out of power again, Mr. Mo-
rales and MAS have returned
to their old ways.

Colombia held a presiden-
tial election on Sunday. Hard-
left Pacto Histórico President
Gustavo Petro is barred from
a second consecutive term.
His party’s candidate, Iván
Cepeda, is equally extreme.
Mr. Cepeda was up against a
formidable outsider from the
right, Abelardo de la Espri-
ella, along with centrist Pal-
oma Valencia, who is backed
by former President Álvaro
Uribe, and 11 other candi-

dates.
Ahead of the vote, Mr. de

la Espriella had the momen-
tum. Mr. Cepeda had polled
as high as 45%. But in an At-
lasIntel poll taken May 18-21,
support for the government’s
candidate fell to 38.7% while
Mr. de la Espriella, who is
running on a platform of
beefed-up security and
smaller government, had
surged to 37.3%. Ms. Valencia
had dropped to 14.3%.

In the event Mr. de la Es-
priella surprised pollsters by
finishing first with 43.7% of
the vote while Mr. Cepeda
finished second with 40.9%.
But since neither received
more than 50% of votes cast,
there will be a June 21 run-
off.

In a second round, most
polls have found that a ma-
jority of voters prefer any-
body but Mr. Cepeda. But
there are plenty of wild
cards. Intimidation is a fa-
vorite tool of organized
crime, and the campaign has
been marred by violence
against the right. Presidential
hopeful Miguel Uribe—no re-
lation to the former presi-
dent—was assassinated last
year, and two campaign ad-
visers for Mr. de la Espriella
were gunned down in May.
Many municipalities are con-
trolled by illegal armed
groups that back Mr. Cepeda
and effectively run rural poll-
ing stations.

Mr. Petro raised the mini-
mum wage by 23% in Janu-
ary, and he’s been good for
coca growers. Those are both
pluses for Mr. Cepeda. On the
other hand, it may be that
Colombians want their coun-
try back.

Write to O’Grady@wsj.com

Elections in Peru and
Colombia and riots in
Bolivia test Latin
American democracy.

AMERICAS
By Mary
Anastasia
O’Grady
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We Should Starve Adversaries of AI Compute
Neil Chilson’s op-ed (“AI Overwatch

Act Would Help China,” May 27) makes
two arguments in opposition to restrict-
ing high-end chip exports to China.
First, these restrictions will make
American companies less competitive
globally, and second, the U.S. could lose
in the artificial-intelligence race with
China. Both arguments rest on a faulty
premise that no meaningful trade-offs
exist between national security and eco-
nomic engagement with adversaries.

Export controls don’t seem to be
materially harming Nvidia. In Febru-
ary, CEO Jensen Huang boasted that
“computing demand is growing expo-
nentially.” He called the company’s
Blackwell chips “the king of inference
today,” and predicted that the next
line, Vera Rubin, would “extend that
leadership even further.”

Mr. Huang doesn’t seem too con-
cerned about global competition from
Chinese companies like Huawei, and
he shouldn’t be. Nvidia’s revenue in
fiscal year 2026 was $215.9 billion, a
65% increase from a year ago. Its pro-
jected chip revenue alone could reach
$1 trillion by 2027. Huawei’s projected
chip revenue for 2026, meanwhile, is
$12 billion. The two companies aren’t
in the same league.

Huawei has no meaningful share of
the AI chip market outside China—pri-

marily because of American export
controls. That’s a good thing for
American companies and national se-
curity. If anything, selling H200 chips
to China would harm American cus-
tomers, whose orders could be de-
layed to service the fabrication of
China-bound chips.

The quickest way for the U.S to lose
the AI race would be to sell advanced
chips that Chinese companies are cur-
rently incapable of fabricating. China
has already leveraged American chips
for military training—missile defense
ambush, counter-strikes, drone training
and psychological warfare—all with an
eye on defeating America on the battle-
field. Policymakers should starve adver-
saries of AI compute, not supply it.

This is the policy logic underneath
the AI Overwatch Act, a legislation
that Mr. Chilson dismisses. The bill fo-
cuses on chips designed or marketed
for data centers.

Mr. Chilson’s most curious objec-
tion, however, is his insistence that
policymakers should avoid controlling
chip exports to the Chinese in case
“alliances evolve.” Does anyone expect
that U.S.-China relations will evolve
into a friendship, let alone an alliance?

MICHAEL SOBOLIK
Senior fellow, Hudson Institute

Washington

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

“I told you it was a mistake
to leave your body to science.”

THEWALL STREET JOURNAL

Letters intended for publication should
be emailed to wsj.ltrs@wsj.com. Please
include your city, state and telephone
number. All letters are subject to
editing, and unpublished letters cannot
be acknowledged.

Democrats Promise to Wreck the Court

D emocrats are likely to retake the House
and maybe the Senate in November,
which is reason to ask: What would

they do with that power? One
emerging answer is that they
seem determined to blow up
the Supreme Court.

Listen to Rep. Hakeem Jef-
fries, the betting favorite to be
the next Speaker of the House.
“The Supreme Court is a disgrace,” he said in
April. “In the newCongress, we’re going to have
to do something about this Supreme Court, and
let me be very clear: Everything is on the ta-
ble—everything to deal with this corruptMAGA
majority.”

He’s serious, and his agent for this task is
Maryland Rep. Jamie Raskin, who is already
making an argument to pack the Court with four
new Justices. Why four? Mr. Raskin has a gus-
sied-up explanation that might sound plausible
if all you watch is MS NOW.

“There are 13 federal circuits in America, and
traditionally, the Supreme Court has beenmade
up of the number of Justices equal to the num-
ber of circuits,”Mr. Raskin said recently. “We’ve
got 13 circuits, but we only hsave nine Justices.
So that means that under the best of circum-
stances, four entire federal regions, four federal
circuits will be left out completely.”

The real reason Democrats want 13 Justices
is that it’s the number required to tilt the Court
left under a new 7-6majority. Yet it’s worth ex-
aminingMr. Raskin’s sales pitch to see its obvi-
ous insincerity. It’s true the Justices once spent
part of each year traveling a judicial circuit to
hear cases, but this practice of “riding circuit”
effectively ended in 1891.

The Supreme Court’s size has been set at
nine since 1869. Congress created the Tenth Cir-
cuit in 1929, and it added the ancestor of the
D.C. Circuit in 1893. There’s no reason for the
number of Justices to equal the number of ap-
pellate circuits.

One of today’s 13 appeals courts, set up in
1982, is the Federal Circuit, which has national
jurisdiction over certain cases, such as patent
disputes. That doesn’t fit Mr. Raskin’s represen-
tation thesis. There’s also a decent nonpartisan
argument that the Ninth Circuit, which covers
nine states and about 20% of Americans, is un-
wieldy and should be split into two. Under Mr.
Raskin’s logic, the High Court then would need
14 Justices, which would produce 7-7 ties.

Mr. Raskin also has other ideas to bring the
High Court low. He recently introduced a bill

that would deny the Justices the power to
choose which cases they hear. Under the SCCO-
TUS Act, petitions would be reviewed by a ro-

tating committee of 13 ran-
dom appellate judges. This is
such a radical change that it’s
hard to imagine all the impli-
cations.

One likelihood is less sta-
bility in the law. The Justices

often prefer incremental rulings thatmove legal
doctrines a little at a time. This works because
the Court knows that today’s small step can be
followed by accepting relevant cases when they
next believe they’re warranted. If the Justices
lose control of their docket, they’ll have more
incentive to take big legal swings whenever a
controversial topic comes up, because who
knows when—or if—it will arise again?

i i i

The point to understand is that Democrats
have become more radical toward the Court
since 2024. Joe Biden stopped short of calling
for Court packing. Kamala Harris floated the
idea only weeks ago. Senate candidates James
Talarico in Texas and Graham Platner inMaine
want term limits for Justices, but don’t think
they won’t go further when Democrats control
the entire government again.

Never mind that the current Court often
rules against President Trump.WasMr. Jeffries
not paying attention in February when the Jus-
tices ruled 6-3 to strike down Mr. Trump’s
“emergency” tariffs? DuringMr. Trump’s 2020
election fugue, the judiciary was the one branch
of government that didn’t flinch in the face of
Mr. Trump’s power play.

Soon the Court might rule against Mr.
Trump’s order revising birthright citizenship
and his attempt to fire Federal Reserve Gover-
nor Lisa Cook. American courts are still inde-
pendent, and the Justices are following the law
and the Constitution as they see it.

Democrats are free to dislike the Court’s de-
cisions, yet they aren’t helpless. If Democrats
abhor gerrymandering, they can argue for a bill
to limit how, or how often, states draw House
maps. But what really angers Democrats is that
the Supreme Court is no longer a second pro-
gressive legislature that can impose policies
they can’t get through Congress.

Democrats are telling the public they are
plotting one of American history’s most desta-
bilizing power grabs, by degrading the third
branch of government.Why aren’t Republicans
calling this out and defending the Court?

Thirteen Justices. No
control over the docket.
They’re serious about it.

No Nuclear Enrichment for the Saudis Either

N o U.S. President has done more to con-
front Iran’s nuclear program than Don-
ald Trump, and one reason is to avert

a nuclear arms race in the
world’s most volatile region.
Vice President JD Vance made
that case recently, yet the
Trump Administration is si-
multaneously advancing a
civil nuclear deal with Saudi
Arabia that would abandon long-held prolifer-
ation safeguards. Why?

A State Department letter to Sen. Ed Mar-
key (D., Mass.) dated May 18 says the Saudi
deal is undergoing “final review” before Mr.
Trump can submit it to Congress, Reuters re-
ports. The deal wouldn’t require Riyadh to
sign the Additional Protocol for snap U.N. in-
spections or adhere to the “gold standard” of
no domestic uranium enrichment and no re-
processing of nuclear waste. That has been the
U.S. standard to ward off nuclear-weapons
proliferation.

Saudi Arabia is a U.S. ally, but so is the neigh-
boring United Arab Emirates, which committed
to the gold standard in its 2009 civil nuclear
deal with the U.S. There’s no legitimate reason
for Riyadh to dodge those restrictions or the
most effective method of inspections.

The State Department letter says the U.S. and
Saudi Arabia instead would have to come to a
“bilateral safeguards agreement.” Reuters re-
ports that it would be less onerous than the
tried-and-tested gold standard and Additional

Protocol, and a central question iswhether it will
prohibit enrichment and reprocessing.

Each time these processes—keys to the
world’s most dangerous
weapons—are let out of the
bag, the risk of something cat-
astrophic increases. Mr.
Trump understands this in the
case of Iran’s regime, a rogue
and an enemy, but decades of

U.S. strategic thinking has recognized that it
holds true for allies as well.

Regimes can change, and so can alliances.
Technology and materials can be transferred
or stolen. And once a country begins to enrich
uranium, it is difficult to stop it. Even after U.S.
and Israeli strikes in June halted Iran’s enrich-
ment, the regime threatens to resume before
long with a few essential materials and facili-
ties and its accumulated know-how.

Saudi Arabia’s Mohammed bin Salman has
mused before about needing nuclear weapons.
As we wrote during the Crown Prince’s No-
vember trip to Washington, “The better way
to reassure the Saudis—and everyone else—is
to keep Iran’s nuclear program in ruins.” No
one can accuse Mr. Trump of inactivity there,
which should decrease the risk of regional
proliferation.

This deal would do the opposite by weaken-
ing safeguards and overturning a valuable
precedent. If it advances, expect other allies
to request the same treatment and the world
to become that much more dangerous.

Trump’s power deal with
Riyadh would increase
proliferation risk.

China Cooks the Carbon Emissions Books

U nlike the West’s green radicals, China
isn’t willing to sacrifice its economy to
meet its climate pledges. But Beijing

isn’t above cooking its carbon books to gull
Western activists into thinking it is.

At United Nations climate conferences in Co-
penhagen in 2009 and Paris in 2015, Beijing
vowed sizeable reductions in the amount of car-
bon China emits per dollar of gross domestic
product, or carbon intensity. Subsequent national
planning documents reiterated this goal.

Beijing’s statistics have since suggested it
would fall far from delivering on this climate
promise. And last September the head of
China’s Ministry of Ecology and Environmen-
tadmitted that “controlling carbon emission in-
tensity is challenging.”

Yet suddenly in March China reported that
it had achieved a 17.7% reduction in carbon in-
tensity between 2020 and 2025—a sliver short
of its 18% goal. Earlier official numbers had sug-
gested a reduction of only 12.4% over the same
period. Credit Lauri Myllyvirta of the nonprofit
Centre for Research on Energy and Clean Air
for spotting this discrepancy and sleuthing out
its cause.

“It is clear that there has been a major shift
in the way that China measures its carbon in-

tensity, specifically in terms of which types of
emissions are included,” Mr. Myllyvirta writes
in a report for the British climate news site Car-
bon Brief. A footnote in China’s latest statistical
communiqué further suggests a redefinition of
the metric.

Previously, China factored in all fossil-fuel
consumption as it calculated carbon intensity.
The new calculus retrospectively cherry-picks
which carbon emissions count. One of the big-
ger howlers is the exclusion of some emissions
from chemical production or the manufacture
of plastics, both booming industries.

This redefinition “effectively halves the rate
of growth in China’s CO2 [carbon dioxide] emis-
sions over the past five years,” Mr. Myllyvirta
says.With the stroke of a pen, Beijing has created
a statistical gap more or less equal to the total
emissions of South Korea or Germany.

In 2022 President Xi Jinping said carbon
goals shouldn’t come at the expense of energy
and food security or the “normal life” of Chi-
nese people. Tell that to the climate fanatics in
Europe and the U.S., who like to trumpet Bei-
jing’s investments in solar or electric vehicles
as evidence that even China is on board with
their agenda. Next time they should try a little
less trust and a little more verify.
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Trump’s Churchill-or-Chamberlain Crossroads
Donald Trump, the pre-eminent

dealmaker, is out of his element
(“Will Trump Bail Out Iran’s Re-
gime?” Review & Outlook, May 26).
For decades he has succeeded in the
business world because, however
brash and coercive his negotiations,
he could always rely on the force of
the law to uphold his legal con-
tracts. With Iran, however, he is
dealing with religious fanatics: They
aren’t moved by economic factors,
they can’t be bullied by overwhelm-
ing force, and there are no laws to
enforce agreements.

Mr. Trump now has to decide if
he will risk his long-term legacy for
short-term electoral success. Ameri-
can voters may reward him for the

immediate gratification of lower
gas prices, but history will judge
him harshly if he squanders this
chance to eliminate the greatest
threat we have faced since World
War II.

President Trump is facing a criti-
cal moment in his administration—a
Churchill-or-Chamberlain crossroads.
Will his legacy be the successful de-
fense of America—and indeed West-
ern civilization—against Islamic ji-
had, or will his bold attacks against
the Iranian regime be sacrificed to
political expediency and be remem-
bered as another disgraceful episode
of appeasement?

STANLEY SPATZ
Hollywood, Fla.

We Are Losing the Old Neighborhood Watch
Growing up in Denver during the

1950s, my childhood and those of the
neighborhood kids—winter or sum-
mer, rain or shine—was spent out-
doors (“Indoor Childhood Is Bad For
Kids” by Ben Sasse, Free Expression,
May 26).

The sidewalk was our playground.
Bikes, tricycles, roller skates and
sidewalk games during the summer
months were the norm. We hiked all
over the nearby golf course in sum-
mer and went sledding there in win-
ter. Snowmen and forts were stan-
dard. Our parents didn’t really know

where we were during the day, ex-
cept when we were in school.

Summer nights were hide-and-seek
or kick the can throughout our back-
yards. The alleys were an extension
for our many activities. As we
reached a certain age, we could take
the bus alone to downtown Denver
for various activities like art classes
at the children’s art museum or the
big main library. We had freedom, ad-
venture and gained self-confidence.

But an ingredient for encouraging
development of outdoor kids becom-
ing extinct: neighborhoods—the
kinds where moms at home and
older adults watched over the young
ones.

JOANNA SHAFER
Oakland, Calif.

Misunderstanding Pope Leo
Barton Swaim should direct his ire

at the media, not Pope Leo XIV (“Pope
Leo Aims to Please,” Unruly Republic,
May 28). The media is cherry-picking
lines from the Holy Father’s encyclical,
Magnifica Humanitas, that seem to
align with its favored worldview. Yet
there is much in the document that
cuts across the cultural current.

The pope defends technology like
artificial intelligence, which he says
is part of our “profoundly human re-
ality.” He points out that it can
“serve as an ally of safer, more cre-
ative and dignified work,” and that
“the era of AI can become a time in
which the Holy Spirit brings about
the civilization of love in our lives.”
Where is the praise for this endorse-
ment of human ingenuity applied
through technology?

Pope Leo also issued a broad call for
sound regulation, but what else should
he say? The first American pope is dis-
covering the truth of the Biblical prom-
ise that a “prophet is not welcome in
his own land”—a reality that reflects
poorly on Americans, not him.

TIM BUSCH
Napa Institute
Irvine, Calif.

Pepper ...
And Salt

Amazon Shopping Is Surreal
Regarding Marian Tupy’s “Jeff Bezos

Earned His Fortune” (op-ed, May 27):
Kudos to Mr. Tupy for pushing back
against lazy caricatures of Jeff Bezos.
People forget what shopping looked like
before Amazon: flipping through glossy
catalogs, mailing or phoning in orders
and waiting weeks for delivery. Having
ordinary household items arrive in a
day would have seemed fantastical.

Amazon’s critics often focus on the
emissions from delivery trucks while ig-
noring the individual shopping trips
those deliveries may replace. A single
delivery route can bring hundreds of
packages to homes, replacing shopping
trips that would otherwise add cars,
emissions and congestion to local roads.

That doesn’t make Amazon envi-
ronmentally perfect, but it does re-
mind us that the relevant comparison
isn’t Amazon vs. nothing. It is Amazon
vs. the messier, slower and often less
efficient system it replaced.

PETER PARLAPIANO
Houston
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A Republican Time for Choosing
government and public officials who
have broken our trust. Globalization,
a rising knowledge economy and in-
creasing automation have boosted
the incomes of many Americans but
left others behind. An epidemic of le-
thal addiction has affected almost ev-
ery community. Americans who hold
traditional views of faith and family
find themselves mocked in the news
and entertainment media.

Donald Trump seized on these
frustrations in 2016. In his first term
as president, he acted as a conserva-
tive who sought to minimize the
power of centralized government,
unleash the economy and restore ju-
dicial restraint to the courts. Many of
these initiatives were popular, but
that didn’t make them populist.

Conservatism is rooted in princi-
ple. Campaigning for a second term,
Mr. Trump became fully uprooted. In
2024 he revealed something about
the way he thinks: “You know, people
say, ‘You’re conservative.’ I’m not
conservative. You know what I am?
I’m a man of common sense.” These
remarks, in an interview with CNBC,
generated headlines because some
journalists were surprised by Mr.
Trump’s disavowal of conservatism.
I wasn’t. I had heard him say much
the same many times in the White
House. He would state his view on a
subject—favoring low taxes or op-
posing gun control. I would point out
that he had just described “the con-
servative position.” He would wave
his hand and correct me with two
words: “common sense.”

Conservatism is full of common
sense. It applies inherited wisdom
and innate judgment to politics. Yet
Mr. Trump makes a distinction be-
tween conservatism and common
sense. In doing so, he reveals that his
political commitments are grounded
not in conservative principles, but in
his instincts, which have often been
conservative but increasingly aren’t.

Where Mr. Trump once defended
the right to life, he washed his hands
of the pro-life cause, claiming that
abortion policy is no longer the busi-
ness of the federal government.
Where he once pushed the courts in
a conservative direction through
smart nominations, he attacked many
of the people and groups involved in
building one of his most important
legacies. Where he once wanted busi-
nesses to flourish in a free-market
system, he brought about partial fed-
eral ownership of several corpora-

tions. Where he once wanted to en-
gage with the world and lead, he has
increasingly withdrawn from it and
sought to isolate the U.S. from its
longtime allies. Where he once de-
fended free markets and expanded
international trade, he embraced
broad-based tariffs, protectionism
and price controls on prescription
drugs and credit cards. Between the
conclusion of his first term and his
pursuit of his second, Mr. Trump
heard populism’s siren song. He and
those around him ran to it.

As Mr. Trump launched his third
presidential campaign, he continued
to insist that I had the power to
overturn the 2020 election as Senate
president in 2021. He even advocated
setting aside the Constitution. “A
Massive Fraud of this type and mag-
nitude allows for the termination of
all rules, regulations, and articles,
even those found in the Constitu-
tion,” he wrote on Truth Social in
2022. We have all learned to treat
Mr. Trump’s social-media posts with
skepticism, but a conservative would
never say such a thing. Here was a
clear case of Mr. Trump’s newfound
populism merging with progressiv-
ism and its hostility to constitutional
order.

Since his victory, my concern over
his departure from conservatism has
grown. Much of the postelection analy-
sis correctly framed it not as a triumph
of conservative ideals but as a repudia-
tion of a decadent and debauched
Democratic Party. For many right-wing

populists, grievance dictates policy.
Rather than advance America’s inter-
national leadership from a position of
strength, populism complains that our
allies and trading partners are taking
advantage of us and that we need tar-
iffs to settle the score, even at the ex-
pense of our national security and eco-
nomic growth.

Rather than uphold American col-
onists’ rebellion against monarchical
government, populism clamors for
centralization to advance its version
of the common good. Rather than Ed-
mund Burke’s belief that men have “a
right to the fruits of their industry
and to the means of making their in-
dustry fruitful,” populists insist that
we direct the administrative state to
settle contract disputes between
businesses and unions. Sen. Josh
Hawley wants to empower bureau-
crats in Washington to seize control
of stalled negotiations.

As right-wing populists rise, con-
servatism risks exchanging its govern-
ing philosophy for an identity as a
solely oppositional force. This would
be a mistake. Defining a movement by
its adversaries rather than its princi-
ples is a recipe for intellectual decay
and political aimlessness. Such a
mindset breeds short-term thinking
and risks creating a culture of resent-
ment rather than one of renewal.

We are at our best as conserva-
tives when we offer a positive vision,
an alternative to left-leaning ortho-
doxies. But as progressives have cap-
tured major institutions and twisted

traditional morality, conservatism is
often reduced to mere opposition.
While this can attract temporary al-
lies and even win elections when Re-
publicans are out of power, it can’t
serve as the moral foundation of the
conservative movement.

We must say what conservatives
believe. American conservatives are
champions of freedom—and what we
seek to conserve is the freedom in-
spired by the Declaration of Indepen-
dence and guaranteed by the Consti-
tution. The political home of those
who believe in limited government
and individual liberty and who seek
to keep faith with our founding docu-
ments is the Republican Party.

Calvin Coolidge described the im-
portance of keeping America’s found-
ing principles in a speech in Philadel-
phia to honor the 150th anniversary
of the Declaration of Independence:

“If all men are created equal, that
is final. If they are endowed with in-
alienable rights, that is final. If gov-
ernments derive their just power
from the consent of the governed,
that is final. No advance, no progress
can be made beyond these proposi-
tions. If anyone wishes to deny their
truth and their soundness, the only
direction in which he can proceed
historically is not forward, but back-
ward toward the time when there
was no equality, no rights of the indi-
vidual, no rule of the people. Those
who wish to proceed in that direction
cannot lay claim to progress. They
are reactionary.”

Popular opinion is fickle. Princi-
ples are final. When principles guide
us, they can lead us to our greatest
political successes. The challenge for
conservatives is to hold fast to our
principles. This means believing in
personal and economic liberty. It
means standing up to evil regimes
and standing with the friends of free-
dom on the world stage. It means
conducting ourselves with dignity
and civility. Above all, it means re-
specting the Constitution. Leaders
fade into history. The politics of con-
venience driven by the passing mo-
ment never prevail, but principles
endure.

Mr. Pence served as vice president
of the United States (2017-21), and is
founder of Advancing American Free-
dom. This article is adapted from his
book “What Conservatives Believe:
Rediscovering the Conservative Con-
science,” forthcoming on Tuesday.

By Mike Pence
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T he Republican Party faces
a momentous choice: Will
we remain a party of con-
servative beliefs, or will
we follow the siren song of

populism? For more than a century,
the ideological rival of conservatism
has been a version of liberalism born
during the Progressive Era and find-
ing favor in the Democratic Party. It
began in the days of Woodrow Wil-
son and evolved during the adminis-
trations of Franklin D. Roosevelt and
Lyndon B. Johnson as they increased
the size and power of the federal
government. Their new programs
and entitlements all too often eroded
personal liberties and failed to solve
the problems they were designed to
address.

Where conservatives have histor-
ically viewed politics as the art of
the possible, progressives see poli-
tics as a path to alter society be-
yond recognition in a quest for ma-
terial equity, environmental nirvana,
or other alleged perfections. Pro-
gressives invariably try to destroy
whatever stands in their way.

Populism is progressivism in dis-
guise. It strikes at us not from the
Democratic Party but from within
our own ranks, sparking a battle for
the soul of the Republican Party. In
the U.S., the conventional story of
populism begins in the 19th century,
when farmers called for ending the
gold standard and printing more
money to weaken the dollar and
make it easier to pay off debts.

That was bad economics, but the
problem with populism goes beyond
policy blunders. It would replace our
faith in limited government and tra-
ditional values with an agenda
stitched together by opinion polls,
personal grievances and performa-
tive outrage. Populists follow urges,
not principles. They would erode our
commitment to the Constitution and
abandon U.S. leadership in the world.

Populism has risen anew in the
21st century due to the failures of big

Will we remain the party
of conservative principles
or embrace progressivism
in the guise of populism?

AI Made My Expertise More Effective

I recently built a retirement-plan-
ning app. Today’s artificial-intel-
ligence coding assistants allow a

single person to build software that
used to require a team. I’m an econo-
mist, not a programmer. I knew what
questions to ask, and the AI handled
the coding. That shift changes who
captures the gains from AI.

By guiding and interrogating the
AI programmer, I created an applica-
tion called RetireLab. It runs thou-
sands of simulations, incorporating
federal tax brackets, Roth conversion
strategies, Medicare premium sur-
charges, Social Security, mortality
and about two dozen other variables
that determine whether a house-
hold’s money is likely to last. Simply
asking AI to create a retirement plan-
ner will get you something generic
and not particularly useful.

The questions that made RetireLab
useful didn’t come from knowing the
tax code. They came frommy training
in thinking like an economist—reason-
ing about probabilities, spotting per-
verse incentives and judging which de-
tails actually affect decisions.
Example: A dollar of income over a
specific Medicare threshold can trig-
ger more than $2,000 in annual sur-
charges. The AI initially built a tool
that recommended financial strategies
crossing those thresholds, generating
costs that could wipe out any benefit.
I caught the bug not by reading code
but by noticing that the output didn’t
match how a rational retiree should

behave. I instructed the AI to fix the
economic logic, and it rewrote the
software.

A few months ago, I wouldn’t
have been able to incorporate these
habits of mind into a functioning
tool. The cost of translating that
kind of thinking into action has
fallen by an order of magnitude.

Economist Ronald Coase in 1937
argued that firms exist because it is
cheaper to produce some things in-
house than to buy them on the mar-
ket. For decades, custom software
was so expensive it forced profession-
als to trade away specific capabilities
for the lower price of generic, off-the-
shelf tools. AI has collapsed the cost
of building, making it possible to
choose precision over a generic sub-
stitute. For anyone whose questions
go beyond what commercial software
is designed to answer, the threshold
for “just build it” has dropped dra-
matically. Consultants and contrac-
tors whose primary value is translat-
ing someone else’s requirements into
code face real pressure. The build-
versus-buy math is shifting fast, and
nobody is sure where it settles.

This doesn’t mean we should

blindly trust AI code. I don’t know that
the app correctly captures every detail
in tax law. I caught certain anomalies
because I think about incentives for a
living. Using several AI systems to
check each other’s work helps, and it
helped here. The tax code is ultimately
a set of rules and their interactions,
the kind of problem AI should keep
getting better at handling. For now,
closing the gap between “looks right”
and “is right” still takes human judg-
ment. How long that remains true is
anyone’s guess.

For policymakers, AI is simultane-
ously substituting and complement-
ing different parts of the same work-
flow. It complements the expert
while substituting for the intermedi-
ary. The economist can now build her
own simulation, the doctor can pro-
totype a clinical decision tool, and
the logistics manager can write his
own optimizer. Each has the exper-
tise to know which questions are
worth asking, and AI can turn that
knowledge into working tools.

That may mean fewer people per
project, with productivity gains only
among people who already have ex-
pertise. But it might also mean more
projects and broader gains. What’s
clear is that the gap between idea
and product has narrowed, and that
changes the internal economics of
firms.

Mr. Wallsten is president of the
Technology Policy Institute and a
policy fellow at the Stanford Institute
for Economic Policy Research.

By Scott Wallsten

I’m not a programmer but
I created an application by
asking the right questions
and letting a chatbot code.
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JD Vance Courts Sean O’Brien and the Teamsters
Politics requires al-
liance-building, and
nobody knows that
better than the
pugnacious Team-
sters President
Sean O’Brien. He
has spent the past
few years cultivat-
ing ties with Re-
publicans—chief
among them Vice

President JD Vance—to benefit his
union.

Mr. O’Brien is desperate for a win
in Washington to sell to his 1.3 mil-
lion members as he runs for re-elec-
tion. Some Republicans in Congress
seem eager to give him one—maybe
two—as they seek to burnish their
bona fides as defenders of the work-
ing class. These Republicans are do-
ing more to help Democrats—the pri-
mary beneficiaries of Teamster
campaign donations—than workers.

The Teamsters’ membership has
shrunk by nearly half since the 1970s
amid a broader decline in organized
labor. Technology has improved pro-
ductivity. At the same time, jobs
have migrated to states with right-
to-work laws, which prohibit unions
and employers from making union
membership a condition of employ-
ment. The Teamsters have also lost
rank-and-file support. Between 2016
and 2025, members filed 373 peti-
tions to decertify the Teamsters, ac-

cording to Reason magazine. Some
60% of the decertification elections
succeeded.

You can’t blame union members
for wearying of paying dues that
bankroll Democratic candidates and
lavish lifestyles of union leaders. In
the 2023-24 election cycle, 92% of
Teamsters PAC donations to federal
candidates went to Democrats, as did
91% of the union’s contributions to
party committees.

An independent investigations of-
ficer—mandated by a court because
of the union’s longstanding corrup-
tion problems—issued a report in
February accusing two former Team-
ster officials of treating the union
credit card “as a blank check to per-
mit them luxury living without
limit,” including restaurant tabs for
meals with friends topping $3,000.
One was a close ally of Mr. O’Brien.
They defended some expenses as re-
lated to union business.

Elected in 2021, Mr. O’Brien has
taken a hard line in collective bar-
gaining with the goal of winning rich
pay packages he can showcase to em-
ployees at other businesses he’s try-
ing to organize. This strategy has
cost tens of thousands of members
their jobs.

In 2023, Yellow Corp., one of the
country’s largest trucking companies,
sought financial concessions from
the Teamsters to stay in business.
Mr. O’Brien refused and tweeted an
image of a gravestone reading “Yel-
low 1924-2023.” The company filed
for bankruptcy, and 22,000 Team-
sters lost their jobs.

After threatening UPS with a
strike that summer, Mr. O’Brien won
a deal that increased average com-
pensation for full-time drivers over
five years to $170,000 from $145,000,
including zero healthcare premiums

and as much as seven weeks of vaca-
tion. Rising labor costs prompted
UPS to cut 34,000 nonmanagement
jobs last year, with another 30,000
planned for this year.

Meanwhile, Mr. O’Brien’s cam-
paign to organize Amazon warehouse
workers and drivers has met with lit-
tle success. More successful has been
his courtship of Republicans to sup-
port legislative priorities such as the
misnamed Railway Safety Act and
the Faster Labor Contracts Act.

After a Norfolk Southern train de-
railed in East Palestine, Ohio, in
2023, then-Sen. Vance co-sponsored
legislation that would impose costly
labor mandates on railroads in the
name of safety. Farmers and fossil-
fuel producers argued that it would
increase transportation costs without
improving safety.

Although the bill lacked sufficient
GOP support to pass either chamber

in Congress’s last session, Mr.
O’Brien has pushed to attach it to
this year’s highway-funding reautho-
rization. Mr. Vance went to bat for
the Teamsters last month by press-
ing President Trump to endorse the
bill and calling House Republicans to
press his cause.

Perhaps he hopes Mr. O’Brien will
return the favor if he runs for presi-
dent in 2028. Fat chance. Mr. O’Brien
knows that endorsing a candidate
would squander his political lever-
age. Mr. O’Brien declined to endorse
Mr. Trump in 2024 even though
Teamster members favored him over
Kamala Harris in internal polls.

Other potential Republican con-
tenders have also curried favor with
the union. Then-Sen. Marco Rubio of
Florida backed a Teamster affiliate
during a 2022 railroad contract dis-
pute. Missouri Sen. Josh Hawley is
championing a Teamster-backed bill

that would allow an arbitration panel
to impose a contract if a union and
an employer fail to reach an agree-
ment after 120 days of bargaining.
Modeled on a California farm labor
law, the bill would give unions more
leverage while also reducing the
power of workers, who wouldn’t have
to approve the ultimate contract.
That means the union could force
hefty dues payments on workers
without their consent.

Seven House Republicans have
signed a discharge petition to force a
floor vote on the bill. They may be
hoping their alliance with organized
labor will quell working-class anger
over inflation. It won’t. And they will
be giving unions more money to
dump into Democratic campaigns.

Mr. O’Brien has forged an alliance
with the vice president and other Re-
publicans out of pragmatism. When
will they realize they’re being used?

The vice president hopes
to win the union’s 2028
endorsement by backing
Big Labor priorities.
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